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HIZBOLLAH: 1982–2009

Shana Marshall

SYNOPSIS1

Hizbollah is a Lebanese political and militant organization 
that emerged in the early 1980s in response to the Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon. This Shi’a-based insurgent movement was driven by a 
historical narrative of repression and was the recipient of sustained 
support from Iran. The movement generated broad domestic support 
as a result of its military success against the technically superior 
Israeli forces and the scope of the social services it provided to the 
impoverished residents of South Lebanon. Hizbollah has employed 
a broad spectrum of military capabilities ranging from suicide 
bombers to medium-range rockets, with Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
and Israeli citizens being the primary targets of its attacks. Through 
its engagement of the political process in Lebanon, Hizbollah has 
established itself as a legitimate political force within the country and, 
therefore, enjoys the dual benefits of military and political influence. 

TIMELINE

March 1978 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Withdrawal in 
June 1978.

June 1982 Israel conducts second large-scale invasion of 
Lebanon. Hizbollah conducts a campaign of 
small hit-and-run attacks, including suicide 
bombings.

October 23, 1983 Bombing of US Marine Barracks and French 
troops in Beirut.

1992 Hizbollah participates in Lebanese elections.

July 1993 Israel launches Seven Day War after the killing 
of seven of its soldiers by Hizbollah.

1  There are several reliable synopses that detail different aspects of Hizbollah and 
its operations. These include Joseph Elie Algha, The Shifts in Hizbullah’s Ideology: Religious 
Ideology, Political Ideology and Political Program (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2006); Ahmad Nizar Hamzeh, In the Path of Hizbullah. (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 2004); Augustus R. Norton, Hezbollah: A Short History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2007); and Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion (Sterling, 
VA: Pluto Press, 2002).
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April 1996 In response to Hizbollah rocket attacks on 
southern Israel, the IDF conducts Operation 
Grapes of Wrath.

October 2000 Three Israeli soldiers are kidnapped and killed 
by Hizbollah inside of Israel.

July–August 2006 During the 2006 Lebanon War, Hizbollah 
makes heavy use of short-range rocket strikes 
into Israel.

THE ENVIRONMENT OF THE REVOLUTION

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Figure 1. Map of Lebanon.2

2  Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, “Lebanon (Political) 2002 Map,” The 
University of Texas at Austin, accessed March 14, 2011, http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/
middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_pol_2002.jpg.

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_pol_2002.jpg
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_pol_2002.jpg
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Lebanon is bordered by Israel to the south, Syria to the east 
and north, and the Mediterranean Sea on the west. The country is 
small; at roughly 4,000 square miles, it is only three-fourths the size 
of Connecticut. The landscape of Lebanon is dominated by two 
mountain ranges, the Lebanon and the Anti-Lebanon, which run 
lengthwise through the narrow country, with the Bekaa (Biqa) Valley 
lying in between. Approximately one-third of the land is arable, with 
one-fifth currently being cultivated.3 The population is concentrated 
most densely along the coastal areas, especially in the capital city of 
Beirut and the major population centers of Sidon and Tyre to the 
south and Tripoli to the north. The Litani River, which flows south 
from the Bekaa Valley before turning sharply westward toward the 
Mediterranean, is a major source of water and also provides for 
irrigation and hydroelectricity. The phrase “Belt of Misery” describes 
the southern suburbs of the capital, which are inundated with 
thousands of Shi’ite and Palestinian refugees fleeing the south. The 
near-constant conflict means that public works, building standards, 
and regulations are rarely enforced, and the area is best described 
as a slum. “South Lebanon,” from where Hizbollah draws most of its 
support, is generally considered the area bordered by the Litani River 
Gorge to the north, the Mediterranean to the west, the Bekaa Valley 
on the east, and Israel to the south. Green, hilly, and dotted with deep 
valleys, the terrain is inhospitable to large, armored vehicles.4 Many 
of the region’s villages are situated on hilltops, providing Hizbollah 
fighters with clear fields of fire and ample cover against ground 
attacks.5 

CULTURAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC ENVIRONMENT

The most powerful foundation of cultural identity in modern 
Lebanon is sectarian affiliation, with the predominant groups falling 
under two broad categories of either Muslim (Sunni, Shi’ite, Druze) 

3  “Agriculture and Food—Lebanon: EarthTrends Country Profiles,” EarthTrends: The 
Environmental Information Portal of the World Resources Institute, accessed September 
5, 2010, http://earthtrends.wri.org/pdf_library/country_profiles/agr_cou_422.pdf. For 
information of commodities, see FAOSTAT, accessed September 5, 2010, http://faostat.fao.
org/DesktopDefault.aspx?PageID=339&lang=en&country=121.

4  Andrew Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” Policy Focus no. 63 
(The Washington Institute, December 2006), www.washingtoninstitute.org/pubPDFs/
PolicyFocus63.pdf, 3.

5  Ibid. Exum points out that operations on this hilly terrain, which require 
dismounted infantry, are much different than the operations the IDF have traditionally 
carried out in other regional campaigns. Additionally, the terrain renders Israel’s 
technological advantage mostly useless. 

http://earthtrends.wri.org/pdf_library/country_profiles/agr_cou_422.pdf
http://faostat.fao.org/DesktopDefault.aspx?PageID=339&lang=en&country=121
http://faostat.fao.org/DesktopDefault.aspx?PageID=339&lang=en&country=121
www.washingtoninstitute.org/pubPDFs/PolicyFocus63.pdf
www.washingtoninstitute.org/pubPDFs/PolicyFocus63.pdf
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or Christian (Maronite, Greek, Orthodox, Catholic).6 Although exact 
population figures do not exist, Muslims account for roughly 70% of 
the overall population of about four million, and Christians account 
for the remaining 30%. The presence of approximately 400,000 
Palestinian refugees, most of whom remain in camps, is a further 
strain on this delicate demographic map.7 About 60% of the Muslim 
population is Shi’a, with the remainder being Sunni and Druze.8 
Maronites account for roughly 75% of the Christian population. 
The country’s sects are distributed largely along geographic lines, a 
phenomenon that was further reinforced by the civil war of 1975–
1990. The various natural obstacles of Lebanon—mountain ranges, 
fast-flowing rivers, and climatic extremes—facilitate the isolation of 
factions based on clan, ethnic, and religious ties.9 The south, which 
shares a border with Israel, is predominantly Shi’ite, whereas the 
mountains have traditionally been inhabited by Christians in the 
north and Druze in the south. The far north, around Tripoli, has 
traditionally been a Sunni population center.

6  Ethnically, the Lebanese state is very homogenous; roughly 95% of the population is 
Arab. Kurds, Alawites, and Ismaelis are also present, as are Armenians (the only major non-
Arab population) although in smaller numbers. 

7  Estimate from “Lebanon Camp Profiles,” United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), accessed September 5, 2010, http://
www.unrwa.org/etemplate.php?id=73. 

8  Shi’a and Sunni Muslims consider the Druze a heretical sect and do not recognize 
members as fellow Muslims. 

9  Charles Winslow, Lebanon: War and Politics in a Fragmented Society (London: Routledge, 
1996) states: “As a home for ancient coastal settlements; as Phoenician city states; entrepôt 
centers (under Persian, Greek Roman and Byzantine rule); as a haven for dissentients 
(during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods); and as semi-independent chieftaincies 
(under the Egyptian Mamluk and Ottoman Turkish Sultanates), the mountains and coast 
of Lebanon have often operated politically as separate entities. The mountains, many of 
them tree covered until the late nineteenth century, gave water and protection to their 
inhabitants. Because of them, historical Lebanon has served as a refuge for a great variety of 
groups, sects, and individuals who have had to flee the larger systems nearby. The rawasab 
(residue) of other peoples and cultures have discovered the independence of the mountain 
and have been stubborn to keep it. The result has been to pack a great deal of diversity into 
a small area.”

http://www.unrwa.org/etemplate.php?id=73
http://www.unrwa.org/etemplate.php?id=73
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Figure 2. Distribution of religious groups in Lebanon in 1983.10

In addition to the unique nonconformist character of many of the 
groups that sought refuge in the area’s mountains (Maronites were 
considered Christian heretics, and members of the Shi’ite and Druze 
sects were similarly labeled Muslim heretics by their Sunni rulers), 
this exclusionary identification has been reinforced by decades (if 
not centuries) of communal conflict. The configuration of sectarian 
identity is highly exclusionary, as it is based not only on religious 
affiliation but also on kinship ties.11 Consequently, individuals cannot 
move between these categories in the same way that individuals in 
other societies might “convert” and therefore adopt a new religious 
identity, nor can they simultaneously have membership in multiple 
groups with crosscutting allegiances.12 The extent of control this 
identity exerts over such things as social status and social mobility 
makes it highly similar to caste systems like those found in India.13 This 

10  Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, “Lebanon - Distribution of Religious 
Groups 1983,” The University of Texas at Austin, accessed March 14, 2011, http://www.lib.
utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_religions_83.jpg.

11  Simon Haddad, “The Political Transformation of the Maronites of Lebanon: From 
Dominance to Accommodation,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 8, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 5.

12  An analogous example might be an African American Baptist, who is both “black” 
and “Christian,” therefore belonging simultaneously to two identity groups with equally 
powerful narratives. 

13  Haddad, “The Political Transformation,” 5. 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_religions_83.jpg
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/lebanon_religions_83.jpg
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sectarian identity provides a strong sense of internal cohesion and acts 
as a social reference point, but it also limits an individual’s contact with 
others and the kind of occupation open to that individual.14 Sectarian 
identity is further reinforced by formal institutional arrangements, as 
well as by social customs. 

SOCIOECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT

Agriculture accounts for approximately 10% of the gross domestic 
product and employs roughly 11% of the overall workforce in 
Lebanon, although the majority of rural households engage in 
agricultural activity at least part time. However, agriculture is the sole 
source of income for nearly half of the population of South Lebanon, 
and repeated conflicts on the southern border with Israel have been 
extremely disruptive to the local population.15 The wide variation in 
topography and climate allows for the production of temperate and 
tropical crops. Fruits and vegetables, which require high inputs of 
labor, capital, and water resources, are largely grown along the coast, 
whereas agriculture in the Bekaa Valley is dominated by staples such 
as potatoes, tomatoes, and sugar beets, as well as hashish, which is 
a major cash crop. Cereals and olives are grown in the north, and 
wheat, tobacco, and figs are cultivated in the south. Unlike in many 
states of the region, minerals are scarce in Lebanon and are mined 
only for domestic consumption, not for export.

Throughout most of Lebanon’s history, there was a severe bias in 
favor of the economic center—that is the Christian and Sunni elite. 
The only real exception to this was under President Shihab (1958–
1967), a general who embarked on a systematic campaign to deliver 
the social justice he and his technocratic circle of advisers felt was really 
driving the state’s debilitating sectarianism.16 After the conflict of 1958, 
Shihab instituted significant changes meant to redress socioeconomic 
inequality, including imposition of an equal distribution of high-level 
administrative posts between Christians and Muslims (a large boost for 
the latter) and a dramatic increase in government spending. He also 
founded a central bank (to facilitate state regulation of the economy) 

14  Ibid., 6.
15  “Country Information: Lebanon,” Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of 

the United Nations, accessed August 15, 2010, http://www.fao.org/emergencies/country_
information/list/middleeast/lebanon/en/. Farmers not only lose their harvest during 
conflict but must also wait until unexploded munitions and mines are removed before 
returning to work; livestock populations have also been decimated by repeated conflict, and 
animal husbandry has most likely been in constant decline since the civil war began in 1975. 

16  This section is based on William W. Harris, Faces of Lebanon: Sects, Wars, and Global 
Extensions, (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1996), 146–149. 

http://www.fao.org/emergencies/country_information/list/middleeast/lebanon/en/
http://www.fao.org/emergencies/country_information/list/middleeast/lebanon/en/
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and agencies for planning, statistics, development, and social security, 
and he dedicated substantial resources to public works projects such as 
roads, schools, and irrigation schemes. To accomplish these projects, 
Shihab used the domestic security services to weaken the political 
power of the ruling elite clans, who opposed these economic policies 
because their primary beneficiary was the poor Shi’ite periphery. This 
socioeconomic experiment came to an end roughly a decade later, 
when the commercial and landed elite finally put aside their sectarian 
differences to pursue their common interest in laissez-faire economics. 
The ensuing programs of economic liberalization eventually earned 
Lebanon the title of “Switzerland of the Middle East,” especially for 
its banking secrecy laws and loose financial regulations, notably the 
absence of restrictions on movement of capital. It soon became a 
regional finance hub where Gulf monarchs, socialist dictators, and 
nervous bourgeoisie spirited away their fortunes. Although this inflow 
was interrupted by the civil war, the rush of liquid assets benefited well-
connected elites, who used their access to capital and their ability to 
bypass the already weak bureaucracy to construct high-end shopping 
districts and luxury hotels adjacent to the slums and bombed-out 
buildings, thus further underscoring the division between Lebanon’s 
economic elite and those on the periphery. 

HISTORICAL FACTORS

The history of the Shi’a in Lebanon is suffused with a heritage of 
collective suffering that has a distinct communal character yet also 
reflects the grievances of the global Shi’a community.17 Centuries of 
persecution by majority-Sunni empires, as well as the contemporary 
Shi’a community’s minority status in most of the states where 
communities do exist, create a rich history with elements that provide 
a powerful basis for political mobilization. However, Shi’a traditions 
and Shi’a leaders historically promote political quiescence, even 
submission, to perceived tyranny and injustice. 

The Shi’a of Lebanon had no powerful patron and instead 
comprised the class of “hewers of wood and drawers of water.”18 In the 
great struggle between the (Sunni) Ottoman Empire and the (Shi’a) 
Safavid Empire, the latter originating in what is modern-day Iran, 
Lebanon’s Shi’a had the misfortune of being a religious minority in 
an empire at war with its sectarian brethren. They were under near-
constant military assault from Ottoman officialdom, the ravages of 

17  Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion (Sterling, VA: Pluto Press, 2002). 
18  Fouad Ajami, “Lebanon and its Inheritors,” Foreign Affairs 63, no. 4 (Spring 1985): 

778–799.
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which were partly to blame for the principles of political passivity the 
community cultivated in the intervening centuries.19 As pan-Arab 
nationalism and leftist political ideologies swept the region, they also 
influenced Shi’a youth in great numbers. The Baath Party, numerous 
Communist parties, and the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party (SSNP) 
appealed to the economic and social grievances that were dormant 
in Shi’a political awareness for decades. Yet, in a country so defined 
by sect, kinship, and clan, ideological parties based on more abstract 
notions of class were difficult to assimilate. As a result, many political 
platforms based on class grievances were rewritten using the language 
of sectarian identity, cloaking goals such as social justice and equality 
in a distinctly Shi’a language. Growing rates of urbanization, literacy, 
and exposure to printed material, as well as large inflows of worker 
remittances, increased the educational attainment of many Shi’a, 
but these changes were not mirrored by increasing employment 
opportunities.20 

In addition to these factors, there were additional phenomena that 
contributed to both the sectarian conflict and the rise of Hizbollah. 
These included the post-World War  I process of dismantling the 
Ottoman Empire, the establishment of the confessional system21 of 
political representation, and the huge influxes of Palestinian refugees, 
which sparked the fifteen-year civil war that lasted from 1975 to 1990. 
During the post-World War  I process of dismantling the Ottoman 
Empire, the victorious European powers divided the spoils between 
themselves with an eye more toward maintaining equilibrium between 
their colonial possessions than toward creating viable nation-states 
based on ethnic and religious divisions. Although the French sheltered 
and protected the Maronite population in the new state of Lebanon, 
often violently, the state’s Muslim populations identified more with 
the anti-French and anti-British independence movements sweeping 
through the rest of the Arab world.22 In this context, the declaration 
of the Lebanese state’s independence (from the French) in 1943 was 
partly a strategic move to ensure that the state was not absorbed by 
Syria.23 The National Pact, as it was known, included an agreement to 
abandon both Western and Syrian allegiances, as well as a statement 
that Christians constituted a majority of the population according to 
the census of 1932. Although this was probably not true—even in the 

19  Ibid. 
20  Ibid. 
21  A confessional state is a system of government in which there is a proportional 

allocation of political seats and governmental billets based on religious or ethnic groups.
22  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hizbullah. French forces (with Maronite volunteers) bombed 

Shi’ite villages, destroyed militias, and forced capitulation of community leaders.
23  Haddad, “The Political Transformation,” 5. 
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1930s and 1940s when the census was taken and the pact agreed to—
Muslim leaders saw this as a necessary concession to allay Christian 
fears and complete the withdrawal of the Maronite’s French patron.24

The confessional system was enshrined in two agreements, the 
National Pact (unwritten) of 1943 and, later, the Taif Accords that 
brought an end to the civil war. The National Pact gave Christians the 
presidency and a guaranteed parliamentary majority while reserving 
the positions of prime minister and speaker of the Parliament for 
the Sunnis and Shi’a, respectively. The Taif Accords redressed the 
fundamental representative inequalities (although still without a 
formal census) by weakening the constitutional powers of the Maronite 
presidency and granting Muslims and Christians guaranteed equal 
representation in Parliament. Although the final agreement provided 
the technical basis for a new government, it did little to address 
the underlying issues that would contribute to future outbreaks of 
violence; for example, it did not include an accurate gauge of the 
current demographic distribution or the fate of civil war-era militant 
leaders. In most cases these leaders—many of whom were responsible 
for civilian massacres and other crimes—achieved formal amnesty, 
and they (or their family members and closest affiliates) continued 
to dominate the political scene. In the context of the negotiations 
leading up to the Taif agreement, the Maronite’s ever-shrinking 
demographic status made them reactionary and uncompromising, 
whereas Muslims’ rising majority-status emboldened their community 
leaders, causing them to overreach and be excessive in their demands. 
This excess was exacerbated by the ideology of Arab nationalism that 
was sweeping the region in the 1960s, as well as by the huge influxes of 
Palestinian refugees, who framed their own struggle in the pan-Arab 
context and further complicated sensitive demographic issues.25 

In addition to sectarian tensions, which had simmered since 
independence until breaking out into full-scale conflict, Lebanon was 
also a staging ground for continued conflict between Israel and the 
Palestinians. In 1969, the Cairo Agreement, signed by the commander 
of the Lebanese Army and Yasser Arafat, established the legitimacy of 
Palestinian guerrilla activity (against Israel) in Southeastern Lebanon 
and ensured that the Lebanese government would not act to restrain 
the PLO’s activities. The expulsion of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) from Jordan in 1971 made the Lebanese arena 
even more crucial to the PLO, and afterward much of the group’s 
activity was carried out from bases on Lebanese territory. However, 

24  Ibid., 7. 
25  Ibid., 8. 
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the weakness of the Lebanese state provoked both Palestinian and 
Israeli retaliation. In 1973, armed clashes between the Lebanese Army 
and Palestinian fighters broke out as the Lebanese government was 
unable (or unwilling) to prevent Israeli retaliation, and five years later, 
in 1978, Israel launched a full-scale invasion of Southern Lebanon to 
end Palestinian incursions into Israeli territory. The Lebanese military 
proved unable to reign in the PLO—even as the PLO’s activities drew 
increasingly destructive responses from Israel. The demonstrated 
weakness of the state military led many sects and prominent political 
families to intensify their efforts to build up their own militias.26 The 
scales finally tipped toward civil war in 1975 when a spate of (successful 
and failed) political assassinations and large-scale reprisals against 
unarmed civilians soon turned into generalized fighting. Initially, 
fighting was largely limited to Palestinians and Phalangists (right-wing 
Christian militias controlled by Bachir Gemayel), but it then spread to 
more general Christian versus Muslim violence. 

For the ensuing fifteen years, Lebanon’s confessional communities 
targeted one another even as Syria, Israel, the United States, and the 
PLO joined the fighting, marked by a dizzying array of temporary 
alliances and broken agreements. Much of the fighting took place 
in Beirut and the Shi’ite population centers in the south where the 
PLO was launching attacks against Israel. Nearly a quarter of a million 
were believed to have died, nearly one-fourth of the population 
was injured, and the economy collapsed almost completely. Each 
confessional group had at least one militia, although throughout 
much of the war several armed groups claiming to represent their 
sectarian communities were in direct competition with one another, 
carrying out reprisals against their own populations. Hizbollah 
coalesced several years into the fighting, around 1982, as the violence 
migrated from Beirut into the south and as fighting between the 
PLO and Israel escalated, culminating in a second Israeli invasion. 
Even the 1989 Taif Accords, which brought an end to the fighting 
by guaranteeing Christians and Muslims equal representation and 
making the (Sunni) prime minister and (Shi’ite) speaker responsible 
to the legislature rather than the (Maronite) president, did little to 
directly address Shi’a grievances, which were distinct from those of 
Sunni Muslims. The accords themselves were possible because there 
was no clear victor in the fifteen-year civil war and because the census 
necessary to provide an objective basis for constructing representative 
institutions was too dangerous and destabilizing to conduct. Thus, 

26  John Keegan, “Shedding Light on Lebanon,” The Atlantic, April 1984.
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although Shi’ites were given more political power and representation, 
it was still far short of their actual demographic weight.

It was during this time that an influential Imam (Musa Al-Sadr) 
from a notable religious family traveled to Lebanon from Iran, intent 
on mobilizing the Shi’a population outside the confines of either 
the leftist (nonreligious) parties or the few dominant feudal families 
who ruled the community in pursuit of their own narrow interests. Al-
Sadr turned Shi’ite history and ceremony from a collection of passive 
ritual lamentations into calls to action, and by the mid-1970s, he had 
succeeded in establishing Amal, a Shi’ite militia and precursor to what 
Hizbollah would later become.27 Al-Sadr worked hard to lure Shi’a 
recruits away from the PLO and its secular-leftist Lebanese allies, who 
he accused of using the Shi’a as disposable “canon fodder.”28 Although 
he lent rhetorical and ideological support to Palestinian aspirations, 
Al-Sadr insisted that he was unwilling to expose the already poor and 
marginalized Shi’a of the south to additional suffering, and in 1976, 
when it became clear the Shi’a would bear the full brunt of fighting 
between the PLO and Israel, Al-Sadr threw his support behind Syria, 
which intervened on behalf of the Maronite Christians in order to 
weaken the PLO and its leftist (and Lebanese nationalist) allies.29 
Al-Sadr was also less antagonistic toward the Maronite Christians 
because he believed they were driven to violence by an existential fear 
rooted in their minority status and their own historical experience 
with persecution.30 Yet he also criticized the Christian political 
establishment for its gross neglect of the southern region of Lebanon 
and for its campaign of repression against poor Shi’a.

GOVERNING ENVIRONMENT

Although Lebanon was technically a democracy for the thirty years 
prior to the outbreak of civil war in 1975, political representation 
in the state was highly skewed in favor of the Maronite community 

27  The following statement is indicative of Al-Sadr’s successful use of leftist themes to 
mobilize the formerly passive Shi’ite population: “Whenever the poor involve themselves in 
a social revolution it is a confirmation that injustice is not predestined.” Norton, Hezbollah: 
A Short History, 18. Al-Sadr disappeared in 1978 on a trip to Libya, probably a victim of 
President Gaddafi. 

28  Indeed, more Shi’a died in the early stages of the civil war (before Hizbollah 
was founded) than any other sect. The coalition of parties fighting the Christians—the 
Lebanese National Movement—was led by the Druze Kamal Jumblatt, who Al-Sadr accused 
of a willingness to “combat the Christians [down] to the last Shi’a.” Pakradouni (1983), 106. 
Cited in Norton, Hezbollah: A Short History, 19. 

29  Ibid., 20. 
30  Ibid., 19.
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and, to a lesser extent, the Sunni elite.31 Although independence was 
granted (under French protection) in 1926, the French continued 
to practice de  facto rule through their Maronite Christian allies, 
principally in order to prevent possible unification into a single state 
of “greater Syria,” which the Christians saw as an existential threat 
and the French saw as a potentially ungovernable state composed of 
competing demographic groups.32 This combined French–Maronite 
rule proved oppressive and led to frequent clashes with the state’s 
many confessional groups. Subsequent decades saw attempts to 
redress what many non-Christians saw as institutional obstacles to 
their representation (notably the National Pact “Mithaq Al-Watani” 
of 1943, which enshrined representation according to the flawed 
1932 census), as well as conflicts that foreshadowed the bloody civil 
war that would begin in 1975 (mainly the 1958 civil conflict). The 
conflict in 1958, only halted by direct US intervention, later proved 
to be a sign that the legitimacy of the earlier pact was dissolving. The 
severe underrepresentation of the Shi’ite community in Parliament, 
as well as government and civil service jobs, combined with a massive 
population shift (Shi’ite numbers tripled between 1956 and 1975 from 
250,000 to 750,000; by the 1980s it was the largest group, at 1.4 million 
compared to 800,000 each for Sunni and Maronite), required more 
than marginal tinkering within the existing institutional design.33 The 
inflexibility of the confessional system, which did not allow for gradual 
changes in representation in response to demographic realities, 
created a political powder keg. Resources were also allotted to sect-
based resource networks, which meant that the much larger Shi’a 
population received significantly less (per capita) state assistance.34 
Meanwhile, the economic growth that did take place was not in the 
agricultural or industrial sectors, which is where most of the Shi’ite 
population labored. The fact that the Shi’a members of Parliament 
came overwhelmingly from the landed elite, and were completely 
unbeholden to their poor constituents, exacerbated these problems.

Syria was also a major player on the Lebanese political scene. Syrian 
influence and control was nearly ubiquitous after 1976, when troops 
entered the country at the official request of the Maronite president, 
who reluctantly turned to Damascus after appeals for a second US 
intervention (after 1958) went unanswered.35 The Christians, for 
their part, feared that the combined numerical superiority of the 

31  Haddad, “The Political Transformation.” 
32  Keegan, “Shedding Light on Lebanon,” 4. 
33  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 13. 
34  Laura Deeb, “Hizballah: A Primer,” Middle East Report, July 31, 2006.
35  Haddad, “The Political Transformation,” 32. 
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Palestinian fighters along with their Shi’a and Druze allies would 
finally succeed in ending Christian political dominance. The Syrians 
feared the same, although their ultimate concern was that the rise in 
radical (leftist, pro-Palestinian) Muslim opposition would pull Syria 
into a war with Israel, which they would quickly lose.36 During the civil 
war, Syrian troops fought many parties, Christian and Muslim, and the 
most apparent pattern of alliances between the warring parties was 
the frequency with which they shifted. This reflected Syria’s overall 
strategy, which was to maintain a rough balance between all the warring 
factions. Preventing the dominance of any single group allowed Syria 
to dictate Lebanese politics and extract important resources from 
its neighbor’s economy.37 Thus, when the Maronites again appeared 
to be on the cusp of reestablishing their dominance (achieved with 
Israeli assistance) in the late 1980s, Syria acted to sabotage their rise 
by aiding the anti-Maronite opposition. In 1991, at the conclusion of 
the civil war and after the signing of the Taif Accords, the Lebanese 
and Syrian regimes signed the “Treaty of Brotherhood, Cooperation, 
and Coordination.” This treaty formalized the Syrian presence in 
Lebanon (considered illegal by many), asserted that conditions in 
Lebanon should not be allowed to destabilize neighboring Syria, and 
stated that Syria would refrain from interfering in Lebanon’s foreign 
affairs. The Syrian relationship was defined by a massive military and 
intelligence presence, economic penetration, the relocation of a large 
Syrian civilian community—laborers, businessmen, etc.—to Lebanon, 
control over the Lebanese military, and the intense screening of 
candidates for domestic office.38

Because of the range and depth of interested parties (both 
domestic sectarian groups and foreign parties), as well as the absence 
of adequate “checks and balances,” domestic politics in Lebanon 
resembled a patronage-based system. Consequently, the awarding 
of political office depended on personal loyalties rather than 
competence. These underlying conditions facilitated the communal 
politicization that provided the organizational scaffolding on which 
Hizbollah could be built.39 In this regard, the Shi’a “awakening” had 
more in common with the politicization of other Lebanese sects than 
with the universal Islamic Revival.40 Still, individual actors—both 
religious and secular—played important roles in this mobilization, 

36  As’ad Abu-Khalil, “Ideology and Practice of Hezbollah in Lebanon: Islamization of 
Leninist Organizational Principles,” Middle Eastern Studies 27, no. 3 (July 1991): 7. 

37  Ibid. 
38  Haddad, “The Political Transformation,” 15. 
39  Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion, 9. 
40  Ibid. 
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notably Palestinian activists, leftist groups (including Druze), and the 
Iranian cleric Imam Musa Al-Sadr.41 Al-Sadr, who came to Lebanon 
from Iran in 1957, founded Harakat Al-Mahrumin (Movement of 
the Dispossessed) in 1974, which eventually grew into the Afwaj Al-
Muqawama Al-Lubnaniyya, “Battalions of the Lebanese Resistance,” 
better known by its acronym, Amal. Unlike Hizbollah, Amal appealed 
more to middle-class Shi’a who were frustrated with the political 
elite and railed against the brutality of the PLO guerrillas who were 
engaging in their own occupation of the south.42 The disappearance of 
Al-Sadr in 1978—and the decision by Amal’s leadership to participate 
in the Salvation Committee43—contributed to the establishment 
of Hizbollah, which took advantage of the leadership vacuum left 
by Al-Sadr’s absence and its apparent collusion with the Maronite 
Christians.44 The emergent narrative was that the Shi’a, rather than 
the Sunni elite, should lead the struggle against the Maronite political 
establishment.45

WEAKNESSES OF THE PREREVOLUTIONARY ENVIRONMENT 
AND CATALYSTS 

Although Hizbollah was certainly forged in the fires of Lebanon’s 
fifteen-year civil war and became a central player in both attacks on 
foreign targets and the war’s communal violence, it was not one of the 
original belligerent parties that sparked the conflict. This unfortunate 
designation belonged to Christian and Palestinian militias whose 
fighting quickly engulfed Lebanon’s already divided society. As formal 
Palestinian organizations and their leftist allies were sidelined, their 
place in the sectarian fabric of Lebanese society was largely usurped by 
Shi’a organizations. Hizbollah was unique among those organizations 
that appealed to Shi’a communal sympathies in that it was both a 
religious party (as opposed to the secular Organization of Communist 

41  Abu-Khalil, “Ideology and Practice of Hezbollah in Lebanon.”
42  Ironically, although Amal was founded by an Iranian-born cleric and its members 

were originally trained by Fatah (PLO), Amal would later be distinguished from Hizbollah 
both by its political distance from Tehran and its opposition to the PLO’s presence in South 
Lebanon. Norton, Hezbollah: A Short History, 17–22.

43  The Salvation Committee had been formed by Lebanese President Elias Sarkis 
to bring the state’s warring militias to the negotiating table amidst the Israeli siege of 
Beirut. Although Amal had tacitly welcomed the Israeli invasion—which presented the 
greatest possibility of expelling the PLO fighters from Lebanon—many younger, more 
radical members within Amal saw participation in the Salvation Committee as bringing the 
organization too close to Israel and the United States. Many defectors joined Hizbollah, and 
some others broke away to form Islamic Amal. Ibid., 23.

44  Emmanuel Karagiannis, “Hezbollah as a Social Movement Organization: A Framing 
Approach,” Mediterranean Politics Journal 14, no. 3 (2009): 365–383. 

45  Abu-Khalil, “Ideology and Practice of Hezbollah in Lebanon.”
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Action and Lebanese Communist Party, both with majority Shi’ite 
membership) and pro-Palestinian (as opposed to Imam Musa Al-Sadr’s 
Amal movement, which quickly distanced itself from the Palestinian 
resistance).46 For this reason, the Israeli invasions (in 1978 and again 
in 1982), the Iranian Revolution, and the decline in Amal’s popularity 
served as important proximate causes leading to the formation of 
Hizbollah. Indeed, it was probable that no single factor alone would 
have been sufficient because the process of building up local defenses 
against an Israeli invasion provided the necessary organizational 
scaffolding while the demonstration effect of a successful Shi’ite 
Revolution in Iran provided the material for religious mobilization.47 
Moreover, many Shi’ite religious groups and associations formed in 
the years immediately following the Iranian Revolution in 1979, and 
some of these groups later merged with Hizbollah.48 However, these 
groups would likely have remained independent and fairly marginal 
in the absence of a second Israeli invasion.49 

The environment of increased militancy also contributed to 
the group’s formation, especially vis-à-vis heightened Maronite 
political mobilization. This militancy was part of a larger cycle of 
social and economic dislocation in which the Shi’a community 
had been continuously caught. This cycle formed a major part of 
the community’s political consciousness and included the dynastic 
struggles between regional empires that frequently ravaged their 
population; the creation of the Lebanese state, which had included 
significant anti-Shi’a violence by the French colonial forces and 
their Maronite allies; the civil conflicts of 1958 and 1975–1990; and, 
finally, the Israeli invasions.50 The 1978 invasion killed 2,000 Shi’a 
and displaced another 250,000.51 The leftist movements’ continued 
support for the PLO despite the havoc visited on Shi’a villagers in 
the south convinced many that these movements were going in the 
wrong direction. Thus, when Amal fighters engaged the PLO in the 

46  Shortly after the outbreak of civil war, Al-Sadr withdrew his Amal movement from 
cooperation with the (secular) Lebanese National Movement (LNM), itself composed of 
leftists and Arab nationalists who supported Palestinian liberation. This move lost Al-Sadr 
a great deal of support, as many Shi’ites remained loyal to the LNM. Hamzeh, In the Path of 
Hezbollah, 14. 

47  See Abu-Khalil, “Ideology and Practice of Hezbollah.” See also As’ad Abu-Khalil, 
“The Incoherence of Islamic Fundamentalism: Arab Islamic Thought at the End of the 
Twentieth Century,” Middle East Journal 48, no. 4 (Autumn 1994).

48  Husayn Fadlallah was an important religious figure at this time. 
49  Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion, 11. The author cites Nasrallah 

[Hizbollah’s leader] as saying, “Had the enemy not taken this step [invasion], I do not know 
whether something called Hezbollah would have been born. I doubt it.” 

50  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 14. 
51  Deeb, “Hizballah: A Primer.” 
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south, they gained significant popularity.52 Waves of evictions (such 
as the eviction of 100,000 Shi’ites from Nab’a in 1976) also brought 
a large proportion of the Shi’a into close proximity with each other, 
frequently in Beirut’s southern suburbs, which facilitated their capacity 
for organization.53 However, the second invasion of 1982, when Israeli 
troops made it all the way to West Beirut, was the most powerful catalyst. 
Tens of thousands of Lebanese were killed and nearly half a million 
displaced.54 Israel’s “Iron Fist” policy, which included bombing Shi’ite 
villages in the south, destroying large tracts of farmland, imposing 
curfews, disconnecting utilities, and blockading villages, caused a 
mass exodus of poor Shi’a from the south into suburban slums around 
Beirut.55 Still, perhaps the most powerfully symbolic events of the 
invasion were the massacres at the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps 
in 1982, perpetrated by right-wing Christian militias that had been 
granted access to the camps by the IDF, who had been left in charge of 
administering security. These attacks occurred despite promises from 
the United States that refugee populations would be protected in return 
for the PLO’s withdrawal from Lebanon. Approximately one-fourth 
of the civilians killed were Lebanese Shi’a who had fled the fighting 
in the south. Ironically, Israel’s success in pushing the Palestinians out 
of the southern battlefield simultaneously demonstrated the weakness 
of the Maronites (who had to rely on an Israeli invasion in order to 
weaken the Palestinians and the Arab nationalist opposition) and 
allowed for the emergence of distinctly Lebanese resistance groups, 
including Hizbollah.56

In addition to the demonstration effect provided by the Iranian 
Revolution, the cohort of young Lebanese Shi’ites who had studied 

52  This gain was eventually reversed, however, when Amal leader Nabih Berri agreed 
to participate in the National Salvation Committee (NSC) in 1982, which caused a rift in 
the group. Disgruntled members (including future Hizbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah) 
later joined Hizbollah. The stated goal of the NSC, which included the pro-Israeli Maronite 
leader Bachir Gemayel and his militia the Lebanese Forces, was to replace the PLO 
presence in West Beirut with the Lebanese Army. Amal’s declining popularity, fed also by 
its increasing involvement in patronage politics and detachment from the primary issue 
of poverty, directly benefited Hizbollah. Many Amal defectors joined with the Pasdaran 
and other Islamic resistance movements to establish the “Committee of Nine,” a decision-
making council composed of three ex-Amal members, three clerics, and three individuals 
from the Committee Supportive of the Islamic Revolution. Hizbollah became the umbrella 
movement that absorbed these disparate groups, which would ultimately include Amal 
defectors, Islamic Amal, individual clerics and their followers, members of Lebanese Da’wa, 
the Association of Muslim Students, the Association of Muslim Ulama in Lebanon, and the 
Committee Supportive of the Islamic Revolution. Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and 
Religion. 

53  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah. 
54  Deeb, “Hizballah: A Primer.”
55  Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion, 11. 
56  Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: Politics and Religion, 10. 
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under radical Shi’ite ideologues—including Khomeini—in Najaf 
(Iraq) in the 1960s and 1970s also included many of the individuals 
who would later form the inner circle of Hizbollah. These youths 
had been expelled by the Baath Party in Iraq and, upon returning 
to Lebanon, established the Da’wa (“Call”) Party and the Lebanese 
Muslim Students Union.57 Iran’s dispatch of 1,500 Revolutionary 
Guards (Pasdaran) to the Bekaa after the 1982 invasion also 
contributed directly to the formation of Hizbollah, as previous efforts 
to infiltrate existing groups (such as Amal) were abandoned in favor 
of bringing all resistance groups into a single organization. The entry 
of the Iranian Pasdaran was facilitated by Syria, which actively opposed 
any independent Lebanese peace agreement with Israel because an 
agreement would ultimately hamper Syrian efforts to recover the 
Golan Heights.58 Indeed, by 1982, Syria’s near-total control over the 
actions of the Lebanese central government allowed it to thwart 
attempts by Lebanese politicians to broker peace with Israel.59

Finally, there were also a number of symbolic events that lent 
a sense of urgency to existing organizational efforts in the Shi’a 
community and most likely helped the movements’ leaders not only 
mobilize support but also overcome ideological obstacles that might 
have otherwise scuttled the formation of Hizbollah. These events 
include the disruption of an Ashura ceremony (the most significant 
annual religious event in Shi’a Islam) in 1983 by an Israeli military 
convoy, which killed two Lebanese civilians; the assassination of Shaykh 
Raghib Harb, a leading figure of Islamic resistance in South Lebanon, 
in 1984;60 and the mass detention of many Southern Lebanese in 
Israeli-operated prisons.61 

57  Ibid., 13. 
58  The Golan Heights were captured by Israel in the 1967 war. Peace between Israel 

and Lebanon would remove the threat posed by Hizbollah and other militant groups, who 
could stage attacks on Israel’s northern border, without provoking the sort of response 
that Syrian military action would engender. If the threat of these attacks were removed, it 
is unlikely the Israelis would consider yielding back this territory as part of a future peace 
agreement with Syria. 

59  Haddad, “The Political Transformation,” 16. 
60  Daniel Byman, “Do Targeted Killings Work?” Foreign Affairs 85, no. 2 (2006). 
61  The Ansar prison camp was reported to have detained half of the south’s male 

population at some time between 1982 and its closing in 1985. The transfer by bus of 1,200 
blindfolded prisoners from this prison into Israel in 1985 (in contravention of the Geneva 
Conventions) also caused unrest.
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FORM AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
REVOLUTION

OBJECTIVES AND GOALS

Hizbollah had both long- and short-term goals, as well as religious 
and political objectives.62 Although it was not an expression of the 
group’s ideology, Hizbollah’s “Open Letter” of 1985 outlined specific 
actions the group sought to take in response to circumstances 
at the time.63 In the letter, they made broad pledges of continued 
resistance to the United States and its European allies as well as to 
UNIFIL64 and Israel. But they did so with explicit reference to events, 
actors, territories, and political forces in Lebanon, yielding quite a 
detailed document. Events referenced in the letter included the US 
intervention in the Lebanon civil war, the massacres at the Sabra and 
Shatila refugee camps, and the mass evictions carried out in South 
Lebanon. The explicit objectives stated therein included: (1) “to expel 
the Americans, the French, and their allies definitely from Lebanon, 
putting an end to any colonialist entity on our land”; (2) “to submit 
the Phalanges to a just power and bring them all to justice for the 
crimes they have perpetrated against Muslims and Christians”65; and 
(3) “to permit all the sons of our people to determine their future 
and to choose in all the liberty the form of government they desire.” 
Although the organization periodically distanced itself from any 
commitment to a theocratic state, this original document did include 
an appeal to the Lebanese people to install an Islamic government: 
“We call upon all of them to pick the option of Islamic government 
which, alone, is capable of guaranteeing justice and liberty for all. 
Only an Islamic regime can stop any further tentative attempts of 
imperialistic infiltration into our country.”

62  For a comprehensive treatment see Joseph Elie Alagha, The Shifts in Hizbullah’s 
Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political Ideology and Political Program (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006).

63  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 27. 
64  UNIFIL is the United Nations (UN) Interim Force in Lebanon, which patrols the 

zone in Southern Lebanon previously occupied by Israel.
65  The Phalangists were the most powerful Christian militia in operation during 

the Lebanese civil war and thus engaged in most of the fighting against the Shi’a leftist 
groups and the PLO. In addition to their role in the bus massacre of 1975, which directly 
contributed to the onset of hostilities, they are most well known for their role in the 
massacres at Sabra and Shatila. The group’s violent role during the civil war led to its 
overall decline through much of the 1980s and 1990s, but it regained some popularity 
after it participated in anti-Syrian demonstrations (the Cedar Revolution) that led to its 
participation in the pro-Western March 14 Alliance.
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Whether and how Hizbollah would seek to establish an Islamic 
state in Lebanon is an issue of considerable debate. Hizbollah’s stated 
long-term goal was to establish an Islamic order through peaceful 
means and thus bring about the fulfillment of God’s promise of a 
just order. In the short term, achievement of this goal required the 
institution of majority-rule democracy and abolition of the sectarian/
confessional political system, which, given the Shi’ite demographic 
advantage, translated into a Shi’ite-controlled government.66 Reform 
of Lebanon’s current electoral system was, therefore, one of the 
group’s most enduring goals. However, significant changes in the 
electoral system have historically been made only in the wake of 
major hostilities—for example, after the civil war of the 1980s and 
the sectarian violence in Beirut in 2007–2008.67 Although these 
incremental changes conferred additional political power on the 
Shi’a and their political representatives (notably Hizbollah, but also 
Amal), sectarian voting patterns showed little sign of surmounting 
existing cleavages. 

Opposition to Israel was also an enduring part of Hizbollah’s 
program. The vast majority of Hizbollah’s military activities targeted 
Israeli defense forces, especially after the end of the civil war.68 It 
was unclear to what extent Hizbollah would be willing to coexist 
alongside an Israeli state that had made peace with the Palestinians. 
Although some of the group’s statements stressed the necessity of 
the destruction of Israel, Hizbollah’s actual behavior was far more 
pragmatic. For example, Hizbollah held indirect talks with Israel in 
1996 and 2004 and participated in several prisoner exchanges.69 The 
group also accepted a UN-brokered cease-fire that ended the 2006 
war with Israel, despite an explicit statement in its 1985 program that 
it would accept “no treaty, no cease fire, and no peace agreements, 

66  “The main problem in the Lebanese political system, which prevents its reform, 
development, and constant updating, is political sectarianism. The fact that the Lebanese 
political system was established on a sectarian basis constitutes in itself a strong constraint 
to the achievement of true democracy where an elected majority can govern and an elected 
minority can oppose, opening the door for a proper circulation of power between the 
loyalty and the opposition or the various political coalitions. Thus, abolishing sectarianism 
is a basic condition for the implementation of the majority–minority rule.” (Press 
conference given by Hassan Nasrallah, November 30, 2009). 

67  Smaller groups, such as the Armenians, have traditionally thrown their weight 
behind one of the major confessional groups. In this way, they secure political patronage for 
their community while avoiding outright electoral competition, which their small numbers 
would not support. 

68  Many of the attacks for which Hizbollah has gained notoriety were carried out 
against US and Western targets who intervened during the Lebanese civil war (including 
the bombing of the US Marine barracks in Beirut in 1983 and the subsequent kidnapping 
of Western hostages). 

69  Deeb, “Hizballah: A Primer.” 
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whether separate or consolidated.” Some of Hizbollah’s operations 
against Israel (such as the kidnapping of two IDF soldiers, which 
sparked the 2006 war) have had specific goals: (1) the return of 
Lebanese prisoners being held in Israeli prisons and (2) the return of 
the Shebaa Farms, a fifteen-square-mile parcel of land near the Golan 
Heights.70 These concrete and largely divisible set of goals (i.e., goals 
that can be partially satisfied) differentiated Hizbollah from groups 
such as Al Qaeda or Jamaa Islamiyya. Whereas Hizbollah could enter 
into negotiations in hopes of making incremental progress toward 
achieving its ultimate aims (and thus viewed political participation as 
a viable strategy), Al Qaeda could not make accommodations with its 
adversaries because the group’s ultimate goal was the destruction of 
its adversaries.71

LEADERSHIP AND ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

Hizbollah was simultaneously a political party that participated 
openly in the Lebanese electoral system and a paramilitary 
organization. The group had roughly 100,000 active supporters, 
about half as many party members, and several thousand fighters.72 
The number of “elite” fighters that received advanced weapons 
training was probably much smaller—perhaps as few as 1,000.73 The 
organization itself was separated into military and political wings, 
which included political and administrative councils, military and 
security organs, and specific service subunits including a social unit, a 
health unit, an education unit, an information unit, a syndicate unit, 
an external relations unit, a finance unit, and an engagement and 
coordination unit.74 The group’s leadership was composed of a seven-
member Shura Council, which originally operated underground 
but then became more open. This collective leadership model was 
unusual for resistance groups, which frequently operated under a 

70  Israel claims that the Shebaa Farms are part of the Golan Heights (which it has 
occupied since the 1967 war) and, therefore, Syrian, not Lebanese, territory. Syria and 
Lebanon insist the Shebaa Farms are Lebanese territory, which would complicate Israel’s 
claim to continue occupying the territory. See Human Rights Watch, “Why They Died,” 
September 6, 2007, http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/09/05/why-they-died.

71  Daniel G. Arce and Todd Sandler, “Terrorist Spectaculars: Backlash Attacks and the 
Focus of Intelligence,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 54, no. 2 (2010): 356.

72  Estimates are from Adam Shatz, “In Search of Hizbullah,” New York Review of Books 
51 (April 29, 2004). However, as was made clear by the 2006 war with Israel, many villagers 
in South Lebanon took up arms and fought directly alongside Hizbollah fighters, although 
they were not members or active supporters of the organization. See Exum, “Hizballah at 
War: A Military Assessment.” 

73  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 5. 
74  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 45–65. 

http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/09/05/why-they-died
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single charismatic personality, although as secretary general of the 
party, Hassan Nasrallah demonstrated some of the characteristics of a 
charismatic leader and became a center of gravity for the party.75

The Shura Council was elected by the Central Council, a 
200-member group of founders and cadres that served for three-
year terms. The leadership was mostly clergy; laypersons had to 
demonstrate sufficient commitment to the principle of wilayet al-faqih, 
as well as possess skills in other fields, such as health, social affairs, 
finance, or information technology. The councils decided on issues 
of administration, planning, and policy making. Their decisions were 
final and binding and were taken either unanimously or by majority 
vote. In the case of deadlock, the Al-Wali Al-Faqih (i.e., Iranian 
Ayatollahs) cast the decisive vote. The Jihad Council made decisions 
at the level of strategy, including those on armed operations and 
political/social activities. Tactical and operational decisions were left 
to the party’s military wing. The Jihad Council was probably headed 
by the party’s secretary general and likely included a number of 
ground commanders and possibly members of Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guard.76 Hizbollah also had a large number of political organs, 
including a Politburo and a Parliamentary Council.77 In addition to 
its aboveground political activities, the group had several security 
organs that provided security for the organization and its primary 
constituencies.78 

75  Ibid., 45–48. The Council on Foreign Relations provides a brief background on 
Nasrallah at “Backgrounder: Profile: Hassan Nasrallah,” accessed August 15, 2010, http://
www.cfr.org/publication/11132/profile.html.

76  Ibid., 69. 
77  The Politburo, whose members serve in an advisory capacity, consists of eleven to 

fourteen members, both clerical and lay. The Politburo in turn has its own committees; 
among the most significant are a Cultural Committee, a Palestinian Affairs Committee, and 
a Security Zone Committee (so named for the Israeli security zone in the south for which it 
was responsible). The primary duty of the Cultural Committee is to resist the normalization 
of relations with Israel. It targets teachers, professors, journalists, and businessmen to 
encourage them to resist Israeli and American educational and cultural influences. The 
Palestinian Affairs Committee was tasked with strengthening ties with Palestinian resistance 
groups (primarily Hamas and Islamic Jihad), as well as coordinating activities and services 
in Lebanon’s refugee camps. Finally, the Security Zone Committee (itself disbanded after 
the 2000 Israeli withdrawal) liaised between displaced southerners and the party leadership, 
also helping to relocate people to their villages and homes if fighting forces them to flee.

78  The least secretive of these is the Engagement and Coordination Unit, which is 
under direct authority of the political wing and handles normal security matters, such as 
mediation in disputes between party members and other actors, including the government, 
and the investigation of crimes such as murder, robbery, theft, spying, etc. The Security 
Unit is similar to the Engagement and Coordination Unit but is under the control of the 
party’s military wing and reports directly to the Shura Council. It is also the most discreet 
of all the party’s units. It is divided into two parts: (1) Party security, tasked with preventing 
infiltration and dissension; and (2) External security, which conducts counterintelligence 
operations.

http://www.cfr.org/publication/11132/profile.html
http://www.cfr.org/publication/11132/profile.html
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Hizbollah’s primary fighting force was the Islamic Resistance, 
which consisted of both a combat section and an enforcement and 
recruitment section that provided ideological indoctrination to newly 
recruited fighters. To avoid infiltration, there was a high level of 
autonomy between the different sections. Although statements made 
by the Hizbollah leadership attributed strategic decision making to 
Al-Wali Al-Faqih, tactical and operational decisions were made by 
the party leadership.79 For example, the struggle against Israel was 
declared a legitimate project, but how to prosecute this campaign was 
largely left to Hizbollah leaders.80 

Hizbollah’s military wing differed from most Arab armies in that it 
had a decentralized command structure, which allowed subordinates 
to exercise independent initiative and respond more quickly to 
changing circumstances. This decentralization of command and 
location was demonstrated in the 2006 war with Israel when many 
fighters were civilians assembled by local village leaders.81 The number 
of fighters Hizbollah had at its disposal is unclear, especially given the 
number of villagers in the south who may have mobilized in defense 
of their homes but who might have been unwilling to take up arms 
in support of other Hizbollah activities. Some propose estimates of 
5,000 active fighters and 3,000 security personnel, but recent military 
activities and rallies would suggest much larger numbers—perhaps 
20,000 fighters and 5,000 security personnel.82 

COMMUNICATIONS

Hizbollah possessed both a sophisticated narrative and an 
advanced physical infrastructure for disseminating its narrative. This 
narrative centered on a powerful and coherent exposition of the 
Islamic concept of “struggle” (jihad), which permeated the group’s 
speeches and written materials. Believers must undertake a greater 
struggle, controlling themselves by purging the body and mind of evil; 
this struggle imparted conviction and bravery, which fed into success 
in the lesser struggle that was taken against the worldly enemies of 
Islam.83 The group’s media outlets constituted the largest information 

79  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah. See in particular excerpts from the author’s 
interviews with Sheikh Naim Qasim, Hizbollah’s deputy secretary-general, 34–35. It may 
be of interest to note that Qasim was passed over for the position of secretary-general in 
favor of current Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, his younger and less-experienced 
counterpart. Many analysts believe this was due to Nasrallah’s closer ties to Tehran. 

80  Ibid., 34.
81  Ibid., 72.
82  Ibid., 74.
83  Ibid., 37.
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network of any regional political party and included a satellite 
channel Al-Manar (the beacon), with more than ten million viewers, 
as well as four licensed radio stations and five licensed newspapers, 
all of which garnered substantial receipts through advertising sales.84 
Al-Manar, available throughout the Arab world via satellite, had a 
corporate atmosphere with state-of-the-art editing and production 
equipment, as well as a team of foreign correspondents located 
throughout the Middle East, Europe, and North America.85 Unlike 
much of the Western media, which abided by a taboo on depicting 
grisly images of the dead and wounded, Al-Manar openly showed such 
images (although it is worth noting that many other regional media 
outlets did as well). Such material routinely included maimed and 
dead children and disembodied limbs, and even live feeds (during 
the 2006 war) of civilians being shelled during Israeli air raids. 

Al-Manar’s pioneering use of footage from actual battles with Israeli 
soldiers has been widely credited with helping reverse regional feelings 
of impotence in the struggle with Israel.86 The channel also targeted 
Israeli audiences with psychological operations aimed at demoralizing 
the public; messages were based on Hizbollah’s understanding that 
Israeli society was incapable and unwilling to absorb large casualties 
because of its tightly knit social fabric.87 The use of Google maps 
technology in 2006 allowed the station to pinpoint particular locales in 
Northern Israel that were being targeted, creating substantial anxiety 
for residents. In addition, the station also launched the “Who’s Next” 
campaign, which displayed a continuously updated photo gallery of 
the latest IDF casualties followed by the image of a question mark 
superimposed over an empty silhouette.88 Its post-2006 investment 
in longer-range antennae allowed the station to send its signal as far 
into Israel as Haifa, the Jewish state’s third-largest city. In addition 
to targeting parties directly involved in the conflict, Hizbollah also 
crafted messages for parties that had influence over regional conflicts, 
including the United States and neighboring Arab countries. 

Finally, cyberspace had also become an important arena for 
Hizbollah’s communication strategy. The organization’s technicians 
routinely hijacked servers and websites to transmit their own 
information (while also ensuring that ordinary traffic was not 

84  Ibid., 59. 
85  Ibid. 
86  Ibid. 
87  Amir Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbollah: Strategic Assessment” (Tel Aviv: The 

Institute for National Security Studies, 2007).
88  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 59. 
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disrupted and that their hijacking activities remained unnoticed).89 
In addition to using the web to transmit information between group 
members, Hizbollah used the web to transmit information to the 
media. Because Hizbollah had an extensive presence on the web and 
the information available on its websites was credible, the information 
was used by Israeli journalists and other correspondents covering 
the region. When several Israeli teenagers launched a cyber attack 
on a number of Hizbollah sites (as well as those of Hamas and the 
Palestinian Authority) in 2000, the response was intense. Hackers 
struck the Knesset (Israeli Parliament), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
and an IDF site and later also targeted the Israeli Prime Minister’s 
Office, the Bank of Israel, and the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange.90 

Hizbollah’s battlefield communications network was crucial to the 
group’s military successes in the 2006 war with Israel. Official reports 
indicate that the group was successful in rebuffing Israeli efforts to 
jam their communications systems south of the Litani (jamming 
signals are restricted in range to relatively small areas). In addition, 
reports suggest that the group may have possessed the capability to 
disrupt some Israeli communications.91 Despite a relatively high level 
of technological sophistication, Hizbollah used landlines (primarily 
copper cable, which is highly susceptible to jamming and tapping). 
Most of these lines were merely laid next to existing utility lines (both 
public and private), enabling the group to use existing infrastructure 
and link far-flung outposts and offices. Yet, the vulnerability of these 
lines meant that the organization did not rely on them except as a 
secondary or emergency methods of communication. Increasingly, the 
group laid fiber optic landlines to serve their headquarters, television 
and radio stations, military compounds, and mobile rocket launching 
facilities; they oped for fiber optic lines because this material is 
immune to many of the deficiencies of copper wiring.92 

Mobile communications technology—primarily cell phones, 
which were inexpensive, portable, and lightweight, but also satellite 
phones—was the group’s most common method of communication, 
despite its vulnerability. During the conflict, Hizbollah utilized an 
elaborate system of radio call signs and a closed cellular phone system; 
they designed the latter to handle short message service (SMS) and 

89  “Lebanon: Hezbollah’s Communication Network,” Stratfor (May 9, 2008), accessed 
August 15, 2010, http://intellibriefs.blogspot.com/2008/05/lebanon-hezbollahs-
communication.html.

90  See Hasan M. Al-Rizzo, “The Undeclared Cyberspace War between Hezbollah and 
Israel,” Contemporary Arab Affairs 1, no. 3 (2008).

91  “Lebanon: Hezbollah’s Communication Network.” 
92  VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) transmitted by fiber optic cable would be a 

particularly secure form of communication available to the group. Ibid.

http://intellibriefs.blogspot.com/2008/05/lebanon-hezbollahs-communication.html
http://intellibriefs.blogspot.com/2008/05/lebanon-hezbollahs-communication.html
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e-mail as the primary formats of information exchange.93 Because 
jammers could disrupt the flow of signals only in a small area and 
were also limited by mountainous terrain (the Lebanese theater being 
both large and mountainous), Hizbollah operatives were largely able 
to evade Israel’s efforts, which were concentrated in a few high-value 
areas, to deny the flow of communication. Hizbollah’s Secretary 
General Hassan Nasrallah underscored the centrality of the group’s 
communication network in 2008 when, as the Western-backed 
Lebanese government declared the organization’s media assets both 
“illegal” and an “attack on Lebanese sovereignty,” he declared these 
assets to be the group’s single most important weapon and stated that 
any disruption perpetrated by government authorities to the network 
would be an act of war. 

METHODS OF ACTION AND VIOLENCE

The majority of Hizbollah’s military activities centered on their 
guerrilla campaign against the IDF in Southern Lebanon (1982–
2000). The campaign focused on low-intensity attacks targeting a 
small number of IDF soldiers. Although it was not overwhelmingly 
successful from a tactical point of view, the campaign did achieve the 
group’s strategic objectives, forcing Israel to increase the number of 
forces deployed to the area, to build additional military installations, 
and to spend large sums of money to supply the South Lebanese 
Army (SLA). Attacks on individual IDF soldiers were not designed 
to capture land but were an end in themselves; they constituted the 
core of the group’s psychological operations aimed at demoralizing 
the Israeli occupation forces and their SLA collaborators.94 These 
operations drove Israeli decision makers to abandon their original 
strategic vision, which focused on building up an indigenous SLA 
force that would police the security belt on Israel’s behalf.95 Overall, 
the extended guerrilla campaign was credited with ultimately forcing 
Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from the south.

Hizbollah fighters were also very strategic in identifying suitable 
targets, often choosing them on the basis of their political impact 
rather than how they would affect battlefield operations. Early attacks 
often targeted reservists (as opposed to regular army members) in an 

93  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 5.
94  Schleifer, 6.
95  The SLA was originally a Christian militia formed to defend specific Christian 

villages against attack by PLO forces and their Lebanese allies. The vast majority of 
their weapons and training came from the IDF, which saw the SLA as a useful source of 
indigenous manpower. Ibid.
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effort to undermine public support for the occupation. Because Israel 
conscripts all citizens into military service, the public response to the 
loss of reservists, who are less seasoned than their regular counterparts, 
was particularly acute.96 This eventually forced the Israeli government 
to change their policy to declare that only members of the regular 
army would be stationed in Lebanon. The close-knit character of 
Israeli society and its history of ransoming prisoners of war made this 
an especially effective strategy. To this end, Hizbollah also targeted 
officers (as opposed to rank-and-file soldiers) and planted mines as 
close to the Israeli border as possible to increase the visibility such 
attacks would garner among the Israeli public.97 

Hizbollah also took revenge on those Lebanese it accused of 
collaborating with Israel, often utilizing family connections to put 
pressure on soldiers serving in the SLA.98 In addition to producing 
much of the high-quality intelligence that played a key role in the 
success of Hizbollah’s military operations, it also exacerbated the 
SLA’s already low morale.99 Hizbollah’s ability to collect intelligence 
was also facilitated by the SLA’s high command, which treated rank-
and-file recruits (especially Shi’a recruits) very poorly. In addition, 
the commitment of SLA fighters was also eroded by the popular 
perception that the SLA served as “Israel’s sandbags” because SLA 
troops manned the frontline outposts while the Israeli soldiers 
operated from the better-protected positions to the rear.100

Although Hizbollah’s successful exploitation of suicide attacks 
contributed to the popular association of militant Islam with suicide 
missions, the vast majority (81%) of suicide attacks during the Israeli 
occupation (1982–1986) were carried out by Christians or affiliates 
of secular or leftist parties,101 and only twelve of Hizbollah’s attacks 
involved the intentional death of a party operative.102 Hizbollah was 
credited with inspiring the use of similar attacks by other ethno-

96  Ibid.
97  Ibid., 8. 
98  SLA members were mostly Maronite Christians but still included a significant 

minority of Muslim and Druze soldiers that Hizbollah could target.
99  Schleifer, 4.
100  Nicholas Blanford, “The Quandary of an SLA Amnesty,” The Daily Star (Beirut), 

August 16, 2005. The SLA often imprisoned the family members of would-be recruits who 
initially refused to join, holding them as collateral against defection (Schleifer, 5). Like 
other parties to the conflict, the SLA committed a wide range of atrocities, including the 
systematic torture of civilians and captured militants and the detention of women and 
children, primarily at Khiam prison. The compensation provided to SLA soldiers was also 
extremely low, making it easy for Hizbollah to provide a superior financial incentive to 
those willing to defect (Schleifer, 8).

101  Robert Pape, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism (New York: Random 
House, 2005).

102  Deeb, “Hizballah: A Primer.”
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nationalist groups because its 1983 attacks precipitated the withdrawal 
of both the French and American forces.103 The number of suicide 
attacks dropped off precipitously after the Israeli withdrawal to the 
“security zone” in 1985, and attacks on Western targets largely ended 
with the civil war in 1991.104 These early methods of kidnapping 
Westerners, initiating suicide attacks, and bombing high-profile targets 
were increasingly set aside as the dynamics of the conflict shifted. 
Subsequent attacks largely concentrated on Israeli military targets in 
the south of Lebanon and Katyusha rocket attacks on residential areas 
in Northern Israel.

Mounting losses of Israeli soldiers eroded public support for the 
occupation, and in 1999, Ehud Barak, who was a candidate for prime 
minister at the time, promised to bring the troops home if he were 
elected. Barak won the election, and the IDF withdrew from many 
of its forward military outposts. Hizbollah simultaneously ramped 
up the intensity of attacks (including the assassination of an SLA 
commander), and on the eve of Israel’s May 2000 withdrawal, many 
of the SLA’s brigades abandoned their posts and fled across the 
border into Israel.105 Others turned themselves over to Hizbollah or 
the Lebanese police, and many were later tried in military courts on 
charges of treason.

From 2000 until the onset of the Israel–Lebanon war in 2006, 
military activities between IDF and Hizbollah forces were restricted in 
their intensity and were characterized mostly by tit-for-tat exchanges 
with few casualties. Hizbollah’s military tactics were primarily rocket 
and mortar attacks targeting Northern Israel, as well as cross-border 
raids and kidnappings of Israeli soldiers. The International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) was generally denied access to kidnapped 
soldiers, and the Hizbollah party leaders routinely refused to confirm 
the fate of the soldiers.106 Israeli tactics consisted primarily of artillery 
fire and air strikes in Southern Lebanon. Israeli forces occasionally 
targeted large electrical and industrial infrastructure or waged strikes 
against Syrian targets (such as radar stations) inside Lebanon. In 

103  These attacks killed 241 Americans and fifty-eight French nationals. 
104  A US State Department report on terrorism issued in 2001 stated that Hizbollah 

had not attacked any US interests in Lebanon since the conclusion of the civil war ten years 
before.

105  Although some SLA members (mostly low-level recruits who had been press-
ganged into the SLA ranks or joined out of economic necessity) returned to Lebanon after 
Hizbollah promised them amnesty, about 2,400 remained in Israel, where they received 
compensation packages (an $8,800 minimum, with bonuses for number of years served) 
and citizenship. Blanford, “The Quandary of an SLA Amnesty.”

106  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 2. Also see Human Rights Watch, 
“Why They Died,” accessed August 15, 2010, http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/09/05/
why-they-died.

http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/09/05/why-they-died
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/09/05/why-they-died
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addition, the IDF allegedly assassinated several high-profile militants 
and Islamist spiritual leaders.107 During this period (and after the 
2006 war) the IDF remained in control of the disputed territory 
known as the Shebaa Farms, which lies along the border between 
Lebanon and Syria’s occupied Golan Heights. The year 2000 also 
marked the beginning of the second Palestinian intifada (uprising), 
which saw Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon reassert control over 
occupied West Bank territory that the previous Israeli government 
had forfeited as part of the Oslo Accords.108 Because the timing of 
the second intifada largely coincided with Israel’s withdrawal from 
Lebanon, it is difficult to determine what Hizbollah’s behavior might 
have been in the absence of what many party members considered a 
direct provocation. Hizbollah intensified its attacks (launching daily 
rockets against IDF targets) after Israel launched Operation Defensive 
Shield—its largest military incursion in the West Bank since 1967. The 
operation, in retaliation for suicide bombings that killed roughly 400 
Israelis over the previous eighteen months (Israeli countermeasures 
produced roughly 1,200 Palestinian casualties during the same 
period), trapped PLO leader Yasser Arafat in his Ramallah compound 
and laid siege to much of the West Bank. Despite the intensification of 
artillery attacks, Hizbollah stopped short of a large-scale mobilization, 
which party Secretary Hassan Nasrallah claimed must be preserved 
for retaliation in the event that the Israeli government attempted to 
expel the Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza.109 

The 2006 Lebanon war, although nominally fought between 
Hizbollah and Israel, extended well beyond the traditional battleground 
of South Lebanon. During the conflict, Hizbollah used primarily 
conventional tactics, in the context of a war of attrition, presuming 
that Israeli society would not tolerate massive casualties.110 This strategy 
necessitated the maintenance of a constant barrage of rocket fire 
(averaging 150–200 rockets per day) to reinforce the perception that 
the Israeli campaign was ineffective at weakening the group’s offensive 

107  Important examples include Ghalib Awali, a Hizbollah military commander 
who was killed in a car bombing in 2004; Sheikh Ahmad Yassin (the quadriplegic Hamas 
founder and an important spiritual figure for many Hizbollah members) who was killed, 
along with his bodyguard and nine bystanders, by a missile fired from an Israeli gunship in 
2004; and Mahmoud Al-Majzoub (leader of Palestinian Islamic Jihad), who was killed by a 
car bomb in Sidon, Lebanon, in 2005. 

108  In addition to Hizbollah’s attacks on Israeli targets, several other Arab governments 
also ramped up hostilities, including oil embargoes and downgrading of diplomatic 
relations, in response to Israel’s policies in the occupied Palestinian territories. 

109  Paul Wachter, “Hezbollah: Lebanon’s Paper Tiger,” Salon, April 10, 2002, http://
www.salon.com/news/feature/2002/04/10/Lebanon.

110  Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbollah: Strategic Assessment.”

http://www.salon.com/news/feature/2002/04/10/Lebanon
http://www.salon.com/news/feature/2002/04/10/Lebanon
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capabilities.111 Hizbollah’s arsenal consisted primarily of Katyusha 
rockets, known for their distinctive screeching noise. Because these 
rockets lacked a guidance system and could only be outfitted with 
relatively small warheads, they were most effective when launched in 
highly concentrated numbers.112 Hizbollah launched approximately 
4,000 rockets into Israel during the fighting in 2006, with roughly 
25% of them landing in populated areas, killing forty-three civilians.113 
To facilitate these operations, Hizbollah ensured that each unit was 
self-sufficient and prestocked with adequate supplies, making any 
Israeli attack on supply routes or large weapons depots irrelevant.114 
However, this approach also resulted in the isolation of each unit, 
which, because of the ubiquitous Israeli air presence, prevented 
fighters from communicating with or supporting nearby units.115 To 
provide fortified cover and clear lines of sight, Hizbollah located 
these bunkers and launch sites, whose size and complexity surprised 
even IDF intelligence, in and around villages (traditionally situated 
on hilltops in South Lebanon).116 These underground stations, which 
launched both short- and medium-range rockets, used pneumatic 
lifts to bring launchers up from underground and were often so well 
camouflaged that they were able to function from behind IDF lines 
as ground troops advanced through the south. In areas where villages 
or population centers were sparse, Hizbollah constructed extensive 
fighting positions with large and sophisticated bunker systems that 
included electrical wiring and ample provisions, often very close to 
IDF and UNIFIL positions.117 Hizbollah’s concentration on rocket 
launching sites and underground bunkers, as opposed to infantry or 
mobile anti-tank capabilities, suggested that the group anticipated an 
Israeli response composed primarily of air strikes rather than ground 

111  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment.”
112 “Hezbollah’s Rocket Force,” BBC News, July 18, 2006, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/

hi/middle_east/5187974.stm. Subsequent press reports and internal IDF investigations 
demonstrate that most Israeli military planners dismissed the import of these rockets, 
and although few of the rockets produced any civilian casualties, many urban centers and 
infrastructure sites in Northern Israel were paralyzed during the thirty-four-day conflict. 
Scott Wilson, “Israeli War Plan Had No Exit Strategy,” Washington Post, October 21, 2006. 
Although Katyushas have a maximum range of only twenty-five kilometers, Hizbollah most 
likely also possessed several longer-range models, including the Iranian-built Fajr-3, Fajr-
5, and ZelZal-2, with ranges of forty-five, seventy-five, and one hundred to four hundred 
kilometers, respectively. Even though many of the group’s long-range launchers were hit 
in the first few hours of the war, they were able to extend their reach into Northern Israel, 
reaching as far as Haifa. 

113  Uzi Rubin, “Hizballah’s Rocket Campaign Against Northern Israel,” Jerusalem Issue 
Brief 6, no. 10 (August 31, 2006). 

114  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 10.
115  Ibid.
116  Ibid., 3.
117  Ibid., 3–4.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5187974.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5187974.stm
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attacks.118 Although the conventional Israeli plan for an attack in 
Southern Lebanon focused on a ground invasion force of four army 
divisions, the military’s chief of staff (the first air force general to 
be in that position) instead emphasized a combination of air power 
and special forces troops, hoping that strikes on major infrastructure 
targets would erode Hizbollah’s support among the Christian and 
Sunni population.119 Because the sites were underground, however, 
Israeli pilots were unable to spot them from the air, and pilots lacked 
the ground-intelligence necessary to pinpoint the locations of the 
sites.120

METHODS OF RECRUITMENT

Because Hizbollah’s identity was inextricably linked with Lebanon’s 
communal politics, the group had a built-in advantage in terms of 
recruiting. It was by far the most legitimate organization and was able 
to draw on the loyalties of Lebanon’s most populous sect. Within 
the organization, different units appealed to different segments 
of Lebanon’s Shi’ite community. In terms of formal recruitment 
activities, the Syndicate Unit (within the Executive Council) aimed 
to increase the party’s presence in professional syndicates, recruiting 
from among Lebanese professionals (university faculty, students, 
lawyers, doctors, etc.).121 Similarly, the External Relations Unit (also 
within the Executive Council) provided outreach to other political 
parties, government institutions, and nongovernmental organizations, 
often sending official representatives to attend the local meetings of 
these groups.122 Of course, recruitment activities were not restricted 
to Shi’ites, and in 1997, Hizbollah created the multi-confessional 
brigade, which attracted Lebanese youth from across the sectarian 
spectrum.123 The group’s extensive network of centers for military 
training and its provision of social services and even forums for 

118  Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbollah: Strategic Assessment.”
119  Wilson, “Israeli War Plan Had No Exit Strategy.” A report commissioned by the US 

Air Force concluded that, although air power remains the most flexible means for targeting 
irregular armies, Israel’s indiscriminate and excessive bombing of civilian infrastructure 
sites was counterproductive. William M. Arkin, Divining Victory: Airpower in the 2006 Israel-
Hezbollah War (United States: Air University Press, 2007).

120  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 4.
121  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 62.
122  Ibid. 
123  Alagha, The Shifts in Hizbullah’s Ideology, 169.
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networking and socializing all helped to bring potential members 
into the party’s orbit.124

Hizbollah provided multiple outlets for action, including activities 
aimed at defending the south against potential Israeli invasion, efforts 
to reform the state’s political institutions in order to provide the Shi’a 
population with a greater voice in government, programs to provide 
services to the poor, and religious and cultural education programs 
designed to foster cohesion among the group’s target population. 
This variety provided would-be recruits with multiple opportunities 
to contribute based on their personal strengths and experiences. 
This flexibility was reflected in its large number of party supporters, 
estimated at 200,000, the largest of any single political entity in 
Lebanon.125 

METHODS OF SUSTAINMENT

In addition to its deep recruiting pool, Hizbollah was also able to 
draw on a wide range of financial sources, including funding from 
Iran, sympathetic donors in other Arab countries, and the group’s 
own extensive business interests (licit and illicit). The extent to which 
the group benefited financially from illegal trade (in drugs, diamonds, 
and other contraband) was unclear, but at least some connections 
were uncovered between the group and various criminal enterprises. 
The sizeable Lebanese expatriate community in South America made 
the region a hub for generating finance, and in 2008, a drug probe 
found that the Lebanese operator of an enormous cocaine money-
laundering operation in Colombia donated a portion of his proceeds 
to Hizbollah.126 Estimates of Iranian resources flowing to Hizbollah 
varied from tens of millions of dollars a year to $1 billion a year 
and included money; hardware; training provided for military and 
“resistance” activities; the services of Iranian engineers, doctors and 
other professionals; and financial services designed to help the group 
evade international sanctions. However, most of these funds came 
from private foundations and charitable organizations in Iran or from 

124  The phenomenon of temporary marriage, or mutaa, and the venues necessary 
for bringing together potential participants, has created a thriving space for Hizbollah to 
recruit from among Lebanon’s young adults. The connections (both social and political) 
these young adults are able to make through these centers bring them closer to the group’s 
orbit and help spread the group’s resistance narrative. Hanin Ghaddar, “The Militarization 
of Sex: The Story of Hezbollah’s Halal Hookups,” Foreign Policy, November 25, 2009, http://
www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2009/11/25/the_militarization_of_sex?page=0,1. 

125  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 74.
126  Chris Kraul and Sebastian Rotella, “Drug Probe Finds Hezbollah Link,” Los Angeles 

Times, October 22, 2008, http://articles.latimes.com/2008/oct/22/world/fg-cocainering22. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2009/11/25/the_militarization_of_sex?page=0,1
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Iran’s Revolutionary Guard. Thus, intelligence services were largely 
outside the purview of the Iranian Ministry of Finance or the office 
of Iran’s president.127 Financing from Arab donors to Hizbollah was 
primarily in the form of tithes (the portion of income that believers 
are required to donate to charitable causes under Shi’ite religious 
law), as well as donations from individuals, groups, small businesses, 
and banks in the Arab world and among the Shi’ite international 
community.128 Hizbollah also received significant income from the 
group’s domestic business chains, which included supermarkets, gas 
stations, department stores, restaurants, construction companies, and 
travel agencies, as well as offshore companies, banks, and currency 
exchanges. Most of this money was held in Tehran banks in order 
to prevent seizure of the group’s assets; these Iranian institutions 
also operated under the legal strictures of Islamic finance, which 
provided added religious legitimacy.129 In addition, several Lebanese 
financial institutions acted as intermediaries between Hizbollah and 
mainstream banks, facilitated by extremely lax transparency and 
oversight of the financial sector.130 During the 2006 war, Israel bombed 
as many as twelve banks, including two very large ones, Al Baraka and 
Fransabank, as well as the home of a bank manager.131 

METHODS OF OBTAINING LEGITIMACY

Hizbollah’s ability to adapt was a key component of its success. 
The organization was both a revolutionary group, fervently defending 
its right to maintain an armed militia and its dedicated goal of 
liberating Palestine, and a parliamentary player, increasing its level 
of participation in the formal political system and orchestrating 
electoral alliances with other parties. This dual nature was a critical 
component of the group’s identity and legitimacy, illustrating its 
need to maintain armed resistance even amidst a strategy of political 

127  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 63.
128  Ibid., 64.
129  Islamic law forbids Muslims from earning interest (the proceeds of idle capital), 

which is considered usury by religious scholars. However, in practice, these banks often 
function similarly to non-shari’a-compliant banks, merely using some intermediary asset to 
provide a degree of separation so that the interest payment does not pass directly from the 
borrower to the lender. Not surprisingly, Islamic jurists in the Gulf countries, where finance 
is most plentiful and there is the most potential for earning interest, have introduced or 
approved many of these creative instruments. Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 64.

130  These include Bayt Al-Mal (House of Money) and the Yousser Company for Finance 
and Investment of Lebanon.

131  Adam Ciralsky and Lisa Myers, “Hezbollah Banks Under Attack in Lebanon,” NBC 
News, July 25, 2006, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/14015377/. 
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accommodation.132 In the most literal sense, Israel’s presence in the 
disputed Shebaa Farms territory supported Hizbollah’s claim that it 
must retain its arms for purposes of “national resistance.” When Israel 
withdrew to the security zone in South Lebanon, the Taif Accords 
recognized Hizbollah’s right to maintain a militia because Israel was 
still occupying Lebanese territory; when Israel withdrew in 2000, 
Hizbollah equated the IDF presence in the Shebaa Farms with its 
earlier presence in the “security zone,” allowing Hizbollah to cling to 
its earlier justification. The group then framed its military arsenal as 
a crucial factor in deterring further Israeli aggression, characterizing 
the group’s strength as a benefit in which all Lebanese could share 
equally.133 This was an especially effective justification because it 
suggested that Hizbollah would not only restrict itself to defensive 
operations but that it would also aim to alleviate Christian, Sunni, and 
Druze fears that were exacerbated by the factional violence that broke 
out during the previous election cycle.134

A considerable amount of Hizbollah’s historic legitimacy stemmed 
from its positions on issues that largely contradicted the words and/
or deeds of the region’s other political leaders, especially on issues of 
normalizing relations with Israel, extending aid to the Palestinians, 
adhering to espoused religious principles, promoting regional unity, 
and relying on Western actors and institutions for political and 
economic assistance. Moreover, Hizbollah’s popularity was propelled 
by its success against Israel in the 2006 war. The group’s ability to 
repel Israeli ground forces while still launching a constant barrage of 
missiles into Northern Israel demonstrated that a non-state group of 
highly committed fighters could achieve more on the battlefield than 
the region’s governments had achieved (with the full political and 
economic backing of the United States) in decades.135 

132  Mohammed Ayoob, The Many Faces of Political Islam: Religion and Politics in the 
Muslim World (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2009), 123.

133  At an August 14 rally attended by members of most Lebanese political factions and 
marking the three-year anniversary of the 2006 war, Nasrallah stated (in a speech broadcast 
on large television screens), “You might ask, ‘Do we have the power to prevent a war?’ I will 
reply, ‘Yes, there is a very real possibility that, if we cooperate with one another as Lebanese, 
we will be able to prevent Israel from launching a war against Lebanon.’ I stress to you that 
there will be surprises in any new war with Israel, God willing. By saying this to the Israelis, 
we can deter and prevent them. Let them think a million times before waging a war on 
Lebanon. Let them look for other ways to confront us, but not war.” Cited in Mohamad 
Bazzi, “Lebanon’s Shadow Government: How Hezbollah Wins by Losing,” Foreign Affairs 
(September 11, 2009).

134  Bazzi, “Lebanon’s Shadow Government: How Hizbullah Wins by Losing.”
135  Neil MacFarquhar, “Tide of Arab Opinion Turns to Support for Hezbollah,” 

New York Times (July 28, 2006), http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/28/world/
middleeast/28arabs.html.
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EXTERNAL SUPPORT

Like many territories in the developing world, Lebanon became a 
battlefield for both regional power struggles and rich-country rivalries. 
In addition to France, the United States, Israel, and Syria, all of which 
intervened directly to protect their own geostrategic interests, there 
was also a significant amount of indirect activity aimed at shifting the 
dynamics of the conflict. Hizbollah owed its very existence to Iran’s 
efforts to export its revolutionary ideology and, by association, to 
Iraq’s invasion of Iran and the ensuing war, which stifled Tehran’s 
grander plans of expansion and forced it to rely more fully on 
Hizbollah as its primary agent.136 Iran sent 1,500 Revolutionary Guard 
members to train Shi’ite fighters during the Israeli invasion of 1982, 
and although Hizbollah was very capable and well trained in the use 
of small arms, the Revolutionary Guard trained Hizbollah fighters 
on more sophisticated weapons systems, such as medium-range 
rockets and anti-tank missiles, and provided the party with tens of 
millions of dollars in money and equipment annually.137 Reportedly, 
Iran heavily influenced Hizbollah’s decision to maintain its armed 
wing after the 2000 withdrawal of Israel, rather than turning its full 
attention toward increasing power in the Lebanese domestic political 
system.138 Hizbollah’s leadership made no secret of these associations, 
instead justifying them based on numerous rationales, including the 
argument that by consulting with other regional players, the group’s 
own decisions were more comprehensive and effective.139 By the time 
of the 2006 war, however, it became clear that Hizbollah had gained 
significant financial and operational independence from Tehran.140 

Whereas Iranian support was concrete and highly visible, Syrian 
support to Hizbollah was less so and consisted primarily of logistical 

136  Fouad Ajami, “Lebanon and its Inheritors.” 
137  Exum, “Hizballah at War: A Military Assessment,” 5. However, financing patterns 

often depend on the composition of Iran’s leadership; support was cut by as much as 70% 
under previous reformist administrations in Iran (Presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami), 
although it was never fully removed. Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 63.

138  Shatz, “In Search of Hizbullah.” 
139  Alagha, The Shifts in Hizbullah’s Ideology, 172.
140  Although Iranian finance certainly facilitates Hizbollah’s social outreach activities, 

Shi’ite businesspeople in Lebanon, South America, West Africa, and the United States 
provide an increasing proportion of funding. Observers in Lebanon during the 2006 war 
also reported that IDF sources saw no indication that any of the group’s activities stemmed 
from direction provided by either Iran or Syria. Graham Fuller, “The Hizballah-Iran 
Connection: Model for Sunni Resistance,” The Washington Quarterly (Winter 2006–2007), 
142. 
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and symbolic support.141 Furthermore, while Iran remained an 
unwavering supporter of Hizbollah, Syrian assistance varied according 
to the status of its peace talks with Israel. As these talks continued to 
stagnate, and as Hizbollah’s influence in Lebanese politics continued 
to expand, Syrian support became less important.142 

COUNTERMEASURES TAKEN BY THE GOVERNMENT

Numerous state entities, including Israel, the United States, and 
successive Lebanese governments but also other regional players such 
as Saudi Arabia, engaged in activities aimed to weaken Hizbollah 
militarily, economically, and politically. Israel’s activities were the most 
extensive and varied and included targeted assassinations of party 
members (Abbas Musawi and Imad Mughniyeh), the recruitment 
of domestic spy rings, conventional military attacks (especially 
the 1993 “Operation Accountability,” the 1996 “Grapes of Wrath” 
campaign, and the 2006 War), coordinated efforts to delegitimize 
the group in international forums and among the broader Lebanese 
public (reflected in IDF 2006 aerial campaign targeting public 
infrastructure),143 calibrated displays of Israeli military presence 
(air force flyovers and sonic booms), and the withholding of maps 
detailing unexploded ordnance (mines and cluster bombs) from 
previous conflicts.144 Israel (and the United States) also made efforts 
to restrict the flow of weapons into Iran and Syria, hoping to cut off 
Hizbollah’s major supply lines, in addition to stepping up efforts to 
cripple Hizbollah’s access to funds by banning many of the charitable 

141  The central component of this support has been Syria’s assistance with transferring 
Russian-made (and Iranian-purchased) weapons to Hizbollah. See Exum, “Hizballah at War: 
A Military Assessment,” 5.

142  Current support is largely restricted to logistical and organizational support 
facilitating the movement of weapons and supplies from Iran through Syrian-controlled 
territory and into Lebanon. In fact, it may be that the Syrian leadership now has more to 
gain from its association with Hizbollah than vice versa.

143  This was most visible in the IDF’s attacks on regions in Lebanon where the 
population was strongly anti-Hizbollah (such as Christian Achrafiyya, Amsheet and 
Jounieh); Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert echoed this strategy of collective punishment, 
“This morning’s events [kidnapping of Israeli soldiers] were not a terrorist attack, but the 
action of a sovereign state that attacked Israel for no reason and without provocation . . .  
Lebanon is responsible and Lebanon will bear the consequences of its actions.” See 
Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “PM Olmert: Lebanon Is Responsible and will Bear the 
Consequences,” accessed August 15, 2010, http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/
Communiques/2006/PM+Olmert+-+Lebanon+is+responsible+and+will+bear+the+conseque
nces+12-Jul-2006.htm.

144  Barak Ravid, “Lebanon to UN: Israel Breached Truce Deal Hundreds of Times,” 
Haaretz, November 1, 2007,  http://www.haaretz.com/news/lebanon-to-un-israel-breached-
truce-deal-hundreds-of-times-1.232334. 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/Communiques/2006/PM+Olmert+-+Lebanon+is+responsible+and+will+bear+the+consequences+12-Jul-2006.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/Communiques/2006/PM+Olmert+-+Lebanon+is+responsible+and+will+bear+the+consequences+12-Jul-2006.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Government/Communiques/2006/PM+Olmert+-+Lebanon+is+responsible+and+will+bear+the+consequences+12-Jul-2006.htm
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organizations that transferred funds to Hizbollah.145 The United States 
also placed Hizbollah’s television station Al-Manar on the Terrorism 
Exclusion List, meaning that individuals working with or providing 
financing for the station could be deported, and blocked its satellite 
signal. However, Al-Manar feeds were widely available online.146

The actions of successive Lebanese governments were largely 
inconsistent in terms of responding to Hizbollah, both because the 
parties that made up these governments had disparate interests and 
because countering Hizbollah’s militia capacity required quite different 
tactics than countering its growing popularity. As the organization 
strengthened, Hizbollah’s claim as the legitimate representative of the 
Shi’a population and other communal groups within the governing 
structure made political alliance and accommodation, rather than 
confrontation, the cornerstone of their electoral strategies. 

SHORT- AND LONG-TERM EFFECTS

CHANGES IN THE ENVIRONMENT

The impact of the long civil war on Lebanese society has been 
extremely pernicious. Centuries-old struggles over socioeconomic 
issues and the division of concrete material goods and political 
offices transformed over time into a battle over sectarian identity—
an existential fight in which compromise was complicated by the 
indivisibility of communal membership.147 Both proximate (Syria, 
Israel, Iran, and Egypt) and distant (the United States and France) 
political entities amplified these divisions in pursuit of their own 
geopolitical aspirations, thus increasing the intractability of the 
conflict.148 Repeat foreign interventions did little to resolve the 
underlying conditions that contributed to renewed conflict, instead 
opting for incremental alterations of the status quo ante. Rather, the 
ever-present specter of renewed conflict produced an environment 
where powerful actors relentlessly pursued short-term economic 

145  This was partially successful in at least one case. When Jihad Al-Bina (“The Struggle 
to Build”) was blacklisted in the United States, making it illegal for any US companies or 
banks to do business with the organization, Hizbollah had to create a new organization Al-
Wadaa (“The Promise”) to carry out much of the post-2006 war reconstruction effort in the 
south. 

146  Jeremy M. Sharp, et al., “Lebanon: The Israel-Hamas-Hezbollah Conflict,” 
Congressional Research Service, September 15, 2006, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/
mideast/RL33566.pdf, 23. 

147  Samir Khalaf, Civil and Uncivil Violence in Lebanon: A History of the Internationalization 
of Communal Conflict (New York Columbia University Press, 2004).

148  Ibid. 

http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33566.pdf
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33566.pdf
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and political gains in order to consume immediately (what they may 
rightly perceive as) their fleeting benefits.149 The sanctity of property 
that did not “belong” to a particular community (public goods, such 
as the environment or infrastructure) and rules that did not emanate 
from that community (national laws) were violated with impunity. 
These factors complicated the redressing of grievances (such as 
the pursuit of legal damages resulting from unlawful activity) and 
exacerbated resentment between groups. Decades of state policy 
promoting systematic discrimination on the basis of sectarian identity 
also meant that issues ordinarily defined by class identity or political 
ideology (which cut across ethno-religious lines in other states) were 
fundamentally communal battles. 

Endemic political and economic uncertainty also increased the 
currency of kinship and religious ties, eroding opportunities for 
cross-communal interaction. This intragroup isolation facilitated 
both individual and group violence, as any particular individual 
was identified first and foremost by his or her sectarian association. 
Years of fighting also contributed to spatial segregation, yielding 
neighborhoods, public spaces (including universities), and entire 
regions where the opportunities for intercommunal interaction 
were minimal. These practical manifestations of the severe power 
imbalance in Lebanese society ensured Hizbollah, with its vast social 
service apparatus and highly visible rural presence, a continued place 
in Lebanese politics. 

Hizbollah’s “resistance” activities also provided the group with its 
other major source of resilience, and despite Israel’s withdrawal from 
the security zone in South Lebanon in 2000, the Hizbollah narrative 
only grew more powerful. The outbreak of the second intifada in 
Palestine, the 2006 War in Lebanon, and the 2008–2009 Gaza War 
have nearly mooted the issue of disarming Hizbollah, even though 
the Security Council Resolution (1701) that ended the war called for 
the disarmament of all militias in Lebanon. However, even politicians 
in the anti-Hizbollah camp publicly recognized the group’s right to 
maintain its militia, and Hizbollah has been integrated into the system 
of realpolitik that has defined Lebanon for decades. 

CHANGES IN GOVERNMENT

Although Hizbollah has continued to gain power within the 
Lebanese state, both electorally and in non-state institutions, many 
factors combine to prevent the group from gaining full control over 

149  Ibid.
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the government or a monopoly over the state’s coercive apparatus 
(military and police). First, despite the fact that more Lebanese cast 
votes for Hizbollah’s March 8 coalition in both of the elections prior to 
2010, the group shares power with other powerful coalition members 
who do not necessarily share Hizbollah’s political, economic, or 
religious agendas. Hizbollah’s Christian ally Michel Aoun, leader of 
the Free Patriotic Movement, failed to fully split the vote of his co-
religionists in the most recent election, and many Christians remained 
with the March 14 alliance.150 This failure prevented Hizbollah from 
expanding its previous electoral gains, as the support of the Shi’a 
population alone could not propel Hizbollah to a parliamentary 
majority. A second factor preventing Hizbollah from gaining full 
control of the government are the electoral rules regarding the 
allotment of both parliamentary seats and cabinet positions. The 
result of these rules has been an intensely divided government often 
paralyzed by gridlock. This division came to a head in 2006, when 
Hizbollah and its allies left their cabinet posts, demanding a veto 
over government decisions. The Lebanese government was therefore 
temporarily deadlocked, as the number of members of parliament in 
attendance was insufficient to conduct most government business.151 
Observers likened the stalemate to the condition prevailing near the 
end of the fifteen-year civil war, which saw the formation of two rival 
governments, each claiming to be the legitimate representative of the 
Lebanese state.152

Despite some political gains in 2009 by the political coalition 
opposed to Hizbollah, many important factors, such as incumbent 
advantage, remained entrenched in the system. Indeed, many of 
the political elites continued to hail from the same dynasties that 
have dominated Lebanese politics for decades, especially within the 
minority Christian and Druze communities.153 This reality not only 
prevented the measured, gradual deconfessionalization of Lebanese 
politics, but it also exacerbated bureaucratic inertia, as agencies 
loyal to particular families or incumbent politicians attempted to 
stifle the activities of one another. This favoritism also drove political 
leaders to weaken any institution, such as the Constitutional Court, or 

150  “March 14 Bloc Wins Lebanon Election,” Al Jazeera, June 8, 2009, http://english.
aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/2009/06/20096813424442589.html.

151  Hugh Macleod, “Hezbollah Recruits Thousands in Lebanon Crisis,” Telegraph, 
November 25, 2007, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/1570478/Hezbollah-
recruits-thousands-in-Lebanon-crisis.html.

152  Ibid.
153  “March 14 Bloc Wins Lebanon Election.” 
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governing mechanism that sought to operate outside the control of 
any single faction.154

CHANGES IN POLICY

The most noticeable changes in policy in Lebanon have been 
increasing accommodations toward Hizbollah, both from Lebanon’s 
political actors and from foreign governments. Hizbollah’s primary 
adversary in Lebanon, the March 14 Alliance, has taken an increasingly 
pragmatic approach, including an August 2008 statement issued by 
Lebanon’s cabinet declaring “the right of Lebanon’s people, army, 
and resistance [i.e., Hizbollah] to liberate the Israeli-occupied Shebaa 
Farms, Kafar Shuba Hills, and the Lebanese section of Ghajar village, 
and defend the country using all legal and possible means,”155 which 
was followed by the formal recognition of Hizbollah’s right to maintain 
a militia (in December 2009) and formal rejections of Israeli and 
US claims that Syria transferred Scud missiles to Hizbollah (in April 
2010). Michel Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement, which is allied with 
Hizbollah in the March  8 coalition, has also reframed its language 
regarding “foreign opposition,” replacing perennial references to 
Damascus’s stranglehold over Lebanese politics with references to the 
United States and Saudi Arabia. Although Israel and the United States 
have increased sanctions against Hizbollah in the aftermath of the 
2006 conflict, and amid growing concerns over Iran’s influence in 
the region, Hizbollah is no longer designated as a terrorist group by 
most Arab or European governments.156 Even the Gulf monarchies, 
which are always suspicious of popular movements that could incite 
their own significant Shi’ite populations to violence, have been more 
practical in their relations with Hizbollah. 

154  “Lebanon’s Elections: Avoiding a New Cycle of Confrontation,” International Crisis 
Group, June 4, 2009, http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-north-africa/
iraq-syria-lebanon/lebanon/087-lebanons-elections-avoiding-a-new-cycle-of-confrontation.
aspx.

155  Nafez Qawas, “Berri Summons Parliament to vote on Policy Statement,” Daily 
Star (Beirut). Of course some political leaders in the March 8 alliance either insisted this 
reference did not pertain to Hizbollah, or claimed that it applied equally to all of the state’s 
sectarian militias. However, the weakness of both these militias and Lebanon’s official army 
left little doubt as to which actor the statement was referring. 

156  Australia and the United Kingdom distinguish between Hizbollah’s political 
apparatus and its military wing, labeling only the latter as a “terrorist organization,” while 
European Union policy requires that all members agree before a group can be placed 
on the terrorist list. This has proven to be a sore spot for transatlantic relations, and both 
the US government and private actors continue to pressure Europe’s governments to add 
Hizbollah to the list. 
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CHANGES IN THE REVOLUTIONARY MOVEMENT

During the course of its insurgency, Hizbollah has periodically 
oscillated between religious commitment and political pragmatism. 
In 1989, the ratio of clerics to laity in the Shura Council was six 
clerics to one layperson; after the Taif Accords, efforts to be more 
representative of the population brought in more laity, with four 
clerics and three laypeople. However, by the time of the 2001 
elections, there was a shift back to the pre-1989 focus on clerics in an 
effort to isolate some party elements who wanted to relax the group’s 
religious focus and concentrate on political goals.157 These changes 
represented a calculated balancing of Hizbollah’s political aspirations 
with its religious agenda, as well as the selective use of resistance versus 
engagement in Lebanon’s political system.158

On the military front, the 2006 war was viewed as a huge success for 
Hizbollah, but the presence of 10,000 Lebanese soldiers and 12,000 
UN soldiers in the areas bordering Israel has complicated Hizbollah 
efforts to rearm (rebuild bunkers, rocket launchers, etc.).159 Hizbollah 
appears to be focusing on rebuilding its capabilities closer to civilian 
centers in order to avoid having to pass through open space and risk 
being seen. It is also focusing on upgrading its long-range rockets to 
deter Israel from targeting Beirut in the future because previous IDF 
attacks on Beirut damaged the group’s credibility with the non-Shi’a 
population in Lebanon and also damaged some of organization’s 
logistical capabilities. In 2009, it was estimated that Hizbollah had 
between 40,000 and 80,000 rockets in its arsenal.160 In addition, 
Hizbollah has built up its anti-tank capabilities by ordering more anti-
tank missiles, such as the ones suspected of piercing a Merkava tank in 
2006.161 Despite these successes and advances, Hizbollah must adapt 
its strategy to deal with the reality that Israel is no longer in Lebanon, 
and as such, Hizbollah must decide which path to take: continue to 
fight Israel (not in the context of a Lebanese occupation, but in the 
context of its occupation of Palestine) or focus on domestic Lebanese 
politics. 

157  Hamzeh, In the Path of Hezbollah, 45.
158  Shatz, “In Search of Hizbullah.”
159  Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbollah: Strategic Assessment.”
160  Bazzi, “Lebanon’s Shadow Government: How Hizbullah Wins by Losing.”
161  Kulick, “The Next War with Hizbollah: Strategic Assessment.”
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