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vii

 This book began with a question—and a confl ict—that I encountered 
entirely by accident. In June of 2006, while a graduate student at McGill 
University, I headed to Beirut for an internship with the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency, where I planned to spend the summer doing 
research on the barriers to integration faced by the Palestinian community 
in southern Lebanon. But events, in the form of the July War, intervened. 
First in Beirut and then from Amman, I watched along with the rest of 
the region as Hizbullah demonstrated far greater resilience than anyone 
(other than possibly Hizbullah themselves) had predicted. I found this all 
the more fascinating for the stark contrast it posed with the behavior of 
most of the combatants in the Lebanese civil war, on which I had written 
my MA thesis at the University of Chicago. Conversations that summer 
with friends in Beirut and Amman and in graduate seminars at McGill 
when I returned to Montreal in the fall led me to focus my research on 
the issues at the heart of this book: the political roots of militant group 
resilience, the role of nonstate actors in shaping both local and regional 
political narratives, and the interconnected histories of the nonstate actors 
at the center of the Arab–Israeli confl ict. 

 When I returned to the Middle East in December of 2008 and again 
in June of 2012 to conduct fi eld research, fi rst for my dissertation and 
then for the book it would become, I was extraordinarily privileged to be 
able to draw on the expertise and support of colleagues and friends across 
the region. Some I have known for many years, and others I met for the 
fi rst time while conducting research. Although I cannot name all of you 
here, I am grateful to all of you for your friendship and insight. Particular 
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    CHAPTER 1   

 Introduction                     

          At roughly nine in the morning on July 12, 2006, two Israel Defense Forces 
(IDF) soldiers named Ehud Goldwasser and Eldad Regev were captured 
by fi ghters from the Lebanese militant movement Hizbullah while on 
patrol near the Israeli–Lebanese border. Such incidents, while infrequent, 
were hardly unusual and at fi rst, the episode seemed likely to prove noth-
ing more than another of the semi-regular exchanges between Hizbullah 
and the IDF in which combatants were captured or fi re exchanged. At 
the offi ces of the United Nations Relief Works Agency (UNRWA) where 
I was working that summer, business continued normally through the 
afternoon, although there was a great deal of speculation about the likely 
Israeli response. One of my Palestinian co-workers who lived in Sidon and 
now faced a more than usually aggravating evening commute rolled her 
eyes in exasperation and said “stupid Hizbullah.” The general consensus 
seemed to be that Israel would likely bomb a power plant or two and that 
would probably be that. 

 It wasn’t. By morning, the Israeli air force had bombed Beirut’s Rafi k 
Hariri International Airport, leaving massive craters in the runway and 
halting all commercial fl ights in and out of Lebanon. The following night, 
we were awakened by the crash of bombs falling on Beirut’s southern 
suburbs from the Israeli F-16s circling the sky. It quickly became apparent 
that this would not be the limited exchange we had anticipated. I heard 
Lebanese friends from a range of backgrounds opine, some with optimism 
and some with dismay, that Hizbullah had bitten off a great deal more 



than it could chew and that this time the IDF might seriously cripple 
or even destroy the organization. Various Israeli politicians and military 
fi gures (including Defense Minister Amir Peretz) made public statements 
threatening to do exactly that.  1   

 And yet when a ceasefi re was fi nally negotiated after 34 days, not only 
had Regev and Goldwasser not been recovered  2   but Hizbullah had man-
aged to strike civilian targets inside Israel (including Haifa, Israel’s third 
largest city) and had badly damaged one of the Israeli ships in the blockade 
of Beirut in an expertly staged televised strike. Hizbullah’s fi ghters had 
even managed to repel IDF forces from the southern village of Bint Jbeil. 
A decade later, the organization maintains a military presence in southern 
Lebanon. At times, it has even offered tours of battle sites. 

 This outcome is all the more surprising when cast in contrast with 
earlier confl icts which pitted the IDF against another of its nonstate 
adversaries in south Lebanon: the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO). On June 6, 1982, in response to the PLO’s repeated shelling 
of northern Israel from southern Lebanon, the IDF invaded Lebanon 
with the stated goal of pushing the PLO north of the Litani River. As 
in 2006, the IDF’s stated intention was to remove its enemy’s capac-
ity to operate against Israeli targets from southern Lebanon or even 
remove it from Lebanon entirely. As in 2006, the plans were hastily 
drawn up and executed with minimal oversight from the civilian gov-
ernment. But the outcome in 1982 was quite different. Within weeks, 
the IDF had surrounded Beirut, and by September, the PLO had been 
forced to evacuate from Lebanon. The organization’s political leader-
ship retreated into exile in Tunisia having lost its last military base in a 
country bordering historical Palestine. 

 The contrast between 1982 and 2006 illustrates a much larger ques-
tion concerning the outcomes of asymmetric confl ict and the behavior 
and effectiveness of militant groups. Nonstate military actors (be they 
rebel groups, terrorists, insurgents, militias, or guerrillas) have a built-in 
advantage in comparison with their state adversaries in that the former’s 
goalposts tend to be far wider. To “win,” the conventional military must 
evict its nonstate adversary from the territory in question, or better yet, 
destroy it altogether. The second outcome is relatively rare; more com-
mon is the fi rst, in which the militants are gradually cornered, isolated, or 
expelled into a neighboring state. But for the militant movement itself, 
the goal is much simpler. By merely managing to survive its enemy’s 
attempt to eradicate it in a particular territory, it both prevents its adver-
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sary from achieving its goals and retains the ability to keep pursuing its 
own. In  other words, counterinsurgent forces need to win. Nonstate 
actors only need to not lose. 

 And yet, the ability of some nonstate actors to “not lose” in the face 
of a far stronger conventional adversary’s attempt to drive them from 
a particular territory stands in marked contrast to the failures of other, 
seemingly similar, groups to do so. This book seeks to explain why some 
nonstate actors are able to survive their confrontations with far more 
 powerful conventional adversaries, while others, fi ghting the same adver-
sary, in the same environment, fi nd themselves disabled, exiled, or dis-
mantled entirely. In particular, it focuses on those organizations that have 
confronted Israel in the confl ict ecosystem composed of Jordan, Lebanon, 
Israel, and the occupied Palestinian territories. 

 I argue that the key to each organization’s ability to survive its confron-
tations with its adversaries—that is, both to resist the assault and to recover 
afterward—lies less in the resources at its disposal than in the strategies 
by which it acquired those resources and the relationships it developed 
as a result. Those who used coercion against local civilians and external 
sponsors found their ability to survive compromised. Those that relied on 
providing service as a military proxy or the provision of services to civilians 
had a slightly better result. Those that successfully created political nar-
ratives that established them as the legitimate representatives of local and 
regional political and ethnic constituencies were the most successful of all. 

 There is, of course, extensive scholarship on both the question of non-
state actor behavior and the Arab–Israeli confl ict more broadly. Hizbullah, 
Hamas, Amal, and the PLO have themselves all been the subject of a great 
deal of study. But the existing work on the topic tends to attribute the greater 
resilience of some groups—that is, their ability to survive an attack by a far 
more powerful force and to prosper afterward—either implicitly or explicitly 
to either their material assets or their social endowments. This book instead 
locates the explanation for the very different trajectories of these four organi-
zations in the ways in which each went about pursuing both material resources 
and non-material resources, through the construction of particular sorts of 
identities and relationships at both the local and regional levels. 

 These organizations form a natural set for comparison because they 
exist within the same “confl ict ecosystem.” A confl ict ecosystem is a trans-
national, multi-actor, geographically bounded system in which the various 
actors are interconnected and confl ict is organized around a set of com-
mon ideological and/or ethnic cleavages, though these may be contested 
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and can change over time. There are a number of such systems currently in 
existence. One example is what might be termed the Great Lakes confl ict 
ecosystem, which includes Rwanda, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, and Uganda. It has encompassed multiple interconnected con-
fl icts including the Rwandan Civil War and genocide, the Burundian Civil 
War, the fi rst and second Congo Wars, and what (as of this writing) may 
become a new Civil War in Burundi. Another example (discussed in Chap. 
  6    ) is the developing confl ict ecosystem encompassing Syria, Iraq, and sev-
eral neighboring states. 

 This book focuses on the ecosystem defi ned by the interconnected 
web of confl icts and sub-confl icts formed by that segment of the pro-
tracted Arab–Israeli confl ict involving Israel and its principal nonstate 
adversaries. Neither purely a Civil War nor an international confl ict, this 
confl ict has taken place between, within, and across the borders of Israel, 
Palestine, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. It has also at various points drawn 
in other regional powers, including Iran, Egypt, and the Gulf states. 
And, most importantly for this book, it includes a range of nonstate 
actors who, while often in adversarial relationships with one another, 
are nonetheless linked both historically and ideologically. The confl ict’s 
current confi guration dates to the defeat of the combined Arab militar-
ies in 1967 which led to the emergence of the PLO as an infl uential and 
autonomous actor in the system. The status quo was reinforced in 1979 
when the Egyptian–Israeli peace treaty effectively took pan-Arab military 
action off the table, establishing asymmetric war as the dominant form 
of warfare in the confl ict. The PLO’s presence in south Lebanon had a 
powerful infl uence on Amal when it emerged in the early 1970s. Amal 
in turn gave rise to Hizbullah, and Hamas was infl uenced by the lega-
cies of both the PLO and Hizbullah when it was founded in 1988. By 
comparing how each of these four nonstate actors attempted to carve 
out space for itself within the ecosystem and to acquire the political, 
fi nancial, military, and social resource they needed, we can understand 
which strategies will lead an organization to most successfully adapt to 
its environment and which will be most likely to carry negative conse-
quences in the long run. 

 The metaphor of the ecosystem serves as a useful way of analyzing this 
sort of complex confl ict. Any given ecosystem will contain a set of organ-
isms that interact with one another, competing for resources, and some-
times attacking one another. Organisms within the ecosystem will adapt 
either well or poorly to their environment. Those who have adapted well, 
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thrive. Those who have adapted poorly, do not. Shocks to the ecosystem 
(a forest fi re, the arrival of a new species) can change the value of certain 
adaptive traits, rendering what was once an advantage a disadvantage. 
And if one organism is removed from the system (because of an external 
shock, because a larger predator catches up with it, or because it succumbs 
to its own poor adaptation), this may open up space for a new organ-
ism to emerge. Sudden change may lead to a surge in the emergence of 
new organisms vying to fi ll the newly available niche, creating bursts of 
 competition after which new actors may emerge as powerful participants 
in the system.  3   

 All of these characteristics have their parallels in the confl ict ecosys-
tem. Various participants in these systems (both states and nonstate actors) 
compete with one another for resources, both fi nancial and military. 
External shocks to the system (an invasion by a new regional power or a 
global change such as the end of the Cold War) can change the utility of 
certain characteristics or behaviors for actors who had previously adopted 
them. But while biological evolution is driven by competition, selection, 
and adaptation over long periods of time (shaped in part by the way the 
genetic dice land), individual organizations exercise far more agency in 
shaping their own chances of survival. They are able to choose the strate-
gies by which they acquire resources, strategies which, in admittedly unex-
pected ways, determine both the sort of organization they are likely to 
become, and how likely they are to be able to survive a confrontation with 
a much more powerful adversary. 

   THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM: MATERIAL 
AND SOCIAL ENDOWMENTS 

 One could be forgiven for thinking, based on the treatment of the ques-
tion in both the media and the scholarly literature on Civil War, that the 
answer to the question of why some militant groups are better able than 
others to survive in the same environment is both self-evident and rather 
uninteresting: that an organization’s chances of survival are determined 
by the resources at its disposal. For instance, a brief survey of the coverage 
of the July War in the  New York Times  indicates, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
that Hizbullah’s weapons are mentioned as an explanation for its success 
more than any other factor.  4   This assumption is mirrored in the academic 
literature concerning the behavior, loyalties, alliances, and success (or oth-
erwise) of guerrillas, rebels, militias, terrorists, and other nonstate military 
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actors. The question of how a nonstate military actor came to possess 
these resources in the fi rst place often goes unasked, and if it is, the answer 
generally focuses solely on the source of the resources, rather than the 
means by which the organization obtained them from that source. 

 Part of the problem is that whether the resources in question are mate-
rial assets (e.g., weapons and wealth) or non-material assets (like political 
infl uence and prestige), the assumption is often that possession of these 
assets is a fi xed trait of the militant group. Rich organizations are simply 
rich; poor organizations are simply poor. Much of the work exploring 
the role of natural resource wealth in prompting the onset of armed con-
fl ict and the emergence of armed groups treats the presence of natural 
resources as an automatic trigger for certain types of rebel group behavior, 
rather than starting point for a range of policy choices.  5   Weinstein, for 
instance, has argued that access to material resources when the movement 
is fi rst getting started makes it more likely that it will use them to recruit 
mercenary fi ghters who will brutalize civilians.  6   

 The emphasis on the resources a movement “has” in its earliest days 
extends beyond material assets like money and guns to non-material assets 
like popular support. Legitimacy, public sympathy, and local knowledge 
are treated as though they were assets waiting in the ground to be mined 
by whichever movement is, by virtue of its ethnic or political identity, 
qualifi ed to retrieve them. The identities that give organizations access to 
these political resources, and the connection between them and a particu-
lar identity profi le, are taken as already fi xed at the time the organization is 
formed. To employ a slightly different metaphor, political or ethnic iden-
tity is framed as a kind of birthright that allows the militant group blessed 
with the right kind of identity profi le to pull the metaphorical political 
resource sword from the stone. Conversely, those who have the wrong 
sort of identity profi le—who practice the wrong religion, speak the wrong 
language, or are of the wrong national origin for the context in which 
they hope to operate—have little chance of accessing these valuable non- 
material resources. Much of the work on social movements (including 
work on both resource mobilization  7   and political opportunity  8  ) assumes 
that mobilization is based on fi xed and inherent identity traits. Even the 
“greed versus grievance” literature, which does explore the origins of 
material assets, takes the identities which can potentially motivate rebel-
lion as fi xed and always available for mobilization.  9   Economic modeling of 
militant group behavior that treats behavior such as the provision of social 
services as a means of strategically isolating movement adherents still relies 
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on an implicitly essentialist assumption of the role of ethno-religious iden-
tity in drawing them toward those groups in the fi rst place.  10   

 Ultimately, this logic leaves a number of questions unanswered. What 
are we to make of those movements that do begin life with ample mate-
rial resources and use them not (as predicted by Weinstein) to recruit 
opportunistic and abusive mercenaries, but rather to develop institutions 
through which to attract committed fi ghters or establish a broader politi-
cal reach? Hizbullah has done precisely that, using its fi nancial resources to 
establish a presence in the Shi’ite community (in part via its social service 
network) that has given it the luxury of extreme selectivity in recruiting 
fi ghters. 

 Second, why is it that two groups, fi ghting on the same territory, with 
similar access to that territory’s resources, or perhaps with access to similar 
amounts of funding from other sources, nonetheless behave very differ-
ently and exhibit different rates of success? If survival were dependent only 
on the available material resources, there should be no difference in their 
ability to survive. And perhaps more puzzlingly, why is it that two militant 
groups made up of people from the same local population, both claiming 
to represent the same ethnic group, fi ghting on the same territory, and 
surrounded by the same community, vary so much in their behavior and 
ultimate success? 

 And, most signifi cantly, where do the identities that allow groups access 
to these various political resources come from? Assuming that one fi xed 
ethnic or political identity is the non-negotiable birthright (or curse) 
of every nonstate military actor is not only a rather unsatisfying way of 
approaching the question but also fails to recognize one of the most sig-
nifi cant contributions of the last three decades’ worth of scholarship on 
nationalism and ethnic confl ict: the very real role of militant and political 
movements in framing, shaping, and assigning identities for their own 
purposes.  11   

 To treat communal identities as assets which exist entirely indepen-
dently from the organizations that make use of them, as “things” which 
nonstate actors either “have” or not, misses an important step in the 
process. Rather than starting from the assumption that some groups are 
blessed with useful social endowments while others are not, it is more 
appropriate to treat identity formation as a process engaged in strategi-
cally. The historical narratives and identity traits that defi ne how nonstate 
actors perceive themselves and their place in the world shape both which 
people the nonstate actor is able to imagine as members of its constitu-
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ency, and which people are able to imagine the nonstate actor as an orga-
nization to whom they might give their support. A group which creates a 
narrow ascriptive defi nition for itself has a smaller potential constituency 
than a group with a broader ascriptive defi nition, and groups that are able 
to change the way they imagine themselves have a wider choice in terms of 
which strategies are imaginable, and therefore available, to them. Support 
for or hostility toward a particular organization from any given subset of 
the civilian population is never entirely predetermined—it is always, to 
some degree, up for grabs. 

 In short, the problem with structural arguments such as those above is 
that they begin the causal chain too late, taking as fi xed the existence of 
identities that must in reality be produced and acquired, just as material 
resources must be.  12   The resources that militant organizations have, be 
they material or non-material, are important, but I am interested in tak-
ing a step backward in the causal process to understand how they come 
to possess these resources to begin with, by examining their foreign and 
domestic policy choices.  13   In practice, “taking a step backward” means 
asking not just which resources a militant movement needs to do its job 
or what the impact is of those resources on the movement’s behavior, 
character, and prospects but also how the movement managed to acquire 
those resources in the fi rst place.  

   THEFT, BARTER, OR GIFT 
 As they set out to pursue their goals, whatever those may be, nearly all 
militant groups will discover that they need to acquire a range of both 
material and intangible assets. These are, overwhelmingly, acquired 
from two (human) sources: state sponsors and local civilian constituents. 
Because neither neighboring states nor local civilians are likely to provide 
these resources absent any interaction or communication with the militant 
group in question, it follows that the movement itself must exert some 
effort in pursuing the resources it needs. Whether seeking backing in a 
local election or better anti-aircraft guns, nonstate actors have three broad 
strategic options in acquiring these resources: they can obtain them by 
theft, through barter, or as a gift. The different policies that go into imple-
menting these strategies each produce different results and lead to more 
productive or less productive relationships for the militant group at the 
regional and local levels. These policy choices shape how the organization 
is able (or unable) to adapt to its environment, determining its ability to 
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survive confrontations with more powerful adversaries, and ultimately to 
thrive (or not) in the ecosystem in which it fi nds itself. 

 As with the process of evolution in the natural world, the process of 
resource acquisition and organizational adaptation is not teleological. 
There is no “authentic” version of itself toward which any one organiza-
tion is evolving. The more successful domestic strategies will be those 
based on a group’s ability to market itself and its mission to potential 
constituents by manipulating or even altering the dominant ideological 
and ethno-communal cleavage in the confl ict ecosystem, and, to a lesser 
extent, on the provision of social services to the community. Strategies 
based on coercion of civilians, however, are far less successful and ulti-
mately harmful in their effects on the organization employing them. In 
obtaining resources from sponsor states, strategies based on coercion will 
be less successful than those based on service as a military proxy, which in 
turn will be less successful than those based on (a successful) marketing 
of the group’s larger project to potential sponsors. In other words, it isn’t 
just what a group has that matters—it’s how it got it in the fi rst place.  

   TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 
 There are several terms which bear further explanation here. I use the term 
“nonstate military actor” because it serves as a catchall for the wide range of 
similar—but not identical—groups referred to in the scholarship on Civil 
War, including “rebels,” “guerrillas,” “insurgents,” “militias,” and “ter-
rorists.”  14   These organizations can range in complexity from small militias 
to large, complex proto-state actors with political wings and substantial 
affi liated social service networks. They can be purely local, regional, or 
transnational. Many have offi ces and military bases in multiple states, and 
some exercise greater political infl uence than some governments. 

 But there are nevertheless boundaries around the term. First, though 
these groups may be sponsored by a patron state and aspire to take over 
the government of the target state, they are not the same as a state mili-
tary (as the term “nonstate actor” obviously implies.) Second, nonstate 
military actors are not non-violent; each has, by defi nition, a military 
component. Finally, along similar lines, the groups under examination 
are not mafi as. Their projects are fi rst and foremost political, and the 
use of violence is intended to do more than simply enrich the leaders 
of the group, although that may be an important part of its purpose as 
well.  15   In sum, as used in this book, “nonstate actors” refers to  armed, 
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politicized, non- state organizations which use violent (and sometimes non-
violent) means to advance a particular political program.  

 The second term that needs defi ning here is the dependent variable, 
“survival.” For nonstate actors in confl ict with a powerful state adversary, 
survival has both a territorial and operational component. For a nonstate 
actor to be said to have survived, it must retain a presence in the territory 
in question. But this alone is not quite suffi cient; if fi ghters remain but are 
effectively disarmed and demobilized, then the movement cannot be said 
to have successfully survived its encounter with its adversary. Survival is 
therefore defi ned as “ retaining the capacity to operate against enemy forces 
from or in the territory from or in which the militant movement wishes to 
operate .” This defi nition sets the bar high enough that it allows for a fair 
comparison between different nonstate actors. It is also clearer and more 
measurable than permanent “victory,” which is much harder to identify 
with any great certainty because the nature of insurgency and guerrilla 
warfare means that it is often unclear when hostilities are fi nally over. 

 Practically speaking, survival has two components: resistance and recov-
ery.  Resistance  refers to the group’s ability to defend itself militarily and 
hold territory during the confl ict. But in order to survive—to retain the 
capacity to operate against the adversary in the area from which it wishes 
to operate—the militant group also needs to be able to  recover  from the 
confl ict both militarily and politically. That is, it needs to be able to retain 
its access to the territory in question and maintain at least enough politi-
cal control in the area that it can continue to operate there. Moreover, 
because confl ict with a powerful state adversary is by defi nition costly in 
terms of fi ghters and weapons, recovery also means being able to recruit 
new fi ghters and obtain more weapons, ammunition, vehicles, and other 
materiel to replace what it expended. (This component of recovery under-
scores the importance of building durable relationships.) Survival means 
not just resisting the initial assault but recovering afterward—not only 
living but also living to fi ght another day. 

 Because it contains these two components, survival is not a purely 
dichotomous variable. A group which is able to resist militarily but only 
partially able to recover politically may be able to continue to operate in 
the territory in question, but in a constrained or limited fashion. Likewise, 
a group which is badly damaged militarily but able to recover politically 
may have to shift to a new or more limited form of military confronta-
tion. These forms of survival can be thought of as limited or constrained 
survival. 
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 Measuring both resistance and recovery in an abstract sense is made 
diffi cult by the variation that exists among militant groups and counter-
insurgent militaries. But broadly speaking, “resistance” can be considered 
successful if the militant group is able to deny the counterinsurgent mil-
itary its objectives in a given territory until the counterinsurgent force 
withdraws. Recovery can be considered successful if the militant group is 
able to continue pursuing its objectives in that territory after the military 
confl ict itself has ended.  

   Resources 
 In order to survive—or indeed, to function at all—every nonstate military 
actor (like any other organization) requires a range of resources.  16   Some 
are self-evident; weapons are obviously important, as is funding. Materiel 
and provisions are also clearly necessary, as well as a base of operations. 
But nonstate actors also require a range of equally crucial non-material 
resources. While it is diffi cult to wage a guerrilla campaign without guns 
or money, it is likewise diffi cult to do so without access to intelligence, 
political cover, basic training, or local knowledge. This is particularly true 
given the nature of guerrilla warfare; because nonstate military actors 
rarely possess superior force of arms, they tend to rely heavily on stealth, 
superior local knowledge, and the possession of greater resolve than their 
conventional military opponents. These non-material assets can also be 
conceived of as resources. 

 Scholars and practitioners of insurgency and counterinsurgency have 
long seen both non-material and material resources as important. Che 
Guevara and Mao Tze Tung in their respective classic works on the subject 
emphasize the signifi cance of non-material resources such as familiarity 
with the land and local information, as well as material resources such as 
food, transportation, ammunition, and reliable shoes. Similarly, the US 
Army and Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual lists safe havens, 
medical support, fi nancing, assistance with logistics and training, provi-
sions, the recognition of legitimacy, intelligence, transportation, active 
participation in “actions on behalf of insurgents,” and non- cooperation 
with counterinsurgent forces as important assets.  17   Scholars of insurgency 
list similar resources; Metz and Millen argue that insurgencies require man-
power, funding, materiel, sanctuary, and intelligence to operate,  18   while 
Bell cites public support, training in guerrilla tactics, room to maneuver, 
and a secure base as crucial.  19   Byman et  al. list safe haven, safe transit, 
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fi nancial resources, “political support,” training, weapons, fi ghters, intel-
ligence, organizational competence, and ideological inspiration.  20   Finally, 
Bob adds access to and sympathy from transnational activist networks to 
the list.  21   In general, the members of various militant factions interviewed 
for this book tended to emphasize non-material assets, particularly popular 
support. One former fi ghter with the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (PFLP) said bluntly that “without justice, you’re a gangster.”  22   
When pressed, they also listed specifi c military assets and offi ce space as 
being important. In sum, material resources can include money; fi ghters; 
weapons; supplies, including food and clothing; safe havens, both inside 
and outside the country; and safe transport of supplies and fi ghters. Non- 
material resources include intelligence and local knowledge; political sup-
port; international, regional, and local legitimacy; the ability to produce 
and distribute propaganda (including access to the media); ideological 
inspiration; organizational competence; training, including discipline and 
cohesion; and the ability to recruit new members. 

 Many of these assets (like discipline, local knowledge, and even wealth) 
are often framed as being inherent traits of particular militant groups. I 
am arguing instead that they ought instead to be viewed as assets to be 
acquired, and that the process of acquisition is important to examine. If 
a militant group is said to “be well armed” and therefore not in need of 
weapons, it seems reasonable to ask how and at what point it acquired 
them. Moreover, ammunition, supplies, and even soldiers must be con-
tinuously replaced, meaning that even a militant group which somehow 
began its career well-armed must fi nd a way of remaining so. This is rela-
tively uncontroversial. But the question of whether we ought to consider 
intangibles like discipline or tactical expertise “resources” to be acquired 
or inherent characteristics is somewhat trickier. Under certain circum-
stances, these may indeed be inherent characteristics of the organization, 
perhaps because they were attributes of its founders and early recruits and 
therefore became norms within the organization. Yet it is a rare group of 
fi ghters that requires no training or indoctrination whatsoever, and both 
“training” and “indoctrination” can be conceived of as resources. Most 
organizations need some external aid to develop these attributes. There 
are also non-material assets like legitimacy that must be acquired exter-
nally to have any meaning. 

 More complicated still is the question of ethno-communal identity; 
should this be treated as trait which militant groups either have or don’t 
have, or a resource which they can take steps to acquire? This is particu-
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larly signifi cant because, just as certain material resources (money) can be 
used to obtain others (guns), so too can certain non-material assets (local 
legitimacy or communal authenticity) be used to obtain others (intelli-
gence, loyalty). This book takes the position that nonstate actors  can  exer-
cise a great deal of agency in constructing whichever identities they believe 
will be most advantageous in this area, although not all necessarily do so.  

   Sources of Resources 
 If these resources must be obtained from an external source, where, then, 
are they acquired from? The answer is from local civilians and sponsor 
states. Practitioners of both counterinsurgency and guerrilla warfare from 
General Louis-Lazare Hoche to the World War II-era  Small Wars Manual  
and General David Petraeus, and from T.E. Lawrence to Mao Tze Tung 
and Che Guevara have emphasized the role of the local population in sup-
porting insurgent groups.  23   This is echoed in much of the academic work 
on the subject as well.  24   

 Similarly, there is also a great deal of work by both scholars and practi-
tioners of insurgency and counterinsurgency discussing the importance of 
foreign state sponsorship for nonstate actors.  25   Byman et al. fi nd that of 74 
insurgencies conducted during the 1990s, state support had a consider-
able impact on 44,  26   and Harbom and Wallensteen fi nd that it was a factor 
in 80 out of 111 Civil Wars fought between the end of the Cold War and 
2004.  27   Supporting states may be neighbors with a grudge against the 
rebel movement’s state antagonist, regional powers seeking to increase 
their infl uence, or superpowers seeking a proxy against an ideological 
enemy during the Cold War. Sometimes, one such sponsor will act as a 
conduit for aid from another, as in the case of regional powers who acted 
as distributors of superpower aid during the Cold War. 

 Of course, it is conceivable that some militant groups may be able 
to access forms of (primarily fi nancial) support that are not contingent 
on either foreign or domestic relationships. Some lucky militant groups 
do come into existence in areas with ready access to highly lucrative 
and easily lootable natural resources, that is, those which require no ini-
tial investment in the form of industrial infrastructure to acquire.  28   This 
most commonly means alluvial diamonds, which are easily removed from 
riverbeds and require little extractive capacity. Other groups may manage 
to acquire speculative funding from large corporations willing to invest 
in what are sometimes called “booty futures” or the promise of access to 
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natural resources after the militia in question has conquered the territory 
containing them.  29   The other potential source of material resources that 
falls outside my model is through self-sustaining economic investment. 
This can include both legitimate and illicit or criminal economic activity. 
This is not uncommon, and several of the organizations under discus-
sion here have dabbled in both. But in order to do so, all of these groups 
required both the cooperation of the public and start-up funding from 
their patrons. 

 While access to these resources can be helpful, neither natural resource 
wealth nor economic investment are major focuses of this book for several 
reasons. The fi rst is that with the possible exception of lootable resources 
like alluvial diamonds, exploiting the existence of natural resources requires 
militant groups to have already developed a level of organizational capac-
ity that is in and of itself generally the result of other resources acquired 
through state sponsorship and in some cases local relationships. Profi t- 
generating resources that require infrastructure to extract (heavy metals, 
non-alluvial gemstones, oil) generally require initial funding beyond the 
reach of most militia groups. Seizing already functioning oil wells is an 
exception, but such wells still require civilian expertise to operate. In other 
words, extractive capacity matters, and that capacity is often a by- product 
of other relationships. Those resources that may be the exception are 
found in very specifi c circumstances. 

 Similarly, the ability to generate income through legal or illicit eco-
nomic activity requires an initial investment that most newly emerged 
nonstate actors will not be able to make without outside help. Whether 
the business in question is legal or illegal, it is rare that a militant group 
comes into existence with either already established, meaning it would 
need to either take over an existing criminal network or business, or invest 
resources in establishing them. Many militant groups do both of these 
things, but both require initial capital, which must somehow be acquired, 
bringing us back to the beginning of my argument. 

 Second, with regard to natural resources in particular, given that they 
are tied to specifi c territory and that this book is focused on comparing 
organizations fi ghting in the same region, they represent a constant, not 
a variable. If two organizations have access to alluvial diamonds but one 
outperforms the other, then, while the diamonds may be a useful funding 
source, they cannot explain variation between them. 

 But perhaps most importantly, this book is focused on the role of rela-
tionships. It is not that these factors don’t matter—they do, and have 
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been the focus of a great deal of impressive scholarship. This book’s focus 
simply lies elsewhere.  

   FOREIGN AND DOMESTIC POLICY CHOICES 
 Support, whether in the form of material or non-material resources, is 
not automatic from either local constituents or foreign sponsor states. 
Obtaining resources requires that militant groups take some initiative. 
This means that these organizations must decide how they will convince 
domestic constituents or state sponsors to provide the resources they 
need. The strategy each group chooses matters a great deal. It determines 
(1) which sorts of resources the organization will be able to obtain, (2) 
how long it will be able to go on obtaining them, and perhaps most sur-
prisingly, (3) how the group is able to use these resources once it has 
them. In addition to these direct consequences, there are also unintended 
side effects that stem from the nature (both positive and negative) of the 
relationships that nonstate actors develop as a result of the strategies they 
choose. While coercion may be easiest in the short term, it is marketing 
which will produce the most durable relationships and therefore the most 
reliable support. Service as a military proxy carries both costs and benefi ts, 
as does the provision of social services to civilians. There are also more 
effective and less effective versions of each strategy. The combinations of 
strategies that nonstate actors pursue has a strong shaping effect over time. 
Broadly speaking, organizations which pursue successful policies domesti-
cally but unsuccessful policies abroad will look different from those who 
do the opposite versus those who are successful or unsuccessful at both.  

   Domestic Strategies 
 Local support matters to militant groups a great deal. A militant group’s 
work will be far easier if it can convince civilians in the area in which it wishes 
to operate to provide at least passive support, by tolerating its activities. 
Better yet, if it can convince them to actively support its cause, this can offer 
real advantages in the form of both material and non-material resources. 

 There is of course some variation across the civilian population. Militant 
groups may apply different approaches to those they see as potential con-
stituents versus those they see as supporting their adversary or as adver-
saries themselves. Support from those they see as constituents certainly 
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matters, but the goodwill, or at least lack of hostility, of the population at 
large can be a valuable asset as well. It may shape state policy, enable or 
limit access to important resources, or mobilize or limit armed opposition 
from other actors. In this, strategic choice matters a great deal: a militant 
group that is able to turn adversaries into supporters will have an advan-
tage over one which turns supporters into adversaries. 

 Militant groups can choose among three broad domestic resource 
acquisition strategies: they can acquire them by stealing, bartering, or 
receiving them as a gift. Broadly speaking, coercion is eventually damaging 
to organizations that try to use it, while marketing, if done successfully, is 
most useful. Service provision falls somewhere in the middle. 

   Coercion 
 Coercion of civilians can take different forms. It may involve expropriat-
ing land, homes, farms, businesses, natural resources, or vehicles; stealing 
food, clothing, or other equipment; or levying “taxes” on businesses or 
individuals. In its more extreme forms, it can involve kidnapping civilians 
for ransom, or torturing, murdering, and raping some people to instill 
fear in others.  30   It can also include abducting children to use as child sol-
diers or forced labor. Sometimes coercion can simply be about inducing 
compliance in the civilian population as a way of maintaining control over 
territory—using the threat of violence (including sexual assault) to forc-
ing villagers to allow a militant group to hide guns in their basements, for 
instance. 

 True, looting, extortion, and rape are sometimes ends in and of 
themselves, rather than the means to fund a larger mission.  31   But there 
is evidence that this is not always the case; coercive extraction has 
become more common since the end of the Cold War, when super-
power funding became less available, indicating that coercion is being 
used to replace other sources of funding.  32   Moreover, even if looting is 
an ends in and of itself for individual fi ghters, if that constitutes their 
salary then it represents an important source of funding for the militia’s 
leadership, which might otherwise have to fi nd other ways of paying 
its troops. 

 Coercion can be a useful short-term strategy in that it requires little 
time for preparation, and often little effort, if local civilians are unarmed. 
But because it is likely to damage a group’s long-term chances of acquiring 
non-material resources, it is ultimately counterproductive.  33   While intelli-
gence can perhaps be obtained by force, it may be much harder to acquire 
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 accurate  intelligence that way. Coercion, as warned by Che Guevara and 
others, is also not terribly useful for acquiring political resources like 
legitimacy, votes, or political access.  34   And, it can backfi re; coercion can 
motivate civilians to join the organization’s opponents  35   or to support 
state counterinsurgency operations. Moreover, in a purely material sense, 
this form of access to resources can become unsustainable. If the militant 
group moves beyond basic predatory warlordism and onto more extreme 
measures (massacring villages or even just running people off their land), 
at a certain point there will be no more crops to steal and no more villag-
ers to steal from. In sum, while coercion may be useful for acquiring some 
forms of material support from civilians, this is true only in the short term. 

     Service Provision 
 Service provision directed at civilians tends to take the form of social, 
charitable, or public services. Like states, many nonstate military actors 
are complex organizations which include social service networks that can 
provide services such as child care, medical care, education, and even infra-
structural maintenance. All of these services have the added benefi t of 
providing “day jobs” for fi ghters or their family members.  36   Some choose 
to provide services solely to members of their own communities, while 
others may provide them more broadly, for a range of reasons.  37   These ser-
vices can also hold a non-material appeal: for people who feel marginalized 
or abandoned by their government, the experience of being treated with 
respect and recognized as deserving of services at all can be quite powerful 
and may well outlast the schools and clinics themselves. 

 Service provision by militant groups carries many of the same potential 
benefi ts and pitfalls as the provision of services by a state. As with the 
provision of public goods by states, service provision is most successful 
for militant groups when it serves to demonstrate the movement’s overall 
competence and capacity to govern.  38   Mampilly has argued, convincingly, 
that “rebel rulers” who can provide security, a mechanism of dispute reso-
lution, and other goods, like education and health care, acquire greater 
legitimacy and public consent, rendering it easier to hold territory.  39   The 
administration of charities and social services also serves to provide addi-
tional information for those trying to decide whether they’re better off 
with the current government or with those trying to replace it. If all civil-
ians have ever seen a militia do is fi ght, they may have little reason to think 
it will do a better job of governing than the incumbent regime. The com-
petent provision of services can serve as valuable evidence to the contrary. 
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 On the other hand, such services can prove ineffective or even damag-
ing to those providing them if the provision of these services comes to 
function as a form of patronage. In this, militant groups face the same 
potential pitfalls as the regimes they seek to challenge. The scholarship on 
rentier economics argues (broadly speaking) that the extraction of “rents” 
from oil sales, foreign aid, or remittances renders the authoritarian state 
autonomous from the public, which rather than paying taxes becomes 
the benefi ciary of patronage. The dispensation of this patronage allows 
the state to buy off dissent and forestall calls for reform, while creating a 
system in which access to public goods becomes a matter of personal con-
nections rather than a benefi t to which all citizens are entitled. Corruption 
becomes not a by-product of bad governance, but rather an institutional-
ized system of governance in its own right.  40   In the most transactional 
version of this relationship, money or other benefi ts may be offered in 
exchange for electoral support.  41   

 These dynamics can also be a feature of the relationship between 
civilians and militant groups, if social services are dispensed as a form of 
patronage.  42   Militant groups who dispense charity or provide access to 
social services in an explicit exchange for support will fi nd themselves 
with supporters who have a less durable commitment to the organiza-
tion because they have little expectation that the movement leadership will 
prove responsive to their concerns or priorities and may be willing to shift 
their support elsewhere if another group offers better services. Moreover, 
the dispensation of patronage in exchange for votes or other forms of 
political support can risk tarnishing the movement’s reputation among 
those who are not benefi ciaries of the movement’s largesse. 

 Service provision following fi rst pattern (i.e., the broad, unconditional 
provision of services as a means of demonstrating competence to gov-
ern), is far more effective than the latter (i.e., the limited dispensation of 
services in an explicit exchange for support.). But even the fi rst approach 
has its risks. For one thing, unless the organization actively denies services 
to those it does not consider its constituents, some people will likely use 
the services for their own sake without actually changing their view of 
the political project advocated by the organization providing them; even 
excellent services cannot always overcome strong distaste for a particular 
ideology.  43   

 Moreover, the form of support generated by social service provision 
is most likely to be political or ideological rather than material. This is 
for practical reasons. A civilian community that is impoverished enough 
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to need things like free medical care or education may not be able to 
provide much in the way of material support beyond food, shelter, or 
small amounts of money, which a movement which is well funded enough 
to build hospitals may not actually need. Conversely, a community poor 
enough to need those hospitals probably does not have access to the 
tanks, artillery, and rocket launchers that the movement does need. True, 
wealthier individuals may donate out of admiration for the movement’s 
charitable services (donations which may constitute an important source 
of funding for those institutions) but generally speaking, the people served 
by a militant groups charitable institutions are probably not the same peo-
ple funding its military operations.  44   That insurgents still attempt to win 
over the civilian population even when they receive little from them in 
terms of material contributions demonstrates that there are forms of sup-
port they need from them beyond material resources. 

 The one signifi cant material asset that civilians who are poor enough to 
need social services  can  provide, of course, is sanctuary. Maintaining the 
goodwill of the local population can greatly facilitate a guerrilla organiza-
tion’s ability to use their land as a base of operations. Having a farmer’s 
permission to put rocket launchers in her orchards, for instance, makes 
it less likely that she will tell counterinsurgent forces that they’re there. 
Social services are also helpful in inducing civilians to remain in a confl ict 
zone rather than fl eeing, allowing all combatants (but most commonly the 
nonstate actor) to use them as human shields or as camoufl age. But for 
the most part, the provision of services to civilians tends to produce non- 
material resources. Overall, it is most likely to be successful when it serves 
as a means of building trust in the movement’s competence, evenhanded-
ness, and legitimacy, and least likely to work when it serves as a form of 
patronage. But even as a form of patronage, it is probably a more reliable 
means of securing resources than is coercion. 

    Marketing 
 The third policy option for nonstate actors seeking to acquire resources 
domestically is to convince the local population to provide them because 
they support the organization’s goals, not because of what it promises (or 
threatens) to do for (or to) them. That is, the organization can market 
itself to the public.  45   

 The meaning of the term “marketing” as used here differs somewhat 
from its use in other contexts. Consumer marketing, often said to rely on 
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the “four Ps” (product, promotion, place, and price) involves providing 
a product, making the public aware of its existence, making it available in 
appropriate ways and pricing it correctly.  46   Political marketing has adapted 
these concepts to the promotion of political parties and their ideas in order 
to win elections.  47   

 In contrast, whereas marketing (and its subsidiary function, advertis-
ing) focuses on the preferences or needs of the potential consumer, seek-
ing both to shape (or create) them and to convince the consumer that a 
given product will best meet those needs, its more muscular cousin, pro-
paganda, is instead oriented toward the preferences of the propagandist.  48   
As Harold Lasswell observed, propaganda is not neutral but rather seeks 
a particular outcome, a shift in collective attitudes in the direction sought 
by the propagandist.  49   

 The type of marketing I describe here owes something to both com-
mercial marketing and to propaganda. There are certainly commonalities 
between them: both seek to change attitudes in some way; both rely in 
part on eliciting an emotional response to do so; both rely on a range of 
media to carry the intended message.  50   But whereas propaganda seeks to 
disseminate information about the “seller’s” cause, and commercial mar-
keting seeks to respond to, or create, a need for the consumer, market-
ing as described here refers to an attempt to alter not just preferences 
but identities and narratives as well. Effective marketing shapes the way 
potential supporters see themselves in relation to the organization and the 
organization in relation to themselves and to the wider political landscape. 
It not only draws on existing affi nities between organizations and poten-
tial constituents, it can  create  those affi nities where none existed before. 
This occurs through the process that social movement theorists refer to as 
“frame alignment.”  51   Frames are what Polletta and Jasper defi ne as “the 
interpretive packages that activists develop to mobilize potential adher-
ents and constituents.”  52   Frame alignment refers to attempts by a move-
ment’s leadership to construct the movement’s identity in such a way that 
it resonates with potential constituents’ or patrons’ own identities. It both 
hinges upon and is a means of group identity construction, that is, a means 
of “distinguishing ‘us’ from ‘them.’”   53   

 Marketing, as the term is used in this book, draws conceptually on 
commercial marketing, propaganda, and frame alignment. It is defi ned 
for the purposes of this analysis as the  manipulation by movement leaders, 
through a variety of media, of the way potential constituents or patrons see 
themselves in relation to the movement, and the movement in relation to the 
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broader political landscape.  Done with intention and care, in recognition 
that the resonance of the organization’s mission with the identities and 
preferences of the target audience is not a foregone conclusion, it can 
reasonably be referred to as a “strategy.” 

 Not all marketing will be equally successful. Every confl ict ecosystem is 
characterized by a dominant ideological or ethno-political cleavage (and 
often, by more than one) which cuts across the entire ecosystem. This 
means that there is often an oppositional or competitive component to 
the process, in that any militant group seeking to promote itself and its 
project must situate itself in opposition to its own main adversary, against 
competing narratives, and against other groups promoting the same nar-
rative. Effective local marketing frames the militant group’s mission in a 
way that resonates with the way people see themselves in relation to those 
cleavages, while the most successful marketing changes the narrative itself 
such that it refl ects the organization’s own goals. Conversely, marketing 
attempts that do not resonate with the way individuals see themselves in 
relation to those divisions, either characterizing them in a way that feels 
irrelevant to the audience in question or failing to address the cleavage at 
all, are unlikely to be successful. 

 Admittedly, measuring when marketing has been successful is diffi cult 
without drifting into tautology, but both the presence of marketing cam-
paigns and their impact are measurable and observable. While widespread 
public opinion polling is easier in some regions than others, changes in 
attitudes can be convincingly indicated by changes in behavior. With that 
in mind, marketing can be said to have been successful when there is a 
normative public recognition in the organization’s target community that 
(a) its adversary of choice is indeed an adversary and preferably the pri-
mary adversary; (b) that its interpretation of the confl ict, rather than that 
offered by its rivals, is the correct one; and (c) that it is the legitimate 
representative of the community in articulating and attempting to rectify 
this grievance. 

 The fi rst of these tasks is by far the easiest; stating that one opposes a 
commonly reviled adversary is not a diffi cult position to take. The second 
and third are more diffi cult however. Arguments over which organization 
is the “legitimate” representative of the community can touch off intra- 
group competition leading to “ethnic outbidding,” a race to the bottom 
between elites as to who can conform most stringently to norms of ethno- 
communal authenticity or cultural purity.  54   But it is the middle compo-
nent, the ability to set the terms of the debate itself, which is arguably 
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both the most challenging and most important.  55   While it is possible to 
fail at any of these tasks, unsuccessful marketing campaigns are often those 
which either ignore this component entirely or are unable to address it. 

 The specifi c mechanics of launching a marketing campaign differ from 
place to place. At its most basic level, marketing requires that the public 
fi rst hear, then understand, and fi nally agree with the organization’s claims. 
The process of ensuring that the public hears and understands the militant 
group’s narrative is heavily shaped by available technologies of communi-
cation. These can range from face-to-face interaction to print and broad-
cast media to the use of the internet and related technologies. Historically, 
both Che Guevara and Mao Tze Tung emphasized the importance of 
access to printing presses, radio, and face-to-face contact. Since the late 
1990s, the advent of new media such as the internet and satellite television 
has helped nonstate military actors spread their message far beyond their 
local spheres of infl uence.  56   Some militant groups, including Hamas and 
Hizbullah, have their own satellite television stations,  57   while others have 
made extensive use of online media platforms like Twitter, YouTube, and 
Facebook to distribute images, writing, videos, and other material. 

 Yet more traditional tactics remain useful as well. Graffi ti is still an effec-
tive means by which militant groups can signal its presence in a given ter-
ritory, even when forced to work underground. Because of their symbolic 
weight, street protests are also a very powerful vehicle for a militant group 
to express its message, both to the state (often the group’s adversary) and 
to potential civilian supporters.  58   The ability to mobilize large numbers of 
protesters is also a means by which a militant group can make the case for 
its own infl uence and legitimacy within the community it claims to rep-
resent. This is true regardless of the potential for the protests to actually 
diminish the authority of the state. When Palestinian youth throw rocks at 
tanks, they do not expect the tanks to be damaged or the authority behind 
them to surrender; rather, they expect other people to pick up rocks too. 

 With regard to content, marketing strategies can be divided into three 
categories: Ethnic appeals, ideological appeals, and performance-based 
appeals. Ethno-communal affi nity is an oft-cited source of civilian sym-
pathy and support for nonstate actors.  59   Organizations which are able to 
frame themselves as members of a particular identity-based community 
can gain access to networks that allow them to build trust and credibil-
ity far more quickly than they would otherwise be able to, making these 
ties extremely valuable.  60   But the salience of and boundaries around these 
identities are often far from fi xed. Ethnic identities can contain many 
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 different components and not all will be prioritized equally by all people 
at all times. Ethno-communal marketing therefore represents an attempt 
to shift the basis on which ethno-communal identity is constructed in such 
a way that the organization has access to the largest possible constituency. 
An organization that shares a common language but not a common reli-
gion with a majority of the local population will benefi t if ethnic bound-
aries in the area can be shifted in such a way that the former rather than 
the latter becomes the most salient trait in determining group identity.  61   
Hizbullah, for instance, has had to work to convince non-Shi’ite Lebanese 
that its Lebanese-ness and Arab-ness trump its Shi’ite-ness. Other orga-
nizations may fi nd it to their advantage to press for a prioritization of a 
transnational ethno-linguistic (Arab) or religious (Sunni) identity rather 
than a local national identity (Lebanese vs. Palestinian.) 

 Militant groups may also seek support based not on who they are but 
on what they believe.  62   That is, they may argue that people ought to sup-
port them based on ideological commitment rather than because of shared 
ascriptive identity.  63   Ideological marketing is less restricted in its potential 
audience and can hinge on broad domestic political goals that are shared 
by many who might be less sympathetic to other aspects of the organiza-
tion’s platform or even hostile to its stated ethnic identity; Bayat points 
out that movement participants can have “partly shared interests,” even if 
they disagree on other matters.  64   

 Finally, nonstate actors may attempt to market themselves based on 
their competence in key areas. One version of this focuses on the group’s 
military performance and claims about the inevitability of its eventual 
victory. (This can include the implication that since they’re likely to win 
eventually, opposing the movement may be a bad long-term gamble.) 
Another version of this may focus on the group’s competence as gover-
nors or administrators, sometimes with reference to their greater honesty 
or superior moral character relative to their rivals. In either case, however, 
a distinction should be drawn between actual military performance or 
administrative competence and the organization’s ability to mobilize sup-
port by incorporating these characteristics into its messaging. A militant 
group that is very effective militarily but does poorly at communicating 
this to the public will not see the same benefi ts as a group which is gifted 
at publicizing its successes and “spinning” operations in a favorable way, 
even if its actual record is less than stellar.  65   

 If done well, marketing can be an extraordinarily effective means of 
mobilizing support. Successful marketing produces a powerful norm of 
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support within the civilian population, rendering it unthinkable (in the 
literal sense of “extremely diffi cult to conceptualize”) for a person to pub-
licly criticize the group which considers her a member of its constituency. 
The genuine sympathy it produces grants militias durable access to non- 
material resources such as intelligence and local knowledge, legitimacy, 
and political support, as well as whatever material resources the civilian 
population has available. As such, it may prove more effective in the long 
run and lead to greater overall effectiveness. Of course, not all marketing 
strategies are equally practical for all nonstate military actors; while all 
militant groups have at least some of these strategies available to them, 
there are specifi c frames that would be diffi cult for some specifi c groups 
to credibly adopt. That being said, the following chapters illustrate that 
nonstate actors have a surprising degree of fl exibility in this regard. 

 While no relationship is permanent, successful marketing has the poten-
tial to build relationships that are more durable and resilient than those 
based on other strategies. But of course, measuring whether or not mar-
keting has actually  been  successful can be complicated. For marketing to 
work, the militant group needs to assess both where it stands and where 
the community sees itself in relation to the dominant cleavage character-
izing the confl ict ecosystem. It must then not only articulate its opposition 
to the primary adversary but also convince the public that its solution is 
the correct one and that it is the legitimate defender of their interests and 
bearer of their grievances. 

 It is not always easy to assess whether this process has taken place. 
Attitudes and political norms are hard to measure, particularly in contexts 
(such as ongoing Civil Wars) where public opinion polling is impractical or 
dangerous. There may be documented cases of civilians explicitly referenc-
ing the militant group’s marketing project when explaining their support 
for the organization, but such information isn’t always available. To solve 
this problem, this book largely takes the approach suggested by Stathis 
Kalyvas, which is to focus on behavior, rather than attitudes, because the 
former is far more easily measurable.  66   Marketing can therefore be deemed 
to have been successful  when the targets of that marketing change their 
behavior to act in ways that are in line with the militant group’s expressed 
objectives.  (This also holds true for marketing directed at potential state 
sponsors, discussed later in this chapter.) 

 Taken together, militant organizations’ local strategic options and their 
impact can be summarized as follows. As noted earlier, strategic choice 
determines the range of resources a militant group will be able to obtain, 
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the duration of its access, and how the group is able to use these resources 
once it has them, as well as giving rise to a number of unintended con-
sequences. Coercion, while useful for acquiring material resources in the 
short term, does not provide long-term access to either kind of resource 
and can make it harder to make use of the resources the group  does  have: 
local resentment may, for instance, lead to a lack of actionable intelligence 
on which to base military actions making use of weapons obtained else-
where. The negative side effects are many, including loss of support from 
politicians and a general lessening of ideological leverage over potential 
sponsors. 

 The provision of social services, in contrast, provides sometimes quite 
durable access to non-material assets like legitimacy, intelligence, and the 
ability to recruit, but can prove less durable if another militant group 
offering the same or better services appears. It is also less useful for acquir-
ing material assets. Although the provision of services may generate good-
will that can make it easier to use various military assets, it can also divert 
resources that might otherwise have gone to military purposes. This rep-
resents a sometimes unforeseen consequence, as nonstate actors that take 
on the responsibilities of governing may fi nd themselves in competition 
with the state in ways neither party welcomes. 

 Finally, marketing offers the widest access to both material and non- 
material resources, as it can be directed at both wealthy and impoverished 
constituents. It also provides the most durable access of the three stra-
tegic options and is least likely to impede the militant group’s ability to 
make the most of the assets at its disposal. It can even provide a buffer 
against possible loss of public favor if the organization is forced to take 
an unpopular action, although such accumulated goodwill does not last 
forever.   

   Foreign Strategies 
 As with domestic constituents, nonstate actors also face a choice in how 
they will try to attract sponsorship from potential patron states. As with 
the approaches taken to local populations, not all of these strategies are 
equally effective. Coercion tends to be the least effective, and market-
ing most effective, while service as a military proxy is somewhere in the 
middle. Each strategy can take different forms, some more effective than 
others, and all can have unintended consequences. 
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   Coercion 
 While a great deal of policy and media attention is devoted to “state 
sponsors of terrorism,” not all state aid to nonstate actors is voluntary.  67   
Though it seems counterintuitive, it is possible for a militant group to use 
coercion against a state, particularly if that state is weak, fragmented, or 
failing. 

 As with the coercion of civilians, coercion of states can take differ-
ent forms. It can include theft of money or aid supplies or the use of 
violence, including assassination (or the threat thereof). It can also take 
the less direct form of threats to damage the government’s domestic 
legitimacy or regional reputation. (The latter can be particularly useful 
in forcing states to provide funding or arms.) The majority of “involun-
tary support,” however, tends to come in the form of sanctuary, when 
a weak state fi nds itself unable to prevent a militant group from using 
its territory as a base of operations.  68   This type of coercion can take dif-
ferent forms. Perhaps the militant group simply appears on the state’s 
territory one day and refuses to leave; perhaps it takes over a refugee 
camp and sets up a “state within a state”; perhaps it makes a side deal 
with local political leaders, circumventing the authority of the central 
government; or perhaps it convinces its regional allies to pressure the 
state into allowing the militant group in. A “safe haven” is crucial for 
the conduct of successful insurgency, particularly in the early stage 
when the group is most vulnerable.  69   Sanctuary in many ways makes 
the acquisition of all other forms of support possible;  70   it facilitates 
fundraising,  71   provides space for training and storage of weapons, and 
may even cause counterinsurgent forces to think twice before pursu-
ing rebels across an international border. More than one member of a 
Palestinian armed faction interviewed in Damascus reported that one 
of the most valuable assets provided (in this case, voluntarily) by the 
Syrian government was offi ce space.  72   It is therefore unsurprising that 
nonstate actors sometimes set up shop in territory in which they are not 
entirely welcome. 

 Part of the appeal of this strategy is that it can be implemented relatively 
quickly, making it an attractive choice for a nonstate actor facing a sudden 
or escalating threat. But militant groups may also turn to coercion if they 
fi nd that they need a specifi c asset from a specifi c state and the state in 
question is refusing to provide it. This is more likely to be true of sanctu-
ary than it is of other assets. Money and guns are essentially fungible, in 
that money from one source is as good as money from another, and two 

26 O. SZEKELY



identical guns work just as well regardless of where they were obtained.  73   
But this is not the case with territory. A militant group may have a strong 
preference for a particular piece of territory because of proximity to the 
border with its adversary state,  74   or because there is a population of refu-
gees who it views as constituents living in the area,  75   or because it is geo-
graphically conducive to training, or simply because it is diffi cult to reach 
and easily defensible through guerrilla tactics.  76   If the government of the 
state in which this territory is located refuses access, this can make coercive 
tactics remarkably tempting. 

 Yet coercing a state has signifi cant drawbacks. For one thing, it has 
limited utility—while a territorial base may be obtainable through coer-
cion, other material resources (such as weaponry and fi nancial support) 
may be harder, although not impossible, to acquire in this fashion, and 
non-material resources nearly impossible. (Declarations of support by the 
leadership of a state that is quite obviously being forced to host a militant 
group against its will tend to ring somewhat hollow.) Coercion may be 
useful if the organization is receiving all other necessary resources from 
other sources, and just needs a conveniently located safe haven, but this 
can extract a heavy price down the road when the militant group fi nds 
itself in need of non-material support. 

   Proxyhood 
 The second means by which nonstate actors obtain resources is by trad-
ing for them. In the case of potential state sponsors, this takes the form 
of service as a military proxy. Broadly speaking, states seek out military 
proxies as a means of pursuing their goals without incurring the costs 
of direct military engagement themselves.  77   These goals can range from 
simple political infl uence in the target state to the fomenting of internal 
rebellion and political disorder (i.e., chaos for its own sake) to the actual 
overthrow of an enemy regime.  78   Sponsors do, of course, often have a 
choice between potential nonstate clients, and a potential proxy may be 
more appealing if it demonstrates at least a minimal level of competence 
(such as a record of successful attacks) but sponsors can also offer training 
to make up for any shortfalls in this area. There are certainly cases of states 
sponsoring militias who had little prior experience at the outset  79   or even 
creating their own proxies out of whole cloth. 

 A relationship built on an exchange of military services for sponsor-
ship provides access to a wider range of resources than does coercion. 
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States sponsoring a military proxy are particularly likely to offer military 
aid in the form of funding, weapons, supplies, and training, although not 
necessarily sanctuary on their territory. They may sometimes, though not 
always, also offer non-material support such as public political advocacy 
and propaganda, although this is obviously less true of sponsors who have 
acquired a military proxy because of a desire for plausible deniability. 

 However, there can be signifi cant drawbacks to this strategy, far more 
severe than those incurred through the provision of social services to civil-
ians (which in some ways constitutes a parallel policy). The fi rst issue is 
one of durability; proxy relationships can prove unreliable in the long term 
because support is not so much bought as rented. While from the outside 
these relationships may appear similar to those based on shared ideology, 
a relationship based solely on a rather utilitarian exchange of support for 
service is quite different from a relationship based on genuine sympa-
thy with the movement’s goals. Support that is contingent on the state’s 
need for a proxy may be withdrawn if the need for a proxy is diminished. 
Moreover, like guns and money, absent a distinctive ideological common-
ality, military proxies are basically fungible—one nonstate actor can fre-
quently set off bombs in an enemy capital just as well as another, and if a 
more effective or less expensive client appears, the patron may abandon its 
original client in favor of the new one. 

 The second problem is somewhat more severe, and that is the problem 
of unintended consequences. Proxyhood often forces a nonstate military 
actor to give up a portion of its autonomy. However much the interests of 
the sponsor state may overlap with its proxy’s, there will almost certainly 
be some difference between them. If forced to choose between further-
ing its own interests or those of its clients, the state will very probably put 
its own interests fi rst and ask its proxy to do so as well. This presents the 
organization’s leaders with a choice, between focusing on their own goals 
or those of the patron whose sponsorship may be necessary to achieve 
them. If they choose the former, they may alienate a valuable patron, but 
if they choose the latter, they risk damaging mission creep, a loss of legiti-
macy in the eyes of civilian constituents, and a loss of status and popular 
support relative to their peer organizations.  80   If the movement’s prefer-
ences stand in direct opposition to its sponsor’s, the problem can become 
even more severe. A movement being asked not only to shift its focus in 
another direction but also to take action in direct opposition to its own 
interests faces a still more acute dilemma, one to which there is often no 
good solution. 
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 This leads to a third potential pitfall of this type of state sponsorship. 
Confl ict between the interests of the sponsor and the goals of the mili-
tant movement can produce dangerous rifts within the organization, as 
some factions advocate greater autonomy while others remain loyal to 
their patron. The danger of factionalization is compounded if the nonstate 
actor is sponsored by more than one state, in which case it may fi nd itself 
pulled in several directions at once. This can be a particular problem for 
movements with bases and training camps in multiple states, the com-
manders of which may become particularly reliant on or genuinely loyal to 
their hosts. The danger of schism is of course less severe if the movement’s 
various sponsors are allied with one another or at least have similar foreign 
policy preferences. But if the sponsor states are rivals (or allies who have 
a falling out), their rivalry may lead to confl ict between the individuals or 
factions most loyal to each state within the client organization, to its detri-
ment. In this sense, sponsorship has the very real potential to warp, divide, 
and fragment the same militant group it is meant to benefi t.  81   

    Marketing 
 Just as organizations can market themselves to potential civilian constitu-
ents, so too can they market themselves to potential state sponsors. The 
components of successful marketing to sponsor states are in many ways 
similar to those of marketing aimed at a domestic audience. The militant 
group must convince the potential sponsor state of three things: that the 
militant group’s adversary is in fact deserving of hostility; that the orga-
nization’s interpretation of why it is deserving of hostility is the correct 
one; and that that the organization is a more legitimate representative of 
the grievances it is articulating than are any of its rivals. Doing all of this 
successfully is diffi cult. States can be harder to convince than civilians that 
another state should be openly treated as an enemy, which is what offering 
open support to its nonstate adversary often amounts to, partly because 
the stakes for publicly adhering to this view are rather higher. (Think, for 
instance, of the difference between a cab driver in Cairo expressing the 
opinion that the peace treaty between Israel and Egypt is a mistake and 
the Egyptian foreign minister doing so.) However, if the potential patron 
is already hostile to the militant group’s adversary, that can smooth the 
process considerably. As with domestic marketing, it can be the second of 
these three components, the need to convince the sponsor state that the 
militant group’s reading of the nature of the ethnic cleavage is correct, 
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that can be the most challenging. A militant group whose political project 
relies on a nationalist narrative will have a harder time convincing a patron 
state that sees things in pan-religious terms to offer its support, unless it 
can frame the issue in a way that resonates for both parties. 

 The mechanics of marketing to sponsor states are a bit different than 
those of marketing to the general public. Most militant groups seeking 
state support can and do use public channels like the media to bolster their 
image at a regional level (particularly given the advent of transnational 
forms of media like the internet and satellite TV). In this sense, marketing 
to sponsor states is linked to the success of marketing to civilian constitu-
ents. However, there is also a great deal of private lobbying which takes 
place, of necessity, behind closed doors.  82   

 As with attempts by militant groups to market themselves to the civil-
ian community, marketing strategies aimed at sponsor states tend to make 
use of three closely related (and even overlapping) approaches: appeals 
to ethno-communal ties, appeals to common political orientation, and 
appeals based on the legitimacy that support for the group can confer. 
There is evidence that the fi rst of these approaches can work very well; 
Saideman has argued that ethnic ties can shape foreign policy in powerful, 
if sometimes unexpected, ways while Gleditsch fi nds that transnational 
ethnic linkages increase the probability of external support for insur-
gency.  83   In its more extreme form, irredentism, such sympathy can lead 
to sponsorship of the militia as a proxy for the state’s own ethno-political 
territorial ambitions.  84   However, appeals to ethno-communal sympathy 
will likely be most successful if the nonstate actor can frame itself as the 
ethno-communal kin of the sponsor state. This is not always simple; while 
I view ethnicity as a category that is constructed, rather than fi xed, this 
construction is based on a menu of traits (such as language, religion, or 
geography) which, while sizeable, is not infi nite.  85   The Irish Republican 
Army, for example could construct itself as being Irish, Catholic, Irish-
speaking, or even European, but would be hard pressed to construct itself 
as Korean, Ukrainian-speaking, or Hindu. 

 Ideological appeals, on the other hand, are somewhat more fl exible, 
because ideological frames are available to a wider range of organizations. 
They appear in the literature for the most part in the context of the Cold 
War, when being (or claiming to be) communist or anti-communist was 
often enough to produce lucrative superpower sponsorship. With the end 
of the Cold War, many of these organizations rebranded in an effort to 
fi nd other sources of funding and ideological legitimacy.  86   
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 A third and particularly effective approach is to appeal to a state’s desire 
for ethnic or ideological legitimacy and prestige. This kind of marketing is 
rooted in the group’s ability to establish itself in the eyes of both leaders 
of other states in the region and their citizenry as being able to confer a 
particular kind of ideological legitimacy. That is, for this kind of market-
ing to be effective, the group must establish a broadly accepted norm by 
which support for the group in question and for the cause it purports to 
represent constitutes an ideological litmus test for regimes in the region. 
In this sense, marketing approaches directed at states can be seen as linked 
to those directed at civilians; this legitimacy derives in large part from 
perceived public support. Sponsorship of a popular client allows the state 
to shore up its ideological credentials while simultaneously justifying the 
suppression of dissent at home. Similarly, militant groups may be able to 
attract sponsorship by appealing to a state’s desire for increased regional 
prestige, particularly if its rivals already have client militias fi ghting in the 
same confl ict.  87   Deft exploitation of the pressure states experience as a 
result of regional ideological norms and political orthodoxies can be most 
lucrative for the nonstate actor who is clever enough to do so. 

 Overall, marketing strategies are more likely to produce durable mate-
rial and non-material support than either coercion or service provision. 
A sponsor state that is invested in its client’s success will be more likely 
to provide material aid such as weapons and training, while also being 
motivated to advance the group’s cause internationally, as this will, in 
turn, boost the state’s own ideological prestige and domestic legitimacy. 
This is one signifi cant distinction between marketing based on the offer of 
legitimacy and the provision of material services or goods—the latter are 
essentially fungible, while legitimacy is often tied to a particular militant 
group.  88   

 In sum, as with domestic policy-making, a militant group’s foreign 
policy choices shape the range of resources it acquires, how long it will be 
able to maintain access to those resources, and how well it can use them 
once it has them. There are also unintended side effects of each strategy, 
which are particularly acute with regard to foreign sponsorship. Coercion 
can be useful in the short term, especially for gaining access to territory, 
although it is generally only useful against weak or fragmented states. It 
is rarely sustainable over the long term, however, and can alienate both 
ordinary citizens and political elites who might otherwise have been sym-
pathetic to the movement’s goals. If this leads to a loss of access to crucial 
territory, it can render the movement’s other resources useless. Acting as a 
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military proxy can also be an attractive short-term strategy and tends to be 
somewhat more durable than coercion. It also provides access to a wider 
range of resources. However, these relationships can also prove diffi cult 
to maintain in the long term in the absence of additional ideological or 
ethno-communal ties. They can also carry hidden risks: the preferences of 
the sponsor state can lead to mission creep, and competing pressures from 
multiple sponsors can lead to fragmentation within the organization.  89   
Marketing is ultimately the most successful; if done well, it can give the 
movement real leverage over its sponsor, leading to durable access to a 
range of resources. This approach also offers a great deal more fl exibility 
and autonomy than the other two strategies.    

   STRATEGY CHOICE AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHARACTER 
 Understanding the strategies that nonstate actors use to acquire both 
material and intangible resources can help us to understand the differ-
ences between organizations in the same confl ict ecosystem and to catego-
rize them based on the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of their domestic 
and foreign policy. An organization which implements a highly success-
ful strategy toward its civilian constituents but fails to do the same with 
regard to its foreign sponsors will look very different from an organization 
which is ineffective in building local relationships but very effective at 
doing so at the regional level. 

 Sorting organizations in this way allows us to generate a useful typol-
ogy. A group which uses only coercion against both potential patrons and 
local constituents is unlikely to fi nd itself able to achieve many, if any, of 
its objectives, and will prove vulnerable to attacks from both state and 
nonstate adversaries. These are the organizations that belong in quadrant 
A of Fig. 1.1 (see Page XX). A group which is successful at domestic policy 
but implements a weak foreign policy based on coercion or a highly con-
strained proxyhood (quadrant B) will evolve into local militia, which may 
have substantial domestic weight but little ability to spread its infl uence or 
ideology at the regional level. Such groups may not be particularly effec-
tive militarily but can often absorb signifi cant losses politically. Even if they 
avoid using coercion, they are often so constrained by their role as military 
proxies that they have little independence, limiting their ability to make 
choices in their own best interests. Their obverse are those organizations 
in quadrant D, which are successful with regard to their foreign policy, 
winning generous friends and admirers abroad, but less so at the local 
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level. These organizations may be very successful in shaping regional ideo-
logical debates and securing political infl uence and even fi nancial backing, 
but fi nd it diffi cult to implement their policies locally, given their failure 
to win local support. As these three quadrants show, there are multiple 
paths to and degrees of ineffectiveness, but some policies are more certain 
to prove ineffective than others. (To paraphrase Tolstoy, “every unhappy 
militia is unhappy in its own way.”) Finally, there are those fortunate orga-
nizations in quadrant C which have successfully implemented policies 
enabling them to build strong relationships at home and abroad. These 
organizations are capable of both military resistance and political recovery. 
Over time, as they strengthen both their military capacity and political and 
bureaucratic institutions, they will come to resemble something between a 
state and a militant group, an entity that can be termed a proto-state actor. 

 This schema is not meant to be a perfectly quantifi able measure of the 
probability of success for a given militant group, but rather a way of struc-
turing broad comparisons between different organizations. Nor does it 
constitute a perfect typology, in that the categories of strategies outlined 
here are not entirely mutually exclusive; rather, they constitute general 
forms of behavior whose consequences shape the character of the orga-
nizations which employ them.  90   It is more useful to think of both axes 
as spectrums rather than dichotomous measurements. No nonstate actor 
uses only a single strategy to obtain foreign and domestic support; rather, 
they employ a mixture of strategies within which one is dominant and 
therefore has the greatest impact on the movement’s ability to acquire and 
use resources and therefore on its chances of survival. 

 This schema is also useful in that it can help us understand variation in 
effectiveness not only between different militant groups but also by the 
same militant group at different times. An organization that moves from 
one set of strategies to another can move from one quadrant to another, 
demonstrating a greater (or lesser) ability to survive confrontations with 
its adversaries.  91   

 To summarize my argument thus far, the dependent variable, survival, 
is tied to the nonstate actor’s ability to obtain a range of material and non- 
material resources. But access to these resources is not automatic: they 
must be provided by the group’s domestic civilian constituency and its 
foreign state sponsor(s). The strategies militant groups employ to acquire 
these resources at home and abroad determine the kinds of resources they 
are able to acquire, how durable access to those resources will be over 
the long term, and how it will be able to use them. But these strategies 
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also carry with them unforeseen costs and can shape the organization in 
unanticipated ways. 

 The remaining chapters will develop this argument by comparing the 
performance of four interconnected organizations in the confl ict ecosys-
tem created by the Israeli–Palestinian confl ict in Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, 
and Palestine. In the 1970s and 1980s, despite its successful foreign pol-
icy, the PLO relied heavily on coercion in Jordan and Lebanon, alienating 
the Jordanian military, a large swathe of the political elite in Lebanon, 
and subsections of the civilian population in both countries. In doing so, 
it squandered what had been a real opportunity to reframe the identity 
narratives in each context to its own advantage. This left the PLO unable 
to resist or recover from its confrontations with the Jordanian and Israeli 
militaries. Amal, founded in south Lebanon in the 1970s, learned from 
the PLO’s mistakes, constructing a new, Shi’ite, ethno-political narrative 
of resistance mixed with economic and social reform which it promoted 
via marketing and service provision. But Amal’s eventual collapse into a 
proxy for Syria limited its wider infl uence. When Hizbullah split off from 
Amal in the early 1980s, its early policy was very different; during the 
Civil War the organization was highly coercive, which antagonized Syria 
and ultimately led to its effective expulsion from southern Lebanon by 
Amal by the end of the decade. In the postwar era, however, Hizbullah 
changed its strategy to one that relied primarily on service provision and 
a reframed marketing approach that emphasized the group’s credentials 
as a Lebanese resistance group. Similarly, when it emerged in Gaza dur-
ing the fi rst intifada, Hamas relied on a potent mixture of marketing and 
service provision. Based on these strategies, Hamas and Hizbullah were 
able to both resist and recover from their recent confrontations with the 
IDF, although Hizbullah has been more successful in doing so (Fig.  1.2 ).  

   RESEARCH DESIGN AND CASE SELECTION 
 Because I am interested in understanding not only whether nonstate 
actors survive under particular circumstances but also how they do so, 
this book is concerned with establishing causal mechanisms rather than 
just broad correlation. For this reason, it employs a comparative meth-
odology. Specifi cally, I use cross-case comparison of four cases which vary 
on the dependent variable, and in two of them (the PLO and Hizbullah) 
within-case comparison to test for other potentially relevant independent 
variables. 

34 O. SZEKELY



 I selected my cases with a number of considerations in mind. The fi rst 
was methodological, specifi cally the need for variation on the dependent, as 
well as independent, variable. One of the strengths of qualitative research 
is that it allows for the possibility that a researcher may be ambushed by a 
previously unimagined but deeply important variable.  92   Variation on both 
variables maximizes the chances of this occurring. Ensuring variation on 
the dependent variable, survival, was made easier by the fact that it is not 
purely dichotomous. Organizations adapt to their surroundings in dif-
ferent ways which may be more or less successful, and so while absolute 
survival or non-survival is of course possible, there is also quite a bit of 
gray territory in between. 

 The second reason for my case selection is empirical: The PLO, 
Amal, Hizbullah, and Hamas are four of the most signifi cant resistance 
 organizations in the confl ict ecosystem comprised of Israel and its principal 

  Fig. 1.1    A typology of nonstate military actors based on foreign and domestic 
policy choices       
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nonstate adversaries, the territories which they use as bases, and their for-
eign sponsors. There are both linkages and parallels between them. The 
PLO helped train Amal’s early fi ghters, Amal gave rise to Hizbullah, and 
Hamas learned a great deal from Hizbullah (and from the PLO as well.) 
Over the course of nearly 50 years, all four made similar claims to represent 
the legitimate face of “resistance” in the Arab–Israeli confl ict ecosystem. 
Each faced attempts by a much more powerful conventional military to 
remove their capacity to operate in a particular territory, with dramatically 
varying results, ranging from full survival to complete defeat. 

 This leads to the third reason behind my case selection, which is theo-
retical: taken together, these four organizations represent the range of 
the types of organizations found in each quadrant of Fig.  1.1 . Each orga-
nization refl ects a different combination of resource-seeking strategies. 

  Fig. 1.2    Comparing the PLO, Amal, Hamas, and Hizbullah, based on their 
foreign and domestic policy choices       
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Some were consistent, while others changed over time. The variation in 
outcomes experienced by the same actor at different times indicates that 
even the same movement, fi ghting in the same territory, against the same 
adversary, will experience a different outcome when it implements differ-
ent policies.

       POTENTIAL CRITIQUES 
 There are a number of possible alternate explanations that may be raised as 
critiques of the argument laid out in this book. One such potential critique 
is that it is not the nature of the militant group itself which determines its 
chances of survival, but rather the nature of its adversary. And indeed, an 
additional advantage of focusing my comparison on organizations within 
a single ecosystem is that it allows me to take seriously the nature of the 
adversary. The organizations included here often fought the IDF either at 
the same time or in rapid succession; the IDF which fought the PLO in 
1982 was much the same as the army fi ghting Hizbullah in 1985, and the 
IDF that bombed Beirut in 2006 was the same IDF that bombed Gaza in 
2009. And yet, there is some variation in the outcomes of these episodes. 

 But, purely hypothetically, what if the PLO’s poor performance 
against the IDF is simply because the latter is better at fi ghting nationalist 
Palestinians than it is at fi ghting Islamist Palestinians or Shi’ites? Unlikely 
as this might be, looking at the performance of the organizations at the 
extreme ends of the spectrum—the PLO and Hizbullah—against non- 
Israeli adversaries, that is, the Jordanian military and Amal, addresses this 
issue. 

 A less facetious critique is that in comparing Palestinian and Lebanese 
militant groups, it is possible that I am failing to account for the role 
of “home fi eld advantage.” In south Lebanon, the Lebanese militias had 
access to networks of clan and family affi liations that the Palestinians did 
not. Perhaps the PLO was at a disadvantage in southern Lebanon sim-
ply because it was fi ghting in an area in which it was not surrounded by 
Palestinians. 

 Accepting for the moment the premise of the criticism, that there is 
such a thing as “home turf,” I would make the following observations 
in response. First, this argument does not explain variation over time in 
Hizbullah’s performance. Despite its impressive record from 2000 onward, 
Hizbullah performed poorly in south Lebanon in the late 1980s, despite 
being a Shi’ite organization fi ghting on Shi’ite territory. Meanwhile, 
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the PLO was not particularly effective even when fi ghting in a majority 
Palestinian context in Jordan, where even many offi cers in the Jordanian 
military were of Palestinian origin. This suggests that having local ties is 
not enough to either guarantee success or doom an organization to fail-
ure. Second, the idea of “home fi eld advantage” does not explain why two 
organizations claiming to represent the same constituency in the same area 
would not do equally well; why was Amal more successful than Hizbullah 
in the 1980s and less successful later on? Finally, it is worth pointing out 
that for a solid decade, the PLO  was  able to mobilize signifi cant support 
from the Shi’ites of south Lebanon, despite not having access to clan or 
family ties there. The evidence does not suggest that “home fi eld advan-
tage” matters in a consistent or deterministic way. 

 The more honest answer to this objection though is that this book 
does not fundamentally accept the premise that “home fi eld advantage” 
is something that a militant group has from the outset. It is rather a nar-
rative which the organization constructs (or fails to construct) for itself, 
based on how many people watching the game it is able to convince that 
it is, in fact, the home team. I do not deny that it was somewhat easier for 
Amal and Hizbullah to construct a narrative that meshed with that they 
already believed about themselves than it was for the PLO to do so in 
south Lebanon, but that does not mean that such a thing was inherently 
impossible. Early Shi’ite support for (and even membership in) the PLO 
certainly suggests otherwise.  

   RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 Much of this book is based on interviews conducted in 2009 and 2012 in 
Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria. Because it is imprac-
tical to conduct a random sampling of militia fi ghters, I instead sought 
to interview members of every major PLO faction (Fatah, the PFLP, the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, or DFLP) as well as some 
which have since broken with the mainline of the PLO leadership (the 
Palestinian Popular Struggle Front, PFLP-General Command (GC), and 
Fatah al- Intifada). In the case of major factions (Fatah, the PFLP, the 
DFLP, and PFLP-GC), I interviewed multiple offi cials at different levels, 
from neighborhood fi ghters to the former head of the PLO in Lebanon, 
and from political offi cials who had never seen combat to seasoned vet-
erans of Black September and the Lebanese Civil War. I also took this 
approach with Hamas, although my ability to interview Hamas members 
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was  hampered by the fact that much of its political leadership was either 
in Israeli prisons or living underground while I was doing fi eld research. 
(It was not possible, for a range of reasons, to interview anyone currently 
carrying arms for Hamas.) I likewise interviewed members of every major 
Lebanese political party, including both the allies and adversaries of the 
organizations profi led here. This included members of the Kataeb (at mul-
tiple levels within the organization), al Mustaqbal, al Tayyar al Watani al 
Hurr, Amal, and the Communist Party. While Hizbullah’s media offi ce did 
not give me clearance to interview its political leadership on the record, 
I was able to attend a number of Hizbullah’s political events, including 
rallies, election events, and a major conference. While not the main focus 
of my research, I also interviewed Israeli veterans of Operation Peace for 
Galilee and Operation Litani, as well as current and former members of the 
Jordanian military and government. These interviews were supplemented 
with interviews with journalists, diplomats, United Nations (UN) and 
non- governmental organization (NGO) staff, and analysts from Jordan, 
Israel, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, and Iran. 

 In selecting interview subjects, I used a snowball sampling approach, 
working through an existing network of friends, acquaintances, and for-
mer colleagues in the NGO, government, and media sectors, using my 
existing contacts to make new ones. (This was to guarantee both my safety 
and that of my interview subjects.) I also cold-called several high- ranking 
interview subjects including the Palestinian Minister of the Interior in 
Ramallah, the Secretary General of the Islamic Action Front (IAF) in 
Amman, and several members of the Lebanese parliament. To comple-
ment my interviews, I made extensive use of print and broadcast media 
sources, websites and literature produced by the relevant factions, and US 
government documents released both formally and via WikiLeaks.  

   ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK 
 The remaining chapters will each focus on one of four major interconnected 
actors in the confl ict ecosystem created by Israel’s protracted confl ict with 
its nonstate adversaries, examining how the strategies they pursued in estab-
lishing their domestic and foreign relationships shaped their ability to sur-
vive in this environment. Chapter   2     focuses on the PLO, comparing its 
experiences during the brief Jordanian Civil War of 1970 known as Black 
September with its experience in Lebanon, concluding that it made similar 
mistakes in both environments. Chapter   3     describes the rise of Amal, which 

INTRODUCTION 39

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-40141-6_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-40141-6_3


provided an alternative narrative of Shi’ite resistance, fi nding that the orga-
nization’s reliance on patronage toward the Shi’ite community and from 
the Syrians gave it staying power but little broader infl uence. Chapter   4     
addresses Hizbullah, comparing its policies during the Civil War with the 
far more effective approach it took later. Chapter   5     deals with Hamas, which 
in some ways tried to replicate Hizbullah’s postwar reinvention of itself and 
the IDF’s attack on Gaza in 2009. Chapter   6     explores the implications of 
this model both theoretically and as it might be applied to other confl ict 
ecosystems. I conclude with some broader conclusions drawn by comparing 
all four cases in greater depth. 

 In its exploration of the sometimes unforeseen impact of strategic 
choice on nonstate military actors, this book makes four broad theoretical 
contributions. First, the experiences of the groups analyzed here demon-
strate that ethno-communal identities which are often taken as fi xed orga-
nizational assets are in fact very much resources to be obtained, or not, by 
militant groups seeking to mobilize them to their own advantage. In this, 
it explicitly challenges the notion of “home fi eld advantage,” one of the 
core assumptions in much of the existing work on Civil War. 

 Second, it demonstrates that state sponsorship can have sometimes 
problematic consequences for a militant group’s organizational cohesion 
and overall effectiveness, particularly if the relationship is based on merce-
nary calculations regarding shared enemies and the interests of the spon-
soring state rather than on a shared political project. Third, the domestic 
outcomes experienced by the movements included here show that the 
positive and negative consequences experienced by militant groups for the 
provision of social services parallel the consequences for states of either 
good governance or the establishment of neo-patrimonial structures. A 
militant group that treats service provision as a form of patronage will 
suffer for its choice, while one which takes the provision of services as an 
opportunity to prove its competence to govern will benefi t from doing so. 
Finally, this book will demonstrate that the use of coercion, bribery, and 
violence are of limited use in the long term and ultimately prove detri-
mental to organizations that use these tactics. Real and enduring support 
cannot be bought or stolen; it must be earned.  

                                                                                               NOTES 
     1.    Frenkel, “Peretz: Aim Is to See Off Hizbullah.”   
   2.    Goldwasser and Regev’s bodies were returned to Israel in a prisoner 

exchange in 2008.   
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    CHAPTER 2   

 The PLO                     

          In September of 1970, a young  fedayi  fi ghting with the PFLP-GC unex-
pectedly found himself hosting Yasser Arafat in his offi ce in the Jabal 
Hussein refugee camp in Amman. War had broken out between the PLO 
and the Jordanian Armed Forces, a confl ict that would eventually become 
known, especially to Palestinians, as Black September. Fatah’s headquar-
ters had come under heavy shelling, and so Arafat and some of the other 
PLO leadership relocated to the PFLP-GC’s somewhat more secure 
offi ces. The young man (who is now known as Abu Jihad, the deputy 
secretary general of the PFLP-GC) was tasked with following the coded 
radio communications between the different PLO factions and keeping 
track of the number of Jordanian army units defecting to the Palestinian 
side. This was expected to be quite high, and as the reports began coming 
in from across the country, there initially seemed reason to be optimistic. 
But the young offi cer soon realized that at least some of the factions were 
providing information that was not entirely accurate. He described one 
exchange with Arafat as follows:

  “From Ahmed to Khaled, salaam aleykum.” I ask[ed] him [Arafat] “what 
[does] that mean, please?” He said “one battalion from Jordanian army will 
be with us.” Ok! We are very happy. The second, one battalion! The third, 
one battalion! In the end, I told Abu Ammar [Arafat], “Abu Ammar—I col-
lect all the battalions. It is the Jordanian army twice!” 



   Over the course of the ten-day confl ict, it became obvious that despite 
the apparent advantages that the PLO had in Jordan—Jordan was a 
Palestinian-majority country, and the PLO believed it could count on sup-
port from Syria, Iraq, and Egypt—that the expected defections were not 
coming and that the PLO had badly miscalculated. It had mishandled its 
relations with the Jordanian public, discounting the impact of its behavior 
on public opinion and overestimating the effectiveness of its attempts to 
market the Palestinian cause to the public at large. It would subsequently 
repeat these mistakes in its next host country, Lebanon. Lebanon’s ethnic 
fragmentation left large swathes of the civilian population and political 
establishment predisposed to view the PLO as potential allies. But as in 
Jordan, the PLO discounted the interests of its both adversaries and allies 
when those did not mesh with its own agenda, resorting to coercion to 
achieve its goals. 

 The PLO’s foreign policy during this period was somewhat more effec-
tive. The organization was able to position the Palestinian cause such that 
it granted the movement substantial leverage over the various Arab states, 
granting the organization access to important funding and sometimes military 
support. But at the same time, many of the PLO factions became increasingly 
bound to the Arab states for which they served as military proxies, which had 
a distorting effect on the organization’s structure and cohesion. Ultimately, 
the PLO’s foreign policy produced powerful and at times benefi cial alliances 
that allowed it to survive the defeats of 1970 and 1982, but at the cost of 
being forced to relocate ever farther from historical Palestine. 

 In combination, these policies place the PLO in the bottom left quad-
rant of the diagram proposed in Chap. 1. It was far more successful on a 
regional level than on a local level. This is not to say that the PLO was 
a failed organization; it had a great many signifi cant successes, the most 
important of which was to keep the Palestinian national issue alive after 
1967, even while in exile. But it does mean that the organization the PLO 
became by the 1980s as a result of these decisions was far less resilient than 
other organizations in the same ecosystem. 

   IN THE BEGINNING: THE ORIGINS OF THE PLO 
 Understanding the emergence of the PLO (and indeed, of the larger con-
fl ict ecosystem under examination here) requires some brief background 
on the Palestinian predicament. With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
after World War I, Britain was mandated by the League of Nations to gov-
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ern the territory which now comprises Jordan, Israel, and the Palestinian 
Territories. The territory to the east of the Jordan River (the “East Bank”) 
became the Emirate of Transjordan, ruled with British backing by Emir 
Abdullah I. Palestine, to the west of the Jordan, became the focus of both 
Zionist Jewish national aspirations and those of the native Palestinian Arab 
population. With the Arab rejection of a UN plan to partition the territory, 
civil war erupted in November of 1947. When the British mandate offi cially 
ended on May 15, 1948, the Jewish government unilaterally declared the 
existence of the state of Israel. The following day the combined Arab armies 
(most signifi cantly Egypt, Syria, and Jordan) attacked. By the end of the 
war, Jordan had taken control of the West Bank, Egypt occupied Gaza, and 
the state of Israel had been established on the rest of the territory. A total of 
750,000 Palestinian refugees fl ed to Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and other Arab 
states. For Palestinians, these events are known as the  nakba  or catastrophe. 

 By the early 1960s, there was growing nationalist sentiment among 
young diaspora Palestinians. The Arab League member states, eager to 
fi nd a vehicle for these aspirations which would not threaten their own 
regimes, established the PLO at the 1964 Cairo Summit, within a fi rmly 
Arab-nationalist framework. Its fi rst chairman was Ahmed Shuqairy, a 
noted diplomat and lawyer. Shafi q al Hout, a founder of the PLO and its 
representative in Beirut and at the UN for three decades, described the 
decision as follows:

  The resolution at the Arab league was almost two lines, very humble, two 
lines asking Mr. Shuqairy, as I said, to fi nd a way out for these Palestinian 
people, for representation. These two lines, by the will of the Palestinian 
people … and the good leadership of Shuqairy … we established this PLO 
that became a very well-known political body. … We managed to make the 
maximum of the Arab Summit Conference resolution.  1   

 In the aftermath of the Six-Day War in 1967 (also known as the June 
War), the PLO emerged as a more independent and increasingly powerful 
organization. Under the Nasserist pan-Arab ideology that had dominated 
Arab politics since the early 1950s, the Palestinian issue was subsumed 
within the broader Arab Nationalist project. But the weakening of this 
ideology after the failure of joint Arab military action in 1967 provided 
an opening for the PLO to become more independent. This transfor-
mation was  further facilitated by changes in the organization’s leader-
ship. Factions that had previously scorned the PLO, like Fatah, founded 
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in 1959 in Kuwait by Yasser Arafat  2   and Khalid Al Wazir (better known 
as Abu Jihad), and George Habash’s Arab National Movement (which 
would eventually morph into the PFLP)  3   joined the organization at its 
1968 annual meeting, becoming the fi rst and second largest factions, 
respectively. The following year, Arafat was elected as chairman. 

 Fatah explicitly prioritized the liberation of Palestine over the pan- 
Arabist project; its ascendance heralded a new set of priorities for the orga-
nization.  4   These priorities would be refl ected over the next two decades, 
with varying degrees of success, in its both domestic and foreign policies.  

   FOREIGN RELATIONS 
 Over its lifetime, the PLO has had a range of foreign allies, sponsors, 
and unwilling hosts. From the 1960s through the 1980s, the most 
important of these were probably Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon, but its 
relationships with the other Arab states were also signifi cant. In gen-
eral, the PLO was more successful in marketing itself to the latter than 
to either Jordan or Lebanon, although its relationships with the Gulf 
states often veered toward the coercive. In approaching the “leftist” 
regimes, particularly Syria, the PLO emphasized their shared ideology 
(a more successful strategy for some factions than others) and its ris-
ing regional prestige. However, some of these relationships, notably 
with Syria, were also predicated on its ability to act as a military proxy 
against Israel. In combination, these relationships helped shape the 
organization in ways both positive and negative. While the PLO’s for-
eign relationships contributed to its endurance (at least at a regional 
level) over time, they also produced what would turn out to be damag-
ing internal divisions. 

   An Uneasy Partnership: The PLO and the Arab States 

 The PLO’s relationship with the Arab states was exceptionally compli-
cated. At times, the various factions’ positions as military proxies for vari-
ous regional sponsor states proved damaging. But at its most effective, 
the movement was able to position itself as the authentic representative of 
both the Palestinian cause and Arab resistance more broadly and thereby 
allowing it to confer legitimacy upon its foreign sponsors.  5   This became a 
valuable source of leverage. Shafi q al Hout recalled:
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  At a certain time, when we were at the top of our struggle, in the 60s and 
70s, believe me, each Arab leader used to feel that Arafat shares half of his 
authority in his country, because the people were really very supportive and 
sympathetic in their expressions of their solidarity, so, I mean, the Arab 
regimes didn’t have much of a choice but to like us or to pretend that they 
like us, to support us or to pretend that they support us.  6   

   The story of the post-1967 PLO’s relationship with its foreign allies 
begins in 1968 in a small village in the Jordan Valley named Karameh. For 
several years, the Palestinian forces had been launching raids against Israel 
from the area, provoking punishing Israeli reprisal attacks. On March 21, 
the IDF launched one such assault on the village of Karameh, attacking 
with close to 9000 armored troops in M-48 Patton tanks and 1200 infan-
try, supported by additional paratroopers. They were met with an unex-
pectedly robust response by 80 Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) fi ghters, 
200–250 Fatah fi ghters, and 30 PFLP guerrillas,  7   accompanied by the 
Jordanian 1st Infantry Division, as well as tank and artillery battalions. 
The combined forces mounted a successful defense, and by the time the 
IDF was forced to withdraw, three Israeli tanks had been captured. 

 Despite the much higher casualties on the Jordanian–Palestinian side, 
the 100 captives the IDF took with them when they withdrew, and the 
fact that the Jordanian forces had done most of the heavy lifting, Karameh 
was framed as a victory for the fedayeen. The narrative of the successful 
defense of Karameh (which actually means “dignity” in Arabic) by the 
brave fedayeen provided a potent contrast to the humiliating defeat in 
1967, and did a great deal to raise both Palestinian civilian morale and the 
movement’s reputation in the Arab world more generally.  8   

 The PLO’s leadership was more than willing to trade on the spike in the 
movement’s regional prestige that followed Karameh. PLO leaders Salah 
Khalaf and Farouk Qaddoumi embarked on a diplomatic (and fundrais-
ing) tour of the Arab states. In Cairo, they established a relationship with 
Muhammad Hussein Haykal, Nasser’s closest advisor, who became an advo-
cate for the PLO there. In Saudi Arabia, they met with King Faisal, who 
offered to help “as discreetly as possible,” telling the Palestinian leaders “we 
don’t expect either praise or criticism from you.” In Sudan, they received 
promises of support for the PLO in general, if not for Fatah on its own.  9   

 Many of the Gulf leaders were privately (and sometimes not so pri-
vately) worried about the PLO’s new assertiveness. Fatah prioritized the 
liberation of Palestine over either the pan-Arab project or the interests of 
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the other Arab states, while leftist organizations like the PFLP and DFLP 
opposed monarchy as a system of government in principle. Nor was the 
PLO shy about using its reputation as cudgel; in 1976, when the PLO was 
having diffi culty in raising its usual annual funds from the Gulf states, PLO 
leader Abu Iyad gave a public speech in Kuwait castigating both Kuwait 
itself and its wealthy expatriate Palestinians, stating “Whether they like it 
or not, they will pay!”  10   

 The various PLO factions were also able to make use of the “Arab 
Cold War” that pitted the Soviet-oriented “progressive republics” (Syria, 
Algeria, Libya, and in the 1960s and 1970s, Sudan, Egypt, and Iraq) 
against the Western-allied monarchies (the Gulf states, Morocco, and 
Jordan) to extract support from the various participants. While based in 
part on mutual interest, these relationships also contained elements of 
proxy service. The progressive republics favored a more confrontational 
stance against Israel (at least in theory), and distrusted what they per-
ceived as the monarchies’ pro-Western orientation.  11   These states tended 
to support organizations like the PLFP, PLFP-GC,  12   and DFLP. To bal-
ance against their rivals, the Gulf states tended to back the comparatively 
conservative Fatah. Other groups had been created out of whole cloth 
by their patrons, including the Syrian-sponsored Al Saiqa and the Iraqi- 
sponsored Arab Liberation Front. But even some factions that emerged 
independently and acquired sponsorship later (such as the PFLP-GC) 
took on the agendas of their sponsors in ways that proved damaging to 
the PLO as a whole. 

 The PLO’s relationship with Syria bears particular discussion, given its 
impact on the PLO’s performance in Lebanon, and to a lesser extent on 
its chances in Jordan. Over time, Syrian relations with the PLO vacillated, 
sometimes unpredictably, between cordiality and confl ict, to the frustra-
tion of the PLO’s leaders. In the early 1960s, the Syrian government 
declined entirely to host a meeting of Palestinian leaders to discuss the 
establishment of a Palestinian national movement.  13   When the PLO actu-
ally was established, the regime was initially supportive, but after a dispute 
over the degree of the new movement’s policy independence, it became 
much more hostile and eventually banned Shuqairy from Syria altogether. 
Arafat himself was arrested in Syria in 1966 and imprisoned for nearly a 
year.  14   This would set the tone for the subsequent decades. 

 Syrian policy toward the PLO was driven in part by internal Syrian poli-
tics, which in the 1960s were characterized by deep rivalries and frequent 
coups. In February 1966, a group of radical military offi cers overthrew 
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the previous regime, after which two major factions emerged. The fi rst 
centered on Salah Jadid, Assistant Secretary General for the Syrian General 
Command (for whom President Nureddin Atassi was essentially a pup-
pet). Jadid was ideologically committed both to socialism as an economic 
system and to the broader “resistance” project against Israel. The second 
was led by Minister of Defense Hafez al Asad. A pragmatist to his core, 
Asad sought political and economic stability above all else. After 1967, 
tensions grew as Jadid continued to push for deeper Syrian involvement in 
the fi ght for Palestine. After the Battle of Karameh, seeking to capitalize 
on the fedayeen’s prestige, Jadid sponsored the establishment of Al Saiqa, 
(or “thunderbolt,” an acronym in Arabic for “Vanguard of the War of 
Liberation”), a Syrian-controlled Palestinian militia answerable to Jadid 
himself rather than to the Syrian military, which remained loyal to Asad.  15   
This meant that the PLO’s alliance with Syria was in reality an alliance with 
Jadid’s faction in the Syrian regime. 

 Asad, in contrast, strongly believed in a pan-Arab military solution 
to the confl ict with Israel. Moreover, the cautious Asad was increasingly 
alarmed by Jadid’s advocacy, in meetings with Egypt and the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), of a war with Israel for which Asad 
was certain that neither Syria nor Egypt was prepared. After the coup of 
November 1970 (itself linked to Black September), which put Asad in 
power until his death in 2000, the PLO lost a great deal of its ideological 
leverage over the Syrian regime. Though the PLO continued to use the 
rhetoric of Arab unity in its approach to Syria, in practice Syria pursued its 
own objectives, in concert with the PLO when possible, but in opposition 
to it if necessary. 

 In some ways, their interests converged; Syria valued the PLO’s role 
in maintaining pressure on Israel through its attacks against civilian tar-
gets in the north, in the hopes that this might push the Israelis toward 
negotiations for the return of territory lost in 1967 (specifi cally the Golan 
Heights). This became even more important after the Israeli–Egyptian 
peace treaty effectively removed the option of pan-Arab military action, 
and therefore any chances that this territory might be regained by con-
ventional warfare. 

 But at other times, their interests obviously confl icted. Syria’s priori-
ties in Lebanon have generally been to maintain a stable balance between 
the various parties, to prevent any from growing strong enough to pose 
a serious threat to its infl uence, and to prevent any Israeli intervention. 
When these interests were threatened by the prospect of a victory by the 
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PLO and its leftist allies (the Lebanese National Movement, or LNM) 
against the Christians in 1976, Asad dispatched 15,000 Syrian troops to 
Lebanon. The LNM was denied its victory, and rightist militias took their 
revenge in the form of a massacre of Palestinian civilians in Tel al Zaatar. 
Those Palestinian factions closest to the regime supported the interven-
tion, while others opposed it. In short, the relationship with Syria was 
unpredictable and often had unexpected consequences. 

 Finally, the PLO’s relationship with the communist states bears a 
brief mention as well. China offered direct diplomatic recognition of the 
PLO, complete with an embassy, and negotiated with the organization 
directly, rather than through an intermediary. The USSR was slightly 
more reserved in the early 1970s; though it referred glowingly to the 
fedayeen as “partisans,” it tended to provide the PLO with weapons 
through other Arab states, rather than directly.  16   The relationship warmed 
somewhat after the Rabat summit of 1974, and in 1976, it provided the 
PLO with a mission in Moscow (later upgraded to an embassy). The 
USSR and eastern bloc states were also an important source of training 
for PLO offi cers, and of postsecondary education for tens of thousands 
of young Palestinians.  17   

 The USSR also provided enormously important political resources. In 
addition to the backing provided by the Arab League and non-aligned 
movement, the support of the Soviet bloc states was instrumental in grant-
ing the PLO its prized observer status in the UN General Assembly.  18   
Moreover, support from the USSR provided an important counterweight 
to American support for Israel. In the end, however, Soviet support was 
tempered by the overarching Soviet preference for regional stability. Shafi q 
al Hout recalled a meeting at the UN with Soviet foreign minister Andre 
Gromyko during which, in Hout’s words, Gromyko said plainly “look, 
guys, we are ready to support you to an extent, to a great extent, but we 
will not go on to a third world war because of you.”  19    

   At Home Abroad: Relations With the Host States 

 The PLO’s relationships with the governments that hosted it, particularly 
Jordan and Lebanon, were, if anything, more complicated than its rela-
tions with its other foreign patrons. In both Jordan and Lebanon, the 
PLO badly misplayed the hand it was dealt, overestimating the success of 
its marketing and its ability to coerce various components of the state. The 
implosion of both relationships would cost the movement a great deal. 
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   Jordan 
 With its long border with Israel and majority Palestinian population (due 
to the refugee infl ows of 1948 and 1967), Jordan was the obvious base for 
the PLO in the 1960s. King Hussein was extremely reluctant to host the 
movement, but under pressure from Egypt, he agreed. Even before the 
June War, the PLO leadership began to make requests which confl icted 
with Hussein’s own project of strengthening the monarchy’s authority 
in Jordan. Ahmed Shuqairy asked King Hussein to establish a PLO-led 
Palestinian force under the command of Palestinian offi cer Muhammad 
al-Sha’er,  20   as well as the right to tax Palestinian citizens of Jordan, and 
to hand out weapons in West Bank towns bordering Israel, all of which 
Hussein rejected. This convinced many in the PLO that his support for the 
movement was shallow at best, and that his real priority was to hang on 
to the West Bank and Jerusalem. The relationship further soured in 1966, 
when the IDF attacked the West Bank village of Samu’a, and the Jordanian 
government was blamed for failing to protect its inhabitants (Map  2.1 ).

   But it was the twin shocks of the June War and the Battle of Karameh 
that shifted the relationship toward open confl ict. In the days and weeks 
after Karameh, the various PLO factions received thousands of new vol-
unteers, most of whom they had no time to either train or indoctri-
nate. The Jordanian army resented the praise heaped on the fedayeen, 
believing that they themselves deserved much of the credit for the vic-
tory.  21   Tensions soon rose when Israeli shelling of fedayeen installations 
near the border led the PLO to relocate most of its bases to the refu-
gee camps in and around Amman. These soon became the sites of skir-
mishes between the army and the fedayeen.  22   At fi rst, Arafat’s election 
as chairman of the PLO seemed to promise an improvement in rela-
tions, given his pragmatic approach in his dealings with the government. 
Hussein, in a conciliatory gesture, allowed the PLO to set up positions 
near the Jordan River.  23   But the king’s requests that fedayeen be tried in 
Jordanian, rather than PLO courts, and that they abstain from recruiting 
young men of military age (who would otherwise presumably go into 
the Jordanian army) were ignored,  24   and the relationship worsened still 
further. 

 This was compounded by the fact that Arafat’s pragmatic approach 
was not shared by all PLO factions. By the beginning of 1970, the PFLP 
and DFLP were calling openly for the overthrow of the Hashemite 
regime. There were also frequent incidents of theft of and assault on 
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government property; at one point a group of fedayeen made off with 
42 cars belonging to the Ministry of Agriculture.  25   In another episode, 
fedayeen launched an attack on the central post offi ce in downtown 
Amman.  26   Jordanian army offi cers were subject to harassment, and 
many began going to work in civilian clothes rather than their army 
uniforms.  27   

  Map 2.1    Jordan (Courtesy of the Perry-Castañeda Library, University of Texas, 
Austin)       
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 By the beginning of 1970, relations had reached a nadir. Throughout 
the winter and into the spring, sporadic clashes occurred between the army 
and the fedayeen. Although the king was publicly conciliatory, repeatedly 
backing down from confrontation, and in one instance personally inter-
vening to prevent a column of tanks from attacking fedayeen positions 
in Amman, he also began quietly arming and training special units of the 
army composed mostly of those from Bedouin clans known to be loyal to 
the crown. Indeed, some Palestinians later suspected that the king’s plan 
had always been to eventually lure the PLO into a confrontation.  28   After 
the PFLP hijacked three international aircraft, two of which were forced 
to land at Dawson’s fi eld outside of Amman, Hussein quietly raised the 
salaries of the military and placed loyalist generals in key positions.  29   

 In sum, in the years before Black September, the PLO used coercive 
tactics to intimidate the Jordanian government and military with the aim 
of acquiring further leeway to use Jordan as a base of operations. For 
some factions, the ultimate goal was the removal of the monarchy entirely. 
This infuriated the army, alienated some potential supporters, and ulti-
mately provoked a backlash.  30   Why, then, did the PLO leadership allow its 
forces to behave in such a counterproductive fashion? Arafat was nothing 
if not a survivor and was clearly aware that this strategy was problematic. 
The answer lies, at least partially, in the divisions within the organization. 
While “leadership” is sometimes posited as the most important predictor 
of insurgent success,  31   the internal divisions within the PLO were in many 
ways beyond Arafat’s control or that of the various faction leaders.  

   Lebanon 
 When the PLO leadership relocated to Lebanon, its approach to the 
Lebanese state was in some ways similar to the approach it had used in 
Jordan. Palestinian fi ghters had been active in southern Lebanon since the 
1960s. It established bases along the Israeli–Lebanese border (so many, 
in fact, that the area became known as Fatahland) and began launching 
attacks against Israel, for which, as in Jordan, Israel retaliated. In December 
of 1968, two PFLP fi ghters attacked an El Al plane in Athens.  32   In retali-
ation, Israeli commandos blew up 13 Middle East Airlines planes and an 
oil tanker at Beirut’s airport. 

 As in Jordan, the PLO’s military activity generated confl ict with 
some factions in the Lebanese government. In 1964, the fi rst fedayeen 
were arrested for attempting to cross into Israel and in 1965, the fi rst 
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Palestinian fi ghter died in a Lebanese prison, sparking popular protests in 
support of the PLO. Later that year, Arafat himself was arrested. In 1969, 
the Lebanese army moved to rein in the fedayeen, but the arrival of Al 
Saiqa troops from Syria and increased PLO pressure in other areas of the 
country, followed by Syrian forces on the border and pressure from other 
Arab states, forced the army to back down. This led to the signing of the 
Cairo Agreement, which gave the PLO greater freedom to operate and 
guaranteed access to its supply lines from Syria as long as it refrained from 
interfering in internal Lebanese affairs and maintained discipline among 
its forces.  33   But maintaining discipline became increasingly diffi cult after 
the PLO’s defeat in Jordan, when 15,000–30,000 Palestinians, including 
thousands of armed fedayeen, fl ooded into Lebanon (Map  2.2 ).

   Unlike the Jordanian regime, which was a relatively cohesive monarchy 
despite the split between East Bankers and West Bankers, the Lebanese 
state by the mid-1970s was intensely fragmented. Under the unwritten 
1943 agreement known as the National Pact ( al meythaq al watani ), the 
presidency is reserved for a Maronite Christian, the Prime Ministry for 
a Sunni Muslim, the position of Speaker of the Parliament for a Shi’ite 
Muslim, with the ratio of seats in the parliament fi xed at 6:5 favoring the 
Christian community. By the 1960s, almost all of the Lebanese political 
parties had armed wings and many politicians (most of whom were heredi-
tary elites, or  zu’ama, ) were also militia leaders. The various Maronite 
groups were eventually more or less united (often less rather than more) 
under the banner of the Lebanese Forces. The Shi’ite party Amal (the sub-
ject of the next chapter) grew out of the Movement of the Dispossessed, 
a semi-leftist social-cum-political movement in the south. The Druze had 
the leftist Progressive Socialist Party (PSP). Other leftist and quasi-leftist 
parties included the communists, the Nasserites, and the Syrian Social 
Nationalist Party (SSNP). This fragmentation makes it somewhat diffi cult 
to discuss PLO policy toward “the Lebanese state” as a whole; rather, it 
had separate relationships with the various factions that composed the 
state. This was obviously exacerbated when the civil war broke out in 
1975. By the time it ended in 1990, having cost 150,000 lives, displaced a 
third of the population and destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure 
and economy, every faction had fought almost every other faction. By the 
late 1980s, most had splintered and begun fi ghting among themselves.  34   

 The PLO’s relationship with the Christian political leadership veered 
between veiled distrust and overt hostility. The Christian parties were rou-
tinely referred to as “isolationist” and “defeatist” in speeches by Palestinian 
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  Map 2.2    Lebanon (Courtesy of the Perry-Castañeda Library, University of 
Texas, Austin)       
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leaders and on Palestinian radio, and at times as being in league with the 
“imperialists.”  35   For their part, the Maronite leadership’s attitude was shaped 
by several factors. One of these was alarm at the rise of pan- Arabism in the 
late 1950s, which led to a brief civil war over Lebanon’s position regarding 
the United Arab Republic in 1958. A second was the threat to Maronite 
political and economic dominance (historically justifi ed by a demographic 
balance that by the 1950s had changed radically) posed by the mostly Sunni 
Palestinian refugees. Third, Fatah’s increasing control of the south was a 
sore point for many Christian politicians for reasons of both security and 
principle. From the point of view of this segment of the government, then, 
the PLO’s very presence in Lebanon was the result of coercion.  36   

 These fears found expression in violence by Maronite militias (known as 
the Phalange) directed not only at the PLO itself but also toward unarmed 
Palestinian refugees. On April 13, 1975, Phalangist militiamen massacred 
27 Palestinian civilians on a bus in the Ayn Rummaneh neighborhood of 
Beirut, marking the onset of the war. Throughout the war, Palestinian 
civilians were often the targets of violence at the hands of the Phalange. 
An Israeli veteran who served with some of the Christian militiamen (who 
some of the IDF soldiers called “aftershave soldiers” because of their habit 
of dousing themselves in Aqua Velva and dressing quite nattily even in 
combat) recalled a joke one of them told him: “‘Do you know what’s 
the difference between one Palestinian dead and all Palestinians dead?’ I 
didn’t know and he said like this: ‘One Palestinian dead is pollution, and 
all Palestinians dead is a solution.’ That I remember until today.”  37   

 If the Maronite right were the PLO’s adversaries in Lebanon, in the 
leftist parties the Palestinians found enthusiastic allies. For some, this 
relationship was a matter of ideological commitment to the broadly 
leftist aims of most PLO factions. For others, it was about sympathy 
with the plight of the Palestinians, both as fellow Arabs and on general 
humanitarian grounds.  38   But there was also an instrumental component 
to this relationship. The Lebanese leftist parties had a predominantly 
Sunni, Druze, and in some cases, Shi’ite membership (though some, 
notably the communists and SSNP, also included many Christians). 
These communities were the most disadvantaged by the allocation of 
political power under the National Pact, which was increasingly viewed 
as demographically unjust. Therefore, for both ideological and com-
munal reasons, many of the leaders of the Muslim left saw the PLO, 
a predominantly Muslim, leftist, armed force, as a source of leverage 
with which to push for reform of the National Pact. Not all Muslim 
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community leaders were wholeheartedly enthusiastic—both the Sunni 
and Shi’ite religious leadership were suspicious of the PLO’s secularism 
and felt that it threatened their infl uence. But even the Mufti of Beirut 
is supposed to have once said “ Al fi listiniun al jaysh al sunna ” or “The 
Palestinians are the army of the Sunnis.”  39   

 If the Maronite right were the PLO’s adversaries and the Muslim left 
its allies, it was the PLO’s relationship with the Shi’ite components of 
the Lebanese state that underwent the most drastic change over time. 
Although the Shi’ite  zu’ama  tended to be quite conservative, during the 
1960s and 1970s a new Shi’ite leadership emerged in the form of the 
Movement of the Dispossessed founded by Musa Sadr, and its associated 
militia, Amal. Like the left, Amal initially saw in the PLO a potential ally 
who might help reshape a political and economic status quo that disad-
vantaged the Shi’ites above all others. Early on, Fatah helped train Amal’s 
fi ghters, and in the earliest stages of the war, Amal was part of the pro- 
PLO LNM. 

 Eventually, though, the two parted ways. As Amal grew larger, 
more powerful, and more established, it came to increasingly resent 
the PLO’s control over the south. Amal and its followers would have 
greatly preferred that the Lebanese military, which was largely Shi’ite, 
and not the PLO or the Christian militias, be the dominant military 
power in Lebanon, and came to view the PLO’s authority in the south 
as increasingly coercive. By 1982, the two parties were openly at log-
gerheads. While refraining from criticizing Palestinian resistance in 
principle—particularly as the end of resistance would have meant the 
acceptance of the permanent settlement of Palestinians in the south of 
Lebanon—Sadr did publicly condemn the consequences of its military 
activity in the south:

  The launching of Palestinian operations from the south villages leads to 
Israeli reactions against those villages, which leads to resentment of the 
Palestinian resistance among the villagers, which leads to various develop-
ments on the ground, including clashes between the Amal movement and 
other parties. … The launching of operations from the villages or the pres-
ence of bases in the villages frightens the villagers. It is natural for them to 
be afraid that Israel will someday retaliate and bomb their villages. Instead 
of being in the center of the village, a base should be far from the village, 
and not easily visible.  40   
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 But despite these objections, the PLO insisted on maintaining its positions 
in the south. This meant that the PLO’s policy toward what was now the 
dominant force in the Shi’ite community had shifted toward coercion. 

 In sum, the fragmentation of the Lebanese state produced a corre-
sponding variation in PLO policy toward its different components. Broadly 
speaking, it was hostile toward the Maronite right, enjoyed a close relation-
ship with the left, and swung between the two in regard to the Shi’ites.  41      

   The Consequences of the PLO’s Foreign Policy 
 The PLO’s foreign policy had both positive and negative effects on 
the organization. Successful marketing is about the successful creation 
and manipulation of a narrative. For the PLO’s marketing to both its 
regional allies and host states to be successful, it would have needed 
to convince them that its view of the regional confl ict was correct and 
that alternative narratives were not. This would mean convincing these 
states that (a) Israel was the primary regional adversary; (b) the confl ict 
was, as claimed by the PLO, principally about reasserting Palestinian 
national rights; and (c) the PLO was the correct organization to lead 
this particular fi ght. 

 The PLO was able to accomplish this at least in part. Its marketing 
was far more successful with regard to its regional patrons than it was in 
convincing its somewhat reluctant hosts (or, as will be discussed later in 
this chapter, many of the citizens of those states). While its proxy relation-
ships with its sponsors were likewise somewhat successful, they were also, 
by their very nature, imperfect; while it was able to acquire weapons and 
funding from its sponsors, access to both at times proved to be unreliable, 
and the pressures of serving as a military proxy carried unfortunate conse-
quences for PLO’s internal cohesion. And perhaps most damagingly, the 
organization’s coercive approach to the Jordanian regime and parts of the 
Lebanese government ultimately backfi red. Nevertheless, the PLO’s pol-
icy toward its regional patrons was ultimately more successful than unsuc-
cessful, and certainly more so than its policy toward local civilians. For this 
reason, it can be considered a “quadrant D” organization, a transnational 
nonstate actor. 
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   Regional Allies 
 The outcome of the PLO’s approach toward the Arab states was largely posi-
tive, generating both material and non-material support. The pressure to 
be seen as supportive of the Palestinian national cause did lead many of the 
regimes in the region to provide generous assistance to the PLO. (Indeed, 
a number of those interviewed for this book were acutely aware that the 
ideological power of the Palestinian cause was largely responsible for the sup-
port they received from the Arab states.)  42   The Gulf states primarily provided 
funding. During the Palestinian delegation’s visit to Saudi Arabia in 1968, 
for instance, King Faisal agreed to set up popular committees to collect dona-
tions for the Palestinian cause (specifi cally for Fatah), which the government 
would then match, and to garnish 7 % of the wages of Palestinian workers in 
Saudi Arabia as taxes to be paid to the PLO.  43   The Syrians provided the most 
by way of direct military assistance, putting pressure on the Lebanese state 
on behalf of the PLO in 1969 and 1973, and intervening in Jordan in 1970. 
Libya provided both materiel and training, including Soviet-made tanks, 
mounted artillery, anti-tank and anti-aircraft weapons, rocket-propelled gre-
nades, and land mines.  44   They also provided training, as did Egypt. 

 The latter was a particularly important asset given the surge of inex-
perienced volunteers after Karameh and the depletion of Fatah’s offi cer 
corps during the battle. Fatah attempted to set up its own cadre training 
school in 1968, and though this was ultimately unsuccessful, one class of 
offi cers was trained at its camp in Hama, Syria in 1968, and many went on 
to a second training course in Algeria. The lack of trained offi cers could 
be partially bypassed by recruiting experienced Palestinian soldiers who 
had fought in other Arab militaries; the PFLP in particular drew on disil-
lusioned Syrian Nasserites.  45   But the foreign training camps, while by most 
accounts dismal places, were an important form of support nonetheless. 

 The Arab states also provided less tangible but equally crucial forms of 
support. Libya, Syria, and Iraq could be counted upon to provide regular rhe-
torical support in the Arab media. More subtly, the ideological power wielded 
by the fedayeen also bought the silence of regimes or individuals, particu-
larly in the Gulf states, who might otherwise have been sympathetic to the 
Jordanian monarchy’s position in the 1960s or the objections of Lebanon’s 
conservatives in the 1970s. It was Nasser who pressured Jordan to allow the 
fedayeen increasing leeway in operating on Jordanian territory, though this 

THE PLO 65



was tempered by his desire to prevent the PLO from becoming too indepen-
dent. Similarly, Arab pressure induced the Lebanese government to sign the 
Cairo Agreement, securing the PLO’s position in Lebanon. Finally, Arab sup-
port also helped the PLO gain international legitimacy; the recognition of the 
PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people in Rabat 
in 1974 helped to secure the backing of the non-aligned states for the vote 
granting the PLO its coveted observer status in the UN General Assembly. 

 But these relationships were also problematic. To begin with, there 
were resources they were unwilling to provide: most crucially, under no 
circumstances would either Syria or Egypt, both of which bordered Israel, 
provide a base of operations. As early as 1969, Hafez al Asad asked Chief of 
Staff Mustafa Tlas to “coordinate” with the PLO to ensure that no attacks 
were launched from Syrian territory  46   and Egypt was removed from the 
equation altogether when it signed the Camp David accords in 1978. 

 A more profound problem was the way in which these relationships 
encouraged schisms within the PLO and distracted the organization from 
pursuing its own objectives, rather than those of its sponsors, sometimes 
at the same time. A frequent complaint by the PLO members interviewed 
was that their Arab allies seemed less interested in helping the PLO achieve 
its goals than in using the movement to further their own interests.  47   At 
times, those interests included confl ict with other powers in the region, 
putting the PLO in sometimes diffi cult positions. Openly siding with Iraq 
in the Iran–Iraq war poisoned the PLO’s relationship with Iran and com-
plicated its relationship with Amal, both of which had been important to 
the organization’s own interests.  48   Worse, because Lebanon served as a 
theater in which the Middle East’s regional rivalries were contested, those 
rivalries sometimes produced infi ghting between PLO factions backed by 
rival states; the virulent intra-Baath rivalry between Syria and Iraq, for 
instance, occasionally led to clashes between Syrian-allied and Iraqi-allied 
factions. Perhaps most disastrous was the schism over Syria’s interven-
tion in Lebanon in 1976, which pitted Syrian clients like Al Saiqa and the 
PLFP-GC against “loyalist” factions like Fatah and the PFLP. This created 
deep rifts in Palestinian politics which, despite the eventual rapprochement 
between the PLO and the Syrian regime, were never entirely resolved. One 
Fatah offi cial interviewed for this book, when asked whether the PLO had 
made any mistakes, opined that not assassinating Ahmed Jibril, head of 
the PFLP-GC, was one of them. The resulting internal confl ict hampered 
the PLO’s preparation for its military confrontations, coordination, and 
decision-making during those confrontations and resilience afterward.  
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   The Host States 
 The PLO’s relationships with its ambivalent hosts, Jordan and Lebanon, 
yielded less positive results. The use of coercion against the Jordanian state 
did, at least initially, help the organization acquire a base of operations 
in Jordan. It was able to establish bases for training in various locations 
around Jordan, including the Jordan Valley, which were tremendously 
useful while they lasted. Coercion was also useful in procuring more minor 
military assets, like vehicles. Yet at the same time, this strategy prevented 
the PLO from accessing far more important non-material assets, like polit-
ical backing, from the Jordanian government itself or, crucially, from the 
Jordanian military. To the contrary, by the spring of 1970, the army was 
champing at the bit to retaliate, and Hussein found himself facing intense 
resistance to his continued orders to stand down. In one episode, a tank 
battalion set off for Amman from the Jordan Valley and King Hussein 
and his cousin Sharif Zaid bin Shaker, commander of the Third Armored 
Division, had to personally intercept the tanks and order them to turn 
around.  49   Hussein himself described it as follows:

  We had thousands of incidents of breaking the law, of attacking people. It 
was a very unruly state of affairs in the country and I continued to try. I went 
to Egypt. I called in the Arabs to help in any way they could—particularly 
as some of them were sponsoring some of these movements in one form or 
another—but without much success, and towards the end I felt I was los-
ing control. In the last six months leading up to the crisis the army began 
to rebel. I had to spend most of my time running to those units that had 
left their positions and were going to the capital, or to some other part of 
Jordan, to sort out people who were attacking their families or attacking 
soldiers on leave. I think that the gamble was probably the army would frac-
ture along Palestinian–Jordanian lines. That never happened, thank God.  50   

   This last observation of Hussein’s touches on a key point. The two great-
est challenges for the PLO in Jordan were the Jordanian army’s greater 
numbers and its superior arms. To survive Black September with their 
position in Jordan intact, the PLO would have needed to neutralize the 
army’s superior numbers by provoking widespread defections among 
Palestinian offi cers and soldiers, of whom there were many. Defections 
by offi cers in a position to hand weapons over to the PLO would help it 
overcome the issue of superior arms. This was what the monarchy feared 
and what the PLO leadership expected.  51   But actual defections were far 
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fewer than expected or feared by either party. Had the PLO found a more 
inclusive way of framing itself, perhaps focusing on common Arab inter-
ests and acknowledging the role of the Jordanian military at Karameh, or 
reaching out more effectively to Palestinian offi cers, it might have been 
able to break the unity of the Jordanian military and successfully topple 
the monarchy. But by the summer of 1970, there was little chance of such 
an outcome. While some offi cers did defect, these were not suffi cient to 
turn the tide in its favor. 

 After relocating to Lebanon, the PLO’s differing policies toward dif-
ferent political factions produced, perhaps predictably, differing out-
comes. Many rightist Christian politicians were increasingly frustrated at 
the PLO’s use of Lebanon as a base against Israel over their objections, 
leading some to conclude that an alliance with Israel might prove use-
ful. On the other hand, the PLO’s approach to the leftist leadership, a 
combination of marketing along multiple axes and the provision of mili-
tary backing, was far more successful, allowing the two to forge a strong 
alliance that provided the PLO with a range of material and political 
resources. Although the PLO did much of the heavy lifting, the LNM 
fought alongside it against the Lebanese Forces and other antagonists.  52   
Moreover, this relationship also facilitated the PLO’s use of West Beirut 
as a political headquarter and other areas as military bases. Finally, the 
split between the LNM and the Maronite parties over the issue of the 
PLO often left the government deadlocked, which was ultimately to the 
PLO’s advantage. Even the Lebanese military fractured under the pro-
tracted sectarian pressure of the war. The fi rst schism came in January 
of 1976, when Ahmed Khatib, a Sunni offi cer, mutinied and joined the 
LNM’s forces, taking with him several thousand predominantly Sunni 
troops and much of the army’s heavy weaponry. The second came when 
Major Saad Haddad formed his forces in the south into a separate com-
mand, the South Lebanon Army (SLA), which served as a proxy for the 
IDF in southern Lebanon.  53   

 But as with the PLO’s foreign sponsors, this relationship carried costs 
as well. Though the Lebanese left did not “sponsor” the PLO in the same 
way that Syria or Libya did, the costs of the relationship were similar in that 
involvement in Lebanese politics proved a dangerous distraction. Hamzeh 
al Bishtawi, a veteran member of the PLFP-GC in Bourj al Barajneh, said 
frankly that as a revolutionary organization, they should have stayed on 
the border to face the enemy, rather than coming into the cities.  54   Hamad 
M., a former PLA offi cer, explained:
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  One of the greatest mistakes was we had interfered a lot in internal life. … 
We were made to interfere, because we were employed to interfere. … By 
local leaders, by ethnic leaders, by group leaders … by fi ghting leaders, by 
contesting leaders, and by the end of the game, we were the only persons to 
lose. It was one of the most bitter issues about the role of the Palestinians in 
Lebanon. … Why do we have to fi ght with the Druze against the Maronites? 
Why? Why do we have to fi ght with some party against the other? 

 The PLO, said Hamad, learned to adapt itself to both domestic and for-
eign pressures, “but the price sometimes was too heavy to bear. We lost 
Tel el Zaatar, Qarantina, Hat al Ghrawameh, Jisr al Basha, [all sites of mas-
sacres of Palestinians] because of this.”  55   

 Finally, the PLO’s initial policy toward the Shi’ite leadership, of 
marketing its cause in a way that resonated with Shi’ite political griev-
ances and offering training to Amal in its early years, at fi rst yielded 
positive results. In the PLO’s early days in Lebanon, Sadr’s political 
blessing greatly facilitated its operations in the south. Amal’s leaders 
were also in an excellent position to provide local intelligence, and 
some southerners fought alongside the Palestinians against Israel. As 
Amal’s infl uence grew, the alliance became increasingly benefi cial at the 
national level. 

 But the PLO never succeeded in connecting the popular legitimacy of 
the Shi’ite leadership to support for the PLO in the way that it had with 
the left. The PLO became increasingly coercive in seeking to maintain its 
positions in the south over Amal’s objections, but as Amal grew stronger 
toward the end of the 1970s, it was diffi cult for the PLO to maintain its 
access either to the political support it needed from the new Shi’ite politi-
cal elite or to the southern territory over which Amal exercised growing 
control. The open hostility that eventually developed between the two 
parties proved costly in 1982.   

   DOMESTIC RELATIONS 
 What is perhaps most striking about the PLO’s approach toward civilians 
in Jordan and Lebanon in the 1970s and 1980s is the degree of continuity 
in its policy. In both contexts, while the organization had a well-developed 
social service apparatus and engaged in vigorous political outreach toward 
the Palestinian refugee population, it was less interested or successful at 
reaching out to the Jordanian or Lebanese public (though there were 
exceptions in both places). 
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 It is of course tempting to see the PLO’s defeat in both contexts as 
stemming from their status as “outsiders” in Jordan and Lebanon, but 
this is far too simplistic. The sympathies of the Jordanian public, of both 
Palestinian and Jordanian origin, were very much “up for grabs” in the 
years leading up to Black September, and in Lebanon the internal political 
divisions meant that many Sunnis and even many Shi’ites were prepared 
to view themselves as having more in common with the Palestinians than 
with the Maronites. But this goodwill was eventually lost, in large part due 
to coercive behavior by individual fi ghters combined with an inability on 
the part of the leadership to connect with these audiences. 

 The position of the Palestinians themselves in both Jordan and Lebanon 
was determined in large part by local political divisions. In 1950, eager 
to cement his hold over the West Bank and Jerusalem, King Abdullah I 
extended Jordanian citizenship to the residents of the West Bank, includ-
ing the refugees. But Palestinian–Jordanians still experienced signifi cant 
economic and political discrimination, and divisions between East Bankers 
and West Bankers represented an important political cleavage, if not the 
only one. The divisions in Jordan were minor, however, in comparison with 
the ethno-communal and political fragmentation characterizing Lebanese 
politics. Moreover, Palestinians in Lebanon were far more marginalized 
politically than they were in Jordan and there was a far starker distinction 
between the Palestinian and Lebanese audiences in Lebanon than between 
Jordanian–Jordanians and Palestinian–Jordanians in Jordan. But despite the 
differences between the position of Palestinians in Jordan and Lebanon, the 
policy and behavior of the PLO in both states was quite similar. 

   Jordan 

 In Jordan, there was broad public sympathy for the plight of the 
Palestinians in general, among both East and West Bankers. Support for 
the fedayeen in particular, however, changed over time and across commu-
nities. Neither the Palestinian–Jordanian nor Jordanian–Jordanian com-
munity was (or is) economically or politically homogenous. To begin with, 
Palestinians of different classes had (and have) very different relationships 
with the Jordanian state. In addition to the 1949 law granting Jordanian 
citizenship to West Bank residents, Abdullah I sought to incorporate the 
Palestinian middle class, with their civil and commercial expertise, into the 
economic and social life of the country.  56   By the 1960s, many (though 
far from all) saw no confl ict between holding Jordanian citizenship and 
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maintaining a Palestinian identity and commitment to the liberation of 
Palestine.  57   This was particularly true for those who believed, after 1967, 
that Hussein’s plans to negotiate with Israel for the West Bank repre-
sented the best chance to regain the lost territory.  58   Moreover, in Jordan, 
those of West Bank and East Bank origin were not as starkly segregated 
as they were in Lebanon. This meant that policies meant to either appeal 
to or intimidate Palestinian–Jordanians or East Bankers often ended up 
impacting members of both communities, with somewhat unpredictable 
consequences for the PLO. 

 But there are some features of the Palestinian experience in Jordan that 
differ from the (general) experience of East Bankers. It is undeniable, for 
instance, that Palestinians as a group faced considerable political discrimi-
nation. Prior to 1967, the West Bank lagged behind the East Bank in 
terms of economic development. Representation in the Majlis al Nawab 
(the parliament) was weighted in favor of East Bankers, and as only land-
owners had suffrage in the early days of the kingdom, refugees were dis-
proportionately disenfranchised. 

 The situation was exacerbated by the arrival of over 300,000 new 
Palestinian refugees in 1967 (many of whom had previously been dis-
placed in 1948) from the West Bank and Gaza.  59   Most found themselves 
in the already crowded refugee camps. Unlike the Palestinian upper class 
who had prospered in the last 20 years and who were involved in the 
national postwar recovery effort after the June War, those in the refugee 
camps remained alienated and disenfranchised.  60   

 Nor was the “Jordanian–Jordanian” population homogeneous. The 
most obvious division was between the northern towns of Irbid, Jerash, 
and Salt, and the rural and semi-nomadic Bedouin tribes of the southern 
and eastern deserts. The former had more in common culturally (and even 
linguistically) with the northern Palestinian cities of Nablus, Haifa, and 
Jaffa than they did with southern Jordanian Bedouin. 

 There were also political divisions. Some East Bankers on the left sup-
ported the fedayeen for ideological reasons, the most notable example 
being DFLP leader Nayef Hawatmeh, whose family came from Salt. King 
Hussein’s suspension of many political freedoms in 1957 and 1963, and 
bans on several opposition parties in 1957 and 1960, outraged both East 
Banker and Palestinian progressives. In the aftermath of Karameh, mem-
bers of the banned parties formed a coalition which publicly declared 
sympathy with the fedayeen.  61   By March 1970, leftist political and com-
munity leaders of both Palestinian and Jordanian origin had organized as 
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the “National Front” in alliance with the fedayeen against the king and 
his supporters.  62   In short, communal divisions in Jordan, while signifi cant, 
were far blurrier than those in Lebanon, and there were a number of sig-
nifi cant communal, economic, and geographic cleavages which could have 
been exploited to improve the PLO’s position. 

 The PLO’s effectiveness in exploiting those potential footholds in 
public opinion was mixed at best. The marketing of the overall PLO 
political project to civilians in Jordan, particularly those of Palestinian 
origin, were based on two interwoven narratives: The fi rst presented 
the fedayeen as the standard bearers of Arab honor and as the best 
chance for the realization of Palestinian national aspirations in the after-
math of the defeat in 1967, an approach whose effectiveness greatly 
increased after the Battle of Karameh, and the second on the reframing 
of Palestinian identity itself. In the 1950s and 1960s (and even today), 
this was heavily shaped by the experience and memory of the  nakba.  In 
the narrative offered by the Arab nationalists, Palestinians themselves 
were cast in the role of victims in need of rescue by the Arab states. 
But the PLO offered a new alternative, in which Palestinian-ness was 
reframed as a source of pride, both in the exploits of the fedayeen and 
in Palestinian heritage more broadly, and as an inspiration for resistance, 
characterized by a connection to the land and aspirations to return. It 
was during this period that the black and white kuffi yeh was adopted as 
a symbol of Palestinian resistance by faction leaders like Arafat (although 
the use of the kuffi yeh as a resistance symbol has its roots in the 1936 
Arab Revolt). The PLO and its member organizations across the region 
encouraged the new identifi cation of Palestinian-ness with resistance 
rather than victimhood (particularly because, within this narrative, the 
fedayeen themselves represented the difference between the two). Fatah 
Radio played a major part, playing martial songs that glorifi ed armed 
resistance, the guerrilla and the Kalashnikov. It was also around this time 
that the practice of creating posters of pictures of recent martyrs became 
common, a means both of promoting the group’s prowess in and of 
itself and of competing with other factions for glory and recruits.  63   

 The idea of the PLO as the restorer of Palestinian dignity is closely tied 
to the second means by which the PLO reached out to Palestinian civilians: 
service provision, through a broad network of quasi-governmental institu-
tions. This was particularly true in the Palestinian refugee camps, where 
access to Jordanian government services was more diffi cult.  64   Though 
UNRWA was (and is) charged with the protection of and provision for all 
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Palestinian refugees, there remained space for services to be provided or 
augmented by the various factions. George Habash, founder of the PLFP, 
was originally a doctor and ran a free clinic in the early 1950s, though 
by 1957 he was involved in politics full time.  65   The PLO itself operated 
schools, clinics, orphanages for the children of fallen fedayeen, vocational 
training centers, and a Palestinian Red Crescent was established alongside 
the Jordanian Red Crescent. While these services were less developed dur-
ing this period than they would become later on in Lebanon and Syria, 
they were still an important means for the PLO of establishing legitimacy 
in the eyes of the camp residents.  66   

 If some East Bankers might have been receptive to the PLO’s mar-
keting approach, their use of service provision more or less missed this 
community entirely. In contrast with the PLO’s establishment of what 
amounted to a state within a state in the Palestinian neighborhoods of 
Amman, Irbid, and Zarqa, there was far less by way of service provision to 
the southern towns and rural areas inhabited primarily by people who had 
lived in Jordan before 1948, much less to the Bedouin population. Fatah 
did establish a small southern command in addition to the larger central 
and northern commands, and to assuage the mistrust of the local Bedouin 
communities, Fatah offered free medical services and in some cases back-
ing to specifi c clans in their disputes with their historical rivals. The PLA 
even went so far as to install a Bedouin sheikh as “political leader” of 
the southern sector. But overall, this policy was limited, directed at the 
weaker, smaller tribes rather than the large powerful families who made up 
the backbone of the armed forces.  68   

 What would ultimately prove most damaging to the PLO’s position in 
Jordan was their use of coercion. As the fedayeen became more confi dent 
in their position in Jordan, they behaved increasingly coercively toward 
the civilian population. While Palestinians certainly experienced this as 
well, the PLO’s coercive behavior was particularly directed at those living 
in large cities, outside the refugee camps. As Abu Jihad of the PFLP-GC 
recounted:

  Now I can say that it was bad, because a lot of Palestinian organizations 
arrest people, steal from people. Jordanian security, Jordanian army, 
Jordanian forces push people to be angry [with the] Palestinian movement. 
We feel at that time that we are the real authority in Jordan. Everywhere, in 
Amman, Irbid, the [Jordan] valley, everywhere the Palestinian movement 
was the authority, not the Jordanian authority.  69   
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   Control over Amman itself was divided. The city is laid out across mul-
tiple hills, with neighborhoods west of the downtown core (the  beled ) 
identifi ed by their proximity to a series of traffi c circles along the main 
east–west artery (see Map  2.3 ). First Circle is closest to the city center, 
with the numbers increasing to the west. The areas east of the beled, such 
as Hai Nazal, Jabal Nasser, Ashrafi yeh, and Jabal Hussein, were heavily 
Palestinian and were certainly controlled by, and likely sympathetic to, the 
PLO. The area between the beled and Second Circle (Jabal Amman) was 
controlled by the fedayeen, with checkpoints at First and Second Circles; 
it is unclear where the sympathies of the inhabitants lay. The downtown 
commercial center was also controlled by the fedayeen, though, again, it 
is unclear what the business community in the beled thought. The areas 
from Third Circle westward remained under the control of the Jordanian 
security forces.  70  

   As their control over the city expanded, abuses by the fedayeen increased. 
Teenaged boys in balaclavas manned checkpoints and drove through the 

  Map 2.3    Amman, 1971. (After Jordan Tourism Authority, 1971, courtesy of the 
Library of Congress. Drafted by Patrick Carr)  67         
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city with guns pointing out of the car windows or simply slung over their 
arms. They were widely accused of casual extortion, walking armed into 
hotel bars or restaurants and demanding that the patrons “donate” to the 
cause.  71   The attacks on “offi cial” targets, like the downtown post offi ce, 
must also have alienated the large swath of the Jordanian–Jordanian (and 
Palestinian–Jordanian) population who had friends or relatives in the civil 
service, the largest employer in the country.  72   

 More serious charges included kidnapping, torture, and execution 
of suspected collaborators.  73   A study published by the Jordanian minis-
try of defense in 1970 attributed 43,397 crimes to fedayeen, including 
rape, illegal arrest, theft, illegal entry into homes, murder, kidnapping, 
assault on civilians, and forgery. Given its source, this fi gure is undoubt-
edly exaggerated, but even rumors of these events would have provoked 
resentment and anger from Ammanis (as they were no doubt intended 
to).  74   Former fedayeen interviewed acknowledged that there was some 
bad behavior on the part of the Palestinian fi ghters in Amman as well 
as other cities like Zarqa and Irbid, such as “using arms, [undisciplined] 
behavior, blaspheming, not paying tribute to the people’s beliefs, espe-
cially in Ramadan … for example, if you [were] smoking in Ramadan in 
the street, people would not accept it, you are defying their beliefs, or if 
you drink liquor, arak. There were many things like that.”  75   But several 
former fi ghters reported that while some fedayeen had engaged in bad 
behavior, the worst abuses were in fact the work of mukhaberat (secret 
police) infi ltrators, designed to create a rift between the fedayeen and 
the civilian population and to discredit them in the eyes of the citizens 
of other Arab states.  76   Given the general practices of the Jordanian secret 
police, this is very credible. The Kataeb al Nasir (the Victory Battalions), 
a faction responsible for many of the clashes with the security forces, were 
probably actually government provocateurs.  77   

 But even if the mukhaberat was responsible for many of the worst 
abuses, the Palestinian factions themselves were not blameless, as 
acknowledged by many of those interviewed. Some of this was uninten-
tional, the result of the sudden infl ux of untrained recruits after 1968, 
who received little formal training due to a shortage of offi cers after 
1967. But other incidents, like the establishment of checkpoints or sei-
zure of territory in Irbid, were part of a larger effort to extend Palestinian 
control over (rather than merely access to) key territory as well as to 
establish the PLO’s authority at the expense of that of the Jordanian 
state. The extortion described above was both a form of intimidation 
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by badly trained recruits and a means of obtaining funds. This stands 
in contrast with the policy pursued in the refugee camps and poorer 
Palestinian neighborhoods, as Abu Iyad acknowledges:

  Our own behavior wasn’t terribly consistent either. Although we tried to 
appeal to the entire population without regard to national origin, we tended 
to neglect the Jordanians in favor of the Palestinians. Proud of their force 
and exploits, the fedayeen often displayed a sense of superiority, sometimes 
even arrogance, without taking into consideration the sensibilities or inter-
ests of the native Jordanians.  78     

    Lebanon 

 The domestic audiences the PLO faced in Lebanon were very different 
from those in Jordan. As previously described, Lebanon’s political system 
distributed political power based on a complex set of ethnic power-sharing 
arrangements known as the National Pact. After the arrival of the (pre-
dominantly Sunni Muslim) Palestinian refugees in 1948, many Christian 
politicians feared that granting them citizenship would shift the country’s 
demographic balance, which by 1948 was already tipping away from the 
Christians. Therefore, while Palestinians in Jordan received citizenship in 
the context of Abdullah I’s attempt to solidify control of the West Bank, in 
Lebanon, Palestinians were denied citizenship and systematically excluded 
from Lebanon’s political and economic life, through restrictions on where 
they could live, work, and travel.  79   This separation meant that PLO’s 
presence and behavior was perceived and experienced very differently by 
members of the Palestinian and Lebanese publics. 

    The Lebanese Public 
 As in Jordan, in the late 1960s the Lebanese population was broadly sym-
pathetic to the Palestinian national project; a 1969 poll by al-Nahar put 
popular sympathy at 80 %. However, there was also a widespread sense 
that Lebanese sovereignty had to be preserved. When President Charles 
Helou stated that Lebanon must “recognize our obligations toward the 
Palestinian struggle and support it, but only within the limits of our capa-
bilities, which we alone are entitled to determine in light of the impera-
tives of our national sovereignty and security,” Al-Nahar found that “49.5 
% fully supported Helou’s message, 20.5 % were supportive, but with res-
ervations, 19.8 % were against, and 10.3 % had no opinion.”  80   
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 On a day-to-day level, Lebanese civilians in different parts of the 
country had different experiences of the PLO’s presence, as did 
Palestinian refugees. Though the PLO did not control territory in East 
Beirut, its relationship with the Christian community there and on 
Mount Lebanon was overtly hostile. The fi ghting between the Phalange 
and the LNM/PLO alliance was characterized by massacres on both 
sides (Map  2.4 ).

   In West Beirut, which the PLO used as a base for its political opera-
tions with the blessing of its allies in the LNM, the PLO used a mixed 
strategy, which appeared to be largely ad hoc. Many in the area were 

  Map 2.4    Beirut, 1982 (Drafted by Patrick Carr)  81         
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generally sympathetic to the plight of the Palestinians and to the PLO’s 
larger project, the promotion of which was aided by its LNM allies, who 
viewed Sunni interests in Lebanon through a leftist, pan-Arabist lens. On 
the other hand, the conservative Islamic leadership, who felt their posi-
tion was threatened by the ascendance of the left in internal Sunni poli-
tics, provided a powerful counterweight. The provision of services was 
more limited; though the PLO did sometimes intervene to ensure that 
services were available (for instance, connecting the area to the power 
station at Jiye after it was cut off from the East in the summer of 1976),  82   
the area was mostly looked after either by the Beirut municipality or by 
residents themselves.  83   

 That said, the residents of West Beirut also suffered a great deal of the 
violence that accompanied the escalation of the civil war in the early 1980s. 
There were frequent clashes between the factions of the LNM, such as the 
Nasserites and the SSNP, as well as between individual Palestinian fac-
tions.  84   One particularly egregious example occurred in 1978 when the 
PFLP-GC drove a truck packed with explosives into a seven-story apart-
ment building, one fl oor of which contained the offi ces of a rival faction, 
producing 200 civilian casualties.  85   

 Looting and theft were also serious problems. Even PSP leader 
Kamal Jumblatt, a great supporter of the Palestinians, stated to his 
biographer:

  We had reason to regret the chaos created by the Palestinians and nearly all the 
other parties, the tendency to unbridled self-indulgence and looting … as far 
as public and private property was concerned, they often behaved like migrat-
ing nomads or Bohemians. They had been perverted by ideology and the poor 
education they must have received from their families and schools. Stealing 
a car was known as “pulling a car.” Stealing a house or a carpet was called 
“requisitioning.” The problem with poorly understood left ideologies is that 
they can provide an excuse for just about every one of man’s cardinal sins.  86   

   Of course, not all of the violence experienced by the residents of West 
Beirut during this period was the fault of the PLO; a great deal of it was 
initiated by its adversaries, including much of the worst violence directed 
against civilians. Some of the behavior of its allies was equally problematic; 
with Jumblatt’s assassination in 1977, the LNM (at least temporarily) lost 
its center of gravity, and the PLO took over much of the supervision of the 
various Lebanese militias in West Beirut. Given Fatah’s relatively free hand 
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in arming these groups, neighborhood militias (and checkpoints) prolif-
erated. Some exploited the breakdown of authority to engage in “theft, 
extortion and smuggling.”  87   Others were more civic-minded and took 
charge of maintaining the infrastructure in their areas as best they could. 

 Outside of Beirut, the PLO’s relationships with civilians in the south 
were of particular importance. If the former provided valuable offi ce 
space, the latter was crucial territory from which to launch attacks against 
Israel. Given that Shi’ite political mobilization tended to occur within a 
generally progressive framework, at least early on, Shi’ites were inclined to 
be sympathetic to the PLO and to the domestic Lebanese political project 
(reform of the National Pact) espoused by the LNM. 

 But the PLO proved unable to produce the sort of normative shift 
whereby support for the PLO’s (or LNM’s) political project became a 
component of group identity for Shi’ites in southern Lebanon. In the 
1960s and 1970s, this was not outside the realm of possibility. There is 
no inherent reason why Shi’ite, rather than Arab, or pan-Muslim, identity, 
should have been prioritized as a basis for political mobilization—after all, 
for decades it had not been. Moreover, identity politics did not function 
in the same way across all Lebanese communities. Regional ethnic poli-
tics did not prevent a PLO alliance with the Druze-dominated PSP, for 
instance, despite the fact that Druze citizens of Israel are drafted into the 
IDF. In other words, contrary to the primordialist assumption that certain 
identities are permanently and inherently salient in fi xed and limited ways, 
the political implications of ethnic identity are highly contingent. There 
was certainly space for the PLO to form the sort of relationship with the 
Shi’ites of south Lebanon that they formed with Sunnis and Druze. 

 That this failed to happen was in large part a result of the coercive 
behavior of the PLO itself. The PLO leadership used force to overcome 
objections to its behavior and authority in Tyre, Sidon, Nabatiyeh, and 
other cities. Troops were forcibly billeted with local families,  88   and news 
reports fi led after the PLO had departed included accounts of PLO fi ght-
ers seizing private homes and farms for use as bases, as well as stealing jew-
elry and electronics during house-to-house searches “for American spies.” 
The theft of cars was also common; one woman explained “If you pay 
7000 pounds, you will get your car back. If you pay 14,000, you will get 
somebody else’s.”  89   Misbehavior by fedayeen was particularly frustrating 
to local offi cials and police offi cers; behavior such as driving a tank into a 
small village in order to buy a pack of cigarettes was a constant reminder 
that they had lost the ability to enforce the law.  90   
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 Moreover, as in Jordan, the PLO’s attacks against Israeli targets pro-
duced punishing retaliatory strikes which forced many residents of the 
south to fl ee northwards. Those who stayed behind were unable to culti-
vate their land because of the cross fi re. The brief 1978 invasion dubbed 
Operation Litani produced 220,000 refugees, destroyed 6 villages, and 
damaged 82, further souring public opinion on the PLO which was 
blamed by many for the invasion. By the spring of 1982, a combination 
of Israeli attacks, PLO operations, and open fi ghting between the PLO 
and Amal had resulted in the depopulation and eventual seizure of sev-
eral villages by members of the PLO-allied Joint Forces. In response, the 
Higher Shi’ite Council spoke out against the PLO’s actions:

  The Higher Islamic Shi’ite Council … urgently asks all responsible for this 
grave aggression in the Palestinian resistance and the Nationalist Movement 
to stop the shelling of the villages immediately to pull the gunmen out of them 
and to withdraw the weapons directed at them. … The people of southern 
Lebanon, who have been mobilizing themselves to confront Israeli aggression 
and who have been preparing themselves to receive Israeli bullets, are now 
facing Arab bullets, which are supposed to be directed at Israel, and are being 
displaced from their homes not by Israelis but by fellow Arabs.  91   

 The accusation that Palestinian guns which should be aimed at Israel were 
now being aimed at the residents of the south represents a repudiation 
not only of the idea that support for “resistance” meant support for the 
PLO and its presence in south Lebanon but also of the PLO’s claim to the 
mantle of resistance at all. It would be a mistake to interpret this as sympa-
thy for Israel or for Israeli aims; it was, after all, Israeli fi re that was driving 
residents of the south from their homes. Rather, the reaction of the Shi’ite 
leadership demonstrates that frustration with the PLO’s behavior was sig-
nifi cant enough to overcome previous sympathy for its aims. 

 The PLO leadership was aware of the effect the bad behavior of its fi ght-
ers was having on its relationship with the Lebanese public, and it did take 
steps to try to curb these abuses. As early as 1976, the Palestinian Revolution 
Command and the LNM issued a joint statement describing steps to end 
“all acts of looting, chaos and kidnapping and to punish everyone who vio-
lates the cease-fi re decisions or commits any act of disorder or sabotage.” 
These included the withdrawal of all “armed civilians” from the streets, a 
ban on attacks on Lebanese army positions as well as “private and public 
establishments,” the handing over of all stolen property to the PLO–LNM 
higher military committee, and the establishment of a fi eld court to try viola-
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tors. Security in West Beirut was declared the responsibility of the Palestine 
Liberation Army.  92   To make the point that the new anti-looting policy was 
serious, 38 carloads of stolen goods were confi scated and the cars carrying 
them burned.  93   Similar measures were suggested following clashes in Sidon 
in 1979.  94   But curbs on abusive behavior proved diffi cult to enforce. Most 
factions wished to preserve their autonomy, and the central PLO leadership 
was unwilling to risk alienating them over this issue. Even when disciplinary 
action was taken, prison terms were usually short and Arafat himself was 
reluctant to enforce death sentences.  95   

 The relationship with the communities of the south was not uniformly 
negative; indeed, fi ghters who behaved exceptionally badly were prob-
ably a minority, if an extremely noticeable one. Many PLO factions did 
try to build good relations with civilians in the area. Some Palestinian 
leaders described how the fi ghters from their factions would help villag-
ers with the olive harvest. (This was especially true of the PFLP.)  96   Other 
actions were more calculated, such as purchasing the harvests of farmers 
whose crops were destroyed or who couldn’t get them to the market, and 
offering compensation to people whose homes had been destroyed.  97   The 
PLO Social Affairs Institution paid a stipend to Lebanese and Palestinian 
families who lost family members due to “hostile action.”  98   Finally, the 
Palestinian Red Crescent Society (PRCS) offered free treatment to tens of 
thousands of Palestinian and Lebanese civilians who had been injured in 
Phalangist or IDF attacks in the areas under its control and free treatment 
to all Lebanese civilians in the border zone (in direct competition with 
the Israeli policy of doing the same).  99   While these policies were similar 
to those later put in place with great success by Hizbullah  (and to the 
PLO’s own provision of social services in the Palestinian refugee camps), 
they were ultimately less successful in improving the PLO’s reputation for 
the simple reason that they likely would not have been necessary absent 
the havoc wrecked by the PLO’s military activity. There is a difference 
between proactive provision of services before the outbreak of a confl ict 
and those which are reactive and only provided in the context of that con-
fl ict. The provision of the second is not a substitute for the fi rst.  

   The Palestinian Public 
 If in Jordan the PLO had tried to establish its authority over the Palestinian 
refugee camps, in Lebanon it essentially began the construction of a state 
in exile. The PLO’s various sub-factions engaged in an active process of 

THE PLO 81



trying to market their political project to the Palestinian civilian commu-
nity. Today, the refugee camps in Lebanon are plastered with posters of the 
various factions, some more recent, some decades old. Between the politi-
cal posters, pictures of martyrs, and the graffi ti, the walls of Lebanon’s 
camps serve as a vivid illustration of the complexity of Palestinian politics. 
In the 1970s, most of the larger factions had their own newspapers and 
regularly produced pamphlets and manifestos detailing their political pro-
grams and military exploits. They also held (and hold) parades, anniver-
sary celebrations, and lectures as a means of sharing their message with the 
wider public. Many have youth groups as well. Despite the diffi cult eco-
nomic and security situation, the camps in Lebanon were and are home to 
a robust civil society. 

 The PLO was highly successful at creating an internalized norm of 
politicization and support for the organization within the community. 
Young men in particular experienced pressure to join a faction, which 
though only briefl y codifi ed into law remained strong. Resentment at the 
position of the Palestinian people generally and in Lebanon in particular 
certainly provided some motivation. 

 However, rather puzzlingly, the question of why an individual 
would choose to support or join one specific faction did not seem 
particularly important to many of the PLO officers interviewed for 
this book. Generalized resentment might explain why an individual 
would become radicalized, but not why she or he would choose one 
faction over another. Some (notably the DFLP) said that their sup-
porters followed them because of their focus on the needs of the 
community.  100   Others cited their emphasis on resistance against Israel 
(like Fatah al Intifada)  101   or pragmatic nationalism (Fatah and Fatah 
al Intifada).  102   The affiliations of friends and family also play a role, 
although it is noteworthy that different political affiliations within the 
same family are more common in Palestinian families than Lebanese, 
or indeed in most of the Arab world.  103   Still others said that it came 
down to personal conviction, although specific doctrine appears to 
have played a less of a role than character and behavior. One former 
fighter with the PFLP recounted that when he joined the PFLP at 
17, he didn’t know much about Marxism and only a few quotes from 
Mao. As a Palestinian nationalist, he was actually opposed to com-
munism because of the USSR’s early support for Israel, but he chose 
to join the PLFP anyway because he trusted and admired its leaders. 
He was impressed with George Habash because of the free clinic he 
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ran in the Jabal Hussein refugee camp in Amman, and respected the 
Palestinian Marxists in general because of their efforts against the gov-
ernment in Jordan.  104   

 The PLO’s second major outreach strategy in the refugee camps was 
the provision of fi nancial support and social services. Some of this was 
more political than material. When control of the camps shifted from the 
Deuxième Bureau (Lebanon’s secret police, whose policing of the camps 
had been rather draconian)  105   to the PLO after the 1969 Cairo Agreement, 
the lot of those inside improved signifi cantly. The PLO also did a great 
deal to improve the conditions of Palestinian workers, as well as gaining 
them access to health care and education, and increasing the freedom of 
movement for Palestinians in Lebanon. 

 By the mid-1970s, the range of services offered by the PLO had 
broadened, changing the relationship it had with Palestinian civilians. 
The PLO’s fi nancial position had improved, as it began to diversify its 
fi nancial holdings, investing in industries from banking to mining in 
Africa to tourism. The oil boom generated an additional infl ux of cash. 
This transformed the PLO from a recipient of civilian donations to a 
major provider of aid.  106   Even those who were somehow able to work 
in well-paid professions such as medicine and engineering still received, 
rather than contributed money to, the PLO.  Throughout the 1970s, 
the organization increasingly assumed the functions of a welfare state 
for Palestinians in Lebanon. The Palestinian Red Crescent Society (an 
organ of the PLO) opened its fi rst clinic in Lebanon in 1969. By 1982, 
it was operating ten hospitals and 30 clinics in the refugee camps, two 
physiotherapy centers, a residential rehabilitation center, an orthope-
dic workshop, a nursing school, and many pharmacies. An additional 
47 clinics were run by other Palestinian factions, which also ran youth 
centers, sports leagues, and kindergartens. Medical care for the needy 
was paid for by PLO funds. Lebanese laws banning Palestinians from 
many forms of employment meant that the PLO became a (if not the) 
major employer of Palestinians in Lebanon. This effect was magnifi ed 
as the PLO bureaucracy expanded enormously in the 1970s, employing 
8000 people and managing a budget of hundreds of millions of dol-
lars. SAMED (the Palestinian Martyrs Works Society) operated 46 facto-
ries and workshops in Lebanon, employing 5000 people, with earnings 
reported at 40 million dollars.  107   The PLO had shifted from being the 
recipient of popular support to the distributor of patronage.   
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   Unexpected Consequences: The Impact of the PLO’s Domestic 
Policies 

 The consequences of the PLO’s domestic policies were uneven at best, 
and ultimately did not position the organization to withstand the chal-
lenges it experienced in its host states. As stated in Chap.   1    , successful 
marketing means that the targets of that marketing come to believe three 
things: that the organization’s adversary is their own primary adversary, 
that the organization’s interpretation of the confl ict is the correct one, and 
that it is the legitimate representative of the community in both articulat-
ing and attempting to rectify this grievance. For its marketing to succeed 
in Lebanon, PLO would have needed these diverse audiences to recog-
nize Israel as an adversary (and preferably as  the  adversary), accept the 
PLO’s narrative regarding the confl ict with Israel and the centrality of the 
Palestinian cause to Arab politics, and, perhaps most importantly, con-
vince people that it was the legitimate party to prosecute a (costly) war 
to rectify these grievances. By this metric, the PLO’s marketing to the 
Jordanian, Lebanese, and Palestinian publics was only partially success-
ful at best. Its provision of social services was more effective in drawing 
Palestinians in Jordan and Lebanon into its orbit, but also had unexpected 
consequences for the movement’s relationship with its most important 
constituency. And in the end, its use of coercion in both Lebanon and 
Jordan proved disastrous. 

 For Palestinians living in the refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon, 
the PLO’s approach was very successful. In Jordan, the framing of the 
fedayeen as the bearers of Arab and Palestinian pride after Karameh drew 
many closer to the movement and helped increase its legitimacy and 
 political infl uence. It even generated small amounts of (largely symbolic) 
fi nancial support. Oraib Rantawi recalls:

  I remember I was a kid, when some people came to the camps, collecting 
half JD, 15 piaster, something like that … some rich people also, support 
from the Palestinian people, and women even donate their jewelry. At that 
time it was a very, very inspiring movement, very, very strong relationship 
between the organization and the people.  108   

   It also helped them gain new recruits. As noted above, after the Battle 
of Karameh, the Palestinian factions experienced a surge of volunteers. 
The majority (roughly two-thirds) joined up with Fatah, followed by the 
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PFLP (whose main camp could train at most a quarter of its volunteers). 
Even though two-thirds of the trainees dropped out in the fi rst weeks of 
training, by June the number of fi ghters had reached 3000, an increase of 
300 %.  109   

 But this turned out to be a mixed blessing; most of the new fi ghters 
had little or no military experience, and the sudden infl ux was well beyond 
the factions’ absorptive capacity. It therefore contributed to what would 
prove to be the PLO’s largest problem, the coercive behavior of its fi ghters 
toward other segments of the Jordanian (and Lebanese) civilian popula-
tions. Despite broad sympathy in Jordan for the organization’s goals and 
for the Palestinian people (a majority of Jordanians being of Palestinian 
origin), the PLO’s coercive tactics in Amman and elsewhere alienated 
the population. Abu Odeh suggests that by February 1970, much of the 
population, including the Palestinian middle class, had grown tired of the 
conduct of some of the fedayeen.  110   This ultimately cost the PLO the 
legitimacy and political support that might have tipped the scales in their 
favor later on. Overwhelming support from the civilian community might 
have translated into suffi cient support among members of the armed 
forces that a schism in the army or at least widespread defections could 
have been provoked. Instead, the fedayeen’s behavior gave the king and 
his army domestic political cover to crack down. 

 In Lebanon, the PLO repeated the mistakes it had made in Jordan. 
In the short term, the PLO’s use of coercion against Lebanese civilians 
worked as it was supposed to; forcible billeting provided housing for sol-
diers, and they were certainly able to obtain space for bases even without 
the consent of the area’s civilians. The opportunity to loot helped recruit 
and pay soldiers, although the objects looted (carpets, jewelry, and so 
forth) weren’t always particularly useful to the PLO war effort. 

 Ultimately, though, this approach backfi red, for two reasons: First, coer-
cion did not provide the PLO with the non-material resources it needed 
from civilians, and second, the access it did provide to material resources 
proved less than durable. The PLO was able to acquire little by way of 
political support or legitimacy from civilians in the south. Local resent-
ment also made it harder for the PLO to retain access to territory; after 
Operation Litani, some villages went so far as to create local militias to 
prevent the reestablishment of PLO positions on their land.  111   Moreover, 
it contributed to the growing rift between Amal and the PLO. While the 
PLO was able to acquire some material resources by coercion, its access to 
others was temporary at best. 
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 Perhaps more interesting is the contrast between the relationship that 
the PLO of the 1960s had with its civilian constituency compared with 
that of the PLO of the 1970s. The PLO’s growing network of social ser-
vice institutions seems to have had both positive and negative effects. If 
service provision is most effective when it serves as evidence of the move-
ment’s qualifi cations to govern, and least effective when it evolves into a 
top-down patronage network, in the PLO’s case, its provision of services 
was a combination of both. While it did draw Palestinian refugees into 
the movement’s orbit, some offi cers were disquieted by the change in 
their relationship with civilians, feeling that this was a reversal from the 
model of popular support prescribed by the classic guerrilla tacticians.  112   
They viewed those who were receiving regular support or employment 
from the PLO in Beirut as  less  committed than supporters from the early, 
poorer days: “You have to differentiate between those who are willing to 
give everything, and those who are waiting, really, [for] some benefi ts. 
Therefore, the issue of corruption within the PLO start [ed] to become a 
major issue, affect[ing] every part of the life of the Palestinians there.”  113   
Furthermore, the development of patronage networks meant that loyalty 
to one’s superiors was rewarded over competence and commitment to the 
movement’s detriment. 

 This change also infl uenced the kinds of recruits the PLO was able to 
attract. Many did join for ideological reasons; the offi cers interviewed for 
this project all expressed a genuine commitment to the cause the PLO 
purported to represent and to the betterment of their fellow Palestinians. 
Others saw in the PLO a chance to regain some of the dignity lost due 
to the position of Palestinians in Lebanon. But other fi ghters were simply 
looking for a regular salary (the PLO being the only option in this regard 
for many refugees) or in some cases to the chance to loot. These charac-
teristics may partly explain the poor performance of some units in 1982.  114   

 This can perhaps be read as a variation on Weinstein’s argument. Rather 
than attracting more brutal combatants, the infl ux of cash instead meant 
that the PLO attracted, in the aggregate, lazier fi ghters, less effective 
bureaucrats, and less committed civilian supporters. It also echoes the pre-
dictions of much of the literature on patrimonialism and the rentier state, 
which was essentially what the PLO had become.  115   The PLO created a 
state apparatus that was largely unaccountable to the public and therefore 
vulnerable to corruption and alienation from the public. In this, it closely 
resembled its various state patrons. But as a government permanently in 
exile, the PLO faced an additional barrier to its legitimacy, which in the 
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long run would have serious consequences for its position in the West Bank 
and Gaza. And yet, when compared with Hizbullah, the PLO spent com-
paratively little on its civilian constituency. This suggests that if the money 
being spent changed the relationship between the PLO and its civilian sup-
porters in terms of the kind of recruits it was getting, the precise nature of 
that change is perhaps traceable less to the money itself, and more to the 
perceptions of the organization on the part of those receiving it.  

   OUTCOMES 
 In both Jordan and Lebanon, the PLO’s fl awed relationships with the 
local civilian population, the political enemies they’d made in both con-
texts, and the internal fragmentation caused by the organization’s rela-
tionships with its external sponsors meant that the organization proved 
ill-prepared to either resist militarily or recover politically from the coun-
terinsurgent campaigns directed against it. In both contexts, the organiza-
tion was unable to leverage those advantages it did have, and was forced 
to withdraw, fi rst from Jordan to Lebanon and then from Lebanon to 
Tunisia. 

   Black September 

 The fi rst signs that a major confl ict was about to erupt in Jordan came on 
September 15, 1970, when the fedayeen declared the establishment of a 
“liberated zone” in Irbid. That evening, King Hussein secretly informed 
the USA that he intended to take steps to “establish law and order,” and 
the following day, he dismissed his civilian Cabinet in favor of a military 
government. Similarly, Arafat put all Palestinian forces on full combat 
alert and sent a message to the Arab heads of state requesting immedi-
ate intervention.  116   Open war broke out on September 17. Clashes broke 
out across Amman, particularly in and around the refugee camps, Jabal 
Amman, and Jabal Weibdeh.  117   

 The army clearly had the upper hand; in comparison with the PLO’s 
20,000 fi ghters, less than half of whom were fully trained and equipped, 
King Hussein had quietly built his military forces up to 65,000 well- 
trained, fully armed soldiers, (including heavy artillery that the PLO 
could not match) with 10,000 additional police and security forces.  118   
Arafat escaped from the Jabal Hussein refugee camp (disguised either as 
a woman or as a Kuwaiti sheikh, depending on which version of the story 
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one believes), and was escorted by President Jafer Numeiri of Sudan and 
Prince Saad Abdullah Sabah of Kuwait to Cairo for a hastily convened 
Arab summit.  119   By the morning of the 18th, despite PLO’s resistance, 
the army had begun to reassert control over Amman and Zarqa.  120   By the 
21st, although the fedayeen remained active in Jabal Weibdeh, the city 
center, and parts of the refugee camps,  121   the army controlled most of 
Amman as well as the rest of the country. 

 The army’s success was due in large part to the fact that it remained 
remarkably unifi ed. The PLO’s best hope had always been to split the 
army and inspire mass defections among the Palestinian offi cers. In this, 
they failed. Some Palestinian military offi cers did defect to the PLO (and 
were reorganized as the Yarmouk Brigades of the Palestinian Liberation 
Army), but the rate of defection was insuffi cient to change the outcome 
of the war.  122   Abu Iyad, Arafat’s second in command, put their number at 
close to 5000, but Jordanian government sources placed it at only a few 
hundred who were mostly young Palestinian draftees.  123   

 It is also unclear to what degree the defections that did occur were 
motivated by sympathy for the PLO itself, sympathy with the Palestinian 
struggle in general, or objection to a specifi c order. Refusal to shell a refu-
gee camp full of unarmed civilians is not the same as commitment to, or 
even sympathy for, the PLO’s political project. Whatever the motives of 
those who did defect, ultimately, the chain of command remained intact, 
and the majority of the army remained loyal to the King. 

 The PLO’s international political assets proved more reliable. 
Throughout the crisis, Arafat relied heavily on the Arab League to put 
pressure on the Jordanian regime. On the 18th, the Arab League called 
for a ceasefi re and mediation by the newly formed “four nation commit-
tee” composed of Sudan, Egypt, Libya, and Algeria. (Given that all four 
of these states were sympathetic to the fedayeen, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that Hussein rejected this request.  124  ) The PLO was particularly hopeful 
of Iraqi and Syrian aid.  125   But although the American government initially 
believed that Iraqi intervention was more likely,  126   ultimately the Iraqi 
forces stationed in Jordan as part of the United Arab Command did not 
involve themselves.  127   

 It was instead the PLO’s relationship with Syria that offered the organi-
zation its best chance of survival. In fact, had Arafat managed to win over 
both factions in the Syrian regime, rather than just the more radical faction 
led by Salah Jadid, things might have gone quite differently. At fi rst, the 
pro-intervention faction appeared to have the upper hand, and Syrian sup-
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port seemed likely to turn the tide in favor of the fedayeen. On September 
18, 30 “volunteer” Al Saiqa fi ghters and 300 Syrian tanks painted with the 
insignia of the PLO (probably to offer plausible deniability)  128   crossed the 
border and shelled Jordanian positions.  129   This posed a real threat to the 
Jordanian regime. Though Syrian numbers were not much greater than 
the Jordanians (the Jordanian military had 500 British Centurion tanks 
and the Syrians 700 Soviet T-54 and T-55s), the border area was closer to 
Syrian staging areas than to Jordanian bases, making it far easier for the 
Syrian forces to resupply  130   and Syria vastly outstripped Jordan in both 
strategic depth and the overall size of its military. 

 Tank battles on the border and the road to Irbid produced heavy losses 
on both sides. By the evening of the 20th, Syrian forces had captured Irbid 
and the Jordanian army faced 100 Syrian tanks in the north, with another 
60 waiting to cross the border. King Hussein reached out for help, fi rst to 
the British and then to the Americans.  131   On the 21st, he made a desperate 
appeal to the US Ambassador:

  Situation deteriorating dangerously following Syrian massive invasion. 
Northern forces disjointed. Irbid occupied. This having disastrous effect 
on tired troops in the capital and surroundings. After continuous action 
and shortage supplies Military Governor and Commander in Chief advise I 
request immediate physical intervention both air and land as per the autho-
rization of government to safeguard sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
independence of Jordan. Immediate air strikes on invading forces from any 
quarter plus air cover are imperative. Wish earliest word on length of time it 
may require your forces to land when requested which might be very soon.  132   

 Most noteworthy in Hussein’s plea to the Americans are the words “from 
any quarter.” This has been widely interpreted as a reference to the Israelis, 
or at least, it was by the Americans. Kissinger contacted Ambassador Yitzhak 
Rabin to inquire as to whether Israel might be willing to intervene to save 
the Jordanian monarchy.  133   Overnight, Israeli reserves were mobilized, 
and two mechanized infantry brigades deployed to the Golan Heights as a 
signal to the Syrians that Israel was prepared to involve itself.  134   

 In the end, though, this proved unnecessary, due to internal political 
rivalries in Syria. While Jadid had adequate control over the Syrian military 
to order the invasion of Jordan, the real military decision-making rested 
with Hafez al Asad, who had opposed the operation from the beginning 
and refused to authorize air cover for the Syrian tank columns, leaving 
them vulnerable to Jordanian airstrikes.  135   Perhaps buoyed by assurances 
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of American support, the Jordanian military moved an additional 80 tanks 
to the area to reinforce the 90 already present and decided to make use 
of its small air force, comprised of 18 British Hawker Hunter fi ghter jets, 
against the Syrian tank columns.  136   The Syrians lost a total of 120 tanks 
(between 30 and 60 of them to mechanical failure)  137   as compared with 
Jordanian losses of between 75 and 90 tanks.  138   By the evening of the 
23rd, in the absence of any defense against the Jordanian air assault, the 
Syrian tank columns began withdrawing back to Syria.  139   

 With the Syrian withdrawal and the clear superiority of the Jordanian 
military, the end of the confrontation was, in hindsight, imminent, though 
Arafat seemed to believe otherwise. Under pressure from both Nasser and 
the Arab League delegation which arrived in Amman on the 24th, Hussein 
negotiated a ceasefi re with one of Arafat’s lieutenants, which allowed those 
in the refugee camps to go out to buy food and many militants to escape 
the city.  140   The Arab League, particularly Nasser and Numeiri, also con-
tinued to pressure Hussein to allow the PLO to continue to use Jordan as 
a base.  141   On September 27, Hussein traveled to Cairo to sign a ceasefi re 
with Arafat. The terms included the withdrawal of both sides’ forces from 
Amman; the release of prisoners; the return of military and civilian condi-
tions in other towns to their pre-confl ict state; the return of authority to 
the police; and an end to the military government. It did not call for the 
expulsion of the PLO from Jordan or for its disarmament. At 9:25 pm, 
Arafat passed the order to the fedayeen to cease all operations. The next 
day, Gamal Abdel Nasser died of a heart attack. 

 That the fedayeen found themselves so outmatched raises the question 
of why the King had not acted sooner. One answer is that he was afraid 
of a schism in the army and therefore waited to act until the takeover at 
Irbid presented him with no other choice. The interpretation advanced by 
American decision-makers at the time was that the king waited as long as 
he did out of a fear of alienating Palestinian citizens of Jordan; once the 
fedayeen had lost public support, he felt free to act.  142   (This lends some 
credence to the belief, espoused by many in the PLO, that the Jordanian 
intelligence services framed them for at least some of the abuses perpe-
trated against civilians in the months before the confl ict). On the other 
hand, the fedayeen did retain a good deal of public support, even dur-
ing the war, especially in the refugee camps. Former fi ghters recall being 
fed and given shelter by civilians even at great personal risk. But while 
these actions may have saved the lives of individual fi ghters, they weren’t 
enough to save the PLO as a whole. 
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 Although the agreement in Cairo on the 27th marked the end of major 
hostilities, skirmishes continued between the army and the fedayeen much 
as they had before the war. But the odds had now tipped strongly in favor 
of the Jordanian military, due to the weakening of the PLO’s forces and the 
increased leeway given to the army by the government. On October 13, 
Arafat was forced to sign a second treaty, the Amman Agreement, which 
substantially restricted fedayeen activity and eroded the privileges they had 
been able to retain in Cairo.  143   In March, the army expelled the PLO from 
Irbid, and in early April, they were removed from Amman to the hills 
around Ajloun, where, on July 13, the army launched a fi nal offensive. By 
July 19, the last of the fedayeen were expelled from Jordanian territory. It 
is probably a sign of the level of animosity between the two sides that the 
last Palestinian fi ghters to surrender chose to cross the border and surren-
der to the Israelis instead.  144   

    The Israeli Invasion of Lebanon 

 Operation Peace for Galilee proved to be an even greater disaster for the 
PLO than Black September had been. The Israeli operation pushed the 
PLO fi rst out of south Lebanon, and then out of Beirut; in the midst of a 
punishing bombardment of the capital, the PLO’s allies on the Lebanese 
left begged it to evacuate, and eventually the leadership agreed. In 
September, the PLO leadership was evacuated from Beirut to Tunis. But 
as in Jordan, this outcome was not predetermined. True, the IDF greatly 
outnumbered and outgunned the Palestinian forces. But the difference in 
numbers between the PLO and the IDF in 1982 (40,000 vs. 85,000, if we 
include the PLO’s Syrian allies and its Lebanese adversaries) is still smaller 
than that between the IDF and Hizbullah in 2006 (30,000 IDF forces 
by the end of the war vs. 10,000 Hizbullah fi ghters, including reservists). 
Moreover, as is often repeated in the literature on guerrilla warfare and 
counterinsurgency, guerrilla conditions do not always favor the strong. 
Rather, the roots of this outcome lie in the strategies the PLO pursued to 
acquire resources from the Lebanese state and civilians in south Lebanon, 
and in its relationships with its various Arab sponsors. 

 At 11 am on June 6, over 75,000 IDF troops with 1240 tanks and 
1520 armoured personnel carriers crossed the border into Lebanon.  145   
Their Christian allies numbered around 6000, with a further 10,000 avail-
able reservists.  146   The PLO’s forces included 15,000 full-time fi ghters, 
some 6000 of which were stationed in the south, and 4500 of whom were 

THE PLO 91



well-trained regular fi ghters. The PLO had only around 60 tanks in the 
area, many of which were no longer mobile.  147   In and around Beirut, the 
PLO fi elded around 8000 fi ghters, equipped with only 24 T-34 tanks, 100 
anti-tank guns, guided missile launchers, and between 150 and 200 mor-
tars, artillery, howitzers, and rocket launchers, as well as some SAM-7s, 
four ZSU-23-4 anti-aircraft vehicles, and hundreds of machine guns. In 
addition, the well-equipped Syrian forces in Lebanon numbered around 
25,000.  148   

 Two plans for an invasion had been developed the previous fall, code-
named “Big Pines” and “Little Pines” based on the scope of their respec-
tive objectives.  149   On paper, Operation Peace for Galilee was ambitious but 
limited; its stated objective was to push the PLO 40 kilometers north of 
the border.  150   (The ostensible reason for the invasion was the assassination 
of the Israeli Ambassador to the UK by the Abu Nidal Organization, but 
given that Abu Nidal was at war with the rest of the PLO, this was clearly 
an excuse.) The invasion took the form of a multi-pronged attack, with 
units advancing through the south, up the coast, over the mountain, and 
through the Bekaa. By the afternoon of June 6, Nabatiyeh had fallen, and 
by the next day, Tyre. As the invasion progressed, Sharon, without proper 
Cabinet authorization and likely without the fully informed consent of 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin, gradually expanded its scope. When the 
IDF took Damour on the 9th, it became clear that Beirut had become the 
target of the invasion. On the 20th, in violation of at least the spirit of the 
guidelines laid out by the Cabinet, Sharon ordered the army to take Aley, 
a Druze town on Mount Lebanon slightly southeast of Beirut.  151   By the 
24th, IDF units held positions on the mountain and in East Beirut and 
had established a naval blockade. In the last days of July and the fi rst days 
of August, Sharon attempted to smash the PLO once and for all through a 
massive air and artillery bombard of West Beirut, killing hundreds of PLO 
fi ghters, as well as Lebanese and Palestinian civilians.  152   

 PLO fi ghters did resist the advance, particularly in areas where they 
were able to hole up in more defensible rough terrain. Overall, though, the 
response to the invasion was not well planned. Moreover, (as in Jordan) 
the ability of the PLO command in Beirut to communicate with the fi eld 
was hampered by imperfect radio communication.  153   Richard Gabriel 
(who is otherwise quite sympathetic to the IDF) notes that two-thirds of 
the PLO fi ghters in the south and nearly all of the PLO leadership evaded 
death or capture. While this is an achievement in its own right, it probably 
also refl ects the propensity of some PLO units to retreat.  154   
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 As the IDF advanced northward, many of the PLO leaders frankly 
expected that they would die in Beirut; one offi cer recounted calling his 
brother in Damascus to ask him to take care of his family when he was 
gone. But the organization was spared total eradication, due in large part 
to the efforts of American diplomat Philip Habib. On August 21, the siege 
ended with the PLO’s evacuation from Lebanon. The leadership departed 
for the Syrian coastal town of Tartus, while Arafat refused out of principal 
to exit via any of the Arab states and instead went to Athens via Cyprus, 
and then to Tunis. By September 1, the evacuation was complete. Though 
in later years some factions returned to Lebanon and to this day many have 
offi ces in the various refugee camps, their carte blanche to operate openly 
in the south had been revoked. 

 The consequences of the PLO’s coercive approach to civilians in south 
Lebanon became evident almost immediately when the IDF received an 
apparently warm welcome from some residents of the south. Nissim Levy, 
an author and former Israeli intelligence offi cer who helped recruit infor-
mants in the area recounted:

  The people of south Lebanon accept us, with fl owers … and they support 
us, they share with us the fi ght against the Fatah because the Palestinians 
were their enemy. … I remember that I said “it reminds me of the movies, 
when the allied forces arrive to Paris in the second world war, when all the 
people are going in the streets, and throwing fl owers, and shout, and every-
thing. … People came with lists of names of people that were working with 
the Palestinians, and they show us where the Palestinian fi ghters are.”  155   

   While this is obviously only one possible reading of the events surround-
ing the invasion, it is refl ective of the widespread belief within the IDF 
(accurate or not) that the Lebanese were essentially being held hostage by 
the PLO, and that the invasion was therefore intended to rescue Lebanon 
from an occupying force. Prime Minister Menachem Begin went so far as 
to publicly frame the invasion as matter of preventing “genocide” against 
the Christian Lebanese.  156   

 In hindsight, this was clearly far too simplistic a description of Lebanon’s 
complex political landscape. One of the participants in Operation Peace 
for Galilee interviewed attributed the initial welcome they received in the 
south, where they were indeed greeted with showers of rice and fl owers, to 
a “Middle Eastern” habit of praising the conqueror, while others cited the 
Lebanese entrepreneurial spirit. Within days of the invasion, merchants in 
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south Lebanon were accepting shekels, and a thriving black market soon 
developed, trading in Marlboro cigarettes, whiskey, perfume, and cheap 
consumer goods. Car stereos were particularly prized, as was hashish.  157   
Moreover, regardless of what the actual attitudes of the public were toward 
the PLO and IDF, it is unclear to what degree these attitudes affected the 
IDF’s intelligence-gathering capacity. Levy stated that the ability to recruit 
informants had nothing to do with the level of local support for Fatah or 
any other faction (which perhaps refl ects the sometimes coercive methods 
the IDF used to recruit informants). That being said, none recalled the 
civilian population mounting much by way of resistance in defense of the 
PLO. One PLO veteran remembered:

  I remember a year before the invasion, in 1981, they [the PLO] bombed 
Saida [the Arabic name for Sidon] with heavy artillery … and for very stupid 
reasons, a clash between some of the security people from Abu Iyad group 
and some of the Lebanese in Saida, and things developed in a very bad way, 
and they use heavy weapons, in order to keep control in Saida at that time. 
And when the Israeli invasion happened we expected Saida to fi ght, defend-
ing the Palestinians—why? Why they should fi ght when that happened?  158   

   Amal’s reaction was similar. The PLO’s feud with the Shi’ite militia 
meant that when the IDF invaded in 1982, the most signifi cant guerrilla 
force in the south had no interest in fi ghting alongside the Palestinians. 
Amal units did fi ght alongside Syrian units,  159   but not alongside the PLO 
itself. 

 For their part, the Christian militias, some of which had been 
secretly working with Israel since 1976,  160   actively cooperated with the 
IDF. During the invasion, the Lebanese Forces and other Christian mili-
tias fought alongside the IDF, coordinated with them, and provided the 
IDF with information, although many IDF soldiers felt that the Christian 
militias simply wanted them to do their work for them.  161   

 Even the PLO’s alliance with the left proved insuffi cient to save it. 
The LNM fought with the PLO against the IDF advance and participated 
vigorously in the defense of Beirut. Individual members of many factions 
later engaged in acts of resistance against the Israeli occupation of the 
city  162   and assisted in the formation of neighborhood defense militias to 
provide security and basic services during the siege. But ultimately, in the 
face of the Israeli bombardment of Beirut, the LNM’s leaders reluctantly 
asked the PLO to leave:
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  The Lebanese leaders ask us and beg us, and said “Please, you must leave 
Beirut” … all of them, they [were] crying … Abu Ammar [was] crying also. 
Because they tell us “please, please, please we give you Lebanon, we give 
you all Lebanon, give us Beirut … save Beirut.” We told [them] that “ok, 
we are ready to go to our camps,” … We ask them that, “ok we are ready to 
go there and to announce that—to ask Israel, please, all Palestinian leader-
ship now in al Fakani and Shatila and Sabra and Bourj al Barajneh, and all 
Palestinian people now in these places. Please if you want to bomb, bomb 
us, not Beirut.” Therefore they cried.  163   

   Finally, there is the question of how the PLO’s relations with the Arab 
states shaped the outcome of the invasion. As noted above, while these 
relationships resulted in substantial material aid, the rivalries between 
these states often translated into parallel rivalries between their client fac-
tions and therefore divided loyalties within the PLO and a general lack 
of cohesion among the various Palestinian factions. This partly accounts 
for the frequency with which PLO forces tended to retreat, and the poor 
communication between the different factions in the face of the advance. 

 Moreover, during the invasion itself, when the PLO most needed its 
sponsors’ support, they proved unreliable. This was particularly true of 
Syria. Although Syria was the sole Arab state to engage in direct military 
action in 1982, this was hardly voluntary. Unlike the intervention in 
Jordan in 1970, which Salah Jadid initiated both out of ideological sup-
port for the PLO and for domestic political reasons, in 1982 Syria found 
itself in the path of a confl ict it had not sought. Syria’s primary interest 
was in ending that confl ict as quickly as possible, whatever the result for 
the PLO. Accordingly, though Syrian troops stationed in Lebanon par-
ticipated in the defense against the Israeli advance early in the war, Asad 
agreed with alacrity to an American- and Soviet-brokered ceasefi re on 
June 11 and thereafter declined to offer much by way of political support 
or any form of military support to the PLO. Syrian soldiers were ordered 
back to their barracks, and, perhaps more damagingly, the Syrian gov-
ernment confi scated the shipments of desperately needed weapons and 
supplies sent by Algeria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen, as well as China, 
the USSR, and several Eastern Bloc states. The government also con-
fi scated Fatah arms stored in Damascus, including thousands of pistols 
and assault rifl es, mortars, missiles, anti-tank weapons, and ammunition, 
and discouraged attacks by Fatah from within its area of control in the 
Bekaa.  164   While access to these weapons might not have saved the PLO, 
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they might well have extended the length of time it was able to resist 
the IDF’s advance, and perhaps helped to secure more favorable terms 
of evacuation.   

   CONCLUSION 
 There are obvious similarities between the PLO’s experiences in Jordan 
and Lebanon. In both contexts, the PLO used coercive tactics to establish 
a base in a state that was at best ambivalent about hosting it. In both con-
texts, the leadership was unable to restrain fi ghters from abusing civilians 
and used coercive tactics to gain resources from and establish authority 
over civilians it didn’t see as its constituents. It also had similar relations 
with its foreign sponsors, based on a mixture of service as a military proxy 
and a rather successful marketing campaign based on the normative 
power of the Palestinian cause, although this did little to sway most in the 
Jordanian government or certain factions in Lebanon. 

 The most interesting difference in the PLO’s policy-making during its 
years in Jordan versus the later period in Lebanon is probably with regard 
to Palestinian civilians. In Jordan, in the years before the oil boom, when 
the movement was far less wealthy, it was much more dependent on its 
civilian constituents for support, and relied on ideological and ethno-com-
munal appeals to maintain support. In later years, however, it shifted to a 
strategy based more on the provision of services and fi nancial support  to  
the refugee community, even to those who could perhaps have afforded to 
be donors themselves. This produced a change in the sort of fi ghters the 
movement was able to recruit, although not to a noticeable reduction in 
support within the refugee community more broadly. 

 This explains both the factionalization in the organization and the dif-
fi culty it had coordinating when under extreme pressure in both Lebanon 
and Jordan. The PLO’s miscalculation as to the likelihood the Jordanian 
army would split (as illustrated by the confusing communications that the 
young Abu Jihad found himself transcribing for Yasser Arafat during Black 
September) as well as the lack of communication between different factions. 
It also explains the split in the PLO itself in the context of the Syrian interven-
tion in 1976, and the lack of coordination and high level of defection in 1982. 

 More generally, this has some implications for our understanding of 
the adaptation of nonstate actors to their environment. For one thing, it 
suggests that an overreliance on service provision to cement relationships 
with civilians can lead to the wrong sort of relationship over the long 
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term, unless it is tempered by ideological or ethno-communal marketing. 
Perhaps more interestingly, it suggests that while sponsorship by multiple 
regimes may help an organization “hedge its bets,” it can also lead to 
internal fragmentation. The PLO was able to rely on other Arab states 
for support even when Jordan and Lebanon were reluctant to provide it 
or when Syria decided to withdraw its own support. It also prevented the 
central PLO leadership from becoming too beholden to any one state’s 
interests, although individual factions did become so. On the other hand, 
having multiple sponsors can create dangerous internal divisions. Indeed, 
even the interests of one sponsor can be enough to create a schism if 
they confl ict strongly enough with the movement’s core mission. A more 
pessimistic reading, then, is that all forms of proxyhood carry potential 
pitfalls. 

 In sum, the PLO’s domestic and foreign policy shaped the organiza-
tion in ways that were ultimately detrimental to its ability to both resist 
and recover from its military confrontations in Jordan and Lebanon. That 
being said, it is important to recognize the organization’s major achieve-
ments: the PLO deserves much of the credit for keeping Palestinian 
national aspirations alive for over 50 years and, a decade after the expul-
sion from Beirut, bringing them close to realization at Oslo.  
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    CHAPTER 3   

 Amal                     

          In early July 2012, I found myself sitting in the offi ce of Dr. Salim al 
Sayigh, a very senior member of the Kataeb party, at University la Sagesse 
in Furn al Chebak in Beirut. As was perhaps to be expected of a senior 
member of a Maronite-dominated political party that has long stood in 
vocal opposition to both Hizbullah and the Lebanese left, he had some 
very strong opinions on the former’s role in Lebanese politics. He was 
openly suspicious of Iranian intentions and opposed to continued Syrian 
infl uence in Lebanon. Given all of this, I was surprised to see that he had 
a photo on his shelf of none other than Imam Musa Sadr, founder of 
the Movement of the Dispossessed, the Amal militia, and arguably, in an 
indirect way, of Hizbullah. When I asked about it, he told me the photo 
had been given to him by Sadr’s sister, who he admired a great deal for 
her charitable work in Lebanon. Nevertheless, the presence of Sadr’s pic-
ture in the offi ces of a man whose career had been spent in opposition to 
Amal’s political allies in many ways sums up the contradictions inherent in 
Amal’s political project, particularly during the years of the civil war. 

 Despite never having experienced the sort of cataclysmic confrontation 
with either Israel or other states in the region that the PLO, Hizbullah, 
and Hamas have, Amal warrants inclusion here for several reasons. To 
begin with, it serves as a kind of evolutionary link between the PLO and 
Hizbullah. Amal’s early fi ghters were trained by the PLO (especially Fatah), 
although relations between the two quickly became strained and then adver-



sarial. Hizbullah grew out of Amal itself, although especially in the 1980s 
it represented a radical departure from Amal’s original mission and identity. 
Perhaps more importantly for the theory advanced in this book, however, 
it provides an excellent example of a locally focused militant group (i.e., a 
quadrant B organization). With its less-than-successful foreign policy and 
strong local focus, Amal was able to survive the challenges of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, but never to grow beyond the Lebanese context. 

 This chapter begins with the emergence of the Movement of the 
Dispossessed in south Lebanon in the 1960s, and the formation of the Amal 
militia in the early years of the civil war. It examines Amal’s, and in par-
ticular Sadr’s, relations with both the Shi’ite public and the wider Lebanese 
audience, as well as the Lebanese state, the PLO, and eventually, Syria and 
Iran, and how these relationships enabled the organization to adapt to the 
changing circumstances of the Lebanese military and political arena during 
the civil war. The chapter concludes with Amal’s ability to weather the sud-
den changes that occurred at the end of the 1970s, and its establishment 
of control over wide areas of the south following Operation Litani in 1978, 
setting the stage for the emergence of Hizbullah in 1982. This chapter will 
not deal in any great detail with Amal’s experiences in the late- and postwar 
periods both because these are covered in detail elsewhere in this book, and 
because Amal’s earlier years provided a more substantial test  1   for its endur-
ance than did the later years of the war or the postwar period. 

 The story of Amal’s early years is the story of how being Shi’ite came 
to matter again as a political identity in south Lebanon, of how it sup-
planted the leftist ideology touted by the PLO and the pan-Arabism of the 
Sunnis in Beirut, and led to mobilization by the Shi’ites of the south and 
the Bekaa in favor of explicitly Shi’ite, rather than Muslim, interests. The 
(almost accidental) process by which the movement put down roots in the 
villages of the south lent it a staying power that even Hizbullah took far 
longer to develop. At the outset, Amal was very weak relative to the other 
Lebanese militias. It had fewer fi ghters and far fewer guns. But its capac-
ity to mobilize fi ghters was impressive, and the organization would prove 
to have remarkable staying power, outlasting many other movements and 
establishing a permanent base of support in the Shi’ite community. At 
the same time, however, it became overly reliant on Syrian support and 
acted in support of Syrian policies perhaps to the detriment of its own, 
losing focus over the long term. While its foreign policy remained rela-
tively  consistent over time, its domestic policy shifted from an emphasis 
on identity- based marketing to what was essentially a patronage system. 
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 Unlike the other organizations included in this book, Amal did not 
regularly confront the IDF. While this was not overtly stated, by the late 
1970s, its major adversary was rather the PLO, and in the late 1980s, 
Hizbullah (a confl ict which is addressed in the following chapter). It was 
able to emerge victorious from both of these confl icts. The purpose of 
this chapter, therefore, is to outline the means by which Amal developed 
its base of support in south Lebanon, challenging the narrative of “resis-
tance” set forth by the PLO as well as the existing narratives concerning 
Shi’ite identity in Lebanon and setting the stage for the emergence of 
Hizbullah in the mid-1980s. It will also examine the ways in which Amal 
adapted to its environment in the early years of its existence. Its domestic 
policy was, by and large, more successful than its foreign policy, although 
by the mid-1980s the former had become overshadowed by the latter as 
it became increasingly dominated by the Syrians and their ambitions in 
Lebanon. Both to its benefi t and detriment, Amal always retained a more 
local focus than the other organizations included in this book, and in this 
sense provides a useful contrast. What it did it did well, but it lacked the 
ability (demonstrated in later years by Hizbullah) to grow further. 

   AMAL’S ORIGINS 
 The Amal movement announced its existence to the world entirely by acci-
dent. In July of 1975, an explosion at a training camp in the Bekaa valley 
resulted in the deaths of 27 people, forcing its leader Imam Musa Sadr to 
acknowledge that despite his anti-war rhetoric, his movement now had its 
own militia, which he hastened to insist was for purely defensive purposes.  2   
But in 1978, while on visit to Libya, the imam vanished, never to be seen 
again. Although the Libyans claimed he had departed for Rome as sched-
uled, he never arrived. Despite many demands from the Lebanese, Syrian, 
and Iranian governments as well as from Amal itself, his fate was never 
conclusively determined. After Sadr’s disappearance, Amal came under the 
leadership of Hussein al Husseini, Sadr’s deputy. Husseini was then mar-
ginalized by the Syrians, and Nabih Berri became the organization’s head, 
which he has remained since then, becoming speaker of parliament in 1992 
(replacing Husseini who had by then distanced himself from Amal). 

 Just as understanding the PLO’s political program requires some 
discussion of the Palestinian refugee crisis, so too does understanding 
Amal’s emergence and longevity—as well as its contribution to the dis-
course of resistance in Lebanon and the emergence of Hizbullah a decade 
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later—require a brief discussion of the history of the Shi’ites in Lebanon. 
Lebanon’s Shi’ites have historically lived primarily in the Bekaa valley and 
south Lebanon (which Shi’ites also refer to as Jabal ‘Amil). While the 
Bekaa contains some fertile farmland, farming in south Lebanon was dif-
fi cult at best. Under Ottoman rule, the economic life of the region was 
dominated by the tobacco board (the  regie ) and small farmers had little 
chance of improving their position. Politically, southern Lebanon experi-
enced alternating periods of repression and neglect and the region lagged 
far behind Mount Lebanon, the Bekaa, and the larger cities by most 
measures of development.  3   Compounding the neglect by the Ottoman 
authorities was the near total domination of political life by a few powerful 
families (or  zu’ama ) who maintained what was essentially a feudal system 
and contributed to the perpetual underdevelopment of the region. Several 
of them were appointed  multazims , or tax collectors, by the Ottoman 
rulers, which solidifi ed their position both politically and economically.  4   

 When Lebanon became independent in 1943, very little changed for 
the Shi’ites of the south. The  zu’ama  (particularly the Asad family, whose 
patriarch, Kamal Asad, held the position of Speaker of the Parliament 
in the 1950s) preferred to maintain things as they were, leaving little to 
no space for upward mobility within the Shi’ite community. The clergy 
were largely apolitical and highly dependent on the wealthy families for 
their livelihoods and members of parliament from the south were likewise 
tightly controlled by the zu’ama.  5   Well into the 1960s and even 1970s, the 
Shi’ite community lagged far behind the rest of Lebanon economically. 
According to a survey conducted in 1960–1961, 30 % of the localities 
in south Lebanon and the Bekaa valley were considered “destitute” or 
“poor.”  6   Shi’ites were more likely to work in the agricultural or informal 
sector and less likely to be found in white collar jobs and there were far 
fewer Shi’ites engaged in secondary or higher education. By 1971, average 
income for Shi’ites was LL4532, while the national average was LL6247.  7   
Economic inequality was compounded by political inequality. The division 
of power under the National Pact underrepresented the Shi’ites twice: as 
Muslims, they were underrepresented relative to the Christians, and as 
Shi’ites they were underrepresented relative to the Sunnis. 

 In the mid-1950s, however, Lebanon’s Shi’ite community began to expe-
rience a number of signifi cant changes. The fi rst was a broad trend toward 
migration, both within Lebanon and abroad. Since independence, changes 
in the state budget had removed what economic support there had been 
for agriculture. In the 1950s and 1960s, a decline in the tobacco sector and 
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an increase in less labor-intensive citrus production coupled with increased 
mechanization of agriculture led to a reduction in agricultural jobs. This in 
turn contributed to a new wave of economic migrants, both to Beirut and to 
West Africa where generations of young Lebanese Shi’ites had gone to seek 
their fortunes and send money home.  8   Increasing insecurity in the south (as 
described in the previous chapter) was also a major contributing factor. 

 This migration helped to loosen the power of the zu’ama, who had far 
less to offer in terms of the distribution of patronage for those who had 
left their ancestral villages. At the same time, most Lebanese (then and 
now) vote where they are “from” rather than where they actually live, 
meaning that the new migrants who were less dependent on the largess 
of the traditional elites by virtue of having left their ancestral villages still 
voted in the communities where those elites had previously been unchal-
lenged. Moreover, by the 1950s, many of those who had gone to work in 
West Africa were returning to south Lebanon with new wealth and new 
aspirations. These people were not only less dependent on the traditional 
elites, but also now found their ambitions thwarted by them. All of this 
combined to render the Shi’ite community ripe for internal reform.  9   

 The Lebanese state was also changing in the 1960s. Under President 
Fuad Chehab, Lebanon underwent a brief period of state-building, during 
which a nascent bureaucracy and new state institutions began to replace 
the system of patronage through which the zu’ama had mediated access to 
the state.  10   Civil society was also undergoing a rapid expansion both in the 
Shi’ite community and across Lebanon. There was a signifi cant increase 
in the number of family associations, local benevolent associations that 
provided welfare services, and emergency aid for members, from 5 in the 
1930s to 77 by the 1960s. Other institutions such as sports clubs and 
youth clubs began to proliferate as well.  11   

 These factors—historical disenfranchisement combined with economic, 
political, and geographic upheaval—rendered the Shi’ite community ripe 
for political and social mobilization. But early on, much of this mobilization 
took place within the framework of the left rather than in an explicitly Shi’ite 
communal framework. Young, politicized Shi’ites were most likely to join 
the Communist Party or one of the other leftist factions. In the 1960s, many 
began joining the various Palestinian militias and political parties then setting 
up shop in south Lebanon. For some, joining these organizations was a mat-
ter of genuine ideological commitment, but for many, it was more because 
the militias provided a steady paycheck in an economically depressed region.  12   
In this, too, their experience mirrored that of Lebanon’s Palestinian refugees. 
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 It was to this rapidly changing community that Musa Sadr, a charismatic 
and politically astute clergyman of Lebanese descent raised in Iran, arrived 
in 1959 to take over as chief cleric in the southern city of Tyre. Indeed, 
more than many of the Lebanese militias, Sadr’s leadership was central to 
Amal’s character in its early years. Sadr set about trying to improve the lot 
of Lebanon’s Shi’ites, by pressing for economic and social development 
initiatives by the state and social reforms at the local level. Strongly anti- 
communist, Sadr championed a discrete Shi’ite communal identity as part 
of the broader Lebanese mosaic, separate from both the larger category 
of “Muslim” into which the Shi’ites were often sorted,  13   and from the 
Communist, Baathist, and Nasserite parties which had previously claimed 
their loyalty. The combination of a growing political consciousness, and 
growing economic discontent meant that the Shi’ite community, particu-
larly in southern Lebanon, was very receptive to Sadr’s political project. 

 A major shift toward the institutionalization of a separate Shi’ite iden-
tity as a basis for political mobilization and representation separate from 
the power of the Shi’ite zu’ama was the creation of the Higher Shi’ite 
Council. It was created in response to pressure from Sadr and his followers 
in 1967 and formally came into being in 1969, with Sadr as its fi rst head. 
A very Lebanese solution to the complaints of the Shi’ite community, 
it facilitated mobilization and representation based on sectarian identity, 
rather than on broader ideological principles (such as Nasserism or social-
ism). Given the structure of the Lebanese system, this provided a greater 
voice for the Shi’ites who until then had been represented as “Muslims” 
by a Sunni leadership whose main constituents were the Sunnis of Tripoli 
and Beirut, and whose concerns were quite different from those of the 
residents of the south and the Bekaa.  14   It also represented an alternative 
authority within the Shi’ite community to the traditional power of the 
zu’ama.  15   Sadr was elected as its fi rst head in 1969. 

 Not all responses to this new political project were positive; the zu’ama 
of the south were openly hostile both to the Chehabist state-building 
project and to Sadr’s goals. Among those Shi’ites who were politicized, 
many remained oriented toward the secular political parties, such as the 
Baathists and communists—only a fraction were followers of Sadr and 
his movement. Nevertheless, Sadr’s political project continued to gather 
steam throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s. By the early 1970s, the 
 Harekat al Mahrumin  or Movement of the Dispossessed, led by Sadr, 
was gaining ground politically in the south. Despite the improvements 
in infrastructure during Chehab’s presidency, the south remained under-
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developed, as did the Bekaa. By 1974, Baalbek, the largest town in the 
Bekaa valley, had 10,000 inhabitants and only one government school.  16   
Meanwhile, south Lebanon was experiencing escalating chaos and vio-
lence as the PLO’s activities there led to punishing retaliatory attacks by 
Israel, which caused enormous suffering for the civilian population. After 
the 1969 Cairo agreement essentially granted the PLO carte blanche to 
operate in the area, the situation became even more chaotic. Paralyzed 
by internal divisions over policy regarding the PLO, the government was 
unable to act (see Chap. 2) 

 The Movement of the Dispossessed was initially non-violent, focused 
on improving the political and economic position of Shi’ites, particu-
larly those in the impoverished south. But by the early 1970s, events in 
Lebanon were pushing the Shi’ites toward a more violent form of politi-
cal mobilization mirroring the course taken by other communities in the 
country. As Israeli reprisal attacks against PLO targets in south Lebanon 
continued (and, after 1970, increased), the Shi’ites increasingly bore the 
cost of the PLO’s actions in terms of both lives lost and damage to prop-
erty. After the October War in 1973, Musa Sadr began openly advocating 
for the Shi’ites to arm to defend themselves, although as early as March 
he had famously proclaimed that “arms are the adornment of men.”  17   In 
1974, at a speech in Baalbek, Sadr openly criticized the government for its 
inability to protect the people of the south, asking “what does the govern-
ment expect … except rage and revolution?”  18   

 In July of 1975, three months after the outbreak of the civil war and fi ve 
days after Imam Musa ended a hunger strike protesting the spiraling vio-
lence in Lebanon, the explosion at the training camp in the Bekaa occurred. 
This forced Sadr to acknowledge that a militia had been created attached to 
the Movement of the Dispossessed. The name Amal, which means “hope” 
in Arabic and is an acronym for Al Afwaj al Muqawama al Lubnani (the 
Islamic Resistance Brigades), was (rather hurriedly) chosen. Once the militia 
was established, it began to expand rapidly, but without any real organiza-
tion and with very little centralized control, leading to increased friction 
with both the left-wing LNM and its ally, the PLO, although Amal was at 
least nominally a part of the former and allied with the latter. 

 Further complicating matters, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Amal 
experienced a succession of major shocks. In 1978, Israel invaded Lebanon 
under Operation Litani, generating massive casualties in the south and 
leading to the establishment of the SLA, the IDF’s proxy. Soon after, in 
1978, Musa Sadr disappeared while on a visit to Libya, leaving the orga-
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nization leaderless. The Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 put in power 
a regime which, while supported by Sadr and his ideological heirs, advo-
cated a political project that was at odds with Amal’s own. And the 1982 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon, while removing the PLO from the south, also 
caused a great deal of upheaval eventually culminating in the emergence 
of a powerful Shi’ite challenger: Hizbullah. Nabih Berri eventually took 
control of the organization, and under his leadership it became a far more 
conventional Lebanese political party. 

 While there was a great deal of continuity in most of its relationships, 
the party’s approach to the Shi’ite community did evolve, leading to a 
change in the organization’s character. While these do not constitute the 
same concentrated attempt at eradication that the other organizations 
faced, they were a very real challenge for the movement. Amal’s ability 
to weather these shocks and largely maintain its political power into the 
late 1980s is rooted in the very successful renewal and even reinvention 
of Shi’ite identity that the organization undertook in the 1960s, and its 
sponsorship by Syria later on.  

   AMAL’S DOMESTIC POLICY 
 In contrast with the chapters on the PLO, Hizbullah, and Hamas, this 
chapter begins with Amal’s domestic rather than foreign policy because 
as a primarily local organization, understanding the former is crucial to 
understanding the latter. Amal faced three important domestic audiences. 
Its most important constituency were the Shi’ites, but those of other con-
fessions mattered as well, and constituted the second audience to which 
Amal had to appeal. (In this, I include Palestinian civilians as well.) The 
third “audience” was the Lebanese political establishment, which Musa 
Sadr was able to manipulate masterfully.  19   

 Overall, Amal’s approach to the Shi’ite community during this 
period took the form of an ambitious and extremely successful market-
ing  campaign, complemented by the establishment of an almost equally 
successful social service network. Likewise, Sadr was at fi rst able to suc-
cessfully promote his movement to the non-Shi’ite public, and to many 
of Lebanon’s political elites, as non-threatening and fi rmly within the 
Lebanese political tradition. Eventually, these relationships became far 
more confl ictual, but by then Amal was able to maintain the space it had 
carved out for itself. 
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 The Shi’ite Community 

 In its early years, Amal’s approach to the Shi’ite community in Lebanon 
took the form of a tremendously ambitious political project the intent of 
which was to entirely reorient the way Shi’ites saw themselves as a com-
munity, in relation to both the Lebanese state and the wider world. In this, 
it was remarkably successful. As will be discussed in Chap.   4    , Hizbullah’s 
later success was based at least in part on the narrative produced by Musa 
Sadr and his movement. By rendering Shi’ite identity politically salient in 
the Lebanese context, he made possible—and arguably, inevitable—Shi’ite 
political and military mobilization on a grand scale. Sadr and his organiza-
tion relied heavily on the narrative of resistance as a Shi’ite endeavor, and 
in so doing contested the narrative articulated by the PLO that framed 
“resistance” as an exclusively Palestinian project, or at least as being most 
properly led by the PLO. Amal also provided services to the Shi’ite com-
munity and openly criticized the failure of the Lebanese state to do so. 
The combination of these approaches enabled it to plant deep roots in 
the community, which in turn gave Amal a high degree of resilience to 
changes in its environment. 

 In its political program, Amal was typical of Lebanon’s political parties in 
that its goals were articulated on behalf of Shi’ites as a “confessional” group-
ing. Amal represented a vehicle for Shi’ites to advocate for Shi’ite interests 
and preferences separately from those of the smaller but more economically 
and politically powerful Sunni Muslim community. While this represented 
a departure from the status quo in the 1960s, it fi t comfortably within the 
existing Lebanese political framework. Where it differed from the other 
Lebanese parties was in its specifi c demands, which were both broader and 
more concerned with development and inequality at the sectarian level. For 
instance, one of Amal’s most consistent demands, at least on paper, was 
the abolition of confessionalism, a position shared by some other parties, 
though interpreted very differently.  20   But in general, Amal constituted a 
Shi’ite addition to the Lebanese system, rather than a departure from it. 

 This leads to a second pillar of Amal’s ideological program: its advocacy 
for the strengthening of the Lebanese state and military. Sadr, and other 
Amal leaders after him, repeatedly argued that fi nal authority in the south 
should lie with the Lebanese military, rather than with any of the militias. 
Sadr himself, and later Amal as a movement, also strongly opposed any 
proposed partition or division of Lebanon, while simultaneously rejecting 
the rightist Maronite narrative of Lebanon as a “Phoenician” rather than 
Arab state.  21   Ali Hamdan, Nabih Berri’s close aide, put it succinctly, saying 
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that for Amal, Lebanon “is a fi nal state for all Lebanese.”  22   That is, that 
Lebanon’s borders and independence were non-negotiable. 

 This position points to a third important characteristic of Amal’s polit-
ical program: Amal was (and is) a movement that sought to advocate for 
the interests of Shi’ites in Lebanon, rather than for Shi’ites in general—it 
was not a transnational movement, or a pan-Shi’ite movement, but a 
specifi cally Lebanese party. In this, it had far more in common with the 
Maronite and Druze militias than with pan-Arab, ideologically driven 
parties like the Nasserites or, for that matter, with Hizbullah. But unlike 
many of the other sectarian militias in Lebanon (especially the Maronites 
and the Druze), Amal was not a creation of the Shi’ite zu’ama or an 
extension of their ancestral privilege. Rather, it was founded by outsid-
ers, who advocated a political program quite at odds with the prefer-
ences of the noble families of the south and the Bekaa. While under 
Berri’s leadership, it eventually became as patronage-based and person-
alistic as any of the other factions (and arguably more than most), its 
origins were different. 

 Therefore, one feature which set the early Amal apart from many of 
the other political organizations in the 1970s was its emphasis on com-
munal  economic  grievances.  23   In 1974, the Higher Shi’ite Council (under 
Sadr’s leadership) issued 12 demands directed at the Lebanese state. These 
included more equal distribution of development funding, funding for 
water, education, infrastructure and health care projects, economic aid 
for tobacco farmers and the agricultural sector more generally, tourism 
projects in Tyre and Baalbek, a survey of mineral deposits across Lebanon, 
amnesty for building code violators, a new system for the allocation of 
municipal funds, and lastly, “general improvement of conditions in 
Beirut’s suburbs.”  24   (That the plight of the Shi’ite IDPs in Beirut’s south-
ern suburbs, known as the Dahiyeh, was both the last and least detailed 
item on this list suggests that at this stage Amal was far more oriented 
toward the historically Shi’ite rural areas than toward Beirut. This would 
eventually change.) 

 The most striking feature of Amal’s ideology in its early years, though, 
was the degree to which Musa Sadr used the organization, both in its 
earlier incarnation as the Movement of the Dispossessed and later Amal 
itself as a means of reinventing Shi’ite political identity in Lebanon. Ajami 
argues that Sadr took the traditional Shi’ite themes of persecution, martyr-
dom, and sacrifi ce, rooted in the foundational Shi’ite narrative of the mar-
tyrdom of Imam Hussein at the hands of the perfi dious Umayyad leader 
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Yazid, and both reinterpreted them as a call for struggle and liberation 
and connected them to modern political grievances, such as the perpetual 
underdevelopment and economic marginalization of south Lebanon.  25   
In one of his more famous speeches in 1974, Sadr explicitly rejected the 
(derogatory) word  matawalah , by which Shi’ites had commonly been 
referred to in Lebanon, saying “Our name is not matawalah. Our name is 
men of refusal (rafi dun), men of vengeance, men who revolt against all tyr-
anny … even though this may cost us our blood and our lives.”  26   In other 
words, he was calling explicitly for the construction of a new Lebanese 
Shi’ite identity based on communal interest, solidarity, and mobilization, 
and rejecting both the narrative of perpetual Shi’ite victimhood, and the 
Shi’ite community’s former position at the margins of the established pan- 
Arabist organizations. 

 The narrative of resistance was an important part of this reinvention, 
just as it had been for the Palestinians. Speaking critically of Amal, Khalil 
al Khalil (former ambassador to Iran and son of Sadr’s longtime adver-
sary  the former speaker of parliament Kazem al Khalil) credited their 
stated opposition to Israel for Amal’s increased popularity:

  Lebanon is rather sensitive to the Palestinian issue. Why? Because, you 
know in the Arab world and Lebanon in particular—not in particular but 
all the countries surrounding Israel, Syria, Jordan, Egypt and so on—until 
now, people have learned, they grow up from childhood that the enemy is 
Israel. So you don’t need to be convinced. You are convinced by nature—by 
the nature of being citizen of this state … you are convinced that the only 
enemy you have is Israel, so once you take a position against Israel every-
body welcomes this because it’s an inner inertia, it doesn’t need convincing 
or effort to bring support for this work that you do against Israel, so this is 
a very important element.  27   

   This does not, however, explain why Amal might be more appealing than 
the Palestinian resistance organizations who were at that time directly 
engaged in military action against Israel, and to which many young Shi’ites 
already belonged. Amal’s appeal lay at least in part in the effort they rep-
resented to reclaim the idea of “resistance” in south Lebanon from the 
Palestinians, by arguing that if anyone had the right to “resist” in the area, 
it was the Shi’ites themselves.  28   This dovetailed with the increasing criti-
cism that Sadr and other Shi’ite leaders leveled at the PLO throughout the 
1970s; Sadr felt that the PLO’s leftist ideology rendered them ill-suited 
for true resistance because they “lacked a sense of martyrdom.”  29   By con-
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trast, Shi’ite tradition provided an ideological blueprint that was uniquely 
well suited to the narrative of resistance, self-sacrifi ce, and martyrdom. 

 The very nature of the social project being attempted by the Movement 
of the Dispossessed meant that it was most effectively promoted via grass-
roots social networks and Sadr’s own sermons. Shared social practices, like 
the public celebration of Shi’ite religious festivals, were also an important 
vehicle for both building the movement and creating an increased sense 
of Shi’ite identity.  30   Sadr also took more overtly political steps to encour-
age social solidarity and political mobilization among Shi’ites: notable 
examples include the general strike called in 1970 to protest the lack of 
state protection for residents of the south after a particularly damaging 
Israeli raid, and a hunger strike (by Sadr himself) in a mosque in Beirut 
in protest against the spiraling violence of the early days of the civil war.  31   
In the close-knit communities of south Lebanon, this was quite effective 
(although the audience for these events was as much the broader Lebanese 
public as the Shi’ite community itself). 

 But there were, of course, divisions within the Shi’ite community. Most 
obviously, there was the geographic, political, and social division between 
the south and the Bekaa valley. While the south was composed largely of 
agricultural villages dominated by the hereditary nobility, the Bekaa saw 
itself as much tougher, dominated by large clans, many of whom were (and 
are) quite independent. Ajami suggests that the clans of the Bekaa saw 
the southerners as overly complacent and passive, while the southerners 
saw those from the Bekaa as unruly outlaws.  32   This was a gap which Sadr 
found himself trying to bridge, and which neither Amal nor Hizbullah has 
been entirely successful in overcoming. 

 A second source of variation was with regard to social class. For the 
most part, the Shi’ite zu’ama were suspicious of and hostile to the modern-
izing project that Amal represented and Sadr himself advocated. Foremost 
among the opponents of the new movement was Kamal al Asad, head of 
the Asad clan and probably the most important za’im in the south. Also 
openly hostile were the Khalil family of Tyre; the family’s current patriarch 
described Sadr to me as “a fi rst class lip service man,” and asserted that he 
was “Iranian, not Lebanese.”  33   The Khalils and the Asads fundamentally 
distrusted Sadr and his movement and the threat to their position that he 
represented. In the 1970s, after the general strike mentioned above, in a 
gesture meant to indicate the government’s seriousness about develop-
ment in south Lebanon, a new body was established called the Council of 
the South, with budget of 30 million Lebanese lira intended for economic 
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development. Once Kamal al Asad took over the leadership, however, it 
quickly developed a reputation for corruption.  34   

 But by the mid-1960s, many of those who had left a generation before 
to do business in West Africa were now returning to Lebanon with new 
wealth and ambition. Others had left their villages for Beirut, in search 
better educational and economic opportunities. To these people, as well as 
the more progressive members of the zu’ama (of whom there were some), 
Sadr’s call for social mobilization, political modernization, and economic 
development was deeply appealing.  35   Moreover, as a political alternative to 
the leftist organizations dominated by Sunnis and the Palestinian militias 
then present in the south, Sadr’s movement represented a way of encour-
aging young Shi’ites to “return to their roots.” In short, the movement 
was able to attract a wide, grassroots following in the rural south through 
its Shi’ite revivalist message, as well as support from the new Shi’ite elite 
through the opportunity it represented for political empowerment of 
those who had been previously excluded by the zu’ama. 

 Closely intertwined with the narratives of social justice and resistance 
being promulgated by Sadr and his followers was the provision of services, 
including security, especially in the south. Indeed, the Movement of the 
Dispossessed can be understood as a self-help organization as much as a 
political movement. In conjunction with the political awareness fostered by 
Sadr and his followers, there was a growth in civil society organizations and 
community associations across south Lebanon in the 1960s. Some of this 
occurred independently of the Movement of the Dispossessed, of course, 
but some of it was deliberately encouraged by Sadr and his followers. 

 At the same time, a large part of Sadr’s political project focused on both 
the strengthening of the state and improving the position of the Shi’ites 
within the existing Lebanese system. The Movement of the Dispossessed 
and the Higher Shi’ite Council put a great deal of effort into lobbying 
the state on behalf of the Shi’ite community for the services to which they 
argued the Shi’ites were entitled as Lebanese. In other words, rather than 
simply building a separate service infrastructure (as they and many other 
militias would eventually do when the state essentially abdicated many 
of its responsibilities during the war), these organizations also served the 
Shi’ite community by acting as advocates, which the hereditary elites had 
largely failed to do because of their preference for the status quo. 

 When Amal emerged as an armed movement separate from the 
Movement of the Dispossessed, it began providing a different kind of ser-
vice: security. The presence of the PLO in southern Lebanon not only led 
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to retaliatory strikes by the IDF but also exposed civilians in the area to 
the abusive behavior of some of the fedayeen (see Chap. 2). Amal acted to 
protect civilians and at times to try and prevent the establishment of PLO 
positions near civilian areas, both of which brought it into confl ict with 
the PLO.  36   (Tensions were also exacerbated by clashes in and around the 
Palestinian refugee camps in Beirut.  37  ) Sometimes, advocacy and security 
provision overlapped; after Maronite militiamen committed a massacre in 
the village of Khiyam in 1977, killing 21 people, survivors who fl ed the vil-
lage for Beirut pled their case to Musa Sadr himself, who in turn protested 
to President Elias Sarkis and the Arab League.  38   

 In sum, in its early years, fi rst as the Movement of the Dispossessed and 
then as Amal, the movement’s approach to the Shi’ite community was 
a potent mixture of marketing and the provision of important services. 
Under Sadr’s leadership, Amal was able to carve out a space for Shi’ite 
political mobilization in the Lebanese context, convincing many Shi’ites 
to understand themselves and their relationship to both their community 
and the state very differently. Amal then successfully mediated between 
those who now saw themselves as constituents and the state in ways that 
validated its legitimacy, competence, and authority in powerful ways. 

   Other Audiences 

 Although Amal was focused on courting support in the heavily Shi’ite 
south and (to a lesser extent) the Bekaa valley, Sadr was a canny enough 
politician to realize that relations with the non-Shi’ite public in Lebanon 
still mattered. In its early days, the Movement of the Dispossessed clearly 
benefi ted from Sadr’s reputation as being outside of Lebanon’s fractious 
ethnic politics. He was able to claim and hold the moral high ground by 
eschewing violence, at least offi cially, until forced to reveal the existence of 
the Amal militia in 1975. Amal’s image among non-Shi’ites in the south 
and across the country also benefi ted from Sadr’s personal reputation 
for tolerance and moderation as he actively worked to break down long- 
standing Shi’ite taboos against inter-sectarian contact. Ajami recounts on 
episode in which, after being contacted by Christian ice cream vendor 
who was distressed that his sales were suffering due to the largely Shi’ite 
population’s reluctance to buy from a non-Muslim, Sadr very deliberately 
and publicly bought an ice cream from him during a Friday afternoon 
stroll after prayers.  39   Stories like this one gave Sadr a reputation for kind-
ness and tolerance that garnered him real sympathy and admiration across 
Lebanon’s sects. When he launched a hunger strike to protest the spiral-
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ing violence in the early months of the civil war, a group of Christian and 
Shi’ite women in south Lebanon began a similar hunger strike together, 
in solidarity. This helped contribute to the image of the Movement of the 
Dispossessed as holding a kind of moral high ground apart from the other 
political parties in Lebanon, and perhaps helps explain the presence of his 
picture in the offi ce of a member of the Kataeb politburo. 

 In contrast, the relationship between Amal and the Palestinians was 
much more diffi cult. As noted in the previous chapter, the relationship 
between the PLO and Shi’ite civilians in the south became quite hostile 
by the early 1980s. This was also true of the relations between Amal and 
Palestinian civilians in Beirut. Because of the proximity of the Palestinian 
and Shi’ite refugee communities—the two groups often lived in the same 
overcrowded neighborhoods—tensions sometimes arose. By the late 
1970s, this had begun to generate struggles for control and occasional 
clashes of interest, sometimes with tragic results. An early indicator came 
during the Syrian intervention in 1976. During the siege and massacre 
of the Palestinian settlements of Tel al Zaatar and neighboring Nabaa by 
Christian militias with the tacit blessing of the newly arrived Syrian occu-
pation forces, the Shi’ites in the refugee camp found themselves caught 
between the Palestinians, who saw them as collaborators with the Syrians, 
and the Maronite militias. When Amal negotiated with the Maronites for 
some of its leaders and their families to be evacuated from the camp leav-
ing the Palestinian to their fate, the Palestinian leadership was outraged.  40   

 To fully contextualize Amal’s relationship with the Palestinian public 
in early years of the civil war, it is necessary to discuss the far more severe 
violence that took place during the War of the Camps in the mid-1980s. 
When the PLO began to reappear in the Palestinian refugee camps in 
Beirut in 1984, Nabih Berri warned ominously that he would not allow 
a return to the Palestinian “state within a state” which had existed prior 
to the Israeli invasion of 1982.  41   That spring, Amal launched a vicious 
attack on Beirut’s refugee camps. Between April 28 and May 7 alone, 68 
civilians were killed and 340 wounded.  42   Amal fi ghters and Shi’ite units 
of the Lebanese army surrounded Sabra and Shatila, as well as Bourj al-
Barajneh, establishing a siege that, for Bourj al Barajneh, would last three 
years. The Red Cross was unable to evacuate civilians, leaving residents 
trapped under Amal’s bombardment. Rumors began to circulate that 
there had been a massacre; some who managed to escape the camps told 
of Amal militiamen gunning down the wounded in Sabra’s Gaza hospi-
tal, of medical staff attacked and in one case killed for trying to protect 
patients, and of piles of bodies that had been shot once, execution style, 
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in the back of the head. Amal members were discovered driving trucks 
disguised as Red Cross vehicles full of bodies to be disposed of outside 
of the camps.  43   Perhaps unsurprisingly, Amal categorically denied that 
a massacre had taken place,  44   but some Western journalists also argued 
that most casualties had been the result of indiscriminate fi re rather than 
face-to-face executions.  45   So great was the concern about the possibility 
of the resurgence of the PLO in the Shi’ite areas of Beirut that on June 
11, Shi’ite gunmen actually hijacked a Beirut-bound plane in Amman, 
demanding the removal of all Palestinians (not just combatants) from the 
three major refugee camps in Beirut.  46   

 While this violence took place slightly later than the period on which 
this chapter is focused, it does refl ect not only the animosity which devel-
oped between the PLO and Amal but also the suspicion with which the 
Shi’ite movement came to view Palestinian civilians. This level of violence 
is not refl ected in Amal’s formative years and it seems unlikely that the 
imam himself, by all accounts a gentle person, would have endorsed this 
sort of brutality. But if Amal was not explicitly hostile to the Palestinian 
public in its early years, nor did it view them as a potential constituency. 
As a party oriented toward the Lebanese political system, focused on the 
communal rights of Shi’ites, the Palestinians were of secondary concern to 
the Amal movement.  

   Amal’s Role in Lebanese Politics 

 As noted in the previous chapter, by the late 1960s, the Lebanese govern-
ment had become suffi ciently factionalized that it is diffi cult to treat it, or 
any party’s relations with it, with any degree of uniformity. As a general 
rule, though, Amal was explicitly in favor of strengthening the Lebanese 
state and mostly refrained from attempting to coerce its political rivals. 

 One running theme in Amal’s early political program was an interest 
in empowering the Lebanese state to take a greater role in guarantee-
ing the security of south Lebanon. In this sense, Amal was a conserva-
tive movement, if not a rightist one. As the security situation deteriorated 
in the south in the 1970s, Sadr openly called for the Lebanese military 
to take charge of the region, thereby rejecting the alternative proto-state 
structures created fi rst by the PLO in “Fatahland” and later by Israel in 
the “security belt.”  47   By the end of the 1960s, especially after the PLO 
came under Fatah’s leadership, Palestinian operations against Israel were 
resulting in waves of Israeli reprisal attacks that created massive fl ows of 
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(mostly Shi’ite) internally displaced persons (IDPs).  48   After a particularly 
damaging attack in May of 1970, Sadr called for a general strike across 
Lebanon in solidarity with the south. In a speech announcing the strike, 
he advocated an explicitly statist message saying that the people of the 
south (and by implication, the Shi’ites) didn’t want charity as a response 
to a particular crisis, as if they were outsiders, but rather the long-term 
development aid and provision of security from the state to which they 
were entitled as Lebanese.  49   (It is perhaps a painful irony that this same 
development aid was in later decades handed out by Amal under Berri as 
a form of patronage conditional on political support.) In a similar vein, 
part of Amal’s offi cial program was support for the Lebanese army and a 
demand that it be made responsible for security in the south.  50   This may 
in part be due to the fact that the majority of the enlisted soldiers, if not 
the offi cer corps, in the Lebanese military were Shi’ite, but by and large 
Amal pursued a policy toward the state characterized not so much by Amal 
trying to market its own policies to the state, as trying to market the idea 
of a strong state to the state itself. 

 But as much as Amal might have liked the state to function as an effi -
cient and impartial unitary actor, in the years leading up to the civil war 
and certainly after its onset, the Lebanese state was simply too fragmented 
for this to be possible. This meant that, as for the PLO, Amal’s policies 
toward the various components of the Lebanese state were both compli-
cated and sometimes contradictory. In general, Amal sought to frame itself 
in such a way as to avoid confl ict with all parties while refusing to act as a 
proxy for or junior partner to any of them. Too weak in its early years to 
coerce the other factions into providing it with funding and arms, Amal 
instead sought to gain political acceptance and to carve out a space from 
which to advocate for Shi’ite interests in Lebanon. 

 The Shi’ites had been largely excluded from the political wrangling 
that characterized Lebanese politics in the decade before the civil war. As 
noted in Chap.   2    , the primary rivalry was between the largely Maronite 
right and the mostly Sunni and Druze left. For these parties, the fi ght 
was about larger questions, like whether Lebanon should be a part of the 
Arab world and its political struggles, or whether it was essentially separate 
(as some right-wing Maronites argued). It was also about the division of 
power under the National Pact which privileged the Maronites over other 
communities, although there was little acknowledgment that the Shi’ites 
were far more disadvantaged under this distribution of power than were 
the Sunnis. 
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 Sadr, a political pragmatist, tried to steer a middle path between the 
two. On the one hand, prior to the outbreak of the war and even in its 
fi rst months, Amal was offi cially allied with the LNM and had cordial 
relations with at least some factions of the PLO at least some of the 
time. Both were progressive organizations, broadly defi ned, and many 
of Sadr’s political goals in terms of economic reform meshed with those 
advocated by the LNM. But despite this alliance, Sadr’s movement was 
ideologically quite different from the LNM; he advocated for social 
justice based on religious justifi cations or simply for its own sake, rather 
than using the language of Marxism—indeed, he was avowedly anti-
communist.  51   Moreover, Sadr’s support for the strengthening of the 
Lebanese state and armed forces was at odds with the left’s general 
opposition to the state, at least in its current form. Of course, as the 
state’s institutions weakened during the early 1970s and neared col-
lapse with the onset of the civil war, the concept of the-state-as-rescuer 
clearly became a much harder sell. Nevertheless, this attitude toward the 
Lebanese state would remain relatively constant. Unlike either the PLO 
or Hizbullah, Amal never advocated the overthrow of the Lebanese 
system, but instead sought more infl uence within it. 

 One very real source of tension between Amal and the other factions 
in the Lebanese government was their competition over political legiti-
macy and, practically speaking, recruitment. Amal represented a source 
of direct, if unacknowledged, competition with the leftist movements for 
members. The SSNP, Ba’ath party, communists, and other leftist factions 
had long attracted large numbers of Shi’ite adherents; indeed, as noted 
previously, these parties represented the major vectors of political mobili-
zation for Shi’ites in Lebanon prior to Sadr’s launching of the Movement 
of the Dispossessed and even well into the civil war. After all, the Shi’ites 
were by far the most disadvantaged under the existing system, and it is 
perhaps unsurprising that calls for reform, greater economic equality, and 
an abolition of the National Pact (all part of the LNM’s general program) 
should resonate with them.  52   

 But Amal in its early years sought to construct a different sort of move-
ment, based on Shi’ite identity, which rejected out of hand both the 
atheism of the left and its Sunni-dominated, pan-Arabist identity poli-
tics. Luring young Shi’ites away from these organizations was clearly part 
of Sadr’s purpose in launching his movement.  53   More specifi cally, by the 
mid-1970s, Sadr was strongly critical of the left’s willingness to spend 
Shi’ite lives for what he did not view as a Shi’ite cause, famously remark-
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ing that Jumblatt was willing to “fi ght the Christians to the last Shi’ite.” 
In this sense, he steered a path of “neither east nor west, only Islam” that 
presaged the approach taken by Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran by the end of 
the decade.  54   

 Sadr’s project in some ways should have put Amal at odds with the 
Maronite right, who wished above all else to preserve the status quo, 
but he sought to avoid overtly alienating the Maronite leadership. He 
declined to call for a new census in 1970, for instance, knowing that while 
this would clearly be to the advantage of the Shi’ites by offering proof 
that they constituted the single largest demographic, it would also alarm 
the already skittish Maronites, who were by that point clearly a minority. 
Moreover, in framing Amal as an alternative Muslim movement, oriented 
toward Lebanon explicitly rather than the rest of the Arab world, Sadr was 
able to present his movement as an appealingly less threatening alternative 
to the pan-Arab Muslim left.  55   

 For a time, Sadr managed to successfully balance between the LNM 
and the Maronite right. In a speech at the American University of Beirut 
in 1970, before a largely pro-Palestinian student audience, he fi nessed the 
issue, stating that the Palestinians had the right to launch attacks against 
Israel from Lebanon, but should do so in coordination with the Lebanese 
state. At the same time, he said that if Israel couldn’t stop the PLO from 
launching attacks, then why should it expect the Lebanese army to be able 
to do so?  56   As Ajami puts it, “He positioned himself, or tried to, between 
the Maronites who opposed the Palestinian armed presence in the country 
and the Sunnis who offered the Palestinian their support. Now and then 
he talked of the shared dilemma of the disinherited Palestinians and the 
Shi’a.”  57   

 But by the 1970s, this balancing act was no longer so feasible, and 
Amal began to shift away from the PLO (and the left) and toward the 
Maronites. The Maronites were becoming increasingly concerned both 
about their position in Lebanon and about the country’s broader trajec-
tory, laying the blame for both on the Palestinians and the Lebanese 
left. During this period, Sadr began moving closer to President 
Suleiman Franjiyeh, who was seeking a Shi’ite ally not only against the 
LNM but also against his adversaries within the Maronite community.  58   
A US state department offi cer wrote in a cable to Washington in 1974 
that at a dinner with Sadr, he found him relatively “moderate” with 
regard to Franjiyeh, despite his open criticism of the government in gen-
eral, writing further that
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  Imam [Musa Sadr is] currently cutting a broad swath in the Lebanon and in 
Beirut. In the former he is conducting nearly daily meetings with Shi’a faith-
ful, the length and breadth of the Bekaa. In Beirut he is meeting constantly 
with political leaders, principally Maronite, and several of the latter have told 
me that there is a defi nite Maronite campaign to save the imam from the left 
and assist him in his current campaign for reforms.  59   

   At the same time, Shi’ite opinion in the south was beginning to turn 
against the Palestinians and relations with the LNM were fraying. Amal’s 
decision to side with the Syrians during their intervention in Lebanon in 
1976 (discussed later in this chapter) further harmed relations with the 
left, and by extension, with the Palestinians. So for a time, Sadr’s attempt 
to frame Amal in ways palatable to both the right and left was relatively 
successful. It helped the movement to gain a place at the Lebanese politi-
cal table and avoided confl ict (for the most part) with the other political 
leaders. It even helped generate support for reforms like the establishment 
of the Council of the South. Had Sadr tried to directly confront either 
side, the nascent Shi’ite movement might have found itself in far more 
diffi cult circumstances. 

 The Impact of Amal’s Domestic Policy 

 Amal’s early domestic policy was extremely successful. Most signifi cantly, 
Sadr managed to mobilize the Shi’ite population based on a Shi’ite iden-
tity—while this is now taken for granted as being politically salient, it had 
been far less true before Sadr and the Movement of the Dispossessed made 
it so.  60   If successful marketing for a militant group means convincing its 
audience that its narrative of political contention is the correct one and 
that it is indeed the appropriate representative of that community and its 
grievances, Amal was, in its early years, extremely effective at marketing 
itself. In contrast with the PLO, which had advocated a narrative that 
identifi ed the IDF as the principle adversary and promoted a combination 
of class-based and Arab identity-based interests, Amal was able to suc-
cessfully convince many Shi’ites that their interests lay elsewhere. More 
impressively, it was able to do so without overtly antagonizing the other 
political factions in Lebanon. Rather than trying to coerce the state into 
giving the Shi’ite community what Amal’s leaders argued they were enti-
tled to, Sadr was able to deftly steer a middle course between the other 
political factions and to claim a seat at Lebanon’s political table that the 
Shi’ites had long been denied. 
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 The emergence of a politicized Shi’ite identity in Lebanon was an impor-
tant outcome in and of itself. It laid the groundwork not just for Amal’s 
operations but also for the emergence of Hizbullah in the 1980s. But it 
also had concrete and immediate benefi ts. By the time Israel launched 
Operation Litani in 1978, Amal had established a broad base of popular 
support across southern Lebanon and throughout the expatriate commu-
nity in West Africa. Offi cial membership was quite low, but local militias 
would often form for defense of a particular village and begin referring 
to themselves as members of Amal without actually going through the 
group’s offi cial recruitment process or being incorporated into its com-
mand structure. This allowed Amal to grow its ranks very quickly. On the 
other hand, this also meant that the movement’s central leadership did not 
have a great deal of control over the process. Timur Goksel, the former 
spokesman for the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) 
in Lebanon who is very familiar with Amal, characterized this as both a 
strength and a weakness:

  It became the most amazing grassroots movement. … It was a very popular 
movement, they could mobilize up to ten fi fteen thousand guys with guns 
within half an hour. But without any idea why they are mobilized or which 
direction they are going. No command structure, their organization has 
always been very weak … but their popularity … what a waste of potential, 
unbelievable.  61   

   So, while “membership” in the movement was widespread, the central 
command at times had little direct control over some of the fi ghters. In 
some ways, this was similar to the PLO’s experience in the aftermath of 
the Battle of Karameh in 1968; like the PLO, Amal suddenly received a 
large number of recruits and had trouble training them and integrating 
them into its command structure. But unlike the PLO, Amal’s immediate 
problem was that their fi ghters were disorganized, rather than coercive. 

 This was partly a product of the isolation of individual villages, and partly 
an unexpected consequence of the enthusiasm with which Sadr’s message 
of renewal and mobilization was greeted. Norton notes that the diffuse sup-
port base the movement’s grassroots approach generated meant that it was 
militarily rather weak, at least as compared with some of the other mili-
tias and in particular the Palestinians. This gave it limited coercive power 
relative to its rivals, and left them largely concerned with local security and 
defense.  62   (By 1981, Berri was suffi ciently concerned at the lack of control 
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over new recruitment that the process was suspended altogether until the 
central leadership was able to reassert some degree of authority over it.) 
On the other hand, these local militias did have suffi cient capacity that they 
were able to prevent the PLO from reestablishing some of the positions near 
villages in the south that they were forced to abandon during Operation 
Litani, suggesting that they were not entirely ineffective. 

 The other component of Amal’s approach to the Shi’ite community, 
the provision of services, also changed over time. When service provision 
is most effective, it functions as a kind of demonstration model of the 
state the organization claims to be capable of building, if given the chance 
to govern. This can allow the movement to build support that extends 
beyond those actually using the services it provides. This was the case in 
Amal’s early years, when the Movement of the Dispossessed gained the 
admiration of both Shi’ites and non-Shi’ites, though Sadr’s personal cha-
risma likely had a great deal to do with this. 

 But when the provision of services devolves into the simple distribution 
of patronage, it has a far less positive impact. When a movement becomes 
less accountable to its constituents, it may lose access to intangible assets like 
political legitimacy, and it may fi nd that the fi ghters it recruits are less com-
mitted. This was the PLO’s experience in the 1970s and 1980s, and became 
Amal’s experience as well in the early 1980s as, under Berri’s leadership, the 
movement came to rely increasingly on political and fi nancial patronage. In 
this sense, Berri’s leadership resembled a reversion to the politics of Lebanese 
feudalism that Sadr had upended. (In this, it was hardly unique among the 
Lebanese political parties.) Berri and the rest of the Amal leadership used 
their ability to allocate public funding in south Lebanon (or not) to reward 
those loyal to them. American diplomatic cables reveal that both Amal’s 
allies and adversaries believed that municipalities supportive of Amal were 
more likely to receive government development aid, while those supportive 
of Hizbullah might receive somewhat less.  63   Today, Amal is viewed by many 
Lebanese as extremely corrupt, but still represents the main secular alterna-
tive to Hizbullah. While this may be unlikely to inspire the same passionate 
devotion that Sadr himself once did, or that Hizbullah would prove able to 
in later decades, Amal nevertheless retains a strong position in intra-Shi’ite 
political competition. However, the shift away from marketing and toward 
patronage helped to entrench its status as a purely local organization. 

 As for the other audiences to which Amal addressed itself in its early 
years—Lebanon’s non-Shi’ite inhabitants and the Lebanese state itself—
the results were mixed, but largely positive. At least initially, Sadr’s mod-
erate approach seemed to convince many non-Shi’ite Lebanese that the 
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movement did not represent a serious threat to their interests. This may 
have been less true of the Palestinian public, but given that the territory 
that Amal was focused on in those years was primarily in the south, its 
relationship with the Palestinian public was less important.   64   

 The careful balancing that Sadr managed between the different fac-
tions of the Lebanese government provided important breathing space 
for the movement in its early years by convincing potential rivals that it 
did not represent a threat to their interests. This was particularly effective 
with regard to the Maronites. The cordial relationship that this enabled 
Amal to build with the other Lebanese factions ultimately allowed it to 
retain its independence from the PLO in a way that other leftist parties 
were unable to do. Its positive relationship with the military in particular 
proved benefi cial in that it removed a potential barrier to the growth of 
Amal’s infl uence in the south. 

 In sum, Amal’s domestic policy in its early years was focused primarily 
on those it saw as its “real” constituency, but did not neglect the impor-
tant matter of reassuring those in other communities that it posed no 
threat either to their interests or to the broader Lebanese political system. 
This provided Amal literal and metaphorical space in which to grow. It was 
able to build real loyalty within the Shi’ite community and to successfully 
challenge the power and infl uence of the Shi’ite zu’ama. In its domestic 
policies, at least, Amal was quite successful during this period. 

 FOREIGN RELATIONS (AT HOME AND ABROAD) 
 Of course, Amal’s domestic policy is only part of the story. Its relationships 
with foreign actors were also an important part of the equation. The most 
important of these relationships, in its early years, were with Syria and the 
PLO, although Iran also played a role. But “important” in this case does 
not necessarily mean “successful”; both relationships had substantial effects 
on Amal’s evolution and later behavior, but neither was entirely positive in 
its consequences for the movement. The relationship with the PLO proved 
extremely useful in Amal’s early days, but then transformed into one of open 
hostility, while Amal’s relationship with Syria was based heavily on its role as 
a military proxy for Syrian interests in Lebanon. While this proved benefi cial 
in the short term, it ultimately stunted Amal’s prospects for growth in the 
long term. In general, while Amal’s domestic relationships were such that 
they helped the organization put down fi rm roots that contributed its over-
all political resilience, its foreign policy was far less effective and prevented 
the movement from growing beyond the Lebanese context.  
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   The PLO 

 The relationship between the PLO and the Amal movement, by turns 
cooperative and confl ictual, ultimately became a competition over owner-
ship of the narrative of “resistance” in Lebanon. Early on, there appeared 
to be signifi cant common ground between the two organizations. Farid el 
Khazen describes the relationship as one of “solidarity by default,”  65   but this 
may understate matters somewhat. Members of several Palestinian factions 
recounted feeling genuine solidarity with the people of south Lebanon, 
although they also acknowledged the coercive behavior described in the last 
chapter.  66   Musa Sadr himself spoke of an alliance between “those deprived 
in their homeland and those deprived of their homeland,” that is, the 
Palestinians and the Shi’ites.  67   Both saw themselves as organizations that 
represented those disenfranchised by the status quo in 1970s Lebanon. 

 Both because of these commonalities and because of geographic prox-
imity (given that the PLO was then effectively based in south Lebanon) 
when it was fi rst established, Amal looked to the various Palestinian mili-
tias in the south for training and support. For the most part they relied on 
Fatah, partly because it was the single largest faction and partly because 
the other Palestinian factions tended to “pair up” with those Lebanese 
parties with whom they felt some ideological affi nity.  68   (The leftists sup-
ported the communists, etc.) In this sense, Fatah may well have believed 
that what they were helping to establish was a mainstream Shi’ite  militia 
that would help to balance the infl uence of the leftist parties, which Fatah 
(and in particular Arafat himself) spent a great deal of time trying to 
restrain. Given that Amal initially appeared to be a moderate leftist party 
with a mildly populist orientation, and that many Shi’ites were already part 
of the constellation of organizations that comprised the Lebanese left, this 
was not an unreasonable expectation. 

 Conversely, Fatah was an important ally for Amal. Most immediately, 
given the power the Palestinian armed factions then had in the south 
and Amal’s relative weakness, having the assent of the PLO leadership 
made organizing the new militia far easier. But Palestinian support was 
not merely passive; Fatah offi cers helped train new Amal recruits. In fact, 
one of the 27 casualties in the explosion that forced Sadr to acknowledge 
Amal’s existence was a Fatah offi cer who had been doing exactly that. A 
less deliberate but equally valuable form of assistance were the experienced 
Shi’ite fi ghters who joined Amal after gaining important combat experi-
ence as members of Fatah or other Palestinian groups (albeit in some cases 
out of fi nancial need rather than conviction). 
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 But very quickly, the relationship turned sour. Israeli reprisals had 
always been a source of contention between the Shi’ite leadership and the 
Palestinians, and Sadr’s insistence that the Lebanese state should exercise 
fi nal authority in the south certainly stood in opposition to Palestinian 
preferences, stated or not. As Israeli reprisals escalated in the early 1970s 
and violence increased in the south after the onset of the civil war, Sadr 
and the Higher Shi’ite Council became increasingly incensed at what they 
saw as the disproportionately high cost that the Shi’ites of south Lebanon 
were being asked to pay in the service of Palestinian national goals. In 
1973, Sadr bluntly told an offi cer at the US embassy that “our sympa-
thy [for the Palestinians] no longer extends to actions which expose our 
people to additional misery and deprivation.”  69   

 The real break between the two came with the Syrian invasion in the 
summer of 1976. Despite earlier statements in support of the Joint Forces 
(the coalition composed of the PLO and its Lebanese allies), Amal backed 
the Syrian invasion. This was perhaps unsurprising; Israeli reprisal attacks 
against PLO positions in the south had created enormous suffering for 
civilians in the area and had contributed to the growing migration of IDPs 
to the “belt of misery” surrounding Beirut. Amal’s leaders calculated that 
the Syrian intervention would lead to greater security and stability for the 
south and openly supported the invasion, putting the movement in direct 
confl ict with the PLO.  70   In June, Palestinian forces went so far as to shell 
both the Higher Shi’ite Council offi ces and the home of Musa Sadr him-
self,  71   and in August Palestinian and communist fi ghters occupied Amal 
offi ces in Beirut and in the south.  72   But the Syrian invasion changed the 
distribution of power on the ground in Lebanon, empowering those fac-
tions loyal to Syria.  73   Amal was now in a far stronger position than it had 
been with regard to the PLO, and better positioned to assert itself both 
politically and militarily. 

 Relations continued to deteriorate in the late 1970s as it became clear 
that Amal’s hope that the Syrian intervention would result in some peace 
and quiet for the beleaguered south would not be fulfi lled. Palestinian 
operations continued from south Lebanon, with the tacit blessing of 
the Syrians, and more Israeli reprisal attacks followed. Norton goes so 
far as to suggest that this was a deliberate policy on the part of the IDF 
intended to drive a wedge between Amal and the PLO. Norton recounts 
hearing anecdotes in which the fedayeen, rather than the Israelis, were 
positioned as the villains, and the Lebanese the victims. “More than a 
few times I heard people in meager surroundings mutter ‘the basis of 
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the problem is the fi da’yin’, whereas ten years earlier, they would have 
proclaimed ‘the basis of the problem is Palestine.’”  74   Sadr criticized the 
PLO’s role in provoking Operation Litani in 1978  75   and voiced open 
opposition to its power in the south: “The Cairo agreement did not 
give the south to the Palestinians. … The Cairo agreement gave them 
the right of military presence and of infi ltration through the south deep 
into the occupied territories in order to carry out fedayeen operations, 
but not the right to fi re rockets.”  76   Nabih Berri later stated: “The people 
of the south, including the Shia, have given the Palestinian cause more 
than all the Arabs combined have given it. They have given the cause 
their land, their children, their security, their orchards—everything but 
their honor and dignity.”  77   

 All of this led Amal to shift from a policy toward the PLO based on a 
shared political project to one based more on coercion. As the situation 
in the south escalated, the Shi’ites grew increasingly frustrated with their 
position in the line of fi re between the IDF and the PLO. In the years 
after Operation Litani, clashes became more common between the two 
militias. On the one hand, villages began to form local security forces to 
maintain security and prevent incursions by the IDF and their Lebanese 
proxy force, the SLA.  These local forces were often by default affi li-
ated with Amal, or at least saw themselves that way, and did not see the 
PLO as representing or protecting their interests.  78   On the other hand, 
open clashes erupted between Amal forces and various PLO factions as 
Amal attempted to establish its own sovereignty over south Lebanon. 
Hostilities were particularly frequent between Amal and the Nasserite 
and Iraqi-backed Palestinian factions, given their hostility to Syria and 
therefore to Amal as its client and ally. By the summer of 1980, hos-
tilities had become suffi ciently severe that Arafat himself fl ew back from 
the Fourth Fatah Party Congress in Damascus to mediate between the 
Nasserites and Amal.  79   The Israeli invasion of 1982  in this sense rep-
resented a kind of deus ex machina which put the simmering tensions 
between the two parties in stasis until they erupted again in the form of 
the War of the Camps in 1985. 

 But in addition to the sporadic military confl ict between the two, there 
was also a consistent ideological rivalry that was more enduring than the 
military confl ict. This was the competition over which constituted the 
legitimate resistance in south Lebanon. Particularly telling is a statement 
by Musa Sadr as related by Karim Pakradouni:
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  Shortly before his disappearance he said to me “The Palestinian resistance is 
not a revolution. It does not seek martyrdom. It is a military machine that 
terrorizes the Arab world. With weapons, Arafat gets money; with money he 
can feed the press; and thanks to the press he can get a hearing before world 
public opinion.” And then he added: “The PLO is an element of disorder in 
the south. The Shia have fi nally gotten over their inferiority complex vis-à- 

vis the Palestinian Organization. ” 80      

   Syria 

 In June of 1975, in what was probably the fi rst offi cial indicator of the 
growing alliance between Amal and the Syrian government, Sadr appeared 
at a graduation ceremony for Fatah cadets at a military academy in Syria.  81   
Almost from the beginning, Syria was Amal’s most important foreign 
sponsor. But while the two did share some objectives, the relationship was 
based primarily on Amal’s position as a proxy for Syria in Lebanon. This 
meant that while foreign sponsorship was  extremely valuable for Amal, 
the nature of proxy service meant that it also had a stunting effect on the 
organization’s growth over time. 

 Amal’s role as a Syrian proxy in Lebanon was framed, at least in part, 
by Syria’s preferences regarding Lebanon’s civil war and Lebanese politics 
more generally. Syria had long felt that political developments in Lebanon 
fell within its sphere of infl uence and had sought to cultivate relationships 
with various Lebanese factions to exert its infl uence. Because the Syrian 
regime feared that any instability in Lebanon could prove contagious, Asad’s 
overriding preference with regard to Lebanon was for stability, and prefer-
ably a stability dominated by Syria. Leftist ambitions to overthrow the sta-
tus quo entirely seemed increasingly at odds with this agenda. Throughout 
1975 and into 1976, the Syrian regime watched with growing concern as 
the Palestinian militias and their leftist allies seemed increasingly poised to 
disrupt, destabilize, and perhaps permanently alter the Lebanese balance of 
power.  82   While this would have benefi ted some Lebanese and proved det-
rimental to others, for Syria, such a change was simply too risky a prospect 
and raised profound concerns about the reliability of the LNM and PLO as 
allies. Given these concerns, it is therefore not terribly surprising that Syria 
sought to cultivate a relationship with the Shi’ites instead. 

 Accordingly, the character of the alliance was based for the most part 
on Amal’s ability to further the Syrian desire for balance and stability in 
Lebanon. Amal sided with the Syrians during the invasion in 1976 largely 
out of frustration with the PLO, but this certainly coincided with Syrian 

AMAL 133



preferences. As Syria settled in for what would be a protracted stay in 
Lebanon, cooperation with Amal proved to be an indirect but effi cient 
means of extend Syrian control in the south. At times, Amal also acted as a 
Syrian proxy against the various Iraqi-sponsored Palestinian militias, such 
as the Arab Liberation Front.  83   

 In the earlier days of this relationship, when it suited their purposes, the 
Amal leadership was sometimes willing to go against Syrian preferences—
when Sadr once backed Fatah in a disagreement with Al Saiqa, a Syrian 
offi cial reportedly said in exasperation “We suddenly realized that our 
friend and ally, Imam Musa, was a check that bounced.”  84   But episodes 
like this became far less common as the organization grew ever closer to 
Syria under Berri’s leadership.  85   

 But there was also a genuinely ideological component to the relation-
ship that predated Sadr’s disappearance and Berri’s tenure as party head. To 
begin with, Sadr himself had been a valuable ally to Hafez al Asad because 
he could provide an Islamic legitimacy that Asad badly needed. The Asads 
are members of Syria’s Alawite minority, a Muslim sect which emerged as an 
offshoot of Shi’ite Islam in the ninth century, members of which constitute 
about 12 % of the Syrian population. In the 1970s, with the strengthening 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, the regime faced increasing pressure 
from a largely Sunni opposition which, among other things, raised the ques-
tion as to whether the Alawites were in fact Muslims at all. This represented 
a serious threat to the regime. It was therefore profoundly helpful when, 
in 1974, Sadr declared the Alawite sect to be a form of Twelver Shi’ism.  86   

 More broadly, Asad was predisposed to be supportive of those he saw 
as fellow challengers to Sunni political power. By strengthening Lebanon’s 
Shi’ites against the largely Sunni LNM, Asad hoped to prevent an ascen-
dant Sunni movement in Lebanon from strengthening his own domestic 
Sunni opposition.  87   In this sense, Amal’s identity as a Shi’ite movement 
challenging the Sunni monopoly over Muslim political mobilization in 
Lebanon resonated with Asad’s frustration with Sunni domination of pan- 
Arab politics in the wider Middle East. Sadr was able to leverage this in 
building the relationship with Syria. 

 For Amal itself, the relationship with Syria was also important simply by 
virtue of its singularity. While the Movement of the Dispossessed enjoyed a 
great deal of admiration in Lebanon in its early years, Amal did relatively little 
to market a broader political program on a regional level and so attracted 
relatively little support, political or otherwise, from others in the region. 
This represented a contrast with the PLO which was deeply frustrating to 
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the Shi’ite leadership. The Palestinian cause had a great deal of emotional 
resonance across the Arab world that the PLO was able to convert into politi-
cal infl uence, but the suffering of Lebanon’s Shi’ites did not apparently have 
the same power to mobilize support on a regional level. Sadr and later Berri 
both became increasingly angry and frustrated that the residents of south 
Lebanon were apparently expected to endure ever greater levels of suffering in 
support of the Palestinian resistance while receiving relatively little sympathy 
from the other Arab governments for their own experience of dispossession. 
In an interview with Le Matin in 1982, Berri responded to the interviewer’s 
repeated questions about the Palestinians in Lebanon by asking:

  Why talk about the Palestinians only? Is the problem faced by the Palestinians 
the only problem in Lebanon? I am aware of the tragedy they are experienc-
ing, but does my people’s tragedy count for nothing? In view of what has 
just happened in southern Lebanon, with thousands of casualties and tens 
of thousands of refugees and homeless people and the destruction of Burj 
al-Barajneh [then a Shi’ite area], let no one, not even a Palestinian, come to 
say to me: “My problem is more important than yours.”  88   

   Syria, however, appeared to represent a welcome exception to the idea that 
the rest of the Arab world cared little for the problems of the Shi’ites. This 
rendered the relationship both exceptional and, from Amal’s perspective, 
irreplaceable.  

   Iran 

 There is a fi nal foreign relationship that bears mentioning, at least briefl y, 
and that is Amal’s relationship with Iran. Prior to the Islamic Revolution in 
1979, Amal’s relationship with the Shah’s government is best described as 
“complicated.” There were, of course, allegations by various of Sadr’s adver-
saries and rivals that he had been dispatched to Lebanon by the Shah, or that 
he was an agent of the SAVAK (the Persian acronym for the Organization 
for Intelligence and National Security, the Shah’s notoriously brutal secret 
police) or the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).  89   There is little evidence 
to suggest that the latter was true.  90   But Sadr did manage to maintain at least 
a cordial relationship with the Iranian government throughout the 1960s 
and received some funding from Iran to “further his efforts in Lebanon.”  91   

 By the early 1970s, however, the relationship had changed. Sadr was 
upset by the Shah’s position during the October War in 1973. In 1974, he 
began to openly oppose the Shah’s government, choosing instead to back 
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the revolutionary project advocated by Ayatollah Khomeini from his exile 
abroad.  92   Many of Khomeini’s allies, most notably Mustafa Chamran, later 
minister of defense in Iran, spent years in exile in south Lebanon during 
which they formed relationships with Sadr and his movement, perhaps 
inclining him more toward sympathy with their ambitions. But after the 
revolution and Sadr’s disappearance in 1978, it became clear that Amal’s 
goals were not Iran’s goals: Amal was, as noted above, focused on the 
position of Shi’ites in the Lebanese context and in adjusting the existing 
system to improve their position. The movement was not, and had never 
been, interested in an Islamic revolution in Lebanon. For that, Iran would 
have to wait for the emergence of Hizbullah in 1982.  

   The Impact of Amal’s Foreign Policy 

 The consequences of Amal’s relationships with the PLO, Syria, and Iran both 
helped it establish itself as a local actor in Lebanon and ensured that it would 
have diffi culty growing much beyond the Lebanese context. Amal’s earlier, 
positive relationship with the PLO, based on what was at least perceived as a 
shared ideology, ensured that the movement had space to grow and develop 
in PLO-controlled south Lebanon. Its later coercive policy did help Amal to 
establish its dominant position in the area. By laying claim to the mantle of the 
“legitimate” resistance, Amal mounted a major ideological challenge to the 
PLO’s own legitimacy and carved out an important sphere of infl uence for 
the Shi’ites in Lebanese politics. On the other hand, by cutting itself off from 
the Lebanese left, Amal lost a chance to be part of a larger regional politi-
cal movement, as well as losing access to the regional ideological legitimacy 
that an alliance with the PLO was able to confer. Nevertheless, by the 1980s, 
Amal had little to lose and a great deal to gain by confronting the PLO in the 
south. But it is worth noting that Amal was not facing the kind of existential 
threat that the PLO or even Hizbullah would later face; had this been the 
case, its feud with the PLO might well have come back to haunt it. 

 The relationship with Iran, especially after the revolution, was limited 
enough that it did not carry the powerful consequences for Amal that 
the relationship with Syria did. Amal’s unwillingness to change its basic 
character in pursuit of an alliance with the Islamic Republic was probably 
more a strength than a weakness and likely helped it to preserve much 
of its base. Those who would have preferred that the movement do so 
ultimately departed to form Hizbullah (as discussed in the next chapter) 
leaving the movement’s core character largely unchallenged. 
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 It is the effects of Amal’s relationship with Syria that are by far the 
most signifi cant for the movement’s development. In one sense, Syrian 
sponsorship proved immensely useful to Amal. Especially after the Syrian 
army invaded in 1976, it proved to be powerful ally. Using its authority 
in Lebanon, Syria strengthened Amal’s position relative both to the other 
Lebanese parties and to the Palestinians. This only intensifi ed with Nabih 
Berri’s ascendance, given his strong relationship with the Asad regime. 
With regard to more tangible forms of support, Syria provided both arms 
and funding.  93   

 But there were also limits and costs associated with this relationship, 
as well as unforeseen consequences for Amal’s overall character. First, the 
Syrian alliance quickly put Amal at odds with the LNM. Amal’s decision to 
side with Syria during the invasion in 1976 created a rift with the Lebanese 
left. This was a trade-off that Amal was willing to make; the break would 
likely have occurred in any case, as the Shi’ites were by that stage already 
resentful of the behavior of the Palestinian fi ghters and increasingly 
 unwilling to tolerate the consequences for southern villages of PLO raids 
against Israel. Nevertheless, Amal did experience some repercussions for 
its decision to prioritize the alliance with Syria, most notably its temporary 
expulsion from West Beirut in the summer of 1976.  94   

 Far more serious was the mission creep and loss of autonomy that came 
along with Amal’s status as a Syrian proxy. One of Amal’s major assets in 
its early years was the moral high ground that it had inherited from the 
Movement of the Dispossessed under Sadr’s leadership. But as the organiza-
tion moved closer to Syria and Syria cemented its hegemony over Lebanon, 
Amal became far less independent, gained a reputation for corruption, and 
lost much of the legitimacy that it had in its early years. It is diffi cult to 
imagine Nabih Berri, for instance, going on a hunger strike to protest intra-
Lebanese violence or being joined in doing so by Christians as a gesture of 
solidarity. While the organization was able to retain its grassroots base and 
much of its control over large areas of the south and parts of Beirut, its objec-
tives fell ever more closely in line with Syria’s. This had a strong impact on its 
overall character. Any ambitions to become a transnational organization or 
to promote a broad political project beyond Lebanon that Amal might have 
had—which, given Sadr’s charisma and revivalist political project might not 
have been out of the question—were ultimately rendered impossible by its 
relationship with Syria and the prioritization of Syrian interests. Nonetheless, 
within Lebanon itself, Syrian sponsorship provided Amal with ample infl u-
ence, backed by funding and arms, to establish itself as a powerful local actor.   
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   THREE CHALLENGES 
 Between 1978 and 1979, Amal faced three signifi cant shocks: Operation 
Litani, which Israel launched against the PLO in south Lebanon in the 
middle of March, 1978; Musa Sadr’s disappearance in Libya at the end of 
August; and the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979. None of these events 
represented an existential threat to the movement, but taken together, 
they represent a period of turbulence. Amal emerged from this period 
with its position in Lebanon more or less intact, despite the changes in 
the movement produced by Berri’s ascendance as its leader in 1980. On 
the other hand, while it demonstrated a great deal of local resilience, its 
infl uence did not spread beyond Lebanon, or indeed, beyond the Shi’ite 
community, an outcome which might have been different had Amal been 
more effective at marketing itself at a regional level. 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, Operation Litani represented 
Israel’s fi rst major attempt to actually remove the threat posed by the 
PLO by pushing it north of the Litani River and out of range of Israeli 
targets. While this was the culmination of years of confl ict, the immediate 
cause for the operation was a raid on the Israeli coast by Fatah fi ghters, 
which led to a clash at a roadblock north of Tel Aviv resulting in 36 Israeli 
casualties, 34 of them civilian. Nine out of the ten fedayeen were killed 
as well. In response, the IDF invaded on March 14 with 25,000–30,000 
ground forces and 300 tanks, and remained for three weeks.  95   The opera-
tion infl icted high casualties and signifi cant physical destruction on south 
Lebanon and yet was only partly successful for the IDF. The PLO was 
pushed out of many of its positions temporarily, but not permanently. 

 Amal was able to navigate these challenges surprisingly successfully. 
Most immediately, the organization was able to exploit the power vacuum 
created by the PLO’s (temporary) evacuation from some areas by solidify-
ing their own infl uence. That said, this also led to further strain in relations 
with the PLO; when fedayeen attempted to retake their previous positions 
near southern villages, this sometimes led to clashes with local defense 
militias, many of whom were affi liated with Amal. 

 The PLO’s evacuation in 1978 was, however, temporary. Operation 
Litani’s more lasting effects were the establishment of a buffer zone along 
the border referred to by the IDF as the “security belt” and the appear-
ance of two new actors in the south: UNIFIL and the SLA. UNIFIL was 
created by UN Security Council resolution 425, although the fact that 
it has remained in Lebanon since 1978 perhaps stretches the defi nition 
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of the word “interim.” It was intended to oversee the withdrawal of 
IDF forces after 1978 and to maintain quiet along the Israeli–Lebanese 
border. The IDF was meant to hand over control of the territory it had 
captured south of the Litani to UNIFIL, which would in turn guarantee 
stability in south Lebanon. Instead, the IDF handed control of 23 of the 
villages it had captured directly to the SLA. The SLA, led fi rst by Saad 
Haddad and then by Antoine Lahad, was established by the IDF to act 
as their proxies in south Lebanon. SLA fi ghters were notorious for their 
abuse of civilians, and many southerners were conscripted into joining 
against their wills, although despite this the organization received signif-
icant support both from the IDF and from some factions in the Lebanese 
government.  96   As far as Amal was concerned, the SLA represented a 
threat both to its own authority in the south and to the authority of the 
Lebanese state. 

 Amal’s response to these new actors demonstrates that, especially in 
1978, it was able to adapt successfully to changes in its immediate environ-
ment. While the SLA would prove to be a long-term adversary, Amal was 
able to manage the confl ict fairly successfully. Its broad base of support, 
the result of its very successful political marketing in the Shi’ite commu-
nity as well as the historical provision of services through the Movement 
of the Dispossessed, meant that it was never a serious drain on the pool of 
potential recruits for Amal (though the SLA’s own unpopularity was likely 
of greater importance). Syrian support likewise helped Amal maintain its 
presence in south Lebanon even as the PLO returned to the area. 

 Moreover, the pragmatic approach fostered by Sadr, including the gen-
eral interest in supporting the expansion of “legitimate” authority, pre-
sented a basis for what would come to be a very positive relationship with 
UNIFIL.  Had Amal reacted to the UN forces the way that Hizbullah 
eventually did, with suspicion and hostility, it could have found itself up 
against not only the PLO and SLA but the well-armed and well-trained 
UNIFIL as well. Instead, Amal fostered a positive working relationship 
with UNIFIL. Timur Goksel noted that Sadr’s declaration that UNIFIL 
soldiers were to be treated as “Shi’a brothers” “set the whole course” for 
UNIFIL’s relations with Amal. Goksel suggested that there was a strategic 
component to this approach—as the most powerful force in the south, 
UNIFIL represented a powerful ally for Amal.  97   But this alliance was made 
possible because of the careful course that Sadr set for his movement, 
between the Maronites and the Palestinians, allying with the Syrians but 
maintaining a focus on Lebanon. 
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 The second major shock of 1978 was Sadr’s disappearance in Libya. 
As noted previously, in August of 1978, Musa Sadr traveled to Libya to 
raise funds for Amal and for development in south Lebanon more broadly. 
He gave an interview on August 30, and the next day left his hotel with 
some of his staff for a meeting with Qadhafi . He was never heard from 
again.  98   Although Sadr had become somewhat less infl uential politically in 
Lebanon after 1976, he remained an immensely important fi gure within 
Amal and for the Shi’ite community at large. This made his disappearance 
potentially very dangerous for the movement; it could have resulted in 
political infi ghting or a gradual collapse in which fi ghters were gradually 
reabsorbed into the other leftist militias (although the ties that many of 
these groups had to Libya may perhaps have made this unlikely  99  ). 

 Instead, Amal was able to use Sadr’s disappearance to revitalize the orga-
nization, at least in the short term, by mobilizing the Shi’ite  community to 
demand the imam’s release. The Lebanese government became involved, 
sending a delegation to Libya and holding an extraordinary Cabinet 
meeting to discuss Sadr’s disappearance.  100   In January, six Amal members 
hijacked an airplane en route to Amman, demanding the release of Musa 
Sadr, although they eventually surrendered and released all 73 hostages, 
in exchange for being allowed to hold a news conference explaining their 
demands.  101   Key in negotiating their release was Hussein al Husseini, then 
speaker of the parliament and head of Amal.  102   A similar hijacking fol-
lowed in September of 1979, in which the three gunmen surrendered 
in Iran after guarantees were made that a message would be broadcast 
on the radio, communicating their accusation against Qadhafi  in Sadr’s 
disappearance.  103   Most notably, in September of 1978, a convoy of close 
to 200,000 people “in cars and busses and tractors” crossed into Syria to 
petition the pan-Arab summit being held in Damascus for information 
as to Sadr’s whereabouts, holding signs reading “Oh Arabs, where is the 
imam?”  104   

 If Sadr’s disappearance galvanized the Shi’ite public in Lebanon politi-
cally, it also would prove powerful symbolically. The above reference to 
the fate of “the imam” at the hands of “the Arabs” could easily be a ref-
erence to the martyrdom of Hassan and Hussein, Ali’s grandsons, at the 
hands of the Umayyad caliph Yazid. Moreover, Sadr’s disappearance, and 
the mystery surrounding his fate, closely echoes the story of the Mahdi, 
or the 12th Imam, who vanished into occultation as a child in the ninth 
century. This was a motif that in many ways fi t with Sadr’s own meld-
ing of religious and political narratives. Sadr’s image adorns Amal’s bill-
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boards, posters, websites, and other forms of publicity. (It is likewise used 
by Hizbullah, although somewhat less so.) Rather than collapsing entirely, 
Amal was able to use the crisis presented by Sadr’s disappearance as a cata-
lyst for further mobilization. 

 But for all the mobilization that Sadr’s disappearance produced, it 
also demonstrated the limits of the movement’s leverage at a regional 
level. The Arab regimes, many of which privately loathed Qadhafi , did 
not immediately rush to support Amal in demanding Sadr’s release or at 
least information about his fate. That Amal activists resorted to hijack-
ing airplanes and petitioning the pan-Arab summit in person indicates the 
degree to which the Shi’ite movement in Lebanon remained largely just 
that—a Shi’ite movement, not an Arab movement, with infl uence limited 
largely to Lebanon. It is diffi cult to imagine a similar reaction if Arafat, for 
instance, had disappeared under similar circumstances. 

 Finally, the third major change which occurred in 1979 was the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran. Again, the organization’s response is refl ective of its 
overall character. On the one hand, Amal managed to successfully balance 
between maintaining its independence and cultivating a cordial relation-
ship with the new Islamic republic. Due in part to the relationship with 
Syria, fi rst Hussein al Husseini and later Nabih Berri were able to maintain 
Amal’s independence from Iran, and maintain Amal’s local and communal 
focus. At the same time, relations between them were certainly positive, 
and Khomeini very publicly pushed the Libyans to provide more informa-
tion about Sadr’s fate.  105   On the other hand, however, in maintaining this 
focus rather than exploiting the massive political and ideological impact of 
the revolution in Iran, Amal missed an opportunity to increase its regional 
infl uence. Those who sought to do so eventually left the organization 
entirely to form Hizbullah, which would eventually eclipse Amal even in 
Lebanon.  

   CONCLUSION 
 The picture of Musa Sadr in Salim al Sayigh’s offi ce is emblematic of the 
particular role that Amal played (and plays) in Lebanese politics. Hassan 
Nasrullah, Abbas Mousawi, and other leaders of Hizbullah appeared—and 
appear—threatening and divisive to the leaders of Lebanon’s Christian 
community. This is likewise true of the past and present Palestinian leader-
ship. But Sadr—despite having been born in Iran—managed to create a 
movement that fi t uniquely well in the Lebanese context. The Movement 
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of the Dispossessed, and even Amal itself, was able to carve out a space for 
Shi’ite mobilization and representation in Lebanon that did not directly 
threaten the system in the way that Hizbullah, or the Palestinians, or even 
the radical Sunni left, did. 

 But in championing the renewal and reconstruction of Shi’ite identity, 
the Movement of the Dispossessed was quite revolutionary. In the 1940s 
and 1950s, while the Lebanese national identity was being debated by the 
Maronites and Sunnis, the Shi’ites found themselves largely excluded from 
the conversation, represented only by the landed elites who had little inter-
est in changing the existing system. “Shi’ite” identity was subsumed within 
a larger “Muslim” identity and specifi c Shi’ite interests went largely unad-
dressed. If Shi’ites did mobilize, they did so as part of the leftist organiza-
tions, rather than as Shi’ites, per se. By creating an explicitly Shi’ite political 
narrative, drawing on both traditional themes of dispossession and martyr-
dom, and newer themes of empowerment, mobilization, and social justice, 
Sadr and the movement he founded radically altered the political options for 
mobilization presented to the Shi’ite community. This in turn made possible 
the emergence of Hizbullah and profoundly challenged the Palestinian claim 
to the mantle of the “resistance.” If Amal was essentially a local organization, 
it still had an impact on other actors in the larger confl ict ecosystem. 

 Ultimately, with Nabih Berri’s ascendance after Sadr’s disappearance 
and Syria’s increasing control over the organization, much of the moral 
high ground claimed by Musa Sadr was lost, and Amal became just another 
Lebanese militia. This strongly illustrates the dangers of proxyhood, given 
that it was Amal’s increasing reliance on and subservience to Syria and its 
preferences that resulted in this change, although the movement’s increas-
ing corruption and reliance on patronage to maintain the support of its 
constituents was also a major factor. If the organization had been primar-
ily a local militia in the 1970s, in the 1980s it became even more so. But 
the political project begun in Amal’s early years still gave it an enormous 
amount of staying power, as would be demonstrated in the 1980s when it 
was thrown into direct confl ict with a new Shi’ite rival—Hizbullah.  
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    CHAPTER 4   

 Hizbullah                     

          When Hizbullah captured Israeli soldiers Eldad Regev and Ehud 
Goldwasser on the morning of July 12, 2006, the organization almost 
certainly did not expect the massive military operation that the IDF 
launched in response. The raid marked the beginning of a 34-day war 
that left approximately 1200 Lebanese and 121 Israelis dead and thou-
sands of homes damaged or destroyed, along with a sizeable portion of 
the country’s bridges and electrical infrastructure. But while the war 
was catastrophic for Lebanon, its outcome was positive for Hizbullah. 
Because it was able to deny the IDF its stated objectives, the movement 
claimed the war as a “divine victory.” By the end of the war, neither 
Goldwasser nor Regev had been retrieved (their bodies were returned 
in a prisoner swap in 2008) and Hizbullah scored a number of small 
but highly publicized “victories,” such as retaking the town of Bint 
Jbeil and on one occasion hitting one of the Israeli ships blockading the 
coastline—a strike which Nasrullah announced on Al Manar moments 
before it occurred. But most signifi cantly, in the aftermath of the war, 
Hizbullah was, if anything, more politically powerful than ever; it was 
able to launch a massive sit-in in downtown Beirut that December which 
ended 18 months later with the occupation of West Beirut by forces 
affi liated with Hizbullah’s political coalition, and an unprecedented level 
of political power being granted to the movement and its allies in the 
Cabinet. In short, Hizbullah was able to both successfully resist the IDF 



assault and recover from it afterward. Its ability to do both of these 
things is rooted in its extremely effective foreign and domestic policy. 

 But this was not always the case. Of the four organizations examined in 
this book, Hizbullah experienced the most dramatic evolution over time. If 
by the mid-2000s Hizbullah had become the consummate survivor, in the 
1980s it was almost the opposite. By1989, Hizbullah was politically iso-
lated, criticized even by other Shi’ites for its extremist tactics and ideology, 
and had been pushed out of the south not by the IDF, but through a series 
of confrontations with Amal, backed by Syria. Though the organization 
maintained a strong base in the southern suburbs of Beirut and near abso-
lute dominance of the town of Baalbek, it was unable to reach its primary 
adversary, the IDF.  The contrast between its behavior and effectiveness 
during this period and the period from 2000 to 2006 demonstrates that 
organizations which change their strategic approach to civilians and sponsor 
states can likewise improve their performance. While in its earlier years it 
arguably belongs in quadrant A, after the war it moved fi rmly into quadrant 
C. It shifted from a group with a problematic domestic policy and a foreign 
policy not much more effective than Amal’s to an organization with a highly 
effective domestic policy which was also able to far more effectively balance 
its own needs against those of its sponsors—that is, it transformed itself 
from a militia in increasingly dire straits to a successful proto-state actor. 
This dramatic shift makes for a compelling contrast with the other organiza-
tions in this book, which demonstrated far less impressive learning curves. 

   THE ORIGINS OF HIZBULLAH 
 The emergence of Hizbullah in the early 1980s was the result of a particu-
lar confl uence of events in Lebanon and throughout the larger Arab–Israeli 
confl ict ecosystem. These can be broadly categorized as (1) the politiciza-
tion of Lebanon’s Shi’ites in the 1960s, (2) the Islamic Revolution in Iran 
in 1979, (3) the schisms which developed within Amal in the early 1980s, 
and (4) the Israeli invasion in 1982. 

 The fi rst of these factors, as discussed in the previous chapter, repre-
sented a signifi cant change in Lebanese politics. By mobilizing Shi’ites as 
Shi’ites, Musa Sadr (perhaps inadvertently) laid the groundwork for the 
establishment of a more militant Shi’ite movement, although at least in its 
early years, Hizbullah’s pan-Shi’ite orientation differed strongly from the 
specifi cally Lebanese political program Sadr advocated. 

 The second major event was the Islamic Revolution in Iran.  1   In 1979, 
the Shah’s regime was overthrown and replaced with a theocracy under 
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the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Many of the men who 
became leaders in the new regime had spent years in exile in Lebanon, 
while others had studied alongside Lebanese clerics in Najaf, in Iraq. The 
close personal relationships produced during these years helped to estab-
lish Hizbullah’s ties with the new Iranian regime. 

 At the same time, Hizbullah’s emergence was facilitated by the 
deep schisms within Amal that developed in the early 1980s. Because 
the Islamic Revolution offered an alternative political narrative to the 
local, communitarian Shi’ite politics that Amal represented, it created an 
opening for those within the organization who advocated a more pan-
Shi’ite, ideologically driven approach. This was particularly attractive to 
those who had ties to the revolutionaries in Iran and were interested 
in a movement allied with them, rather than with Syria. This coincided 
with rising dissatisfaction among Amal’s more radical members with 
Berri’s leadership after Sadr’s disappearance. Some became followers of 
Ayatollah Mohammed Fadlullah, who advocated a pan-Shi’ite, rather 
than pan-Lebanese, political ideology.  2   These two groups would form 
the core of Hizbullah. 

 The fi nal “ingredient” was the Israeli invasion in 1982. The PLO’s 
evacuation created a power vacuum which Amal alone proved insuffi -
cient to fi ll, particularly as it was primarily oriented toward the Lebanese 
political arena, not explicitly toward anti-Israeli resistance.  3   But far more 
signifi cant than the expulsion of the PLO alone was the Israeli decision 
to remain in Lebanon; by remaining in the south rather than withdraw-
ing as it had in 1978, it generated fi rst resentment, then active resistance 
among many southern Lebanese, and especially among Shi’ites. As early as 
1982, a “Khomeini inspired” anti-Israeli resistance movement had begun 
to appear in south Lebanon, focused on attacking both IDF forces and 
those who collaborated with them.  4   As Ehud Barak noted in an interview 
in 2006, “When we entered Lebanon … there was no Hizbullah. We were 
accepted with perfumed rice and fl owers by the Shia in the south. It was 
our presence there that created Hizbullah.”  5   

 While it is diffi cult to pinpoint a precise date when Hizbullah was 
“founded,” the summer of 1982 is closest to being accurate. In June, 
Hussein Mousawi, a member of the Amal command council, founded a 
splinter group in Baalbek called Islamic Amal. In August, a contingent from 
Amal’s more radical faction (including Subhi Tufayli, Hizbullah’s fi rst sec-
retary general; Sheikh Raghib Harb, one of its fi rst military  commanders in 
the south and one of its most celebrated martyrs; and Ayatollah Fadlullah) 
attended a conference in Tehran at which Khomeini himself encouraged 
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them to form an Islamic resistance in south Lebanon. They eventually 
joined Mousawi in Baalbek, along with members of the Islamic wing of 
Fatah (such as Imad Mughniyeh) and  Lebanese followers of the Iraqi 
 radical group Hizb al Dawa who had studied in Najaf and Qom, student 
followers of Fadlullah, and unemployed militia members looking for a new 
group to join following the PLO’s departure. They were also joined by 
1500 Iranian Revolutionary Guards (or  pasdaran ) as well as clerics dis-
patched from Iran to promote Khomeini’s religious and political doctrine.  6   

 After a great deal of debate and consultation with Khomeini, it was 
decided that the new organization would be called  Hizb Allah , or Party 
of God, based on a Qu’ranic verse which reads, “The  party of God , they 
are victorious.”  7   When Nabih Berri decided that Amal would join the 
National Salvation Committee convened by President Sarkis in 1983 to 
broker an agreement between Israel and Lebanon, its ranks increased as 
some Amal members defected in protest, including high-ranking members 
like Mustafa Diranim, Amal’s chief of security and head of its resistance 
wing.  8   In April and October of 1983, the group effectively announced its 
existence to the world with the high-profi le bombings of the US embassy 
and marine barracks in Beirut, respectively.  9   But despite this fl amboyant 
beginning, during this period, Hizbullah was far from the effective orga-
nization it would become in later years. It had trouble attracting broad 
political support in the Shi’ite community in the south, alienated Syria, 
and by the late 1980s had been all but pushed out of southern Lebanon 
by Amal. 

 But in the years between the end of the civil war and the outbreak of 
the July War, both Lebanon and Hizbullah underwent profound and fun-
damental transformations. In October of 1989, in the Saudi Arabian city 
of Taif, the (surviving) members of Lebanon’s pre-war parliament met to 
negotiate an end to the war. The resulting agreement slightly redistributed 
political power among Lebanon’s sects while retaining the framework of 
the National Pact, and created a new status quo in Lebanon, characterized 
by Syrian domination of Lebanese politics as well as continuing confl ict 
between Hizbullah and the IDF in the south. In 1993, Israel launched 
Operation Accountability, which lasted a week and produced 300,000 
Lebanese IDPs.  10   In the spring of 1996, a sharp escalation in hostilities 
culminated in Operation Grapes of Wrath, which killed 150 Lebanese 
civilians and displaced more than 400,000.  11   The majority of the casualties 
came when IDF shelling hit a UNIFIL base in the village of Qana which 
was sheltering civilians, killing 106. The most signifi cant event was the 
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Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, which was claimed as a victory 
by Hizbullah. 

 The postwar status quo was entirely upended fi ve years later. Former 
Prime Minister Rafi k Hariri had become increasingly critical of the way 
the new Syrian president Bashar al Asad and his Lebanese proxy President 
Emil Lahoud were handling the Syrian occupation of Lebanon. When 
Hariri was assassinated by a car bomb on the corniche in Beirut on 
February 14, 2005, massive anti-Syrian protests erupted, countered by 
pro-Syrian protests led by Hizbullah. Under international pressure, the 
Syrian army withdrew from Lebanon that April, having occupied much 
of the country nearly continuously since 1976. In the aftermath of the 
Syrian withdrawal, the political spectrum was split between the pro-Syrian 
“March 8th” coalition composed of Hizbullah and Michel Aoun’s Tayyar 
al Watani al Hurr (the Free Patriotic Movement), and the March 14 coali-
tion, led by Hariri’s Sunni Future Movement.  12   A year later, Hizbullah 
was able to weather the July War and emerge with its position in postwar 
Lebanon more fi rmly established than before, as essentially codifi ed in the 
Doha Agreement in 2008. 

 In sum, Hizbullah’s history can be divided into three major periods: the 
fi rst, between 1982 and 1990, was defi ned by the civil war. The second, 
from 1990 to 2008, was defi ned by Hizbullah’s response to the postwar 
order in Lebanon. Since then, the movement has arguably entered a third 
phase, which has come to be strongly defi ned by its engagement with 
the Syrian civil war, which is beyond the scope of this book. The focus 
here will rather be on the contrast between its performance in the battles 
it faced at the end of the civil war versus its confrontation with Israel in 
2006, which demonstrates that organizations which shift their domestic 
and foreign policies can experience dramatic changes in their military and 
political resilience.  

   FOREIGN RELATIONS 
 In its early years, far more than the PLO, Hizbullah was rather limited in 
its choice of potential external sponsors. This was partly because, unlike 
the PLO, Hizbullah never enjoyed much in the way of superpower spon-
sorship, and therefore could not easily hook itself into existing networks 
of either US or Soviet clients. The movement adhered to Khomeini’s prin-
ciple of “neither East nor West, only Islam.”  13   This meant that it not only 
attacked American targets in Lebanon but also opposed communism on 
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ideological grounds. In practical terms, this led the movement to attack 
Communist Party members in south Lebanon  14   and to publicly “blacklist” 
the Soviet Union in 1985 over Soviet support for UNIFIL, a threat that 
apparently led the Soviet embassy in Beirut to increase its security.  15   This 
meant that Hizbullah’s remaining options in terms of foreign sponsorship 
were Syria and Iran. 

   The Civil War Years (1982–1990) 

 Although the organization would eventually enjoy close relations with 
both states, in its early years, Hizbullah’s relationships with its sponsors 
were each quite different. While its relationship with Iran was rooted in 
a shared communal and ideological identity, both of which were in turn 
the result of a shared process of political evolution, its relationship with 
Syria in the 1980s was characterized by mistrust and mutual antipathy. 
The former was based heavily on ideological marketing and service as a 
military proxy, while the relationship with Syria was, to the degree that 
Hizbullah could manage it, based on coercion. The costs of the latter did 
not quite outweigh the benefi ts of the former, but the combination of 
the two approaches was far less successful than the policies that Hizbullah 
would pursue later on. 

   Iran 
 Even from the beginning, there were close ideological affi nities between 
Hizbullah and the regime that took power in Iran following the Islamic 
Revolution. This was no accident; the same theological and political 
ideologies that produced the Iranian revolution led the emergence of 
Hizbullah. This ideological affi nity was bolstered by, and in part stemmed 
from, the personal connections between its members and members of the 
Iranian regime. Many had studied together in Najaf and Qom, or met in 
Lebanon while the Iranians were in exile from the Shah’s regime in the 
1970s. 

 A central component of their shared ideology was acceptance of the 
authority of the  wali al faqih ,  16   or the “jurist theologian,” a doctrine pro-
moted by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. He himself fi lled this role until 
his death in 1989, when it was assumed by his successor, Ayatollah Ali 
Khameini. According to Shi’ite theology, after the death of the prophet 
Muhammad, religious authority passed to a line of 12 imams who, while 
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not prophets, were nevertheless morally infallible and capable of perfect 
understanding of the Qur’an, hadith, and sunnah.  17   They therefore had a 
divine mandate to rule over the Muslim community. With the passing of 
the last imam into “occultation”  18   in 941, the imams’ religious, but not 
political, authority passed to the  mujtahids , or jurists. These jurists are 
considered worthy to serve as role models for other Muslims, and one 
who is chosen as a model is known as a  marja’ taqlid .  19   Though by tradi-
tion, mujtahids are not considered divinely mandated to rule, Ayatollah 
Khomeini argued that if a mujtahid should set up an Islamic state, then 
the imams’ authority to rule and adjudicate, though not their divine inves-
titure, would pass to that mujtahid. It is this authority, currently invested 
in the Iranian state, which is referred to as the  wilayet al faqih , while the 
person who holds it as head of that state is the  wali al faqih .  20   

 Acceptance of the authority of the jurist–theologian (and the neces-
sity of this authority for the construction of an Islamic order on earth) is 
a central component of Hizbullah’s ideology. The wilayet al faqih is not 
theologically synonymous with the government of Iran in particular; it 
could, in theory, exist in any state which established a (Shi’ite) Islamic 
government.  21   However, in practice, because the Iranian revolution and 
the resulting state were inseparable from the wilayet al faqih, at least in 
Hizbullah’s early and more doctrinaire years, this gave the government 
of Iran a high degree of control over the organization. Abbas Musawi 
stated quite bluntly “Hezbollah’s supreme leader is Imam Khomeini. … 
He spells out the movement’s line and issues directives of the Party of 
God because he is the only spiritual chief capable of refl ecting on any sub-
ject.”  22   Most of Hizbullah’s leaders chose Khomeini as their marja’ until 
his death in 1989. 

 The Iran–Hizbullah relationship was also based, especially during this 
period, on Hizbullah’s utility as a proxy for Iran in Lebanon. Sponsoring 
Hizbullah allowed the Islamic Republic a level of infl uence in Lebanese 
Shi’ite politics that it had not had before. (Amal, given its priorities and 
character, wasn’t really an option, as discussed in the previous chapter.) 
Hizbullah served as a proxy for Iran’s broader foreign policy objectives as 
well, including its hostility to Israel, the USA, and their allies. 

 Hostility to Israel was central to Khomeini’s ideology even before 
he assumed the leadership of Iran; in a speech in February of 1978, he 
complained that Israel had been created by the USA and UK as a means 
to harm the Shi’ites, and had reduced Lebanon to “its present misera-
ble state.” In September of 1979, he referred to Israel as a “cancerous 
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tumor” in the Middle East which was “battering and slaughtering our 
dear Palestinian and Lebanese brothers.”  23   This stance was partly a mat-
ter of trying to make common cause with the Arab Middle East after the 
Shah’s long alliance with Israel and the USA, and partly linked to a wider 
doctrine of hostility to the West.  24   Hizbullah (or at least, cells that would 
later become part of Hizbullah) proved useful in this as well, carrying out 
the bombings of the US embassy and marine barracks in Beirut, as well as 
an attack on the French paratrooper barracks, also in October of 1983.  25   
The lists of demands issued following the kidnappings of foreign nationals 
in Beirut often included not only the release of Lebanese prisoners held 
in Kuwait or Israel but also the unfreezing of Iranian funds in the USA.  26   
In short, the relationship between Iran and Hizbullah was, from the very 
beginning, based on both shared interests and shared ideology.  

   Syria 
 In contrast, Hizbullah’s relationship with Syria, when not openly hostile, was 
almost entirely pragmatic, based on a common enemy, in the form of Israel, 
and a common friend, in the form of Iran. Indeed, Hizbullah’s radical politi-
cal agenda and ideological rigidity, as well as its extreme tactics, at times led to 
open hostilities with the Syrian government (and its agent, Amal). 

 From the Syrian perspective, there were reasons to both support and 
oppose Hizbullah. On the one hand, Hizbullah made an appealing proxy 
against Israel for Syria as well as Iran, and after the PLO’s departure, 
Syria found itself in need of another means by which to exert pressure on 
Israel’s northern border. Syria was also closely allied with Hizbullah’s main 
patron, Iran; alone among the Arab states, Syria supported Iran when Iraq 
was invaded in 1980, beginning the Iran–Iraq war.  27   Both were engaged 
in protracted rivalries with the Gulf states, and both shared a deep enmity 
for Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. In short, the alliance was strategically impor-
tant for both states. 

 This did not, however, automatically translate into Syrian support for 
Hizbullah. In fact, during this period Hizbullah’s goals were often funda-
mentally at odds with Syria’s, which led to open hostility between the two. 
Syria could not support the establishment of an Islamic state in Lebanon,  28   
and though it might in principle have agreed with Hizbullah regarding 
the desirability of expelling all foreign troops from Lebanon, its tactics 
in pursuing this goal were deeply worrying to the stability-seeking Syrian 
government. 

154 O. SZEKELY



 In its early years, Hizbullah’s tactics veered toward the extreme, includ-
ing both kidnappings and hijackings. These threatened not only internal 
Lebanese stability but also Syria’s reputation, as they usually occurred in 
territory under its control. Particularly embarrassing were the kidnappings 
in 1987 of an American journalist and the son of the Lebanese defense min-
ister from West Beirut  29   and the February 1988 abduction (and eventual 
murder) of Colonel William Higgins of the US Marine Corps. Moreover, 
despite its general acquiescence to Hizbullah’s presence in its zones of 
infl uence in Lebanon (especially the Bekaa), Syria was not entirely san-
guine about the movement’s increasing control of these regions. In this 
sense, Hizbullah’s approach toward Syria can almost be seen as coercive, 
although this is perhaps the wrong term, given the greater strength of the 
Syrian forces. It might be more accurate to say that it repeatedly fl outed 
Syrian authority.  

    The Postwar Years (1990–2006) 

 After the war, in conjunction with Hizbullah’s shift toward a policy of 
“Lebanonization,” the organization’s foreign policy underwent a dramatic 
change, shifting from open hostility to proxyhood in the case of Syria 
and toward greater independence in the case of its relationship with Iran. 
Hizbullah’s ideology did not move any closer to the secular Ba’athism of 
the Syrian regime, but the two parties were able to come to an accommo-
dation that resulted in a relationship that proved mutually benefi cial and 
surprisingly durable. 

   Syria 
 After the war ended, Hizbullah’s approach to Syria changed drastically. 
Whereas before it had viewed Syria as a barrier to its radical politi-
cal agenda for Lebanon, after the war it came to view the Syrians as 
powerful potential allies. (This view was encouraged by the Iranians as 
well.) As Hizbullah moderated both its political goals and the means 
by which it pursued them, Syria found the organization less threaten-
ing and was more willing to entertain an alliance, which was ultimately 
established based on Hizbullah’s service as a proxy for Syria in the 
Lebanese context. 

 After the Taif agreement was signed in 1990, Lebanon came under 
what is sometimes called the “Pax Syriana.” The country remained 
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 occupied by 15,000 Syrian troops, Syrian military intelligence served as 
a sort of shadow government, and little occurred in Lebanon without 
Syrian acquiescence. The Syrian regime extracted a great deal of wealth 
(particularly from the Casino du Liban) impeding the government’s post-
war reconstruction efforts.  30   Anti-Syrian political parties were banned and 
their leaders arrested or exiled. Emile Lahoud, elected president in 1998 
(and whose term was extended in 2004 through the amendment of the 
Lebanese constitution), was effectively a Syrian puppet. 

 Syria’s objectives in Lebanon after the war were much the same as 
they had been in earlier decades: to maintain both stability and Syrian 
hegemony. At the same time, it sought to maintain pressure on Israel 
across Lebanon’s southern border (rather than the Syrian–Israeli bor-
der). Therefore, while establishing a relationship with Syria required that 
Hizbullah demonstrate that it did not threaten either Lebanese stability 
or Syrian infl uence therein, as long as it did so convincingly, Syria was 
strongly supportive of Hizbullah’s military activities against Israeli forces 
in south Lebanon. In other words, to forge a relationship with Syria in 
the postwar environment, Hizbullah needed both to reassure Syria that it 
had moderated and to demonstrate that it would make an effective mili-
tary proxy against Israel. These imperatives occasionally collided: 1993’s 
Operation Accountability, for instance, produced potentially destabiliz-
ing fl ows of displaced persons from the south. For the most part, how-
ever, Hizbullah was able to successfully build a new relationship with Syria 
based on its usefulness as a military and political proxy in Lebanon. (This 
was also made possible by the internal reform that Hizbullah implemented 
in 1991, discussed later in this chapter.) 

 Hizbullah made an appealing proxy for several reasons. Syria’s confl ict 
with Israel had, if anything, become a more pressing motivation after the 
failure of the Madrid negotiations and the beginning of the Oslo process. 
Syria believed that Israel had less incentive than ever to open negotiations 
leading to the return of the Golan Heights. Hizbullah represented an 
important source of pressure on Israel and coordinated much of its mili-
tary activity in southern Lebanon with the Syrians.  31   

 Hizbullah also acted as a political proxy for Syria in Lebanon. Blanford 
describes the postwar Syrian policy in Lebanon as “we hold Lebanon or 
there will be chaos”  32   and argues quite convincingly that Rafi k Hariri’s 
massive reconstruction project was threatening to Syrian hegemony. 
(Given the role of Saudi banks in fi nancing the project, it also represented 
an increase in Saudi infl uence, which was unwelcomed in Syria given the 
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enduring rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran.) Hizbullah provided a 
powerful balance to Hariri’s political clout. It was logical, then, that in 
the aftermath of Hariri’s assassination, it was Hizbullah which led the pro- 
Syrian demonstrations in an (unsuccessful) attempt to counter massive 
protests calling for Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon.  

   Iran 
 Hizbullah’s relationship with Iran also underwent an adjustment with the end 
of the war, albeit a far less dramatic one. There were two catalysts: the death 
of Ayatollah Khomeini and Hizbullah’s new policy of “Lebanonization,” a 
reorientation toward engagement with Lebanese politics. But through the 
changes in both the Iranian regime and the party, the relationship held. 
Though Hizbullah’s funding was decreased, it was not otherwise strongly 
affected by the factional jockeying in Iran and largely avoided the schisms 
which plagued other movements (like the PLO) whose relationships with 
their sponsors were purely a matter of proxyhood. 

 With Khomeini’s death in 1989, the revolution in Iran began to enter a 
moderating phase under the pragmatic President Ali Hashemi Rafasanjani. 
This had an immediate impact on Hizbullah. Under Rafsanjani’s lead-
ership, funding was dramatically reduced from the fi ve to ten million a 
month Hizbullah had been receiving under Khomeini’s leadership. In 
the case of some agencies, funding was reduced by as much as 90 % as 
the movement’s funding bodies in Iran became contested territory in the 
power struggle following Khomeini’s death.  33   

 The divisions in the Iranian government were mirrored by those 
within Hizbullah itself. In October 1989, an “extraordinary conclave” of 
Hizbullah’s leadership was held in Tehran to debate the question of elec-
toral participation. President Rafsanjani supported the decision to partici-
pate, while the rival Iranian faction led by Ali Akbar Mohtashemi opposed 
it. Abbas Mousawi and Hassan Nasrallah aligned more or less with 
Rafsanjani while the hardliners, led by Tufayli, sided with Mohtashemi.  34   
Tufayli himself later stated that participation was pushed by the new 
 government in Iran over the objections of some of those in Hizbullah, 
himself chief among them.  35   

 In 1997, Hizbullah came closer to schism than it had ever been when 
Tufayli, whose radical faction was increasingly dissatisfi ed with the process 
of Lebanonization, launched the Revolution of the Hungry, an attempted 
general strike in the Bekaa valley which he accused Hizbullah’s leader-
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ship of ignoring at the expense of the south. This criticism resonated with 
many in the region, encouraging Tufayli suffi ciently that he ran against 
Hizbullah in the Bekaa in 1998. This ultimately backfi red, however; 
Tufayli was expelled from the movement that year and the reforms begun 
by Mousawi and pursued by Nasrallah became further entrenched.  36    This 
shift was facilitated—and indeed, made possible—by the election of the 
relatively moderate Mohammed Khatami as Iranian president in 1997. 
His government supported Nasrallah’s policy of participation in Lebanese 
politics,  37   and in January of 1998, Iranian envoys arrived in Lebanon to 
meet with Nasrallah and offer assurances that the party still had the full 
backing of the Iranian government.  38   In sum, Hizbullah’s relationship 
with Iran continued to be based on a shared ideology, despite changes in 
the leadership on both sides.   

   The Impact of Hizbullah’s Evolving Foreign Policy 

 The approaches that Hizbullah took to its respective sponsors yielded very 
different results. Its relationship with Iran had a high degree of continuity, 
based on a shared commitment to the political ideology laid out by Khomeini. 
The relationship did change somewhat after the war, affording Hizbullah a 
slightly increased degree of independence, but it remained largely consistent. 
A more signifi cant change was in the relationship with Syria, which shifted 
from open hostility to profi table collaboration after the end of the war. This 
helps to explain the very different outcomes experienced by Hizbullah in the 
face of challenges earlier in its career versus later on. 

 From the beginning, Hizbullah’s close relationship with Iran provided 
substantial material and non-material resources. Beginning with the dis-
patch of 1500 revolutionary guards in 1982, Iran provided training to 
Hizbullah’s fi ghters at camps in the Bekaa and in Iran.  39   Iran also supplied 
weapons, including both small arms and more substantial weaponry (like 
Soviet-made surface-to-surface missiles).  40   The most substantial asset Iran 
provided during this period, though, was funding, at times as much as fi ve 
to ten million dollars a month.  41   This made possible much of Hizbullah’s 
activity during its early years. Musawi himself acknowledged that it was 
Iranian funding that fi nanced Hizbullah’s bombings, abductions, and air-
plane hijackings.  42   And while neither Hizbullah’s social service network 
nor its media and public relations machine were as well developed during 
the 1980s as they would become after the civil war, it was Iranian funding 
that allowed the seeds of both sets of institutions to be planted during this 
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period. Funding for the Martyrs Foundation and the Foundation for the 
Oppressed (major Iranian-funded charities in Lebanon) alone averaged 60 
million dollars a year throughout the 1980s.  43   Iranian funding also con-
tributed to the operation of Hizbullah’s newspaper, Al Ahd, and its two 
radio stations.  44   By the middle of the decade, Iran had established offi ces 
in Beirut explicitly for the payment of Hizbullah staff salaries.  45   

 Of course, this relationship was not without its diffi culties. The most 
signifi cant was arguably the limits Iranian sponsorship imposed on 
Hizbullah’s participation in Lebanese politics. Because of the nature of 
Khomeniist ideology, there was little room for compromise or negotiation 
with other parties, particularly the Maronites, and Iranian sponsorship 
increased the distrust with which Hizbullah was viewed by other Lebanese. 
Moreover, in focusing on Iran’s interests, Hizbullah was impeded from 
developing its own political identity in the Lebanese context. 

 A second problem was the issue of factionalism. Though Hizbullah as a 
whole was, in theory, unswervingly loyal to the authority of the  wilayet al 
faqih , in practice, because of the personal history shared by the individuals 
involved and the varying levels of radicalism in both contexts, particu-
lar factions within Hizbullah became allied with particular factions in the 
Iranian regime. Sometimes, this was to Hizbullah’s advantage. When Ali 
Akbar Mohtashemi, who represented the most radical faction in Iran, was 
attempting to defend his position against the powerful parliament chair-
man Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani in the late 1980s, he backed Hizbullah as 
a means of doing so, leading to an increase in support for the movement. 
But what was given for political reasons was also sometimes withdrawn for 
political reasons; after Hizbullah activists pushed too hard for his liking by 
kidnapping the charge d’affaires of the Syrian embassy to Iran in 1986, 
Rafsanjani moved to take over the offi ce through which the hardliners in 
the Iranian government provided funding to Hizbullah as a means of both 
reigning in Hizbullah and countering his domestic rivals.  46   

 During the postwar period, Hizbullah’s relationship with Iran remained 
close, though it did change somewhat, due largely to internal Iranian 
 politics. After Ayatollah Khomeini’s death in 1989, a new group of prag-
matists led by Rafsanjani was ascendant in Iran. Funding to Hizbullah 
decreased sharply from its high point during the 1980s. At the same time, 
Hizbullah began to orient itself more toward Lebanese politics and devel-
oped a more independent identity. Like the PLO before it, Hizbullah 
began to invest in businesses both in Lebanon and abroad that it hoped 
would generate suffi cient income to fund its social programs.  47   
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 But despite these changes, Hizbullah still received a great deal of 
fi nancial, military, and political support from its primary patron. It still 
relied heavily on Iran for funds to operate its rapidly expanding aid net-
work, through Iranian funding bodies like the Imam Khomeini Relief 
Committee, which distributed $95 million to Hizbullah between 1988 
and 2002, and the Martyr’s Foundation. Jihad al Binaa, Hizbullah’s con-
struction company, was fi nanced directly through Iran’s Bank Saderat.  48   

 Hizbullah also continued to depend on Iran for its military funding 
and supplies. While Hizbullah is highly secretive regarding its armaments, 
the weapons used during the July War give some indication as to the 
breadth of Iranian support. In addition to small arms and Katyusha rock-
ets, Hizbullah also fi elded anti-tank and anti-ship missiles (C-802s), UAVs 
(unmanned aerial vehicles, or drones), and long-range rockets capable of 
hitting major Israeli cities like Tiberius and Haifa.  49   

 Hizbullah’s relationship with Iran provides an interesting source of 
contrast with the PLO. The latter’s relationships with its various spon-
sor states contributed to its factionalization, internal confl ict, and military 
ineffi ciency, while Hizbullah’s relationships with its sponsors, particularly 
Iran, did not produce the same dynamics. This can partly be attributed 
to the different foundations of their respective relationships; whereas the 
various PLO factions often found themselves fi ghting their sponsors’ bat-
tles among themselves, by the time Hizbullah faced its fi rst major internal 
challenge—Tufayli’s defection in 1997—it had become strongly institu-
tionalized in its own right, and Iran’s sponsorship had become less about 
providing Iran with greater regional leverage (through hostage taking, for 
instance) and more about the advancement of a shared political project, 
though this had always been a major factor in the relationship. Iran, there-
fore, had an interest in seeing the schism healed as quickly as possible.  50   
Ultimately, Tufayli and his supporters were isolated and constituted no 
real threat to the cohesion or effectiveness of Hizbullah itself. 

 In contrast, Hizbullah’s relationship with Syria changed substantially 
over time, producing very different outcomes during and after the war. In 
the civil war years, relations with Syria were often, though not exclusively, 
hostile. During those periods when the two were on good terms, Syrian 
favor brought substantial benefi ts, including permission to use Baalbek as 
a base of operations and the use of Syrian facilities there for training.  51   In 
a sense, even though the Bekaa valley is Lebanese territory, Syria can be 
said to have provided safe haven there to Hizbullah. Moreover, because 
of its control over Lebanon’s borders, Syrian cooperation was important 
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in facilitating the fl ow of arms and fi ghters between Iran and Lebanon, 
and much of the coordination between the two was actually conducted 
through the Iranian embassy in Damascus. The Iranian ambassador 
worked closely with the head of Syrian Military Intelligence in Lebanon, 
Ghazi Kanaan, who in turn worked closely with Hizbullah, including its 
Special Security Apparatus, the division responsible for security and intel-
ligence matters.  52   The embassy in Damascus also handled coordination 
between the  pasdaran  stationed in the Bekaa and the base the Syrians had 
allowed Iran to set up in the border village of Zebdani.  53   All of this was 
extremely useful, but it was largely the result of the Iranian–Syrian alliance, 
rather than of Hizbullah’s own relationship with the Syrians. 

 Over time, Hizbullah’s violations of what Syria saw as its authority in 
Lebanon led to confl ict. Hizbullah’s expanding presence in the Bekaa led 
to clashes with Syrian forces early as May 1984.  54   The Syrian government 
even went so far as to request the departure of the pasdaran stationed 
there.  55   In response, Hizbullah members demonstrated against Syria and 
tore up pictures of Hafez al Asad in Baalbek’s main square.  56   

 In 1985 and 1986, Syria began moving to contain Hizbullah both by 
requesting that Iran rein in its proxy and by expanding its own military pres-
ence in West Beirut. The latter, however, served only to increase tensions, 
leading to clashes that culminated in a massacre of 18 Hizbullah fi ghters in 
their barracks by Syrian soldiers.  57   This event, called the Al Basta massacre, had 
a chilling effect on Syrian–Iranian relations. In 1986, clashes erupted when 
Syrian forces attempted to rescue foreign hostages being held by Hizbullah 
in Baalbek, resulting in casualties on both sides and the kidnapping of two 
Syrian offi cers. To end the escalating violence, Syria took the unusual step of 
blocking all roads in and out of Baalbek.  58   Hizbullah’s attempts to force the 
Syrians to allow the movement free reign in what Syria saw as its territory 
(albeit in Lebanon) resulted in a net loss for the organization. 

 In contrast, Hizbullah’s new approach to Syria after 1991 brought 
substantial benefi ts. In exchange for coordinating militarily and 
 politically with Syria, the Syrians gave Hizbullah carte blanche to oper-
ate in Lebanon. Furthermore, the Syrian regime brokered an agreement 
between Hizbullah and Lahoud’s government under which, in exchange 
for Hizbullah’s behaving as a “loyal opposition,” the Lebanese state would 
sanction the movement’s military operations.  59   

 Syria continued to provide the geographic link between Iran and 
Lebanon through which fl owed fi ghters, money, and weapons, but as the 
relationship stabilized, Syria also began to provide weapons and funding 
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independently of Iran. After the death of Hafez al Asad in 2000 and the 
installation of his son Bashar as president, Syria began supplying Hizbullah 
with improved weaponry, including 220 mm and 302 mm rockets and 
anti-tank missiles.  60   Some at the US embassy in Damascus believed that 
not only was Syria  a  source of weapons for Hizbullah, but it was also 
Hizbullah’s  most important  source of weapons during the July War.  61   
While it is diffi cult to assess this assertion, it is likely safe to conclude that 
Syria was providing some degree of military support. 

 On the other hand, Syria still constrained Hizbullah in many ways. The 
most serious constraint was the so-called Syrian Ceiling, the unoffi cial 
limit the Syrians placed on the number of seats any one party could hold 
in parliament at a time, in a bid to prevent any from growing too power-
ful or upsetting the postwar sectarian balance of power. Hizbullah did 
benefi t from Syrian patronage in the 1992 elections, when Syria packed 
the Lebanese parliament with pro-Syrian politicians. But the movement 
also did well in the municipal elections of 1998, which were not sub-
ject to Syrian interference, suggesting that without the “Syrian ceiling,” 
Hizbullah might have done better against Amal.  62   In the 2000 parliamen-
tary elections, at a time when Hizbullah was immensely popular due to 
the Israeli withdrawal, Syria forced it to share a ticket with Amal, lessening 
the total number of seats Hizbullah took (though Hizbullah did support 
Hariri as a candidate for Prime Minister against Syria’s preferred candidate, 
Salim al Huss). When Hizbullah performed a little bit too strongly for 
Syrian preferences in the 2004 municipal elections, riots which were very 
likely instigated by Syrian intelligence broke out and the police opened 
fi re on the largely pro-Hizbullah crowd, creating a political crisis both for 
Hariri’s government and for Hizbullah itself.  63   

 Syrian preferences also sometimes forced Hizbullah to take positions 
it might have preferred to avoid. One example was the vote which Syria 
forced through the Lebanese parliament in 2004 to extend Lahoud’s term 
as president beyond constitutional limits.  64   The decision was opposed 
by Lebanese across the political and religious spectrum, including many 
Shi’ites, and a joint statement against the move was issued by Sheikh 
Abdel-Amir Qabalan, president of the Higher Shi’ite council, and Sheikh 
Mohammed Qabbani, the Sunni Mufti.  65   Nevertheless, because of its rela-
tionship with Syria, Hizbullah supported the decision, suggesting that 
perhaps the question of a continued Syrian presence in Lebanon should 
be resolved instead through a referendum (an oblique reference to Shi’ite 
demographic plurality).  66   While there are some indications that Hariri was 
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seeking a rapprochement with Hizbullah, and may even have privately 
achieved one with Nasrallah,  67   the potential for public cooperation was 
severely limited by Hizbullah’s dependence on Syria. 

 In sum, Hizbullah’s approach to Iran was consistently based on a shared 
set of values which Hizbullah was able to leverage to acquire substantial 
military and fi nancial support. While this lessened in the 1990s, the move-
ment still received signifi cant aid. The fact that Hizbullah was ultimately 
more successful in the second phase of its existence than it was earlier 
on when it was receiving signifi cantly more money from Iran strongly 
suggests that it is not merely  having  material resources that matters but 
also how they were acquired and used. Meanwhile, Hizbullah’s relation-
ship with Syria provides a blunt example of the pitfalls of attempting to 
coerce a state. Its attempts to barrel past Syrian objections to its behav-
ior in Lebanon in the 1980s yielded disastrous results in the form of an 
additional and unnecessary adversary and a distracting confl ict in Beirut. 
By shifting this relationship to one based on service as a military proxy, 
Hizbullah was able to gain valuable material and political resources. But 
this relationship also demonstrates that the loss of autonomy that comes 
with proxyhood can be costly in its own right.   

   DOMESTIC RELATIONS 
 Foreign relations are, of course, only part of the puzzle. If Hizbullah’s for-
eign policy changed in the postwar period, its domestic policy was even more 
dramatically different. In the 1980s, Hizbullah’s radical ideology alienated 
many Lebanese, including many Shi’ites, and it refused outright to partici-
pate in Lebanese politics. After the war, however, the organization refash-
ioned itself into an immensely successful political party. This left it far better 
positioned to handle the challenge posed by the July War and its aftermath 
than it had been the challenges posed during the last years of the civil war. 

   The Civil War Years (1982–1990) 

 Hizbullah’s narrow self-defi nition in its early years was detrimental not 
only to its relationship with Syria but also to its relationship with much 
of the Lebanese public. Hizbullah’s civilian audience can be divided into 
Shi’ites and non-Shi’ites. The organization’s approach to the former con-
sisted of a mixture of service provision and marketing and to the latter 
mostly of coercion. While the support it was able to build among civilians 
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in Beirut helped it to establish a base there, it was far less successful in the 
south. Though Hizbullah did make some effort during this period to mar-
ket itself to other communities, because of its narrow and radical ideology 
and rejection of the Lebanese state this was not very successful. 

 Hizbullah’s early objectives and ideology are perhaps most clearly artic-
ulated in a document issued on February 16, 1985, called “the Open 
Letter.” Its central principles are adherence to the authority of the wali 
al faqih, a pan-Islamic (rather than Lebanese) political orientation, and 
hostility to Israel, the USA, and their allies. Based on these principles, the 
letter lays out three explicit objectives: the expulsion of the Multinational 
Forces (MNF) from Lebanon; bringing the Phalange “to justice”; and the 
voluntary establishment of an Islamic government in Lebanon.  68   

 For Hizbullah’s marketing to be successful, it would have to convince 
its target audience not only of the validity of this project but that Hizbullah 
itself was the appropriate entity to implement it. In this, it was only partly 
successful within the Shi’ite community and almost entirely unsuccess-
ful outside it. Its provision of services was more successful in that it laid 
the groundwork for the reputation for competence and honesty that the 
movement would acquire later on, but this approach was largely limited to 
the Shi’ite community; to those outside it, Hizbullah was mostly a violent 
and coercive force whose political goals directly contradicted their own 
hopes for Lebanon’s future. 

   Lebanese Politics 
 Perhaps the most drastic change in Hizbullah’s domestic policy over time 
was with regard to its engagement with the Lebanese political system. In 
its early years, Hizbullah was openly hostile to the Lebanese state (which 
by the mid-1980s was close to collapse) and to most of Lebanon’s politi-
cal factions as well. Naim Qassem, one of Hizbullah’s founders, later 
explained the organization’s refusal to involve itself in Lebanese politics 
in the 1980s as stemming from its military focus during its early years, 
as well as a need to build itself up in secret while clarifying its ideology 
and objectives.  69   There were also strong objections in the Shura Council 
to participation in a non-Islamic government, which were not overcome 
until the end of the civil war. This self-imposed isolation prevented the 
movement from making alliances with other parties and led to (perhaps 
unsurprising) hostility between the movement and the Maronite and 
leftist parties. 
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 A more interesting, and ultimately more damaging, rivalry was the 
one with Amal. The hostility between the two stemmed in part from the 
hostility between Hizbullah and Amal’s chief patron, Syria, but there 
were ideological differences between them as well. Amal accepted the 
idea of a secular state, while Hizbullah did not. Amal was also commit-
ted to improving the position of Shi’ites within the existing system, while 
Hizbullah wanted to abolish that system altogether. 
 Moreover, just as Amal had represented a rival to the leftist groups’ hold 
on Shi’ite political loyalties in the 1960s, Hizbullah now challenged 
Amal’s infl uence in the Dahiyeh and south Lebanon. In villages where 
it had successfully protected the population from the IDF, the PLO, or 
both, Amal retained a great deal of loyalty, but in other areas Hizbullah 
began to press for greater infl uence, particularly after 1985 when the IDF 
withdrew to the “security zone.” The relationship was increasingly charac-
terized by mutual accusations and recriminations, and by the latter half of 
the decade, these tensions had begun to escalate to direct confrontations. 
In a direct challenge to Hizbullah’s legitimacy, Amal fi ghters confi scated 
Hizbullah’s weapons  70   and at times, the two even exchanged fi re.  71   With 
William Higgins’ kidnapping in 1988, it erupted into open warfare. Amal 
members (presumably acting on Syrian orders) conducted house-to-house 
searches in an unsuccessful bid to rescue the missing colonel, and in the 
process detained a large number of Hizbullah members. Serious fi ght-
ing erupted in which Syria backed Amal against the Hizbullah. By April, 
despite Hizbullah’s growing presence in Beirut’s southern suburbs, Amal 
had almost entirely driven them from south Lebanon. Hizbullah’s attempt 
to wrest political dominance in the Shi’ite community from Amal by force 
backfi red badly.  

   The Shi’ite Community 
 Hizbullah’s interactions with the civilian Shi’ite public were very dif-
ferent from its belligerent stance toward Amal. The movement’s early 
policy in this area somewhat resembled its later approach, combining 
social services with political marketing. The framework for Hizbullah’s 
social service network was established in Lebanon well before the orga-
nization itself was founded. In the 1960s, Lebanon’s relatively liberal 
association laws led to the establishment of a large number of NGOs, 
which assumed many of the functions abandoned by the Lebanese state 
during the civil war.  72   In Hizbullah’s case, this dynamic was magnifi ed by 
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decades of government neglect in the Shi’ite regions combined with the 
arrival of tens of thousands of Shi’ite IDPs to Beirut’s southern suburbs. 
Backed by Iranian funding, Hizbullah stepped in to fi ll this vacuum, 
both through direct charitable donations and later through the estab-
lishment of social service institutions. By 1987, seven branches of the 
Martyrs Committee had been set up around Lebanon, providing charita-
ble aid and vocational training, particularly to the families of dead fi ght-
ers.  73   Between 1982 and 1986, Hizbullah’s Financial Aid Committee 
distributed over $90 million to those whose family members had been 
killed or wounded. 

 In the latter half of the decade, Hizbullah expanded its efforts to include 
the development of social service institutions. In 1984, the fi rst seeds of 
the movement’s social service network were planted with the establish-
ment of early versions of the Islamic Health Committee and Jihad al Binaa, 
a non-profi t construction company tasked with repairing Lebanese homes 
and businesses damaged by the IDF, though neither was registered with 
the government until 1988.  74   In 1986, the Islamic Health Committee 
was established, which opened two major hospitals in the Bekaa and the 
Dahiyeh, as well as medical centers and pharmacies around the country.  75   
In 1987, Al Emdad was founded to support those affected by the Israeli 
occupation of the south. 

 Hizbullah also began establishing kindergartens, primary and secondary 
schools, and seminaries.  76   These, not surprisingly, adhered to Hizbullah’s 
religious ideology (as schools run by other religious–communal institu-
tions did to their respective doctrines). The movement also sponsored 
youth activities, such as the Islamic Scouts. While these services were not 
nearly as extensive or well developed as they would become in later years, 
they were still a signifi cant step in Hizbullah’s construction of its relation-
ship with the Shi’ite community. 

 During this period, Hizbullah also began marketing its political project 
to the Shi’ite community. As Norton notes, Shi’ite support for Hizbullah 
was far from predetermined. Even before the emergence of Amal or 
Hizbullah, Shi’ites in Lebanon had a variety of political groups from which 
to choose. Though Nasserite Arab nationalism had never been particularly 
popular, the SSNP and Baath parties both had large numbers of Shi’ite 
members, as did the various leftist groups. And of course, Amal offered a 
specifi cally Shi’ite outlet for political mobilization. 

 Of these groups, Amal represented the most direct competitor with 
Hizbullah, and so one of Hizbullah’s fi rst tasks was to distinguish itself 
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from Amal. This was not particularly diffi cult; ideologically, they were very 
different. (Indeed, as noted above, many of Hizbullah’s early members 
were disaffected former Amal members.) Hizbullah was oriented toward 
Iran and the larger Shi’ite world, while Amal was oriented explicitly toward 
the Lebanese context. Hizbullah therefore advocated the remaking of the 
Lebanese state altogether, while Amal wanted to improve the position 
of the Shi’ites within the system. The difference between them was not 
simply one of tactics or policy but of fundamentally divergent worldviews. 
Of course, Hizbullah was sometimes aided in its bid to increase its market 
share by Amal’s own actions. Nabih Berri’s decision to participate in the 
National Salvation Committee was, as noted above, deeply unpopular and 
weakened Amal’s standing in the eyes of many Shi’ite civilians. The brutal 
War of the Camps against the PLO in 1985 was also unpopular, weaken-
ing its appeal relative to Hizbullah, which stayed out of the fi ghting.  77   

 The increasing brutality of the Israeli occupation of the south also 
increased Hizbullah’s appeal. Even after the IDF’s withdrawal south of the 
Litani in 1985, its “iron fi st” policy of curfews and free-fi re zones alien-
ated the public. The SLA’s treatment of civilians, particularly the practice 
of press-ganging Shi’ites into service, further helped Hizbullah’s case,  78   
and due to increasing public resentment against the IDF’s tactics and 
behavior, attacks on Israeli targets served as a form of marketing in and of 
themselves. Of course, they also had the potential to alienate the public, 
as such attacks, like those launched by the PLO in earlier years, produced 
Israeli reprisals that were devastating to the civilian population. 

 But though disaffection with Amal and anger at the IDF were helpful, 
Hizbullah still had to make a case for its own program. In part, it did so 
using a narrative similar to Sadr’s, emphasizing motifs such as self-sacrifi ce, 
piety, and resolve. It also made use of communal narratives, publicizing its 
work to improve the conditions of Lebanese Shi’ites.  79   But whereas Sadr’s 
approach had been to use these themes to make claims on the Lebanese 
state for the Shi’ites as Lebanese citizens, Hizbullah rejected the state 
entirely, calling for self-defense rather than defense by the state, and self- 
service rather than state services. 

 Practically speaking, Hizbullah used a range of vehicles to disseminate its 
message. Some were conventional media outlets, including the newspaper al 
Ahd, founded in 1984, and two radio stations, the Voice of the Oppressed and 
the Voice of Islam.  80   But Hizbullah also relied on more grassroots means of 
promoting its program. This involved working through its network of mosques 
and husseiniyehs (Shi’ite religious-cum- community-cum-educational centers) 
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as well as its schools and youth groups. Processions and in particular funerals 
were also a way for Hizbullah to demonstrate the costs they were willing to 
incur in their fi ght against not only Israel but also other militias. Martyrs are 
not subject to normal Muslim funerary rites and may instead be “buried in 
their blood.” Accordingly, Hizbullah would parade the bodies of those who 
had been killed fi ghting in the south through the Dahiyeh in open coffi ns. 
Given that clashes with Amal were responsible for many of these funerals, this 
had the effect not only of demonstrating Hizbullah’s resolve but also of rais-
ing tensions with Amal.  81   

 It should also be noted that Hizbullah’s behavior in some Shi’ite areas 
was quite coercive, particularly with regard to its enforcement of what it 
considered to be Islamic standards of dress and behavior. After establish-
ing itself in Baalbek, the movement enforced its social standard by force, 
including bans on alcohol, loud music, and mixed dancing.  82   The degree 
of local resistance to these policies is diffi cult to gauge, as the Bekaa in 
general and Baalbek in particular were already somewhat conservative, but 
these reforms were hardly subject to a public referendum.  83   

    The Non-Shi’ite Public 
 Hizbullah’s approach to Lebanese outside the Shi’ite community was very 
different. If the organization’s approach to those it viewed as potential con-
stituents was primarily focused on marketing and service provision leavened 
with coercion, its approach to the non-Shi’ite public was exactly the reverse. 
It was characterized far more heavily by coercion, and though it did attempt 
to market its program more broadly, this was hampered by its narrow framing 
of itself as a Shi’ite movement seeking the establishment of an Islamic state in 
Lebanon. Its overtures to other communities were colored by this project, and 
as such, were not particularly well received. The moderates in the party stated 
repeatedly that they wished to see the Lebanese public choose an Islamic sys-
tem  voluntarily  and emphasized that Hizbullah therefore needed to win the 
trust of the rest of the population. However, the militant wing of the organi-
zation (dominant in the 1980s), represented by Abbas Musawi, took a more 
radical line. Statements such as “As Muslims, we don’t believe in the existence 
of a separate country called Lebanon, we relate to the entire Islamic world as 
our homeland” and “We are ready to overthrow the regime in Lebanon in 
order to establish a just regime. Whoever rules over Lebanon must adhere to 
the laws of Islam”  84   indicated a rejection of Lebanon’s national identity that 
was anathema to many Christians, and indeed to many Muslims and Druze. 
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 Hizbullah took explicit issue with what it termed the “phalangist 
regime,” meaning the Maronite-dominated government in Lebanon.  85   
While Amal, and especially Sadr himself, had sought to end the Christian 
dominance of Lebanon’s politics based on economic and communitarian 
grievances, for Hizbullah, this was also a theological matter: Under a strict 
interpretation of Islamic law, Christians (and Jews) are accorded the status 
of protected minorities who are allowed to practice their religion freely 
but not to rule over Muslims. Citing this principle, Hizbullah’s hardliners 
called for the demolition of the existing political system, and encouraged 
Christians to convert to Islam, although they offered reassurances that no 
one would be forced to do so. 

 Hizbullah did make some effort to fi nd common political ground with 
other Lebanese and with the rest of the Arab world, ironically through 
the issue of resistance against Israel, calling for the liberation of Jerusalem, 
but this was not terribly successful in shifting public opinion in its favor.  86   
Its rigidity and rejection of the Lebanese political system meant that other 
communities viewed it with deep suspicion. 

 The use of violent coercion against civilians as a means of enforcing its 
political and moral authority while extending its control over the Bekaa, 
the south, and parts of Beirut was also harmful to Hizbullah’s reputa-
tion. This behavior helped convince many Christians and Sunnis that any 
promises that the organization would not impose on an Islamic state by 
force should not be trusted. Hizbullah enforced standards of behavior it 
considered Islamically appropriate in both Shi’ite areas, such as Baalbek, 
and mixed areas, such as West Beirut. In the winter of 1984, leafl ets 
distributed by Hizbullah began to appear in the Hamra and Ras Beirut 
neighborhoods warning residents against the possession of alcohol and 
demanding that women begin wearing chadors, warning that there would 
be consequences for ignoring these “suggestions.”  87   These were not idle 
warnings; during Ashura in 1984 “about a dozen” bars and nightclubs 
were bombed or otherwise destroyed. In a single evening, a group of 
over 100 women wearing chadors attacked bars and bingo parlors in West 
Beirut, destroying furniture and smashing bottles of alcohol.  88   

     Postwar Domestic Policy Changes (1990–2006) 

 Hizbullah’s domestic policies evolved signifi cantly after the end of the 
civil war as it reformulated its approach to relations both with its Shi’ite 
constituency and with Lebanon more broadly. The postwar status quo, as 
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codifi ed in the Taif Accords and enforced by Syria, presented Hizbullah 
with a choice: they could continue to focus solely on resistance activities, 
eschewing participation in the reconstituted government, or they could 
initiate a radical shift by choosing to participate in the elections, thereby 
acknowledging the legitimacy of a multi-sectarian, non-Islamic political 
system. 

 Both positions had passionate adherents. The former was championed 
primarily by Subhi Al-Tufayli, the party’s fi rst secretary general. Under 
his leadership, the movement’s initial postwar position was that while 
the movement would not reject participation in Lebanese politics per 
se, it rejected the sectarianism preserved under Taif, which it opposed 
in any case because the agreement called for all parties but the army to 
disarm.  89   In contrast, electoral participation was cautiously supported 
by Abbas Mousawi, who replaced Tufayli as secretary general in May of 
1991. Mousawi produced a four-point political program, which included 
continued resistance against the IDF, the end of inter-communal strife, 
engagement with Lebanese politics, and increased emphasis on chari-
table work.  90   

 This program ultimately moved the organization toward a less confron-
tational relationship with the government. Hoping to regain access to the 
positions in the south it had lost in its fi ghting with Amal, Hizbullah also 
began handing over military control of Beirut’s southern suburbs to the 
army, which had the secondary effect of undermining Amal’s claims that 
Hizbullah acted only in its own interests and against Lebanon’s. When 
Hassan Nasrallah succeeded Mousawi as secretary general in 1992 (fol-
lowing the latter’s assassination by the IDF), he continued the reformist 
trajectory. 

 The decision to participate in the electoral process was offi cially made 
in 1992 by a 12-man committee, selected from within the Shura council, 
which voted 10–2 in favor of electoral participation (though the deci-
sion was also submitted to Ayatollah Khamenei for approval).  91   While 
the ascendance of moderates in Iran and Syria’s thawing relations with 
the USA in the context of the Gulf War both weighed in favor of the 
decision, there was also a pragmatic domestic logic at work; the hope 
was that it would bring the party offi cial recognition and a podium from 
which to spread its ideas, as well as more prosaic assets like infl uence 
over the national budget.  92   Ultimately, though the decision remained 
unpopular with Tufayli’s faction, it was welcomed by most members of 
the organization.  93   
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   The Shi’ites 
 Hizbullah’s approach to the Shi’ites evolved in important ways after the 
war. Hizbullah expanded its provision of social services and, more impor-
tantly, reframed its political program: if the message in the 1980s was that 
Hizbullah was intent on overthrowing the Lebanese state for the social and 
spiritual benefi t of the Shi’ites, whether they wanted it to or not, the post-
war message was that Hizbullah was the most effective and most authentic 
representative of Shi’ite communal interests in the existing Lebanese politi-
cal context. This approach would turn out to be a resounding success. 

 After the end of the civil war, Hizbullah’s social service network grew 
substantially. Because of the breakdown of the state during last years of 
the civil war, the movement had increasingly taken responsibility for infra-
structure maintenance within its sphere of infl uence. Rather than returning 
these responsibilities to the state after the end of the war, this policy was 
entrenched and expanded. Jihad al Binaa built 25 power stations between 
1988 and 1993, dug a number of wells, provided drinking water, and 
repaired sewer lines. Hizbullah also built 24 heavily subsidized (though 
not free) schools between 1988 and 1993 in the south and the Bekaa, and 
began the construction of a sizeable health services network. Two major 
hospitals (Bir al Abed Hospital in Beirut and the Imam Khomeini Hospital 
in the Bekaa) were built in the mid-1990s, as well as a range of clinics 
and pharmacies providing subsidized prescriptions, all funded by Iran.  94   
Mosques and religious centers were staffed and constructed. Hizbullah 
began providing direct fi nancial support to needy families and to those 
with serious health problems, and offered interest free loans for housing, 
business, and education.  95   

 By the mid-2000s, Hizbullah’s service network was solidly institution-
alized within the party’s bureaucracy and remains so today. Its services fall 
under the purview of the Health Unit, the Social Unit, and the Education 
Unit, which in turn report to the Executive Council. The Social Unit 
oversees Jihad al Binaa, the Foundation for the Wounded (which cares for 
wounded fi ghters), the Martyrs Foundation, and the Khomeini Support 
Committee. The Education Unit oversees both the provision of scholar-
ship funds and the administration of a large number of schools. The Health 
Unit oversees three hospitals, 12 smaller health centers, 20 infi rmaries, 
20 dental clinics, 20 “civil defense departments,” as well as a number of 
“social health programs.”  96   The organization has a virtual monopoly on 
the provision of social services in the areas under its control. Sympathetic 
local municipal government members in the south ensure that if Hizbullah 

HIZBULLAH 171



is opposed to a particular development project, regardless of whether it is 
being proposed by an international NGO, the UN, or a local Lebanese 
organization, it won’t have much chance of being implemented.  97   

 In addition to its broader social service programs, some of Hizbullah’s 
services specifi cally address the consequences of its own military activities. 
The movement had a vested interest not only in retaining the good will 
of the civilian population but also in encouraging them to remain in the 
south. To this end, it provided services such as mobile medical clinics for 
those who were unable to reach medical care because of the fi ghting  98   and 
worked with farmers in the south to prevent their agricultural calendar 
from being too disrupted by “resistance activities.”  99   Through Jihad al 
Binaa, which had teams permanently stationed in some areas, it guaran-
teed the reconstruction of any house destroyed in its fi ghting with Israel; 
after Operation Accountability in 1993, Jihad al Binaa repaired all 6000 
homes destroyed in the fi ghting, at a cost of 8.7 million dollars (provided 
by Iran).  100   

 The motivations for Hizbullah’s provision of social services to its Shi’ite 
constituency are the subject of some debate. Critics characterize these ser-
vices as a deliberate and utilitarian attempt to bring civilians closer to the 
organization for ideological and political reasons.  101   In contrast, staff at 
Hizbullah’s organizations state that their work is a matter of religious con-
viction and has no strings attached, political or otherwise. In reality, both 
motives are probably operating. “Islamically correct” behavior is encour-
aged but not required of the recipients of Hizbullah’s services; I have 
met non-Shi’ites and even non-Muslims who use the services Hizbullah 
administers. Hizbullah denies that it pays women to wear the chador, an 
indicator of adherence to Iranian-style Shi’ism, and in fact, even some of 
the women working in Hizbullah’s media relations offi ce wear a headscarf 
and abaya or jilbab instead.  102   In Hizbullah’s schools, boys and girls are 
separated after age seven, and girls are encouraged, though not required, 
to wear hijab of some sort. It is also worth remembering that the causal 
relationship between support for a militant group and use of its social 
services can go both ways—movement adherents may make use of certain 
services (particularly schools) because they  already  support the movement 
and its values, and therefore prefer to affi liate with its institutions.  103   

 On the other hand, Hizbullah is not in the business of anonymous 
charity provision. Hizbullah’s logo is liberally splashed across its projects 
around the country, and in the Dahiyeh one is surrounded almost con-
stantly with Hizbullah banners and billboards. Even during the civil war, 
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water tanks funded by Iran and installed by Hizbullah featured portraits 
of the Ayatollahs Khomeini and Khameini. None of this necessarily means 
that the movement is not sincere in its contention that the provision of 
these services is a pious end in and of itself, but it is clear that Hizbullah is 
aware that providing social services has reputational benefi ts. 

 The second major change in Hizbullah’s approach to its Shi’ite con-
stituency in the postwar period was in its marketing strategy. The organi-
zation seemed to recognize much more explicitly that its main competitor 
for Shi’ite support was Amal, and that it needed to reach past arguments 
centered simply on communal identity and instead focus on what made 
it a better representative of Shi’ite interests than its rival. Hizbullah had 
two specifi c tasks in this regard: to demonstrate that it could competently 
represent Shi’ite interests in a peacetime context, and to balance the 
preferences of those interested in a purely Islamic political project (i.e., 
Hizbullah’s traditional base) with those who preferred a secular demo-
cratic state. 

 Ultimately, Hizbullah was able to accomplish both. Its “openness 
policy” toward the central government was reassuring to those who sup-
ported the existing political system, and the shift to the more conventional 
political project signaled by Hizbullah’s participation in the elections of 
1992 was intensely popular across the Shi’ite community. After the elec-
tions, Hizbullah’s vocal opposition to confessionalism from within the 
government further reassured those who had worried that the movement 
might be co-opted and corrupted.  104   

 Similarly, while Hizbullah’s leaders took pains to put the feuding of the 
1980s in the past, they still sought to establish a strong social norm of sup-
port for Hizbullah within the Shi’ite community. This was partly accom-
plished through the social services described above, and partly through 
the above political reforms, but equally signifi cant was the way in which 
it, like its predecessors, made use of the resistance narrative—that is, how 
it publicized and interpreted its military actions against the IDF and their 
Lebanese allies. After all, Hizbullah’s raids against Israeli targets continued 
to produce retaliation that caused enormous suffering in the south; what 
they sought to change was the public’s response. 

 There were three specifi c narratives articulated by Hizbullah which seem 
to have shifted public opinion: “Hizbullah’s exercise of restraint”; “the bru-
tality of the Israeli military”; and “Hizbullah’s extraordinary military effec-
tiveness.” While none of these was manufactured out of whole cloth, these 
narratives became reifi ed over time and certainly took on a life of their own. 
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For instance, Hizbullah’s level of restraint in its dealings with the Israelis did 
indeed increase in the early 1990s, particularly after the “understandings” 
(informal rules of engagement) it arrived at with the Israeli army after the 
operations of 1993 and 1996, under which both sides agreed to refrain 
from striking the other’s civilians, and this does seem to have been a strong 
legitimizing factor.  105   However, Hizbullah’s show of restraint would have 
been far less powerful in garnering public support, and could perhaps have 
been seen as a sign of weakness, had it not been explained as a deliber-
ate decision made for the public good.  106   Arguably, the greatest boost to 
Hizbullah’s prestige came with the Israeli withdrawal in 2000. Hizbullah 
has framed this outcome as a victory for the movement born of self-sacrifi ce 
against nearly overwhelming odds, which is celebrated every spring with a 
massive commemorative ceremony in Beirut. 

 Hizbullah’s media apparatus, like the message it transmitted, became 
highly polished over the course of the 1990s. Its posters and banners are 
sleek and modern, its slogans politically adroit, and its billboards eye- 
catching, much like those of the other Lebanese parties. 

 The most signifi cant development came in 1991, when its satellite tele-
vision station Al Manar ( the Beacon ) went on the air. In Lebanon, each 
major party has its own television news station: LBC is affi liated with 
the Kataeb, OTV with the Tayyar, Future TV with the Hariri family’s 
Future movement, and NBN with Amal. Like these stations, Al Manar has 
been an important platform for Hizbullah to express its domestic politi-
cal  program, though it also hosts members of other political factions on 
roundtable programs and holds live debates during election season.  107   
But Al Manar has also achieved a degree of prominence outside Lebanon 
that is unmatched by other stations.  108   Anne Marie Baylouny reports that 
interview subjects in both Jordan and Lebanon indicated high levels of 
trust in the station’s accuracy, particularly with regard to issues involving 
Israel and Palestine, which it covers in great depth.  109   And of course, it also 
provides regular coverage of Hizbullah’s military operations, occasionally 
in the form of montages set to martial background music. Some of this 
footage included shots of dead Israeli soldiers, and the station was blamed 
by some Israeli policy-makers for helping to turn the public against the 
mission in Lebanon.  110   

 In addition to these large-scale productions, Hizbullah-affi liated 
mosques and husseiniyehs continued to be powerful means of spread-
ing the movement’s message and recruiting new members day to day. 
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Since the 1990s, Hizbullah has run youth groups, Islamic schools, and the 
60,000-strong Mahdi Scouts scouting organization. These activities serve 
as powerful socialization experiences, and for some (though far from all) 
as gateways to Hizbullah’s political and military activities.  111   This dynamic 
extends into community life more broadly as well; the movement holds 
rallies and other large-scale public events which are attended by entire 
families, which feature full stage sets, a choir and band (all male), and 
fi reworks. Particularly telling are the groups of teenagers outside the ral-
lies, boys on one side of the parking lot and girls on the other, send-
ing text messages back and forth and giggling, while a couple of adults 
kept a discrete eye on things. These events are not just political events for 
Hizbullah but also social events for the community, indicating just how 
deeply embedded a role Hizbullah plays in Shi’ite Beirut and elsewhere 
(Image  4.1 ).

  Image 4.1    The Hizbullah choir performs at an event commemorating Imad 
Mughniyeh’s death. Beirut, February 2009. Photo by author       
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      The Non-Shi’ite Public 
 Hizbullah’s principal challenge with regard to the non-Shi’ite community 
after the civil war was to recast itself in a less threatening light, changing its 
image from that of an ideologically narrow Shi’ite militia to that of a prag-
matic Lebanese nationalist group using violence in defense of, rather than 
against, the state. It was therefore crucial to reassure non-Shi’ite Lebanese 
that Hizbullah was not attempting to replicate the Iranian revolution in 
Lebanon, a theme which its leaders began to emphasize in interviews 
and speeches.  112   It instead began to frame itself primarily as a Lebanese 
“national resistance.” The narrative of Hizbullah-as-resistance is partic-
ularly important because it distinguishes the movement from the other 
armed movements which participated in the civil war and were forced 
(unlike Hizbullah) to disarm under the terms of Taif. (I once saw a sign 
at a Hizbullah rally, in English and clearly intended for foreign journalists, 
which read “The Resistance Is Not A Militia.”) In an interview with the 
center-left newspaper  Al Safi r,  Nasrallah said:

  When Hezbollah was established in the wake of the invasion and started its 
resistance against the occupation, it did not fi ght and give martyrs for Iran’s 
sake in the strict regional sense, it fought for Lebanese territory, defended 
Lebanese citizens, and confronted an enemy behaving aggressively against 
the Lebanese people. I would like to ask, if we want to judge whether or not 
a given party is genuinely Lebanese: Is there a greater or more important 
yardstick than one’s defense of the land and its people?  113   

   He then went on to reiterate what had become Hizbullah’s offi cial posi-
tion on the establishment of a Sharia-based system of government in 
Lebanon, namely that while Hizbullah of course believed that this was the 
best option for Lebanon, such an outcome must be the will of the majority 
of the Lebanese, meaning not merely 51 % of the population, but a major-
ity of both Muslims and Christians. Both Fadlullah and Nasrallah stated 
repeatedly that Hizbullah had no interest in attempting to overthrow the 
current system of government by force.  114   

 When the movement did criticize the Lebanese political system, it 
couched these criticisms as condemnation of sectarianism, in an overture 
to other groups who opposed the National Pact. Some of this was out 
of political necessity; because of the redistricting which occurred under 
Taif, Hizbullah (like all other political factions in Lebanon) found itself 
forced to appeal to those outside the Shi’ite community and to include 
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non-Shi’ites on its party lists, though for the most part, this “electoral 
cooperation” was merely a new variant of Lebanon’s tradition of politi-
cal horse trading. But other gestures appear to have been real attempts 
at outreach; in 1997, for instance, Hizbullah’s Central Information Unit 
issued a booklet (in both Arabic and English) titled “A reading in Papal 
Guidance: Hizbullah’s Perspective,” which was an analysis of the papal 
guidance communicated to Lebanese Christians by Pope John Paul II, 
and which included an open letter to the pope praising him for his encour-
agement of coexistence, sentiments echoed in a speech by Muhammad 
Ra’d, head of Hizbullah’s political council.  115   Appeals to Sunnis generally 
took to form of appeals to a shared national identity and shared national 
grievances, such as the freeing of prisoners held in Israel and the return of 
IDPs to their homes. It is of course impossible to tell to what degree this 
is lip service to the idea of inter-communal coexistence and to what degree 
it constitutes a genuine commitment, but Hizbullah clearly stands to gain 
greatly from the end of the sectarian political system. 

 The party also engaged in more subtle but equally potent signaling. One 
example is the movement’s fl ag, which, prior to 1998, included the slogan 
 al thawra al Islami fi  Lubnan , “the Islamic Revolution in Lebanon.” After 
1998, however, the word  thawra , revolution, was replaced with the word 
 muqawama , or “resistance.” Similarly, in 2001, Hizbullah’s newspaper, Al 
Ahd, changed its name to the less religious Al Intiqad, “the Critique,” and 
redesigned its front page to more closely resemble those of other Lebanese 
newspapers, though its website still features memorials to dead Hizbullah 
fi ghters. Hizbullah also changed the aesthetic of its campaign materials, 
removing all religious paraphernalia from polling stations in Christian and 
mixed areas in 1998.  116   

 It also attempted to change the visual message of its public demon-
strations; after 1995, these featured an increased proportion of Lebanese 
fl ags and banners relative to those of the party, though these were still 
prominently represented. By 1997, this was offi cial policy.  117   Even today, 
Hizbullah’s skill at subtly shaping its message to suit its audience remains 
striking. At a rally in February of 2009 to commemorate the martyr-
dom of Imad Mughniyeh attended almost exclusively by core Hizbullah 
supporters, Hizbullah fl ags and banners were the overwhelming motif, 
and offi cials handed out yellow Hizbullah scarves bearing the faces of 
Hizbullah leaders assassinated by the IDF.  In contrast, at a rally held 
two months later to commemorate the IDF withdrawal from Lebanon 
attended by supporters of Hizbullah’s various allied political parties 

HIZBULLAH 177



(including non-Shi’ites), offi cials handed out Lebanese fl ags only.  118   The 
organization exerts strict control over its image in the press, with a well-
run media relations offi ce through which all requests for interviews or 
other contacts are processed. 

 Of course, Hizbullah also benefi ted from public outrage regarding 
the IDF’s military operations. The high civilian death toll accompany-
ing Operation Grapes of Wrath, particularly the Qana massacre, galva-
nized public opinion, especially among Christians, against the IDF and, 
for some, in favor of Hizbullah.  119   In a similar vein, its behavior following 
the IDF withdrawal in 2000 offered a clear contrast with the SLA. While 
the SLA had held captured enemy fi ghters in the notoriously brutal Khiam 
prison (which was turned into a museum after 2000), former SLA mem-
bers were mostly handed over to the Lebanese justice system, receiving on 
average between six and eighteen months of jail time, along with a prohi-
bition on returning to their villages for two years (which they would likely 
have been unable to do in any case). Men who had traveled to Israel were 
sentenced to two years, while all women were acquitted. Leaders (tried 
mostly in absentia) received longer sentences of around 15 years. (Many 
remain in exile in Israel to this day.) For the most part, Hizbullah forces 
refrained from reprisals against Christians in the formerly occupied zone, 
even holding meetings with Christian leaders to reassure them that their 
communities had nothing to fear.  120   

 The second means by which Hizbullah has somewhat improved its 
reputation among (at least some) non-Shi’ites is by virtue of its social ser-
vice network. While Hizbullah’s social service network primarily benefi ts 
Shi’ites, it also serves those from other communities, particularly in areas 
with mixed populations. Palestinians, particularly in Beirut, have histori-
cally had a hostile relationship with Amal largely because of the violence 
they suffered during the War of the Camps. And yet in Bourj al Barajneh, 
I heard open admiration expressed for Hizbullah, even by those who 
held extremely negative views of Amal and Shi’ite politicians in general. 
This is partly because of Hizbullah’s strong stance against Israel, but also 
because of the services it provides in the area. In addition to the services 
themselves, the competent management and sheer scale of Hizbullah’s 
charitable works have also won them admiration for their competence as 
administrators. 

 Of course, Hizbullah still used coercion against non-Shi’ite civilians as 
well. It aided and abetted Syrian hegemony in Lebanon until 2005, a state 
of affairs strongly opposed by many Christians and Sunnis, although there 
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were political leaders and parties of every ethno-communal group who 
allied or simply cooperated with the Syrians. Hizbullah has also used the 
threat of force to maintain a monopoly over the provision of security and 
use of force in the areas under its control, including Palestinian refugee 
camps in and around southern Beirut, which could certainly be viewed 
as coercive. Moreover, that Hizbullah retains its weapons when no other 
militant group does so does add an implicit threat to its dealings with 
its political opponents, as became clear during the Hizbullah takeover of 
West Beirut in 2008 (discussed in greater depth in the conclusion to this 
chapter). However, when compared to their behavior between 1982 and 
1990, and the PLO’s between 1970 and 1982, Hizbullah’s behavior does 
appear comparatively less coercive on a day-to-day basis.   

   The Impact of Hizbullah’s Evolving Domestic Policy 

 Hizbullah’s very different domestic policies produced very different 
results. In the 1980s, its use of marketing was only moderately success-
ful; except within some parts of the Shi’ite community, it was unsuccess-
ful in convincing its multiple audiences of either its narrative regarding 
Lebanon’s problems (the Lebanese political system and the threat posed 
by Israel) or the solution to those problems (an Islamic Republic and 
Hizbullah itself, respectively). When it changed that narrative later on, its 
marketing became far more successful. Likewise, while its social services 
reached only the Shi’ite community in the 1980s, and can perhaps be 
understood as a form of patronage, in the postwar period it was able to use 
service provision not only as a way of drawing potential constituents into 
the movement’s orbit, but, more importantly, of advertising its generosity, 
honesty, and bureaucratic competence. 

 In the 1980s, Hizbullah’s alienation of the wider Lebanese public 
severely constrained its ability to achieve its military and political objec-
tives, even though its growing infl uence in the Shi’ite public sphere did 
have some signifi cant assets. The latter were genuinely benefi cial; though 
Hizbullah needed little by way of fi nancial or military support (getting 
all that it needed from Iran) and had no interest in winning seats in 
Lebanon’s government, it did need the acquiescence of the public to its 
military and political activity in Shi’ite areas. In this, it was far more suc-
cessful in Beirut than in the south; by 1986, it was suffi ciently secure in 
the Dahiyeh that the area had become the movement’s base of operations. 
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But on the other hand, even toward the end of the decade, the group still 
faced real reservations from even the Shi’ite public. Hizbullah’s radical 
approach remained suspect to those who supported Amal’s more secular, 
Lebanese-centric project, and its enforcement of Islamic behavioral stan-
dards was not universally popular. But perhaps most signifi cantly, Israeli 
reprisals for the movement’s attacks on the security zone continued to 
bring further suffering on the already battered south. In that part of the 
country, the movement failed to win the level of support it acquired in 
Beirut, laying the groundwork for the diffi culties it would face against 
Amal later in the decade.  121   The movement also had diffi culty in recruit-
ing, especially early on, although this eased later. Even Mousawi (perhaps 
inadvertently) acknowledged this, stating proudly in an interview in 1987 
that the movement’s membership had expanded because parents were no 
longer so resistant to their children joining Hizbullah, and civilians in the 
south had become less afraid of Israeli reprisals.  122   

 Outside the Shi’ite community, Hizbullah sought and received lit-
tle by way of legitimation or alliance with other factions or communal 
groups and therefore had little infl uence on the decision-making of the 
Lebanese state, and little legitimacy as a serious party in the Lebanese 
context. Both its extremist rhetoric and its use of coercion tarnished 
the movement’s reputation among Christians and Sunnis and made it 
seem less reasonable even than the other Lebanese militias. While the 
use of coercion helped maintain a base in West Beirut, this approach 
clearly alienated those who lived in the area. In an interview with the 
Washington Post, one resident of the neighborhood complained openly 
about Hizbullah’s behavior: “We had a free life before … now the 
Shi’ites are here and they think differently. They give orders, especially 
Hezbollah, about drinking and dressing and other things. We’re Moslem 
too, but we don’t like anyone giving us orders.”  123   Although Hizbullah 
was, in some cases, able to overcome the hostility its earlier behavior pro-
duced, this was not universal, and left the movement with a great deal of 
work to do to repair the damage done to its reputation by its behavior 
in its early years. 

 And yet, to a degree, it was able to do so. Hizbullah’s shift in its domes-
tic policy choices, with regard both to its base and to the wider Lebanese 
public, led to a sea change in its overall effectiveness. Its improved position 
in the Shi’ite community yielded increased political power both in general 
and relative to Amal, the ability to launch operations against Israel and 
the IDF without fear of a public backlash, and a strong norm of support 
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in the Shi’ite community, while its improved position in Lebanon in gen-
eral provided valuable room to maneuver and contributed to its political 
resilience. 

 One source of Hizbullah’s improved position in the Shi’ite community 
was its decision to participate in the electoral process. Electoral participa-
tion signaled that the movement had become a different kind of organi-
zation and helped improve its market share relative to Amal, eroding the 
latter’s support among the Shi’ite middle class (a process helped by Amal’s 
own reputation for corruption). By the time the 2004 municipal elections 
were held, they had become by far the more popular Shi’ite party.  124   

 Hizbullah’s leadership was inclined to attribute its success to popular 
support for its “resistance” (i.e., military) activities. Accordingly, it based 
some of its campaign materials on this narrative: one election poster from 
the 1996 election read “They resist with their blood; resist with your 
vote.” Nasrallah said plainly in an interview “We hold the opinion that 
the people who voted for us in 1992 did not do so due to the services we 
gave … but due to support of the resistance.” This belief was based partly 
on Hizbullah’s own polling but was shared by other Lebanese politicians. 
Rafi k Hariri, for instance, felt that Operation Grapes of Wrath had done a 
great deal to increase Hizbullah’s popularity.  125   Hizbullah had managed to 
turn a potential liability into an enormous asset, reinforcing its position in 
the Shi’ite community and giving the group greater leeway in its military 
operations at the same time. 

 By 2003, the movement had clearly managed to generate a solid norm 
of support within the Shi’ite community. Polling of Lebanese Shi’ites 
found that 80 % of respondents supported Hezbollah retaining its arms 
indefi nitely and supported its military activities. Seventy percent wanted 
to see the party grow, and 62 % endorsed its activities “in general,” 54 % 
said that the party had the right to use violence against the state and 75 
% said they would side with it in a confrontation with the government. 
On the other hand, 67 % generally disapproved of the use of violence 
to achieve the party’s objectives, suggesting that it is the strong com-
munal norm of support for the movement that produces acquiescence 
to violence against the state, not admiration for violence that produces 
support for the movement.  126   One attendee at a Hizbullah rally in Beirut 
in May of 2009 enthusiastically enumerated fi ve specifi c reasons he sup-
ports Hizbullah: he comes from an environment in which “everyone 
loves Hizbullah”; his parents and everyone he knows love Hizbullah; 
Hizbullah “protects me against any enemy”; he “doesn’t see anything 
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bad in them”; and “religion.” When asked about Amal, he said that 
while the fi rst four reasons also applied to them, the fi fth, religion, was 
specifi c to Hizbullah. 

 Community support, while valuable in its own right, also helped 
Hizbullah acquire fi nancial and strategic assets. Wealthy Shi’ites both 
abroad and in Lebanon gave  zakat  (charitable donations) to fund 
Hizbullah’s social services, although this funding dwarfed the support it 
received from Iran. The movement’s popularity has virtually guaranteed 
the acquiescence of civilians to the presence of Hizbullah fi ghters in 
their villages and farms in the south. Hizbullah could have gained access 
to these areas by coercion, as the PLO had in the 1970s. But by rely-
ing on the provision of social services and the establishment of public 
support for the movement’s political and military project, rather than 
coercion, as the PLO had done, Hizbullah was able to convince civilians 
to remain on their land, providing camoufl age for Hizbullah’s fi ghters, 
and valuable local intelligence. Their approach ultimately proved more 
successful. 

 Second, the strong norm of support for Hizbullah in the Shi’ite com-
munity facilitated its ability to recruit fi ghters domestically. This has meant 
that it has not had to rely on foreign fi ghters (i.e., Iranians) and therefore 
has maintained its status as an indigenous resistance movement. Moreover, 
Hizbullah’s fi ghters, while well paid, by all accounts are also committed 
to the movement’s goals, which has likely contributed to their effective-
ness.  127   Indeed, because of its prestige, Hizbullah is able to recruit and 
promote based on skill (rather than mere willingness) producing what is 
arguably the most meritocratic of the militant groups in Lebanon. This 
dynamic provides an interesting counterpoint to the argument made by 
Weinstein that wealthy movements will use their wealth to recruit merce-
nary fi ghters rather than committed ones. 

 Hizbullah’s widespread public support had the secondary effects of 
making it diffi cult for the SLA to recruit Shi’ites and lowering morale 
in the SLA’s ranks. It was also able to recruit spies within the SLA from 
among those who had been press-ganged into joining, and publicized 
the names of SLA offi cers along with threats as to what would happen to 
them following what Hizbullah believed to be an inevitable Israeli with-
drawal. This led to desertion not only by Shi’ites but also by Christians. 
Given that in the later years of the Israeli occupation of south Lebanon 
the IDF relied heavily on the SLA, this was a signifi cant advantage for 
Hizbullah.  128   
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 Finally, it was at least in part because of the powerful norm of support for 
the movement in the Shi’ite community that Hizbullah was able to avoid 
a confrontation with the Lebanese military over its arms in the years lead-
ing up to the July War. After the Israeli withdrawal in 2000, Hizbullah’s 
retention of its arms became an increasing source of political tension. Yet 
the army was reluctant to confront Hizbullah due in part to its popularity 
among Shi’ites, who comprise roughly one-third of the military; fears of a 
schism similar to those the army experienced during the civil war may have 
had a restraining effect.  129   In sum, Hizbullah’s improved relationship with 
its Shi’ite base provided it with invaluable material and non-material assets 
to which it had not had access in its earlier years. 

 Hizbullah was also able to generate an increase in, if not actual support, 
at least respect from many Christians and some Sunnis, though far from 
all. In 1996, polling by the American University of Beirut found that 62 
% of respondents (which included a representative sampling of Lebanese 
from all confessions) would vote for a “member of the resistance” suggest-
ing that the organization had in fact gained a measure of respect outside its 
base. (Interestingly, only 19 % said they would vote for a “militia leader” 
indicating that Hizbullah’s bid to frame themselves as distinct from the 
other Lebanese militant groups was successful.)  130   

 After 2005, Hizbullah formed a political alliance (the March 8 coali-
tion) with a major Christian political party, the Tayyar al Watani al Hurr 
(or Free Patriotic Movement). This alliance allowed them a much more 
powerful voice in Lebanese politics. While largely an arranged marriage 
of political expediency, even a purely pragmatic alliance would not have 
been possible in the absence of a change in the way the movement was 
perceived by Christian Lebanese. Polling of Christians in Metn (one of 
the most divided Christian electoral districts) in 2007 found that 46.5 
% of Maronites, 58 % of Orthodox, and 49 % of Catholics were in favor 
of the memorandum between the Tayyar and Hizbullah, while about a 
third of each community opposed it, and the remainder were uncertain.  131   
The director the Tayyar’s district offi ce in Achrafi yeh explained what he 
saw as the positive attitude among Christians to the Tayyar’s alliance with 
Hizbullah as stemming from a variety of factors. He cited Hizbullah’s 
exceptionalism, noting that they “never killed or touched any Christian” 
and that when the IDF withdrew from the south, they refrained from 
reprisals against Christians in the area. He also noted that in a similar situa-
tion, the Lebanese Forces, the Tayyar’s main political rival in the Christian 
community, would have behaved very differently (a contention which 
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has substantial historical precedent). He even went so far as to compare 
Hizbullah’s men to Buddhist monks, in that they exhibit a high degree 
of calmness, piety, and self-control, though he also acknowledged that 
this trust had a great deal to do with the trust that the Tayyar’s member-
ship has in the decisions made by its own leader, General Michel Aoun.  132   
Whatever its basis, this alliance would prove instrumental in the move-
ment’s ability to recover politically following the July War. 

 While this increase in public acceptance—or at least a decline in out-
right panic—yielded mostly non-material benefi ts, in a few instances, non-
Shi’ite Lebanese voluntarily donated important material resources. The 
surge in Christian support during Operation Grapes of Wrath is one exam-
ple. Hizbullah offi cials recount being greeted warmly on the street in the 
Maronite neighborhood of Achrafi yeh, joint Muslim and Christian demon-
strations were held in support of Hizbullah along the former green line, 
and the government rallied behind Hizbullah by refusing to agree to an 
international condemnation of the organization in exchange for an interna-
tional condemnation of Israel. (Syrian infl uence may have had a great deal 
to do with this as well.) Even more surprisingly, Christians from the north 
and east of the country were among the many callers to Radio Nur inquiring 
as to where they could donate money to the resistance, or even fi nd recruit-
ing centers. In response, Hizbullah placed advertisements in a number of 
papers, outlining a variety of donation options, including the cost of a bullet, 
a rocket, or even outfi tting a single fi ghter, as well as telephone and fax num-
bers through which would-be donors could contact the organization. A few 
Christian donors even donated thousands of dollars with the explicit request 
that the money be spent on Katyushas.  133   While these are anecdotes, rather 
than indicators of a broad trend, they are signifi cant in that they demonstrate 
how much the movement’s image had changed since the end of the civil war. 

 But this approach has not always been entirely successful. More con-
servative members of the organization do occasionally make statements 
which contradict its conciliatory line, as when Ibrahim al Amin, the head 
of Hizbullah’s parliamentary delegation, said, in the context of the 1996 
elections, “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.”  134   Moreover, there are still those who dis-
trust Hizbullah. Albert Kostanian, the Kataeb’s campaign manager for the 
2009 elections and a member of its politburo, said bluntly that the Kataeb 
remains concerned about Hizbullah’s intentions and loyalties because of 
its religious ties to Iran:
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  Naim Qassem himself stated … all strategic decisions of Hizbullah are taken 
by the Wali al Faqih, and Hassan Nasrallah reasserted that principle in a 
public speech, saying that he is proud of being a follower of the Wali al 
Faqih and that the latter takes all strategic decisions. So here we have a prob-
lem, because what happens if Israel or the USA attacks Iran? Will Hizbullah 
retaliate from Lebanon or no? From who is Hizbullah getting orders? … 
So here we have a clear problem with Hizbullah, because we don’t know 
what is Hizbullah’s agenda, who is controlling Hizbullah’s agenda. … We 
clearly accept Hizbullah in Lebanon, because despite its foreign links, it is a 
legitimate Lebanese party, we cannot deny Hizbullah any legitimacy, it has 
its supporters, it’s not really a foreign implant in Lebanon … they are legiti-
mate because they talk on behalf of the majority of Shi’ites so we are not 
saying abolish Hizbullah or we must ban Hizbullah, we are saying that we 
have a problem with its loyalty and we must defi ne what is loyalty and talk 
about it so we could avoid maybe further clashes between us and them.  135   

   For some members of anti-Syrian political parties, Hizbullah’s relationship 
with Syria remains suspect, and Iran’s infl uence remains cause for concern. 
This has been a bone of contention between the Christian parties of the 
March 14 bloc (the Kataeb and Ouet) and those of the March 8 movement 
(the Tayyar and Marada). A public debate between members of the two 
held by Al Manar during the 2009 electoral campaign frequently devolved 
into arguments over whether Hizbullah could be trusted and whether Syria 
or Israel posed the greatest danger to Lebanon. What had changed since 
1990 was that, at least among Christians, the question of Hizbullah’s role in 
Lebanon was now a subject for debate, rather than a foregone conclusion. 

 In sum, by 2006, Hizbullah had managed to acquire a wide range of 
assets from its foreign sponsors and domestic constituents. While it retained 
access to funding, training, and weaponry from Iran, it had a greater degree 
of autonomy and a greater freedom to maneuver politically than it had in 
the past. While it remained somewhat constrained by its proxy relationship 
with Syria, this relationship also provided valuable political leverage, allowed 
them to conduct their military operations in the south more or less without 
interference, and provided weaponry as well. Militarily, Hizbullah’s forces 
exhibited increasing levels of professionalism and restraint. Between 1995 
and 2000, the ratio of Hizbullah casualties to IDF/SLA casualties decreased 
from 5:1 to 2:1.  136   In the 1990s, new principles of military engagement 
were developed that prioritized stealth over the fl ashier tactics of the 1980s, 
low Hizbullah casualties over high Israeli losses, and explicitly stated that 
“the population is a treasure—nurture it!”  137   

HIZBULLAH 185



 Domestically, Hizbullah’s improved reputation helped them acquire a 
valuable alliance with the Tayyar, while the powerful norm of support 
it was able to generate within the Shi’ite community granted signifi cant 
political leverage and helped the organization to acquire a number of con-
crete military advantages, including a ready pool of recruits and a check 
on the ability of the Lebanese army to intervene against them. This led to 
very different outcomes for Hizbullah in the civil war and postwar periods.   

   THE CIVIL WAR 
 By the time the civil war wound to an exhausted close at the end of the 
1980s, Hizbullah had experienced both meaningful successes as well as the 
failure of its primary objective. During the civil war, it greatly expanded 
the territory under its control in the Bekaa, especially in the ancient town 
of Baalbek; by 1989, it controlled most of the town’s social, economic, 
and political institutions, from its currency exchange to clothing and gro-
cery stores to gas stations and pharmacies.  138   The movement also increased 
its presence in the Dahiyeh during this period, and by the middle of the 
decade was able to use the neighborhood as a base of operations, although 
this led to bitter clashes with Amal in 1988 and 1989.  139   

 Hizbullah’s military performance was also effective in that they were able 
to infl ict high casualties on Israeli forces (although the casualty ratio remained 
in favor of the IDF). By 1984, Norton estimates that an Israeli soldier was 
being killed every three days.  140   The most successful operations were often 
suicide attacks; it launched close to 30 between 1982 and 1985, including the 
bombings of the Israeli military headquarters in Tyre in November of 1982 
and 1983. Naim Qassem explicitly describes these tactics as being a means of 
“compensation for military imbalance and infl iction of painful losses on enemy 
ranks,” crediting these tactics with the IDF’s withdrawal in 1985 to what was 
known as the “security zone,” a strip of territory along the border occupied 
by the IDF and patrolled by the SLA.  141   Hizbullah’s attacks against the MNF, 
including the bombings of the US embassy, US Marine barracks, and French 
paratrooper barracks, were also major successes. (Though Hizbullah denied 
responsibility for the bombings, they were almost certainly carried out by its 
allies if not by the organization itself.) In turn, the bombings of the embassy 
and Marine barracks encouraged Reagan’s withdrawal of the Marines from 
Beirut and contributed to the failure of the Israeli–Lebanese peace treaty of 
1983 while its campaign of abductions curtailed the mobility of Western men 
in the city, disrupting foreign intelligence networks.  142   
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 But despite these successes, largely because of the antagonistic rela-
tionship that had developed between Hizbullah and Amal and Syria, 
by 1989 the former was ultimately unable to maintain a base in south 
Lebanon. Given its preoccupation with resistance against the IDF 
presence in the south, this was a serious problem for the movement. 
Fighting erupted between Amal and Hizbullah in Beirut as early as 
1984, partly as a result of Hizbullah’s increasing presence in the west-
ern area of the city and in the  Dahiyeh. Amal viewed the latter in 
particular as its own territory,  143   and Hizbullah’s presence in the for-
mer sometimes led other militias to join Amal in attacking Hizbullah 
positions in West Beirut.  144   The intra-Shi’ite tension in Beirut was fur-
ther exacerbated by the War of the Camps—Hizbullah refrained from 
involving itself, and indeed leaned somewhat toward the Palestinian 
side, increasing tensions with Amal. 

 Tensions developed between the two factions in the south as well. In 
the summer of 1987, Amal members broke up a Hizbullah-sponsored 
pro-Iranian demonstration in Tyre.  145   Within a year the two were clash-
ing openly despite Ayatollah Fadlullah’s calls for restraint.  146   Aided by the 
PLO, which was hostile to Amal given its attacks on the Palestinian refu-
gee camps in Beirut, Hizbullah took up military positions in Sidon. Syria, 
meanwhile, backed Amal both in Beirut and in the south. As fi ghting 
spread to Sidon, Tyre, and other southern towns, Amal announced that it 
would continue the fi ght until it had removed the “renegades.”  147   

 And indeed, by the end of the month, Hizbullah forces had been driven 
from most of their positions in the south. In January 1989, in some of the 
worst intra-Shi’ite fi ghting of the war, their remaining forces came under 
attack in village of Iqlim al-Tuffah.  148   At the end of the battle, Hizbullah 
was forced to recognize Amal’s authority in the area and to agree not to 
conduct operations there without Amal’s permission.  149    

   THE JULY WAR 
 By 2006, as a result of its vastly improved foreign and domestic policies 
Hizbullah had become a very different organization, as its performance 
during the July War demonstrates. In contrast with its performance dur-
ing the civil war, in 2006 Hizbullah proved able to both resist and recover 
from the IDF’s attack. 

 From the fi rst night of the war, when the IDF bombed Rafi k Hariri 
International Airport, it was clear that this would be a more serious confl ict 
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that the limited exchanges that had taken place since 2000. After the IDF 
bombed the home of Hassan Nasrallah on the night of July 14, Hizbullah 
launched an anti-ship missile at the INS Hanit, a Saar-5 corvette ten kilo-
meters off the coast of Beirut, killing four sailors.  150   Nasrullah’s announce-
ment of the attack was broadcast virtually simultaneously on television. 
The blast was audible across Beirut just as Nasrallah announced the attack 
on Al Manar.  151   

 Over the next week, the IAF continued the bombardment of targets 
in southern Lebanon and the Dahiyeh, and civilian casualties (primarily 
Lebanese) continued to mount. Strikes in the Christian areas of Jounieh 
and even East Beirut, as well as the increasing severity of the IDF assault, 
began to solidify public opinion against Israel across the political spec-
trum. A strike on Qana on July 30 that killed approximately 30 civilians 
triggered particular outrage.  152   

 Also of special importance was the fi ghting in and around the bor-
der village of Bint Jbeil, particularly its outcome. On July 25, as the IDF 
began its land invasion, Israeli soldiers took control of the village.  153   Five 
days later, following heavy fi ghting, they pulled out. While Israeli soldiers 
reported that they had taken fewer casualties than Hizbullah, IDF Chief 
of Staff Dan Halutz admitted that the withdrawal was a blow to morale.  154   

 Hizbullah also demonstrated that it could strike civilian targets inside 
Israel with both long-range and Katyusha rockets. In addition to the 
northern towns (which experienced regular rocket fi re regardless), it 
launched long-range missiles at Haifa, Israel’s third largest city, as well as 
the cities of Tiberias, Afula, and Nazareth, killing 43 civilians in total.   155   

 The fi ghting continued until the end of July, featuring heavy bombard-
ment of southern Lebanon and the southern suburbs of Beirut, as well 
as increasing numbers of Israeli troops on the ground; by the end of the 
war, Israel had deployed almost 30,000. The confl ict was fi nally ended by 
a UN-negotiated ceasefi re on August 14. Whether or not the war was in 
the long term, a “victory” for Hizbullah or for Israel is still debated. Of 
the three conditions that the IDF named on July 13 as necessary for an 
end to the war—an end to rocket attacks, the disarmament of Hizbullah 
under UN Resolution 1559, and the release of its soldiers—the third was 
not met until their bodies were returned in 2008, the second has never 
been met, and the fi rst has been met only partially; while rocket fi re from 
south Lebanon has been reduced since the war, it still occurs. 

 Furthermore, Hizbullah managed to retain much of its military capac-
ity following the war. Cables from the US embassy in Beirut indicate that 
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the Israelis were concerned by Hizbullah’s capacity to “destabilize” south 
Lebanon, and in particular with the possibility of Hizbullah acquiring anti- 
aircraft capabilities.  156   American offi cials privately admitted that “public 
estimates put Hizballah’s stockpile as high as 40,000 rockets and missiles, 
reinforcing assessments by some experts that this build-up may portend a 
shift in the military balance between Israel and its northern nemesis.”  157   

 But while the ability to resist militarily is important, so, too, is the ability 
to recover politically. This Hizbullah was also able to do. In the immediate 
aftermath of the war, Hizbullah certainly faced criticism, as well as doubts 
from the public and particularly the leadership of the March 14 bloc regard-
ing its judgment and intentions. But if Israel had hoped to isolate Hizbullah 
and weaken it politically by turning the population of Lebanon against it, 
the war had the opposite effect. The widespread damage to the country’s 
infrastructure, the strikes on Christian areas, and of course the high civilian 
death toll created a groundswell of public outrage against the IDF. Polling 
in August of 2006 found that 97 % of those polled considered Israel to be 
an enemy during the recent confl ict; even among Maronites, this number 
was close to 94 %. Meanwhile, Hassan Nasrullah’s rating as “the fi rst leader 
in Lebanon” increased to 31 % in August from 20 % in May. Though a third 
said that they opposed Hizbullah’s  abduction of the two soldiers and a simi-
lar percentage favored a discussion of the mechanism by which Hizbullah 
would lay down its arms, a majority supported its actions and wished to 
see it retain its weapons, though this was somewhat weighted by sect, with 
the Druze most heavily in favor of forceful disarmament. A separate poll in 
August by the French-language newspaper L’Orient-le Jour found that 51 
% of respondents (mostly Christians and Druze) wanted to see Hizbullah 
disarmed, a substantially higher percentage.  158   In the aggregate, though, 
Hizbullah’s political position after the war remained strong. 

 Importantly, Hizbullah’s ability to survive politically did not rely on 
coercion. Rather, in addition to tapping into the pan-Lebanese national-
ism inspired by the war, the organization relied heavily on its existing sup-
port base and status as a resistance movement to justify its actions. More 
practically, Hizbullah also poured an enormous amount of (mostly Iranian) 
money into reconstruction efforts, offering each family whose house was 
destroyed $40,000 or reconstruction services, whichever they preferred. 
(Hizbullah also covered the difference in cost if the latter option proved to 
be more expensive.) To implement this plan, they established a construction 
company called Wa’ad; a total of 92 % of those affected chose to use Wa’ad’s 
services to rebuild.  159   
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 One incident is particularly illustrative of the role Hizbullah’s recon-
struction efforts played in shoring up its standing the aftermath of the war. 
Ayatollah Fadlullah’s house stood across from a large church which was 
badly damaged when Fadlullah’s home was bombed during the war. The 
priest asked both the Maronite patriarchate and the Lebanese government 
for help in rebuilding, but both were slow in responding. As he was wait-
ing, men from Hizbullah came to the church, and offered, unsolicited, to 
rebuild the church and to replace its enormous stained glass windows; the 
church gratefully accepted. Rather than using the war as an opportunity 
to push Christians out of the neighborhood, Hizbullah instead recognized 
the chance for a signifi cant public relations coup.  160    

   CONCLUSION 
 In sum, whereas by the end of the civil war Hizbullah’s policies had seri-
ously impeded its ability to achieve its objectives, the changes it instituted 
after the end of the war left it far better prepared both to resist the Israeli 
attack and to recover politically from it afterward. This demonstrates that 
a change in tactics by the same organization can produce drastically dif-
ferent results. 

 Perhaps there is another explanation. One argument sometimes made 
is that Hizbullah’s performance in 2006 is attributable to the weapons it 
received from Iran and Syria. 

 But while Hizbullah’s weapons certainly mattered (and it is therefore, 
as noted above, worth examining how Hizbullah acquired them), the 
outcome of the war cannot be attributed to force of arms alone. At this 
stage, comparison with the PLO may be useful. Although smaller than it 
had been in the late 1980s, the difference in military strength between 
Hizbullah and the IDF in 2006 was still enormous, arguably larger than 
or at least comparable to that between the IDF and the PLO in 1982. The 
IDF initially deployed 10,000 soldiers, while Hizbullah’s strength at the 
start of the war was no more than 2000–3000. By the end of the war, the 
IDF’s numbers had risen to 30,000.  161   Unlike the PLO, Hizbullah had 
no foreign allies in Lebanon (though those allies ultimately did the PLO 
little good). While Hizbullah’s long-range missiles were useful for strikes 
against targets in Israel, they were not ideal for waging a ground war. 
Though it did have a stockpile of anti-tank and anti-ship missiles, as well 
as artillery, light weapons, and several Iranian-made drones, it did not have 
access to even the small number of (admittedly unreliable) tanks fi elded by 
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the PLO in 1982 and had nothing in its possession to counter the power 
of the Israeli air force. If force of arms alone were responsible for a militant 
group’s survival or otherwise, the outcomes of the wars in 1982 and 2006 
would have been similar. 

 Comparison between Hizbullah in its earlier and later years is also 
instructive on this point. One lesson presented by Hizbullah’s evolution 
over time is that access to material resources does not tell the whole story. 
Even though it was receiving far more money in the 1980s than it would 
after Khomeini’s death in 1989, Hizbullah was far less effective during 
that period than it was after it changed its strategy in the 1990s. During 
the civil war, Hizbullah’s ideology and political objectives alienated a suf-
fi ciently broad swathe of the public that its political infl uence, particu-
larly in comparison with Amal, was quite limited. But the transformation 
that Hizbullah undertook in the early 1990s, when it shifted its message 
toward a narrative emphasizing nationalist, rather than pan-Shi’ite themes, 
greatly improved things for the movement. The process of moderation 
reassured the Syrians and allowed Hizbullah to repair its relationship both 
with them and with their client, Amal. These changes formed the basis for 
a new policy that eventually produced powerful and useful local political 
alliances and a great deal of resilience to both the domestic upheaval and 
military challenges that occurred in the mid-2000s. 

 I would argue, therefore, that in 2006 Hizbullah was able to use the arms 
that it had more effectively and rely on its access to them more confi dently 
than either the PLO in 1982 or Hizbullah itself in the 1980s had been able to 
do, based on Hizbullah’s very different relationships with its foreign patrons 
and domestic constituents. Its relations with the former produced much 
higher levels of organizational cohesion than exhibited by the PLO, or even 
by Hizbullah itself in its early years—by 2006, Hizbullah’s patrons were a 
source of cohesion, not division, within the organization, and both Iran and 
Syria remained far more reliable backers to Hizbullah in 2006 than they had 
been to the PLO in 1982. Its rapprochement with Syria was obviously sig-
nifi cant as well. This suggests that relationships with foreign patrons are pro-
foundly important, not only in their presence but also in their quality. 

 An argument could also be made that the outcomes of these cases are 
different because the intent of the two invasions was different. I fi nd this 
unconvincing, however, because in both 1982 and 2006, decision-making 
on the Israeli side was distorted by information asymmetries between the 
military and civilian branches. In both cases, it was unclear, even within 
Israel, what the ultimate goal of the war would be. This is evident in 
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both the contradictory statements made to the Israeli press regarding the 
aims of the 2006 war and the postwar revelations regarding Ariel Sharon’s 
move to proceed to Beirut in violation of the Cabinet’s decisions regard-
ing the war’s objectives.  162   

 Finally, in response to the perhaps obvious critique that Hizbullah had 
an advantage that the PLO did not because they were Lebanese fi ghting 
on Lebanese territory, I would argue that Hizbullah’s history indicates 
clearly that in its early years, this was hardly an advantage. The group’s 
position in Lebanon, and in the Shi’ite community, was not preordained, 
either by virtue of their Shi’ite identity or their relationship with Iran. To 
so argue means ignoring the serious confl icts between and within differ-
ent Lebanese communal groups, including among the Shi’ites, as well as 
the successes Hizbullah enjoyed when fi ghting in predominantly Christian 
areas. It also means ignoring the fact that in its early years, Hizbullah was 
far less successful even when fi ghting in the same context. In the early 
days of the war, Shi’ite mobilization tended to occur around leftist or 
communal rather than religious themes; it was Hizbullah’s own deliberate 
reshaping of the dominant political narrative in the Shi’ite community, 
rather than an inherent identity endowment, which allowed them greater 
political market share relative to Amal. 

 Of course, in recent years, Hizbullah has at times used coercive tactics 
to maintain its position; in 2008, it did so to its detriment politically. When 
Saad Hariri’s government moved to dismantle their independent surveil-
lance network at the airport, Hizbullah responded by occupying West 
Beirut. The confl ict was only resolved through negotiations ending in the 
Doha Agreement, which revised the terms of the Taif Agreement to give 
Hizbullah and its allies a greater degree of political power. This led to an 
increasing degree of distrust of the organization in many quarters, particu-
larly among the Sunnis and Maronites. Were Hizbullah to revert to the 
wholly coercive tactics of the 1980s, it would likely fi nd its position further 
compromised, particularly given its current troop commitments in Syria. 

 But on the other hand, Hizbullah’s continued infl uence in Lebanon 
indicates that they were not, as the IDF had hoped, crippled by the 2006 
war. In the 2009 elections, the March 8 bloc did about as well as it had 
in 2005, and as a result of the Doha Agreement holds veto power in the 
Cabinet. Today, however, Hizbullah’s participation in the Syrian civil war 
threatens these gains. If Hizbullah in 2006 represented an example of an 
organization particularly well adapted to survive in its environment, there 
is no guarantee that this will hold true in the long term.  
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    CHAPTER 5   

 Hamas                     

          Dubbed Operation Cast Lead by the IDF, the 2009 Gaza War began on 
December 28, 2008 with the aerial bombardment of Gaza by the Israeli 
Air Force (IAF). It was soon followed by a ground invasion. The opera-
tion lasted three weeks and took approximately 1300 lives (13 of them 
Israeli, the rest Palestinian). By the end of the war, though much of Gaza’s 
economy and infrastructure were in ruins, Hamas remained in power in 
Gaza. When Israel launched Operation Defensive Edge in 2014, Hamas 
demonstrated that it retained the capacity to continue rocket attacks 
against Israel, though that campaign proved even more costly for Gaza 
both in loss of life and destruction of infrastructure. If survival is defi ned 
as the ability to both resist and recover, in both confl icts Hamas clearly 
failed at the fi rst, but succeeded at the second. These confl icts represent 
an important test for Hamas, just as the July War did for Hizbullah, and 
Hamas’ response to it can tell us a good deal about its character. 

 Hamas’ performance in these confl icts—that is, what it was and was 
not able to do—was shaped by the organization’s decisions regarding its 
foreign and domestic relationships, both of which, until 2012, demon-
strated rather more continuity than those of Hizbullah or the PLO. Its 
relationships with its primary sponsors, Iran and Syria, were based not 
only on its utility as a military proxy, but also on its ideological appeal as 
 Palestinian  military proxy, even if neither state was entirely comfortable 
with Hamas’ Palestinian nationalist and Islamic revivalist political  project. 



In contrast, its earlier and weaker relationship with Jordan was based on 
the monarchy’s desire both to appease public opinion and to develop 
a counterweight to the PLO. Likewise, in its relations with the public, 
Hamas’ skillful and effi cient provision of social services proved more con-
vincing to many Palestinians than its attempts to market its rather narrow 
political ideology. 

 For much of its life span, then, Hamas has been an organization whose 
domestic policy is far more successful than its foreign policy. In this, and 
the fact that it emerged from a local social movement focused on social 
service, it resembles Amal far more than Hizbullah, although it is more 
often compared with the latter. It has proved remarkably durable politi-
cally, but while its military operations have killed a great many Israelis, 
it has not had the same surprising capacity to confront the IDF that 
Hizbullah has exhibited. With the very recent exception of its partnerships 
with Mohammed Morsi’s short-lived government in Egypt and perhaps 
with Qatar,  1   Hamas’ relationships with its sponsors have been largely lim-
ited to proxy arrangements based on shared enemies (Israel and to a lesser 
extent the PLO) than on shared ideology, which has limited the utility of 
these relationships somewhat and rendered most of them impermanent. 
In this sense, it probably belongs on the border between quadrants B and 
C, falling somewhere between a local militia and a proto-state actor. It 
might be most accurately described as an “aspiring proto-state.” While it 
has not adapted as effectively as other actors in the same confl ict ecosystem 
(such as Hizbullah), it has demonstrated impressive resilience over time 
(Map  5.1 ).

     THE ORIGINS OF HAMAS 
 Hamas’ roots lie in the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
a religious and political organization founded in Egypt in the 1920s 
with branches throughout the region. Muslim Brotherhood representa-
tives from Cairo arrived in Gaza in the 1940s, seeking to establish the 
organization there. They found a solid existing base on which to build; 
Islamic political activism had been a powerful mobilizing force in Palestine 
since the 1920s, when opposition to British rule and Zionist immigration 
was led by Izzedine al Qassem. After his death, his followers helped lead 
the 1936–1939 Arab Revolt. By 1948, the Muslim Brotherhood had 38 
branches across Palestine. However, it was only slightly involved in the war 
of 1948, and its infl uence and membership were much diminished by the 
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  Map 5.1    Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza (Courtesy of the Perry-Castañeda 
Library, University of Texas, Austin)  2         
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ensuing refugee crisis. While the organization continued to exist after the 
nakba, it had no armed wing and remained largely apolitical. In the West 
Bank, which was under Jordanian sovereignty, the Brotherhood more or 
less served as a loyal opposition, and in Egyptian-ruled Gaza it was sup-
pressed after the attempt on Nasser’s life in 1954. 

 During the 1950s and 1960s, Nasser’s pan-Arabism constituted the 
major challenge to political Islam. Particularly after 1967, tensions began 
to emerge between the secular supporters of new movements like Fatah 
and the Muslim Brothers, and so in the 1970s, the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Gaza began to mobilize in response to these challenges.  3   In 1973, 
Ahmed Yassin, a paraplegic preacher and high school teacher founded an 
Islamic community center in Gaza known as the Mujamma which engaged 
in charitable works, ran youth sports leagues, and built mosques through-
out Gaza. 

 By the middle of the decade, the Mujamma controlled most of the char-
itable and professional associations in Gaza. This occurred with the tacit 
approval from the Israeli government, which hoped that Hamas would 
counterbalance the power of the PLO and had offered offi cial recogni-
tion of the Mujamma in 1978.  4   In 1988, senior Hamas leader Mahmoud 
Zahar went so far as to meet with Shimon Peres to discuss the movement’s 
goals and apparently stated that Hamas would accept Israeli withdrawal 
from the territories seized in 1967 and Palestinian self-rule as a possible 
outcome.  5   

 But behind the scenes, many younger members of the Islamic Movement 
pressed for armed insurrection against Israel. In 1983, members of the 
Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood convened in Amman for a conference 
at which it was decided to launch what Tamimi refers to as an “Islamic 
global project for Palestine.” At the same time, and quite separately, funds 
raised by Palestinians in Kuwait were being secretly funneled to Gaza for 
the purchase of arms.  6   (This suggests that even prior to the offi cial found-
ing of Hamas, those inside the Palestinian territories appear to have been 
working separately from those abroad). In 1985, after some false starts, 
Yassin established a security force called the Majd (“Glory” in Arabic).  7   

 Through the 1980s, the Palestinian Islamic Movement’s infl uence 
grew steadily, facilitated by a recession in Israel which, combined with 
plunging oil prices, reduced the demand for Palestinian labor, creating a 
state of economic hardship highly conducive to recruitment. In addition, 
the PLO’s expulsion from Lebanon in 1982 weakened the left, which was 
to the Islamic Movement’s advantage. 
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 Then in December of 1987, the fi rst intifada (which means “shaking 
off” in Arabic) erupted in Gaza’s Jabalia refugee camp. Though sparked 
by the death of four Palestinian laborers when their car was hit by an 
Israeli truck, its roots lay in the increasingly desperate economic and polit-
ical situation in the West Bank and particularly Gaza. The funerals of the 
dead men served as focal points for popular anger, and though they were 
attended by preachers from the Mujamma, these early protests were basi-
cally grassroots in nature, forcing both the secular and Islamic parties to 
play catch-up. The PLO leadership in exile, taken completely by surprise, 
tried with mixed success to direct the United National Leadership of the 
Uprising (UNLU) from exile in Tunisia. 

 In the face of this upheaval, the Muslim Brotherhood sought to estab-
lish an armed wing of its own.  8   Building on the existing framework of the 
Mujamma and Majd, the new movement adopted the name “Hamas” (an 
acronym for  Harekat al Muqawama al Islamiyeh , or the Islamic Resistance 
Movement) in February of 1988.  9   

 Hamas’ early organizational structure was heavily infl uenced by the 
necessities of the intifada itself: the youth wing coordinated strikes and 
distributed aid, the communications wing was responsible for slogans, 
graffi ti and leafl ets, and the intifada wing  handled military action.  10   In 
August of 1988, Hamas released its charter, which codifi ed the group’s 
status as an entity separate from both the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
other Palestinian factions. After Hamas began kidnapping Israeli soldiers, 
Israel fi nally outlawed the organization in 1989 and arrested hundreds 
of Hamas members (including Yassin and Zahar). This crackdown neces-
sitated some restructuring with the organization. Most signifi cantly, it led 
to a shift in Hamas’ center of gravity from the “inside” to the “outside,” 
particularly Jordan. Meanwhile, in Gaza, a separate military wing, the 
Izzedine al Qassem Brigades, was established. Their early operations in 
Gaza targeted actual or accused collaborators with Israel, but in 1992 
they began launching attacks against Israeli civilians (primarily through 
car bombs) and soon expanded into the West Bank. By the mid-1990s, 
Hamas had 10,000 men under arms.  11   

 Hamas’ emergence posed a serious challenge not just to Israel, but to 
the PLO as well. Despite some half-hearted attempts to convince Hamas 
to join the organization, its terms for doing so—40 % of the seats in the 
Palestine National Council and termination of the peace process—were 
simply impossible for Fatah to accept.  12   In any case, Hamas had little 
incentive to join, as there were genuine ideological differences between 
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Hamas and the majority of the factions in the PLO. Hamas’ emphasis on 
Palestinian nationalism through Islamic activism was an ongoing source 
of friction; as one PLO leader put it, “They may call themselves a wing of 
the Muslim Brotherhood, but this is Palestine and this is about ending the 
occupation.  13  ” Relations were worsened by the PLO’s declaration of state-
hood in 1988, and as the intifada escalated, these tensions developed into 
an open rivalry. After Hamas members were arrested en masse in 1989, 
confl icts arose between the two factions in Israeli prisons. The rivalry was 
further exacerbated by their different stances on both the Gulf War (in 
which the PLO backed Saddam Hussein while Hamas remained neutral), 
and the Madrid peace talks. 

 The Oslo process represented Hamas’ fi rst major domestic Palestinian 
political challenge. Despite the fact that many residents of the West Bank 
and Gaza were supportive of the peace process, Hamas opposed Oslo. 
While Hamas opposed negotiation with Israel in general (and negotiations 
that excluded Hamas in particular,) they also felt the gains from Oslo did 
not justify the sacrifi ces Palestinians were asked to make. As Musa Abu 
Marzuq put it, for Hamas “the problem is that [Oslo has] reduced the 
issue from one of sacred liberation to merely a dream of independence, 
a dream that a Palestinian policeman will organize traffi c.”  14   On a prac-
tical level, Hamas resented the power that Oslo granted the PLO and 
particularly Fatah, which essentially took over the institutions of the new 
Palestinian Authority. The new PA security forces were recruited almost 
entirely from among the PLA fi ghters returning to Gaza and the West 
Bank from Tunis and elsewhere, nearly all government posts were fi lled 
with Fatah party loyalists, and Arafat won the 1996 election (which Hamas 
boycotted) with 88 % of the vote. 

 But the Oslo process faltered badly in the late 1990s and collapsed 
completely with the eruption of the second intifada in 2000. This repre-
sented a victory for Hamas; it had opposed the peace process, and the fail-
ure of Oslo and the violence accompanying the second intifada meant that 
Fatah’s image was tarnished and Hamas’ position improved. In 2005, in a 
bid to avoid the “demographic time bomb” of a growing Palestinian pop-
ulation, Israel withdrew unilaterally from Gaza under a plan spearheaded 
by Ariel Sharon, evacuating its settlers and troops, though it maintained 
total control over Gaza’s borders. Of equal if not greater signifi cance were 
the January 2006 elections which put Hamas in offi ce. This not only cre-
ated a new power center in Gaza, in the form of Ismail Haniyeh’s newly 
elected government, but also led to rapidly escalating clashes between 
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Fatah and Hamas, which erupted into open warfare in June. When the 
dust settled, Hamas was in control of Gaza, and Fatah of the West Bank. 
Israel and Egypt imposed an economic blockade, enforced by the Israeli 
navy. In response, a complex network of tunnels was constructed under 
the border to Rafah in Egypt through which both consumer goods, which 
were tacitly permitted by the Israelis, and weapons, which were not, were 
brought into the territory. 

 In navigating these developments, Hamas has had to build and negoti-
ate relationships with both its civilian constituency and its state sponsors. 
In both cases, it has been forced to offset diffi culties in selling its ideologi-
cal project by engaging in the provision of services domestically and form-
ing proxy relationships regionally. This left it poorly equipped to meet the 
military challenges it has faced since taking power, but still able to recover 
in their aftermath.  

   FOREIGN RELATIONS 
 Hamas’ foreign policy choices demonstrate the limits of agency for 
nonstate actors in constructing their relationships. While Hamas would 
likely prefer to build relations with potential sponsor states based on a 
shared ideology, for most of its existence no such states have existed, 
given Hamas’ self-framing. Hamas’ origins in the Muslim Brotherhood, 
an organization at odds with many of the Arab governments, have meant 
that ideological fellow travelers have been diffi cult for it to fi nd. (One 
exception was the short-lived Morsi government in Egypt, with which 
Hamas quickly established cordial relations.) Even the religious monar-
chies of the Gulf have tended to fi nd Hamas’ ideology slightly worrying, 
given that the model of a democratically elected Islamic state challenges 
the claim that their own regimes are necessary for the preservation of 
Islamic government. 

 Therefore, in seeking allies Hamas has instead chosen to trade on its 
rivalry with the PLO (specifi cally, Fatah) and its opposition to the peace 
process with Israel. In this it shares specifi c goals, if not an overall ide-
ology, with some states, leading to relationships that were helpful, but 
ultimately unstable. The earliest of these was Jordan, followed by a part-
nership with Syria and Iran. Its approach to Jordan was somewhat differ-
ent from its approach to the latter two states, which is in part a refl ection 
of the difference in its foreign policy goals in the years before and after the 
onset of the peace process. 
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   Jordan 

 Hamas’ relationship with Jordan was based primarily on a mutually ben-
efi cial arrangement with the state itself combined with ideological ties to 
the Jordanian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. It was a limited rela-
tionship; Jordan provided neither a military base nor funding or weapons, 
but it did allow Hamas to use Amman as a political headquarters for a 
time. The shift in Hamas’ center of gravity from Gaza to Jordan was pre-
cipitated by the arrest of Ahmed Yassin in 1989. Activists from the USA 
led by Musa Abu Marzuq arrived in Amman, where a political offi ce had 
been set up in 1987, and in consultation with the Muslim Brotherhood 
there, took over the leadership of the organization. The importance of 
the Amman offi ce was reinforced by Kuwait’s expulsion of its Palestinian 
population, including many members and supporters of Hamas, in 1991 
due to Palestinian support for Saddam Hussein in the Gulf War.  15   

 As it had been for the PLO in the late 1960s, Jordan was a logical choice: 
Jordan (still) bordered Israel and it (still) had a large Palestinian popula-
tion sympathetic to the Palestinian cause. The Gulf War also meant that 
the timing was right. Jordanian support for Iraq (offi cially framed as “neu-
trality”) had caused a cooling of relations between the monarchy and the 
USA. When Muslim Brotherhood-affi liated members of the Jordanian par-
liament organized a pro-Iraqi demonstration during the war (with the pal-
ace’s blessing), Hamas, despite its offi cial neutrality, was in attendance.  16   

 For Jordan, the relationship with Hamas was partly a matter of political 
utility, and partly a matter of making the best of a tricky political problem. 
While Hamas didn’t go out of its way to try to convince the monarchy of 
its political program, it did present itself as a useful counterweight against 
the PLO, which Hussein still viewed with some suspicion (although far 
less after the advent of the Madrid and Oslo processes). Hamas also rep-
resented an increasingly potent source of infl uence in Palestinian politics, 
and by hosting them the monarchy could both bolster its position domes-
tically and undercut the infl uence of the PLO.  17   There was also a practical 
component to the relationship; given that many Hamas members were in 
fact Jordanian citizens (by virtue of the nationalization of the West Bank 
and its inhabitants in the 1950s, including many of those who later moved 
to Kuwait or elsewhere), forcibly deporting them from Jordan would have 
required a direct confrontation. The government found it far easier, for 
much of the 1990s, to allow the organization to operate under the mon-
archy’s preferred restrictions. 
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 Hamas’ relationship with the monarchy was not the only one that 
mattered in Jordan, however. The Jordanian branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, with which Hamas had long had close ties, was also a factor 
in the decision to relocate the movement’s headquarters to Amman and 
constituted an important relationship once it arrived. In this, as with the 
relationship with the regime itself, the timing was fortuitous. The 1989 
parliamentary elections in Jordan were arguably the freest and fairest in 
its history. The Islamic Action Front, the political party affi liated with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, won a sizeable number of seats, and when Hamas 
relocated there after the Gulf War, the IAF was in a position to offer a 
warm welcome.  18   The two shared the same broad political ideology, and 
in many cases personal ties, given that many members of Hamas them-
selves held Jordanian citizenship and had spent time in Amman. This in 
some ways mirrors the alliance between the PLO and the Jordanian left 
of the 1960s, but with an important difference; while the power balance 
between the PLO and the Jordanian left tilted toward the fedayeen from 
the outset, at the beginning the Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan was, tech-
nically speaking, in a position of authority over Hamas, as the “hosting” 
chapter of the organization. 

 But by the mid-1990s, relations became somewhat strained. This was 
partly due to friction within the Jordanian Islamic Movement. There was 
disagreement between the IAF and the Brotherhood itself over whether to 
boycott the 1996 elections over the peace treaty with Israel, as well as some 
competition between them for authority. Both sought to draw Hamas 
onto their side, putting the organization in a diffi cult position. Moreover, 
some members of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood felt that the orga-
nization should focus on Jordanian issues, rather than Palestinian national 
ambitions, and that members of Hamas based in Jordan (many of whom 
were Jordanian citizens) should do the same or relocate to Palestine.  19   But 
despite these differences, the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas still had a 
great deal in common ideologically, and the relationship between them 
certainly facilitated the leadership’s transition from Gaza to Jordan. 

 Indeed, overall, Hamas’ arrangement with Jordan was benefi cial in 
many ways. For the fi rst time, Hamas’ political leadership had a stable base 
outside of Gaza (and therefore one that was relatively safe from Israeli 
interference) from which to engage in serious long-term planning and 
much needed restructuring, given the movement’s rapid growth. This 
included the establishment of fi ve administrative regions and specifi c pol-
icy committees to deal with security,  dawa ’ (proselytizing), political activ-
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ity, and coordination.  20   Having a headquarters outside Gaza also greatly 
facilitated communication with the wider world, including a number of 
regional governments. Ironically, this allowed Hamas to lay the ground-
work for its later relationships with Iran and Syria. 

 At times, the Jordanian government acted as an advocate for Hamas. 
The most dramatic instance was probably the attempted assassination of 
Khaled Meshaal in Amman by the Mossad in 1997 when two Mossad 
agents who had entered Jordan on Canadian passports attacked Meshaal 
on a street in Amman, spraying a slow-acting poison into his ear. The 
would-be assassins were apprehended by passersby and handed over 
to the Jordanian security forces. A furious King Hussein contacted the 
Netanyahu government to inform them that if they wanted their agents 
back, the Israelis would have to provide the antidote to the poison used on 
Meshaal. The antidote was duly provided, and Meshaal survived. 

 That being said, there were also a number of downsides to the relation-
ship with Jordan, most notably the constraints the government placed on 
Hamas and the ultimate unreliability of the arrangement. The monarchy 
believed that the Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan represented a potential 
threat to its own power and that empowering Hamas was, by extension, 
a political risk. Perhaps more importantly the monarchy was determined, 
after the events leading to Black September and the confl ict itself, that 
Jordan would never again be the target of reprisal attacks for military oper-
ations launched against Israel from its soil. 

 To this end, the government assertively constrained Hamas from using 
Jordan as a military base. In 1991, 11 members of Hamas were arrested 
when $1.5 million worth of weapons were found hidden in four houses 
in Amman, although they were later released under a general amnesty.  21   
In 1993, an agreement was negotiated setting out the conditions under 
which Hamas would be allowed to operate in the kingdom. The govern-
ment allowed several ranking Hamas members into Jordan and offi cially 
accepted Hamas’ explanation that the arms caches uncovered in 1991 
had been intended for defense (potentially of Jordan) against Israel while 
Hamas agreed that while it would use Amman as a headquarters for media 
and political activities, it would not operate militarily against Israel from 
Jordan, or against Jordan at all.  22   But in 1995, a raid on Hamas offi ces in 
Amman turned up CDs carrying plans for military operations in the West 
Bank and Gaza, which, if launched from Amman, would violate the 1993 
agreement. In response, politburo members Musa Abu Marzuq and Imad 
al Alami were deported. 
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 Jordan’s readiness to deport Abu Marzuq and Alami is refl ective of the 
broader truth that Jordanian willingness to host Hamas was always condi-
tioned by Jordanian interests, which were often at odds with those of their 
guests. The most signifi cant of these confl icts was, of course, the peace 
process. As early as 1991, concerned that the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Hamas might upend the Madrid negotiations, the government excluded 
the Muslim Brotherhood from the Cabinet entirely.  23   After the signing of 
the Wadi Araba agreement in 1994, the presence of Hamas’ headquarters 
in Amman put the regime in an increasingly diffi cult spot.  24   By 1995, 
senior Hamas members were being arrested or detained by the intelligence 
services.  25   While the government response to the attempt on Meshaal’s life 
temporarily improved relations, this warming was short lived. In 1999, the 
Jordanian government closed Hamas’ offi ces in Amman, arrested Meshaal 
and other Hamas leaders, and deported them to Qatar.  26   

 With the loss of its headquarters in Amman, Hamas offi cially relo-
cated its headquarters to Damascus; by this stage, the organization was 
already closely allied with Syria, and with Iran as well. But Syria and Iran 
were in some ways odd sponsors for Hamas. Syria brutally suppressed its 
own branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, and Iran’s Islamic Revolution 
was explicitly Shi’ite, based partly on narratives of Shi’ite victimization 
by Sunnis. Both relationships were based heavily on Hamas’ utility as a 
military proxy and a shared antipathy for Israel, although Hamas has also 
leveraged its increased prestige (relative to Fatah and the PLO) as the new 
standard bearer of armed Palestinian resistance in the aftermath of the 
Oslo Accords. For the most part, however, these relationships have been 
marriages of convenience.  

   Syria 

 Syria’s sponsorship of Hamas was fi rst and foremost a pragmatic arrange-
ment. As a Sunni Islamist movement, Hamas has little in common ideo-
logically or communally with either the secular, Baathist, Syrian state or 
its Alawite ruling family. The Baathist regime has long been hostile to the 
Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, bombing their stronghold in 
the city of Hama in 1982 and killing between 10,000 and 30,000 people. 
From this perspective, despite whatever sympathy Hafez al Asad or his 
son, Bashar, might have had for the Palestinian national movement in 
general, Hamas in particular represents perhaps the oddest choice of all 
the Palestinian factions as a Syrian client. 
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 But Asad’s regime nevertheless had two very good reasons to adopt 
Hamas as a military proxy. The fi rst was that Hamas was well positioned 
to launch attacks against Israel, a source of pressure which Syria very 
much favored after the failure of Madrid. The second was that sponsor-
ship of Hamas gave Syria a powerful means of infl uencing the domestic 
Palestinian political arena. 

 In 1993, in reaction to the Oslo process, Syria formed an organization 
composed of those factions who rejected negotiation with Israel called 
the Alliance of Palestinian Forces, meant to serve as a counterweight to 
the PLO. Earlier coalitions set up by the Syrians (the Rejection Front in 
1974 and the National Alliance and Palestinian National Salvation Front 
in 1984) had been strictly secular-nationalist, much like the Syrian regime 
itself.  27   But in 1993, perhaps in recognition of Hamas’ infl uence and its 
status as the most signifi cant armed force opposed to Oslo operating 
inside historical Palestine, the Islamist parties were included.  28   In compari-
son with the other, smaller factions, most of which were Damascus-based 
splinter factions of larger groups whose branches in Palestine remained 
within the PLO, Hamas added an aura of legitimacy to the new organiza-
tion.  29   Veiled comments praising Hamas began to appear in the press, by 
fi gures as prominent as Vice President Abdel Halim Khaddam  30   and even 
Hafez al Asad himself.  31   

 Though Syria and Hamas had little in common ideologically, they did 
share certain regional interests. Hamas’ public rejection of both Madrid 
and Oslo, as well as its stated neutrality during the Gulf War when the 
PLO sided with Syria’s enemy, Iraq, made it a plausible proxy in a way 
other factions were not. Moreover, Hamas’ actions had already served to 
further Syria’s regional agenda. Its opposition to Oslo had served to block 
a full Palestinian consensus behind either the peace process or Arafat’s 
leadership of the PA. 

 Moreover, though Hamas’ use of violence was intended to advance 
Hamas’ policy preferences, it also served Syria’s. Hamas launched 52 vio-
lent attacks against Israel between 1992 and 2000 (the vast majority in 
1993 and 1994). After the outbreak of the second intifada in 2000, its 
attacks on civilian targets inside Israel helped to badly damage the peace 
process, a development welcomed by Syria since it hoped to prevent a 
Palestinian-Israeli treaty that would leave Syria as the last to negotiate with 
Israel.  32   The number of suicide bombings peaked in 2002 (with attacks in 
general peaking in 2003). While it declined sharply the following year,  33   
the move away from suicide bombing did not represent a renunciation 
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of violence, but rather a shift in tactics. Rocket attacks from Gaza (which 
numbered 3500 in 2008, employing either mortars or, increasingly, home-
made Qassem rockets) allowed Hamas to maintain pressure on Israel and 
put Palestinian moderates in a diffi cult position, objectives that served 
Syria’s aims as well. 

 Finally, Hamas also served as a useful political proxy; after its electoral 
victory in 2006, it was able to offer Syria greater political access in the 
Palestinian political arena than it had had since the 1970s. While advanc-
ing Syrian interests was not Hamas’ main motivation, the result was still 
that Syria had a strong motivation to continue providing Hamas with 
resources.  34    

   Iran 

 Hamas’ relationship with Iran was similarly based on its ability to act as 
an indirect military proxy against Israel. If Syria wanted to see the Oslo 
process derailed, Iran not only concurred, it also welcomed Hamas’ 
ability to divide the IDF’s attention with regard to its confl ict with 
Hizbullah in south Lebanon. Hamas also benefi ted from the fact that 
the need for a Palestinian proxy was itself a component of Iran’s self-
image as a state. Iranian support for the Palestinians dates to the days 
immediately following the 1979 revolution, when Khomeini offered 
immediate and enthusiastic support to the PLO, giving it the former 
Israeli embassy as its diplomatic mission in Tehran. One of the many 
popular stories surrounding Khomeini is that he said to have smiled 
only once in public—upon meeting Arafat in 1979.  35   Opposition to 
Israel was a key feature of the new Islamic Republic’s doctrine, both 
because the deposed Shah had been Israel’s ally, and because advo-
cating the liberation of Jerusalem represented an important piece of 
religious and ideological common ground between Iran and the pre-
dominantly Sunni Arab states. 

 But when Arafat chose to support Saddam Hussein’s Iraq during the 
Iran–Iraq war the Iranian–PLO relationship soured, leaving Iran without 
a Palestinian client. When Hamas appeared, it was a natural (and enthu-
siastic) replacement. Its rejection of Oslo and its neutrality (at least as 
compared with the PLO) during the Gulf War further facilitated its mem-
bership in the Syrian–Iranian axis. As early as 1990, Interior Minister Ali 
Akbar Mohtashemi, after criticizing Arafat as “not a person who favors the 
liberation of Palestine,” said in an interview:
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  Now if the Palestinians see that an Islamic country like Iran has started to 
help them practically, and Iran has converted its slogans into action, then the 
Palestinian masses will follow the Islamic Republic of Iran’s model and regard-
less of what the non-Islamic groups dictate to them, they will follow Iran.  36   

   That December, when Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati received the 
leaders of the rejectionist Palestinian groups (Fatah-Intifada, the PFLP-GC, 
the communists, Al Saiqa, and several others), he singled Hamas out for 
special praise in the Iranian press and tacitly identifi ed its struggle with 
Iran’s, stating that the “anti-Zionist struggle will not reach any conclu-
sion without Islam” and that Iran’s “efforts toward the Palestinian issue 
stem from its commitment and its feeling of responsibility.”  37   Mohtashemi 
even framed the intifada (somewhat inaccurately) as being explicitly 
Islamic in motivation.  38   By 1992, Musa Abu Marzuq had traveled person-
ally to Tehran to brief the government on the situation in the Palestinian 
Territories,  39   Iran’s state media had announced that Iran was providing 
Hamas with “political backing,”  40   Hamas had been granted a permanent 
offi ce in Tehran  41   and the Iranian foreign ministry was publicly encourag-
ing the formation of a new Palestinian “rejection front” aimed at isolating 
the PLO and strengthening Hamas.  42   In 1995, Hamas’ announcement 
that it would hold celebrations of the Iranian-sponsored “Jerusalem Day” 
inside Palestine was warmly welcomed by the Iranian government.  43   This 
rhetoric indicates an effort to frame Hamas and the project of Palestinian 
resistance as refl ecting the Islamic Republic’s own political values, and 
sponsorship of Hamas as furthering those values. Doctrinal differences 
between Sunni Hamas and the Shi’ite Islamic Republic were papered over 
or ignored. It is impossible to know to what degree these statements were 
sincere and to what degree they represent a more cynical appeal to a pan- 
Islamism which the regime has not as a rule embraced, but it seems likely 
that Hamas appealed to both motivations.  

   The Consequences of Hamas’ Foreign Policy 

 Hamas’ relationships with its sponsors provided a wide range of resources. 
To begin with, it received funding from both. In 1992, unnamed sources 
inside the Iranian government acknowledged that Hamas was receiving 
$20 million in donations from Iran, fi ve times what it had received in 
1989, prior to the cooling of Iran’s relationship with the PLO over the 
Gulf War.  44   Mishal and Sela estimate that though its early funding was 
mostly internal, by 1995, at least half was coming from Iran.  45   
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 Second, these relationships provided Hamas with “offi ce space” out-
side of historical Palestine. This proved invaluable given the limitations 
that the occupation of Gaza and the West Bank place on the leadership’s 
operations inside the territories, particularly after the movement’s expul-
sion from Jordan in 1999. What had been an important but secondary 
offi ce in Damascus became the group’s new headquarters, where its lead-
ership could strategize, meet with foreign parties, and engage with the 
media without interference from the IDF. The Syrian regime also pro-
vided considerable more leeway in terms of military planning than the 
Jordanians had. 

 There are also resources that Syria and Iran collaborated in providing for 
Hamas. To begin with, inclusion in the Syrian–Iranian political axis increased 
the movement’s regional political infl uence by virtue of embedding it an 
existing alliance network. One side effect of this was that Hamas was fi nally 
able to establish a foothold in the refugee camps of Lebanon, where it pre-
viously had little presence, because the alliance with Iran granted it space 
under Hizbullah’s umbrella in the Lebanese political context.  46   

 The two also cooperated in the area of training. As early as 1992, reports 
appeared suggesting that Iran was offering training to Hamas fi ghters.  47   
In a 2008 interview with the late Marie Colvin of the  Times  of London, 
an anonymous commander of Hamas’ Izzedine al Qassem brigades 
explained that in early 2006 Hamas began sending its elite fi ghters (its 
“best brains”) to Iran to receive training from the Revolutionary Guards. 
Within two years, 300 Al Qassem brigade fi ghters had been trained Iran, 
and over 700 in Syria (where the trainers themselves had been trained in 
Iran). According to the commander, after 45 days to 6 months of intense 
training “They come home with more abilities that we need … such as 
high-tech capabilities, knowledge about land mines and rockets, sniping, 
and fi ghting tactics.” Much of the training was focused on making the 
best out locally available materials for the manufacture of weapons. The 
Shawas 4 mine, for instance, was, according to some sources, developed 
with Iranian help.  48   This is corroborated by Israeli sources. Yuval Diskin, 
director of the Shin Bet said frankly:

  What we see that is more dangerous than any weapons is the training that 
Iran has promised Hamas. We know that Hamas has started to dispatch 
people to Iran, tens with the promise of hundreds, for months and maybe 
years of training. I see this as the strategic challenge more than any smug-
gled weapons. You need expertise to use weapons, and in the long run the 
Iranian training is what is dangerous.  49   
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   Of course, training in how to make weapons is not the same thing as 
the provision of actual weapons. Although Iran and Syria have provided 
Hamas with some advanced arms, it still relies heavily on unsophisticated, 
homemade Qassem rockets. While these have improved somewhat over 
the years, they remain unreliable and inaccurate.  50   They also used crude 
mortars (unguided munitions fi red from a tripod), some homemade and 
some (those with longer ranges) smuggled in through the tunnels, pro-
vided directly or indirectly by Hamas’ sponsors.  51   

 There is evidence, though, that Hamas has received better weapons in recent 
years. Between 2008 and 2012, they launched several Russian Grads, which 
have a range of 20 kilometers but can go as far as 40. The IDF has also found 
exploded Chinese 122mm Weishi-1e rockets as far as Beer Sheba.  52   During 
Operation Cast Lead, Hamas used anti-tank weapons, RPGs, and hand gre-
nades, in addition to small arms (AK-47s, handguns, etc.) whose provenance 
is harder to trace. Operation Defensive Edge in 2014 revealed that Hamas had 
stockpiles of M-302 rockets, also provided by Syria, capable of reaching targets 
to the north of Tel Aviv. Israeli offi cials certainly believed, immediately after 
Operation Cast Lead, that Iran had been actively arming Hamas:

  In response to a query on the sophistication of Hamas weapons, [Deputy 
Chief of Staff] Harel stated that Hamas had Chinese and Iranian made 
122mm rockets with a range out to 30 kilometers. The Iranian version of 
the 122mm was designed specifi cally for Hamas, as it came in four pieces 
that could fi t through narrow tunnels and be reassembled in Gaza. Harel 
also stated that sophisticated anti-tank guided missiles (ATGMs) were found 
in Gaza, to include the Russian made KONKOURS system. Hamas also had 
SA-7 surface-to-air missiles and sophisticated improvised explosive devices 
of all varieties. Lastly, Harel said that Israel has sensitive intelligence that 
Iran is constructing an additional Hamas-specifi c missile, based on the Fajr, 
that will have a range beyond 40 kilometers.  53   

   But Hamas’ relationships with Iran and Syria proved limited in important 
ways. Neither was able to provide open and effective political advocacy at 
the international level. This lack was keenly felt after the foreign aid upon 
which the Palestinian Authority had relied was cut off and Gaza blockaded 
by Israel in 2006, creating a painful economic and humanitarian situation. 
Lifting the blockade would immeasurably improve both Hamas’ stand-
ing domestically and the quality of life in Gaza, but Syria and Iran lacked 
the leverage to advocate on Hamas’ behalf because of their international 
isolation. 
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 In addition to the limits on what Iran and Syria could provide, there 
were also limits on what they  would  provide. Both states were focused 
on providing Hamas with resources that would help the organization 
in its pursuit of their shared goals. As with the PLO before it, Syria did 
not allow Hamas to launch attacks against Israel from Syrian territory, 
although unlike Jordan it did allow them to plan them there. Moreover, 
the weapons it has provided have been mostly offensive, aimed at putting 
pressure on Israel and deterring it from certain actions, rather than defen-
sive, aimed at preventing further harm to Gaza. 

 True, Hamas seems to have been able to avoid any serious loss of auton-
omy, particularly since the takeover of Gaza in 2007, and the fact that Iran 
and Syria have fairly similar foreign policy goals has largely protected the 
movement from the internal tug of war which did such damage to the 
PLO. But the relationship has nevertheless at times seemed to increase 
tensions between the Gaza leadership and the headquarters in Damascus 
(as will be discussed further later in the chapter). Moreover, Hamas has 
been criticized by other Palestinian factions (notably, and unsurprisingly, 
Fatah) for acting as a proxy for Syria and Iran at the expense of Palestinian 
interests. In a criticism also levied at other Syrian clients, a senior Fatah 
offi cial in Lebanon said bluntly “when I talk about Hamas, I cannot 
say they are Palestinians, because they are implementing a mandate for 
Iran, or Syria.”  54   Moreover, as noted above, proxy relationships tend to 
be most useful in providing material (or militarily oriented non-material) 
resources, rather than international political advocacy or infl uence, assets 
which would perhaps have been helpful during and after the Gaza War. 

 Finally, Hamas’ relationships with Syria and Iran represent the lim-
its inherent in a relationship that lacks a shared ideological foundation. 
The partnership between Hamas and the Asad regime proved unable to 
withstand the shock produced by the onset of the civil war in Syria. The 
extraordinary violence of the regime’s response to the uprising, the ethnic 
narrative encouraged by both the regime and some of the rebels, and the 
views of the Palestinian public toward the war all provided Hamas with 
a powerful incentive to distance itself from Syria. The siege and bom-
bardment of the Yarmouk refugee camp, home to 150,000 Palestinians 
as well as Hamas’ offi ces, further soured relations between Hamas and 
the regime. Meanwhile, the ascendance of the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt as well as a newly assertive regional policy from Turkey and Qatar 
suggested, at least briefl y, that a new political axis that might be more 
ideologically appealing to Hamas was emerging in the region. 
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 By the beginning of 2012, Hamas had relocated its headquarters from 
Damascus to Doha and Cairo.  55   In February, Ismail Haniyeh gave a speech 
at the Al Azhar mosque in Cairo in which he stated “I salute the Syrian 
people who seek freedom, democracy, and reform,” an implicit rebuke 
to its former sponsor.  56   As of 2016, the relationship between the two 
seems to have been entirely severed. Hamas’ relationship with Iran was, 
by extension, weakened as well, though perhaps not entirely destroyed. 
Given that the Morsi government was overthrown in the 2013 military 
coup that brought Abdel Fattah al Sisi to power, this has left Hamas in 
a rather lonely spot with regard to its foreign policy. It is perhaps early 
to assess how this will shape Hamas’ prospects in the long term, but the 
collapse of the alliance with Syria is a strong illustration of the fragility of 
relationships based on a shared enmity rather than a shared ideology.   

   DOMESTIC RELATIONSHIPS 
 Despite the changing circumstances in Palestine—from the fi rst intifada to 
the second, from the onset of the Oslo process to its eventual collapse, and 
from Hamas’ boycott of the 1996 elections to its victory in 2006—Hamas’ 
domestic policy has remained remarkably consistent. Its approach to the 
civilian population in Palestine is based on a combination of marketing and 
service provision, as well as some coercion, mostly of members of rival fac-
tions. Hamas presents an interesting contrast to the movements discussed 
in previous chapters because its marketing was ultimately far less successful 
than its provision of social services in improving its wider  reputation. The 
Islamic Movement politicians interviewed for this book often referred to 
Hamas’ Islamic identity as being a major basis for their support, but in fact 
what seems to have been more convincing for many voters was its reputa-
tion for honesty, and its status as the principal alternative to Fatah, all attri-
butes which its social service network helped to promote.  57   

   Marketing 

 Hamas markets itself to Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza as a religious 
and nationalist resistance movement. Each of these components of its iden-
tity has proved important in different ways. While its status as a Palestinian 
nationalist movement has been more useful abroad, in the Palestinian con-
text it has been its religious identity (and at times, its continued emphasis on 
violent resistance) that distinguishes Hamas from most of its rivals. 
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 When asked why they believed Palestinians supported their party, all of 
the Change and Reform members of the Palestine Legislative Council (the 
Palestinian parliament) interviewed cited the movement’s Islamic character 
as being of paramount importance, and most contended that the majority 
of Palestinians are religious.  58   One Change and Reform member of the PLC 
referred bluntly to religion as “part of our heritage,” and suggested that even 
the formerly secular leftist parties like the DFLP, PFLP, and the communists 
were becoming more religious (though conversations with members of the 
PFLP and other leftist parties suggested this is not universally true). 

 There is also a subtle contradiction in the way those interviewed 
characterized Palestinian society’s relationship with Hamas. On the one 
hand, all of those interviewed contended that Hamas’ Islamic orientation 
refl ected the existing and essential nature of Palestinian society, and that 
in this sense, support for Hamas is a natural expression of the Palestinian 
national character. On the other hand, most of those interviewed also 
expressed reformist or revivalist sentiments. Ahmad Ali Ahmad, a Change 
and Reform legislator from Nablus, told me “The fi rst reason we estab-
lished the Islamic Movement here [in Palestine] is because it is an Islamic 
society, but people don’t use the same values that are found in the Sunna 
and Qur’an, and the Islamic history, and we think it’s our obligation to 
bring these values back.”  59   When pressed, his description of those values 
sounded more politically reformist than religiously revivalist, including 
goals like freedom of belief, protection of life, protection of the mind, 
property and health, and keeping the “human being as a human.” 

 Those interviewed saw religion and politics—or rather, Hamas’ reli-
gious and political projects—as inherently linked.  60   One parliamentarian 
explained that the struggle against the occupation is rooted in Muslim 
doctrine (and Hamas’ political origins in the Muslim Brotherhood) 
though both are based in Palestinian national aspirations. He told me 
bluntly, “Palestinians cannot talk about religion only—politics is part of 
our lives—we eat politics, we drink politics, we breathe politics—because 
we live under occupation.”  61   

 This linkage is echoed in the stories of how these highly ranked members 
of the party came to join themselves. All of those interviewed explained that 
they chose to join the Islamic movement rather than another Palestinian 
party because they themselves were already religious and, in some cases, 
came from a religious family. One related to me that she had been living in 
Saudi Arabia for many years and become more religious while living there, 
so that when she returned to Palestine during the outbreak of the fi rst 
intifada, joining the Islamic movement seemed a natural fi t.  62   
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 The emphasis on Hamas’ Islamic character, and the claims made by 
its legislators regarding the inherently Muslim character of Palestinian 
society, raise some questions as to how secularists and non-Muslims view 
the movement and are viewed by it. Change and Reform politicians have 
made some effort to avoid alienating Christian Palestinians, and the party 
has stated that it will not force anyone to convert.  63   And yet, the role 
of Islam in shaping public life as envisioned by Hamas does not likely 
match the preferences of many Christians, particularly in the West Bank. 
Mahmoud Ramahi, the Secretary General of the PLC after the 2006 elec-
tion and a leading member of the Change and Reform slate, told me that 
he once went to meet a reporter in a restaurant that served alcohol and 
had enjoyed the man’s surprise at his open-mindedness.  64   And yet, he 
clearly felt strongly regarding the Muslim majority’s right to legislate cer-
tain issues:

  Yes, they [the majority] have to understand that there is minority and they 
have a right and so and so but the second thing, this minority have to respect 
the general … fi gure of the society. I don’t want to tell to the person to not 
take alcohol—he’s free to do that in his house … but I don’t want this to be 
part of the general life of the people, to be in the restaurants and so and so, 
but if he want to personally practice his freedom he can do that, respecting 
the result of the democracy and the others what they want … if they are a 
majority they can do anything they want. 

 While this is somewhat more tolerant rhetoric than one might expect 
from, for instance, a conservative politician in the United States on the 
subject of marijuana legalization, the underlying theme is still that “the 
minority must abide by the will of the majority.” 

 More broadly, the heavily religious themes infusing Hamas’ political 
ideology have drawn criticism from its rivals. A Fatah offi cial interviewed 
spoke disparagingly of the motivations of Hamas fi ghters:

  We started the military action to achieve political goals, not because we like 
to fi ght or we like to die. This is one big difference between Fatah or PLO 
and Hamas. The second important point is there is two kinds of people who 
are ready to die: one of them says I am going to die because I want to go 
to heaven, and there is about 77 nice women waiting for me. … But I say, 
I want to die to achieve a better life to my daughters, to my family, to my 
community. … The fi rst choice is a selfi sh choice.  65   

220 O. SZEKELY



   Moreover, polling indicates that the characteristics that matter most to 
Palestinian voters may not necessarily be those which Hamas sees as most 
important in determining its character. During the second intifada, polling 
in the West Bank and Gaza found that Palestinians valued Islamic values 
in their political leaders far less than their willingness to continue in armed 
resistance against Israel and the need to fi ght corruption in the Palestinian 
authority.  66   Integrity and resistance to corruption was again rated as the 
most important issue by respondents in 2005, while religiosity, while 
important, was valued to a similar degree as “level of education.”  67     These 
preferences clearly benefi ted Hamas, which was appeared in polls to before 
the election to be viewed as both less corrupt than Fatah and more com-
mitted to resistance.  68   

 Hamas’ leadership was at least partly aware of the effectiveness of this 
message. The choice of “Change and Reform” as a name for the Islamic 
movement’s parliamentary slate refl ects this,  69   and Hamas’ honesty and 
its connection to the community were cited as factors for its popularity by 
some of the Change and Reform politicians interviewed.  70   And, ultimately, 
this message proved to be successful with at least some voters; Fatah’s cor-
ruption was credited by slightly more than half of those polled after the 
2006 elections for having cost them their parliamentary majority.  71   

 But despite the fact that these two issues—religiosity and honesty—are 
apparently viewed as separate by respondents, might there be a practical link 
between them? Might voters support Islamic parties because they believe 
that honesty derives, perhaps exclusively, from Islamic values? The fact that 
Hamas enjoys far greater support than the other major Islamic party, Islamic 
Jihad—and that Islamic Jihad does not share Hamas’ reputation—suggests 
that this is not the case, a conclusion echoed by much of the work on the 
impact of Islamic movements on democratization. Much of the scholarship 
on this subject fi nds that a major barrier to democratic change in the Arab 
world has been the divisions in the opposition between the Islamic parties 
and the progressives. The latter are generally so alarmed by the prospect of 
an Islamic government that they prefer to endure the existing authoritar-
ian, yet secular, regime.  72   Overcoming this “suspicion hurdle” requires not 
only that the progressives believe that the Islamists will respect the rights of 
others once in power (and respect election results even when they lose), but 
also that the status quo has become bad enough that a change of regime 
is worth the risk. Therefore, while there are of course those who support 
these parties wholeheartedly, for many, support is often more a matter of 
voting for “change” than voting for Islamic parties’ actual platforms.  73   The 
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Palestinian election of 2006 was in some ways an example of this dynamic. 
Hamas was able to convince enough people that they represented a prefer-
able alternative to Fatah to win the election. For some, this was because they 
were an Islamic party, but for others (and if the previously cited polling is 
accurate, for a majority) it was in spite of it. 

 Religiosity and honesty are not the only themes that Hamas emphasizes 
in its marketing; the themes of armed resistance and martyrdom are also 
signifi cant. Hamas’ charter uses the narrative of armed resistance to link 
the organization to a longer history of Arab and Islamic resistance against 
western (and eastern) imperialism:

  The Islamic Resistance Movement considers the defeat of the Crusaders at 
the hands of Salah al-Din al Ayubi and liberation of Palestine, and the defeat 
of the Tatar in (the battle) of ‘Ayn Jalut and the defeat of their forces at the 
hands of Qatuz and Zhair Baybrus, and the rescue of the world from the 
destructive onslaught of the Tatar (which destroys) all trace of human civi-
lization, and learns from those (valuable) lessons and wisdom. The current 
Zionist invasion was preceded by many invasions of the Crusading West and 
others, including Tatars from the East. As the Muslims confronted those 
invasions and prepared for fi ghting and defeating them, they should be able 
to confront and defeat the Zionist invasion. (Hamas Charter, Article 35)  74   

 This was echoed by several of those interviewed; Hamid Bitawi, a senior 
jurist and Change and Reform legislator cited Hamas’ “resistance” during 
the fi rst and second intifadas as a major source of its popularity. (In this, 
its rhetoric is quite similar to Hizbullah’s.) 

 The public promotion of Hamas’ resistance project has its roots early in 
the organization’s history, most obviously in the organization’s choice of 
a name, and it has remained an important part of the organization’s public 
persona. In 1989 and 1990, the Israeli crackdown on Hamas ironically 
helped to bolster the organization’s image as a credible alternative to the 
PLO.  75   As time went on, Hamas’ continuing military operations against 
Israel have been one means by which it has differentiated itself from Fatah. 
Hamas received a further boost to its credibility in 1992 when, at a time 
when the PLO and other parties, including Syria, were moving toward 
negotiations with Israel, 415 senior Hamas members were deported 
by Israel to south Lebanon. Rather than disappearing into the refugee 
camps of Beirut, they settled near the border and set up an encampment 
(including an impromptu “university”) where they received visitors and 
addressed the media.  76   Their presence in Lebanon helped both to raise 
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Hamas’ profi le outside of Gaza and to attract interest among Palestinians 
in Lebanon.  77   (It also provided a unique opportunity for Hamas and 
Hizbullah to communicate, compare notes, and exchange information 
and tactics, and laid the groundwork for what would be a cordial working 
relationship in Lebanon for many years.)

  Martyrdom remains an important component of Hamas’ public nar-
rative as well. In Gaza, Hamas encourages the public celebration of mar-
tyrs and martyrdom.  78   Families of suicide bombers are discouraged from 
openly mourning or criticizing their child or sibling’s choice.  79   The Al 
Qassem Brigades’ website has a section dedicated to memorials for fallen 
fi ghters, including pictures and videos. Most of these feature young men in 
uniform, frequently heavily bearded, reading statements explaining their 
choice to “seek martyrdom” (which generally means to engage in a suicide 
attack). Older videos, especially from the 1990s, sometimes feature news 
footage of the carnage accompanying the attack.  80   Martyrdom is particu-
larly important for Hamas in that it serves to connect the resistance com-
ponent of its messaging to its religious identity. It also serves as a means of 
demonstrating its greater commitment and devotion to Palestinian libera-
tion than that demonstrated by its rivals.  81   

   In promoting these narratives, Hamas has historically used a variety 
of media. During the fi rst intifada, both Hamas and the United National 
Leadership of the Uprising (UNLU) used leafl ets to coordinate general 
strikes, boycotts, protests and to spread political messages. Hamas in par-
ticular emphasized religious themes, though they also urged the boycott 
of Israeli goods, increases in industrial output, and asked those who were 
well off to provide for those in need.  82   

 Hamas also publishes books, pamphlets, and weekly or monthly maga-
zines,  83   as well as a variety of posters, banners, and billboards. While these are 
(or, at least in 2012, were) displayed publicly in some parts of the West Bank—
in Nablus, for instance—in most of the territory, the only posters are for Fatah 
and the leftist parties, though there is no shortage of Hamas graffi ti. It has 
a radio station, Al Aqsa radio, and a satellite station, Al Aqsa TV. Modeled 
on Hizbullah’s Al Manar (though not of the same quality), Al Aqsa TV is an 
important means of sharing Hamas’ analysis of ongoing events, particularly in 
Gaza, though it also helps Hamas reach out to the Palestinian diaspora.  84   

 With the increase in internet access in the Palestinian territories and the 
Middle East more generally, the internet has become an increasingly impor-
tant medium for Hamas’ marketing (as is the case for most militant groups in 
the region). Video sharing sites like YouTube and its less- established competi-
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tors have become a platform for the distribution of videos celebrating Hamas’ 
operations, some produced by the movement itself and others by anonymous 
admirers. One common for taken by these videos is the  nasheed . While this 
term traditionally refers to a cappella chant with simple percussion (thereby 
avoiding the Salafi st prohibition against music) most produced by Islamic 
militant groups today (including Hamas) take the form of videos of particular 
military operations or units set to martial-sounding Arabic pop music with lyr-
ics celebrating the group in question.  85   Social media like Twitter, Facebook, 
and other such platforms serve as a useful means of disseminating this propa-
ganda and provide a virtual gathering place for supporters. 

 But, particularly in Gaza and the West Bank, face-to-face interactions 
are also an important vehicle for Hamas’ message. Mahmoud Ramahi 
pointed out the importance of the individuals who serve as leaders of the 
Islamic Movement: “We can send our program through these people, one-
on-one, personally, meet the people, and they understand … what is my 
project for the future. This is the fi rst step. To have a contact with a per-
son, personal contact, is the most important.” These interactions occur in 
a range of contexts. Mariam Saleh, Minister for Women’s Affairs and mem-
ber of the Change and Reform parliamentary bloc, cited the importance of 
Hamas’ various social services as an opportunity for the public to meet its 
members, whose impressive personal qualities in turn draw in new mem-
bers. Educational institutions, from the kindergartens and primary schools 
run by Hamas to the Palestinian universities in which Hamas (like all the 
other Palestinian parties) has established student blocs are also important: 
“These blocs make conferences, meetings and events. This gives you a 
chance to meet other people and tell them about your ideas.” Educated 
members of Hamas engage in informal community mediation. But per-
haps most important are the mosques; through classes and discussion 
groups on the Qur’an (for both men and women) the Islamic Movement 
is able to promote their message, objectives, and values. Though the goal 
is not overtly political, but rather to teach the Qur’an for its own sake,  86   in 
the context of Hamas’ political project, that is a political act.  

   Service Provision 

 This leads to the second strategy through which Hamas engages the 
Palestinian public: service provision. As noted elsewhere in this book, not 
all service provision is equally effective. When it serves as a form of patron-
age and a means of buying popular support, service provision offers at 
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best a temporary bond between the movement providing it and its poten-
tial constituents. Conversely, when provided competently and evenhand-
edly, it can serve to promote the movement’s reputation for fairness and 
bureaucratic competence well beyond those who are immediate recipients 
of its assistance. This in turn can help build the movement’s case that it 
might do a better job than those currently in power. Hamas’ provision of 
social services falls squarely into the latter category, and deserves much of 
the credit for the movement’s domestic success. 

 Hamas’ social service network has a long history in Gaza, beginning 
with the Mujamma in the 1970s.  87   By the early 2000s, Hamas was pro-
viding educational services ranging from kindergartens and childcare up 
through secondary education, and, in Gaza, university education through 
the Islamic University of Gaza, as well as a range of social clubs, summer 
camps, and youth activities. In the West Bank, until 2007, Hamas also 
offered medical care through a network of heath care centers and clinics. 
The organization also provided food aid, some of which was produced by 
Hamas-affi liated non-profi ts.  88   Under the mandate of the PA, Hamas (or 
its members) assumed control of the Zakat committees in both the West 
Bank and Gaza. In total, Hamas’ social service institutions before 2006 
consumed a signifi cant portion of their annual budget.  89   

 That being said, the funding for these institutions is in some ways sepa-
rates from the operating funds for the rest of the movement’s activities, 
including its military operations, in that it comes at least in part from civil-
ian donors, both inside and especially outside the Palestinian territories. 
This includes wealthy donors in the Gulf states, the West Bank and Gaza, 
and elsewhere, for whom Hamas provides an important link between the 
needy and potential donors.  90   

 In the years before it took power in Gaza, Hamas’ services functioned 
as “value added” on top of what was already being provided by either the 
Palestinian Authority or UNRWA.  91   One Change and Reform member 
of the PLC  suggested that Hamas’s services acted as a complement to 
UNRWA’s, not as a replacement, serving those (especially in Gaza) who 
were either not registered with the agency or lived in areas where UNRWA 
could not operate. Statistics compiled by UNDP suggest that Hamas rep-
resented only a small share of the total social service sector before its vic-
tory in the elections in 2006. In 2004 and 2005, the total share of all 
assistance received by Palestinians originating from “Islamic charities” 
hovered between 3 % and 6 %. This number is skewed by the ability of 
larger agencies like UNRWA and the PA to provide large-scale assistance 
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such as employment programs, but Islamic charities still accounted for 
only 13 % of food aid being provided in July of 2005, while UNRWA 
accounted for 25 % and the PA 19 %. (Approximately 15 % of Palestinians 
received food aid in 2005, with a higher proportion in Gaza than in the 
West Bank.) Moreover, there was little difference in the distribution of aid 
(to refugees versus non refugees, in the West Bank versus Gaza, and in 
the poverty level of those receiving aid) between the PA and the Islamic 
Charities.  92   

 This has two implications. The fi rst is that because of their relatively 
smaller scale as compared with other services being provided, Hamas 
could afford to focus on quality in a way that the PA could not. Second, 
it suggests that if Hamas received a bump in public opinion because of its 
provision of social services, it was not because a signifi cant proportion of 
the public relied on its services to survive, but rather because Hamas’ ser-
vices stood out as being of particularly high quality or because it was par-
ticularly good at publicizing its charitable activities.  93   (This fi nding stands 
in contradiction to assumptions elsewhere in the literature on Islamic 
political movements).  94   

 All of the Change and Reform members of the PLC  interviewed were 
adamant that Hamas does not make access to services conditional on 
membership; its social service work is not about recruitment, but rather 
because the movement’s religious values mandate the provision of charity 
to the poor.  95   Mariam Saleh expressed this as follows:

  We don’t want to recruit people and we don’t register their names to become 
members in the Islamic movement, this is not what we’re doing. The main 
point for us as the Islamic Movement is to educate people and to raise aware-
ness and to improve the situation of people, economic, culture, everything, 
especially for women … our main goal is not to recruit more people or more 
members, it’s to empower the society, and by empowering the society in our 
vision- because it’s based on Islam, and religion—by empowering society, 
our vision is that we will reach the main goal, liberation.  96   

   In other words, Hamas’ services were not about patronage. Instead, they 
functioned as a means of demonstrating the movement’s competence. 
One of the Change and Reform members of the PLC interviewed argued 
that people who use Hamas’ services see that they are “clean, decent, 
transparent and organized” whereas those run by Fatah and the PA leave 
much to be desired. Moreover, the rhetoric surrounding the way Hamas 
runs its services reinforces the narrative of Hamas’ lack of corruption 
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as compared with other parties. One place this difference was obvious, 
argued Mahmoud Ramahi, was in the spending of donor money, which he 
argued that other factions had badly mismanaged.  97   He also argued that 
charities formerly run by Hamas failed within one year after being taken 
over by the PA, which he attributed to the PA’s corruption and misuse 
of donor funding. Nine of Hamas’ 11 medical centers in the West Bank 
closed within a year of being taken over by the PA.  98   Hamid Bitawi and 
Ahmad Ali Ahmad told a similar story about an orphanage in Hebron. But 
far from harming Hamas’ infl uence, these politicians believed that these 
closures instead served to highlight the greater competence of Hamas as 
compared with the PA.  99   

 Hamas’ services are useful for attracting members not because they fos-
ter a total immersion in the organization (as Hizbullah’s services do), but 
because they serve to set the movement apart from its domestic rivals and 
serve as an advertisement for its managerial competence. In other words, 
in the years before Hamas found itself actually governing Gaza, its social 
service network served as a demonstration, though perhaps on a decep-
tively small scale, of its qualifi cations to do so.  

   Coercion 

 Any discussion of Hamas’ domestic politics must address the coercive tactics 
it has used against both its political opponents and ordinary Palestinians. 
This began with the tactics used by Mujamma followers in the early 1980s 
to exert their infl uence over political life and civil society in Gaza. This 
included attacking liquor stores, billiard halls, cinemas, and bars as well 
as more political targets. Milton-Edwards reports that when Mujamma 
candidates failed to take control of the Palestinian Red Crescent Society 
board of directors in the 1980 elections, they burned down its offi ces. 
After the Islamic University in Gaza was founded in 1978, both its board 
of regents and its student body were soon dominated by Mujamma mem-
bers who took to shouting down faculty teaching evolution and harassing 
those who were members of leftist organizations.  100   

 When Hamas emerged into the open, it became bolder in using force 
to assert itself as the UNLU and Hamas jostled for control of the intifada. 
Strikes called by one group were not always recognized by the other, and 
at times leafl ets were issued exhorting (or threatening) the population to 
ignore strikes called by rival factions.  101   It also engaged in widespread vio-
lence against actual or suspected collaborators with Israel.  102   
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 In the years leading up to Operation Cast Lead and Operation Protective 
Edge, Hamas’ most overt use of coercive violence was directed at its politi-
cal rivals, rather than at the public at large, though in Gaza “political rivals” 
is a gray category, somewhere between civilian and combatant. In the case 
of the PFLP for instance, the party itself does not pose a serious threat to 
Hamas in Gaza, and yet various forms of coercion have been directed both 
at its militant apparatus and at its student groups at the university. A more 
obvious example were the clashes between Hamas and Fatah in Gaza which 
followed the 2006 elections in which both sides were accused of atrocities 
by Human Rights Watch.  103   Clashes with Fatah, whose forces are no more 
civilians than are Hamas’, hardly count as  “coercion of civilians,” but the use 
of violence was key in its seizure of power in Gaza. 

 Since 2007, Hamas has increasingly relied on coercion via its security 
forces to enforce its vision of a more socially conservative public sphere. 
Unmarried couples are sometimes harassed by the police, women have 
been barred from smoking hookah in public, and in one well publicized 
incident, female lawyers were temporarily barred from appearing in court 
with their hair uncovered.  104   But in gaining power, although Hamas found 
coercion useful against its political rivals, it has not relied on coercion 
alone, either in its approach to gaining power in the fi rst place through the 
electoral process, or in its outreach to the Palestinian public.  

   The Consequences of Hamas’ Domestic Policy 

 In the balance, none of Hamas’ approaches to the public worked quite as 
intended. Hamas’ deliberate attempts at marketing its political project were 
probably less effective in gaining it the resources it needed than its indirect 
marketing based on both the “honest alternative”  105   its politicians offered 
to Fatah and the competence with which its social services were run. The 
proportion of the Palestinian public relying on Hamas’ services was actually 
quite small; this meant that, as a simple matter of numbers, the improved 
reputation that Hamas acquired as a result of its competence at providing 
those services extended far beyond the immediate recipients of Hamas char-
ity. This reputation was likely a more important factor in attracting support 
for the movement than either dependence on the services it provided or 
commitment to the movement’s narrow political goals.  106   

 It is entirely possible that Hamas’ reputation for honesty may have been 
liked to their religiosity in the minds of some Palestinians, but it is unlikely 
that this was the sole factor at work. Islamic Jihad is also an Islamic party, 
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as are the Al Qaeda factions that have struggled to fi nd support in Gaza; 
neither of these has been able to build up the base of support that Hamas 
has. If religiosity were the most important factor in determining support, 
these movements would be expected to have some advantage over Hamas, 
but thus far, they do not. 

 This was echoed, perhaps inadvertently, by Hamas politicians them-
selves. Ahmad Ali Ahmad attributed the Change and Reform list’s electoral 
performance in general and his own in specifi c to the personal reputations 
of its candidates. Despite being in prison during the election, he received 
the highest number of votes of any candidate in the Nablus electoral dis-
trict. When asked why he thought this was, he said “Because people trust 
me—they know that when I talk to them, I am defending my ideology 
and my principles. I don’t say one thing and do another.” And Mahmoud 
Ramahi stated bluntly that benefi ciaries of Hamas charities do not amount 
to more than 20 % of the population—the UNDP statistics above suggest 
that this number is far smaller—but the movement received a far larger 
share of the vote, meaning that most of those who voted for Hamas were 
not direct benefi ciaries of their social services. 

 Through this strategy, Hamas was able to steadily increase its political 
market share in the Palestinian territories and so acquire a range of other 
important non-material assets, both formally, through elections, and 
less formally, through the recruitment and deployment of militia forces 
in and around Gaza. In the decades between the fi rst intifada and the 
Gaza war, Hamas saw its popularity in the West Bank and Gaza steadily 
increase relative to the other Palestinian factions, including its chief rival, 
Fatah. Polling conducted by the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey 
Research indicates that support for Hamas ranged between 10 % and 
15 % from 1993 to 2000. Given that those identifying as “unaffi liated” 
hovered around 35 % during those years, Hamas commanded a solid 
percentage of the support of those who supported a political party at 
all. Moreover, Hamas consistently received the second highest level of 
support, after Fatah, beating out both Islamic Jihad (which hovered at 
around 6 % support), and the PFLP (around 3 %). That Hamas was able 
to quickly outpace more established parties, including other Islamists, 
indicates that its strategy was at least somewhat effective.  107   With the 
onset of the second intifada in September 2000, support for Hamas 
began to rise. Its share of the Palestinian political market reached 20 % 
by 2002. In Gaza, it had outpaced Fatah by 2004 (at 30 % vs. 18 % for 
Fatah).  108   
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 This increase in popular support brought with it a number of concrete 
benefi ts, but, paradoxically, all came with limitations resulting directly 
from the way that support was obtained. One such benefi t may have been 
an increase in Hamas’ ability to recruit fi ghters. Though it seems unlikely 
that admiration for Hamas’ managerial skills was a powerful motivator for 
young men signing on for “martyrdom operations” (and Hamas does not, 
obviously, publish data on the number and motivations of its recruits) its 
commitment to maintaining the armed struggle against Israel after the 
Oslo Accords may have made it an appealing choice for young men inter-
ested in violent resistance. But perhaps the most obvious asset produced by 
Hamas’ increasing prestige was its victory in the January 2006 PLC elec-
tions, which handed Hamas a majority of seats in the Palestine Legislative 
Council. This outcome, while unexpected, carried obvious benefi ts. Most 
importantly it contributed to Hamas’ eventual control over the Gaza strip, 
which proved useful for both political and military reasons. Moreover, 
winning the election accorded Hamas a new degree of international legiti-
macy (despite the lack of recognition by the USA and many of its allies). 

 An important caveat in order here: the outcome of the 2006 elections is 
at least in part an artifact of the Palestinian electoral system. The 132 seats 
in the PLC are elected through a parallel electoral system. Half are elected 
through a closed list proportional representation system and half through 
a majoritarian multi-member constituency bloc voting model. This means 
that for half of the seats in the PLC, voters vote for the party, and for the 
other half, they vote directly for the candidate. While Hamas’ performance 
was barely better than Fatah’s in the seats elected by PR (receiving 29 
seats to Fatah’s 28) it fared far better in those seats in which voters elected 
the candidate directly, taking 45 compared with Fatah’s 17. This suggests 
that while voters preferred Hamas’ individual candidates to Fatah’s, they 
were far less enthusiastic about the party itself. One way of interpreting 
this result is that the personal reputations of Hamas’ candidates compared 
favorably with those of Fatah’s, given the latter’s reputation for corrup-
tion, but that Hamas’ political program was not in and of itself enough to 
win the party votes. 

 A second reason to be cautious about treating the election results as a 
clear mandate for Hamas is that Fatah’s own electoral strategy was at least 
partly to blame for its poor performance. While Hamas exercised close 
discipline over who was and was not a candidate, many Fatah members 
who were not included ran anyway as independents, splitting the Fatah 
vote and handing districts to Hamas which it might not otherwise have 
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won.  109   And yet, however it was accomplished, the electoral victory was 
clearly an important asset in and of itself, in addition to being an indicator 
of public sentiment. 

 But despite winning the election, Hamas did not immediately assume 
control of the PA government. Clashes broke out between Hamas and 
Fatah forces in Gaza in March, and by the end of the year, the territory 
was embroiled in what was effectively a civil war between the two factions. 
The PLC has been effectively suspended since then, not least because 
Israeli security forces (aided by the PA) almost immediately arrested most 
of the Change and Reform MPs in the West Bank.  110   By June of 2007, 
Hamas was victorious in Gaza and Fatah in the West Bank. 

 Governing Gaza presented Hamas with new challenges. Having not 
expected to win the election, Hamas was unprepared to take power. Its 
position was made still more diffi cult by the Israeli-imposed blockade and 
the American and European decision to cut off funding to the PA gov-
ernment in Gaza following Hamas’ assumption of power in June 2007. 
While Hamas had been more than capable of managing its network of 
charities and services when these functioned as a complement to the ser-
vices provided by the PA and UNRWA, this experience was insuffi cient to 
prepare it not only to take on the task of governing Gaza, but also to do 
so without the donor funding relied on by its predecessors. While Hamas 
has continued many of its charitable programs, such as providing aid to 
orphans, the sick, and the families of fallen Hamas fi ghters, none of these 
programs constituted a permanent solution to Gaza’s painful economic 
situation, particularly given the impact of the blockade.  111   

 Moreover, it is not clear that Hamas has been able to produce the kind 
of durable norm of support that Hizbullah, for example, has been able 
to generate in the Shi’ite community. Pragmatic appreciation for Hamas’ 
managerial competence and admiration for their lack of corruption rela-
tive to Fatah is not the same as commitment to, or even acceptance of, 
Hamas’ political project. It is questionable, therefore, how durable this 
support will prove to be in the long term. 

 Altogether, by December of 2009, Hamas had at its disposal a range 
of both material and non-material resources that allowed it to weather the 
Israeli assault, but perhaps less successfully than Hizbullah had three years 
previously. By serving as a proxy and playing on both Syria and Iran’s need 
for association with a Palestinian militant group, Hamas received important 
fi nancial backing beginning in the 1990s. Its fi ghters also received weapons 
and training in Syria and Iran, its political wing was granted a base from 
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which to conduct its political and media operations in Damascus, and its 
inclusion in the Syrian–Iranian political axis helped it to expand its sphere of 
infl uence, not least in Lebanon. Domestically, Hamas approached its civilian 
constituency through a mixture of marketing and service provision, while 
using coercive violence against its political rivals. In the end, its attempts at 
service provision served as a more useful form of marketing than its actual 
attempts at marketing. Hamas was able to steadily improve its public image, 
allowing it to recruit members and win the PA election in 2006, and seize 
control of Gaza in 2007, though Fatah’s own mistakes are also at least par-
tially responsible for the latter outcomes. 

 However, Hamas’ approaches to its external sponsors and domestic 
constituents also had certain disadvantages. Hamas’ external sponsors 
were primarily interested in how its military actions could further their 
own interests and so offered little by way of international political support, 
an asset which in any case neither was in much position to offer. Given 
Hamas’ political and physical isolation even after winning the election in 
2006, this was a lack the organization felt keenly. While they did provide 
Hamas with some weaponry, it was not as extensive as what was offered to 
Hizbullah, and mostly offensive rather than defensive. 

 Hamas’ approach at the domestic level has also had mixed results. Both 
the election results and other polling suggest that Hamas’ popularity is 
based less on the political project it advocates and more on its perceived 
competence and honesty, as well as its status as the main challenger to 
Fatah. Hamas has not created the same unshakable norm of support 
within its target constituency that Hizbullah was able to in the 1990s 
and early 2000s. This may prove to be good for Palestinian politics in 
the long term; political systems in which people will continue to vote for 
their party no matter what it does tend to be less functional than those in 
which people vote based on factors such as honesty and competence. But 
for Hamas itself, this sort of contingent relationship with its constituents 
is clearly less desirable, as became clear during the wars of 2009 and 2014.   

   THE GAZA WARS 
 In the years after Hamas took power in Gaza, the organization remained 
in a fi rmly adversarial posture toward Israel. Throughout 2008, Hamas 
launched more than 1750 rockets across the border with Israel (though 
the civilian casualties were very low compared with the number of rockets 
fi red, a total of eight in 2008).  112   Although a six-month truce, or  hudna , 
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was agreed between Israel and Hamas in June, it was frequently violated 
by both sides; Israel complained that Hamas was using the truce to rearm 
by smuggling weapons into Gaza through the tunnels linking Gaza with 
the Egyptian town of Rafah, while Hamas considered Israel’s continued 
siege of Gaza to be a violation in and of itself. Israel conducted a mili-
tary operation in Gaza in early November, seeking to destroy a tunnel.  113   
On December 19, Hamas declared the truce over and fi red four rockets 
into southern Israel.  114   By Christmas, rocket fi re had intensifi ed against 
the towns of Sderot and Netivot in the Negev and the coastal city of 
Ashkelon.  115   On December 28, Israel launched Operation Cast Lead. On 
the fi rst day of the war, the death toll in Gaza was more than 225.  116   

 From the beginning, Israeli offi cials cautioned that the operation could 
take weeks or even months. IDF reservists were called up and troops, 
tanks, APCs, and armored bulldozers gathered at the Gaza border, ready 
for a ground operation.  117   Within days, civilian casualties were mounting 
steadily and military and non-military installations and institutions had 
been destroyed, including the main government building in the center 
of Gaza City (the Saraya), the Islamic University, and the Ministry of the 
Interior.  118   

 Still, the goals of Operation Cast Lead as expressed by the IDF leader-
ship were far more limited than those expressed at the beginning of the 
July War, perhaps refl ecting a desire to avoid another overambitious con-
fl ict which could be framed as a defeat. Publicly, an Israeli offi cial described 
the purpose of the operation as “making Hamas lose their will or lose their 
weapons.” Conditions for a truce would include “a complete cessation of 
rocket fi re and mortar fi re from Gaza, a ban on armed men approaching 
the border with Israel, full Israeli control over the border crossings and a 
mechanism to ensure that Hamas is meeting its commitments.”  119   

 But privately, there was some dissent regarding these goals. According 
to a cable from the US Embassy in Tel Aviv:

  [IDF Deputy Chief of Staff] Harel stated there were three options briefed 
to the national leadership: (1) a limited operation to achieve a better cease 
fi re agreement, (2) the seizure of Rafah and the Philadelphi Strip, and (3) 
retaking Gaza and destroying Hamas. Harel said that while the decision 
was made to go with the fi rst option, there was pressure to fi nish off Hamas 
while the IDF had the chance.  120   

 The message expressed in IDF auto-calls to homes across Gaza was even 
less measured, stating bluntly “We’re getting rid of Hamas.”  121   
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 On the morning of January 3, Israel launched the second phase of the 
operation: the ground invasion of Gaza. Though the military said that 
they had no plans to reoccupy Gaza, they did say that the “key objective” 
was to “take control” of rocket launching sites.  122   Despite fi ghting on its 
own turf, Hamas was unable to stop the Israeli tank advance which quickly 
bisected the Gaza strip.  123   Civilian casualties continued to mount, and sev-
eral buildings sheltering civilians were hit. An UNRWA school sheltering 
270 families was shelled, killing 40,  124   and in another incident, 30 mem-
bers of the same family died when their building was bombed.  125   

 Under the pressure of the Israeli assault, cracks began to appear between 
Hamas’ Gaza leadership and the headquarters in Damascus, as well as 
within the leadership inside Gaza. By the middle of the month, according 
to Egyptian and Israeli offi cials (neither of whom should be considered 
unbiased,) those in Gaza were ready for a ceasefi re. This stand was not 
matched, however, by Khalid Meshaal’s leadership in Damascus, who one 
Egyptian offi cial stated were “ready to fi ght to the last Palestinian,” or at 
the very least, wanted to see more substantial Israeli concessions.  126   Even 
as Egypt attempted to negotiate a ceasefi re, Meshaal met with representa-
tives from Iran, Syria, Lebanon, Algeria, and other states in Qatar, and 
adopted a hardline stance in media interviews.  127   

 While no permanent agreement was reached, Israel announced a uni-
lateral ceasefi re on the night of January 17, 2009, warning that if rocket 
fi re resumed, the IDF would return. This allowed it to withdraw without 
offering concessions to Hamas. Though some of Hamas’ leaders outside 
Gaza at fi rst denounced this outcome and vowed to fi ght on, by the end 
of the day, they had agreed.  128   

 The 2009 confl ict was disastrous for Gaza. In addition to the high cost 
in human life, the war worsened the already diffi cult economic situation 
in the territory. It also caused a signifi cant deterioration in Gaza’s human-
itarian conditions, with the destruction not only of police stations and 
government buildings, but also water and sewage infrastructure, farms, 
greenhouses, and Gaza’s only fl our mill.  129   The Palestinian Central Bureau 
of Statistics estimates that 14 % of all the buildings in Gaza were damaged, 
and estimated the total Palestinian economic losses at $1.9 billion.  130   

 Nor did whatever peace and quiet the end of the war offered to the 
beleaguered Gazan population last. In November of 2012, Israel launched 
Operation Pillar of Defense, a weeklong operation which the IDF later 
described as having been intended to target senior Hamas members and 
reduce the movement’s capacity to launch strikes against Israel from 
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Gaza.  131   The operation produced 167 casualties, more than half of which, 
according to the Israeli human rights group B’Tselem, were civilian.  132   

 Two years later, following an escalation of hostilities over the course 
of several months (including kidnappings, stabbings, and murders of 
civilians on both sides), on July 8, Israel launched Operation Protective 
Edge. Initial airstrikes were followed by a ground invasion a week later. 
Evacuation orders were given by the IDF for Gaza residents within fi ve 
kilometers of the border (or, 44 % of Gaza’s territory,) but there were few 
safe areas to fl ee to. By the time a ceasefi re was agreed on August 27, 2200 
Palestinians (over half of them civilians) and 73 Israelis (seven of them 
civilians) had been killed.  133   

 As in 2009, the rationale for the war given by the government, this time 
led by Benyamin Netanyahu, was that it was both a necessary response to 
provocation (in this case, the murder of three settler youths by Palestinians 
with some ties to Hamas) and a form of deterrence against future attacks. 
The phrase used by some policy-makers was “mowing the grass,” a meta-
phor referring to what was seen as a periodic and predictable need to 
degrade Hamas’ capacity through airstrikes.  134   But this came at a tremen-
dous cost to Gaza and its population; IDF bombing destroyed a great deal 
of the territory’s infrastructure. Israeli airstrikes also destroyed schools, 
UN buildings, and civilian buildings, including most of the Shujaia neigh-
borhood. IDF soldiers were later accused of using deliberate and dispro-
portionate force against civilians.   135   

 During the confl ict, it became clear that Hamas possessed weapons 
with a far greater range than those seen in prior confl icts, including the 
Fajr-5 rocket, with a range of 75 kilometers (capable of hitting Israeli 
population centers, including Jerusalem and Tel Aviv) as well as Syrian- 
made M-302 missiles similar to the Khaidar-1 used by Hizbullah during 
the July War, with a range of 150 kilometers.  136   These were enough to 
credibly threaten major Israeli cities. The United States even briefl y halted 
all fl ights to Israel out of safety concerns regarding Ben Gurion airport.  137   

 But overall Hamas demonstrated a very limited ability to infl ict dam-
age on Israel. Despite launching over 4880 rockets and 1753 mortars,  138   
fewer than 250 landed in populated areas.  139   Many were intercepted by 
Israel’s Iron Dome missile defense system, while others were simply poorly 
aimed. In contrast, the IDF assault had an immense impact on Hamas’ 
military apparatus. Its weapons stores were depleted, it lost both rank and 
fi le fi ghters and some commanders, and in the latter phase of the war, the 
IDF moved to systematically destroy many of Hamas’ tunnels. 
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 Nor was Hamas able to pressure Israel (either militarily or through its 
allies) to accede to any of its conditions for agreeing to a ceasefi re. Early 
in the war, Khaled Meshaal outlined three such conditions: an end to 
Israeli attacks on Gaza, an end of the siege of Gaza, and an end to Israeli 
arrests, detentions, and other actions against “the rights of the Palestinian 
people” in the West Bank and Jerusalem.  140   Similarly, after rejecting an 
Egyptian ceasefi re proposal in mid-July, Hamas offered a 10-year ceasefi re 
in exchange for the release of prisoner, the opening of the Gaza land bor-
der with Israel, and an end to the naval blockade of the port of Gaza (to be 
replaced by international supervision).  141   When a ceasefi re brokered by the 
Sisi government in Egypt went into effect at the end of August it did, by 
defi nition, result in an end to the assault on Gaza, but there was no release 
of prisoners and the blockade of Gaza remained in place. While Hamas’ 
leadership structure remained in place and it retained much of its control 
over Gaza, for Gaza itself, the war was (yet another) disaster. 

 The question of what sort of outcome these confl icts represent for 
Hamas—success or failure—is less clear than the outcomes explored in the 
previous chapters. In part, assessing Hamas’ performance is dependent on 
an understanding of Israeli objectives. If Israel’s goal had been to wipe 
Hamas out entirely, we would have to judge them as having been far more 
effective at resisting than if Israel’s goal was merely to deter them. The 
rhetoric from Israel’s political and military leadership seems to suggest, 
though, that the goal of both campaigns was somewhere in between—to 
cripple or remove Hamas’ ability to launch rockets at Israel, and to deter it 
from future attacks. The fact that the 2009 war was followed by a second, 
similar confl ict fi ve years later suggests that deterrence was only tempo-
rarily successful and that over time, it was able to regain its ability to fi re 
rockets. Hamas also demonstrated political resilience in the aftermath of 
these confl icts, though Gaza’s recovery has been limited and the damage 
remains substantial. 

   Resistance 

 In 2009, Hamas was not able to offer much by way of resistance to the 
Israeli assault. Throughout the fi ghting, it continued to launch missiles 
at Israeli targets, sometimes as many as 20–30 a day, some with ranges of 
up to 20 kilometers. But Hamas clearly had little defensive capacity and 
was entirely unable to prevent or signifi cantly slow either the air assault or 
the Israeli ground advance. The total casualties for the war were between 
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1200 and 1400 Palestinians, about half of whom were likely civilians, and 
13 Israelis, 3 of whom were civilians. Four of the Israeli military casualties 
were the result of friendly fi re, indicating the ineffectiveness of Hamas’ 
assault, though the low number of civilian casualties in Israel is largely due 
to Israeli precautions rather than any restraint on Hamas’ part.  142   

 Similarly, in 2014, the stark asymmetry of the casualties speaks to the 
military mismatch between Hamas and the IDF.  While Hamas proved 
able to threaten Israeli population centers, even its improved long range 
missiles were unable to exert suffi cient pressure on Israel to infl uence the 
latter to end the confl ict before it felt ready to do so. This was, at least in 
part, due to Israel’s Iron Dome missile defense shield, but was also due to 
the quality (if not quantity) of Hamas weapons. Moreover, Hamas proved 
totally unable to defend Gaza’s population from Israeli airstrikes, as evi-
denced by the high rate of civilian casualties, estimated by the UN to be 
over half of the total.  143   

 Hamas’ political alliances proved only slightly more useful. During 
Operation Cast Lead, Hassan Nasrullah issued statements in support of 
Hamas, the Arab League condemned the attack on Gaza, and Saudi Arabia 
addressed the Security Council calling for an immediate ceasefi re, lifting of 
the naval blockade, and opening of the land borders, though none of these 
demands was met.  144   More usefully for Hamas, the war put Egypt and 
Jordan, the two Arab states which have peace treaties with Israel, in a diffi -
cult position. Syria and Hizbullah moved quickly to criticize Egypt, which 
had sealed its border with Gaza and traded fi re with Hamas fi ghters, accus-
ing it of complicity with Israel.  145   Jordan, with its large Palestinian-origin 
population, faced domestic protest, including grassroots activism of the 
kind rarely seen in Jordan, such as a tent-city set up by young people near 
the Israeli embassy, and joint demonstrations by the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the Jordanian left calling for the expulsion of the Israeli ambassador.  146   
None of this protest, however, was suffi cient to halt the Israeli attack or to 
prevent its recurrence fi ve years later. 

 Hamas’ regional position was, if anything, worse in 2014 than it had 
been fi ve years previously. The sympathetic Morsi government in Egypt 
had been overthrown by the military and replaced by a junta led by 
Abdel Fattah al Sisi that was openly hostile to Hamas. Hamas’ break 
with the Asad regime over its response to the Syrian uprising resulted 
in a cooling of relations with Iran as well. While there was signifi cant 
international outcry over the civilian casualties in Gaza, Hamas itself had 
few enthusiastic allies.  
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   Recovery 

 But success is not only a matter of initial resistance, but also of lon-
ger-term recovery. At this, Hamas has been far more successful. At the 
regional level, the war did generate increased public sympathy for Hamas, 
at least in the short term. In Jordan in 2009, the Islamic Action Front’s 
 spokesman, Jamil Abubaker, told me bluntly, “the truth is, Hamas gained 
a lot of popularity and sympathy in the Gaza battle, not just here, but in 
the Arab and Muslim world.”  147   But while Arab public opinion matters for 
Hamas, it is ultimately less important than domestic public opinion, and in 
this area the outcome of the war was decidedly mixed. 

 Hamas’ control of Gaza was not signifi cantly reduced in the aftermath 
of either confl ict. It is true that from 2009 to 2014, with the exception 
of the increase coinciding with the brief confl ict in 2012, there was a sub-
stantial decrease in rocket fi re from Gaza. From a high of 1553 Qassems 
and 1685 mortars in 2008, the number was reduced to 100 Qassems and 
50 mortars in 2010.  148   But while this may have been a sign of Hamas’ mil-
itary capacity having been degraded in 2009, it also, paradoxically, indi-
cates the degree of control that Hamas still held over Gaza. While it may 
have been forced to accept the need to reduce attacks on Israel from Gaza 
as a result of the war in 2009, its ability to enforce this decision on other 
actors in Gaza is an indicator that its authority in Gaza remained intact.  149   
As of this writing, this has proved to be true in the aftermath of Operation 
Defensive Edge as well. While Hamas was initially pressured into accept-
ing a power sharing national unity agreement with Fatah, this has not, as 
of yet, resulted in Hamas ceding much, if any, authority in Gaza, and its 
position appears as entrenched as ever. 

 This may be partly explained by the public reaction to both confl icts. 
Operation Cast Lead had the immediate effect of producing a swell of 
support for Hamas from civilians in the West Bank. In the fi rst week of 
January, PA security forces broke up large solidarity rallies in Hebron 
and Ramallah, confi scating Hamas fl ags, ripping up pro-Hamas protest 
signs, and even using tear gas against Palestinian protesters. They even 
confronted several hundred students gathered to march on the Atarot 
checkpoint, putting the Fatah government in a very diffi cult position.  150   
Fatah, in contrast, was highly critical of Hamas’ behavior before, during 
and after the war. One of its offi cials in Lebanon accused them of sacrifi c-
ing the good of Palestinian civilians for their own interests, saying “I fi ght 
to protect my people—I don’t put the people in front of me to protect 
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me.”  151   If the war gave Hamas ammunition with which to criticize the 
PA for its cooperation with Israel, it also gave Fatah grounds to criticize 
Hamas for its recklessness. 

 The response from the Palestinian civilian public was also mixed. While 
Operation Cast Lead did not create a massive backlash against Hamas, 
there was still widespread unhappiness about the war and some  discontent 
with Hamas’ handling of its aftermath. Immediately following the war, 
Hamas received a slight public opinion bump, but not an enormous 
one; its “market share” increased from 28 % of the population to 33 % 
between December of 2008 and March of 2009, and positive perceptions 
of Haniyeh’s government improved from 36 % to 43 %. 

 But three months after the war, many Palestinians, especially in Gaza, 
remained dissatisfi ed with the state of affairs in the territory. Seventy-one 
percent said that they were worse off than they were before the war, half 
were dissatisfi ed with Hamas’ efforts at reconstruction,  152   80 % described 
conditions in Gaza as “very bad” or “bad,” and 63 % believed that another 
electoral victory for Hamas would only worsen the siege. (Those in the 
West Bank were only marginally more optimistic on all counts).  153   A year 
after the war, in December of 2009, Hamas and Fatah had more or less 
returned to their pre-war popularity levels, with 43 % of respondents sup-
porting Fatah and 27 % Hamas. Overwhelmingly, respondents felt that the 
situation in Gaza was poor, with only 9 % of Gazans describing conditions 
as at all positive.  154   In polling from 2010, Gazans remained unconvinced 
by Hamas’ political message, with only 14 % citing the establishment of 
a pious Islamic society as a priority (as compared with half who prioritize 
the establishment of an independent Palestinian state along the lines laid 
out during Oslo).  155   

 Five years later, the pattern of a short-term surge in support for Hamas 
during and immediately after the confl ict followed by gradual return to 
the pre-war status quo was repeated. In the immediate aftermath of the 
war, polling indicated that 79 % of respondents both believed that Hamas 
had won the war, and that Israel had initiated it. An overwhelming 94 
% of respondents were “satisfi ed” with Hamas’ military performance 
during the war. Support for Hamas’ rocket attacks against Israel also 
remained strong, at 88 %, though that number dropped precipitously 
to 49 % when respondents were asked about launches specifi cally from 
populated areas.  156   A month later, though, belief that Hamas had won 
the war had dropped to 69 %, and only 49 % declared themselves satisfi ed 
with Hamas achievements during the confl ict.  157   And while four months 
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after the war, polling found that Hamas would have beaten Fatah in 
presidential elections, were they to have been held a year later, Hamas 
would have lost to Fatah, 35 % to 39 %.  158   In short, as in 2009, Hamas 
was able to more or less recover politically after the war, though  the 
initial spike in support during and immediately after the confl ict proved 
short lived.   

   CONCLUSION 
 In the balance, Hamas’ policies rendered it rather more locally resilient than 
the PLO and more regionally signifi cant than Amal, but rather less effec-
tive than Hizbullah overall. While its rebound after the Gaza War can be 
considered a case of survival, it is a less successful and robust survival than 
Hizbullah’s in 2006. Militarily, Hamas did not mount the impressive defen-
sive operation that Hizbullah did in 2006—it was unable to force an Israeli 
retreat as Hizbullah did at Bint Jbail, or damage any of its major hardware. 
But neither was it forced to entirely retreat; it did not, for instance, perma-
nently evacuate the Gaza leadership to Damascus or resign from the govern-
ment of Gaza, though it did appear close to handing control of Gaza to the 
Palestinian Authority shortly after the war. Politically it was also able to avoid 
the public backlash that Hizbullah suffered in south Lebanon in 1988. 

 As with the other militant groups in the Arab–Israeli confl ict ecosystem, 
Hamas’ performance cannot be entirely explained either by some advan-
tage resulting from its “innate” identity characteristics, or by its military 
capacity. Yes, Hamas was fi ghting among “its own people,” that is, inside 
historical Palestine and surrounded by Palestinians. But Hizbullah in 1988 
was also on “its own turf” and the PLO in heavily Palestinian Amman was 
also “surrounded by its own people,” and both of these cases demonstrate 
decidedly less successful outcomes. 

 Moreover, in no way did Hamas’ status as a Palestinian movement guar-
antee it the support of the Palestinian public. True, Hamas was (and is) 
fi ghting in a context within which national identity—that is, Palestinian-
ness—had already been established as the most salient political charac-
teristic for most of its potential constituents, but Hamas is obviously not 
the only organization with a claim to Palestinian identity in the territory. 
During the fi rst intifada, it had to compete directly with the UNLU, and 
its rivalry with Fatah remains the strongest dividing line in Palestinian 
politics, at least inside the West Bank and Gaza. In choosing to mobilize 
based on a pan-Islamic identity meshed with a Palestinian nationalist nar-
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rative, Hamas attempted to set itself apart from its nationalist and leftist 
rivals, but this ultimately proved to be less successful than the argument 
that Hamas represented freedom from corruption. While the Hamas poli-
ticians interviewed for this book argued that the movement’s Islamic char-
acter is its major draw (using language that sounded remarkably similar 
to claims by PLO offi cials that Palestinian support for the PLO is a natu-
ral feature of Palestinian identity) public opinion polling tells a different 
story. It was not Hamas’ “innate” identity characteristics which helped it 
to obtain public support, or even the identity it constructed for itself based 
on an alternative narrative of Palestinian nationalism as rooted in Islam, 
but rather, characteristics to which it laid claim almost by accident. 

 Moreover, even if Hamas’ status as an Islamic party did help them 
attract some support domestically, it proved complicated internation-
ally. The Jordanian monarchy and the Mubarak regime in Egypt both 
viewed their own domestic Islamist movements as threats to their author-
ity (although in Egypt, it was not the Muslim Brotherhood that eventually 
brought down the Mubarak regime), leading them to view Hamas itself 
with distrust. Surprisingly, this was not true of Syria, but Syrian support 
for Hamas was provided in spite of, not because of, the latter’s Islamic 
political project, and in any case the ideological disparities between them 
rendered the relationship too brittle to survive the Syrian civil war. 

 Hamas did not enjoy any particular advantages when it was founded 
in comparison with either the PLO or Hizbullah. Gaza has little by way 
of natural resources and, like the other organizations discussed in this 
book, it was forced to look abroad for fi nancial and military assets. Like 
Hizbullah, Hamas’ offensive capacity was greater than their defensive 
capacity, though Hizbullah’s was clearly stronger. On the other hand, 
Hamas had the advantage of fi ghting in urban areas, which favor guer-
rilla over conventional tactics, although Gaza’s closed borders constrained 
Hamas’ mobility in ways that Hizbullah did not have to contend with. 
Hamas also experienced far lower rates of desertion than the PLO had, 
though, again, Gaza’s small size and closed borders left few options avail-
able to any fi ghters who might have wanted to do so. 

 Ultimately, despite the terrible cost to Gaza of the confl icts in 2009 
and 2014, Hamas was able to recover from the Gaza War and maintain its 
position in the territory. But due to the ongoing changes in the region, 
Hamas’ position both domestically and regionally is in fl ux. In the context 
of the alliance shifts produced by the Arab Spring and the Syrian civil war, 
Hamas may need to cultivate new relationships to replace old ones, both 
at home and abroad, to secure its future.  
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    CHAPTER 6   

 Beyond the Arab–Israeli Confl ict Ecosystem                     

          The foreign and domestic policies employed by the PLO, Amal, Hizbullah, 
and Hamas resulted in very different outcomes for each of them, both in 
terms of the types of organizations they became, and in how their charac-
ter impacted their ability to resist during and recover after various military 
challenges. Comparison between them generates a number of broad fi nd-
ings not only about the confl ict ecosystem described in this book, but also 
about how organizations in general adapt to the pressures that occur in their 
respective confl ict ecosystems and how those adaptations shape their overall 
prospects. The purpose of this chapter is to explore those broader conclu-
sions and then briefl y apply them to the emerging Syrian–Iraqi confl ict eco-
system created by the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). 

   CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONFLICT ECOSYSTEM 
 Increasingly, warfare no longer takes place exclusively within or between 
countries. The system of interconnected state and nonstate actors 
engaged in a series of geographically proximate and politically interre-
lated confl icts over time that has been profi led in this book is only one 
of many such systems. Other examples include the confl ict ecosystems in 
the Great Lakes region of Africa, the Taliban-driven confl ict ecosystem 
that straddles the Afghani–Pakistani border, and the Syrian–Iraqi confl ict 
ecosystem, which will be discussed later in this chapter. The typology 



generated in this book and the implications it raises for our understand-
ing of nonstate actors are equally applicable to other militant groups in 
other such confl ict systems. 

 Applying these fi ndings to other cases will be made easier by some brief 
discussion of the confl ict ecosystem as a unit of analysis. Broadly speaking, 
there are four characteristics which all confl ict ecosystems share: they are 
(1) transnational, (2) multi-actor systems, characterized by (3) intercon-
nection between the various actors, and (4) common ideological and/
or ethnic cleavages. The fi rst is perhaps most obvious; while confl ict eco-
systems are geographically defi ned, they are not defi ned by international 
borders. Like the Arab–Israeli confl ict ecosystem, most include multiple 
interconnected sub-confl icts, which may be intra- or inter-state, or both at 
once. Fighting takes place both across and within state borders, whether 
or not the governments of both states are involved. In the case of the 
confl ict ecosystem on which this book is focused, this has included Jordan, 
Lebanon, Israel, and Palestine. 

 There are a number of mechanisms by which the ecosystem’s territorial 
boundaries are established (or expanded). Though the confl ict may begin 
in a particular state or even a single region of one state, it can spread by 
a number of mechanisms. Most obviously, if a militant group chooses to 
base itself in a neighboring state then that territory may become part of the 
confl ict ecosystem with or without the government’s consent. The PLO’s 
decisions to operate from Jordanian and Lebanese territory brought those 
states into the ecosystem. Conversely, Syria’s refusal to allow Palestinian 
military operations from Syrian territory meant that while it was a partici-
pant in the confl ict as a sponsor state, after 1973 it mostly avoided war being 
waged on Syrian soil. Similarly, the territorial boundaries of a confl ict can 
also be established by counterinsurgent operations. The Israeli invasions of 
Lebanon in 1978 and 1982 had profound implications fi rst for Amal and 
then for Hizbullah, which itself was founded at least partly in response to 
the Israeli occupation that followed Operation Peace for Galilee. 

 A separate but related mechanism is the phenomenon of refugee fl ows. 
While an infl ux of refugees will not automatically internationalize a con-
fl ict, there is evidence suggesting that they have the potential to do so.  1   
Militant groups can hide within fl eeing groups of civilians (as happened 
when the Interahamwe fl ed Rwanda after the genocide by hiding among 
Hutu civilians). Refugee crises can also give rise to militant groups formed 
in the diaspora, motivated by resentment at mistreatment by the host state, 
a desire for resistance against those who turned them into refugees in the 
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fi rst place, or both. The absence of other forms of employment for young 
men can render refugee communities fruitful grounds for recruitment 
by armed groups. This is particularly true of isolated or insecure refugee 
camps, which prevent refugees from integrating into the host community, 
as in the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. 

 This brings us to the second defi ning characteristic of confl ict ecosys-
tems: they involve a mixture of both state and nonstate actors. The con-
stellation of alliances and adversarial relationships within a given confl ict 
ecosystem may take the form of one counterinsurgent state against several 
nonstate adversaries, or a multitude of state and nonstate parties, or sev-
eral states threatened by the same nonstate actor. A single confl ict ecosys-
tem will likely shift through several different confi gurations over time as 
the actors themselves evolve. Both state and nonstate actors often make 
temporary alliances of convenience (as the Kataeb and Israelis did, for 
instance) or sever previous alliances (as Hamas and the Asad regime in 
Syria did in 2012). New actors enter the system as old actors schism or, in 
some cases, come together to create new entities entirely. 

 The participants themselves can also change over time. They may 
become more or less effective, and in some cases shift from being nonstate 
actors to state actors, if they successfully mount a revolution or coup. Or, 
they may fi nd themselves a kind of permanent local opposition, or a gov-
ernment in exile. Others settle into a middle-ground as proto-state actors, 
nonstate actors that have taken on many of the functions and behaviors of 
states without actually assuming the position of an internationally recog-
nized government or conquering all of the territory in a given state. Proto- 
state actors themselves may or may not have ambitions of statehood; the 
PLO did, while Hizbullah, at least at present, probably does not. 

 The sheer number of actors in a given confl ict ecosystem can be baf-
fl ingly large; contrary to accounts of civil wars that pit “the rebels” against 
“the government” there are nearly always far more than two sides. The 
Arab–Israeli confl ict ecosystem includes not only the actors discussed in 
this book, but also any number of smaller militias advocating a range of 
ideological positions and claiming to represent a range of ethno- communal 
groups. The most signifi cant of those are probably the Lebanese Forces, 
a coalition of Maronite militias in Lebanon led by the Kataeb who dur-
ing the Lebanese civil war fought against the PLO, the PSP, Amal, and 
at times against themselves. It included Christian militias  such as  the 
Guardians of the Cedars, the Marada, and the Tigers, to name only a 
few. There were also  Sunni forces (the Murabitoun) and ideologically 
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driven parties including Palestinian and Lebanese communists (though 
not all were active combatants), Baathists (loyal to either Iraq or Syria), 
Nasserites, and a vast array of Palestinian factions both within and outside 
the PLO. Alliances among these groups were far from stable; indeed, by 
the end of the Lebanese civil war, the PLO was riven by internal confl ict, 
Amal was fi ghting Hizbullah, and the Lebanese Forces were fi ghting a fac-
tion of the military led by Christian general Michel Aoun. 

 And yet despite this variety, there was also a degree of consistency unit-
ing the participants. The third important feature of confl ict ecosystems is 
that each contains a common ideological and/or ethnic cleavage, or in 
some cases, cleavages. That is, while each system may contain multiple 
confl icts, those confl icts are animated by a similar central narrative, or 
perhaps one of several interconnected narratives. The cleavage that defi nes 
the confl ict system examined in this book is the confl ict between Israel and 
its nonstate adversaries, which is framed as the fi ght against terrorism for 
Israel itself and as “resistance” for Israel’s adversaries, both Palestinian and 
Shi’ite. There is further confl ict among these adversaries as to the mean-
ing, nature, and ideological content of “resistance.” Some participants 
(such as Jordan) might prefer not to see themselves as implicated in this 
particular debate at all. Nevertheless, it is this narrative which animates the 
confl ict at its center. 

 Where the parties differ regarding the dominant cleavage, much of 
their marketing will be a matter of convincing their potential constitu-
ents that their characterization of the confl ict is the correct one. New 
actors seeking to frame the confl ict in the way that best fi ts with their core 
objectives may offer new narratives that change the terms of the debate, 
but that debate itself remains a unifying feature of the broader confl ict 
ecosystem, forcing all participants to take a stand one way or the other. 
In the late 1960s, the PLO’s skillful use of the resistance narrative estab-
lished it as a major arbiter (and source) of ideological legitimacy in the 
region. By framing the fi ght against Israel as a matter of national libera-
tion and resistance against a colonizing oppressor, the PLO tapped into 
a set of anti-colonial narratives then coming to prominence around the 
world and offered a successful challenge to the dominant Arab nationalist 
narrative of the liberation of Palestine as an Arab, rather than Palestinian, 
problem. They were also quite successful in establishing “resistance” as a 
narrative capable of conferring legitimacy on other organizations;  2   over 
fi ve decades, Hamas, Amal, Hizbullah, and many others made use of this 
 narrative, albeit in different ways. More recently, the rising salience of 
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Islamist politics and the decreasing importance of Arab nationalism have 
shaped the terms in which the debate over the central cleavage in the con-
fl ict has taken place in recent years, but the broader narrative of resistance 
has remained consistent. 

 This leads to the fi nal characteristic of the confl ict ecosystem as an 
entity—that the organizations in a given confl ict ecosystem are intercon-
nected. The confl ict ecosystem described in the previous chapters provides 
an excellent example. This was partly by virtue of the crowded politi-
cal landscape of south Lebanon; with so many militant groups occupying 
the same space, it is perhaps unsurprising that they came into contact 
with one another. The establishment of PLO bases there in the late 1960s 
and especially after 1970 brought them into contact with Musa Sadr’s 
Movement of the Dispossessed, whom the Palestinians viewed at fi rst as 
fellow travelers. When the Amal militia was founded after the outbreak 
of the civil war, its fi ghters were trained by Fatah, and Amal too adopted 
the narrative of national resistance, although its priorities quickly diverged 
from those of the PLO. In 1982, Hizbullah split off from Amal, meaning 
that some of Hizbullah’s founders had personal connections to Amal and 
in some cases Fatah as well—Imad Mughniyeh, the architect of many of 
its early and more spectacular operations, fought with Fatah in the early 
1970s. Hizbullah offered yet another take on the narrative of resistance, 
this time viewed through the Khomeiniist lens of the Islamic Revolution 
in Iran. For its part, Hamas’ emergence as an armed resistance movement 
was shaped partly by the normalization of armed resistance as a feature of 
(and a major basis for competition in) internal Palestinian politics. When 
Israel expelled 450 high-ranking Hamas offi cers from Gaza and the West 
Bank in 1992 and deported them to south Lebanon, they quickly came 
in contact with Hizbullah, who offered them as warm a welcome as was 
possible under the circumstances, paving the way for further cooperation 
under the umbrella of the Syrian–Iranian alliance in the coming years. 

 Moreover, organizations in the same ecosystem do sometimes learn 
from one another over time. Some of this learning can be formal, as with 
Fatah’s training of Amal’s fi ghters or the exchanges that took place between 
Hamas and Hizbullah in south Lebanon in 1992. In other cases, learn-
ing is a matter of emulating what works; Hamas’ establishment of Al Aqsa 
TV appeared to be at least in part inspired by the success of Hizbullah’s 
Al Manar. (While Hamas’ social services are also sometimes described as 
emulating Hizbullah’s, this is probably a stretch, given that the Mujamma 
was established in Gaza well before Hizbullah split off from Amal.)  3   It is 
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also plausible (though diffi cult to prove) that the PLO’s experience in south 
Lebanon served as a kind of cautionary tale for Hizbullah regarding the 
dangers of alienating the civilian population, and therefore the need to blunt 
the impact of Israeli reprisal attacks as much as possible. And of course, state 
actors learn over time as well; Jordan’s skittishness about hosting Hamas 
and its quickness to crack down on any perceived military resistance being 
waged from Jordanian territory is perhaps the most obvious example. 

 On the other hand, not all states or nonstate actors learn from the 
mistakes of others, or even from their own mistakes. When I asked PLO 
fi ghters and political offi cers, whether they felt that the organization had 
learned any lessons from its mistakes in Jordan, and whether it had applied 
those lessons in Lebanon, most responded ruefully that no, the movement 
had not done so. Not all foreign and domestic policy choices are equally 
successful, and many have unforeseen consequences for the organizations 
that implement them.  

   FOREIGN POLICY 
 As illustrated in the earlier chapters of this book, there are multiple paths to 
both effective and ineffective foreign and domestic policy. Different strat-
egy choices or mixes of strategies can produce more reliable or less reliable 
access to political backing and material assets, and certainly produce all sorts 
of unintended side effects. Broadly speaking, coercion will be less effective 
than proxyhood which will be less effective than marketing. However, there 
are additional conclusions that can perhaps be drawn about these strategy 
choices based on the experiences of the organizations profi led in this book, 
which may perhaps have interesting implications for policy-makers both in 
counterinsurgent states and in the leadership of militant organizations. 

 From a foreign policy perspective, coercion is a losing proposition in 
the long term. Nevertheless, in the short term, it can be extremely attrac-
tive. One of the most important resources that nonstate actors seek from 
their sponsors is a safe haven. Unlike other resources, individual pieces of 
territory have a specifi c and subjective value, meaning that territory is not 
fungible the way that guns and money are. Therefore, nonstate actors have 
an incentive to pressure certain states for access to particularly useful areas 
in which to set up military bases, training camps, or even political offi ces. 
Moreover, the need for a base of operations may be more pressing than 
the need for other resources, especially if the organization is being forced 
to evacuate a previous base in a hurry. 
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 Both of these dynamics were at work in the PLO’s relationship with 
Jordan and Lebanon. Jordan’s long border with Israel and large Palestinian 
population made it such an attractive base that the PLO was willing to 
put pressure on the monarchy (through Nasser) to host the organization 
even though Hussein was far from enthusiastic about doing so. When 
Jordan expelled the PLO in 1970, this led to a sudden infl ux of fedayeen 
into Lebanon without much discussion with or consensus on the part of 
the Lebanese government (partly because the Lebanese government was 
incapable of reaching consensus on the issue, or indeed on most issues). 
But in both cases, coercion proved insuffi cient to hold on to these bases. 
In Jordan, the state itself expelled the PLO, while in Lebanon some fac-
tions collaborated with the Israelis against it. 

 A different version of this approach is what might be termed “soft coer-
cion,” which occurs when nonstate actors use the normative power of the 
cause they represent to pressure or shame governments into providing 
support. This is, of course, the point of intersection between marketing 
and coercion, and it can be quite effective; this was in part how the PLO 
managed to squeeze funding out of the Gulf states in the 1960s. This 
form of coercion seems to be more useful in the long term, although if 
applied too vigorously it also stands to alienate the states in question. 

 The second option for nonstate actors seeking a patron is to establish 
a relationship as a proxy for a powerful sponsor state. This can have both 
benefi ts and drawbacks. State sponsorship can provide a crucial boost to a 
nonstate military actor, particularly in its early years, and the funding and 
armaments that sponsorship provides can be very useful. In many cases, 
this may be the most secure way of acquiring resources, provided the rela-
tionship can be maintained, which is a signifi cant caveat. Both sponsors 
and proxies can be fi ckle. And even if the relationship does endure, it can 
also carry risks, particularly with regard to organizational cohesion. 

 Sponsorship by multiple regimes which are at odds with one another 
can create rifts within the client organization, particularly if the two spon-
sor states use their clients as proxies to settle their dispute. This dynamic 
was responsible for some of the internal divisions within the PLO in 
the 1980s, when the hostility between Iraq and Syria translated to their 
respective client factions, leading to intra-Palestinian clashes. Divisions 
within a single sponsor regime can also be reproduced in its client, as 
 demonstrated when the power struggle in Iran following Khomeini’s 
death in 1989 between hardliners and pragmatists was replicated within 
Hizbullah. The reformists, loyal to the Rafsanjani faction in Iran, led by 
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fi rst Musavi and then Nasrullah, came into confl ict with Tufayli’s hard-
line faction. As in Iran, where Rafsanjani’s faction ultimately prevailed, 
the moderates in Hizbullah were successful, but Tufayli was ultimately 
expelled from the movement and in the late 1990s openly challenged 
Hizbullah, running against the party in the 1998 elections. Although the 
main body of Hizbullah weathered this episode without permanent divi-
sion, it could have been deeply damaging.  4   

 Even sponsorship by a single highly cohesive state can trigger a schism 
in its client. The Syrian intervention in Lebanon in 1976 forced both 
Amal and the Syrian-sponsored Palestinian factions to stand either with 
the rest of the PLO or with their Syrian patron, creating divisions that 
were perpetuated in one form or another for decades. One could perhaps 
argue that the rivalries between the PLO’s various factions preceded for-
eign sponsorship. But even groups whose leaders had a history of rivalry 
still ended up on the same side of some of these schisms (like the PFLP 
and DFLP). Moreover, foreign sponsorship clearly made these divisions 
worse, and contributed to both the eventual open warfare that broke out 
within the PLO in the 1980s and the War of the Camps between Amal and 
the Palestinians in 1985. 

 The third foreign policy option is, of course, to convince potential 
sponsors to support a given organization because of a normative prefer-
ence for the cause it purports to represent, and a belief that the organi-
zation is the (or at least  a ) legitimate representative of that cause. While 
the mechanics of such marketing rely partly on the manipulation of local 
public opinion and partly on the use of the media at a regional level, the 
fi rst step is to establish the organization’s cause as being worthy of sup-
port at all. 

 Not all organizations are equally successful in this regard.  5   The 
Palestinian organizations have in general been successful insofar as they 
were able to reinforce the narrative of Israel as a common adversary for 
the Arab world and to keep the Palestinian issue on the Arab agenda for 
several decades. For this, the PLO deserves a great deal of the credit. The 
early PLO leadership, including not only Arafat and his lieutenants but 
also some of the factional leaders like George Habash of the PFLP, did a 
great deal to keep the Palestinian issue in the public eye and to make sure 
it remained a major issue in intra-Arab politics. Shafi q al Hout expressed 
this as follows:
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  In the catastrophe of 1948, all our national institutions and political institu-
tions were really destroyed. We lost our ‘POB’—our ‘post offi ce box’—we 
have no address. It took us 16 years, until May of 1964, when we managed 
to market the necessity of establishing a political body that represents the 
Palestinians as such, to be their political reference, to be their POB.  6   

   Later in the 1960s and 1970s, even while preserving the status of 
the  Palestinian cause as a matter of pan-Arab concern, the PLO was 
able to simultaneously claim fi nal authority over that cause as belonging 
to  Palestinians, rather than to  the Arab leadership. This was a diffi cult 
political balancing act, to say the least. Hamas has subsequently benefi ted 
from the work done by the PLO to establish the salience of the Palestinian 
cause, although it has added a new layer by introducing a political-Islamic 
component to the narrative. 

 There is an interesting contrast to be drawn here between the experi-
ences of the Palestinian organizations and the Shi’ites. At a regional level, 
the Palestinians have been far more successful in promoting their narrative 
and gaining broad sympathy for their communal grievances than have the 
Shi’ites. Although Musa Sadr did a great deal of work to publicize the 
plight of Lebanon’s Shi’ites and to raise money for the Movement of the 
Dispossessed, after his disappearance Amal was less able to do so (and 
appeared far less interested in trying to). Even Iran was not particularly 
responsive to Amal’s political project, given how little it resonated with its 
own. (The exception, of course, was Syria, and Asad’s biographer, Patrick 
Seale, attributes this at least in part to Asad’s genuine sympathy for the 
Shi’ites as underdogs in Lebanese politics.)  7   

 Hizbullah was more successful in that its political message at least reso-
nated strongly with Iran’s, which facilitated a strong relationship between 
the two. But through the 1990s, neither organization was able to promote 
its message across the wider Middle East.   While Hizbullah’s infl uence in 
the Shi’ite Arab world may be increasing (particularly if Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shi’ite militias become further involved in the war in Syria alongside 
Hizbullah), it seems unlikely that Hizbullah’s wider political narrative will 
fi nd much traction in the Sunni Middle East. 

 What these organizations have in common is that all four position them-
selves as “resistance” organizations, a characterization that all four have 
made the basis for their claims to political and ideological legitimacy at both 
the local and regional levels. Moreover, all four have argued that they rep-
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resent  the  legitimate resistance in a given area at a given time. The rivalries 
between Amal and the PLO, and later between Amal and Hizbullah, were 
all at least partially about which of them had the “right” to engage in armed 
resistance in south Lebanon. The rivalry between Hamas and Fatah has had 
similar overtones, particularly the criticism leveled against Fatah by Hamas 
for agreeing to participate in the Oslo negotiations. Part of the reason these 
debates are so signifi cant for the organizations involved is because of the 
implications they carry for their legitimacy at a regional level. 

 On the other hand, there are also differences in their regional 
approaches. The most effective foreign policy choices are those which 
result in the greatest range of resources with the least reduction in the 
group’s autonomy, and the least distraction from its core mission. From 
this perspective, the PLO’s foreign policy was by and large effective, 
although its relations with some governments in the region were strained, 
with dire consequences at times. Hamas’ policy, based largely on proxy 
service, has resulted in less durable relationships. The same is true for 
Amal, which sacrifi ced its autonomy for Syrian sponsorship. Hizbullah’s 
early policy, particularly toward Syria, was extremely ineffective, but the 
reforms it later undertook yielded much better results.  

   DOMESTIC POLICY 
 As with foreign policy, the domestic policy choices made by the orga-
nizations discussed in this book had a range of consequences, intended 
and otherwise. The least surprising should probably be those associated 
with coercion. The short-term problems with coercion are the most obvi-
ous—eventually, supplies taken by theft run out, and due to either a lack 
of new supplies to steal or a lack of civilians to steal them from, such 
resources may not be renewable. In the longer term, coercion can have 
a ripple effect, leading to further negative outcomes. For one thing, if 
the position of the military with regard to the nonstate actor is not yet 
certain at the outset of the confl ict—if for instance, the militant group 
has hopes of provoking military defection or reducing morale—attacks 
on civilians can harden the positions of individual soldiers and offi cers 
against the militia. This was what happened to the PLO in Jordan, when 
the behavior of the fedayeen alienated Jordanian Jordanians (and even 
Palestinian Jordanians) in the army and government who might otherwise 
have been sympathetic to their cause. Extremist behavior can also alienate 
other militant groups, even those purporting to represent the same con-
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stituency. This was Hizbullah’s experience in the 1980s in Lebanon, when 
its attacks on foreign and Lebanese civilian targets embarrassed the Syrians 
and alienated Amal, leading to intra-Shi’ite clashes that further tarnished 
both movements’ reputations. In other words, not only is coercion, by 
its very nature, a poor way of acquiring non-material resources like legiti-
macy and political infl uence, it can actively  prevent  the militant group from 
being able to acquire them, even from other domestic sources, because of 
its impact on local attitudes. 

 The provision of services to civilians can work either well or poorly for 
the militant groups providing them. In the least successful version of this 
strategy, they function as a form of patronage, producing a dynamic that 
echoes the predictions made by much of the work on rentier economics. 
The distribution of wealth, political infl uence, and other resources from 
the top down may secure civilian backing for the organization, but such 
support may not be durable in the long term, and stands to distort the 
movement’s relationship with its constituents. After Amal’s approach to 
the Shi’ite community shifted from the ideological project championed 
by Musa Sadr to a patronage model through which state resources were 
distributed to Amal supporters, support for the organization became far 
less robust, and it became less an enthusiastically supported movement 
than the only available option for secularists who were uncomfortable with 
Hizbullah’s blend of religion and politics. Those not put off by Hizbullah’s 
ideology readily defected. Similarly, some of the (former) PLO members 
interviewed spoke with regret about the way the wealth the organization 
acquired in the 1970s distorted its relationship with the Palestinian public. 
This certainly had an effect on the degree of commitment it was able to 
expect from its fi ghters, although there was some variation in this regard 
across the various factions. 

 And of course, if it functions solely as a form of patronage, service pro-
vision can provide only limited access to assets like money and weapons 
because of the nature of the socio-economic sector most likely to need 
free social services in the fi rst place; those who need a free kindergarten for 
their child are probably in no position to donate a tank. For service provi-
sion to be truly benefi cial, it must have a much broader effect on public 
opinion, and reach beyond those who are actually accepting charitable 
donations or free medical help. 

 This means that social services are most successful in securing support 
for an organization when they function less as patronage than as a way of 
demonstrating the group’s competence to govern. Nonstate actors who 
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are trying to become state or proto-state actors—that is, who are trying 
to take over the government of a given territory—face an information 
problem with regard to the public. While they can, and often do, claim 
that they would do a better job of governing than the incumbent govern-
ment, civilians have no basis on which to evaluate this claim if all of the 
organization’s activity has been solely military. The skillset necessary to 
win battles is not the same as the skillset necessary to govern well. This is 
where service provision can prove useful as a form of marketing, or, more 
accurately, as the basis for a marketing campaign. It can serve as evidence 
of the organization’s ability to do more than just fi ght. A well-run social 
service network can serve as a sort of scale-model of the kind of state the 
group promises to build if given the chance. 

 Hamas’ experience is particularly illustrative of this dynamic.  8   The 
percentage of Palestinians using Hamas’ social services prior to the 2006 
election was relatively small, by some estimates lower than 10 %. If the 
dynamic was one of a straight exchange of support for votes, this would 
have resulted in a far smaller number of votes for Hamas. But as discussed 
in Chap.   5    , polling indicates that honesty and competence are of great 
importance to Palestinian voters, both of which the effective administra-
tion of its charitable organizations have helped Hamas to demonstrate. A 
person does not have to use social services to admire a particular group 
for providing them, or for their quality and the competence with which 
they are administered. In reality, Hamas’ provision of social services has 
been benefi cial not because those who use them therefore vote for Hamas, 
although they may well do so, but because it also helped Hamas present 
itself as being a more competent and less corrupt party than its political 
rivals even among those who  do not  use Hamas’ services.  9   

 Similarly, Hizbullah has benefi ted from the perception that it does a 
better job of caring for the Shi’ite community than the Lebanese state 
ever has, as well as from the widespread perception that its institutions, 
some of which are used by those outside the Shi’ite community, are com-
petently managed. And Sadr’s Movement of the Dispossessed used access 
to services as a means of promoting a particular conception of citizenship, 
therefore placing itself in the role of “advocate in chief” for the Shi’ite 
community. In other words, when social services are most effective it is 
not because they are being traded for votes, which provides a much more 
limited level of support, but because they are functioning as a kind of 
marketing: they allow the movement to showcase its ability to perform the 
functions of the state, and therefore its qualifi cation to govern. 
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 This brings us to the third strategic approach that militant groups may 
take at the local level: marketing. For many nonstate actors, including the 
organizations included here, this can include ethno-communal and ideo-
logical narratives. One of the substantial contributions of the scholarship 
on ethnic confl ict and nationalism is that political, ethnic, and national 
identities can be both independent and dependent variables.  10   They are 
produced by the machinations and aspirations of political elites, broad- 
based social movements, and the behavior of nonstate military actors. 
Nonstate actors do not just use political identity, they help to create it. 
Successful marketing, therefore, allows these actors to shape the boundar-
ies around communities and to determine which identity facets (religion 
or language, geography or tribe) will prove most salient politically. 

 Of course, not all marketing will be successful. As discussed in Chap. 
  1    , successful marketing is about creating a set of publicly accepted norms, 
according to which (1) the organization’s adversary is viewed as an adver-
sary by the public as well, (2) its narrative of the confl ict between them 
is fundamentally correct, and (3) the organization is accepted as the right 
and legitimate party to confront the adversary to address the community’s 
grievances. A movement which convinces the public that its adversary is 
indeed a problem for the community at large but fails to convince that com-
munity that it is qualifi ed to solve their problems, or that cannot convince its 
potential constituents that its ethnic or ideological narrative of the confl ict 
is correct, has not succeeded in successfully marketing itself to the public. 

 The second of these tasks—the framing of a convincing narrative to explain 
the confl ict—has often proved the most challenging for the organizations pro-
fi led in this book. Each had the choice to appeal to its potential constituents 
using a broader, regional identity (as Arabs), or a particular national identity 
(as Lebanese or Palestinians); as members of a disenfranchised socio-political 
class (as refugees or aggrieved indigenes); or as members of a transnational 
religious group (as Muslims, or Sunnis, or Shi’ites) which simultaneously con-
stituted an intra-national cleavage (between Muslims and Christians, or Sunnis 
and Shi’ites). Faced with these options, each group made different choices as 
to which identity- narrative (religious, nationalist, regional, economic, nativist, 
or communal) it would emphasize to which constituency (or even whether it 
would bother trying to explain itself to anyone at all). Because of the nature 
of identity framing, which often takes the form of a rhetoric of “we-are-thus- 
and-always-have-been,” the identities assumed and narratives espoused by 
each of these groups may seem in retrospect to be inherent and primordial. In 
reality, though, each movement had a range of options from which to choose. 
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 Early on, the PLO needed to address the regional debate over whether 
the Palestine issue should be framed as a Palestinian nationalist struggle, a 
pan-Arab problem, a refl ection of the broader anti-colonial struggle, or as 
a religious struggle animated by an Islamic narrative. The PLO ultimately 
embraced the Palestinian nationalist narrative championed by Fatah. 
While this was very effective in some ways, in Lebanon, despite broad 
sympathy for the Palestinian cause and the suffering of the Palestinian 
people, they were left with a smaller constituency than they needed and 
faced opposition from those who opposed both pan-Arab nationalism  and  
the presence of the Palestinians in Lebanon. Even in Jordan, while the 
exclusionary practices of the Jordanian state rendered Palestinian-ness the 
most salient identity trait for many people, it was not suffi cient to trigger 
mass defections in the army and government during Black September. 

 For Hamas, the primacy of an independent Palestinian nationalism 
over a pan-Islamic or pan-Arab identity has also proved diffi cult to negoti-
ate. If the alternative to Fatah’s Palestinian nationalism in the 1970s was 
a pan-Arab nationalism that viewed the Palestinian struggle as an Arab 
issue, the dominant alternative in the last two decades has been a pan- 
Islamic nationalism that sees the Palestinian national struggle in a religious 
context. For some, this can be interpreted to mean that the liberation 
of Palestine is part of a wider struggle to establish a new Islamic order 
(although this is not necessarily a goal of all Islamic movements, or nec-
essarily of Hamas itself). However, as the polling discussed in Chap.   5     
indicates, most Palestinians still view the Palestinian struggle as a national 
issue, and not a problem to be subsumed within either a pan-Arab or pan- 
Islamic narrative. The Hamas politicians interviewed were clearly aware of 
this conundrum; when asked whether they saw themselves as an Islamic or 
Palestinian movement fi rst, most refused to prioritize one over the other. 
Balancing these narratives remains a challenge. 

 Similarly, Amal’s early marketing project was largely a matter of chal-
lenging the sorts of identities used for political mobilization in the Shi’ite 
community in Lebanon. Whereas in the past most Shi’ites had mobilized 
as Muslims or leftists or not at all, Musa Sadr very effectively established 
Shi’ite communal identity as a separate basis for political claims-making on 
the state. However, in the Lebanese political arena of the 1960s, religious 
affi liation was largely a form of communal identity and basis for communal 
mobilization, rather than as a form of political ideology in its own right. 
Shi’ite theology was not advocated as a basis for government. Over time, 
Amal was less successful at updating its message in order to compete with 
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Hizbullah. Its decline was compounded by its growing reputation for cor-
ruption, which did not mesh well with Sadr’s own early message. 

 All of this left an ideological niche readily available for Hizbullah in 
the 1980s. Of the four movements examined in this book, Hizbullah 
has proved the most adept at reinventing itself in response to changing 
circumstances. During the civil war, Hizbullah saw itself as a primarily 
Shi’ite, rather than Lebanese, movement (a charge still leveled by its oppo-
nents), and advocated a religious, rather than communal, understanding 
of Shi’ism. To a certain extent it still does so, at least within the Shi’ite 
community. But in the postwar period, when the movement clearly real-
ized that it needed to fi nd another way of framing itself if it wanted to 
be successful in the new Lebanese political context, Hizbullah’s shift to 
a narrative focused on resistance in the defense of Lebanon itself allowed 
it to expand its infl uence. Hizbullah’s experience demonstrates that it is 
indeed possible for a militant group to reorient itself in response to a shift-
ing political landscape, or even simply because its old approach wasn’t 
working very well. 

 In sum, while marketing can be a powerful tool for nonstate actors to 
use in improving their own position with regard to the civilian population, 
it can also have powerful and perhaps unforeseen effects on the domestic 
political landscape. This is far less true of coercion or even the provision of 
social services. The PLO’s reliance on coercion and its inability to frame 
its political project in a way that resonated broadly ultimately weakened 
its domestic position in Lebanon. Hamas’ reliance on service provision to 
make up for the limits of its own marketing campaign was somewhat more 
effective, but only because it chose the more effective version of service 
provision rather than relying solely on patronage. Amal, in contrast, began 
with a very effective marketing strategy, which eventually collapsed into 
patronage in the 1980s. Hizbullah, as with its foreign policy, began with a 
very coercive approach but shifted to a very effective version of marketing 
and service provision after the war. As with their foreign policy, these var-
ied domestic policies yielded very different outcomes for each movement.  

   OVERLAP, INTERACTION, AND PATH-DEPENDENCE 
 There is, of course, a degree of overlap between the strategies discussed 
above with regard to both foreign and domestic policy. A militant group 
may use coercion of one group of civilians (Jordanian army offi cers’ fami-
lies, or Palestinian refugees) as a form of marketing to another (Palestinian 
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refugees or Shi’ites in south Lebanon) or even as a basis for recruitment 
(an opportunity to participate in revenge attacks). This was certainly 
the case for many of the right-wing Maronite militias in Lebanon, who 
employed a virulently nativist/anti-Palestinian rhetoric and extraordinary 
violence against Palestinian civilians as a form of marketing to potential 
recruits and a means of demonstrating their commitment to their cause. 
Similarly, coercion of one group of civilians (or even of a host state, if 
that coercion is suffi ciently destabilizing,) can be a form of proxy ser-
vice for a foreign sponsor. When service provision functions as a means 
of promoting the organization’s overall competence beyond those using 
services themselves, there is some overlap with marketing, while if there is 
an implicit threat that services can be withdrawn as punishment for non- 
compliance, it can veer into coercion. 

 The interaction between strategies also matters. For one thing, the use 
of one strategy tends to have an impact on the effectiveness of the oth-
ers. The use of service provision is likely to produce more lasting loyalty 
in the civilian context if it is accompanied by publicity explaining  why  the 
group is providing services, and how the group character implied by those 
services makes it a better choice than a rival group. On the other hand, 
a group which behaves coercively toward its constituency while attempt-
ing to convince them that it has their best interests at heart may fi nd that 
its message falls on deaf ears. Likewise, while the provision of services to 
repair the harm done by the militia’s own activities (such as Hizbullah’s 
policy of rebuilding homes damaged by the IDF during the July War) may 
improve its reputation, damage control is not quite the same as the provi-
sion of services for their own sake, although it can insulate the movement 
from some of the consequences of its actions. 

 There is also an interaction effect between state support, civilian sup-
port, and survival. State support and civilian support produce resources 
that make survival more likely, but these two factors also have some impact 
on each other. State funding makes it easier to create social service net-
works to woo civilian support while popularity among civilians makes a 
militia more appealing as a potential proxy. Conversely, a militant group 
that had to use coercion against the state to gain access to a foreign base 
may fi nd that it has to continue to use coercion against local civilians in 
order to keep it, unless those civilians are themselves antagonistic to the 
government. 

 There is also a feedback effect between the group’s ability to survive 
direct confrontation with a stronger military and its ability to attract 
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 foreign sponsorship and popular support. A group which is seen as “stand-
ing up” to a stronger power can use this to appeal to civilians, while the 
same strong military record can also make an organization much more 
attractive as a potential proxy. These relationships can also have unin-
tended consequences; foreign sponsors may push for policy choices that 
can be harmful to the militant group’s own objectives in the long term, 
and militant groups concerned with their local reputation may end up 
either pursuing fi ghts they can’t win or curtailing their military activities to 
avoid harming civilians, shaping its ability (or even will) to resist.  11   

 Finally, there is also a degree of path-dependence between the use of 
coercion and the ability to use other strategies later on. While using coer-
cion early on does not make it impossible to shift to a more successful 
strategy later, it does make it more diffi cult. The PLO’s coercive behav-
ior in south Lebanon was enough to outweigh the earlier positive rela-
tionship it had had with the local Shi’ite community, and Hamas’ more 
radical behavior in its early years, particularly with regard to its rivals dur-
ing the intifada, laid the groundwork for its bitter rivalry with Fatah and 
other PLO factions later on. Even the behavior of other organizations can 
have an undesired effect; Jordan’s experience during Black September no 
doubt informed the government’s squeamishness about hosting Hamas in 
the 1990s. This is not to suggest that a militant movement cannot change 
its strategy, or even its character, it is merely to suggest that its behavior 
early on can have an effect on how easy or diffi cult it is to use a different 
strategy later.  

   AN ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATION: THE NATURE OF THE 
ADVERSARY 

 In seeking to explain variation among groups in the same confl ict ecosys-
tem, this book has not thus far engaged directly with what is perhaps the 
most obvious rival explanation: might it not be the case that the source of 
variation lies not in the militant groups themselves, but in their state adver-
sary? That is, in the case of the confl ict ecosystem under examination here, 
might it be possible that the greatest source of variation lies not among the 
militant groups themselves but rather on the Israeli side of the equation? 

 There are good reasons to take this idea seriously. Militaries, like nonstate 
actors, learn over time and may make better, or at least better informed, 
policy as a result. Even within the same military there can be differences in 
intent between different campaigns, which can obviously have an impact on 
the result. It could be argued, for instance, that the IDF’s intent in 2006 
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 vis-à-vis Hizbullah was more comparable to its intent in 1978 vis-à-vis the 
PLO than its intent in 1982. If the IDF was more serious about eliminat-
ing the PLO in 1982 than it was about eliminating Hizbullah in 2006, that 
could explain the greater success of Operation Peace for Galilee in compari-
son with the July War. After all, the escalation in 2006 was far more gradual 
and less organized than was the ramping up of troop commitments in 1982. 
Perhaps this, rather than variation between the militant groups themselves, 
explains the difference between them. 

 While I accept that the intent of the adversary varies among different 
confl icts and that this variation has an impact on the outcome of the con-
fl ict, there are nevertheless two factors that suggest that these episodes 
should be treated as comparable, even taking into account the variation 
on the Israeli side. The fi rst concerns the internal dynamics of the Israeli 
political and military leadership, and the second the distinction between 
resistance and recovery. 

 Israel’s counterinsurgent operations are generally presented by the 
Israeli government and military as necessary responses to specifi c episodes 
described as intentional provocations on the part of its adversaries. In the 
case of the July War, it was the capture of Regev and Goldwasser. In the 
case of Operation Cast Lead, of IDF soldier Gilad Shalit. In the case of the 
1982 invasion, the offi cial proximate cause was the attempted assassina-
tion of the Israeli ambassador in London by the Abu Nidal group. 

 But the idea that any one provocation can explain the decision to go to 
war at a particular time in the context of a protracted confl ict is mislead-
ing. Gilad Shalit had been held captive for nearly two and a half years prior 
to the onset of the 2009 Gaza War, and the PLO was actively at war with 
the Abu Nidal group at the time of the attempt on the Israeli ambassa-
dor, thereby making it extremely unlikely that the PLO itself ordered the 
operation. Moreover, there are many similar episodes that did  not  prompt 
military responses. In 2000, the capture of IDF soldiers by Hizbullah did 
not provoke a reaction by the Barak government that was comparable to 
the July War. In fact, data from the Global Terrorism Dataset demonstrate 
a period of relative quiet along the Israeli–Lebanese border in the two 
years leading up to the July War, and signifi cantly greater military activity 
in the period from 2000 to 2003, for instance.  12   

 The commonality across these cases is not the severity of a particu-
lar provocation but rather the state of civil military relations in Israel at 
the time, particularly the competition between different branches of the 
government. That civil military relations and interagency competition can 
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impact foreign policy making is well-trodden theoretical ground. In Israel, 
Yoram Peri warned after Operation Peace for Galilee that the closeness of 
the military and political spheres, in part because so many senior offi cers 
enter politics later in their careers, endangered both.  13   Tyler has similarly 
argued that the centrality of the military and military service to Israeli 
public life gives it power and authority which are not easily overridden by 
the civilian leadership.  14   

 This dynamic was particularly exaggerated in both the early 1980s 
and early 2000s, when the civilian leadership in Israel was especially weak 
relative to the leadership of the military. The military leadership there-
fore sought to exploit what it saw as a narrow window of opportunity to 
address a long-standing security threat without the constraints ordinarily 
imposed by the civilian leadership. As discussed in Chap.   2    , Operation 
Peace for Galilee represented a signifi cant escalation from the action 
authorized by the civilian Cabinet. The Cabinet initially authorized the 
operation to push no further than 40 kilometers into Lebanon, parameters 
that were vastly exceeded by the advance to Beirut.  15   It remains unclear 
how aware Prime Minister Menachem Begin was of Sharon’s intentions in 
this regard.  16   There is even some evidence he was unaware that IDF forces 
had entered East Beirut on June 13th.  17   The decision to cut east and con-
front the Syrian forces at the Beirut-Damascus highway also violated the 
parameters set by the Cabinet. Begin, based on Sharon’s assurances and 
those of IDF Chief of Staff Rafael Eitan, had assured both the Cabinet 
and the Americans that no confrontation with the Syrians would occur.  18   

 While Begin can hardly be called a weak leader, he did prove unable 
(and perhaps also unwilling) to reign in Sharon, or the military. The 
remainder of the civilian government was left essentially without control 
over the campaign. Sharon’s willingness to act in concert with Chief of 
Staff Eitan in contradiction to the preferences of the elected government 
ultimately allowed the army to evade civilian control entirely, leading to a 
far more extensive confl ict than had originally been authorized. 

 Much like Operation Peace for Galilee, the July War occurred under 
a civilian leadership which at times appeared not fully in control of the 
military, resulting in an escalation that appeared to happen almost by acci-
dent, rather than according to a fully formed plan. A detailed plan for a 
confrontation with Hizbullah had been in existence since 2000. Called 
Operation Stone of Fire, it called for a commitment of four army divisions 
to a ground invasion of Lebanon. But this plan was not implemented.  19   In 
an echo of the confused planning that characterized Operation Peace for 
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Galilee, a different plan, called Operation Ice Breaker, favored by Chief of 
Staff Dan Halutz, was chosen instead.  20   Halutz was the fi rst Chief of Staff 
of the IDF to come from the air force, and, perhaps not coincidentally, 
Ice Breaker called for a 72-hour bombardment of Lebanon from the air, 
rather than a land invasion. 

 Both the timing and the haphazard escalation of the war were also infl u-
enced by Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s weakness and relative inexperience 
in comparison with the military leadership. Olmert became prime minis-
ter following Ariel Sharon’s stroke in January of 2006. His party, Kadima 
enjoyed a high degree of support  21  , but Olmert himself did not have the 
same stature or relationship with the military that Sharon had enjoyed. He 
had never served as defense minister, and had served in the Golani brigade 
only briefl y before an injury forced him to fi nish his military service in the 
press corps. (He later attended offi cer school at age 35). Moreover, he was 
weak politically, having been dogged by allegations of corruption since he 
was the mayor of Jerusalem.  22   It is not unreasonable to therefore conclude 
that Olmert’s weakness relative to the military allowed Halutz to pursue his 
own institutional interests in the prosecution of the war. This was, at any 
rate, the conclusion drawn by the Winograd Commission, which was tasked 
with investigating the conduct of the war in its aftermath.  23   

 Halutz’s proposed plan (which the Winograd Commission condemned 
as having deliberately mislead the rest of the government by leaving out 
key information) was perhaps all the more attractive to Olmert because, 
having withdrawn from Lebanon only six years earlier, the Israeli public 
was not eager to see the IDF return there. It allowed Olmert to appear 
strong while avoiding the public risks of a ground invasion and high casu-
alties at a time when he had virtually no political capital to expend. In 
short, as in 1982, the escalation in 2006 was less the result of a deliberate 
strategy and more a by-product of political interactions within the Israeli 
government. 

 In the context of the embarrassment caused by the July War, Operation 
Cast Lead can be seen as a kind of “do over” for the IDF.  The Gaza 
campaign was far more carefully planned, and the military was very care-
ful not to overstate its aims. Rather than claiming that Hamas would be 
eliminated (as it had with regard to Hizbullah in 2006), IDF spokespeo-
ple spoke of preventing rocket fi re into southern Israel and reestablishing 
Israeli deterrence after the loss in 2006.  24   That being said, like Operation 
Peace for Galilee and the July War, Operation Cast Lead occurred at a 
time when the executive was weak relative to the military. 
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 In September of 2008, Olmert was forced to resign on charges of cor-
ruption, leaving his recently elected deputy, foreign minister Tzipi Livni, 
as head of the Kadima party. Her refusal to form a coalition government 
with the Orthodox parties (due to a dispute over the national budget) 
automatically triggered new elections to be held in February of 2009. 
This left Olmert as head of the interim government, but with his authority 
severely undermined.  25   If his position had been weak with regard to the 
military in 2006, it was weaker still in 2008. In sum, in all three instances, 
the civilian leadership was weak relative to the leadership of the military. 
Particularly in 1982 and 2006, this led to a loss of control over the execu-
tion of the mission by the civilian leadership. 

 All of the above, of course, is more germane to the “resistance” compo-
nent of survival than the “recovery” component: the strength and intention 
of the adversary is far more signifi cant in determining the organization’s 
ability to resist in the short term than to recover politically afterward. The 
variation in the ability to recover exhibited by the PLO in south Lebanon 
in 1978 and 1982 versus Amal’s in the same period and Hizbullah’s after 
the July War speaks to the importance of foreign and domestic policy 
making before the onset of confl ict in determining how (and whether) a 
movement will be able to bounce back afterward. Although the IDF with-
drew in 1978, the PLO found it diffi cult to retake some of its positions 
due to local resentment. In contrast, in 2006, Hizbullah found that it was 
still welcome in the south, despite the damage the Israeli bombardment 
had caused. 

 This is not to suggest that the capacity and intent of the IDF was identi-
cal in each case, only that it was comparable enough that this cannot alone 
explain the variation in outcome experience by each organization. Rather, 
as I have argued here, it was each organization’s choice of resource acqui-
sition strategy and the consequences of these choices that mattered. The 
PLO’s use of coercion alienated civilians in Lebanon and Jordan, leading 
to a loss of political leverage in both contexts, although it did have some 
ideological leverage at the regional level. Hizbullah was able to shift from 
a coercive strategy to one focused on marketing, and experienced greater 
success as a result. Amal shifted in the other direction, from an emphasis 
on marketing based on ideological legitimacy to a position based on local 
patronage and service as a military proxy for Syria. And Hamas has found 
that while its ideological marketing has limited leverage, its pragmatic 
appeal as a more honest alternative to Fatah locally and an opponent of 
Oslo regionally has helped attract support. 
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 All of these tactics have had consequences for the sort of organization 
each eventually became. The PLO became a transnational movement, with 
strong patrons but few local roots in Palestine. Amal eventually became a 
local militia, with leverage only in Lebanon where it serves as a proxy for 
Syrian interest. Hizbullah was able to rescue itself from becoming a failed 
militia and ultimately become an extremely successful proto-state actor. 
Hamas managed something similar, though its weaker ties both regionally 
and locally have placed it in a far weaker position.  

   THE SYRIAN–IRAQI CONFLICT ECOSYSTEM 
 While this book has focused on the organizations that inhabit one par-
ticular confl ict ecosystem, the characteristics described in the preceding 
chapters are not unique to those movements. The remainder of this chap-
ter will be devoted to applying the framework developed in this book to 
the emerging confl ict ecosystem comprising Iraq and Syria, and to ISIS as 
an actor in that system. My purpose here is not to offer a comprehensive 
analysis of either the Syrian or Iraqi civil wars or of ISIS itself—that is 
well beyond the bounds of this book—but rather to demonstrate how the 
schema laid out in this book might be usefully applied to other confl icts. 

 Since 2013, a new confl ict ecosystem has begun to evolve in the Middle 
East. It has its roots in part in the 2003 American invasion of Iraq, which 
gave rise to a range of new nonstate actors and created a venue for a range 
of ideologies. A decade later, the outbreak of the Syrian civil war allowed 
several of those actors (and ideologies) to expand and gain control of new 
territory in both Syria and Iraq. Perhaps the most prominent example is the 
organization once known as Al Qaeda in Iraq, which has since rebranded 
itself as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS. In addition to ISIS, this 
confl ict system includes a wide array of other militant groups as complex 
and diverse as those inhabiting the Arab–Israeli confl ict ecosystem. In Iraq, 
these include the Kurdish KDP and PUK (also known as the Peshmerga); 
the Shi’ite Mahdi Army (loyal to Muqtada Sadr), the Iran-linked Badr 
Brigades, and other Shi’ite militias; and a range of Sunni insurgent groups 
including Islamists, Baathists, and ex-Baathists turned Islamists as well as 
any number of local defense militias and tribal groupings. In Syria, it has 
involved the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party (the PYD), which 
is itself allied with the Turkish Kurdish Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK); 
the loose collection of rebels known as the Free Syrian Army, which at dif-
ferent times has included both secularists and a range of Islamist groups, 
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including the Al Qaeda affi liated Nusra Front; and various state-sponsored 
Syrian militias, alongside whom Hizbullah has been fi ghting. 

 The accompanying refugee crisis and increasingly transnational nature 
of the confl ict have drawn neighboring states into the confl ict as well. 
This includes Lebanon and Turkey, which have suffered related violence 
on their territory, and Iran, Jordan, the UAE, and other states which have 
entered the fray either by backing the Syrian regime and its allies (Iran), 
supporting the FSA (Turkey and at times several other states), or joining 
a US-sponsored coalition against ISIS (the Gulf states and Jordan). Russia 
has become involved as well. 

 Each of the nonstate actors involved has made foreign and domestic pol-
icy choices that have rendered them either more or less able to survive and 
thrive in their surroundings. The following discussion is focused on ISIS, 
but a similar analysis could be productively applied to any of these groups. 

   Two Civil Wars 

 Much like the confl ict ecosystem described in the rest of this book, the 
Iraqi-Syrian confl ict ecosystem is comprised of multiple interlocking sub- 
confl icts. In this case, the outbreak of the Syrian civil war reinvigorated 
the confl ict in Iraq, while the legacies of the Iraqi confl ict substantially 
worsened the confl ict in Syria. The war in Iraq led to over 130,000 casu-
alties between 2003 and 2013,  26   and did enormous damage to the Iraqi 
infrastructure and economy. By 2007, UNHCR reported that there were 
1.2 million Iraqi refugees in Syria and 750,000  in Jordan, with nearly 
300,000 additional refugees spread across the Middle East.  27   Despite two 
successive elections and the withdrawal of American forces in 2011, the 
confl ict continued to simmer with occasional spikes in violence. 

 Unlike the war in Iraq, the civil war in Syria began as a largely peaceful 
protest movement against the Asad regime, inspired by protests in Tunisia, 
Egypt, and elsewhere in the Arab world. But almost immediately the 
regime responded with violence and within six months the International 
Committee of the Red Cross had declared it to be a civil war. As of this 
writing the war in Syria has cost over 350,000 lives, and generated over 
fi ve million refugees and nearly eight million IDPs. Approximately half the 
population of Syria has been displaced. The vast majority of the refugees 
have gone to Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey.  28   

 While the two larger confl icts are separate in their origins, they have 
become linked both by their common ethno-communal cleavages (the divi-
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sions between Sunnis and Shi’ites and between Arabs and Kurds) and via the 
actors involved in both.  29   One consequence of the chaos that followed the 
overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003 was the establishment of 
an Al Qaeda affi liate in Iraq, called Al Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers, 
led by the Jordanian born Abu Musab al Zarqawi. Also known as Al Qaeda 
in Iraq (AQI), it renamed itself the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) in 2006 after 
merging with several smaller Iraqi factions. By the summer of 2011, ISI had 
dispatched cadres to Syria.  30   In spring 2013, refl ecting the group’s expanded 
territorial focus, ISI renamed itself the ISIS.  31   Nevertheless, ISIS’ leadership 
is still primarily Iraqi, and includes a large number of formerly Baathist Iraqi 
army offi cers.  32   In Syria, ISIS conquered territory in the north in mid-2013, 
consolidating its control over Raqqa by January of 2014 and taking Dayr 
az Zour in May.  33   In Iraq, protests against the Maliki government’s neglect 
and repression of Sunni communities, ongoing since December of 2012, 
escalated in Al Anbar province. In January of 2014, the Iraqi army’s brutal 
response to the protests and increasing Sunni frustration with the govern-
ment in Baghdad provided an opening for ISIS, which took advantage of 
the unrest to facilitate its conquest of Fallujah and parts of Ramadi.  34   Six 
months later, its forces took Mosul and swept across northern Iraq. They 
declared a new caliphate at the end of June, with the organization’s leader, 
Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, as its leader.  35   

 ISIS’s expansion across northern Syria and Iraq brought the group into 
contact with a number of minority groups, including Christians, Kurds, 
and Yazidis, drawing the Kurdish forces into the confl ict. In August 2014, 
tens of thousands of Yazidis fl ed forced conversion and possible geno-
cide at the hands of ISIS to Mount Sinjar. They were eventually rescued 
by a combined operation by the Iraqi Kurdish Peshmerga and the Syrian 
Kurdish militia the YPG, the militant arm of the Kurdish Democratic 
Union (or PYD), supported by American air strikes.  36   Similarly, when ISIS 
forces besieged the Kurdish town of Kobane, it was eventually liberated by 
a combination of YPG fi ghters (particularly its women’s brigade, the YPJ) 
and coalition airstrikes. 

 The participation of these actors in both confl icts has reinforced the 
salience of the cleavages between Sunnis and Shi’ites, and between Arabs 
and Kurds. Both are as much products of the confl ict as causes of it. Prior 
to the American invasion, Sunni-Shi’ite relations in Iraq were hardly as 
confl ictual as they are today. Shi’ite soldiers fought loyally against Iran in 
the Iran–Iraq war, and there were high rates of Sunni-Shi’ite intermar-
riage (especially in Baghdad and other large cities). It took an enormous 
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amount of determined violence by both Sunni and Shi’ite militias to make 
those who had always thought of themselves as Iraqis into Shi’ites and 
Sunnis, but Iraq’s various sectarian militias were persistent, and eventually 
successful. After years of violence, Baghdad’s once integrated neighbor-
hoods are far more homogenous. 

 Similarly, the Syrian confl ict has taken on sectarian overtones. The Asad 
family’s reliance on other members of the Alawite minority has always 
lent a sectarian tinge to Syrian politics. But these divisions, while cen-
tral to a number of political crises in Syria’s past (the military coup of 
1966, the Hama massacre of 1982 following an uprising by the Muslim 
Brotherhood) were not central to the lives of most ordinary Syrians, par-
ticularly in urban areas. The inter-ethnic violence of the civil war has made 
these divisions far more signifi cant, and led to a politicization of Syria’s 
Kurds that was previously somewhat more muted. 

    ISIS in Transition 

 Like any nonstate actor, ISIS has needed to acquire both material and 
political resources in order to pursue its goals. Early on, ISIS benefi ted 
in this regard from the availability of a good deal of “low hanging fruit.” 
When its forces attacked Mosul, the Iraqi army abandoned their posts 
and their weapons almost immediately, providing ISIS with better and 
more plentiful arms than they likely would have been able to obtain 
even with signifi cant state sponsorship. Their conquest of Ramadi in 
May 2015 was similarly made possible by the retreat of Iraqi forces who 
had trained for counterinsurgency operations, not long-term ground 
defense.  37   Just as importantly, in eastern Syria, ISIS was able to take 
control of a number of oil and natural gas fi elds which enabled them to 
begin funding themselves independently from the aid that had previ-
ously received from donors in the Gulf.  38   And in Mosul, Tikrit, and else-
where, it was able to orchestrate large-scale prison breaks in 2013 and 
2014, freeing many former insurgents and AQI members and providing 
a pool of experienced recruits.  39   

 But it is less clear how successful ISIS will be in the long run. Whether 
the Islamic State continues to expand or merely tries to hold the territory 
it has already conquered, it will increasingly fi nd itself in need of both 
material and political resources that will be ever more diffi cult to acquire.  40   
This means that to be successful it will need to revisit its foreign and espe-
cially its domestic policy. 
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 In the mid-2000s under Zarqawi’s leadership, AQI relied almost exclu-
sively on coercive violence to hold territory and prevent civilians from 
working with American and Iraqi government forces.  41   This did not, how-
ever, make the organization particularly popular, and if those who joined 
the American-organized Anbar Awakening in opposition to AQI were 
motivated largely by American patronage, AQI gave them few reasons to 
support the organization. 

 More recently, ISIS appears to have shifted to a mixed strategy. They 
have retained their reputation for exceptional brutality against those 
who oppose them, executing hundreds of members of Sunni tribes who 
opposed them in northern Iraq and governing the territory they hold with 
extraordinary authoritarianism.  42   Law and order in ISIS-controlled areas 
is a strict and violent affair, with stringent and restrictive codes of dress 
and behavior for women and, to a lesser degree, for men. Criminal penal-
ties are severe—those caught stealing have been punished by having their 
hands cut off.  43   

 But this also hints at the second part of ISIS’s domestic approach: the 
organization also seems to have made some effort to provide governance 
and services. They have kept some hospitals running (although they have 
not built new ones, and there is a shortage of doctors). They also col-
lect taxes and have been attempting to provide municipal services, from 
policing to garbage collection. If ISIS is able to generate genuine public 
support for its political project, it will certainly facilitate the movement’s 
state-building ambitions, and perhaps demonstrate to a skeptical public 
that it does indeed represent a feasible or even preferable alternative to the 
Asad regime. (This is also the approach being taken, with notable success, 
by the PYD in the three Kurdish cantons it has carved out in northern 
Syria.) On the other hand, however, much of ISIS’s service provision takes 
the far less effective form of patronage, particularly toward its fi ghters 
and political cadres, which generates resentment among the rest of the 
population. Should it continue in this vein, the “Islamic State” will likely 
come to refl ect the neopatrimonialism that weakened not only many of 
the nonstate actors discussed in this book, but many of the Arab regimes 
as well. This, combined with the strictness of ISIS’s governance and the 
diffi cult conditions imposed by the Iraqi government’s attempts to retake 
these areas, appears to be producing mixed results at best. Reports have 
appeared of ISIS preventing residents of the cities it holds from fl eeing, 
hardly an indicator of broad public support.  44   
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 ISIS’s regional position is even more diffi cult. Its approach to nearly all 
states and nonstate actors– including the Iraqi government, the FSA, the 
Kurds, the Jordanians, and the Gulf states—has been overtly hostile. While 
it has mostly avoided direct confrontation with the Asad regime so far, this 
is a pragmatic and perhaps temporary choice for both and not a sign of 
an alliance. Similarly, while the Turkish government appears willing to 
tolerate ISIS’s attacks on the Kurds, this does not translate to actual sup-
port for the organization. ISIS’s view of its regional position is expressed 
particularly neatly by an image posted by an ISIS sympathizer on twit-
ter (whose handle translates as “youth of the Islamic State”). It depicts 
a small army bearing the black fl ags of the Islamic State surrounded by a 
much larger force bearing the American, Israeli, Iranian, Kurdish, Turkish, 
Hizbullahi, FSA, Syrian regime, and Al Qaeda fl ags. (The picture is, in 
fact, a digitally altered still from a scene in the movie  Kingdom of Heaven  
portraying the battle between the Crusaders and Salah Al Din’s forces at 
Kerak.) ISIS sees itself as besieged by enemies on all sides.  45   While the 
idea that Israel and Iran are secretly in league with one another is diffi cult 
to take seriously, ISIS is clearly isolated in the region. But in the long 
term, without at least some allies it will be diffi cult for the Islamic State to 
acquire the political, military, and fi nancial resources it will need to sustain 
itself. The question remains, then, as to whether it will make the necessary 
policy changes in order to develop better local and regional alliances, or 
risk becoming a failed militia.   

   C ONCLUSION  
 While the idea that regional confl icts are interconnected is neither new 
nor particularly controversial, understanding these constellations of con-
fl icts as units of analysis is analytically useful. Comparing entire ecosys-
tems with one another in terms of their complexity, the balance of state 
to nonstate forces, and the balance of strength between the various actors 
within them stands to provide new insight into confl ict dynamics. This 
may perhaps be an interesting avenue for future research, particularly with 
regard to the stability of the confl ict ecosystem, absent outside infl uence. 
(By “stability” in this context I mean resistance to either resolution or 
escalation.) Are ecosystems with one much stronger state actor and great 
variety of much weaker nonstate actors more or less stable than those 
with a smaller number of stronger nonstate actors and a range of weaker 
state governments? Are systems characterized by one overarching ethnic 
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or ideological cleavage more or less stable than those with two or three 
competing cleavages? And, are there strategies for confl ict resolution that 
might be or less effective given the characteristics of a given ecosystem? 

 Second, this approach can help us understand the outcomes experienced 
by the various militant groups in each system. By looking at the relative 
effectiveness of their foreign and domestic policies, we can understand how 
a given organization evolves into a powerful proto- state actor, a transna-
tional militant network, a local militia, or withers away over time. In addi-
tion, this approach can help us make predictions about the likely trajectories 
of nonstate military actors based on their current policy choices. While the 
long-term prospects for ISIS are at present hazy at best, evaluating its cur-
rent foreign and domestic policy choices can perhaps shed at least a little 
light on the sort of organization it may become. A local power with strong 
roots but limited regional reach? A transnational actor with minimal local 
support? A powerful proto-state actor? Or, as many hope, a failed militia? 
Militant organizations can and do learn from their mistakes and change over 
time. But those that do not learn or evolve, instead choosing to stick with a 
losing strategy, are unlikely to thrive in the long term.  
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    CHAPTER 7   

 Conclusion                     

          Near the village of Iqlim al Tufah in south Lebanon, in the very spot 
where Amal scored its important (if temporary) victory over Hizbullah in 
1989, high up in the hills where Hizbullah fi ghters hid in hand-dug tun-
nels during their long fi ght against the IDF and SLA in the 1990s, stands 
the Mleeta complex. Billed by Hizbullah as a “resistance tourism land-
mark” bearing the slogan “where the heavens meet the earth,” it is a cross 
between a park, a museum, a shrine, a war memorial, and Disney’s Epcot 
Center. When entering the park, the fi rst thing that visitors encounter is 
what appears to be a massive art installation, composed in part of captured 
Israeli military hardware, with a phrase in Hebrew that translates roughly 
as “the quagmire of Lebanon” in the center (Image  7.1 ).

   The complex includes an exhibit of captured IDF weapons and materiel 
and informational posters describing the command structure and capacity 
of the Israeli military, with multicolored lighting and background music 
punctuated by recordings of shelling and gunfi re. It is also possible to 
visit the tunnels themselves and learn about the role they played in the 
resistance. And, there is a small theater showing a documentary on “the 
Resistance.” The narrative presented therein is extremely instructive. 
Over newsreel footage, the fi lm’s narrator tells the viewer that “In 1948, 
Jerusalem becomes the fi rst Arab capital to fall. In 1978, the Zionists 
invaded Lebanon. In 1982, Beirut becomes the second capital to fall.” 
Only then does the story of resistance begin, with Hizbullah. Notably, 



there is no mention of the PLO or indeed of Palestinian resistance at all. 
Resistance, in this narrative, means only Hizbullah, and took (or takes) 
place only in Lebanon. 

 This narrative is echoed, with a foreign policy twist, at a second recently 
constructed tourist destination in south Lebanon: the Iran Gardens in 
the village of Maroun al Ras. Overlooking the border between Israel and 
Lebanon, this small park features a café, a resistance-themed paintball range, 
a children’s playground, and a small reproduction of the Dome of the Rock 
with the insignia that sits in the center of the Iranian fl ag embedded in 
its side and an Iranian fl ag fl ying above. In fact, despite the fact that the 
park has a distinct “liberation of Palestine” theme to it, I saw only a single 
Palestinian fl ag, in contrast with the large number of Lebanese and Iranian 
fl ags, as well as those of Amal and Hizbullah. The message appeared to be 
more about the role of Iran and its Lebanese clients in the theoretical libera-
tion of Palestine than about the reality of Palestine itself (Image  7.2 ).

  Image 7.1    “The Abyss,” Mleeta, Iqlim al Tufah, Lebanon. Photo by author, 2012       
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  Image 7.2    Iran Gardens, Maroun al Ras, Lebanon. Photo by Author, 2012       
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   Maintaining control of this narrative has been a key to Hizbullah’s suc-
cess. Losing control of it proved detrimental to the PLO and may prove 
to be Hizbullah’s undoing as its involvement in the ongoing civil war 
in Syria further complicates its position in Lebanon. Indeed, one way of 
understanding the internecine confl ict between Hamas and Fatah that has 
divided Palestine since 2006 is as a contest over whether resistance or self- 
governance should be the central focus of Palestinian politics. 

 The power of legitimacy and the necessity of actively maintaining that 
legitimacy are something that Hizbullah has always appeared to under-
stand almost instinctively. But contrary to the narrative presented at 
Mleeta, it owes a great deal in this regard to the ground laid by Musa 
Sadr in Amal’s early years and to the legacy of the PLO in establishing 
“resistance” against Israel as a central legitimizing tenet in Arab politics. 
Between 1992 and 2006, it was highly successful in constructing that 
legitimacy through its domestic policy, and even at a regional level. The 
PLO, in contrast, despite the enormous resonance of the Palestinian cause 
in Arab politics (which it itself helped to develop and maintain) was less 
successful in doing so, based largely on its coercive behavior toward local 
governments and populations in the countries that hosted it, if not among 
Palestinians themselves. Hamas has tried to adapt Hizbullah’s approach to 
the Palestinian context, but with rather different results given that Hamas 
has found itself in the position of governing Gaza, a development that has 
both challenged its capacity administratively and led to a rise in coercive 
behavior toward the public. 

 This book began with a rather simple premise: that the ways in which 
nonstate actors acquire resources may be at least as important as the 
resources themselves in determining how able they are to resist attempts 
to wipe them out by far more powerful nonstate adversaries and to recover 
politically from those confrontations in the longer term. In the confl ict 
ecosystem composed of Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, and Jordan, the narra-
tive of the “resistance” has been one of the primary ways in which orga-
nizations have sought to market and legitimize themselves to potential 
sponsor states, local governments, host populations, and potential con-
stituents and recruits. It has been taken up as a banner in turn by the 
Palestinian organizations, fi rst in Jordan and then in Lebanon, where it 
was contested, altered, and then adopted by Amal, which advocated a 
Shi’ite version of resistance that both challenged and borrowed from the 
Palestinian organizations’ narrative. This in turn gave rise to the narrative 
proposed by Hizbullah, which has helped to shape the Islamic resistance 
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narrative used by Hamas. It continues to prove resonant, although it is 
notable that organizations like Al Qaeda and the Islamic State have not, 
for the most part, adopted this narrative in Syria and Iraq. 

 While the purpose of this analysis has not been to assess any of these 
groups’ prospects for permanent “victory,” the passage of time has served 
to clarify the extent of Hamas and Hizbullah’s abilities to recover from 
their encounters with the IDF, Amal’s political durability (and lessened 
infl uence), and provided a more hopeful postscript in the case of the PLO. 

   THE RECENT PAST 

   The PLO 

 The PLO has undergone a dramatic transformation since the events described 
in Chap.   2    , demonstrating again that reinvention is indeed possible, if dif-
fi cult. In some ways, while it lost a succession of battles in the 1980s, in the 
1990s it came close to “winning the war,” or at least winning the peace.  1   
The outbreak of the intifada in 1987 and Jordan’s “disengagement” from the 
West Bank in 1988 paved the way fi rst for the Madrid negotiations in 1991 
and then the Oslo Accords between Israel and the PLO in 1993. Despite its 
exile in Tunisia, the PLO retained its status as “sole legitimate representative 
of the Palestinian people,” and it was in this capacity that Arafat signed the 
Oslo Agreement, beginning what was to have been a phased transition to 
an independent Palestinian state. The entity created by Oslo, the Palestinian 
Authority, (dominated by Fatah) became the primary institution both repre-
senting and governing Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. 

 But in 2000, the Oslo process collapsed as the second intifada erupted 
out of Palestinian frustration with what was perceived as Israeli foot- 
dragging on the implementation of many components of the Oslo agree-
ment. Disillusionment with Oslo translated into disillusionment with the 
PA in general and Arafat in particular, who were perceived as working too 
closely with Israel. At the same time, Fatah’s political dominance and per-
ceived corruption caused friction with Hamas. PLO cadres returning from 
exile in Tunisia in 1993 were perceived as privileged outsiders by many of 
those who had remained in the West Bank and especially Gaza, particularly 
members of Hamas. 

 Arafat’s death in 2004 shattered the political entente that had been 
held together in part through the sheer force of his personal authority. 
Arafat died without seeing the establishment of a state of Palestine. But it 
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is due, at least in part, to the sometimes bloody persistence of the organi-
zation he led for 36 years that the Palestinian national cause has remained 
salient. For this, Fatah (and the PLO in general) deserves a good deal of 
the credit.  

   Amal 

 The end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990 changed Amal’s position 
in Lebanon. The effective Syrian hegemony that was created by the 
Taif Accords brought its client, Amal, a great deal of infl uence. This 
was particularly true of Nabih Berri himself. However, Amal’s military 
power has much declined in recent years. Like all the other Lebanese 
militias, Amal was forced to disarm under the terms of the Taif agree-
ment, though many of its former members joined the Lebanese mili-
tary or security services. Moreover, Amal’s loss of ideological focus in 
the 1980s, meant that by the 1990s the organization was losing market 
share to Hizbullah. While it retains the loyalty of secular Shi’ites, par-
ticularly upper-middle-class southerners and expatriates in West Africa, 
this is at least in part because there is little by way of an alternative to 
either Amal or Hizbullah. Today, the movement has a reputation for 
corruption, and for distributing state services as a form of patronage to 
loyal communities. 

 After the Syrian withdrawal in 2005 and the political realignment that 
followed it, Amal became an important component of the March 8th alli-
ance and participated in the temporary takeover of West Beirut in 2008 
(discussed below). It has not, however, become drawn into the Syrian war 
in the way that Hizbullah has, remaining instead focused on Lebanese 
politics. It retains a large share of the Shi’ite seats in the Chamber of 
Deputies, and Berri remains a powerful fi gure. Amal banners, posters of 
fallen Amal fi ghters, and images of Musa Sadr remain common across 
south Lebanon and the Dahiyeh, but the mantle of radical Shi’ite “resis-
tance” has been largely assumed by Hizbullah.  

   Hizbullah 

 Whatever hopes Israel might have had that the July War would weaken 
and contain Hizbullah domestically, in its aftermath, Hizbullah 
appeared politically stronger than ever, particularly among Shi’ites. But 
what Israel could not do to Hizbullah, Hizbullah nearly managed to 
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do to itself, by reverting to the use of coercion. In the fall of 2006, 
Nasrullah called for a power-sharing agreement which would give the 
March 8th bloc (and therefore Hizbullah) a veto in the Cabinet. In 
late November, in the face of stalled negotiations, he called for a mas-
sive sit-in in Beirut’s Martyr’s Square.  2   His call was answered by tens 
of thousands of March 8th supporters. In May of 2008, the situation 
came to a head when the Lebanese military attempted to shut down 
Hizbullah’s telecommunications network and removed the Hizbullah-
affi liated chief of security at Beirut Airport. In response, militiamen 
from the March 8th coalition parties occupied West Beirut. Clashes 
broke out in Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, Aley, and the Bekaa, and scores 
were killed.  3   In the end, the government backed down, and Hizbullah 
retained its telecommunications network and its surveillance of the air-
port. On May 21, the two sides signed the Doha Accord, creating a 
power sharing agreement at the parliamentary and Cabinet levels and 
preparing the way for new presidential elections in 2009.  4   After the 
realignment of Jumblatt’s PSP in 2010, Hizbullah found itself holding 
an unprecedented degree of infl uence in the government its founders 
had once rejected, but its coercive behavior served to reinforce the 
suspicions of its political adversaries. 

 Nevertheless, Hizbullah clearly understands that the goodwill of the 
Shi’ite community is one of its most important assets and has taken 
steps to retain it. In July of 2012, I attended a conference in Beirut 
celebrating the work done by Wa’ad, the NGO set up by Hizbullah to 
handle reconstruction after the July War. A number of themes were 
apparent in the presentations by the 20 or so panelists (who included 
members of the Lebanese Cabinet, the Iranian housing minister, and 
chair of the Syrian Architects’ Union who spent most of his speech 
railing against the enemies of the Asad regime). One of the clearest 
was an emphasis on following community preferences regarding the 
scope, conduct, and content of the rebuilding effort, and a broader 
message that Hizbullah sees itself as responsible for the inhabitants of 
the Dahiyeh. 

 Still, with the onset of the civil war in Syria, Hizbullah’s domestic posi-
tion appears once more in jeopardy. Its support for the Asad regime has 
exacerbated divisions between the Sunni and Shi’ite community, and its 
participation in the confl ict will likely have complicated consequences for 
the movement in the future.  

CONCLUSION 287



   Hamas 

 In the aftermath of the second Gaza war, Hamas remains fi rmly entrenched 
in Gaza, although the situation in the territory is, if anything, worse. 
Reconstruction from the 2014 war has stalled and Palestinians continue 
to live with the aftereffects of the confl ict. As of January 2016, reconstruc-
tion had yet to begin on the homes of 74 % of those displaced by the war.  5   
There is continuing frustration with the blockade and the desperate eco-
nomic situation in the territory, as well as with what some view as Hamas’ 
increasing authoritarianism.  6   The combination of these factors could well 
lead to an increase in domestic discontent. 

 Disagreement over how to handle these issues appears to have touched 
off a serious dispute, though probably not an actual schism, between the 
more hardline branch of the movement, based in Gaza, and those abroad. 
In 2012, rumors abounded that Khaled Meshaal might step down as the 
movement’s leader. Instead, Meshaal was reelected in 2013. But divisions 
remain as to how the movement ought to approach the issue of reconcili-
ation with Fatah as well as the challenges posed by situation in Gaza. 

 Moreover, the regional realignment set off by the Arab Spring has posed 
a serious regional challenge. Hamas’ break with the Syrian government, 
brought about by the latter’s brutal repression of the Syrian uprising and 
particularly the shelling of the Yarmouk refugee camp, at fi rst seemed to 
indicate the movement’s shift toward what then seemed to be an emerg-
ing Muslim Brotherhood-dominated axis in the region. But the removal 
of the Morsi government by the Egyptian military in August of 2013 was 
a blow for Hamas, and has left the movement largely reliant on Qatar as an 
external ally. Hamas now faces a series of diffi cult choices regarding both 
its foreign and domestic policy.   

   CONCLUSION 
 This book has argued that the ability of a militant group to survive the 
challenges of its particular environment is shaped as much by the choices 
it makes in obtaining resources as by those resources themselves. The pro-
cesses by which organizations obtain resources shape those organizations 
in ways diffi cult to control and sometimes diffi cult to predict, and which 
ultimately determine how it can use the resources it has obtained. 

 A comparison of the strategies by which militant movements seek out 
resources yields some additional conclusions. First, the experiences of 
the movements described here suggest that proxy relationships can carry 
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unanticipated drawbacks for both the sponsor state and its client. Sponsors 
may sometimes fi nd their client (or clients) surprisingly diffi cult to man-
age, while client militant groups face a range of dangers, from a loss of 
autonomy and potential mission creep to a real risk of internal schism. 

 Second, this book has demonstrated that militant groups face conse-
quences very similar to those faced by states for the provision of either high-
quality services or the use of public services as a form of patronage. The fi rst 
stands to broaden a movement’s base of support, while the second warps its 
relationship with constituents and weakens its position over time. 

 Third, the analysis presented here suggests that “home-fi eld advan-
tage,” far from being a natural asset that some groups simply have and 
others never will, is rather a resource that organizations create for them-
selves, based on their ability to manipulate communal narratives to their 
own advantage. A militant group that is able to skillfully craft a narra-
tive that links its own objectives with local understandings of identity and 
political interest will have an enormous advantage over a group that does 
not do so. Militant groups have a great deal of agency in this process; the 
question is usually whether they are able to recognize it. 

 Finally, the experiences of the militant groups profi led in this book sug-
gest that coercion, bribery, and corruption are, in the long run, losing 
strategies of governance. Coercion, ultimately, will prove self- defeating as 
a strategy because it will alienate those who the movement needs most. 
Corruption and patronage are far less effective means of distributing ser-
vices and resources to followers than the responsible administration of 
quality institutions, which can demonstrate the group’s qualifi cations to a 
far broader audience. 

 While sitting in the back of a taxi in Amman in the winter of 2001, 
shortly after the onset of the second intifada, I found myself listening to 
my cab driver, a Palestinian Jordanian, speaking in surprisingly admiring 
terms of then-Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon. Sharon, he declared, was 
willing to go to absolutely any lengths to defend Israel, no matter the con-
sequences. Of which Arab leader, he asked, could we say the same? They 
appeared to be far more interested in enriching themselves and hanging on 
to power. We should be so lucky, he told me, to have a leader like Sharon. 

 I have heard variations on this particular lament many times (though I 
believe that was the only occasion on which I’ve heard a Palestinian speak 
so admiringly about Ariel Sharon). The question of why Lebanese politics 
remains dominated by feudal lords and Palestinian politics by the lead-
ers of armed factions is not a new one, nor is it strictly within the scope 
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of this book. (Israelis, it should be added, fi nd much to bemoan in their 
own political system). But I think the desire for a political leadership that 
demonstrates a genuine commitment to its constituency goes a long way 
toward explaining the admiration directed toward Hassan Nasrullah, for 
instance. The communities I have described in this project—refugees in 
Jordan, Palestine, and Lebanon, Shi’ites and Palestinians, and even the 
disaffected middle class and the dispirited post-1982 Arab left—do not 
respond to their political fi gures any differently than any other political 
constituency. A movement which takes the time to convince its constitu-
ents that it has their best interests at heart, that its political project is likely 
to be effective, and that it is competent to manage the affairs of the gov-
ernment is likely to receive more durable loyalty and all the benefi ts, mate-
rial and otherwise, that this brings with it, than a group which either treats 
its constituency as a source of loot or tries to engage in a quid-pro-quo 
neo- patrimonial exchange. Militant movements that attack civilians and 
serve as mercenary proxies for outside forces will, ultimately, be weakened 
by these behaviors, and prove less successful both militarily and politi-
cally. Those that take their constituents seriously, that articulate a coherent 
political project are not only likely to command more popular support, 
they also stand a better chance of both political and military survival.  

         NOTES 
     1.    None of the armed PLO factions has ever been able to reestablish a presence 

in Jordan, although some have unarmed, relatively toothless political chap-
ters there. The PLO did manage to reestablish itself in Beirut to a limited 
extent, which was in part what led to the War of the Camps in Beirut in 
1985, though it never regained the unfettered access to the Israeli border 
area it had enjoyed until 1982.   

   2.    “Speech by Hassan Nasrullah.”   
   3.    “Beirut Streets ‘Calm’ After Fighting.”   
   4.    Abdullah, Hussein., “Lebanese Rivals Set to Elect President After Historical 

Accord.”   
   5.    OCHA, “Humanitarian Bulletin: Occupied Palestinian Territory.”   
   6.    Milton-Edwards, “Hamas and the Arab Spring.”         
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