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United Nations

United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon

United Nations Relief and Works Agency. UN refugee agency
exclusively for Palestinians.
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Introduction

HEZBOLLAH AND HAMAS: Two groups that have come to symbolize the very
essence of terrorism for so many in the West and the ideal “liberation fight-
ers” for so many in the Arab world at large. The organizations became in-
famous in the 1980s and 1990s, when they conducted some of the most bra-
zen and deadly terrorist attacks against civilian and military targets. With
strikingly different beginnings, they increasingly came to share two common
denominators: an adversary in Israel and a friend in Iran. As such, they have
at times closely cooperated with each other. Both groups have also maintained
a clear and separate identity, ideology, and organizational structure, contrary
to many mainstream claims that all radical Islamist organizations are funda-
mentally alike. As a result of their multifaceted nature, the organizations are
both hated and loved: ridiculed as cold-blooded terrorists and cherished as
Islamist movements that seek to restore dignity and respect, not just to the
Shiite Lebanese or Palestinian communities, respectively, but to the Arab and
Muslim worlds as a whole.

Hezbollah—literally “Party of God”—is a Lebanese-based Islamist orga-
nization whose name comes from the Quranic passage, “The party of God
shall be victorious.” The phrase is written across the top of its yellow flag,
while “The Islamic Revolution in Lebanon” is written on the bottom.! U.S.
deputy secretary of state Richard Armitage once described Hezbollah as the
“A-Team” of terrorist organizations, and al Qaeda as the “B-Team,”? an assess-
ment with which former senior CIA officer Robert Baer agreed.? Unlike al
Qaeda after 9/11, Hezbollah has not seen a loss of its state sponsorship or area
of operations—both have grown significantly. The lingering effects of the
“Arab Spring” and revolution in Syria, however, may change that in the fu-
ture. In concert with its state supporters of Iran and Syria, Hezbollah backs
organizations such as the Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas, which seek
among other things to counter U.S. influence in the Middle East and hijack
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any potential Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement. It continues to preach
that nonviolence is ineffective and the destruction of Israel by force is an
obligation of Islam.* Indeed, Hezbollah has gone so far as to recognize that
it needs violence to survive as an organization and thus continues to find
reasons for “resistance.” It is recognized and respected all over the world as
a leader and innovator in all matters related to jihad.

Hezbollah’s “resistance” comes in the form of low- and medium-intensity
conflict, with a focus on irregular warfare tactics such as insurgency and ter-
rorism. Hezbollah’s main target has been, and remains, the Jewish State of
Israel. Yet its reach has spread as far as South America and West Africa, and
it has targeted Americans, French, Syrians, Palestinians, and even fellow
Lebanese who stand in the way of achieving its very calculated objectives.
However, Hezbollah is so much more than just a terrorist or insurgent orga-
nization. In 2011 the organization became part of the majority coalition in
the Lebanese parliament, supporting the new prime minister, Najib Mikati,
and asserting with increased strength its role within Lebanon. Hezbollah’s
power can be seen in the streets of Lebanon, Syria, Bahrain, the United Arab
Emirates, Venezuela, and course, Iran. It maintains a fine balance between
its Islamist principles and its recognition of more practical alliances to reach
its more immediate goals.

The other group examined in this book is Hamas. Few organizations can
claim the notoriety that is beholden to the Harakat al- Mugawama al-Islamiyya,
or “Islamic Resistance Movement”—better known by its acronym HAMAS.

3

The word hamas roughly translates from Arabic to mean “zeal” and is indic-
ative of the manner in which it adheres to its radical interpretation of Islam.
This interpretation intermingles more traditional pan-Islamist ideology with
that of Palestinian nationalism, setting it apart from some of its roots in the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. Hamas was officially founded in 1988 largely
as a result of the first Intifada, or uprising, against Israel. While it was born
out of the violence of the Intifada, it has grown to become a terrorist organi-
zation, political party, and a socioreligious movement all in one. Ironically, it
was Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories in 1967 that allowed Islamist
organizations to operate more freely and which ultimately permitted Hamas
to come into existence—but more on that later.

The rise of Islamism among Palestinian Arabs was gradual. A highly edu-
cated and traditionally secular people, the Palestinians differed from many of
their fellow Arab brethren in many respects. Through a combination of fac-
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tors, however, the Islamist political, religious, and military option became
an increasingly attractive choice. What began as a marginal alternative to the
secular Arab nationalism that was spearheaded by the Palestine Liberation
Organization culminated in a schism so severe that there exists today two
parallel and competing camps for the Palestinians. In the West Bank, Fatah
party controls the governing Palestinian Authority, which is supported in one
way or another by Israel, much of the West, and most of the Arab world. It is
recognized as the moderate political party and is by and large viewed as the
party most willing to reach a peace agreement with Israel. In the crowded Gaza
Strip, however, Hamas is the ultimate ruler of the land. Sponsored chiefly by
Iran and Syria, it enjoys the support of many in the Arab and Muslim worlds.
While less corrupt and distinctly nationalist for an Islamist organization, it
has in the past acted as spoiler of the peace process. In 2011 the Hamas and
Fatah parties agreed to join a national unity government, but the results of
the inter-Palestinian reconciliation process still remain to be seen.

When looking at the role and impact of Hezbollah and Hamas, it is obvi-
ous that the political, social, and military strength of these groups has broad
significance not only within Lebanon and the Palestinian territories but also
regionally and globally. In addition, these groups have been key actors in the
context of the Arab-Israeli conflict, a conflict whose political repercussions
extend far beyond its immediate confines to affect so many parts of the world.

The purpose of the book is to explore these two Islamist movements that
are increasingly relevant not only to those interested in matters related to the
Middle East and the Arab-Israeli conflict but also to those seeking a better
understanding of international security and the fight against terrorism. Is-
lamism is here to stay. As some of the world’s most sophisticated and beloved
terrorist and political organizations, Hezbollah and Hamas have come to em-
body the complexities of so many Shiite and Sunni Islamist groups.

Conceptualizing and understanding Hezbollah and Hamas in these terms,
against a reductionist interpretation of both organizations as solely terrorist
groups, has a series of important scholarly and, above all, political implica-
tions. First, identifying the multilayered and complex organizational, ideo-
logical, and operational structure of both Hezbollah and Hamas can inform
the future scholarship on this topic, while encouraging similar descriptions
of other armed groups. In turn, this can lead to new knowledge on the topic,
while avoiding generalized or reductionist descriptions of hybrid armed and
political organizations such as Hezbollah and Hamas. Second, tracking the
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organizational development of both groups, understanding their inherent
dynamism and capacity to diversify, and grasping their ability to cope with
shifting local and regional dynamics should also serve to shape the military
and policy responses to these groups.

This book is a culmination of four years of research on Hezbollah and
Hamas, including meetings and interviews with high-level players in the
Middle East and the West. Its goal is to provide an in-depth view of two of the
most popular and feared radical Islamist groups the world has ever known. In
addition, through a focused and structured analysis of the historical origins,
ideology, organization, and military and political evolution of these two groups,
the book is also able to conduct a comparison of Hezbollah and Hamas. In
turn, this allows us to counter a number of stereotypes regarding these orga-
nizations in order to uncover what truly lies behind the shadows.

Finally, the book also offers a more nuanced understanding of both Hez-
bollah and Hamas, while allowing the reader to grasp existing ideological and
organizational commonalities between the two groups. This effort is valuable,
as the existing literature on both Hezbollah and Hamas tends to focus on
these groups separately, failing to provide a much-needed comparative per-
spective. Conceptualizing and understanding Hezbollah and Hamas in
these terms has a series of important policy implications. By tracking the
organizational development of both groups, understanding their inherent
dynamism and capacity to diversify, and grasping their ability to cope with
shifting local and regional dynamics, this book should contribute to making
better-informed and effective military and policy responses to these groups.
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The Lebanese Players
A Background

SINCE IT LITERALLY EXPLODED onto the world scene in the mid-1980s, Hezbol-
lah has been called many things by many people. To some it is a terrorist group,
while to others it is a guerrilla organization. In much of the Arab world, it is
considered a resistance and liberation movement. Many Lebanese, however,
view it primarily as a mainstream political party or as a successful social move-
ment with an extensive social welfare network. In truth, Hezbollah is all of
these things and more.

To understand Hezbollah is to understand the difficult and complex na-
ture that is both Lebanon and Lebanese history. The book of Genesis teaches
that in the story of Creation, God created order out of chaos. Studying Leba-
nese history, however, one might imagine the Lord forgot about this little
country along the way. Smaller than the state of Connecticut, Lebanon shares
79 kilometers of border with Israel to its south, 375 kilometers with Syria to its
east and north, and the remaining 225 kilometers to its west with the Medi-
terranean Sea. Within these small confines of roughly 10,400 square kilo-
meters, it has a population that in July 2011 totaled more than 4 million people,
divided among eighteen different religious sects recognized by the Lebanese
Constitution.! For political reasons, no census has been carried out in the
country since 1932—years before Lebanon was even declared an independent
state. Consequently, given the dated and unreliable nature of the country’s
demographic data, scholars and politicians alike often disagree as to the ac-
tual ethnic breakdown of the population. A generally agreed upon estimate
asserts that the various Muslim sects make up roughly 6o percent of the pop-
ulation, and the Christians another 39 percent. The Shiites are estimated to
constitute up to 38 percent of the Muslim population, and the Sunnis another
23-25 percent.” The remainder of the population is made up of Druze,
Isma‘ilite, and Alawite sects. Among the Christians, sects include the Maronite
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Catholics, Greek Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, Melkite Catholics, Syrian
Catholics, Armenian Catholics, Syrian Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Chal-
deans, Assyrians, Copts, and Protestants.’

When France wrested control of Lebanon from the Ottoman Empire dur-
ing World War I, it envisioned that the area would become a safe haven for
the small Christian population found in that corner of the Middle East. The
Maronites, however, traditionally inhabited only the area around Mount
Lebanon—a space considered too small to constitute an independent coun-
try in that part of the world. Consequently, the French decided to expand
the territory of Lebanon at the expense of what had traditionally been con-
sidered “Greater Syria.” It incorporated lands that included within them
many different religious convictions, several of which had themselves been
minorities within their respective religions.* The Shiites, Druze, Greek Or-
thodox, and Maronites—to name but a few—are all considered illegitimate
or misguided by many of their more numerous coreligionists, thus making
their own yearning for independence and recognition all the more pro-
nounced.® It was this volatile reality that created a nation too weak and frac-
tured to assert its autonomy in the eyes not only of its neighbors but of its
own inhabitants as well.

The Shiites and Amal

The Shiites make up approximately 10 percent of the world’s Muslim pop-
ulation.® Present in Lebanon since the ninth century, they settled in an area
known as the Bekaa Valley on the southeast border of present-day Syria, as
well as in Jabal Amin, which exists roughly in the area of south Lebanon
today.” The Shiites chose these locations as they were on the periphery of any
ruler’s radar screen and thus practically out of reach of most administrative
authorities.® Today, southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley remain two ar-
eas of considerable Shiite Arab density, as well as some of the country’s
poorest locations.

Though traditionally smaller and weaker than their Sunni brethren, the
Shiites originally reached their peak of dominance in the tenth century when
the Twelver Shiites ruled Iraq and Iran, and the Ismailis (or Seveners) ruled
Egypt, North Africa, and Syria. These dynasties were relatively short-lived, as
those areas were conquered and reconquered, until they eventually fell under
the rule of the Sunni-led Ottoman Empire, which controlled much of the
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Middle East until its defeat in World War 1.° Under Ottoman control, the
Lebanese Shiites were by and large persecuted, discriminated against, and
excluded from nearly all forms of political power, in large part because the
Sunni-Ottomans viewed their Shiite subjects as heretics.!” The gap between
the Shiites and their neighbors grew larger in the nineteenth century, as
Lebanon began to emerge from its isolation and experience a political, social,
and intellectual revival.

The Shiites continued to receive the short end of the stick with regards to
politics, economics, health care, and education. Their only gains against the
Christians and Sunnis seemed to come in their rate of birth. As a rural people,
the Lebanese Shiites accounted for approximately 19 percent of the total
population in 1950, yet before long they outnumbered all other sects. This
resulted in their migration to the poor slums of Beirut and other urban cen-
ters in search of work as well as a self-realization that their traditional zuama
(lords) were not doing enough to help them. In time this would lead to a
greater demand for political rights and a more equitable share of the national
budget as well.!

Under the French Mandate in 1926, the Shiites finally achieved the right
to practice their religion as freely as most other Lebanese.' Yet the Shiites re-
mained second-class citizens, leading them to develop somewhat of an iden-
tity crisis, whereby they felt as though “they were despised stepchildren of a
state governed by a Sunni-Maronite alliance.”*® These feelings of humiliation
and subjugation would later be capitalized on by Hezbollah, when it first hit
the Lebanese stage in the early 1980s.

In the early 1970s, many influential ayatollahs happened to converge in
the Shiite holy city of Najaf in Iraq. They included Iraqi ayatollahs Muham-
mad Bagqjir al-Sadr and Muhsin al-Hakim, as well as the Iranian ayatollah,
Ruhollah Khomeini, who had earlier been expelled by the shah of Iran and
later by Iraq’s Saddam Hussein. Additional future Hezbollah leaders and
mentors would also come to study in Najaf. These included Imam Musa al-
Sadr, Sheikh Sayyid Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah, Sheikh Naim Qassem,
Hezbollah founder Sayyid Abbas al-Musawi, and its longest-serving secretary-
general, Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah." It was during this period, when lectures
were given and ideas exchanged, that an important ideological network was
established that helped elevate the political role of religious Shiite figures to
previously unseen levels. This change would have a profound impact on the
Muslim world in general, and Hezbollah in particular.
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In traditional Shiite Islam, religious leaders such as ayatollahs intention-
ally steered clear of politics and political rule. This began to change during
Khomeini’s thirteen years in exile from Iran. Under his careful guidance, the
role of religion in politics was transformed into one of prime importance.'
Contrary to other Lebanese Shiite groups, for Hezbollah, Ayatollah Khomeini
became the ultimate decision maker. This was a sharp departure from the
previous leaders of Lebanon’s Shiite community, known as the zuama. This
small, wealthy group of Shiite families had considered themselves the repre-
sentatives and leaders of their community going back to 1858, when Ottoman
land reforms were put into play. In actuality, however, the zuama did little to
improve the lot of the Shiites in Lebanon.!®

Besides Hezbollah and the zuama, Amal is another central player in Leba-
nese Shiite politics. It is a Shiite organization that predates Hezbollah and
is still very much in existence today. Although it has been overshadowed by
Hezbollah both domestically and internationally, it continues to play an im-
portant role in the lives of Lebanon’s Shiite population. Amal was originally
founded by Musa al-Sadr, an Iranian-born imam who was invited by the Shiite
community in 1957 to become the religious leader of the city of Tyre. Born in
the holy city of Qom in Iran and educated in Najaf in Iraq, Sadr was thus as-
sociated with two of the Shiite religion’s most important cities. As a charis-
matic leader, Sadr was friendly with both the Iranian Ayatollah Khomeini
and the Syrian president Hafaz al-Assad. In order to secure Syrian support for
his community, Sadr declared that the Alawite religion—an offshoot sect of
Islam of which Assad and his clan adhered—was in fact a part of Shiite Islam.

Alawites had traditionally been viewed by Muslims as a heretical sect, and
this declaration provided Assad with the political and religious cover and le-
gitimacy he had been seeking. Consequently, Sadr gained badly needed sup-
port from the Syrian leadership. He also created the Lebanese Shiite Islamic
Higher Council and the Movement of the Deprived, two groups that helped
Shiites gain greater political representation and attention from the Lebanese
government. Throughout his lifetime, Sadr continued to develop ties with
religious sects and party factions across the Lebanese spectrum, often to the
chagrin of traditional Shiite religious leaders, who shied away from such ac-
tivities."” These were but a few examples of the shrewd political maneuvering
that Sadr used to help improve the state of Lebanon’s Shiite community.

As the situation in Lebanon continued to deteriorate in the 1970s, Pales-
tinian fighters added to the explosive mix operating in Lebanon. Sadr reacted
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by creating his own Shiite militia, called the Lebanese Resistance Detach-
ments, but better known by its Arabic acronym AMAL, which means “hope”
in Arabic. Before Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979, as many ayatollahs be-
gan flexing their political muscle, Sadr’s politicization of the Shiite commu-
nity in Lebanon received considerable attention and admiration from many of
them. The relationships and the political exchanges between Shiites in Leba-
non and Iran would later help create Hezbollah.'® On August 31, 1978, soon
after he met with former Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi during an offi-
cial visit to that country, Sadr disappeared. While the Libyan officials insisted
that Sadr left their country on a flight bound for Rome, no record of his pres-
ence on that flight was ever found."” Needless to say, Sadr was never heard
from again. His disappearance echoed that of the Twelfth Imam—a leading
Shiite Islamic leader. “Twelver Shiites,” who are prominent in Lebanon, Iran,
and Iraq, believe the Twelfth Imam to be the Mahdi, a Messiah-like figure
who will appear before the Day of Judgment. Long considered a savior of the
Lebanese Shiites, Sadr’s disappearance elevated his status to that of a martyr.
He is celebrated as such to this day by the Shiites in Lebanon.?

After Sadr’s suspected murder, Sheikh Sayyid Muhammad Hussein Fad-
lallah took over as the Shiite Lebanese spiritual leader. Sheikh Fadlallah’s
relationship to Hezbollah is clouded in debate. To define him as the spiritual
leader of Hezbollah would not do justice to his following. Additionally, while
there is a clear level of respect bestowed upon Fadlallah by Hezbollah, theologi-
cal views of the two do not always match up. More generally, however, Sadr
and Fadlallah together represented the emerging breed of Shiite revivalists in
Lebanon. Sadr provided the necessary ingredient of a Lebanese component of
Shiite political Islam, while Fadlallah offered the transnational connection to
Iran. Both elements would play an important role in Lebanon for the empow-
erment of the Shiite community.

Unlike many of its contemporary militias in Lebanon, Amal was as much
a movement as it was a loosely arranged and run organization. With its fight-
ers poorly paid, Amal members were more easily susceptible to opportunistic
agents from competing militias and organizations. Its fighters often clashed
with these competing militias, especially those of the Lebanese Communist
Party, which vied for supporters.? Amal was active in three areas: southern
Lebanon, Beirut, and the Bekaa Valley. Like many of the militias and organiza-
tions in those areas, including the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, Amal initially
received both training and arms from the Palestine Liberation Organization
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(PLO).?* However, as time passed, the relationship between the two groups
began to fray. Palestinians were increasingly reported as treating their Leba-
nese kinsmen “arrogantly and obnoxiously.”

It was this rising animosity between the PLO and the local Shiite com-
munity that was the major reason for the Shiites’ initially favorable reaction
to the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Many Lebanese Shiites had ex-
pressed gratitude toward Israel at the time for freeing them from their Pales-
tinian “tormentors.”** They had been fearful of the PLO attempting to create a
Palestinian state in southern Lebanon to supplant the land they had lost in
1948, and were pleased that the Israelis had initially taken proper care to en-
sure relatively little loss of life or physical damage to the Shiite communities
during the invasion in 1982.% As it became increasingly clear that the Israelis
were not planning on leaving the country, the attitude of the Shiites began to
change.

During the civil war, the Shiites became cannon fodder for the Palestinians
and suffered more deaths than any other sect.?® As those who suffered most
from the Palestinians’ activities, Shiites living in southern Lebanon viewed
the Israeli invasion differently from their counterparts in Beirut and Bekaa,
who were more suspicious of the Jewish state. While many forces from Amal
also welcomed the Israeli invasion, Amal fighters around Beirut put up some
of the stiffest resistance.?” Although Amal’s leadership did not openly cooper-
ate with either the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) or its proxy Lebanese leader,
Major Saad Haddad, its role in combating the PLO was viewed positively by
the Israelis. Eventually, Amal’s lack of organizational unity and its confronta-
tional stance with regard to the PLO led to increasing fissures within the
organization. For Amal’s leadership, some saw a natural alliance with the
Israelis who shared a mutual adversary in the Palestinians.?® However, some of
the more religious members of the organization, and particularly those who
were more strongly connected to Iran, were unhappy with the direction of
the movement and the relationships it was developing. One of these leaders,
Husain Mussawi, accused other Amal leaders of collaborating with Israel
and attempted, with Iranian support, to steer the group toward a more Is-
lamist orientation.?? When Mussawi failed to reach this goal, he broke with
the movement and created his own group instead, known as the Islamic
Amal. Mussawi led the Islamic Amal from the Ba‘albek area in the Bekaa
Valley.*® Soon after this break, Nabih Berri was reelected as head of the
main Amal movement—a group he still heads. His party remains involved in
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government life, and as of April 2012 he still held the title of speaker of the
Lebanese Parliament.

Berri played an interesting role in the creation of Hezbollah. Earlier in his
career he had participated in efforts to reach agreements with Israel and the
United States.* In fact, a short-lived window of opportunity was opened for
a potential alliance with Israel, when Berri tried to convince the Israelis to
withdraw completely from Lebanon in the early 1980s. These efforts failed in
part because the Israelis did not show their seriousness to assist and ally
themselves with the Shiites at the expense of the Christians, and in part be-
cause Berri boycotted direct negotiations with Israel for fear of reprisals from
Syria and Iran. As a result, nothing ever came of the negotiations, and Israel
moved ever closer to the pro-Christian camp.*? However, these back door ac-
tivities were seen by more radical elements within Amal as sacrilegious and
contrary to Shiite sensibilities and interests. Berri had also made statements
that called attacks against Israel within its own borders acts of terrorism—
a stance few Arab leaders took. And though he stated his admiration for
Khomeini, he also made it clear that he was “above all else a Lebanese.”*3
This resulted in disapproval not just from the Islamist elements of Amal but
from the Iranians and Syrians as well. It also undoubtedly led the Syrians to
support Hezbollah during its nascent stages, in order to serve as a counterbal-
ance to Amal’s apparent tilt westward.*

Although Amal remains a more secular and moderate competitor of He-
zbollah, its existence was a direct factor in Hezbollah’s creation. Most of
Hezbollah’s leadership, including Hezbollah secretary-general Hassan Nas-
rallah, was involved in Amal before leaving the group for the burgeoning
Hezbollah. The relationship between these two organizations was the outset
been characterized by open rivalry. Even after twenty-five years of existence,
Hezbollah continues to compete with Amal for Shiite affection, with no one
party maintaining a complete majority of Shiite Lebanese support—this de-
spite Amal’s significantly lackluster political and military organizations when
compared to Hezbollah’s.** Clashes between Amal and Hezbollah reached
their peak between 1988 and 1989, when the two groups engaged in repeated
armed confrontations to assert their control over the Shiite population in
southern Lebanon and the suburbs of Beirut. Although Amal won the first
round of fighting, it ultimately collapsed in the second, under the weight of
the more organized, professional, and ideologically driven Hezbollah forces.
From that point on, Hezbollah asserted armed might over all other militias.
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The defeat of Amal also resulted in it losing most of its political presence
in the Shiite suburb of Beirut known as Dahiyeh, where Hezbollah’s main
offices are located today.*® The internecine violence was also indicative of
Berri’s and other more secular Shiites’ inability to stop the spread of Islamist
ideology that increasingly swept through their population after the 1979
Islamic Revolution and Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon.

The stage of open armed confrontation between Amal and Hezbollah
ended on November 9, 1990, when an agreement was reached that formally
ended hostilities between the two sides.?” Syrian intervention was key in im-
posing this agreement and forcing the two parties to cease their military con-
flict. Later, Syrian pressure would co-opt Hezbollah and Amal into forming a
political alliance—an electoral partnership that survives to this day.

Before Hezbollah’s founding, Iranian leadership and Lebanese Shiite reli-
gious figures such as Sheikh Fadlallah encouraged Shiites returning from their
religious studies in Iraq to abandon the religious Hizb al-Da‘wa party they had
associated with there and brought to Lebanon. Instead, the sheikhs argued, it
was better to infiltrate Amal and transform it from the inside out.*® It was only
when this endeavor proved unsuccessful that Hezbollah gained the support
necessary for its founding. Today, Hezbollah leadership calls its relationship
with Amal part of “one family.”* The two parties generally work in conjunc-
tion with one another to represent the interests of the Shiite population in the
Lebanese government, usually forming a coalition to improve their credibility
and numbers. While Amal remains an important party in the lives of Leba-
nese Shiites, it is overshadowed by its better-organized, better-armed Islamist
competitor, Hezbollah.

The Maronites

The Maronites are the largest group of Christians in Lebanon.*® Since the
creation of the modern Lebanese state, they have been considered the most
“pro-Western” sectarian group and make up the bulk of the country’s political
elite. When France seized control of modern-day Syria and Lebanon from the
dying Ottoman Empire during World War I, it set about the task of creating a
safe haven for the Maronite Christian community. In an effort to secure sup-
port for their plan to break off from Syria, the Maronites turned to the Shiites,
who had been, as previously noted, the most neglected of the major Lebanese
groups at the time. The Shiites were quick to see an opportunity available to
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them and consequently supported the Maronites’ quest for independence
from Sunni-dominated Syria. It was this move that drove the French to grant
the Shiites religious freedoms for the first time. As France permitted the Shi-
ites to establish religious courts and practice their religion freely, it also pro-
vided them the opportunity to develop their own unique identity in Leba-
non.*! These activities, of course, all served the purposes of France at the
time as well. Acting in typical colonialist fashion, the French had managed
to play off the traditional divisions already present among the locals in order
to achieve a form of divide-and-rule policy that weakened the more powerful
Sunnis right in their own backyard. This activity was not much different
from what the Ottomans had done for so long, except that the French favored
the minorities, thus turning the traditional system on its head.

When Lebanon received independence in 1943, a system was set up to en-
sure that power would remain first in the hands of the Christians and second
in the hands of the Sunnis. This objective was formalized in the 1943 National
Pact, which was based on the 1932 National Census that recognized the Chris-
tian population as the majority, representing 54 percent of the population at
the time. Because of political considerations—namely, Christian refusal—no
additional census was ever taken, and hence the government formed in 1943
was based on the demographics of 1932. As aresult, a 6:5 ratio was created that
allotted six Christian deputies for every five Muslim deputies, with each con-
fession represented according to what was by that time an outdated census,
whose statistics were questionable even when first recorded.** The National
Pact became Lebanon’s “unwritten constitution” and remained the way power
was allocated until the National Reconciliation Accord, better known as the
Taif Accord, of 1989. This newer accord better apportioned the ratio of seats
allocated to Muslim and Christian representatives.

From the outset, the confessional system implemented by the French proved
itself to be an ineffective solution to balance Lebanon’s delicate ethnic com-
position, as it encouraged fractious behavior among the various confessions.
Specifically, it heightened the existing divisions already present among the
different sects, encouraging them to create their own political parties and
militias. Ultimately, the arrangement reached by the National Pact was a
disaster for Lebanon that would contribute to the country being dragged
into a long and bloody civil war.

The first spark for that civil war came in 1958, when Christian president
Camille Chamoun attempted to alter the delicate balance of power by seeking
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a second six-year term, in contradiction to past agreements. Though he even-
tually backed down, the act ultimately led to war.*® As Hala Jaber explained,
“The pro-Western orientation of the Christians ultimately came into conflict

with the pan-Arab ideology of the Muslims.”**

Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser
was increasingly influencing the Arab population, much to the chagrin of
many Maronites. With the Cold War in full swing, Chamoun called Nasser a
communist and requested U.S. intervention under the premise of the Eisen-
hower Doctrine, which promised economic and military assistance to states
under threat of communism. Consequently, U.S. Marines landed in Lebanon
in 1958 and helped put an end to the fighting, while also restoring the status
quo balance of power. However, even in the aftermath of the U.S. intervention
and the restoration of the preexisting balance of power in favor of the Maronite
Christians, Lebanon was far from pacified. In 1975, a second civil war exploded.
This time the hostilities would last more than fifteen years, involve all major
sectarian groups in the country, and lead to widespread human, social, and
economic destruction.

The Maronite Christians once again fought the war by relying on their
pro-Western allies. It was during these early years of the second civil war that
the Maronite community in Lebanon and the Jewish State of Israel grew in-
creasingly close. By 1976, the two sides were holding high-level meetings.*
Israel later established a “Good Fence” policy, according to which Lebanese
that were friendly to Israel were allowed access into the country to receive
medical care, supplies, and sometimes even employment. This relationship
would later spread to the Maronite militias as well, who, in return for training
and supplies, provided Israel with intelligence on Palestinian and other groups.
Maronite militias received upward of $50 million annually from Israel in the
years leading up to the 1982 invasion, the bulk of which went to militias asso-
ciated with Bashir Gemayel, the charismatic and ruthless commander of the
Phalange (Kataib) militia and son of the group’s founder, Pierre Amin Gemayel.
Israel also lent support to other Christian powerhouse families in Lebanon,
such as the Chamouns.*® Under the governments of Israeli prime ministers
Yitzhak Rabin and Menachem Begin, aid to Christian militias grew even fur-
ther, as they began to receive military training in Israel. Prime Minister Begin
did not just see the relationship with the Maronites as strategically sound but
believed assistance was due to moral obligation as well./

Although somewhat hesitant at first, Bashir Gemayel turned to the Israelis
for support largely as a result of the Syrian invasion of Lebanon in 1975. While
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the Maronites had warily given their blessing to the invasion in its earliest
stages, they soon began to suffer under Syrian occupation as they were sub-
jected to arrests, confiscations, rape, and overall destruction.*® These actions
helped convince Gemayel to turn on Syria and its Christian ally Tony Frangieh,
thus opening up a Pandora’s box of trouble and forcing the Gemayels’ Pha-
lange militia further into the hands of the Israelis, whom they relied on for
arms, training, funding, and protection.*® As the Christian-Israeli alliance
grew, so did demands by Gemayel for Israel to intervene militarily on the
Christians’ behalf. Israel eventually acquiesced, first in the more limited cam-
paign known as Operation Litani in 1978, and later in what Israel dubbed
Operation Peace for Galilee, better known as the 1982 Lebanon War. Until
1982, however, Israel tended to stick to the policy articulated under Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin during his first term in office: Israel would help the
Lebanese Christians only to help themselves and would not intervene mili-
tarily on their behalf.>

Accordingly, in addition to dealing and arming the Gemayels, Israel also
set its sights on a south Lebanese major in the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF)
named Saad Haddad. As a Greek Catholic, Haddad was a relative outsider
among his Maronite neighbors, but he quickly asserted himself in 1977 when
a battalion under his command broke off from the Lebanese military and he
created his own militia, known as the Free Lebanon Army. Haddad would
become the “linchpin for Israel’s policy in the south,” despite his emotional
outbreaks and his failure to be seen as much of a military leader.” By 1978
the Lebanese government had withdrawn its support for the major. However,
thanks to Operation Litani, Haddad and his forces grew powerful enough to
declare a portion of south Lebanon the “Independent Free Lebanon,” or the
“Free Republic of Lebanon.” This area would later become part of Israel’s
self-styled Security Zone.

When Haddad died in 1984, Major General Antoine Lahad of the LAF
took over as commander of the militia and officially renamed it the South
Lebanon Army (SLA). Established first to combat PLO forces operating in
the south of the country along Israel’s northern border, the SLA would later
combat Hezbollah as well. Within Lebanon, many came to see the SLA as an
“army of collaborators.” It would become Israel’s main proxy force during its
occupation of southern Lebanon from 1982 to 2000.

The SLA was divided into a Western Brigade, Eastern Brigade, intelligence
service (known as MABAT), and central command. Though its leadership
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was made up of Maronite Christians, the force was composed of Muslims
as well. In fact, for much of its history a sizable portion—at times nearing
30 percent—of the SLA’s force was actually Shiite. Those Shiites were consis-
tently targeted and pressured to cooperate with Hezbollah.>> While highly
reliant on the IDF for its ultimate survival, the SLA played an important role
as it could provide an insider’s perspective on matters of intelligence, opera-
tions, and overall understanding of the Lebanese mindset. Although the SLA
and its effectiveness were less than stellar, the difficulty a counterinsurgency
force has in creating a reliable local proxy force is somewhat like “eating soup
with a knife,” as John Nagl once famously wrote.>® It was for this reason that
Israel invested so much time and effort into the SLA. When Israel finally
withdrew from Lebanon in the spring of 2000, the SLA disintegrated almost
immediately. Although most of its supporters were able to return to civilian
life in Lebanon, the core leadership of the SLA was prosecuted for treason.
In total, many thousands of members would flee from prosecution and seek
refuge in Israel.

Through whatever lens one observes the Israeli-Maronite relationship, two
things come across loud and clear. The first is that Israel’s ties to the Leba-
nese Christian community further alienated the Jewish state from its Muslim
neighbors at a time when the Christians were diminishing in numbers. Sec-
ond, by siding so heavily with the Maronites, the Israelis in essence abandoned
any opportunity they may have had to develop a more strategic relationship
with Lebanon’s largest and most disenfranchised sect, the Shiites. In the course
of fieldwork for this book, this sentiment was expressed numerous times by
Lebanese, UNIFIL officials, and Israeli military commanders.

Maronite Christian Parties Today

The seeds of Lebanon’s modern Christian parties can be found in the larg-
est Maronite groups that had fought in the civil war. Like their Sunni and Shi-
ite counterparts, from the outset Christian Lebanese political organizations
were established on the basis of sectarian and communal principles, often con-
ceived as hybrid politico-military organizations. Through their formative stage,
these parties developed and maintained a community-based, rather than a
nation-based, political platform. This reality, in turn, lowered their potential
to promote and achieve national integration and cooperation.>*
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The most important Christian paramilitary group during the civil war was
Pierre Gemayel’s Phalange. The organization was founded in 1936 as a youth
movement, modeled after European fascist organizations. It emphasized in-
ternal discipline, paramilitary organization, and ultranationalist ideals.>> By
the 1950s, the Phalange had grown in terms of both power and supporters. It
had become a parliamentary party and began to actively recruit and arm its
own militia.>® During the second civil war, in the 1970s, under the military
leadership of Pierre’s son Bashir, the group also became one of the leading
organizations of the Christian-dominated Lebanese Front—fighting to pre-
serve the political status quo and the Maronite’s political privileges, while
opposing the Sunnis’ requests for political parity within government.”” The
Phalange would later become infamous for its massacres of Palestinians at
the Sabra and Shatilla refugee camps during Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in
1982, following the assassination of its leader, Bashir Gemayel. In the midst
of the civil war, Bashir Gemayel had also created another subsidiary military
group of the Phalange, known as the Lebanese Forces. This latter group would
later become completely autonomous from the Phalange after Bashir’s death
in 1982.%8

The Phalange’s political decline began in the years after Bashir Gemyael’s
passing and continued during the post—civil war era, when the party’s militia
was dismantled and the group—under the leadership of George Saade—
assumed a pro-Syrian position.” The party remained politically marginal-
ized during the years of Syrian presence in Lebanon. That role started to
change in early 2000, when its historic leader, Pierre Gemayel—who had vol-
untarily gone into exile in 1988—returned to Lebanon and became one of the
key leaders of the rising anti-Syrian political movement.®® As a result, the
party temporarily split between the “unofficial” Phalange Party—led by
Gemayel and active in the anti-Syrian reformist movement—and the “loyalist-
official” Phalange Party, supported by the Syrians.®® Following the Syrian
withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, the “official” and “unofficial” Phalange
factions reunited, and the group is currently a member of the “pro-Western”
March 14 coalition. In the 2009 elections, the party was awarded five parlia-
mentary seats.®” The Phalange Party continues to maintain its Christian and
right-wing orientation.

Apart from the Phalange Party, the other main Christian party that origi-
nated in the midst of the civil war was Bashir Gemayel’s Lebanese Forces.
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This group gained full independence and political status under the leadership
of Samir Geagea in 1986. As the Lebanese Forces’ chief of staff, Geagea was
able to gain control of the organization and oust its previous leader, Elie
Hobeiqa, after he had attempted to broker a deal with the Syrians.® Like the
Phalange, the Lebanese Forces agreed to transform its militia into a full-
fledged political party during the reconciliation process established by the
Taif Accord after the civil war. However, unlike the Phalange, the Lebanese
Forces never fully accepted the role of Syria within Lebanese political affairs.
As a result, the party was outlawed, and Samir Geagea arrested in 1994.%*
During the years of Syrian occupation, the party continued to work outside
the realm of institutional politics, and in 2001 it converged into the main
Christian anti-Syrian coalition, known as the Qornet Shehwan Gathering
(QSG), which included the National Liberal Party, the “unofficial” Phalange
Party, and the National Bloc.®® The Lebanese Forces was a key actor in the
anti-Syrian political movement, and it would later rejoin the political system
for the first parliamentary elections held in the aftermath of the Syrian with-
drawal in 2005, when Samir Geagea was released from prison. Since that
time, the Lebanese Forces has been a member of the March 14 coalition,
together with the Phalange Party, and in the 2009 parliamentary elections,
it won five seats.®

The third main Christian party in Lebanon, the Free Patriotic Movement
(FPM), was created after Lebanon’s second civil war, although its leader,
General Michel Aoun, was chief of staff of the Lebanese Armed Forces dur-
ing the war and was also the one of the Christian leaders opposed to the Taif
Accord. Aoun had demanded a complete Syrian withdrawal as a precondition
to sitting down at the negotiating table, and unlike the Phalange and Lebanese
Forces’ leadership, he refused to recognize the post-civil-war government.®’
This led to a bloody internal confrontation among the former Christian allies
turned foes, which ended with the defeat of General Aoun and his exile to
France.®® That exile would end fifteen years later, following the Syrian with-
drawal from Lebanon. After Aoun’s return to Lebanon in 2005, he and his
Free Patriotic Movement ran in the 2005 elections independent from other
Christian parties. On this occasion, the FPM obtained twenty-one parlia-
mentary seats, confirming Aoun’s personal popularity among Lebanon’s
Christians.® After the elections, the FPM did not join the March 14 coalition
as had the other main Christian parties. Rather, after clashing with the elected
government on several points—including Aoun’s request to obtain five cabinet
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seats for his party—the FPM started to drift toward the opposition camp. In
2006 the Free Patriotic Movement took the monumental step of signing a
memorandum of understanding with Hezbollah, marking the beginning of a
highly improbable political alliance between two parties with widely differ-
ent political agendas and constituencies.”” Currently, the group is still a key
member of the March 8 coalition together with Amal, Hezbollah, and Leba-
non’s pro-Syrian parties.

Understanding the current political alignment of the Christian parties,
which are divided, respectively, between the “pro-Western” March 14 forces
(the Phalange Party and the Lebanese Forces) and the Hezbollah-led March 8
group (the Free Patriotic Movement), is crucial to grasping Lebanese politics
today. With the Sunni and Shiite votes going to the March 14 and March 8 co-
alitions, respectively, the Christian community represents the only “wild card”
in Lebanese elections and, as such, determines the final electoral outcome.

The Palestinians

Palestinian Arabs have been living in Lebanon ever since the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War, which resulted both in Israel’s independence and in the creation
of a Palestinian refugee population scattered throughout much of the Middle
East, including (and especially) in the immediate areas surrounding the Jewish
state. After the 1967 Six-Day War, a new wave of Palestinians entered Leba-
non, swelling the number of refugees living there to 350,000.”" As was the
policy throughout most of the Arab world, Palestinians who entered Lebanon
were not granted citizenship. Most of the Palestinians were Sunni, and their
incorporation into the Lebanese political landscape would have altered the
fragile balance of power that already existed. The Palestinian refugees lived
throughout southern Lebanon, with about half settling in seventeen refugee
camps administered by their own UN refugee agency, known as the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). The camps were spread out
from Tyre to Tripoli to Ba‘albek, with the largest one, Ein al-Hilweh, existing
right outside the city of Sidon. The Palestinian militants and their militias
generally operated out of these camps.”

The year 1968 saw the beginning of PLO raids into Israel from Lebanon,
including terrorist attacks such as hijackings against Israel’s civilian population.
By 1969 the PLO and the Lebanese government had reached an understand-
ing known as the Cairo Agreement, under the mediation efforts of Egyptian
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president Gamal Abdel Nasser. The agreement allowed for the Palestinians to
arm, recruit, and acquire military training, in addition to a few political priv-
ileges. One of the main objectives the Lebanese had in mind when entering
into the Cairo Agreement was to control the Palestinians’ activities and con-
tain them within their refugee camps. But, in reality, the accord did little to
regulate their activities and indirectly helped spur on Lebanon’s second civil
war. In essence, the agreement granted the PLO unhindered access to launch
attacks from Lebanon into Israel, with the Lebanese Army actually charged
with protecting Palestinian bases and supply lines.” Partly as a result of the
agreement, in 1969 Palestinian militants carried out approximately 3,900
attacks from Lebanon and Jordan against Israel. By 1970 that number had
reached 6,000.”* In Lebanon, the Palestinians were organized as a guerrilla
force. They had thousands of light weapons, rocket-propelled grenades, anti-
tank guns, and tanks, as well as mortars, artillery pieces, and katyusha rock-
ets, which they fired at civilian targets in Israel.”

Palestinian militants in Lebanon were further strengthened as a result of
a civil war in Jordan from 1970 to 1971 that threatened the leader of that
country, King Hussein. Jordan is the only Arab country that granted Palestin-
ians citizenship en masse, and as a result the Palestinian population makes
up more than half of the population of Jordan today.”® Three factors resulted
in the explosion of what was essentially the Kingdom of Jordan’s civil war.
The first was the Palestinian launching of attacks against Israel from Jorda-
nian territory, which resulted in Israeli reprisals. The second was the Jorda-
nian attempt to lay claim to being the chief representatives of the Palestinian
people, in direct opposition to the PLO.”” The third was that Palestinian orga-
nizations were ignoring Jordanian rule of law and essentially acting as a
state-within-a-state.”® Eventually, violence erupted between the two sides, and
King Hussein’s forces moved against the Palestinians. What ensued was a
bloody fight, with PLO chairman Yasser Arafat vying for control of the coun-
try. In what has become one of the most controversial episodes in Arab his-
tory, heavy fighting resulted in the expulsion of Palestinian armed fighters
from Jordan after approximately three thousand were killed.” Dejected, the
Palestinian militias moved to Syria and Lebanon. Once in Lebanon, they cre-
ated for themselves a state-within-a-state, where the PLO was quick to make
itself at home along western Lebanon, from Beirut and down south to the Is-
raeli border.®° This area became known as Fatahland, after the largest group
within the PLO, Fatah, which was also led by PLO chairman Yasser Arafat.
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In the years leading up to the 1982 invasion, Palestinian militants in Leb-
anon received plenty of help from outside actors, including Arab states and
the Soviet Union, which supplied it with weaponry and $300 million in aid
per year.®! Israel did not sit idly by while it was attacked either; it carried out
numerous counterinsurgency and counterterrorism operations against PLO
forces in and around Lebanon.®? These attacks caused destruction not only
of Palestinian enclaves but of Christian and especially Shiite ones as well.
Israeli reprisals eventually led Shiite Musa al-Sadr to demand protection.
Sadr worked to establish training camps for Shiites, under the slogan “Arms
are an ornament to men.” The Shiites had always sensed a kinship with the
Palestinians as they felt that both their peoples had suffered, and as a result
Sadr made efforts to establish good relations with the Palestinians. How-
ever, when Palestinians continued to attack Israel and the reprisals contin-
ued to cause Shiite suffering, relations between the two groups soured.®* As
Palestinian attacks and Israeli counterattacks flared, the confessional sys-
tem began to fall apart, and the various sects started to more rigorously build
up their militias, which led Sadr to found Amal.?*

The Palestinians’ biggest blunder was forgetting the golden rule of guerrilla
warfare: keep the support of the local population. Outside of its strongholds
in refugee camps and the poor suburbs of Beirut, the PLO managed to alienate
most other Lebanese, including the Shiites, resulting in an easy routing by the
IDF in later years.®> As Sandra Mackey put it,

The Palestinians were both victims and villains in Lebanon. Cast out of the
society and deprived of a political voice and economic opportunity, the Pales-
tinians, particularly those of the camps and lower socioeconomic groups,
epitomized the downtrodden. But the Palestinians could be as arrogant and

contemptuous of Lebanon and the Lebanese as the Lebanese were of them.3°

Without any government control during its second civil war, southern Leba-
non became a “magnet for regional powers intent on engaging Israel without

jeopardizing their own borders.”%’

The Sunnis

Representing more than one quarter of the Lebanese population, the
Lebanese Sunnis have historically been concentrated in the country’s urban
centers—especially the areas surrounding Tripoli in the north of the country,
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the capital Beirut, and Sidon in the south.®® The Lebanese Sunnis repre-
sented the country’s social and political elite during the Ottoman Empire.
Because they suffered greatly from both the fall of the Ottomans and the rise
of French influence in the area, they initially opposed the creation of a
Greater Lebanon in 1920.8° Over time, Sunni political elites reached an ame-
nable agreement with the Maronite Christian leadership and supported the
1943 National Pact, creating a Sunni-Christian (and, to a lesser degree, Druze)
alliance that would control Lebanon until the 1975 civil war.”

Although the Sunni urban upper-class elites were completely integrated
into Lebanon’s political machine, as early as the 1960s Sunni leaders found
themselves in a complex political position. On the one hand, they had an in-
terest in preserving the status quo and their privileges, thus continuing their
alliance with the Maronite Christians. On the other hand, they felt increasing
pressures from within their own constituency to push the cause of pan-
Arabism and achieve political parity with the Christians. Sunni leaders at-
tempted to balance these conflicting needs, but part of the Sunni population
still felt unrepresented by its traditional leaders. This situation eventually led
to an internal split within the Sunni community, and the rise of alternative
power centers, from Islamist parties to pro-Nasser, pan-Arab political organi-
zations.” With the beginning of the civil war, this reality led to the creation
of multiple Sunni militias, engaged mostly against Maronite Christian groups
under various political leaders and warlords.

With the end of the civil war and the en masse demobilization of armed
militias that followed the Taif Accord, the Sunni community found itself more
united, and a key part of the post-civil-war Lebanon that was now under Syrian
control. The end of the war also saw the rise of a new Sunni politician who
would become prime minister in 1992 and hold that post, on and off, for over
a decade: Rafik Hariri.”® Hariri was very different from the traditional Sunni
leadership. He did not belong to a political family and he had not been a mili-
tary leader during the civil war. Rather, Hariri was a selfmade billionaire
who had found his fortune in Saudi Arabia and was committed to both eco-
nomic liberalism and political reform. During the 1990s, Hariri emerged as
the main leader of the Sunni community, building a widespread consensus
and uniting the Sunnis under the banner of his political movement, Tayyar
al-Mustagbal (Future Movement).

In the 1990s Hariri’s relationship with Syria was rather amicable, but as
his political power and personal status rose, his relations with both Syrian
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forces and Syria’s domestic allies (including Hezbollah) grew more compli-
cated. These relations would later deteriorate even further with the death of
Hafez al-Assad in 2000 and the rise of his son Bashar al-Assad to power.”?
Hariri and the Sunni political leadership would grow increasingly uncom-
fortable with Syrian control of the country, gradually drifting more toward
the anti-Syrian camp. This trend was accelerated in 2004, when the Syrians
coerced Hariri into voting in favor of extending President Emile Lahoud’s term
in office—a move that was followed by Hariri’s resignation and the progres-
sive affirmation of the former prime minister as an anti-Syrian, opposition
leader.”*

In this context, Hariri’s political assassination on February 14, 2005—in-
tended to stall the efforts of the anti-Syrian opposition—completely backfired.
The assassination cemented a political alliance of Christian and Sunni politi-
cal forces and brought the entire Sunni community together to stand behind
Hariri’s Future Movement. In the months between February and April, rallies
and political protests of anti-Syrian political forces and civil society—named
the March 14 coalition after a massive anti-Syrian rally organized on that
date—obtained the final withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon, achieving
a historic political change. The rallies also confirmed the widespread Sunni
backing of Hariri’s Future Movement, which would obtain thirty-six seats
in the 2005 elections, becoming the largest political party in Parliament.®® In
the 2009 elections, the Future Movement obtained similar results.”

Although the Future Movement represents politically the majority of Leb-
anon’s Sunni community, it would be too simplistic to define its political and
religious orientation as entirely homogeneous. In this sense, another impor-
tant component of the Sunni political arena is in fact represented by the po-
litical Islamist movements—political and social organizations that embrace
the notion of Islam as the ideal framework for both political and social devel-
opment. These groups include political Islamist forces such as Al-Jamaa al-
Islamiyya (Islamic Group) as well as more radical Salafist groups.

Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya was created in 1964 to serve as the local autonomous
branch of the Egyptian-originated Muslim Brotherhood. Since its founding,
it has embraced the notion of working within the political system to gradu-
ally make the society more Islamic, while opposing the state-funded official
religious establishment, Dar al-Fatwa.”” Under the leadership of Fathi Yakan,
Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya participated in the civil war on the side of the Pales-
tinians, promoting the notion of “resistance against Israel.” But its role later
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became more subdued during the years of Syrian occupation.’® In the after-
math of the Taif Accord, the group attempted integration into the political
system, and it participated in the 1992 parliamentary election—winning
three seats in Beirut and Tripoli.”® Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya’s political relevance
faded during the 1990s, but its level of activism and legitimacy gradually in-
creased after the Syrian withdrawal in 2005.

In fact, during the Syrian occupation of Lebanon, Islamist groups were
closely watched by Syrian intelligence and prevented from criticizing both
the government and the occupation, thus reducing these groups’ political sta-
tus as well as their level of activity.!%

Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya obtained one seat in the 2009 Parliament—where it
was formally allied with Hariri’s Future Movement.'”" The group’s historical
leader, Fathi Yakan, left Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya in 2006 to protest the group’s
alliance with the Future Movement. Yakan criticized this alliance because
of the Future Movement’s pro-Western orientation and “moderate” stance.'*
He has since founded Jabhat al-Amal al-Islami (Islamic Action Front), an um-
brella organization, to better coordinate among Sunni Islamist groups.'?

Another important splinter of Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya is Harakat al-Tawhid
al-Islam (Islamic Unification Movement), created in the early 1980s to fight
both Israeli and Syrian troops under the leadership of Said Shaban.'** In 1985
the revivalist movement, which later also broke down into a number of smaller
groups, attempted to gain control of the areas surrounding Tripoli, in alliance
with the PLO. On that occasion, Harakat al-Tawhid al-Islam was militarily
crushed by the Syrians, which sent a powerful signal to all other Islamist move-
ments that dissent would not be tolerated.!® To this day, the movement is still
active, and its political and social activities have also resurged in the after-
math of the Syrian withdrawal.

Finally, since 2006 Lebanon legalized another Islamist party with a strong
Islamist agenda: Hizb al-Tahrir.'% Licensing this previously outlawed party
was part of the Future Movement’s strategy to gradually placate and co-opt
all local Islamists to ally with Hariri’s political party, thereby boosting the
unity of the Sunni community. Critics of this approach have questioned the
desirability of encouraging and promoting Islamist parties, pointing to both
the risk of radicalizing the Sunni community and the threat of upsetting Leb-
anon’s delicate sectarian balance.

Lebanon has also seen a trend of increased presence and visibility of Salaf-
ist groups in social and political activism as well as through military-jihadist
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operations. Salafism is a revivalist movement within Sunni Islam, demanding
areturn of the religion to its early roots (salaf means ancestors) and preaching
for the re-Islamization and “purification” of society. A particular current within
Salafism, the jihadist stream, openly demands and employs violent means to
pursue these political ends.

Within Lebanon, Salafist groups have been active since the 1980s. They
are concentrated in areas around Tripoli and the Nahr al-Bared refugee camp
in the north, and Sidon and the Ein al-Hilweh Palestinian camp in the south.'?
There are a few nonviolent, “mainstream” Salafist movements, including the
dawa-based, Wahabbi-inspired, al-Harakat al-Salafiyya, and the more reform-
ist Lebanese Islamic Forum for Dialogue and Dawa.'”® While the Future
Movement does not publicly endorse these groups, it has in the past fostered
links with them by relying on the common anti-Syrian and anti-Hezbollah
agenda in an effort to unite the Sunni community and ensure the political
dominance of the party.

Furthermore, in order to build a more powerful anti-Syrian and anti-
Hezbollah coalition, Future Movement leaders have also been accused of turn-
ing a blind eye to the rising influence of violent Salafist groups, allowing them
to prosper and receive assistance from Saudi Arabia. The extremist Salafist
movement gained momentum in the aftermath of the 2005 Syrian withdrawal,
as it became more independent and confrontational with other organizations,
including Hezbollah. To date, the main Salafijihadist groups within Lebanon
are Asbat al-Ansar, Jund al-Sham, and the more recent Fatah al-Islam.

Lebanese Salafi-Jihadist Groups

Asbat al-Ansar is a Salafijihadist movement classified by the United States
as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO) and largely composed of Palestin-
ians.!%® The organization is predominantly based in the Palestinian refugee
camp of Ein al-Hilweh, located next to the town of Sidon, in southern Leba-
non."'® The group was founded by Palestinian cleric Sheikh Hisham Shreidi
in the late 1980s, and its rise must be understood in the wider context of Is-
lamization and radicalization of both Tripoli and Sidon during the 1990s. Af-
ter Fatah members assassinated Sheikh Shreidi in 1991, the group split into
three factions: Asbat al-Nour, Jamaat al-Nour, and Jund as-Sham. Currently,
Asbat al-Nour has rejoined Asbat al-Ansar, while Jund al-Sham seems to have

remained autonomous.™
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Asbat al-Ansar is actively present in the Palestinian refugee camps in Leb-
anon, where it retains a degree of control and authority, and where it recruits
most of its active and passive followers. The organization is rather small, and
during the 1990s it was mostly involved in a local struggle against other Is-
lamist groups.'? Toward the end of the 1990s the group increased both its
presence and the significance of its military targets. Additionally, after the
September 11 attacks, Asbat al-Ansar focused more on striking foreign targets
and embassies and increased its contacts with transnational terrorist net-
works, in part thanks to its relations with Afghani returnee and Salafist
leader Bassam Kanj (aka Abu Aisha).13 As early as 2001, Jordanian security
sources revealed and foiled an Asbat al-Ansar plot to target Arab embassies of
countries perceived as pro-Western and allied with the United States. **

In the following years, several terrorist operations marked the increased
importance of the group and the transition from a local to a more global
agenda. Among these actions, it is worth mentioning the killing of four Leba-
nese judges in 1999, numerous failed plots to assassinate the American am-
bassador in Lebanon, and in 2004 the attempt to attack the Italian Embassy,
the Ukrainian Consulate General, and Lebanese government offices.'"> In
2003 Lebanese security forces arrested Ibn al-Shahid, allegedly affiliated
with Asbat al-Ansar, and accused him of planning the bombing of three fast-
food restaurants during the previous year and of masterminding the failed
April 2003 bombing attack of a McDonald’s restaurant in the suburbs of Bei-
rut.'’® In September 2003 Lebanese forces also arrested Othman Kaaki and
Khaled Mohammed al-Ali, both connected to Asbat al-Ansar and members of
a transnational network affiliated with al Qaeda that linked Lebanon with
Australia.’” In May 2004 Lebanese forces arrested another Australian na-
tional, Saleh Jamal, who was accused of being both affiliated with al Qaeda
and in contact with Asbat al-Ansar. They also accused Lebanese-Australian
Haytham Melhem and Australian Zuhayr Mohammed Isa of assisting Jamal
in the preparation of a terrorist attack."® Since the beginning of the U.S. war
in Iraq, Asbat al-Ansar was actively involved with the Iraqi insurgency, while
maintaining a degree of control and political power within the Palestinian
Ein al-Hilweh camp.

Jund al-Sham, which means the Army of Greater Syria, is a splinter group
of Asbat al-Ansar. The group’s members are mostly Lebanese, although they
include some Palestinians as well.*® Like Asbat al-Ansar, Jund al-Sham’s head-
quarters are located in the Ein al-Hilweh refugee camp, where its presence is
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estimated to be only around fifty men.!?° The camp was traditionally a foot-
hold of Fatah and the former operating base of Yasser Arafat in the 1980s, but
since the late 1990s it has increasingly come under the control of Salafists.
The rising polarization and factionalism within the camps and the internal
weakening of Fatah’s authority provide fertile ground for Salafist organiza-
tions to develop. This in turn has partially undermined the historic bargain
between the PLO and the Lebanese government, according to which Beirut
abstained from interfering in the Palestinian camps’ administration and al-
lowed Fatah to be in charge of running them in exchange for preventing “spill-
overs” of internal violence into Lebanon.

In the aftermath of the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, this agreement
is increasingly being undermined by the Salafists’ activism outside of the
camps. For example, in 2007 Jund al-Sham joined forces with Fatah al-Islam
and directly confronted the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF).!* This episode
marked the beginning of open hostilities between Salafi-jihadist groups and
the state, spreading the internal violence of the camps to other areas of the
country. Only a year later, in March 2008, following internal clashes between
members of Fatah and Jund al-Sham fighters, the armed confrontation once
again spread outside of camp, partly as a response to Jund al-Sham’s attempts
to expand its area of operations and attack the LAF. On May 31, a Jund al-
Sham militant was shot to death by Lebanese forces at a checkpoint in Ein
al-Hilweh.'?? Two weeks later, another clash took place at a checkpoint located
at the western entrance of the camp, leading to the death of another Jund al-
Sham gunman and the wounding of a second militant as well as a Lebanese
soldier. Notably, Jund al-Sham has also conducted a series of operations against
Hezbollah, including the killing of an official in July 2004 and an April 2006
foiled plot to assassinate Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah.'?® These epi-
sodes were not the first instance of clashes between Salafists and more tradi-
tional Lebanese forces; in fact, a similar (isolated) confrontation between the
army and Salafi-jihadist fighters occurred back in 1999.* The armed clashes
in 2007 and 2008, however, would prove to be more widespread and violent
than those in 1999.

Fatah al-Islam emerged as an autonomous group in 2006, claiming to be a
splinter group of the Syrian Fatah al-Intifada—a link that seems to justify the
claim that Syrian intelligence was at least partially involved in establishing
the group in Tripoli.’® Yet Fatah al-Islam is not merely a Syrian creation. The
group is a fluid network of both Palestinian and Lebanese militants, as well as
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foreign fighters who mostly arrived into Lebanon from Iraq, creating a critical
link to al Qaeda.?® The organization also operates, namely, from the Nahr
al-Bared refugee camp and began its attacks against Lebanese targets in early
2006, when it placed two bombs on a bus in the Christian town of Ein Alaq."*’
When the Lebanese military began to respond to the group’s operations in
2007, Fatah al-Islam chose to retaliate by ambushing an army checkpoint
patrol near Nahr al-Bared in May 2007. This episode led to a prolonged and
bloody confrontation between Fatah al-Islam and the Lebanese Army, which
claimed more than four hundred lives.'*

Although in the end the Lebanese military clearly prevailed and Fatah al-
Islam was dealt a severe blow, the May 2007 confrontations still represented
a major source of concern within Lebanon, signaling both the rise in power
of violent Salafist groups and the inability of the LAF to effectively combat
them. In fact, even in the period following these hostilities, violent Salafists
have not been entirely pacified. For example, after Hezbollah’s armed take-
over of West Beirut in May 2008, progovernment Sunni factions repeatedly
clashed with the pro-Hezbollah Alawite community in northern Lebanon,
leading to more than twenty people being killed during June and July 2008.
The Sunni-Alawite confrontation, which also saw the involvement of groups
such as Jund al-Sham, was finally resolved in September 2009 when the two
parties signed a reconciliation agreement.'®® This agreement did not, how-
ever, put an end to the tensions between the militant Salafist groups and
Hezbollah. In an effort to strengthen the LAF so that it would be willing and
able to stand up to Shiite and Sunni Islamist groups alike, the United States
boosted aid to that country’s military since 2006, providing it with more than
$700 million over five years. Now that Hezbollah is a major player in the ruling
government, and there is no evidence that the LAF would ever confront Hez-
bollah, there is pressure within the U.S. government to cut military aid to the
Lebanese military.!*

The Lebanese Political System

As of early 2011, the Lebanese political system still stands upon the basis
laid out in the Taif Accord, which was negotiated at the end of the second

131 The main goal of Taif was to stop the bloodshed and prepare the

civil war.
ground for a subsequent normalization of Lebanese political life. To do so,

the agreement aimed at abolishing the sectarian system that had dragged the
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country into war in the first place.’*> However, prompted by the need to
achieve a speedy end to hostilities, the Taif Accord failed to address the con-
fessional basis of the political system, according to which each ethnoreligious
community within Lebanon was assigned a number of fixed seats in Parlia-
ment. On the contrary, the agreement ratified the 1943 National Pact and the
existing confessional distribution of power.'* Yet, rather than reproduce the
1943 sectarian distribution of seats, it granted the Muslim community politi-
cal parity by shifting the ratio of seats from 6:5 to 5:5 between Christians and
Muslims.’** These changes provided for greater equity among the different
confessions but left unchanged the elections of political figures based on their
religious background.'*> This means that country’s president still must remain
a Maronite Christian; the prime minister, a Sunni; and the role of speaker of
Parliament, a Shiite politician.

In this sense, the Taif Accord had the unintended consequence of solidify-
ing preexisting sectarian dynamics into the political system, which were then
strengthened during the years of Syrian political and military occupation of
the country. The Syrians were never interested in repealing the confessional
system, and the main electoral reforms passed during the Syrian occupation
addressed logistical issues, while further endorsing the confessional system.
Moreover, in the aftermath of Taif and during the years of Syria’s presence in
Lebanon, it was the absence of a nation-building project that further weak-
ened the national political system as well as the limits of confessional poli-
tics. As a result, in the post-Syrian-occupation phase starting in 2005 Leba-
non has been struggling to move beyond these conceptual and institutional
obstacles entrenched within its political system, with Lebanese confessional
politics continuing to reproduce and enhance societal divisions and conflict
dynamics.

In the aftermath of the Syrian withdrawal, the Lebanese government has
undertaken a series of efforts to reform the political system and address these
practical and logistical failures. The Parliament created the National Com-
mission for a New Electoral Law, led by Fouad Boutros, and tasked the new
organ to restructure the existing electoral laws. The Boutros Commission,
which was created in August 2005, was designed to be composed of “all po-
litical forces including representatives of parties and movements unrepre-
sented in government,” including civil society members."*® After a year of
consultation, in May 2006 the commission presented the Lebanese Parlia-
ment with the Electoral Draft Law.'¥ The law proposal slowly made its way
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through the political system, and on September 29, 2008, the Lebanese Par-
liament approved a new electoral law, based on the Boutros draft. This new
law contained important improvements that addressed some of the previous
problems in the Lebanese electoral system, but it failed to modity its core
premises.

The 2009 electoral law revised the previous electoral architecture and re-
pealed the Syrian-based demarcation of the electoral districts. This new elec-
toral system, based on an amended version of the 1960 electoral law, allowed
for more proportional results than the Syrian-based one, while preventing
occurrences of one political group winning with a narrow majority all the
seats in a large electoral district, which would leave the other groups under-
represented. Instead, the creation of more numerous and smaller districts
made seat allocation more proportional, while promoting competition among
parties. Yet the new electoral law failed to go the extra mile toward increas-
ing the principle of “effective representation” of the political system. It failed
to incorporate the most important recommendation of the Boutros Commis-
sion: the introduction of proportional representation into the Lebanese elec-
toral system. The Boutros Commission had proposed to elect the 128 MPs
according to a mixed system, with 77 deputies selected according to the cur-
rent majoritarian system and 51 representatives chosen with a proportional
system.!38

Instead, the approved electoral law disregarded this recommendation and
left in place the preexisting majoritarian block-vote system, which guaran-
teed each voter the right to cast as many votes as the number of seats allo-
cated in his or her electoral districts. Each seat is then won by the candidate
who is awarded the highest number of electoral preferences within his own
confessional group.'*® This “new” system has several flaws, including the fact
that it contributes to the entrenching of confessional dynamics within Leba-
nese politics.

The problem of corruption and vote buying is another important topic
upon which the new electoral law touched and which is one that deeply char-
acterizes the Lebanese political system. Lebanon’s anticorruption record is
particularly weak when it comes to preserving the integrity of elections, as
virtually all political parties are engaged in buying votes, through either cash
or inkind payments.*° This destructive voting pattern is widespread in all
political parties and sectarian groups and builds upon the traditional clien-
telist relationship between political leaders and their constituencies. Aside
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from the historical roots of buying political support through political goods
and bribes, another reason why vote buying is extremely widespread in Leba-
non is the fact that the country does not rely on unified, preprinted ballots.
Currently, each voter can in fact use any piece of paper to cast his or her vote,
thus leaving parties the right to distribute their own preprinted ballots to
“clients” and supporters, which makes it relatively easy to ensure that the
money invested in buying votes does not go to waste."*! This practice also al-
lows for political intimidation, as party members can easily monitor the vot-
ing stations and recognize whether a given voter employs the premade ballot
handed out to him.

To solve this problem, the Boutros Commission suggested introducing
official uniform ballots to minimize the chances of vote buying, to guarantee
the secrecy of voting, and to ease the tabulation process.'*? Unfortunately,
the Lebanese Parliament rejected this proposal, but it nevertheless agreed to
introduce transparent ballot boxes and the inking of fingers, which partially
helped in lowering the chances of electoral fraud and corruption.'*?

In order to contain and regulate the vote buying, Lebanon enacted laws to
render campaign financing more transparent, by requiring candidates to ac-
count for the money they receive and invest in their election campaigns and
by setting caps for campaign-related expenditures.'** The hope was that this
provision would regulate corruption by monitoring parties’ finances, but it is
unclear whether in practice “unofficial” and “under-the-table” financing and
bribes would be tracked down and regulated. The Lebanese Parliament also
agreed to adopt another important recommendation of the Boutros Com-
mission: scheduling elections to take place during the course of one day, thus
reducing the chances for political and armed groups to assert pressure or dis-
rupt the electoral process.'*> This change could also impact on the degree of
fairness and transparency of the elections.

Yet, despite these changes, there were many other important reforms that
the new electoral law failed to address, which would likely be needed to im-
prove the state of the political system. These included the creation of an effec-
tive independent electoral commission, the introduction of stricter regulation
of the media’s role in political campaigning, and the establishment of electoral
quotas for women.

In the years following the 2005 Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, the
country has been actively trying to improve the degree of openness and inter-
nal democracy of its political system. Lebanon has embarked on an important
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and positive process and has adopted a series of substantive electoral and politi-
cal reforms to achieve such results. However, various procedural and struc-
tural obstacles, such as the confessional basis of the political system, should
be effectively addressed before the country can truly normalize its political
and intersectarian relations. Meanwhile, Lebanese politics remains highly
sectarian and continues to strengthen the preexisting ethnic and religious
divisions within the country, with the main political parties becoming de
facto representatives of a specific ethnic community. This is especially true in
the case of Hezbollah, which—together with Amal—holds a virtual monopoly
over the Shiite votes and acts as representative of the Lebanese Shiites. How-
ever, the existing political system is not as favorable to Hezbollah as one might
think: because the confessional distribution of seats is based upon an outdated
census, the number of seats assigned to Shiite candidates does not correspond
to the actual size of the Shiite constituency. In other words, the Shiites are
systematically underrepresented in the Lebanese government, which is one
reason why Hezbollah has been historically invested in abolishing the sectar-
ian system and creating a proportional one.



Hezbollah

History and Development

INFORMATION ON HEZBOLLAH’S origin is murky. It is generally believed to
have been founded sometime between 1982 and 1983, while becoming more
fully operational—in terms of both structure and guerrilla warfare tactics—
only in 1984. Initially, it began its operations out of the Bekaa Valley and later
moved to southern Lebanon.! Hezbollah officially announced itself and the
creation of its military wing, the Islamic Resistance Brigades (Mugawama
al-Islamiyyah), on February 16, 1985, when it published in Al-Safir “An Open
Letter: The Hezbollah Program,” addressed to “all the oppressed/downtrodden
in Lebanon and the world.”* In that letter, referred to as either the “Open
Letter” or the “Program,” the group extols Ayatollah Khomeini; the suicide
bombing attacks against the United States, France, and Israel; the conflicts
that Muslims have been involved in throughout the world; and the Quran.
The manifesto explains that “all the Western ideas concerning man’s origin
and nature cannot respond to man’s aspirations or rescue him” and “only Islam
can bring about man’s renaissance.” It lists three objectives: expelling the
Americans, French, and their allies from Lebanon; bringing the Phalange
to justice for its “crimes”; and setting up an “Islamic government,” which it
stresses is the only way to end “attempts at imperialistic infiltration into our
country.”® It further denounces the United States, capitalism, the Soviet Union,
and UNIFIL; rejects all forms of imperialism; and explains the need for the
government of Lebanon to change. Under the section “Our Fight,” it calls the
United States an “arrogant superpower” and “an abomination,” whose “pri-
mary roots” Hezbollah will “tear out.”*

The manifesto devotes an entire section to “the necessity for the destruc-
tion of Israel,” in which it is explains that Israel is the “vanguard” and “agent”
of the United States, is inherently aggressive, and usurps the rights of Muslims.
As aresult, Hezbollah condemns any negotiations with Israel, rejects any past
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agreements such as the Camp David Accords, and promises never to accept
a cease-fire with Israel. “Only when this entity is obliterated” will its struggle
with Israel end. “Let us put it truthfully; the sons of Hizballah know who are
their major enemies in the Middle East—the Phalanges, Israel, France, and
the United States.”

Hezbollah’s anti-American and anti-Israeli sentiments have been echoed
over the years and are still uttered today by Hezbollah’s leadership and spokes-
persons in speeches, books, and newspapers, as well as on television and radio.
Though its anti-Israeli sentiment is perhaps better known today, the group
continues to evoke rabidly anti-American language. In a video confiscated
from a captured Hezbollah cell operating in the suburbs of Charlotte, North
Carolina, Hassan Nasrallah is seen yelling to an exultant crowd, “We are peo-

ple whose slogan was, is, and will remain to be, ‘Death to America!’”°

The Beginning

Various conditions coincided to help spawn the creation of Hezbollah. Tim-
ing, of course, was central to its rise, and Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979 was
particularly crucial. That revolution ushered in a new sense of political Islam
around the world—particularly among the Shiite population—that caught
both the West and the Sunni Arab world by surprise. Before the revolution,
Shiite clerics had made a point of shunning politics, thus keeping a clearer
separation between mosque and state in the Shiite world. With the fall of the
shah, a major change took place as Shiite clerics suddenly became the ultimate
authority for the Iranian regime. This newfound political strength led to a
sense of empowerment, pride, and independence for the Shiite community
worldwide, which had suffered so long under the yoke of the Sunnis.

More generally, the year 1979 corresponded with a rise of political Islam
around the globe, a movement more militant and radical than had been experi-
enced in the past. For the Sunnis, this radicalization manifested itself in Af-
ghanistan, where it was nurtured not just by Pakistan and Arab states such as
Saudi Arabia but by the United States and the rest of the Western world as well.
The Iranian Revolution was markedly different in that the ayatollahs managed
to alienate themselves from the Arab world, the West, and the Soviet Union—no
small feat during the Cold War. The emerging Iranian regime made it a policy
to export its revolution to other Muslim communities, an issue that has become
particularly worrisome to the Sunni-dominated Arab world.
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As one of the oldest Shiite communities, and one beset with conflict that
involved the “Little Satan” of Israel and the “Great Satan” of the United States,
the Lebanese Shiite population became the perfect battleground for this new
Iranian agenda. In addition to the Lebanese theater, by the early 1980s the Ira-
nians were already heavily involved in the Iran-Iraq War. Although the Iraqis
had the clear technological advantage and support of Western powers, the
Iranians fought them into a virtual stalemate using relatively low-level technol-
ogy and warfare tactics that required an enormous loss of life, in which indoc-
trinated Shiite youths were more than willing to sacrifice themselves. Thus
the Iran-Iraq War provided the first battleground for the Iranian Revolution to
prove itself and, in the redoubling of its efforts, to spread the revolution out-
ward. The rise of Hezbollah also coincided with the early stages of globalization
and, more specifically, the expansion of the arms industry, which culminated
in the world market being flooded with the kind of cheap weaponry that is
perfect for irregular warfare. Globalization also saw improved media commu-
nications that allowed the ayatollahs to more effectively reach their target au-
diences in Lebanon and around the world.

As if these developments were not enough, in the late 1980s the Middle
East was still smarting from the failure of pan-Arabism to improve the lives
of the population in the Arab world. One of the responses to this breakdown
came in the form of political Islam. Pan-Arabism was in fact a secular notion
touted by famous Arab leaders such as Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, who ar-
gued that only a united Arab world could resolve its past failures. Pan-Arabism
took the Middle East by storm in the 1950s and 1960s, with Nasser and his
cohorts encouraging revolutions against the monarchies that lined the Maghreb
and Mashreq regions of the Middle East. The ideology was quite secular and
helped spawn the Ba‘ath political party and encourage socialist and commu-
nist movements. With Israel’s trouncing of its Arab neighbors in the 1967
Six-Day War, pan-Arabism began its decline. Its downturn was only enhanced
by the political inability of the leadership in the Arab world—both monar-
chist and pan-Arabist—to substantially improve the well-being of the Arab
“street.” As a result of this double political and military failure, as well as the
fact that pan-Arabism stressed the socialist ideals of secularism that supported
crackdowns on religious groups, a backlash arose in the form of political
Islam.

In the Sunni community, this response came in growing support for the
writings of Sayyid Qutb and the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood, led by Hassan
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al-Banna in Egypt. The backlash also resulted in Arab monarchies increas-
ingly turning toward their religious establishments to help legitimize their
positions of power, as is evidenced by the Saudi regime today. These develop-
ments helped produce the dramatic increase in Wahabi and Salafi-jihadist
ideologies in the Sunni Muslim world. At approximately the same time, the
Shiite Muslim world saw a rise in the role of Islam in both political and foreign
affairs, but this trend was largely a result of the Iranian Revolution. What
political Islam brought to the table was leadership and activity generally void
of the rampant corruption so widespread throughout the Arab and Muslim
worlds. It also brought about better social welfare networks and a strong ideol-
ogy that provided a sense of unity, pride, and indoctrination.

Aside from these global and regional factors, events within Lebanon also
resulted in Hezbollah’s creation. Chief among these was the second-class
treatment of the Shiites by the Christian and Sunni populations. Like the Israe-
lis and Palestinians, the Christian Lebanese communities had failed to prop-
erly consider Shiite reactions to their own goals and aspirations.” After the
rise of Fatahland in the late 1970s, Palestinians also contributed significantly
to the Shiites’ maltreatment. Lebanon’s second civil war and Syria’s subse-
quent invasion of Lebanon in 1975 further assisted the Shiite community in
coming to the realization that it needed to defend itself or risk total submis-
sion and capitulation to other sects. Finally, Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon
served as the ultimate accelerator for Hezbollah’s formation.® When Israel
invaded in June 1982, Lebanese religious authorities were coincidentally at-
tending an annual Islamic conference in Tehran.® This made coordinating
Iranian support for Hezbollah in its beginning stages nearly effortless.”°

Although the Shiites had been generally welcoming of the Israelis at the
outset of the invasion, they soon turned against them after the IDF engaged
in multiple blunders. Although it is possible that the Iranians would have
attempted to create a group such as Hezbollah even if Israel had withdrawn
from Lebanon soon after it entered in 1982, we will never know. What is un-
deniable is that the Israeli occupation was a crucial factor in explaining the
emergence of Hezbollah, as well as in understanding the rather rapid level
of support that the newly formed group obtained from the Lebanese Shiite
population.

Hezbollah was founded by a union of young, zealous leaders from multiple
existing parties who broke off to create the new organization, under orders
of Ayatollah Khomeini. They came from a variety of parties. From the group
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Hizb al-Da‘wa, members included Hezbollah’s first and second secretaries-
general, Subhi al-Tufayli and Sayyid Abbas al-Musawi. Husain Mussawi broke
off from Amal to form the Islamic Amal, which was later wholly incorporated
into Hezbollah."! From within Amal, members who left the party and joined
Hezbollah included its third secretary-general, Hassan Nasrallah, and his
deputy, Naim Qassem. The Lebanese Communist Party also contributed a
number of leaders, as did the Islamist wing of an organization known as
Harakat Fatah, from which the notorious Imad Mughniyah had come.'*

Hizb al-Da‘wa has been described as the essence of the newly formed Hez-
bollah, whereby the “al-Da‘wa” of the name was dropped, and that party’s
ideology was given a more militant nature.”® According to one explanation,
Hezbollah was chosen as a name as it was free of past associations with other
organizations and thus could help unite all Shiite Islamists drawn from com-
peting groups.* Before 1985, when it declared the existence of its military
wing, the Islamic Resistance, Hezbollah initially launched the majority of its
attacks under the umbrella group called the Lebanese National Resistance
(LNR), an organization described by author Hala Jaber as the “official resis-
tance organization” of the Lebanese Shiites and one that had been dominated
by Amal fighters."

Hezbollah’s early years have been described with longing and a touch of
romanticism by its leaders past and present. Hezbollah’s first secretary-general
described it as following Khomeini’s orders to “create a movement that springs
from pure Islamic fundamentals, a movement that shakes the current situa-
tion.”’® The charismatic Nasrallah added nostalgically that Hezbollah was just
“a resistance movement and nothing else. We were a young movement want-
ing to resist a legendary army [the IDF]. . .. The need was for men with the
spirit of jihad, self-sacrifice, and endless giving. The only name that befits a
group born with such motivations and spirit . . . is the name Hezbollah.”"”

Soon after Israel’s invasion in 1982, Iran sent fifteen hundred Revolution-
ary Guards to the Bekaa Valley in order to train Hezbollah fighters. In the
early years, Hezbollah’s main base and area of operations were in the Bekaa
Valley, specifically the city of Ba‘albek. Only later did it move to southern
Lebanon and some areas of Beirut (known as the “Belt of Misery”), especially
after its battles with Amal.'® In the city of Ba‘albek, the Iranian Revolution-
ary Guards funneled huge amounts of money, weaponry, and expertise to train
Hezbollah fighters in guerrilla warfare.”® The terrain in Lebanon made guer-
rilla warfare a particularly effective type of combat, with its thick brush and
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vegetation, dense population, and hilly topography.?® Up to that point Hez-
bollah had lacked the weapons and training to go along with its ideological
zeal and calls for martyrdom.

The group’s initial goals were to lead the nascent Shiite insurgency against
the Israelis and rid Lebanon of Western forces and influences. However, it
also continued to associate itself with its ultimate goals that were listed in its
1985 Open Letter, including the creation of an Islamic state in Lebanon. To
help achieve these goals, Hezbollah received the backing of the Iranians and
the Syrians, who supported the group to varying degrees for their own pur-
poses over time.?! For Iran, having a proxy force in Lebanon allowed it to at-
tack Israel, have a hand in the Arab-Israeli peace process (which it opposed),
and expand Shiite influence in the Arab world.?? Some experts believed that
Iranian support for Hezbollah would weaken after the end of the Iran-Iraq
War, yet that prediction proved false.?® For the Syrians, its support initially
aimed to provide a balance to other Lebanese groups (both Christian and
Sunni) that it feared would become too powerful and would consequently
block Syrian intervention or assistance. Syrian support for Hezbollah also
made Israel and the West understand that it needed Syria if they ever wanted
quiet along Israel’s northern border or peace in the region.

During much of its existence, Hezbollah’s relationship with non-Shiite
Lebanese parties was very tense. As opposed to today when Hezbollah has
been integrated into the Lebanese government and has assumed a Lebanese
identity, in its earlier years Hezbollah was quite openly anti-Lebanese. Spokes-
person Sayyid Ibrahim al-Amin explained at the time, “We in Lebanon do not
consider ourselves as separate from the revolution in Iran, especially on the
question of Jerusalem. We consider ourselves, and pray to God that it will
become, part of the army which the Imam wishes to create in order to liber-
ate Jerusalem. We obey his orders because we do not believe in geography but
in change.”** To be sure, in the early years Hezbollah officials and their allies
stated numerous times that they did not recognize the legitimacy of the Leba-
nese government or its basis for existence, and they consequently refused to
take part in the existing political system. As Tufayli once opined, “We do not
work or think within the borders of Lebanon, this little geometric box, which
is one of the legacies of imperialism. Rather, we seek to defend Muslims
throughout the world.”?® To illustrate this point, in the past, Hezbollah rallies
would include the party’s flag as well as the flag of Iran, which it viewed as
the flag of Islam and not just of the country of a sovereign state. Yet the Leba-
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nese flag was conspicuously missing. In fact, Hezbollah rally participants
frequently partook in the burning of the Lebanese flag, until this practice
was ended by Sheikh Fadlallah, who believed that it was needlessly confron-
tational.?® Although Iranian flags do not fly as prominently as they once did
in Hezbollah-controlled zones such as south Lebanon, one can still find pic-
tures of Iranian ayatollahs Khomeini and Khamenei in many Shiite homes
and Hezbollah offices. Most recently, pictures of Venezuelan president Hugo
Chavez have also begun showing up on street corners and posters, as his anti-
American antics have made him a natural ally of Hezbollah and Iran.?’

Examining Hezbollah’s relations vis-a-vis the Lebanese government and
people reveals significant changes from its earlier years. Just as Hezbollah
used to burn the Lebanese flag and brandish the Iranian flag when it first
emerged on the scene in Lebanon, it likewise engaged in other actions and
attitudes toward all Lebanese that were much more openly extreme than
they are today. Soon after it began to exert its influence in southern Lebanon,
for example, Hezbollah enforced a strict code of Islamic behavior on the Shi-
ite population. All actions considered to be prohibited by Islam were banned:
sale of alcohol in restaurants and stores, participation in parties or other social
gatherings, dancing, loud music, women in bathing suits, even coffee shops.?®
As one of the most moderate, diverse, and secular countries in the Arab world,
these extreme interpretations of Sharia law imposed by Hezbollah were a
shock to most Lebanese and resulted in a major backlash against the organi-
zation. At the same time, increasing attacks against Israeli forces and foreign-
ers were leading to harsh retaliations and significant damage, resulting in an
even greater level of dissatisfaction with Hezbollah among the Lebanese pop-
ulation. As a consequence of these policies, support for Hezbollah fell signifi-
cantly toward the end of the civil war and before the organization’s “political
transition.”?

Hezbollah’s relationship with the Christian population had also been quite
hostile in comparison to what it was later to become. The organization ini-
tially viewed Lebanon as being ruled by Christian “crusaders.” As a result,
cooperation with and assistance to the Christian population were limited to
the restricted religious and social freedoms that Christians were to be allot-
ted as dhimmis—members of a monotheistic faith that Muslims are required
to grant a special status with limited rights and protections. Furthermore,
Hezbollah members were supposed to urge the Christian population to con-
vert to Islam. These actions raised the ire of the Christian community and
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diminished its otherwise growing support in some circles, which resulted
from its “resistance” to Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon.*

In addition to these worries, in the 1980s Hezbollah had other concerns.
Chief among these was its faltering relationship with Amal, as the Islamist
group began to more effectively compete with its older and more secular sister
organization. In terms of both military might and influence among portions
of the Shiite population, Hezbollah emerged as the more significant Shiite
party over time. As an ally and backer of Amal, the Syrians were also con-
cerned about these changes. They had already lost much of their stature as a
result of being badly beaten by the Israelis after the 1982 invasion, and they
were increasingly worried that Hezbollah and Iran were on their way to cre-
ating another Islamist state in their most important backyard. As a result,
Syrian troops initially backed Amal’s attacks on the group and at times di-
rectly attacked Hezbollah forces themselves. These assaults helped reestab-
lish the balance of power vis-a-vis Syria and Lebanon, as well as between
Amal and Hezbollah.?!

Hezbollah in Post-Taif Lebanon

In October 1989 members of Lebanon’s various sects met in Taif, Saudi
Arabia, to hammer out a more just allocation of government representation
for Lebanese Muslims in order to help bring about an end to the civil war.
The result of these negotiations was the ratification in November 1989 of the
previously mentioned National Reconciliation Accord, better known as the
Taif Accord. The agreement helped reorganize the government’s power struc-
ture in Lebanon so that it would provide greater representation for what had
become a majority Muslim population in Lebanon. It also reiterated Lebanese
sovereignty over southern Lebanon, recognized and supported the Syrian
role as power broker in the country, and called for Syria to facilitate the estab-
lishment of peace in Lebanon.*? Finally, the accord demanded the complete
disarmament of all Lebanese militias. Though the Taif Accord was never fully
implemented, all but one of Lebanon’s militias did by and large disarm, the
exception of course being Hezbollah.**

Hezbollah not only remained armed but expanded its arsenal, training,
and knowhow and became significantly more powerful during the fifteen
years of Syrian tutelage. The organization has always argued that it was a
“resistance” group and not a militia. It argued that it was consequently not



Hezbollah 43

in violation of the numerous UN resolutions or the Taif Accord, all of which
called for a disarmament of all Lebanese militias. This view went generally
unchallenged by the post-civil-war Lebanese government, which was due in
part to Syria’s endorsement of Hezbollah’s right to retain its weapons. In the
post-Taif political climate, when all of the primary, preexisting armed groups
had been successfully dismantled, Hezbollah’s strategy to preserve its mili-
tary power focused on emphasizing its “exceptional” character and on reas-
suring all parties that its force existed solely to combat Israel and other for-
eign powers (aside from Syria and Iran)—and not to exert influence on other
Lebanese groups or on the Lebanese government. Moreover, the fact that Hez-
bollah fighters (mostly) did not participate in the civil war and instead re-
mained focused on fighting Israel also lent them a degree of legitimacy and
respect within the various sects, while further contributing to the group’s
claim that it would not employ its weapons against other Lebanese citizens.>*
Even though the post-civil-war arrangements allowed Hezbollah to keep
its weapons arsenal and continue its armed “resistance” against Israel, the
organization was still rather dissatisfied with the Taif Accord. Specifically,
the group criticized the agreement for failing to repeal the confessional po-
litical system that had been a major factor in the eruption of the civil war in
the first place. It also argued that Taif continued to favor the Christian and
Sunni communities politically. Because the Shiites were believed to be the
largest confessional group within Lebanon, they would benefit from the aboli-
tion of sectarianism and the introduction of a nonconfessional and propor-
tional electoral system. Furthermore, although Syrian tutelage was mostly
beneficial to Hezbollah, the new political arrangement nevertheless rendered
the organization less autonomous and more restricted in its freedom of action
because of the strict control that Syria exercised over the Lebanese polity.
Until the year 2005, Syria occupied and controlled much of Lebanon both
politically and militarily, thereby also overseeing Iran’s main channels of
arms flow to Hezbollah. Furthermore, Syria had an interest in keeping Hez-
bollah in check, as it feared the Islamization and radicalization of the entire
Lebanese Shiite community. In this sense, Syria consistently backed both
Hezbollah and the group’s main rival, the secular Amal. It was interested in
preserving a balance of power between the two Shiite political organizations,
mainly to prevent Hezbollah from becoming too strong. Overall, however,
the Syrian presence was crucial for Hezbollah’s growth, as it served both to
contain the group’s political enemies and to ensure that its weapons flow
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would not be questioned or threatened. As a result of this reality, during the
1990s and in the period leading up to the Syrian withdrawal in 2005, Hezbol-
lah began to openly recognize the importance of its alliance with Syria in
ensuring the Lebanese government’s support for Hezbollah’s military actions
against Israel and its continued favored status.*> Hezbollah’s relationship
with Damascus improved even further in the aftermath of the Israeli with-
drawal in 2000 as a result of the internal leadership changes within Syria.
After the death of Hafez al-Assad in 2000, his son Bashar proved to be a more
sympathetic and vocal supporter of the group’s anti-Israel activities and closer
to Hezbollah’s leadership on both a political and a personal level.*®

This was the context for Hezbollah’s open opposition to the Syrian with-
drawal from Lebanon in 2005. Hezbollah was crucial in creating a political
alliance with pro-Syrian parties and Amal, which in the winter of 2005 re-
sponded to the March 14-led protests that called for a Syrian withdrawal
from Lebanon. Hezbollah was instrumental in organizing the pro-Syrian
demonstrations in Beirut on March 8, 2005, that paralyzed the city. That
event would later be chosen as the name of the Hezbollah-led opposition al-
liance, the March 8 coalition. In the aftermath of the Syrian withdrawal,
Hezbollah has been a key party advocating for the restoration of a more solid
political alliance with Damascus, and it has been very successful in this en-
deavor. Since the beginning of the wide protests against the Assad regime in
early 2011, Hezbollah has taken a similarly supportive position, which has
placed the group increasingly more at odds with ample sectors of the Leba-
nese population.

The Taif Accord not only marked the beginning of Hezbollah’s alliance
with Syria but also contributed to another fundamental change in the group’s
strategy: its formal entry into the political system and its direct participation
in elections. In fact, Taif marked the end of hostilities and thus constituted a
first incentive for all existing armed groups, including Hezbollah, to consider
joining the post-civil-war political system. Hezbollah decided to follow the
path of political integration when it chose to run in the 1992 parliamentary
elections, which were the first to take place since the beginning of the civil
war in 1975. That decision to run as a party was not an easy one for the orga-
nization, and it created a temporary internal rift. At the time, Hezbollah’s
second secretary-general, Sayyid Abbas al-Musawi was actively involved in
pushing the group toward active domestic political involvement.?” However,
Musawi’s views at the time were in sharp contrast to another “hardcore group”
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of Hezbollah supporters, led by the first secretary-general of the organiza-
tion, Subhi al-Tufayli.®®

Tufayli was openly against the prospects of joining the political system,
and he claimed that running for office would mean renouncing the organiza-
tion’s resistance ethos and revolutionary structure. In the end, Tufayli’s se-
nior status and prestige within the organization were not powerful enough to
overrule the will of those who advocated for political participation—a move
that was supported by a dominant coalition within the organization and
backed by Iran. As a result, Hezbollah decided to create a Parliamentary
Council, which was placed under the supervision of the Central Council and
the secretary-general. Hezbollah eventually participated in the 1992 elec-
tions, gaining 8 out of the 128 seats in the Lebanese Parliament. It ran again
in the 1996, 2000, 2005, and 2009 parliamentary elections, as well as in the
1998 and 2004 municipal elections. Before Hezbollah’s participation in the
elections, the organization had viewed cooperation with the Lebanese gov-
ernment as unacceptable because it opposed both the sectarian system and
the concept of a government ruled by man-made laws (al-qawanin al-wad’iyya),
such as a constitution and parliament. Before this transition, Hezbollah had
refused to participate in any government other than one conceived around
Islam and ruled according to Sharia law, like that of revolutionary Iran.

In this sense, joining the political system and accepting participation in a
secular, confessional-based state represented a major watershed in Hezbol-
lah’s history. Consequently, the group’s political participation led to many
changes in how it related to other religious groups and political parties in
Lebanon as well as in the way the group described its role domestically. First,
Hezbollah adopted a Lebanon-oriented posture, accepting to participate in
the local elections and to portray itself as a Lebanese nationalist movement—
a stark change from its pre-1992 “revolutionary” phase.*° Since the 1990s, He-
zbollah had adopted a Lebanese and Arab undertone, and its rhetoric changed
dramatically from rejecting and criticizing the Lebanese state to portraying
the group as nationalistic and patriotic and even a savior of the Lebanese
people.

Second, the organization started to rebuild relationships with other sec-
tarian groups. In order to improve its standing among the Sunni and Chris-
tian communities, Hezbollah reversed course and removed most of its Islamic
prohibitions that isolated it from so many of the Lebanese people. The organi-
zation also began to soften its rhetoric regarding the group’s ambitions and its
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final goals for Lebanon. Although Hezbollah never accepted the Taif Accord
and never failed to criticize its sectarian basis, the group became increasingly
silent over its goals to establish an Islamic state. Similarly, Hezbollah actively
reached out to other sectarian communities within Lebanon, reassuring
them they would not attempt to modify the political order by force. In the
months preceding the 1992 election, numerous interviews and statements
from the secretary-general had precisely this purpose in mind. For instance,
the secretary-general declared that “we never said we want to built an Islamic
identity through oppression and compulsion at any level. . . . we should not
build an Islamic government on oppression and coercion.”* During the 1990s,
the group also began to invest in cross-sectarian political alliances, and social-
cultural exchanges to create a limited, yet existing network of supporters out-
side the Shiite community. At the same time, Hezbollah changed the direction
in which it was heading with the Christian population and began a process of
active engagement in an attempt to attain Christian cooperation in Lebanon
and its support for guerrilla and terrorist activities against Israel. This policy
became known as infitah (opening). Its new goal of a united front served to
counter the Israelis, who had previously relied on the differences between the
various Lebanese sects to increase their influence in the country.

Hezbollah’s campaign to reach out to the Christians was multifaceted and
included informal interfaith dialogues, meetings between Hezbollah-affiliated
organizations and Christian groups (including youth movements), and for-
mal political contacts between party members and Christian political and
religious leaders.*? The group also consistently relied on the achievements of
its “resistance” against Israel to boost its support. In fact, following major Is-
raeli attacks in Lebanon, the group was often able to improve relations with
the Christian community.*Another episode that demonstrated Hezbollah’s
shift in its relations with Lebanon’s Christians was the group’s decision not
to retaliate against pro-Israel Christian communities in the months after the
Israeli withdrawal from its Security Zone in southern Lebanon. When Israel
withdrew its military forces in 2000, many feared that Hezbollah would en-
gage in bloody reprisals against former Israeli allies in the south. Yet such
episodes of violence were almost nonexistent.**

Hezbollah also cultivated political relations with Christian parties and the
community at large, evidenced by having Christians run on its tickets and
winning elections in heavily Christian towns. Still, during the years of Syrian
tutelage, Hezbollah and the Christian parties found themselves holding radi-
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cally different views regarding the country’s strategy and the political role of
Syria in Lebanese affairs. Even during the protests leading up to the Syrian
withdrawal, Sunni and the Christian communities basically coalesced in
demanding the end of Syrian rule, whereas Hezbollah stood at the opposite
extreme of the political spectrum by supporting it. As discussed in chapter 1,
the situation changed in the aftermath of the withdrawal, when the Chris-
tian community split between March 14 and March 8 forces, and Hezbollah
was able to create an alliance with General Michel Aoun.*

Allying with political parties that have radically different political plat-
forms and visions is in line with Hezbollah’s pragmatic approach to political
participation. Hezbollah has exhibited a high level of pragmatism in creating
ad hoc electoral alliances with a diverse range of political actors, including
political opponent Rafik Hariri, and former military-foes-turned-political-
allies such as the Christian Phalange Party.*® Hezbollah and Amal have also
participated in elections together, often running on the same ticket.*” Al-
though the two parties currently show substantial political affinity, the politi-
cal alliance was largely a Syrian creation at first. In fact, after the prolonged
armed confrontations between the two Shiite groups in the late 1980s, they
were co-opted into a political coalition despite their reciprocal animosity.
Though Amal was the dominant Shiite political party at the beginning of the
1990s, the situation has gradually changed, with the two groups now achiev-
ing substantial parity in their level of political representation, and with Hez-
bollah being the dominant force in dictating the political agenda for the Shiite
community. This rise in popularity and importance is due both to the group’s
military activities and achievements against Israel and to the fact that since
the end of the civil war Hezbollah has invested heavily in creating a vast so-
cial network of welfare services for the Lebanese Shiite population. Hezbol-
lah’s welfare system allowed the movement to develop strong social ties with
the population, while also boosting public relations through its propaganda
medium, delivered via the Internet and its popular satellite television station,
Al-Manar. Another element that has contributed to Hezbollah’s level of po-
litical support and popularity has been the group’s pragmatism in devising
political programs centered on social and economic development and empha-
sizing “bipartisan” social issues, such as social justice, anticorruption, and
welfare reforms.*8

Relying on these elements, Hezbollah has been able to successfully partici-
pate in the political system through its political party, and it has maintained
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a significant presence in government at the municipal, local, and central levels.
Until 2005 Hezbollah restricted its political participation to Parliament, and
refused to take part in the country’s executive cabinet, regularly abstaining
from awarding the vote of confidence to the elected prime minister.*’ In
fact, Hezbollah wanted to remain strictly an opposition and “resistance” party
and considered the possibility of joining the executive branch of government
as problematic and at odds with both its ideological orientation and its critical
view of the confessional political system in place within Lebanon.>® The group
was additionally concerned that joining the cabinet would somehow limit its
autonomy and flexibility to continue its armed struggle. However, when Syr-
ia’s grip on Lebanon collapsed and Hezbollah felt more vulnerable to attempts
by political foes to disarm the organization, its position changed. The party fi-
nally joined the executive cabinet in Fouad Siniora’s government, in which it
held two cabinet posts.*

Even after joining the executive cabinet, however, Hezbollah’s relations
with the March 14-led government remained tense. The May 2008 armed
clashes between Hezbollah and its political adversaries were the culmination
of a political crisis that began in December 2006 between the March 14 ma-
jority coalition and the Hezbollah-led opposition. The hostilities were started
over the March 14’s efforts to establish an international mechanism to inves-
tigate and prosecute those responsible for killing Hariri, a process highly an-
tagonized by Hezbollah and its allies. This lack of agreement led to the resig-
nation of the March 8 opposition ministers from Fouad Siniora’s cabinet in
November 2006 and to a long-standing boycott that caused the de facto pa-
ralysis of the Lebanese government, which deeply impaired the decision-
making process. The crisis escalated from peaceful protests to armed confron-
tation in May 2008, after the March 14 government attempted to remove
Hezbollah sympathizer, Wafiq Shkeir, from his post as security chief at Bei-
rut’s Hariri International Airport and to shut down the organization’s com-
munication network that was run independently from the rest of the country.
Because Hezbollah was unable to stop these reforms politically, it resorted to
armed force and in May 2008 sent its gunmen to seize parts of West Beirut.
This temporary takeover led to a series of bloody engagements between the
different sectarian groups, leading to the worst episode of violence in Leba-
non since the second civil war.>?

Notably, the Lebanese military stayed above the fray in an effort to remain
neutral. Hezbollah ultimately obtained the reversal of the provisions, and it
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agreed to enter a temporary “national unity” government after reaching an
accord with the other Lebanese political parties in Doha, Qatar. Despite the
popularity that Hezbollah enjoyed in many parts of the country and the efforts
it made in the past two decades to improve relations with other sects, these
episodes raised wide suspicion and discontent among sectors of the Sunni,
Christian, and Druze communities. The May 2008 clashes also seemed to
indicate that Hezbollah was increasingly willing to intimidate other Lebanese
sects through the use of force, as its strength continued to grow with rising
political, economic, and military support from Iran and Syria.

Observing Hezbollah’s evolution and its increased participation in the
political system, many scholars relate these changes to the organization’s
moderation, which on the surface may seemingly be the case. Domestically,
the group abandoned some of its most divisive rhetoric. As it started to por-
tray itself as a Lebanese and Arab nationalist movement, it came to be seen as
a more mainstream political party and a widespread social movement, as it
developed cross-sectarian relations and alliances. Although it is important to
take all of these developments into consideration when analyzing Hezbollah’s
identity today, a different reading would suggest that the organization adopted
a more Lebanese-oriented and accommodation-prone attitude for other rea-
sons. Namely, after recognizing that the initially chosen route was not useful
in reaching its goals, Hezbollah recognized that something drastic needed
to be done. In other words, it did not act out of altruism or a desire to become
a status quo, pacified political actor. As Joseph Alagha once explained, “Hiz-
bullah’s adherence to democratic principles and politics is not based on
political-ideological grounds since its political ideology anathematized the
Lebanese political system; rather [its adherence is based upon] advancing al
masalih [interests].”* This reading suggests that though some have argued
Hezbollah acts in such a manner because it has genuinely modified its stance
with respect to its acceptance of democratic principles, it seems more accu-
rate to argue that the group has simply modified its tactics to better reach its
goals, while evolving and adapting to the changing political and security
environment.

Regardless, it is undeniable that since 2005 the group’s political activism
has been rising steadily, not just as an opposition party but also as a full-
fledged member of the executive. A case in point is certainly the party’s role
in both causing the collapse of the Saad Hariri government in January 2011
and backing the rise of a new, more pro-Syria government. In fact, in January
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2011 Hezbollah and its political allies caused the collapse of the elected gov-
ernment after the resignation from the executive cabinet of the ten ministers
of the Hezbollah-led March 8 coalition and of an “independent” minister
who had been appointed by President Michel Suleiman. Hezbollah and its
allies disagreed with the March 14 forces over how to continue Lebanon’s
cooperation with the UN Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), tasked with
investigating the 2005 assassination of Rafik Hariri. Hezbollah had always
ostracized and opposed the STL, but after rumors asserting that the tribunal
would soon be issuing indictments against members of the Lebanese-Shiite
militia in connection with the Hariri murder, the group’s attitude with re-
spect to the UN court became gradually more hostile. For example, in Octo-
ber 2010, Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah declared: “Copies of whatever
the international investigators collect are transferred to Israel . .. what is
taking place is a violation. The investigation is over. The indictment that they
say will be issued has been written since 2006. The issue is over.” Further-
more, Nasrallah urged “every official in Lebanon and every citizen in Leba-
non to boycott these investigations and not to cooperate with them,” marking
the peak of the anti-STL campaign.>*

Not surprisingly, given the animosity Hezbollah had been expressing with
respect to the tribunal, when the March 14 coalition refused to follow Hez-
bollah’s lead in condemning the UN-led investigations and to open alternative
domestic files, the opposition forces did not hesitate to resign from the cabi-
net, causing its collapse. Since then, Hezbollah has become a member of the
parliamentary majority within the government, and it has been involved in
the new cabinet created by Prime Minister Najib Mikati, thus becoming an
increasingly prominent political force within Lebanon and further confirm-
ing its status as a sui generis hybrid armed and political organization. On June
30, 2011, the STL issued indictments and arrest warrants for four members of
Hezbollah.> That reality, along with the Shiite organization’s open support
for the Assad regime in Syria, has led to increased polarization of support for
Hezbollah in Lebanon.>®



Ideals and Belief System

HEZBOLLAH’S IDEOLOGY and core principles are rooted in its religious beliefs
and, as such, have remained constant throughout its political and military
development. At the same time, the organization has shown a capacity to adapt
its discourse to the changing security and political environment. To under-
stand the evolution of Hezbollah’s ideology, it is important to analyze the
organization’s main themes and narratives, as expressed by its two main
declarations of principles: the 1985 Open Letter and the 2009 Manifesto.
The first declaration of principles, which many consider to be the founda-
tional document of Hezbollah, was published on February 16, 1985, follow-
ing the creation of the group in the early 1980s. Formulated in the midst of
both the Lebanese civil war and the Israeli intervention in the country, the
group’s document reflected a Manichaean view of the world, divided between
the forces of evil (namely, the West and its local allies) and the forces of good:
the Party of God. The 2009 Manifesto was composed during the seventh po-
litical conference of the organization in the fall of 2009, and its creation was
announced during a press conference in Beirut on November 30, 2009.! On
that occasion, Hezbollah secretary-general Hassan Nasrallah personally read
the organization’s new Manifesto. The document is important because it is
only the second ideological platform that Hezbollah has ever published and it
was issued twenty-four years after the original Open Letter, which had been
the main tool employed to convey the group’s vision to the world over the pre-
ceding two decades. The document has four parts: an introduction, and three
chapters on the state of the world (“Hegemony and Awakening”), the group’s
domestic policy (“Lebanon”), and its view on the Arab-Israeli conflict (“Pales-
tine and the Settlement Negotiations”); it reflects the political and military evo-
lution of the organization since the 1985 Open Letter and explains the group’s
strategic vision for the future. Although certain ideological pillars and central
themes remain, such as the group’s religious belief system and its assessment
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of its external enemies, the group’s narrative and discourse—especially with
respect to its role within Lebanon—has undergone anumber of specific changes.

The Religious Pillars

Hezbollah is a self-described anti-imperialist and jihadi organization that
views its battle against the West—led by the United States and spearheaded
by Israel—as a fight for the very survival of Islam. Hezbollah’s religious ideol-
ogy consists of three pillars: belief in Shiite Islam, the wilayat al-fagih or the
jurisconsult, and jihad in the way of God.? Shiite Islam—and Hezbollah in
particular—holds that the average man lacks the intellect and moral capacity
to fully understand the Quran, the Sunna (sayings of Mohammed), and the
traditions of the imams. As a result, Shiite Islam traditionally holds that the
imams serve as the “divine guides” of the community whom the people are
encouraged to imitate. In the past, these imams had never been considered
to be infallible, and members of the community had the option of choosing
whom they would like to follow. With the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini’s Ira-
nian Revolution, and in sharp departure from more traditional notions of
Shiite tradition, this all began to change.

Khomeini preached the theory of wilayat al-fagih, an elitist concept associ-
ated with the supremacy of senior Shiite clergy. According to this hierarchy
of obedience, the wali al-fagih is the most divine source today on earth, ap-
pointed by the Prophet Mohammed himself. As such, “anybody who disobeys
him [the wali al-fagih] or the jurists disobeys God himself.”® This faith in
strict obedience and unquestioning loyalty to the supreme religious clerics is
unique to this sect of Shiite Islamists and provides their leadership with
unprecedented powers. Previously, Shiite religious leaders had traditionally
shied away from exercising their political strength. Hezbollah hopes that this
belief system can unite the Sunni and Shiite communities. In actuality, how-
ever, the notion of divinity for the imams is antithetical to the Sunni belief
system and is respected by few Sunni Islamist groups. The Palestinian Is-
lamic Jihad is one group that adheres somewhat to this notion, and it should
come as no surprise that PIJ is heavily supported by Iran, works closely with
Hezbollah, and has been one of the Palestinian groups most radically op-
posed to any agreement, cease-fire or otherwise, with Israel.*

After the death of Khomeini in 1989, when Ali Khamenei was chosen to be
the second supreme leader of Iran and the new wali al-fagih, fissures appeared
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within the Shiite Islamic leadership in Iran and Lebanon. Though he became
the wali al-faqih, Khamenei had not held the important titles of marja or grand
ayatollah before his ascension to the highest religious authority. As a result,
many leading religious figures in Iran, such as Grand Ayatollah Hossein Al
Montazeri—who had initially supported Khomeini—did not support his hand-
picked successor, Khamenei. Leading Shiite Lebanese cleric Sheikh Fadlal-
lah, who has been described as the spiritual leader of Hezbollah, neither pub-
licly accepted nor challenged the notions of wilayat al-fagih, but it is known
that he does not support them.> As a result of this difference of opinion with
Hezbollah, the man who provided religious justification for attacking U.S.
and other foreign targets while the Multinational Force (MNF) was deployed
in Lebanon during its second civil war, and who had himself survived an
assassination attempt as a result of his anti-American activities, distanced
himself somewhat from Hezbollah for the past two decades.®

A View of the World: External Enemies and Allies

Hezbollah is an organization that seeks to emulate a revolutionary move-
ment by searching for confrontation against Israel and the West in an effort
to unite the Shiite community of Lebanon and in order to find a common pur-
pose among its adherents and supporters. Hezbollah’s core raison d’étre lies
in its “resistance” agenda with respect to Israel. In this sense, the group thrives
on conflict, and it needs an ongoing confrontation with the Jewish state to
maintain both external legitimacy and a wide supportive base. At the same
time, the group’s followers trust and support Hezbollah because of its success-
ful record of providing a functioning welfare system to the Shiite community
within Lebanon, in addition to its military activities.

The group aims to bring about a dramatic transformation in the inter-
national order, starting with the destruction of Israel and a realignment of the
power dynamic that the United States continues to lead.” Though it ultimately
realizes that none of these changes will come overnight, Hezbollah patiently
works within the system to help carry out its goals within Lebanon and abroad.
Its policy of infitah, in its relations with other Lebanese political parties, is an
example of one such tactic. While not supporting democracy as an ideal form
of government, it uses the democratic system as a tool to strengthen the “re-
sistance” in Lebanon. By building up its clout in terms of alliances with other
sects and parties, as well as in its participation in both elections and actual
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government cabinet posts, Hezbollah attempts to implement its goals through
other means when it finds that force is not a realistic option at that given
time. Hezbollah has called for combating the enemy “by hand” or “by tongue”—
whichever helps it better meet its goals.® Whenever possible, however, it will
resort to the use of force or jihad against Israel, as this is one of the three
central pillars of it existence. Hezbollah’s members are encouraged to wage
this struggle politically, economically, and spiritually. Within Lebanon and
the political scene, it believes a struggle should be conducted through a bottom-
up approach of working within the government to enhance its domestic posi-
tion and its rights to hold weapons as well as to wage an ongoing war against
Israel.? As a result, Hezbollah demonstrates that it is a multifaceted insurgency
organization working both externally and internally.

Unlike Sunni Islamist groups such al Qaeda that support attacks against
Arab regimes that are deemed un-Islamic (such as Jordan, Syria, Egypt and
Saudi Arabia), Hezbollah traditionally does not publicly advocate for attacks
against fellow Muslim and Arab states, although in recent years there are
signs that this has begun to change as a result of Iranian influence.' It be-
lieves instead that once the more dangerous threats such as the United States
and the rest of the West are defeated, the corrupt Arab regimes will lose their
external support and thus fall by the wayside.!! Hezbollah is quite fearful of
the Salafi-extremist strain of jihad that is spreading throughout the Sunni
Arab world, including strongholds in Lebanon. Unlike the rigid chain of com-
mand and control exhibited by Hezbollah fighters, Salafi-jihadists have very
loose leadership and are not nearly as calculating in their spilling of blood.
Hezbollah has sought to differentiate itself from al Qaeda, particularly in the
post-9/11 era, as many have tried to highlight their similarities.'* These differ-
ences have actually led to fighting between Sunni Islamist groups and Hez-
bollah fighters over the past few years, with Hezbollah calling for cease-fire
agreements with different political strains of Salafi-jihadists.’* Whereas Sun-
nis believe in the concept of the House of War (Dar al-Harb) and House of Is-
lam (Dar al-Islam), Hezbollah views things more through the lens of the op-
pressed and the oppressor—in large part because of Shiite Islam’s bloody
history and centuries of discrimination.' This analysis of the world is present
in both the 1985 Open Letter and the 2009 Manifesto. There is undoubtedly
a deep continuity in both content and, to a lesser extent, language between the
two documents. They both maintain the need to repeal the influence of the
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West and its presence in the Islamic world, as well as to fight until the final
destruction of the State of Israel.®

In addition to adopting and developing all of these concepts, the 2009
Manifesto showed a greater degree of political nuance. For instance, whereas
the 1985 Letter referred to the United States and the West as an evil and op-
pressing force upon the Muslim world, the 2009 declaration of principles de-
scribes the United States” world plan in terms of seeking global “hegemony”
and emphasized the negative impact of globalization on Muslim and Arab
identity.'® In other words, although completely similar in content, the 2009
document better reflects the organization’s growing understanding of inter-
national politics and its attempt to employ terminology and notions that are
commonly associated with the “antiglobalization,” “leftist” movement. This
is done in an effort to transcend its national and regional boundaries, identify
itself as an international faction, and recruit these movements to its cause.

To support this endeavor to be increasingly “global,” Hezbollah now clearly
associates itself, for example, with the “independent and free endeavor that
opposes hegemony in Latin American states” and notes the common contribu-
tion to “building a more balanced and just international system.”" Similarly,
the organization adopts a more nuanced approach toward Europe. Instead of
openly attacking the continent as it did in 198, it chooses instead to criticize
Europeans for their “subjugation to U.S. policies,” while reminding them of
their “special responsibility pursuant to the colonial heritage” inflicted on the
region, as well as Europe’s “long history with resisting the occupier.”*®

In the 2009 platform, Hezbollah adds another important political element
that was absent in the 1985 Open Letter, and one that signals that the group
sees itself as part of the “regional resistance axis™ it openly acknowledges its
regional allies. The 2009 Manifesto praises Syria for its role in supporting the
“resistance” against Israel and in lending continuous support to Hezbollah. It
also openly advocated closer ties between Lebanon and Syria and remained a
backer of the Assad regime.’ While doing so, Hezbollah reiterates its political
and ideological alliance with Iran, by stating that “Hezbollah considers Iran as
a central state in the Islamic world since it is the state that dropped through its
revolution the Shah’s regime and its American-Israeli projects. It’s also the
state that supported the resistance movements in our region and stood with
courage and determination at the side of the Arab and Islamic causes on top of
which is the Palestinian cause.”2° Interestingly, however, the 2009 Manifesto
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remains silent with respect to the role that the Islamic Republic has been play-
ing in supporting Hezbollah. The absence of references to this strategic part-
nership between them is probably connected with Hezbollah’s quest to be per-
ceived, especially domestically, as a Lebanese national movement.

The other main theme that remains unaltered in content since 1985 is its
view of the State of Israel. Israel had been the organization’s primary enemy
and its raison d’étre since its founding in the early 1980s. In Hezbollah’s world-
view, the struggle against Israel is defined in existential-defensive terms: “Israel
represents an eternal threat to Lebanon. . . . The role of the Resistance is a na-
tional necessity as long as Israeli threats and ambitions to seize our lands and
waters continue.”

As a result of Hezbollah’s views on Israel, it believes that all acts of “resis-
tance” against the Jewish state are legitimate and cannot be considered terror-
ism. Whether or not these acts target civilians or soldiers, they are all seen as
lawful because the Jews are “occupiers.”?? Hezbollah places a particular focus
on the city of Jerusalem and the importance of liberating it from Israeli control.
Jerusalem is Judaism’s holiest city but is also Islam’s third holiest, after Mecca
and Medina. As a result, it is given particular importance by Hezbollah, as is
the case in Palestinian and Arab narratives today.? Jerusalem (al Quds) Day
is a day that Hezbollah uses to carry out parades and boast its military might,
while using the theme of Jerusalem to tug at the hearts of Muslims worldwide
in an effort to unite Sunnis and Shiites against Israeli and American policies.**

Hezbollah is more than just anti-Zionist; it also exhibits a rabid streak of
anti-Semitism, replete with Nazi-like salutes and goose-step marches.? In ad-
dition, like most other Islamist extremist and terrorist organizations, Hezbol-
lah engages in pure Holocaust denial. It simply rejects any notion at all that
the Jews were exterminated during the Holocaust. Some supporters of Hez-
bollah, however, choose instead to deny the enormity of the Holocaust rather
than its actual existence. Hezbollah’s anti-Semitism, however, pervades the
organization much more extensively than just Holocaust denial and conspir-
acy theories. Despite the rare occasions where Hezbollah officials have stated
they are anti-Zionist and not anti-Semitic, these words do not hold up upon
closer examination. Hassan Nasrallah put it quite plainly when he said, “If
we searched the entire world for a person more cowardly, despicable, weak
and feeble in psyche, mind, ideology and religion, we would not find anyone
like the Jew. Notice I do not say the Israeli.”?® Notably, during the 2006 war
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between Israel and Hezbollah, the Islamist group apologized only for killing
Israeli Arabs, who are not Jewish.?’

On this topic, it is clear that there has been no significant change, in either
content or form, with Hezbollah’s prime organizational duty, which remains
“resistance.” Similarly, almost three decades of organizational development
and political integration have not led to any shift in Hezbollah’s total opposi-
tion to a negotiated agreement between Israel and the Arab world. The group
affirms its strong and absolute opposition to the principle of negotiations
with the State of Israel and claims that negotiating with the Jewish state is
tantamount to recognizing its “right to exist as a Jewish State”—a position that
the PLO and Palestinian Authority, for example, do not see as mutually exclu-
sive.?® Hezbollah’s initial raison d’étre was to resist the Israeli occupation of
southern Lebanon at all costs. The organization views Israel’s very creation as
an act of terrorism and sees Israel as the personification of state terrorism and
Western imperialism.29 In sum, Hezbollah’s “foreign policy” has not changed in
substance between 1985 to the time of publication, even if some of the termi-
nology now employed by the organization shows a growing internal push to
be recognized at the international level and transcend its regional identity.

Hezbollah in Lebanon: A Political and Military Platform

In contrast to Hezbollah’s foreign policy, which has shown remarkable
continuity throughout its development, the organization’s view of its role
within Lebanon has shifted considerably since its original formulation. In
the 1985 Open Letter, Hezbollah called for the establishment of an Islamic
state within Lebanon and rejected the possibility of participating in what it
saw as the inherently corrupt existing political system.* In the organization’s
view of the world, the creation of this Lebanese Islamic state would be mod-
eled after Iran and would be only the first step toward the establishment of a
larger, pan-Islamic state that would unite all Muslims in the region under the
same government.* Significantly, the 2009 Manifesto dropped all calls for
creating an Islamic state; it failed to mention it even once in the entire text
of the document and instead recognized that the Lebanese political system
is the most suitable environment for Hezbollah’s operations. Rather than
openly calling for the creation of an Islamic state as was done in the Open
Letter, the 2009 Manifesto called for the creation of a “political system that
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truly represents the will of the people and their aspirations for justice, free-
dom, security, stability, well-being, and dignity.”**

In truth, however, this shift in domestic priorities did not come as a surprise
to those who had observed Hezbollah’s political evolution during the past de-
cades. In fact, concurrent to the organization’s first decision to take part in
the elections in the early 1990s, Hezbollah began to publicly refrain from
promoting the goal of creating an Islamic state, as it recognized that the po-
litical reality of Lebanon did not allow for the realization of an Islamic repub-
lic at this time.*® Ever the keen observer of political currents, Hezbollah un-
derstood that it should not bite off more than it could chew. Notably, the 1985
Open Letter did clearly state that its leaders called “for the implementation
of the Islamic system based on a direct and free choice of the people, and not
through forceful imposition as may be assumed by some.”** Hezbollah started
to increasingly emphasize this point over the years. It stressed its belief in the
principle of noncompulsion in Islam, declaring its opposition to an attempted
conversion of other Lebanese citizens by force.

Hezbollah’s public renunciation of the goal of creating an Islamic state in
Lebanon was more a confirmation of an ongoing trend and a recognition of
Lebanon’s political reality than it was a real strategic change. Needless to say,
the statement did not reveal the group’s acceptance of Lebanon’s parliamen-
tary democracy as the final optimal system of government, but it was an im-
portant recognition that the group’s discourse had shifted in the past two
decades, as it now adopted a more pragmatic and accommodative tone. Simi-
larly, Hezbollah chose to refrain from publicly advocating for a pan-Islamist
state—another shift from 198s. In the 2009 Manifesto, the group stated that
“what we call for today is not a merging unity in the Arab or Islamic world.
We rather call for the unity between Arab and Islamic states which guards
these states’ and nations’ specifications and sovereignty.”*

Similarly, the newer ideological platform gave prominence to a series of
political themes that Hezbollah had developed over the past two decades,
such as the importance of administrative decentralization and its open objec-
tion to both federalism and the current sectarian system.*® As the document
affirmed, “The main problem in the Lebanese political system which prevents
its reform, development and constant updating is political sectarianism.”*
While placing the abolition of confessionalism among its priorities, Hezbollah
also claimed that, until this goal was achieved, it would support a governance
model based on consensual democracy.*® This point is particularly important,
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for by reading between the lines one can find an expression of Hezbollah’s
new understanding of its political power and subsequent status in Lebanon.
By stressing the need for a consensual democracy and a national unity gov-
ernment, the document’s message was that Hezbollah sees itself as a major
political player and that regardless of the electoral results, all elected govern-
ments should take this reality into consideration. It was this result that the
2009 elections produced, in which the majority coalition could not actually
govern without a larger alliance with the Hezbollah-led opposition forces.*
In the end, this arrangement did not prove to be enduring. The tensions be-
tween the March 14 forces and the opposition parties led by Hezbollah even-
tually resulted in a full-fledged political crisis, causing the collapse of the
national unity government led by Saad Hariri in January 2011. In Lebanon,
the majority March 14 coalition openly criticized the group’s demands, em-
phasizing that Hezbollah’s proposal for a consensual democracy went against
the Lebanese Constitution, which declared the country to be a parliamentary
democracy instead.*

An additional significant development in the 2009 Manifesto was Hezbol-
lah’s vision of its military role in Lebanon. On this front, the group was ex-
tremely clear about its intention to continue to maintain its armed structure
and its refusal to even discuss disarmament. In a press conference following
the release of the 2009 declaration, Secretary-General Nasrallah specified
that national consensus over the “resistance” agenda is indeed desirable but
not necessary, alluding to the fact that Hezbollah’s armed struggle against
Israel would continue despite domestic opposition arising against it.* Further-
more, on this topic, the document stated that “the continuous Israeli threats
oblige Lebanon to endorse a defensive strategy that couples between popular
resistance that participates in defending the country and an army that pre-
serves the security of the country and safeguards its stability in a complemen-
tary process that has proved in the previous phase to be successful.”*?

The preceding statement is particularly interesting for a number of rea-
sons. First, it showed Hezbollah’s transition since 1985, from considering the
Lebanese Army as an enemy to treating it as a de facto auxiliary force. In this
sense, it challenged the expectation that Lebanon’s armed forces would eventu-
ally have either the capacity or the interest in turning a cooperative relationship
into a confrontational one, whereby it would pursue an eventual disarmament
of the Lebanese-Shiite armed group. Second, the statement downplayed the
efforts of the National Dialogue Council, which had been created to investigate
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issues such as finding national solutions to Hezbollah’s independent arms
cache and other projects calling for the group’s dissolution into the army. Hez-
bollah had been adamant about its interest in conducting “resistance” in co-
operation with the army only as long as its forces remained a separate and
autonomous entity. This was another point that was criticized in a statement
by the March 14 forces, as they explained that Hezbollah’s claims to have a
monopoly over the “resistance” and its treatment of the state and the army as
the main supporting figures in the fight against Israel were highly problem-
atic. Indeed, the statements directly contradicted the Taif Accord, which
tasked the state of Lebanon as a whole with achieving “liberation.”*?

In a speech by Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah in November 2009, he
laid out Hezbollah’s defense to this argument: “As for the decision of peace or
war, it is exclusively in the hands of the state. . . . The problem is in the ab-
sence of the state and it being responsible. It is not enough to give the state
this privilege. The state is absent.” He added, “The state . . . will be responsible
for protecting the country. There will be no need to have a public resistance.”**
Although it is certainly legitimate to question whether Hezbollah would be
ready to follow through on its words and disarm, it is still significant to note
how the organization’s overall tone and discourse have developed since its
original irredentist document back in 1985.

In conclusion, Hezbollah has shown a certain degree of change in terms
of its domestic policy. The organization finally recognized that the Lebanese
political system is the best arena for the organization to develop, thus remov-
ing all references to its goal of creating an Islamic state. However, its action
should be interpreted not as a sign of weakness or retreat but rather as an in-
dication that the group has become so entrenched in the political system that
it now demands increased decision-making power. Finally, the group has main-
tained a “business as usual” posture with respect to its armed wing, by specify-
ing its intention to remain a separate and autonomous armed group, whereby
it can retain its weapons and its pose of “resistance.” Thus, in essence, its 2009
Manifesto demonstrated the growing power of the organization and helped
provide political cover by appearing to move toward moderation while simul-
taneously dismissing any internal talks about military integration, let alone
disarmament.
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AS LEBANON’S LARGEST and most powerful militia, whose strong political
party is publicly backed by Syria and Iran, Hezbollah today has the luxury of
maintaining a complex and relatively open leadership hierarchy in compari-
son to many of its Sunni-Islamist counterparts. For much of its history, how-
ever, the Shiite group was an underground organization. Though its military
wing, the Islamic Resistance, is still hidden under a tight veil of secrecy, the
organization as a whole enjoys a rather surprising openness today. From its
headquarters in the Dahiyeh neighborhood of Beirut, Hezbollah operates
everything from hospitals, schools, and construction companies to television
channels, radio networks, and newspapers. It does all of this even as it over-
sees its military and “resistance” activities.

Political and Military Structure

As Hezbollah’s secretary-general, Hassan Nasrallah sits at the head of the
organization. The role of secretary-general had traditionally been somewhat
of an honorary title, as the majority hold on power was collectively shared in
the hands of the seven-member Shura Council (Majlis al-Shura) that is re-
sponsible for the “overall administration, planning and policy making” of the
organization.! Members of the Shura Council are elected for a period of three
years by the Central Council (Majlis al-Markazi), a group of nearly two hun-
dred senior leaders and founders of the organization. Though it is not techni-
cally required, the Shura Council tends to be composed of one lay leader and
six clerics, in keeping with a ratio that ensures that the group’s religious ideol-
ogy is never compromised.”? When the Shura Council is convened, its mem-
bers meet to elect the secretary-general and his deputy. Members of the Shura
Council split responsibility for overseeing five executive groups: the Executive
Council, Politburo, Parliamentary Council, Judicial Council, and the Jihad
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Council. Of these, the first two units are the oldest and traditionally most
powerful. These executive groups run the organization from the top down. All
decisions by the Shura Council are taken either unanimously or by majority
and are not only final but religiously binding for its members. In the event of
a deadlock, the decision is passed on to the wali al-fagih, whose decision is
also final and religiously binding.?

Before Hassan Nasrallah took control of the Office of the Secretary-
General, the position had been much more collective and included a two-term
limit, with each term lasting three years. Nasrallah assumed his position after
the assassination of Abbas al-Musawi in an Israel Defense Forces helicopter
strike. A charismatic, religious, intelligent leader and shrewd politician, Nas-
rallah has strong ties to Iran’s Ayatollah Khamenei as well as to the Islamic
Resistance. He has been in power since 1992 thanks to Khamenei’s changing
of the election rules in order to secure his continued leadership.* After the
Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000 and the summer 2006 hostilities
between Hezbollah and the Jewish state, Nasrallah became one of the most
popular figures in the Arab and Muslim worlds and the face of Hezbollah.®
His popularity was further magnified, and his position further legitimized,
as a result of meetings held between him and many world leaders, including
UN secretary-general Kofi Annan, who visited with him in 2000.° Nasrallah’s
popularity in the Muslim world is particularly impressive considering that he
is Shiite—a fact not lost on the Sunni-dominated Arab leadership, which is
increasingly wary of the Shiites’ growing strength in concert with Syria and
Iran. Admiration for Nasrallah pleases the Iranians greatly, as it serves to in-
gratiate them within the Sunni Arab street. Supporting the popular Nasral-
lah also serves Syrian interests, as he in turn legitimizes Syria’s continued
(albeit more concealed) presence in Lebanon.” While Hezbollah spokesmen
accuse Israel and the West of continued interference in Lebanese affairs, they
nonetheless continue to praise Syria and have publicly welcomed Syria’s pre-
vious military and political presence in Lebanon.

Nasrallah’s persona took on a life of its own after the 2006 war with Israel.
From that point on, Nasrallah has provided the public face of the organization,
though he is consequently constantly in hiding because of fear of assassina-
tion. Although he continues to play a critical role in the Islamic Resistance
military wing, some of his powers have been removed by the Iranians be-
cause of what they felt was a miscalculation and poor performance during
the 2006 war with Israel.® In fact, reports have indicated that a top Iranian
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Revolutionary Guard Corps officer named Hossein Mahadavi had been in-
stalled to oversee Hezbollah operations and that Nasrallah was replaced by
Deputy Secretary-General Sheikh Naim Qassem as head of Hezbollah’s mili-
tary wing.” Nonetheless, his removal as a leader—either by assassination or by
internal political pressure—would cause a striking blow to the organization
from both a military and a psychological point of view. In the event that Nasral-
lah were to be assassinated, Hezbollah has set up a continuation of government
(COG) that would allow for a new leader to be elected almost immediately.'
Yet in such a scenario it is highly unlikely that the next leader could fill the
shoes of such a beloved commander. Although some have opined that Nasral-
lah’s loss would spell the end of the organization, this appears to be a gross
exaggeration, as the group’s organizational structure is specifically designed
to handle such problems, and control has increasingly been transferred to
Iranian agents." The reality is, however, that his departure would be a seri-
ous setback for the organization.

Nasrallah’s influence is not lost on the Iranians. They have successfully
limited his control over the organization, especially in terms of his ability to
make decisions that can cause an outbreak of hostilities. Thus, after the 2006
war with Israel, the Iranians required Nasrallah to receive permission before
carrying out a major strike that could cause the organization’s vast resources—
and, with it, Iran’s ability to use the organization as a proxy force—to be
squandered.’? The Iranians want to ensure that they control the decisions
that could mean the difference between peace and war in the region. They
also want to make certain that the Hezbollah organization remains a deter-
rent against those who might seek to use military force to end Iran’s nuclear
program.

Hezbollah has made efforts at diversification of its financial revenues, in-
vesting heavily in efforts at self-sufficiency in order to achieve some degree of
financial independence from Iran. Its growing domestic and regional status
has given the group additional political and military power. Although Hez-
bollah has a large degree of autonomy when acting within the Lebanese do-
mestic arena, and its military and political strength confers upon it an impor-
tant regional role as well, the strategic partnership between Hezbollah and
Iran is still the core of the organization.

Hezbollah relies on its Shura Council to fulfill the political and military
decision-making processes. The organization has purposely removed as many
intermediaries between the top military leadership and local commanders on
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the ground as a precaution against Israeli intelligence infiltration. Hezbollah’s
great respect for Israeli intelligence borders almost on paranoia. In general,
once the green light for an operation is given, the small command involved in
its planning, execution, and tactics handles all decision making." Israeli intel-
ligence officials have expressed their frustration with the ideologically driven
Hezbollah fighters, who have been less susceptible to the lures that their fel-
low Arab and Muslim brethren have fallen victim to over the years, especially
what are known in Israeli intelligence circles as the three “kafs” or Ks—kesef
(money), kavod (respect), and kussit (a crude name for a woman), which are
often used by intelligence agencies to attract potential spies.**

While the overall organization exhibits a formal hierarchical structure,
its military wing is quite the opposite. In order to more effectively conduct
irregular warfare, the military’s fighters are covert, its operations are highly
secretive, and its command-and-control incredibly mobile. Timur Goksel, for-
merly of UNIFIL, explained how Hezbollah’s fighters do it: “They don’t work
in military hierarchies or military command levels. They don’t have anything
like that. There is one leader in Beirut and all the other units in the field are
autonomous; they know what they are doing [by themselves].”"®

In addition, no analysis of Hezbollah’s organizational structure would be
complete without at least a brief discussion of its shadowy External Security
Apparatus. The ESA is a separate entity from the Islamic Resistance and is
responsible for conducting terrorist attacks and other operations outside the
immediate confines of the Lebanese-Syrian-Israeli borders. Working with the
Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and the Iranian Ministry of In-
telligence and Security (MOIS), and occasionally with Syrian intelligence, the
group is tasked with being Hezbollah’s long arm. It often works in conjunction
with Iranian spies around the world, using Iranian diplomatic posts as part
of its cover.'® Although the ESA is not officially recognized as even existing—
its mention is ignored by Hezbollah officials or dismissed as propaganda—it
has played an important role in attacking Jewish, Western, and other targets
around the world."”

Within the External Security Apparatus, there are various special units.
The best-known is Unit 1800, tasked with conducting operations in Israel and
the Palestinian territories. Unit 1800 establishes contact and works in conjunc-
tion with Palestinian groups, including the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Hamas,
and other terrorist organizations, in order to strike at Israeli targets. The unit
provides military training, expertise, and funding to Palestinian groups and
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has also recruited Palestinians to conduct operations directly under its con-

trol.18

Unit 3800 (formerly Unit 2800) is responsible for training Shiite fight-
ers operating against U.S. and government forces in Iraq."”

The ESA was reportedly led by Imad Mughniyah until his assassination
allegedly by the Israeli Mossad in February 2008 in Damascus. Mughniyah
had been on the FBI's most-wanted terrorist list for decades, with a $25 mil-
lion bounty on his head for his involvement in multiple attacks against U.S.
citizens, including hijackings, kidnappings, tortures, and suicide bombings.
Nicknamed “the Fox” for his ability to evade capture, he was believed to have
been behind every major terrorist attack by Hezbollah over the past two de-
cades, was considered a role model for Osama bin Laden, and helped coor-
dinate operations with the Syrians and Iranians. Mughniyah helped plan
terrorist attacks as far away as Argentina and as close as the bombing of the
U.S. Marine Corps barracks in Beirut in 1983. His elimination was a signifi-
cant loss to Hezbollah’s planning capabilities. After many years of specula-
tion, his successor is reported to be his protégé, Talal Hamiyah.*

Despite Hamiyah’s appointment, Mughniyah’s death changed the makeup
of the external security apparatus forever. Secretary-General Nasrallah had re-
portedly feared the independence and power that Mughniyah had wielded and
therefore watered down his successor’s powers. By no means, however, has
Mughniyah’s demise spelled an end to the group’s ability to carry out terrorist
attacks. The ESA still has the potential to plan and perpetrate international
operations abroad, and it continues to do so. Its men have been found conduct-
ing surveillance against U.S. targets in Southeast Asia and South America, as
well as Jewish and Israeli targets in North America, Central Asia, Africa, and
elsewhere around the world.? In the summer of 2010, U.S. representative Sue
Merrick of North Carolina reported that there is a growing fear of Hezbollah
operatives being smuggled into the United States. She explained that in prisons
holding illegal immigrants who had crossed the U.S-Mexican border, there are
gang members with tattoos in Farsi that demonstrate a “Persian influence that
can likely be traced back to Iran and its proxy army, Hezbollah.”**

Social Welfare

Hezbollah’s social welfare network is another critically important part of
its structure and one that, not surprisingly, was modeled after the Iranians.
Beginning in 1984, Iran and Hezbollah teamed up to establish this network



Structure 67

in order to transform Lebanon’s poor Shiite neighborhoods into self-reliant
districts, after years of neglect during the civil war by Lebanon’s defunct
central government. Most of the areas traditionally inhabited by the Shiite
community, including southern Lebanon, the Bekaa Valley, and the south-
ern suburbs of Beirut, were also Lebanon’s poorest and most marginalized
districts. The Lebanese state had failed to provide even basic services in these
areas, and Hezbollah’s intervention filled the gap created by the government’s
absence. In general, the Lebanese government did not regard Hezbollah’s in-
volvement in the delivery of social and political goods as a negative factor, as
these interventions relieved substantial social pressure on the state itself. Ac-
cordingly, the unspoken understanding between Hezbollah and the govern-
ment has been a reciprocal “noninterference” and mutual assurance: as long
as Hezbollah does not negatively interfere in Lebanon’s economic consider-
ations, it is by and large left alone.”® At the same time, there are also instances
where the two parties cooperate on smaller-scale municipal projects and even
work hand in hand on issues of shared interest.

Hezbollah is not the sole social movement and political organization that
focuses its efforts on obtaining and providing social goods and services to its
main constituency, which in the case of Hezbollah is the Shiite community.
In fact, in the context of Lebanon’s highly clientelist political system, the
traditional role of confessional parties (and, during the civil war, of sectarian
militias) included appropriating and distributing political and social goods
along confessional lines as a way to boost a party’s popularity within its own
constituency. However, unlike the confessional groups, Hezbollah was able
to fund its services independent of the state, making the organization stron-
ger and more autonomous than its political and military counterparts and
rivals.?* Hezbollah’s social welfare network extends to all of the Shiite areas
in Lebanon, comprises a wide array of social services, and is managed through
a network of numerous NGO-like organizations. The group focuses on pov-
erty alleviation and economic and social development. Most of these inter-
ventions are implemented through the Construction Jihad (Jihad al-Binaa)
organization, created specifically to help rebuild and revitalize Shiite com-
munities. A complex and multifaceted NGO, Construction Jihad has been
involved in water sanitation, rural development, and construction projects
and traditionally also plays an important role in rebuilding the homes of Hez-
bollah members and supporters that have had them destroyed as a result of
combat with Israel.
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Hezbollah’s social welfare system is also in charge of administering a net-
work of basic social services, including education and health care. The group
offers free schooling for children and adolescents and free medical services
through the hospitals and clinics it runs. These Lebanese facilities were origi-
nally maintained solely for Hezbollah supporters but in many cases are now
available to the Lebanese public at large. The organization also runs tradi-
tional charitable organizations that dispense financial aid to the most vulner-
able groups within the Shiite community. The group’s Relief Committee, for
example, helps provide both financial and material aid to those it identifies as
the neediest, including orphans, widowers, and the sick.?> Importantly, Hez-
bollah is a participant in the Iranian Martyrs Foundation and other organiza-
tions established to assist fighters, their families, and civilians who have been
either killed or injured in fighting with Hezbollah’s adversaries, footing the
vast majority of the bills for this group.?® Hezbollah’s support does not stop
there. The organization not only acts as a traditional charity but also takes
over many of the basic roles and tasks of local government. For instance, Hez-
bollah regularly runs garbage collection, waste management, water delivery,
and other basic needs for Shiite Lebanese communities.

The programs administered by Hezbollah serve two critically important
purposes. First, by supporting Lebanon’s largest (and historically most ne-
glected) sector of the population, Hezbollah ensures that it maintains the pub-
lic’s support, which is critical to the success of any insurgency movement. This
has proved particularly useful as Hezbollah has demonstrated that it is con-
siderably more organized and effective—not to mention less prone to corrup-
tion than the Lebanese government—in providing necessary social services.
Accordingly, Hezbollah’s successful track record in providing and maintaining
an effective social welfare system to serve the Shiite community has earned
the organization a certain degree of respect because of its transparency and
efficiency in assisting its constituents. This reputation has helped Hezbollah
in building its identity as a Lebanese national movement and in transitioning
from a radical and isolated militia in the mid-1980s to the mainstream politi-
cal organization that it represents today. Second, by maintaining its social
welfare network and providing basic social services to the Shiite community,
Hezbollah is able to disarm potential critics of the organization’s more divi-
sive policies related to its military affairs, allowing the group to continue to
be less constrained by public pressure and norms.
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Fundraising

Fundraising has become an increasingly important aspect of an insurgen-
cy’s ability to effectively wage war both on and off the battlefield. More than
a decade after 9/11, Hezbollah continues to be the largest state-sponsored
terrorist organization in the world. Iranian funds have been critical in both
creating and keeping the organization operational and have been crucial in
supporting both the group’s military activities and its political and social pro-
grams. It is impossible to determine with certainty the exact amount of finan-
cial support that Hezbollah receives from Iran; however, estimates range
from a minimum of $200 million annually through official financial institu-
tions to a much larger $1 billion a year—not including military assistance.*”
Under Iranian presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami, Hezbollah’s funding was
believed to have been cut by as much as 70 percent, but this number has since
risen dramatically under the stewardship of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.?® It is
not Ahmadinejad that is the real powerbroker in this case though but rather
the wali al-fagih, Ali Khamenei. As supreme leader of Iran, Khamenei directs
Iranian charities and foundations to pay Hezbollah without prior approval
from the Ministry of Finance or the president. His ultimate control over Iran’s
Revolutionary Guard Corps (with whom his relations have traditionally been
quite strong) and intelligence services allows him to direct further funding
and expertise to Hezbollah’s military branch, the Islamic Resistance.?® Hez-
bollah’s unyielding support for Khamenei’s leadership has ingratiated the
organization with the wali al-fagih and ensured its continued funding.

Most of Hezbollah’s money is managed through Iranian state-owned banks,
such as the Saderat, which was until the enactment of additional international
sanctions less susceptible to U.S. pressure and international sanctions than
other banks. They issue funds to Hezbollah through Lebanese and Gulf of-
fices, where the money lies without collecting interest, as interest is banned
under Islamic law.3° Other sources of income come from a tithe known as
khums, an Islamic tax that is supposed to correspond to one-fifth of people’s
annual income and that represents a form of zakat, or charity. In addition to
these funds, many companies, banks, and other businesses from Lebanese
and Shiite communities around the world donate money to the organiza-
tion.* Although these “donations” are usually voluntary, they are sometimes
forced upon the population, who pay out of fear of the repercussions they will
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suffer if they refuse.*” Finally, Hezbollah is increasingly involved in a self-
generation of revenues, by acquiring funds from investments it is making
around the world. While some of these investments are legal and legitimate,
many are highly illegal.**

Hezbollah’s financial operations are extensive and global in their range.
It is heavily involved in an area of South America known as the tri-border area
or “triple frontier” region—a lawless corner of South America where Paraguay,
Brazil, and Argentina meet. It also has an increasing political and military
stronghold in Venezuela.** In addition to operating in South America, Hez-
bollah is very involved in the relatively lawless areas of Central and West Af-
rica; two more regions where Shiite Lebanese expatriates live in large num-
bers. While its extensive involvement in Africa’s illegal diamond trade is
relatively well known, Hezbollah has more generally increased its involve-
ment in West African commercial sectors. According to testimony before the
U.S. House Subcommittee on International Terrorism and Proliferation, do-
nations and other sources of funding in Africa are very difficult to track as
they are made in cash and collected by Hezbollah couriers who make their
way into and out of the country.®® Hezbollah fundraising is not just prevalent
in lawless areas but throughout the globe. In the United States, Hezbollah is
well known for having run cigarette smuggling and credit card fraud opera-
tions.*® Its members have attempted to purchase dual-use technologies and
gain U.S. citizenship through staged marriages, green cards, and asylum ap-
plications.*” The organization has generally been at the forefront of the nexus
between criminal activity and terrorist groups.*®

Hezbollah fundraising activities are banned in the United States, where the
group has been classified as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO) since 1997.
It was later further labeled a specially designated global terrorist (SDGT) En-
tity in October 2001.%° Yet, at the same time, the organization can still legally
fundraise in much of Europe as well as nearly all other countries in the world.
Indeed, few countries have labeled the Hezbollah organization in its entirety
as a terrorist group.*® Even in countries with strong antiterrorism laws, many
of these states differentiate between Hezbollah’s social welfare programs and
its political party, treating those entities separately from Hezbollah’s military
wing. This is the position taken, for example, by most of the countries belong-
ing to the European Union, where individual Hezbollah leaders have been
classified as “terrorists” even while the group as a whole has not been labeled
a terrorist organization. Consequently, many European states permit Hez-
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bollah to collect funds on the basis that they are used to fund hospitals,
schools, and other social welfare programs and not used for terrorist or insur-
gency activity. Ensuring that such moneys do not go to Hezbollah’s military
wing is very difficult to accomplish, as there is ultimately no real division be-
tween the coffers of Hezbollah’s social welfare network and its military
wings. Even when these fundraising activities are monitored to ensure a sepa-
ration, it simply allows for moneys from other sources to be directly diverted
for military purposes.*!

Latin America and the Tri-Border Area as a Case Study

The tri-border area, which includes the Brazilian city of Foz de Iguazu,
the Argentinean city of Puerto Iguazi, and Ciudad del Este in Paraguay, has
served for the past twenty years as the operational and logistical center for in-
ternational terrorist groups such as Hezbollah, along with a number of trans-
national criminal organizations. The area has a population of approximately
700,000 inhabitants, including roughly 30,000 of Arab descent. The Arab
community constitutes one of the largest immigrant groups in the region and
is predominantly made up of Shiite Lebanese, particularly in the cities of Ciu-
dad del Este and Foz.*> The tri-border region is one of the most important
commercial centers of South America, with approximately 20,000 people
transiting on a daily basis into the free-trade area of Ciudad del Este from
neighboring states. The volume and variety of people and goods, together with
its porous borders, are two important factors that originally attracted both
criminal and armed groups to the region. The relative ease with which money
is locally laundered and transferred to and from regions overseas also consti-
tutes a powerful incentive to maintain a base of operation in the area. As a
result, transnational criminal groups such as Mexican and Colombian drug
cartels, Chinese and Russian mafias, and the Japanese yakuza, all appear to
have a strongly rooted presence in this South American region. Within the
tri-border area, the epicenter of organized crime can be found in Ciudad del
Este—an important hub of drug and human trafficking and the smuggling of
weapons, contraband, counterfeit products, and other goods.*

Hezbollah operatives and supporters are present in Ciudad del Este and
have been active in the underground world that includes drug smuggling, gun
running, and pirating.** According to Brazilian intelligence sources, an inter-
national terrorist presence in the tri-border area dates as far back as the early
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1980s. It continued to grow during the following decades, becoming the “main
focus of Islamic extremism in Latin America” by the end of the 1990s.%

Despite contradictory reports regarding the extent and nature of the inter-
national terrorist activities taking place in the tri-border area in the aftermath
of 9/11, reports from both the U.S. Department of Treasury and the U.S. mili-
tary’s Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) indicate that the tri-border area
remains one of the main terrorism-financing hubs in Latin America.*® In 2008
Israel’s minister for internal security, Avi Dichter, reiterated his country’s con-
cerns over international terrorist cells operating in the area. This fear was fur-
ther echoed by the Spanish Foundation for Analysis and Social Studies (FAES),
which reported that the tri-border area is “a neuralgic center of Islamic ter-
rorism financing, as well as of smuggling of weapons and contraband.”*

Although the presence and activities of Hezbollah have been documented
for years, the precise amount of money actually transferred to the group is
more difficult to estimate, in part because a large portion of the money trans-
fers are done through an informal monetary transfer arrangement, known as
the hawala system. Because they take place outside the conventional banking
marketplace, they are harder to identify and trace.*® However, there are still
some relevant data regarding the volume of monetary transfers that are made
from this region for international terrorist and criminal organizations.

In 2007 the U.S. Department of State declared that tens of millions of dol-
lars were laundered in the tri-border area on a yearly basis and disbursed to
terrorist organizations.*® A 2005 Paraguayan intelligence report claimed that
roughly $20 million was collected in the tri-border area each year to finance
Hezbollah and Hamas.*® Hezbollah first established logistical and financial
cells in the 1980s, taking advantage of the extensive network of immigrants
of Lebanese origin residing there. In the 199os Hezbollah operatives increased
their activities, developing fully operational units. It is believed that part
of the planning and execution of its terrorist attacks in Argentina took place
in this frontier region. At the beginning of the investigations into the March
1992 bombing of the Israeli Embassy in Buenos Aires, it was reported that
Hezbollah’s senior operative at the time, Imad Mughniyah, entered Argen-
tina through the tri-border area to oversee the execution of the attack, where
he used the location as a safe haven.”! Paraguayan intelligence sources also
indicated that until at least the year 2000 more than forty-six known Hez-
bollah operatives lived in the region, including Ali Khalil Merhi, the regional
fundraiser for Hezbollah.>? Merhi was arrested in Ciudad del Este in 2001,
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when local law enforcement officials started to crack down on the regional
network.”® In June 2010 Paraguayan officials arrested a Lebanese American
named Moussa Ali Hamdan on charges of conspiring to finance Hezbollah
through the sale of stolen goods and counterfeit U.S. currency.>*

Hezbollah’s tri-border network has strong connections with local criminal
activities, as illustrated by the uncovering of the Barakat Clan—a group of
Lebanese residents involved in both criminal and terrorism-related financ-
ing. The clan revolved around the financial operations of Assad Ahmad Bara-
kat, co-owner of one the largest malls in Ciudad del Este, the Galeria Page,
which was a known front for Hezbollah financing and recruiting.> In raiding
Barakat’s apartment, the police found Hezbollah material and propaganda,
including tapes praising suicide attacks and speeches of Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah.*® The U.S. Department of Treasury identified Ahmad Bara-
kat as a SDGT in June of 2004, adding nine additional individuals and two
enterprises to the list in 2006.”” Muhammad Yusif Abdallah, the Hezbollah
regional leader and another co-owner of the Galeria Page Mall, was also iden-
tified as an SDGT. He allegedly gave Hezbollah a percentage of the profits
derived from his shopping center.>®

The Barakat Clan also includes Ali Muhammad Kazan, who helped raise
more than $500,000 for the organization, and Farouk Omairi, the owner of
the travel agency and exchange house known as Piloto Turismo Ltda. Kazan,
along with his son Khaled Omairi, was accused of involvement in nar-
cotrafficking, money laundering, and terrorism financing.*® In May 2003 the
Paraguayan police arrested Lebanese merchant Hassan Abdallah Dayoub while
in possession of 2.3 kilograms of cocaine. The investigations later revealed that
Dayoub—a cousin of Ahmad Barakat—was in charge of the “wing of narcotraf-
fickers” of the Barakat Clan, further proving the strong terror-criminal connec-
tion behind Hezbollah’s fundraising operations in the region.®

Police operations have also revealed the existence of links between weapons
smuggling and terrorist cells in the tri-border area. In 2004 three Paraguayans
and an Argentinean citizen were arrested for possession of explosives and
weapons.® Following the arrest, it was alleged that air-to-ground missiles
were brought into the area and handed to terrorist cells operating nearby.?
In 2007 Lebanese businessman Kassen Hijazi, a resident of Ciudad del Este
and owner of Telefax Company, came under international scrutiny for his
suspected money transfers to shadow enterprises in Beirut.®® Finally, in
2008 news sources reported that the United States was looking for a group
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of terrorist suspects residing in the tri-border area who had been provided
with U.S. visas by the former Paraguayan ambassador in Lebanon, Alejandro
Hamed Franco.®* In addition to these documented financial operations, it
is also believed that Hezbollah used the region to run weapons-training and
indoctrination camps for children and adults with Lebanese and Shiite back-
grounds.65 The tri-border area has been used by Hezbollah, Hamas, and a
whole host of other nonstate armed groups for a plethora of illicit activities.

In the past few years, however, as a result of increased scrutiny of the area
by Western intelligence agencies, Hezbollah has expanded its enterprises to
other areas in Central and South America. Chief among these new locations
is Venezuela, with some reports indicating that Hugo Chavez’s government is
providing training facilities and funding to Hezbollah.®® With its Lebanese
diaspora and anti-American government, Venezuela has been inching closer
to Iran for quite some time.*” In fact, a Spanish reporter named Antonio Salas
(aka Mohammed Abdallah), who went deep undercover and underwent
training at a Hezbollah base operating in Venezuela, managed to sneak out
video footage of some of his experiences.®® There is also a large Arab minority
in the Guajira Peninsula, which is divided and controlled by Colombia and
Venezuela. The peninsula is made up of numerous population centers, such
as the village of Maicao, which is a hotbed for Islamists as well as a strong-
hold of Hezbollah.®® However, Hezbollah is not just active in the shadowy
backwaters of Venezuela. In fact, Venezuelan diplomat Ghazi Nasr al-Din has
been designated by the U.S. Department of Treasury as a Hezbollah supporter,
and other Venezuelan diplomats have been shown to support other terrorist
groups, such as FARC and ETA.7

It is not just Venezuela that has seen a rise in Hezbollah activities in recent
years. The Caribbean islands of Curacao and Cuba, for example, are also used
by Hezbollah for drug trafficking and money laundering.”* Ecuador has also
seen Hezbollah involvement in drug trafficking in recent years. In 2005
Ecuadorian police broke up a drug trafficking ring that was operating out of
the El Turco restaurant, where Rady Zaiter and Maher Hamajo helped ensure
that Hezbollah received up to 70 percent of the drug profits.”* Other areas of
Central and South America have also been used by Hezbollah whenever pos-
sible. Panama’s Free Trade Zone, for example, has proved to be a good location
for both narcotics smuggling and money laundering.”® As narcotrafficking
and gang violence has increased in Mexico and along the U.S.-Mexico border,
there has been growing concern about the possibility of a narcoterrorist nexus
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involving Mexican drug cartels and Hezbollah operatives.” While Hezbollah
operatives have been reported to be in Mexico for some time, in the summer
of 2010 Mexican authorities announced that they had shut down a Hezbollah
network operating out of Tijuana.” If this connection proves to be accurate,
it would indicate that Hezbollah and Iran’s foothold in the Americas has
expanded to the doorstep of the United States. It would also prove that they
are capable of more easily perpetrating attacks on U.S. territory through the
injection of operatives by way of traditional routes for illegal immigrants to
enter the country. As evidenced by the multiple terrorist attacks against Jew-
ish and Israeli targets in Buenos Aires in the 1990s, Hezbollah has been able
to transform its existing financial networks into operational ones that can
help carry out terrorist attacks in a given region. As an organization with the
infrastructure, resources, and personnel to smuggle drugs, money, weapons,
and counterfeit goods into countries in Central and South America, Africa,
Central Asia, and North America, the fear is that it can again make use of
these same resources to carry out terrorist attacks in other states as well.



Strategies and Tactics

“WE ARE NOT A REGULAR ARMY, and we don't fight like a regular army.”* These
were the words Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah used to describe the or-
ganization’s military wing, the Islamic Resistance. More generally, Hezbollah
has defined a successful operation as one that kills, wounds, or expels an
enemy force. It aims to confuse and spread panic while conducting attacks
and thus recognizes the psychological as well as physical toll of its actions.?

Military Operations

Being both a national mainstream political party and an armed militia,
Hezbollah straddles the line between being a civilian organization and a mili-
tary organization. For instance, the group’s political offices as well as military
infrastructure are generally located below or among residential apartment
buildings, often within a city or suburb that is sympathetic to its cause and
that can assist it if needed.® Similarly, Hezbollah relies on numerous “part-
time” fighters who are civilian workers during the day and warriors at night,
thus making the distinction between civilian and combatant even more dif-
ficult to discern.

Hezbollah combatants do not wear uniforms while in combat, and their
command structure is less pyramid-like and more horizontal in nature. Rather
than having more prescribed military formations such as battalions, compa-
nies, and brigades, Hezbollah fighters operate in small teams of approximately
20 fighters, with few methods of identification.* Before Israel’s withdrawal in
2000, at any given time no more than 500 Hezbollah fighters were usually
involved in combat against the IDF and South Lebanon Army (SLA), who num-
bered approximately 1,500 and 2,500, respectively, in the Security Zone.

Operating out of heavily populated areas weakened the IDF’s and other
potential adversaries’ abilities to combat Hezbollah forces more effectively
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without being dragged into an urban warfare scenario. This tactic has proved
extremely effective from a military perspective, but it also raises the potential
costs for the civilian population, as civilians are often found at the center of
potential battlefields or next to prominent military targets.® Hezbollah has
also been found to operate in and around UNIFIL positions in prior years,
seemingly to achieve similar results.” After Israel’s withdrawal, Hezbollah
stepped up its development of Vietcong-like tunnels for supplies, transport,
and communications, all the while incorporating advanced weaponry such as
antiship missiles, sophisticated night-vision goggles, unmanned aerial vehi-
cles (UAVs), surface-to-surface missiles, and antitank missiles.® Since the Is-
raeli withdrawal, Hezbollah technology and military hardware have become
even more advanced, and Syria’s border has been purposely kept porous to
allow an easy flow of illegal weapons and personnel into and out of Leba-
non. Since the conflict between Hezbollah and Israel in the summer of
2006, the Shiite Islamist group has been rearming at a feverish pace. It now
reportedly has more than forty thousand rockets, operates fighters and
command posts among civilian positions in Shiite villages on its southern
border, and openly warns that it has a “precise bank of Israeli targets” to
strike in the event of another war, which will likely see Tel Aviv targeted by
its arsenal of rockets.’?

The tactic of drawing in civilian casualties compliments the group’s heavy
indoctrination that emphasizes a love of death and desire for martyrdom—
two elements that are infused into the training of Hezbollah fighters as well as
Shiite youth, who begin such indoctrination in Hezbollah-sponsored schools,
bands, and summer camps at a young age—they even have a Disney-like theme
park called “Mleeta” known as the “Tourist Landmark of the Resistance.”*? It
is also, of course, very difficult to counter someone who does not fear death.
Hezbollah and Iranian officials are infamous for expressing their pride in the
fact that, whereas Jews, Christians, and other “infidels” love life, the Shiites
love and seek out death. These statements are reminiscent of the type of lan-
guage used by al Qaeda, only it was used by Hezbollah decades beforehand.
To quote the former commander of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps,
“We shall win and you, the Westerners, shall lose because we gave 200,000
victims, martyrs, in eight years of war with Iraq and we have 300,000 dis-
abled and injured in this war—and we don’t care about it. But you, the West-
erners, are afraid to give 4,000 or 5,000 victims and casualties, so the final

victory will be ours.”!!
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Though the organization is quick to condemn attacks against its own civil-
ians, it relies on targeting Israeli civilians in order to help establish a deter-
rent capability and gain popular support. Hezbollah’s chief mode of attacking
Israeli civilians both before and after Israel’s departure from southern Leba-
non in 2000 has been primarily through the launching of rockets, missiles,
and mortars. When attempting to conduct kidnappings or other raids against
Israelis, Hezbollah forces often fire a barrage of rockets across a length of the
“Blue Line” of Israel’s northern border, in order to spread IDF forces thin be-
fore infiltrating through a small, defined area to carry out a given operation.'?
Katyushas are short-range multiple-rocket launcher systems first developed
for use by the Soviets during World War II. Although the number, size, dis-
tance, and potency of the rockets have advanced over the years, the concept
is essentially the same: bombard your target with numerous rockets in a short
period of time. While not particularly accurate, the rockets are cheap to pro-
duce and usually contain ball bearings that can spray up to one kilometer
away on impact. As a result, they are not particularly effective against mili-
tary forces but are perfect weapons for inflicting panic and casualties on an
adversary’s civilian population. Hezbollah first launched katyusha rockets
at Israel’s northern towns and cities following Secretary-General Musawi’s
assassination in 1992.'* Israeli border towns had long before fallen under
rocket; however, those had usually come from Palestinian groups, as they oc-
casionally still do today. Hezbollah has also acquired longer-range and more
accurate missiles, including the M-600/Fateh-110, the Zilzal I and II, and
reportedly even Scud-D surface-to-surface missiles.'* The bulk of these mis-
siles were acquired from Syria after the 2006 war with Israel and greatly
change the range, accuracy, and payload of Hezbollah’s missile capabilities.
This led U.S. secretary of defense Robert Gates to declare that Hezbollah
“has far more rockets and missiles than most governments in the world.”*®

With regard to tactics, Hezbollah has evolved over time. Initially it relied
solely on tactics that greatly limited the amount and types of engagements that
its fighters could have in battle. As a result, most attacks took the form of kid-
nappings, roadside bombs, booby traps, and, of course, suicide bombings.
Over time, however, Hezbollah attacks became bolder and more sophisticated.
Today, their tactics could be described as ranging between low- and medium-
intensity asymmetrical warfare that can incorporate more conventional meth-
ods and armaments. The group’s military patterns have developed in the past
decades, shifting in nature and scope in the years after the end of the civil
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war. In fact, beginning in the 1990s Hezbollah’s attacks against Israel started
to develop according to what Daniel Sobelman defined as specific “rules of
the game.”’® In the period between 1992 and 2000—the years preceding the
Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon—the group focused its attacks on the Secu-
rity Zone occupied by the IDF, conducting a generally limited attrition war
against Israel.

The IDF and Hezbollah during this period of time arrived at a common
“understanding” that committed the two sides to ensure “that under no cir-
cumstances will civilians be the target of attack, and that civilian populated
areas and industrial and electrical installations will not be used as launching
ground for attacks.”"” This agreement confirmed that the main battlefield be-
tween Hezbollah and the IDF would be the occupied areas in southern Leba-
non, in Israel’s Security Zone. The understanding had been de facto in force
as far back as 1993, through an informal and unwritten mutual commitment,
and it was later put in writing in 1996. Despite the terms of the 1996 under-
standing, the rules of engagement were not always observed. Yet the model of
limited and reciprocal military confrontation was one of the defining features
of Hezbollah’s military strategy in the decade preceding the Israeli withdrawal
and could be seen as a psychological victory for the group as it demonstrated
its deterrent capabilities vis-a-vis the Israelis.

After the end of the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon in 2000, the
rules of engagement were reapplied to the new post-withdrawal security en-
vironment, with Hezbollah focusing the majority of its attacks in the Sheba
Farms area, which the group asserts to be Lebanese territory under Israeli
occupation. In those years, the main guiding principle in shaping Hezbollah’s
military operations within and outside the disputed areas was an “eye for an
eye” and the need to gain a strategic balance with Israel.’® One of the tools
upon which the organization relied to correct what in Hezbollah’s mind was
a dangerous asymmetrical imbalance between the two sides was the kidnap-
ping of Israeli soldiers. This tactic was mostly employed as a bargaining chip
to obtain the release of Hezbollah’s militants and allies detained by Israel and
its allies.”

Yet the 2006 war saw the rules of the game change once again. That con-
flict was sparked after Hezbollah successfully killed and kidnapped two IDF
soldiers in a cross-border attack. When all was said and done, there were thou-
sands of Lebanese casualties and Hezbollah’s personnel and weapons stock-
pile were severely depleted. The conflict also demonstrated utter confusion
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on the Israeli side, which led to a subsequent revamping of Israel’s military
and political structure. Furthermore, the hostilities resulted in a new under-
standing: despite Israel’s tepid performance, the Jewish state’s actions were
enough to make it clear that it would no longer accept cross-border attacks
by Hezbollah either in the Har Dov (Sheba Farms) region or elsewhere within
Israel. UN Security Council Resolution 1701, which was passed in response to
the conflict, also called for UNIFIL to expand its role in order to ensure that
Hezbollah forces did not rearm south of the Litani River; an activity that the
organization has not openly defied. It is indeed common knowledge that He-
zbollah has been working very intensely to regroup and stockpile new weap-
ons in preparation for the next round of hostilities with Israel. Recently, the
Israeli government declassified a series of aerial images of southern Lebanon
showing bunkers and arms caches located in the area next to the Lebanese-
Israeli border to expose the organization’s activities and warn it of the level of
penetration of Israel’s intelligence services.?

Israel remained in occupation of the border town of Ghajar, whose city
lines cross the Israeli-incorporated Golan Heights, and whose citizens have
Israeli citizenship. Hezbollah, however, today identifies all of Ghajar as part of
Lebanese territory.

Hezbollah also helped pioneer and perfect the usage of suicide bombers or,
in the group’s own words, “martyrdom operations.” Their skill and lethality—
especially with regards to launching multiple, often simultaneous or back-to-
back attacks to inflict maximum casualties—became a calling card of Hez-
bollah that has since been mimicked by groups ranging from Hamas to al
Qaeda.?! Even on this front, the group has evolved considerably in its usage of
suicide operations specifically, and warfighting skills more generally. Starting
around 1991, the organization began to take bolder initiatives. As its profes-
sionalism rose, its fighters grew more elite, and its intelligence and reconnais-
sance collection became more accurate. Its units came to include an organized
infantry, an engineering division, an artillery force, a general staff, and a
signals branch.?? Hezbollah units began to launch raids on IDF and SLA em-
placements, carried out more sophisticated assassinations and ambushes,
and penetrated the ranks of the SLA and, occasionally, even the IDF. After
Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, those Hezbollah forces were aug-
mented with Iranian intelligence agents from the IRGC. As much as Israel
used its resources, including aircraft, artillery, tanks, and SIGINT, to try
and hunt down Hezbollah forces, its fighters often managed to evade the
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Israelis. Hezbollah itself had good intelligence and a better knowledge of the
terrain.?®

Hezbollah has become skilled not only at carrying out vehicle-borne
(VBIEDs) and suicide vest (SVIEDs) strikes—two types of attacks it has sig-
nificantly decreased its use of over time—but also at firing rocket-propelled
grenades (RPGs) and more advanced antitank weapons, laying sophisticated
booby traps, using improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and planting explo-
sively formed penetrators (EFPs). One retired IDF Special Forces reconnais-
sance soldier told of his experience in the cat-and-mouse game the IDF con-
ducted with Hezbollah. He explained that any time an Israeli soldier’s item
was found to have been left behind on a mission (e.g., a helmet, canteen), the
unit was sent back to retrieve it. By the time it was located, it would inevita-
bly have been booby-trapped, and the IDF would come to expect this. In gen-
eral, the cat-and-mouse games continued, as Israel developed increasingly
hi-tech weaponry to detect infiltration of enemy forces and jam explosive de-
vices, while Hezbollah in turn found both advanced and sometimes rather
simple ways of bypassing these technologies. These ideas included hanging
IEDs on tree branches because the Israelis came to expect them to be on the
ground, crawling along with sheep to avoid detection by sophisticated night
vision or infrared goggles, and developing devices to counter Israel’s jamming
abilities for IEDs.** In more recent years, as Israeli military technology has
further increased, the Shiite organization has tried to meet the challenges
with the planting of more sophisticated ambushes and IEDs, often combined
with the use of tunneling under Israeli borders and positions.

Hezbollah has become so sophisticated at planting IEDs and EFPs that
its forces have trained Shiite Iragi insurgents to do so in Iranian and Leba-
nese training camps. It has also assisted these insurgents in planning opera-
tions, procuring weapons, expanding communications, and developing hit
squads.?® With regard to Hezbollah’s communications, the organization com-
bines low-tech and high-tech methods. When messages are relayed, they of-
ten are done via motorcycle by men dressed in civilian clothing. Motorcycles
are also used to transfer fighters from one area to another.?® Riding in vehi-
cles as part of a convoy of Lebanese civilians fleeing a given battle continues to
be a common tactic for evading advancing forces during major IDF operations,
as the IDF increasingly provides civilians (and Hezbollah forces) with ample
warning before launching an attack on a given position. Aside from low-level
technology for communication purposes, Hezbollah has been increasing what
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E. V. Vandiver of the Center for Army Analysis described as “sophisticated
computer and communications networks [used] to relay messages to different
groups of fighters.”?” It even has developed its own internal private telephone
and communications network.?®

The summer 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah provided additional
glimpses into the group’s military strategy and its warfighting skills. Although
there is consistent evidence that Hezbollah heavily miscalculated Israel’s
reaction to the kidnapping operation of two Israeli soldiers in July 2006, the
group’s actual conduct during the war showed a remarkable level of organiza-
tional capacity.’”> Among other things, it demonstrated the evolution from a
marginal militia to a powerful armed group, which was able to employ both
conventional and nonconventional military tactics and survive a massive air
assault by one of the most powerful air forces in the world. Hezbollah relied
heavily on short-range rockets to inflict damage upon its adversary and raise
the costs of war for the Israeli side. To protect these rockets and their launch-
ing sites from Israeli forces, the organization devised a system that prioritized
defending and holding ground in a way that is most uncommon for the classic
“hit-and-run” tactics employed by traditional guerrilla organizations.*® In
this sense, Hezbollah'’s tactics did always not conform to those of a traditional
nonstate, armed group fighting a nonconventional war, as it “put too much

emphasis on holding ground.”*!

Yet it also failed to comply with the standard
for conventional warfare, as the organization “relied too extensively on ha-
rassing fires and unattended minefields; it put too much emphasis on coer-

32 One of the lessons it implemented after the 2006 conflict with Israel

cion.
was to remove its rocket launchers from forests and other densely wooded
areas where they could be more easily targeted by air strikes and rely increas-
ingly on hiding them under the cover of civilian infrastructure.

On balance, the group has shown the capacity to adopt both conventional
and nonconventional tactics and to act as a hybrid military organization—
an unequivocal sign of the organizational evolution of the militia since its cre-
ation in the early 1980s. As a result, Hezbollah’s use of irregular warfare can
no longer be considered solely in the realm of low-intensity conflict. Rather,
Hezbollah today is able to mix guerrilla and conventional warfare tactics and,
as a result, can successfully conduct medium-intensity conflict as well. Evi-
dence of this evolution was clear in its war against Israel in 2006, when the
group made use of high technology such as UAVs, SIGINT, and precision
guided weapons. More advanced technology and tactics will undoubtedly be
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on display by Hezbollah during any future conflict with Israel, which it has
promised will bring the fight to its enemy by attacking and holding Israeli ter-
ritory. These realities mark the first time that a nonstate armed group has
so effectively implemented such advanced tactics and reciprocal deterrence
vis-a-vis a state, leaving Major General (ret.) Robert Scales to call Hezbollah’s
tactics a “revolution in warfare.”3® This has also resulted in some American
officials coming to fear that traditional counterinsurgency doctrine would not
be enough to cope with the violence in Iraq and Afghanistan if Hezbollah’s
lessons are more fully transferred to, and implemented by, Islamists in those

parts of the world, as we are beginning to see.>*

Terrorism

Long before al Qaeda was being formed, when Osama bin Laden was just
another son of another wealthy Arab tycoon, Hezbollah was wreaking havoc
around the world. On April 18, 1983, a suicide bomber rammed his bomb-
laden truck into the U.S. Embassy in Beirut, killing 63 people, including 17
Americans. Many were members of the Central Intelligence Agency’s Beirut
station, who had been meeting during the time of the attack. Six months later
another truck, this time laden with six tons of TNT, was driven into the U.S.
Marine Corps barracks in Beirut, killing 241 Americans. Just a few miles away
at nearly the same time, 58 French paratroopers were killed in another suicide
attack. Although an organization calling itself Islamic Jihad claimed responsi-
bility for those bombings, and Hezbollah has maintained that it was not in-
volved in those attacks, U.S. intelligence determined that Hezbollah forces
were in fact responsible.>> By September 1984, Hezbollah had struck again,
this time bombing the U.S. embassy annex in Beirut, killing eleven more peo-
ple. The attacks were only a handful of a series of acts perpetrated by the Shi-
ite organization during the years of Lebanon’s civil war, contributing signifi-
cantly to its dossier on terrorism.

In alliance with the IRGC and the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and
Security (MOIS), Hezbollah continued to conduct kidnappings, suicide at-
tacks, and hijackings. It was not long before the U.S. Department of State put
out a $5 million bounty on Imad Mughniyah’s head; he was the man held
responsible for the death of more Americans in terrorist attacks until Osama
bin Laden on g/11. Although terrorist attacks and kidnappings of foreigners
within Lebanon generally ceased at the end of its second civil war, the group
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remained involved in several international terrorist plots during the 199os,
targeting Israeli and Jewish interests abroad. In 1992 a Hezbollah suicide
blew up his pickup truck by the Israeli Embassy in Buenos Aires, killing 29
people and wounding another 200. The attack destroyed the embassy as well
as a nearby Catholic Church and school building. Two years later, in coordina-
tion with Iranian intelligence, Hezbollah struck again, destroying the building
that housed the Jewish community center (AMIA) in Buenos Aires, killing 85
people and wounding over 300 more.*® That attack was an apparent response
to the Israeli assassination of Hezbollah’s secretary-general, Musawi, who was
killed by Israeli forces in 1992.% The brazen attack was a strong indication of
the terrorist group’s willingness to strike “soft target” Jewish sites around the
world, as more hardened Israeli government facilities were no longer as easily
available. Although the organization officially denied any involvement in the
Buenos Aires attacks, Argentinean investigators confirmed the group’s hand
in plotting and carrying out both operations.

Since the mid-1990s, the organization’s direct involvement in kidnappings
and other international attacks has ceased, but Hezbollah is still operationally
present abroad and, in recent years, has on multiple occasions tried to fulfill
numerous stated vows to retaliate for Mughniyah’s assassination. Israeli sites
have consequently been unsuccessfully targeted in West Africa, Azerbaijan,
Morocco, and Egypt. In the Moroccan plot, Hezbollah recruited an Israeli
Arab named Rawi Sultani to help track and kill the IDF chief of staff as he
was returning from a visit to Morocco. An Egyptian plot led to the arrest and
conviction of dozens of Hezbollah members, including its operational unit
head, Sami Hani Shihab. Senior Hezbollah leader Mohammed Qabalan was
also implicated in that attack, and it is believed that some of the members
were part of Hezbollah’s Unit 1800, which had resided in the area for years
and had trained in Libya and Sudan.?® There was also an attempted attack in
Turkey in December 2009, which was thwarted by Turkish security forces.*
Home to a sizable Lebanese expat community as well as a large Jewish popu-
lation, Canadian officials reportedly caught Hezbollah operatives conducting
surveillance on the Israeli Embassy in Ottawa, several synagogues in Toronto,
and numerous members of Israel’s El Al Airline operating out of Toronto’s
Pearson Airport.*® While all of these attempts have been unsuccessful, they
indicate a continued desire on the part of Hezbollah to exact revenge against
Israel, which it has openly blamed for the assassination of Mughniyah—a
man whose very existence and association with Hezbollah was denied until
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after he was killed. Notably, these foiled plots can also be seen as an increas-
ingly effective penetration of Hezbollah by Israeli intelligence, and closer
cooperation with allied intelligence agencies.

Regional Involvement: A Growing Trend

Hezbollah has always been an important regional player because of its politi-
cal power in Lebanon, its strategic relations with Iran and Syria, its capacity to
influence the Arab-Israeli conflict, and its ability to directly challenge Israel.
The organization’s strategy of regional involvement has generally been focused
on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, through both direct military engagements
with Israel and indirect support for Palestinian armed groups. During the sec-
ond Intifada that closely followed Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000,
Hezbollah attacks against Israel were often related to military developments in
the Palestinian territories. For instance, the group chose to escalate its military
attacks on the eve of Israel’s Operation Defensive Shield in the West Bank in
the spring of 2002, in solidarity with its “Palestinian brothers.”*

More recently, Hezbollah played a significant role in the December 2008
Israeli incursions into the Gaza Strip. While ensuring it did not get directly
involved, Hezbollah maintained a certain degree of participation in the war
by maintaining continuous communication with Hamas throughout the con-
flict. In December 2009, just a few days before the expiration of a cease-fire
between Hamas and Israel, Nasrallah launched a pan-Arab campaign to bring
an end to the military embargo of the Gaza Strip that was being enforced by
Israel and Egypt. The timing of these announcements indicated the existence
of an open channel of communication between the two groups, as well as a
minimum level of interorganizational coordination.*? Even more interestingly,
Hezbollah MP Mohammad Raad affirmed that his organization was able to
share its tactical knowledge with Hamas, influencing the conduct of the war.
This was evidenced by Hamas'’s increased reliance and deployment of Iranian
versions of the katyusha and grad rockets, with longer ranges than Hamas’s
own homemade “Qassams.”** Moreover, according to the Iranian newspaper
Hemayat, Hezbollah also trained Hamas to attack Merkava tanks, the IDF’s
heavily armored main battle tank.** The group did not, however, militarily
intervene directly in support of Hamas.

Hezbollah was also an important regional player in the context of the three-
week battle in the Gaza Strip between Israeli and Hamas forces, which took
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place in late 2008 and early 2009. The Shiite group effectively utilized its
media for propaganda and psychological warfare purposes, mobilizing the
Arab population across the Middle East. Moreover, the organization openly
attacked the leaders of Arab regimes that had assumed a more critical pos-
ture vis-a-vis Hamas. Hezbollah’s outspoken criticisms against the so-called
moderate Arab states, such as Jordan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Arab Gulf coun-
tries, were specifically targeted by Hezbollah officials, including Hezbollah MP
Nawaf Mousawi, who repeatedly lamented the “suspicious silence” of Arab
leaders during that conflict.** Similarly, the group lashed out at Saudi Arabia
for its alleged lack of leadership and questioned that state’s role in the context
of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Hezbollah’s criticism of “moderate” regional regimes, however, continued
long after an unofficial cease-fire was reached in Gaza. For example, on Sep-
tember 18, 2009, Hassan Nasrallah stressed that the organization viewed the
region as divided between “allies” and “enemies” of the “resistance” and em-
phasized the need to change the status quo. Referring to more pro-Western
Arab regimes, he stated that “we have to replace the regimes in the Arab coun-
tries with other regimes that are convinced of war in order to send their armies
to war.”#® Recognizing that such an option was not realistic in the short term,
Nasrallah stressed the need to boost popular resistance throughout the region
and added that the entire Middle East should follow the steps of Iran and Syria.

These statements indicated Hezbollah’s increased regional involvement as
well as the group’s use of its political and military status to affect the policies
of other regional players, while also influencing the Arab-Israeli conflict
through means other than direct military conflict. Similarly, the Gaza War
also represented the beginning of a harsh political confrontation between
Hezbollah and Egypt. Specifically, Nasrallah criticized Egypt for not opening
the Rafah border crossing during the Gaza flare up in late 2008 to early 2009
and called on the Egyptian people to protest against their governments. “Let
this Egyptian people take to the streets in the millions. Can the Egyptian
police kill millions of Egyptians? No, they cannot.”* These statements, which
were immediately supported by Egypt’s traditional adversary, Iran, signaled a
growing hostility toward the Egyptian regime as well as an attempt to weaken
its stature as a leader among the Arab and Muslim worlds.*® More recently, in
the wake of the protests of the “Arab street,” Hezbollah’s stance with respect
to the ongoing protest movements in the Middle East has been one of un-
equivocal support, with the organization openly celebrating the end of the
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Mubarak regime. In the group’s discourse, the demise of Mubarak is de-
scribed as tantamount to the beginning of the “ousting” of U.S. allies from
region and to the parallel rise of the “resistance axis.” In his February 16, 2011,
speech, Nasrallah eloquently explained this paradigm by stating: “The major
blow to the resistance . . . was the participation of the Egyptian regime in the
Camp David Agreement and consequently the emergence of Egypt from the
Arab-Israeli struggle.”* The fall of Mubarak is then seen as marking the end
of the Israeli-Egyptian détente, which will in turn change the balance of
power in the Arab-Israeli conflict in favor of the “resistance.”

Besides the increased political confrontation with “moderate” Arab re-
gimes, Hezbollah’s regional involvement included an increased operational
presence outside of Lebanon. This is not an entirely new development, as
noted in the case study on the tri-border region earlier in this study. Hezbol-
lah is believed to have bases as far away as Nigeria, where it not only trains
local forces on military matters but indoctrinates them as well.>® Similarly,
the organization had been accused of arming and training other Islamist
forces into its ranks, with Somali Islamist insurgents being a prime example
of these activities.” In this context, Arab media widely covered the aforemen-
tioned discovery of a Hezbollah network operating clandestinely within Egypt.
The investigation began in April 2009 with the arrest of forty-nine Egyptians,
Palestinians, and Lebanese who were allegedly Hezbollah-affiliated operatives
working in Egypt.>* Local authorities later confirmed the arrests of twenty-
six individuals, who were charged with assisting Hezbollah and brought to
trial in front of the State Security Emergency Court.>® As the investigations
unfolded, Egyptian cabinet minister Mufed Shehab under Mubarak disclosed
that local authorities had seized explosive belts from the Hezbollah cell and
revealed that the group had been monitoring tourist resorts in the Sinai, an
area with a high concentration of international and Israeli tourists,>* as well as
keeping track of ship schedules in the Suez Canal.** In Lebanon, Hezbollah
denied its connections to the local cell,*® but later the secretary-general admit-
ted that at least one of the arrested militants, the alleged ringleader Sami Hani
Shihab, was a Hezbollah agent dispatched to Egypt. Hezbollah claimed his
role was to aid Hamas in smuggling weapons through the Egyptian-
Palestinian border. During the 2011 revolution in Egypt, most of those ar-
rested by Egyptian authorities escaped from jail, while the post-Mubarak re-
gime released the remaining prisoners.
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The existence of an organized clandestine Hezbollah presence in Egypt
signals a trend of increased operational involvement and boldness in the re-
gion. This trend seems to also be confirmed by Kuwaiti reports that described
the growing visibility and activism of the local Hezbollah branch, allegedly
attempting to enhance its political role and increase its internal strength.>’
News reports from the Gulf States in late 2009 confirmed that as many as
three Hezbollah militants were killed during a confrontation in Yemen be-
tween government troops and the Houthist rebels in the Saada region in the
north of the country.>®

Despite the difficulty in accurately assessing Hezbollah’s actual operational
presence outside of Lebanon, its activities have clearly taken on a new dimen-
sion. The fact that the group has been remarkably more visible outside its
traditional areas of operation is of particular note. That reality, along with
the more active role it has taken in supporting local “resistance” cells and its
increasingly vociferous disapproval of more “moderate Arab regimes,” repre-
sents a significant development, one that may signal that the group is seeking
a more prominent, powerful, and permanent role in the region.

Propaganda and Psychological Warfare

Whether by shaping or simply by reflecting reality, the media have both a
global and a local impact that both state and nonstate actors alike must take
into consideration when devising their strategies and tactics. Nonstate armed
groups such as Hezbollah have understood that this new trend has a substan-
tial impact on their agenda. As Joseph Nye has explained, “The current strug-
gle is not only about whose army wins, but also whose story wins.”’

Groups like Hezbollah use the media for multiple reasons: to communicate
with its followers, to draw support for its cause, to recruit, and to influence the
opponent’s perception of reality. Shahar defines the last tactic as psychological
warfare.®” Alternatively, John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt from RAND define
it as “netwar’:

Netwar refers to information-related conflict at a grand level between nations or
societies. It means trying to disrupt, damage, or modify what a target population
“knows” or thinks it knows about itself and the world around it. A netwar may

focus on public or elite opinion, or both.®!
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Hezbollah has become adept and understanding the importance of effec-
tive propaganda, public diplomacy, and psychological warfare and in many
ways conducts them more effectively than its adversaries, including Israel
and the United States. The organization has skillfully been able to record at-
tacks on IDF soldiers and get those images uploaded and on the air the very
same day, just in time for the evening news, ensuring maximum propaganda
effectiveness for its target audiences. The organization is all too aware of
Israeli society’s sensitivity to casualties, in part because the IDF is a conscrip-
tion army in a small country.®? It exaggerates the number of Israeli casualties
it causes, inflates the number of Lebanese civilians killed or injured by Israel,
and underreports its own losses.®

Like all conflicts that involve Israel, Hezbollah’s battles have taken on a life
of their own in terms of using and abusing the world’s media, which have in-
creasingly become effective tools of war available to each side.®* For some per-
spective, the Israeli Foreign Ministry’s public diplomacy, or Hasbara budget,
is smaller than Hezbollah’s Al-Manar satellite television station. Al-Manar’s
budget stands at approximately $15 million with three hundred employees.
Although this may not sound like a lot in comparison to CNN or Fox News, it
is around half the size of the budget of Al Jazeera.®® Hezbollah and Israel both
must contend with the biases present in the world’s media that present instant
news around the world, and unlike the 1990s when cable television made
news available to people twenty-four-hours a day, today each side must also
deal with the proliferation of online news sites and blogs that seek ever shorter
sound bites to get their messages across as quickly as possible. Furthermore,
each side has devoted time and effort to prove accusations of bias and portray
itself as the victim in the conflict.®® While the pro-Arab camp attempts
to influence the media by portraying the Arab world as victims of Israeli,
U.S., and other Western aggression, the pro-Israel camp increasingly attempts
to tie its conflicts to the U.S. “War on Terror.” Both have seen moderate suc-
cess, depending on what part of the globe you examine.®’

Hezbollah has a number of media outlets at its disposal to spread its message
of propaganda that focuses on anti-Israeli, anti-Semitic, and anti-American
rhetoric. These include Al-Manar (the Beacon), multiple radio stations, includ-
ing its largest, Al-Nour (the Light), newspapers such as al-Intiqad (the Criti-
cism), and a plethora of Web sites that are run independently as well as by the
previously mentioned outlets.®® Al-Manar’s first broadcast took place in 1989,
when it televised Ayatollah Khomeini’s funeral.®® It calls itself the “Station of
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Resistance” and admits that its primary goal is to wage “effective psychologi-
cal warfare against the Zionist enemy [the term it uses to refer to Israel].””°
To reach this goal, Hezbollah caters its programming appropriately, with its
terrestrial channel differing slightly from its satellite one, because they target
different audiences. In addition to its primary audience in the Lebanese, Arab,
and Muslim worlds, its secondary audience has become the Israeli military
and people (both Jewish and Arab), with reports made in Hebrew to “under-
mine the morale” of the IDF and Israeli society.”*

Al-Manar is a consistently popular network in the Middle East, but during
times of conflict that involve Hezbollah, it becomes the top channel to watch
in the Arab world as it provides coverage of Hezbollah that no other station
can. When unable to find a real image to meet its needs, there have been cases
where Hezbollah media simply create ones to their liking. These photos are
often picked up by the international news media and can make front-page
news before they are found to be false, too often resulting in just a small cor-
rection made a few days later.”? Furthermore, Al-Manar has been a key tool
in spreading Hezbollah’s political and military analysis of the world, as well
as expanding the group’s understanding of the Arab-Israeli conflict and its
enemies. By articulating and promoting Hezbollah’s ideology both regionally
and globally, Al-Manar directly boosts the popularity and legitimacy of Hez-
bollah, thus having a real impact on public opinion.

An analysis of Al-Manar news coverage for the 2008—9 Israeli military
operations in the Gaza Strip can provide powerful insight into Hezbollah’s
media-savvy approach and impact. Since the beginning of the hostilities, the
group embarked in a massive media campaign to link the fighting in Gaza to
the 2006 war in Lebanon, affirming that the 2008 campaign continued Isra-
el’s military decline in the region. On Al-Manar, Hezbollah secretary-general
Nasrallah explained: “What is taking place in the Gaza Strip is a Palestinian
version of what took place in Lebanon in July 2006.” He added, “The Israelis
said they learnt lessons from the second war in Lebanon, but it seems that the
resistance in Gaza benefited from these lessons more than the Israelis. Actu-
ally, the lessons are making the Israelis appear weak and hesitant. . . . They
[the Israelis] are afraid of failure.””3

This kind of rhetoric was crucial in shaping the regional understanding of
the war, and irrespective of the military results on the ground, Hezbollah ran
a well-planned media campaign to assert the weakness of the Israeli deterrence
paradigm. After the IDF’s pullout from Gaza in 2009, the group congratulated
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Hamas “on the victory they have achieved in the face of the Zionist ruthless
aggression against the Gaza Strip.””* This tactic was similarly employed in the
aftermath of the war in Lebanon in July 2006, when Hezbollah media ran a
sophisticated campaign to promote the idea of “divine victory” that the group
had allegedly inflicted upon the IDF. In the end, Hezbollah’s media campaigns
contributed to boosting the group’s image and creating a narrative of victory
as much as the organization’s actual fighting on the ground. Although this
narrative was generally not as well accepted as it was after the 2006 war be-
tween Israel and Hezbollah, its pervasiveness was nonetheless significant.

The United States is also an increasing target of Hezbollah media, particu-
larly since the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. Referring to the United
States in Iraq, Hezbollah uses nearly identical messages of hate and images of
death that it used to refer to Israeli activities in Lebanon. While the organiza-
tion has stated that its battle is not against the American people but rather
against the American government and its foreign policy, it continues to view
the United States as a terrorist state and the world’s greatest oppressor, which
acts as “judge of the world” and conducts “crimes against humanity.””> Hez-
bollah’s propaganda arm, spearheaded by its savvy Al-Manar television station
as well as its professional looking Web sites, are increasingly mimicked by
other Islamist organizations, including al Qaeda, which recognize the bene-
fits of such technology in reaching audiences around the world.”® Although
Al-Manar television has been banned in the United States since 2004, it is
available in many other places around the world.”” As a result, Hezbollah’s
anti-American, anti-Israeli, and anti-Semitic messages continue to spread and
resonate among Arabs and Muslims worldwide.
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The Palestinian Players
A Background

FOLLOWING ISRAEL’S BIRTH on May 14, 1948, neighboring Arab armies joined
the already engaged Palestinian fighters in an effort to quash the nascent
Jewish state. With rallying cries that included “Slaughter the Jews” and “Drive
the Jews into the sea,” the invading Arabs declared that the fight would be “a
war of extermination,” in an attempt to stop what they saw as a continuation
of Western colonialism in the region. Their attempts were unsuccesstul, how-
ever, and an armistice agreement in 1949 brought an end to the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War. This war, celebrated by Israel as its War of Independence and
known to Palestinian and Israeli Arabs as the al nakba, or “catastrophe,” was
the result of the decision by the United Nations to partition British Mandate
Palestine in 1947. In truth, the partition actually took place in two stages.
British Mandate Palestine originally included the territories that today in-
clude modern-day Israel, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, as well as the
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. In 1922, in an effort to appease the Arab
world’s displeasure with the Balfour Declaration that had recognized a Jew-
ish homeland in Palestine, the British decided to break away 76 percent of
Mandate Palestine and create a new area solely for Arab use and settlement,
known as Transjordan. This territory, which would later be renamed the
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, became off limits to Jewish immigration. The
Hashemites were given control over Transjordan largely as a thank-you ges-
ture from the British for their assistance in ousting the Ottomans during
World War I. This left the remaining 23 percent of original Mandate Pales-
tine to be divvied up.! That second partition took place as part of the 1947 UN
Partition Plan, which was approved by the UN General Assembly under Res-
olution 181 on November 29, 1947, and called for a further division of the re-
maining land into two states: one Jewish and one Arab.

The results of the 1948 Arab-Israeli War saw an expansion of the land orig-
inally apportioned to the Jews, which at some points had been less than a
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mile wide and was considered largely impossible to defend. The war also re-
sulted in a large number of Palestinian Arab refugees who either left of their
own accord or were forced out of their homes. These refugees, who num-
bered anywhere from 450,000 (by some Israeli estimates) to 800,000 (by
some Arab estimates), generally settled in the West Bank (under Jordanian
control), the Gaza Strip (under Egyptian occupation), Jordan, Syria, and Leb-
anon.2 In the years just before, during, and immediately after the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War, approximately 800,000 Jewish refugees either left or were more
generally expelled from Arab countries, with thousands more killed in po-
groms.®> Most of these Jewish refugees were either absorbed into Israel or
moved to the West. This reality prompted Israeli officials to argue that the two
massive movements of refugees—one Palestinian and one Jewish—resulted
in an “exchange of population” similar to those that had been carried out by
other countries, such as India and Pakistan, or Turkey and Greece.* For the
Arab world, this thesis was flatly rejected, however, as the war was viewed as
an attempt to install a foreign people onto Arab soil, in continuation of past
colonialist and imperialist policies.

Having rejected the creation of Israel, the invading Arab armies occupied
the remaining portions of Mandate Palestine that had been apportioned to the
Palestinian Arabs. The Egyptians conquered the Gaza Strip and put it under
military administration, which severely restricted the Palestinian Arabs living
in the area. As the Egyptian representative to the armistice talks with Israel
would later say, “We don't care if all the refugees will die. There are enough
Arabs around.” In this phase, the Arab world did not show a high degree of
sensitivity with respect to the Palestinians and their case for statehood. From
the beginning, Palestinian refugees were treated more as political tools against
Israel than as fellow Arab brothers in need of real assistance. For this reason,
certain countries within the Arab world backed withholding citizenship to
Palestinian refugees and supporting the creation of the Palestinians’ own UN
refugee agency, known as the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA). UNRWA is separate from the agency in charge of the rest of the
world’s refugees, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), and maintains a separate definition for “refugee.”

During the Egyptian occupation of Gaza from 1949 to 1967, the Muslim
Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimeen) in Gaza was twice banned from any
activities, the first time being in 1949. The second ban took place in 1954,
after an assassination attempt on Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser.°
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After an apparent coup attempt against the ruling “Free Officers” in Egypt in
1965, a vicious clampdown on the Muslim Brotherhood’s activities was con-
ducted. It was during this time that the revered radical Islamist leader, Sayyid
Qutb, was executed by the Egyptian government, and the future leader of
Hamas, Ahmed Yassin, was arrested for Islamist activities.”

The West Bank on the other hand had been conquered by the Jordanians in
the 1948 war. In an effort to support its claim over all of Mandate Palestine,
Jordan officially annexed the West Bank in 1950.% The Jordanian approach to
governing the West Bank was radically different from the model imple-
mented by Egypt. The Kingdom of Jordan assumed a more moderate stance
toward Israel and Zionism, while it also tolerated and even supported the po-
litical manifestations of the Muslim Brotherhood in the West Bank. The Jor-
danians, and other monarchies such as Saudi Arabia, used Islam and Islamic
movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood to legitimate their rule. This
alliance also became a powerful tool against the secular pan-Arab national-
ism that would be led by the Egyptians, who were critical of the Arab monar-
chies.? As a result, the Jordanian regime granted much greater freedom of
operation to its branch of the Muslim Brotherhood than did the Egyptians.’

The positive relationship between Jordan and Islamist groups would later
continue after the creation of Hamas, which was permitted to have its head-
quarters in Jordan for many years. At the same time, however, both Egypt and
Jordan supported the activities of Palestinian organizations fighting against
Israel. Yet, in both the Egyptian and Jordanian cases, the ongoing support for
the Palestinians did not go hand in hand with the promotion of the Palestin-
ian national cause (especially in the Jordanian case), and the idea of creating
a state of Palestine in the West Bank and Gaza Strip was never seriously
considered by these countries. Rather, at this stage, Arab governments pro-
moted the destruction of Israel and supported Palestinian organizations that
worked toward that goal. As long as Palestinians did not threaten their own
governments and instead focused their efforts outward, toward targeting the
nascent Jewish state, their activities were tolerated. Support for Palestinian
activities ranged from mere lip service to financial and military aid for their
Arab fighters, known as the fedayeen.

Both Jordanian and Egyptian control over the West Bank and Gaza Strip
ended after the 1967 Six-Day War, when Israel conquered and occupied those
territories along with the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights, thus deeply
shifting the dynamics of the conflict. The war was, at first, considered a great
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victory for the Jewish state, which at that stage had set about developing a
policy it hoped would strike a balance between protecting its own interests
and still leaving the door open for the possibility of peace with its Arab neigh-
bors. The war, however, created new facts on the ground, including the Israeli
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and Israel’s direct control over
the Palestinian residents of those areas. This reality initiated a process that in
the long term would make both the maintenance of that balance and the
achievement of a resolution to the ongoing conflict increasingly challenging.

A similar situation would also arise from Israel’s control over East Jerusa-
lem, which had been previously held by the Jordanians. Upon conquering the
eastern half of the city, the Jewish State declared the entire city of Jerusalem
would henceforth be considered Israel’s capital. From an Israeli perspective,
the “reunification” of Jerusalem under Israeli authority was a reaffirmation
of the strong religious and ideological connection between the holy city and
its Jewish roots. Israel set about reclaiming synagogues and other Jewish sites
that had been either destroyed or converted to mosques while under Jorda-
nian occupation. It allowed Jews to return to ancient sites where they had
been banned by the Jordanians and mandated that each religious site be ad-
ministered instead by its respective religion. Israel ultimately decided that
control over Judaism’s holiest site, which is also Islam’s third holiest site—
known to the Jews as the Temple Mount and to the Muslims as the Haram
el-Sharif—would be administered by the Muslim religious body known as
the waqf, under the continued guidance of the Jordanian monarchy, which
assumed the role of protectorate."! From an international law perspective, the
Israeli takeover of East Jerusalem and the subsequent steps the Jewish state
took to extend its de facto control over the city were highly controversial. The
international community immediately protested these actions, affirming that
“acquisition of territory by military conquest is inadmissible.”*? The UN posi-
tion on the matter, unaltered since 1967, has in fact been that “all legislative
and administrative measures and actions taken by Israel, including expropri-
ation of land and properties thereon, which tend to change the legal status of
Jerusalem are invalid and cannot change that status.”’® This is a position that
the international body would reiterate following Israel’s official incorpora-
tion of the eastern part of the city, after the passage of a 1980 law declaring
Jerusalem its “undivided” capital, a position that it holds to this day.

In the Israeli mindset, the policies implemented in the aftermath of the
1967 war were developed out of the assumption that its occupation of Arab
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areas could provide it with an unprecedented opportunity to reach a final
lasting peace accord with its Arab neighbors.* As Minister Yigal Allon, one
of the Israeli architects of the 1967 war would say at the time, “This is an
historic opportunity. We can get comprehensive peace or separate treaties.”"
At the same time, Israel’s occupation and extension of military control over
the West Bank and Gaza Strip led to the establishment of the country’s direct
ruling over approximately one million Palestinians, further complicating the
dynamics of the conflict.

During the first few months after the end of the 1967 war, Israel’s military
administration over the West Bank and Gaza Strip maintained the preexist-
ing Arab civil service, allowing Jordanian law to remain and temporarily
pulling the majority of its forces from major Arab population centers. At the
same time, it also lifted roadblocks and curfews, which allowed Palestinians
to travel into Israel proper as well as into Jordan, and reopened trade routes
with both Jordan and Israel. No settlements were built during these earliest
months, but rather the first years of Israel’s occupation saw schools and hos-
pitals built, utilities expanded and in many cases tied to Israel’s own grid, and
trade significantly increased.

In the wake of the 1967 Six-Day War, the Arab world reacted to Israel’s on-
going policies and to its extended military occupation with the Arab League’s
now infamous September 1967 Khartoum declaration, which rejected the
possibility of signing a peace treaty with Israel, of directly engaging in nego-
tiations with the Jewish state, and of accepting Israel’s de jure existence. A
few months later, in November 1967, the UN Security Council passed Resolu-
tion 242, urging Israel to withdraw from territories occupied during the pre-
ceding war.'® Notably, the resolution purposely left out which territories ex-
actly Israel needed to withdraw from, leaving open the possibility that Israel
could remain in control of some land. UNSCR 242, which formed the basis
for a two-state solution, was publicly rejected by most of the Arab world for
many years. Israel’s prime minister Levi Eshkol outlined his country’s willing-
ness to give up the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Sinai Peninsula, and Golan Heights
in return for peace with its Arab neighbors. Such a move would have been
rather simple at the time, as no settlements were yet built and thus little pres-
sure could be exerted by constituents. As long as peace was not a viable option,
the Israeli government found it useful to first develop “facts” on the ground,
under the argument laid out by Defense Minister Moshe Dayan at the time:
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“If the Arabs refuse to make peace . . . we cannot stand still. If we are denied
their cooperation, let us act on our own.”’

These “facts” came largely in the form of settlements, which in the years
that followed would be built in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Golan Heights,
and parts of Sinai, through the specialized agricultural-military infantry
force known as Nahal, which had already helped establish many villages and
cities in Israel proper.'® These Nahal settlements would serve not only mili-
tary objectives but ideological ones as well. The West Bank, also known as
Judea and Samaria, is home to a number of Judaism’s and Christianity’s holi-
est sites. Some of these settlements would be built on lands that had previ-
ously been Jewish towns prior to their destruction before and during the 1948
war, while many others would be built on land expropriated or confiscated
from the Palestinian population. Many would later be handed over to Israeli
citizens and further developed, settled, and expanded significantly. Israel’s
settlement policy from the beginning was one of the most controversial as-
pects of its occupation of the Palestinian territories, and it has continuously
been rejected by the international community, both because it is held to be
in violation of international humanitarian law and because it is seen as cre-
ating Jewish-only enclaves in Palestinian areas, thus rendering future with-
drawals and removal of the military occupation more challenging.

The Gaza Strip in particular was at first very sparsely settled by Israel. No
settlements were initially built in Gaza, with the exception of Kfar Darom in
1970, which had been rebuilt on the same plot where it had originally stood both
in 1936 and again in 1946 (after having been overrun and destroyed in 1939)."
The majority of Gaza’s settlements were built in the 1980s, with some estab-
lished as late as the 1990s.%° This was mainly the result of Israel’s initial uncer-
tainty over what to do with Gaza. The Egyptians made clear during peace nego-
tiations that they did not want it back, and Prime Minister Levi Eshkol would
quickly come to realize that it was “a bone stuck in our [Israelis’] throats.”*!

From the Palestinians’ perspective, the post-1967 military occupation rep-
resented a second collective trauma, after the 1948 Nakba, and a continua-
tion of Israel’s denial of their right to self-determination. Although in some
aspects the lot of the Palestinians may have improved after the 1967 war, they
were still living under military occupation, only this time by a state and peo-
ple that they viewed had destroyed their own. Palestinians living in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip were put under Israeli military rule, and as such, their
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freedoms and rights were severely impaired. In the West Bank, Israel decided
against formally annexing the area, as such a move would require granting
citizenship to so many Palestinian Arabs that it would risk the Jewish nature
of the state. Consequently, the Palestinians who worked in Israel proper
would grow increasingly resentful of the clear disparity in standards of living
and rights between themselves and the Israelis. In less populated areas such
as the Golan Heights, the land was officially incorporated, and the local Arab
populations were offered Israeli citizenship, thus ending the legal occupation
of that land in the eyes of the Israeli government. For all of these reasons,
Palestinian nationalist sentiment and the right to self-determination through
the use of armed struggle took on a major role after 1967.%

Another important consequence of Israel’s rule of the Palestinian territo-
ries was the renewed freedom that was awarded to Islamic and Islamist orga-
nizations. This was especially significant in Gaza, where the Muslim Brother-
hood had been banned and forced to operate clandestinely under Egyptian
control. From the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, Israel went out of its way to
support these Muslim groups in order for them to serve as a counterweight
to the PLO and its secular brand of nationalism.?* This initial Israeli support
is what has led many to assert rather erroneously that Israel “created” Hamas.
In reality, as long as these organizations were not found to support anti-Israeli
activities, they were largely left alone to operate their social welfare systems.
First developed by the Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza in 1946, the Islamic Char-
itable League, or al Mujamma al-Islami (hitherto referred to as the Mujamma),
was a “network of social, charitable, and educational institutions linked to the
local mosques.”** Such Islamic charities existed throughout the Muslim world,
providing social welfare to needy Muslims in line with the Islamic instruction
to give charity, or zakat. Following Israel’s takeover of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, these Islamist groups slowly were able to upgrade their operations and
thus increase their popularity. At the same time, they gradually began to be
more involved in political activities against Israel. As many of these charities
began to support anti-Israeli political and military operations, Israel increas-
ingly monitored and prohibited many of their actions.*

Israel’s occupation of Gaza was, however, not the only reason why Pales-
tinian Islamist groups, including the Muslim Brotherhood, began to develop
and gain popularity in the years following the 1967 war. Israel’s tremendous
victory in 1967 resulted in a clear failure for Nasser’s secular pan-Arabism.
The progressive decline of pan-Arabism in the Arab world and the sense of
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frustration and disappointment as a consequence of the military defeat of
1967 would lead to a major rise in Islamist ideology among the Palestinians,
who were traditionally a rather secular people.

Additional events would lead to increased Islamist sentiment among Pal-
estinians. The improved result of the 1973 Yom Kippur Arab-Israeli War and
the later jolt to the oil markets around the world were the first additional
stimuli. This new environment provided Islamists with not only a massive
infusion of funding but also an increase in adherents who felt out of step with
the ever-wealthier Arab elite.?® Additionally, although the Palestinian Muslim
population was nearly completely Sunni, the 1979 Iranian revolution further
radicalized them, as did the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.27 Finally, the de-
feat and expulsion of the PLO from Lebanon in 1982 further helped to increase
the number of Islamists among Palestinians. The year 1982 also led to a resur-
gence in Islamist ideology, as the Palestinians’ loss in Lebanon was blamed on
their lack of adherence to Islamic thought and doctrine.?® Despite their rise in
popularity, Palestinian Islamists continued to be challenged by secular groups
for the hearts and minds of the Palestinian people.?” No group was more em-
blematic of this than the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), and in par-
ticular Yasser Arafat’s dominant Fatah party. Arafat, Fatah, the PLO, and the
later Palestinian Authority (PA) all took steps to minimize support for Islamist
organizations, chief among them Hamas.

The PLO and Fatah

The rise of Islamism following the 1967 defeat was part of a greater trend
toward growing Palestinian nationalist movements. Palestinian nationalism
overall continued to be fundamentally secular in nature, with leftist ideolo-
gies such as Marxism playing a major role and religion providing a more private
character to Palestinian identity.>® Secular groups such as Arafat’s Fatah party
did, however, also use Islamic symbolism for popularity purposes. In fact, the
name Fatah itself is a reverse acronym for Harakat al-Tahrar al-Filistini, or
“Liberation Movement of Palestine,” which refers to the historical period
of expansion within Islam and was thus a very appealing name.*' Addition-
ally, drafts of a constitution for a future Palestinian state explicitly affirmed
that “Arabic and Islam are the official Palestinian language and religion.”**

Since its founding in 1964, the PLO served as an umbrella organization for
Palestinian “resistance” groups that attacked Israelis. Following the 1967
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war, it became increasingly clear to Palestinians that they could not rely on
the greater Arab world to bring about Israel’s destruction. They came to rec-
ognize that a more autonomous movement was needed to carry on the armed
struggle against Israel even more directly. In this sense, armed attacks and
terrorism as a tool began to increase significantly, as the Palestinians simul-
taneously began to call for their right to self-determination. It was during
this time that Yasser Arafat became chairman of the PLO, and his Fatah
faction the dominant party in the organization. Arafat used his newfound
platform to plan spectacular “blind terrorism” attacks during the 1970s as a
way to effectively bring the Palestinian cause to international consciousness
and arouse support for it in the Arab and Muslim worlds.*® Despite, or per-
haps as a result of, the horrific nature of these attacks, which included assas-
sinations, bombings, kidnappings, and airplane hijackings around the world,
Arafat and Palestinians such as PFLP head George Habash, were very effec-
tive at raising the plight of the Palestinians to the world’s consciousness.*

By 1974 the Arab League had named the PLO as the “sole legitimate repre-
sentative of the Palestinian people,” yet it was not until July 1988 that Jordan
dropped its claim to the West Bank, thereby conceding much of its role as
representative of the Palestinian people.®® In 1989 the PLO recognized UN
resolutions 242 and 338, essentially accepting the notion of negotiations with
Israel based on a two-state solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This
acceptance also allowed for a significant rise in acceptance of the PLO by
the international community.*® Arafat, who had previously been perhaps the
best-known terrorist in the world, was able to make over his reputation into
that of a pragmatic revolutionary, freedom fighter, and statesman. This policy
change would also become a major source of contention with groups such as
Hamas, which from their onset criticized the PLO because of its “moderate”
drive toward independence. Yet, despite the Islamist and radical leftist groups’
rejection of a two-state solution with Israel, the majority of the Palestinian
population backed Fatah and its political evolution. Following the signing of
the 1993 Oslo Accords, Arafat rode a wave of immense popularity amongst
Palestinians. When he returned to the West Bank in 1994 after decades in
exile, he returned as leader of the newly formed Palestinian Authority. The
exuberant crowds who rejoiced at his return were evidence of just how much
support he had amassed.

The Oslo Accords appeared for many to be the dawn of a new era in the
Middle East, one that would transform the region and relations between
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Arabs and Israelis. The Cold War had just ended and peace talks had the
backing of the sole remaining superpower, thus further raising the hopes of
all involved parties. By 1994, Israel and Jordan signed a peace agreement long
in the making, while negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians
continued. However, the Declaration of Principles agreed upon in Oslo and
the subsequent creation of the Palestinian Authority did not provide a sta-
ble platform to solve the conflict between the Israelis and Palestinians.

From an Israeli perspective, there was an issue of trust on whether Fatah’s
recognition of Israel’s right to exist was genuine, and whether there was a
real acceptance of Israel as a Jewish state. Furthermore, soon after Israel
handed over control of parts of the West Bank to the newly created Palestin-
ian Authority, suicide attacks appeared in Israel for the first time, thus fur-
ther hindering many Israelis’ trust in their Palestinian counterparts. Yet,
from the Palestinians’ perspective, the self-government formula agreed upon
in Oslo was not extensive or effective enough. As they saw it, the February
1994 terrorist attack at the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron by a Jewish set-
tler was a major impetus for the suicide bombing campaign against Israelis.
Israel’s continued settlement expansion activities even in the aftermath of
the accords further undermined the level of trust in the Israeli government.
Although settlement expansion was not explicitly forbidden in the accords,
it was generally viewed as unacceptable by the international community and
led to an increasing wariness between the two sides. This was only exacer-
bated in the years that followed, as both Palestinian attacks on Israeli civil-
ians and Israeli reprisals and settlement building continued.

As the euphoria of the moment seemed to pass, so did the feelings of
goodwill on both sides. Following the collapse of the Camp David IT Summit
in July of 2000, violence began to spiral out of control. By September, the
second Intifada, dubbed the Al Agsa Intifada by the Palestinians, had com-
menced. Unlike the first Intifada in 1987, this second uprising was marked by
greater force, more weaponry, and sophisticated low-intensity warfare tactics
throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Furthermore, whereas the first
uprising was largely spontaneous, Israeli sources claimed that the second
round of fighting was planned and sponsored by Arafat, in conjunction with
other groups such as Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ). Pales-
tinian sources have asserted that Ariel Sharon’s controversial visit to the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem when he was a sitting member of the Knesset
spurred the violence. An American fact-finding commission, headed by Senator
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George J. Mitchell, reported that “we have no basis on which to conclude that
there was a deliberate plan by the PA to initiate a campaign of violence at the
first opportunity; or to conclude that there was a deliberate plan by the GOI
[Government of Israel] to respond with lethal force. However, there is also no
evidence on which to conclude that the PA made a consistent effort to con-
tain the demonstrations and control the violence once it began; or that the
GOI made a consistent effort to use non-lethal means to control demonstra-
tions of unarmed Palestinians. Amid rising anger, fear, and mistrust, each
side assumed the worst about the other and acted accordingly.”*’

The second Intifada also marked the beginning of the decline of Fatah
within the Palestinian territories and the progressive rise of Hamas’s popu-
larity and credibility. In parallel, as the situation on the ground deteriorated,
so did the relations between Arafat, Israel, and the United States, as both the
Sharon and Bush administrations refused to have any contact with him, fur-
ther weakening both Fatah and the Palestinian Authority. By the time he fell
ill before his death in November 2004, he had been isolated in his damaged
Mugata headquarters compound in Ramallah, surrounded by Israeli forces
and largely shunned by members of the international community.*®

The outbreak of violence during the second Intifada highlighted important
divisions within secular Palestinian society more generally and the Fatah
leadership in particular. The Palestinian population as a whole is divided by
those who live within Mandate Palestine (excluding Jordan), known as the
“insiders,” or al-dakhil, and those in the diaspora known as the “outsiders,” or
al-kharij. The insiders were further separated according to whether they lived
as Israeli citizens in Israel proper, or whether they lived in the West Bank or
Gaza Strip.* Yet a further division existed between Palestinian Arabs who
lived in refugee camps after 1948 and those not considered refugees until
Israel’s takeover of the land in 1967.

Within Fatah itself, three major divisions existed that have resulted in in-
creasing tensions within the organization. The first group, made up most fa-
mously of Arafat, Mahmoud Abbas, and Ahmed Qureia, were known as the
“old guard” of Fatah. These men came from the founding generation but were
largely absent during the first Intifada as they were far away from the conflict
during that time. The second, middle generation arose during the first Inti-
fada and helped form the more hard-core and locally rooted militia known as
the Tanzim, led by Marwan Barghouti. It was during the first Intifada that
Palestinian groups began to realize that if they wished to remain acceptable
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to the international conscience, they would need to move their focus from
international terrorism to attacks that were isolated to the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. This group had a key role in organizing Fatah’s presence during
the second Intifada.*® The third group was made up of the youngest genera-
tion and emerged during the second Intifada. It was associated with, and
often participated in, the Fatah-affiliated terrorist group known as the Al
Agsa Martyrs Brigades (sponsored by Marwan Barghouti), as well as the Pop-
ular Resistance Committees (PRC). Both organizations were involved in anti-
Israeli terrorist activities more so than most other Fatah factions were during
the second uprising.*! For Arafat, the Al Agsa Martyrs Brigades was used to
compete with Hamas, the PIJ, and the PFLP, by attracting Palestinians who
largely supported the “armed struggle” against Israel. In this sense, he was
trying to cope with the ongoing political decline of Fatah and reassert its
popularity and credibility within the Palestinian population, which had be-
come largely discouraged and exasperated by the failure of the Fatah-backed
“peace process.” Following Arafat’s death and Barghouti’s arrest by Israeli
forces, however, the Al Agsa Martyrs Brigades proved more difficult to con-
trol for leaders such as Mahmoud Abbas.

While the Al Agsa Martyrs Brigades is considered a splinter or offshoot
of Fatah, there is significant evidence that Arafat and his followers refrained
from controlling and at times even supported terrorist activities following the
outbreak of the second Intifada.** At the beginning of the second Intifada, in
fact, the various Palestinian factions tried to put their differences aside and
pool their resources against Israel.** Although Fatah and Hamas had been
fierce competitors during the period of the Oslo talks, they temporarily co-
operated during this initial phase of the uprising.** Following the outbreak of
hostilities in late 2000, Arafat also sheltered and assisted terrorists wanted
by Israel, hiding them in his own Muqata compound and releasing Hamas
fighters that the Palestinian Authority had previously arrested under past
agreements with Israel.* However, as the Intifada progressed, Arafat’s ability
to cooperate with, control, and contain other Palestinian armed factions—
especially Hamas and the Islamic Jihad—started to diminish, especially in
the aftermath of Israel’s 2002 Operation Defensive Shield, which further
placed PA political and security institutions in a state of disarray. As a result,
while loosening the situation and the ability to control Palestinian violence,
Arafat’s status within the international community simultaneously began to
deteriorate.
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For the American administration under President George W. Bush, two
actions in particular are said to have led him to shun Arafat altogether. The
first was a roadside bombing of a U.S. diplomatic convoy in Gaza that killed
three Americans.*® The second act was the capture by Israeli naval comman-
dos of the Lebanese ship named the Karine A in January 2002. The ship had
been sailing under the command of Arafat’s cohorts and carried fifty tons of
Iranian-supplied weapons that were prohibited under the Oslo Accords. The
capture of this ship, along with documentation captured in West Bank raids
by the IDF, appeared to prove—despite Arafat’s denial of any involvement in
the shipment—that he had been purchasing arms to carry out attacks at the
same time he was denying and condemning violence against Israelis.* Just
months after 9/11, when President Bush had outlined his “with us or with the
terrorists” position, the Karine A capture was yet another strike against the
Palestinians, one that left them diplomatically isolated as long as Arafat re-
mained in power.*®

A final point regarding the PLO and Fatah is the high levels of corruption
within these organizations, as well as in the Palestinian Authority, which
had dominated the Palestinian Territories. According to the World Bank,
between 1993 and 2004 international aid for the Palestinian community
reached $10 billion, “the highest per capita aid transfer in the history of for-
eign aid anywhere.”*® An IMF study in 2003 discovered that only 8 percent of
the funds allocated had been used appropriately, with the rest doled out ac-
cording to Arafat’s whim, often to pay off supporters and control monopolies.
Israeli intelligence would estimate his personal fortune in the “billions of dol-
lars,” while Forbes listed him as one of the wealthiest in the world in its 2003
report on “Billionaires: Kings, Queens and Despots.”? It was this high level
of corruption and inefficiency within Fatah and the Palestinian Authority
that further contributed to their political decline in the past decade and to
the parallel rise of Hamas. The rise in corruption also saw the demand by
Western contributing states for a more financially responsible Palestinian
leader. This resulted in the appointment of economist Salam Fayyad to the
position of prime minister for the Palestinian Authority in 2007. A relative
outsider and member of the small “Third Way” political party, Fayyad’s more
financially lucid character and the support he enjoys by Western states has
led to increased tension with Fatah, Hamas, and the PLO. Although Fayyad
did an excellent job at improving the lot of the Palestinians in the West Bank,
in cooperation with Israel, Jordan, and the West, he remained unpopular
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with the Palestinian leadership of both Fatah and Hamas because of his out-
sider status. Consequently, after a new unity government was announced be-
tween Hamas and Fatah, Fayyad was not renominated for the position of
prime minister.>

Despite the political flaws of the Palestinian Authority and Fatah, support
for Arafat continues to this day among many Palestinians, as he is revered as
the father of the Palestinian national movement. While this reality leaves
some Western observers baffled, many of these analysts fail to understand
that Arafat is respected for having helped elevate the Palestinian cause to the
world’s attention, even if his efforts fell short of delivering the Palestinians a
sovereign state. Thus, while Palestinians increasingly turned to the less cor-
rupt and more effective social welfare organizations offered by Islamist
groups like Hamas, Arafat loyalists remained. It took Hamas’s own criticisms
of Arafat and the corruption of Fatah to help turn many Palestinians away
from the secular group. This became particularly evident in the Gaza Strip,
the traditional stronghold of Hamas and Islamism among Palestinians.

Palestinian Islamic Jihad

The early 1980s saw the emergence of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad as the
first major militant Islamist faction in the Palestinian territories to target
Israel. The PIJ, or Harakat al-Jihad al-Islami al-Filastini, is designated as a
foreign terrorist organization (FTO) by the United States, and together with
Hamas it has led the Palestinian “armed struggle” against Israel over the past
few decades.>? While the PIJ is considered to be a violent offshoot of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, the organization was formed out of the merging of four
like-minded factions: the Islamic Jihad, the Islamic Jihad Jerusalem Brigade,
the Islamic Jihad Battalions, and Islamic Jihad Palestine.>? It first became ac-
tive in the late 1970s and early 1980s under the influence of the Iranian Revo-
lution. Although many groups in the Muslim world have taken on the generic
name “Islamic Jihad” in the past (most notably in Lebanon), the Palestinian
Islamic Jihad is the longest running, largest, and most permanent of these
groups. The PIJ was founded by two Palestinians from the Gaza Strip who
had been influenced by Egyptian jihadi groups: Sheikh Abd al-Aziz Awda and
a physician named Fathi Shigagi, who would become the group’s leader.>*

Although the PIJ shares with Hamas the goal of establishing an Islamic
state in the entire “liberated” Palestine and also rejects both the existence of
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the State of Israel and the notion of negotiations and agreements with the
Jewish state, the ideological differences between the two organizations are
still quite substantial. Similarly, despite the fact that Hamas and the Palestin-
ian Islamic Jihad have employed similar tactics in conducting their fight
against Israel—including the use of suicide bombings against civilian and
military targets and the launching of rocket attacks—the activities of the PIJ
are far more restricted than those of Hamas and do not include social and
political activism at nearly the same level.

Ideologically, the PIJ was influenced by the beliefs of both the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood and the Iranian Revolution. It developed a tighter ideo-
logical and practical connection with Iran more quickly than did Hamas. Al-
though technically Sunni, the PIJ adheres to the Khomeini-Shiite principle of
a wilayat al-fagih—a fact that clearly differentiates it from Hamas and nearly
every other Palestinian Islamist group. The PIJ also rejects the Palestinian Mus-
lim Brotherhood’s notion that jihad against Israel could come only after the
resolution of the “internal jihad” among its followers in the Islamic world—a
disagreement that spurred the creation of PIJ as a splinter group in the first
place.> The Mujamma had previously stated that until Muslim adherents
were ideologically sound and sufficiently learned, they should not wage jihad
against Israel. Shiqaqi rejected this idea and called for the unification and
mobilization of Sunnis and Shiites in order to liberate historic Palestine. He
argued that the fight against Israel needed to be the first defensive jihad un-
dertaken by Muslims, as Islamic land was currently being ruled by Jews in
violation of Islamic law.

Since its creation, the PIJ has focused almost exclusively on violence and
terrorism against Israeli civilians and soldiers and has generally ignored the
need for an effective social welfare system, thus differing itself from Hamas
both ideologically and operationally.®® As the ultimate goal of the organiza-
tion is the creation of an Islamist state in historic Palestine as part of a first
step toward the Islamization of the world, jihad against Israel has been, and
will remain, the PIJ’s primary objective.

Although founded in the early 1980s, PIJ stepped up its operational activ-
ism around 1985, when it began to regularly conduct attacks against Israel.””
The PIJ has since rejected nearly all truces established between Israel and
other Palestinian factions and has continued to carry out strikes even when
groups such as Hamas have been able to reach cease-fires, demonstrating a
lack of the political pragmatism and flexibility that Hamas has achieved.>®
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The PIJ’s focus on violence over indoctrination or ideology on the eve of the
1987 Intifada would come to inspire many new Palestinian Islamist jihadi
groups. This violence would be conducted through the group’s “military
wing,” known as the Al Quds (Jerusalem) Brigades.® Al Quds Brigades’ mem-
bers received financing from Iran, Syria, and Saudi Arabia, along with train-
ing from the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) at Hezbollah-run
training camps in Lebanon.®° Although the PIJ did carry out some joint attacks
with Hezbollah, it focused much more of its attention on attacking targets in
Israel proper, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip. After the signing of the Oslo
Accords as well as during ongoing peace talks between Israeli and Palestinian
officials, the PIJ often acted as a spoiler, launching some of the deadliest sui-
cide bombing campaigns against Israeli civilians.®! After Shigagi’s assassina-
tion by Israeli agents in Malta in October 1995, the organization’s activities
slowed to a near standstill. However, by the second Intifada the group had
bounced back, and today is once again responsible for some of the worst at-
tacks inflicted on Israel, occasionally in conjunction with Hamas, the Al Agsa
Martyrs Brigades, and other Palestinian rejectionist groups.®*

Despite the ideological differences with Hamas, the two organizations
have shown the ability to cooperate with one another, even while competing
for members and support from many of the same sources, especially during
the years of the second Intifada.®® In the aftermath of Hamas’s electoral vic-
tory in 2006 and its armed takeover of Gaza in 2007, however, the relation-
ship between the two organizations progressively deteriorated. Unlike Hamas,
the PIJ never had any serious political platform or substantial interest in tak-
ing part in the political process, even though it did not have any real opposi-
tion to Hamas’s political participation. On the contrary, it urged the group to
stay in power while maintaining its right to armed jihad and its firm rejection
of the State of Israel.** Yet the group’s posture gradually shifted and assumed
more confrontational tones after Hamas’s takeover of Gaza, a move that the
PIJ condemned. It urged Hamas to focus on jihad against Israel instead of
fighting fellow Palestinians.®

Among the reasons that led the PIJ to oppose Hamas’s takeover was the
group’s opposition to Hamas’s increasing degree of control within Gaza and
its desire to effectively hold a monopoly of force within the Strip—two reali-
ties that threatened the PIJ’s freedom of action. To prevent this occurrence,
the PIJ did not hesitate to create short-term alliances with both former Fatah
members and Qassam Brigades’ militants in order to enhance its strength in
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the Gaza Strip and to challenge Hamas’s monopoly of force.®® Similarly, the
group has publicly defied Hamas'’s authority. For example, between June and
December 2008 it repeatedly fired rockets into Israel while Hamas was urg-
ing all factions to respect the temporary cease-fire it had agreed to establish
with the Jewish state. These events led to increasing tensions between the
two organizations, occasionally escalating into armed clashes and leading to
Hamas'’s repeated attempts to curb the group’s autonomy and power in Gaza.®’
Consequently, the PIJ emerged as another Islamist group challenging Hamas
on the basis of its “moderate” political trajectory as well as its alleged accom-
modation with respect to Israel. In this sense, in the unlikely event that Hamas
would come to terms with its anti-Israeli Islamist ideology and accept a peace
agreement, the PIJ would most likely emerge as the leading Islamist rejec-
tionist group and spoiler among Palestinian organizations.

Salafi-Jihadist Groups in Gaza

The recent rise in tensions between Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic
Jihad can be considered as part of a larger trend within Palestinian society at
large—namely, the ongoing internal radicalization process. An important in-
dicator of this development is represented by the emergence of splinter groups
with a Salafijihadist orientation, which have stated goals and rhetoric more
closely associated with global jihadists groups and less with the Palestinian
struggle.

Most of these new groups are composed of former members of Fatah,
Hamas, and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, who further radicalized and left
their original organizations. The number of Salafijihadist militants is un-
known, although estimates range from a few hundreds®® of militants to five
thousand.®® The movement is predominantly Palestinian, although more re-
cently a few dozen foreign militants—some of them returnees from Irag—are
believed to have entered the Gaza Strip through Egypt in an effort to join local
jihadist movements.”

In truth, Salafism is not entirely a new phenomenon in Gaza, as non-
violent Salafi organizations that focused on social work and proselytism first
emerged there in the early 1980s.”" At that time, the movement was led by
clerics such as Sheikh Salim Sharab, who had undergone religious training in
Saudi Arabia and subsequently returned to the Palestinian territories with
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the purpose of spreading its radical understanding of Islam. The movement
continued to grow during the 1980s and received an additional boost in the
1990s following the establishment of the Palestinian Authority.”? Yet it never
became a mainstream actor within the Palestinian political arena. These
types of nonviolent, political-Salafist groups are still present in Gaza, as evi-
denced by the Liberation Party (Hizb utTahrir), which advocates for the es-
tablishment of an Islamic Caliphate of Palestine and politically opposes the
Hamas government.”®

Yet the more interesting trend taking place in the past few years is the grad-
ual development of a Salafi-jihadist camp within Gaza. These groups started
to mushroom in the months leading up to and following the 2005 Israeli
withdrawal from Gaza, and their presence additionally increased in the
months following Hamas’s electoral victory and its armed takeover in
2007.” Since then, the Salafi-jihadist movement has steadily grown within
the Gaza Strip, and it now represents a loosely affiliated network of small
organizations and operational cells whose main focus has been both attack-
ing Israel and attempting to “Islamize” Palestinian society by force. This has
resulted in Hamas making its own efforts to further Islamize the Palestinian
population of Gaza, in order both to appease the Salafis and to compete for
their supporters.”

Ideologically, these groups have adopted an international jihadist agenda
that is aligned with al Qaeda’s ideology. They have dramatically shifted away
from framing the Palestinian struggle under nationalist terms, thus strongly
differentiating themselves from groups such as Hamas. The Salafi-jihadist
groups have also harshly criticized Hamas for joining the Palestinian politi-
cal system, condemning the organization’s administration of the Gaza Strip,
accusing Hamas of having moderated its struggle against Israel, and implying
that it has not implemented Sharia law within Gaza. However, despite the
strong ideological connection with the transnational jihadist movement, the
Gaza-based Salafi-jihadist movement is largely a local phenomenon that lacks
direct organizational and operational links with al Qaeda.”

Early reports of Salafi-jihadist activities in the Gaza Strip go back to 2005,
when the first operational cells were starting to emerge. An example of these
early groups was the Jundullah group (Allah’s Brigades), allegedly composed
of former Hamas and Fatah members and claiming to be affiliated with al
Qaeda.”” Despite the lack of a direct connection, the group’s platform was
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nonetheless shaped by Bin Laden’s call for international jihad. The organiza-
tion’s spokesman, Abu Abdallah al-Khattab, also declared that it was inter-
ested in targeting U.S. interests in the region.”®

Since then, a substantial number of new jihadist groups has developed
within Gaza, including Swords of Righteousness (Suyuf al-Haq), the Army of
Islam (Jaish al-Islam), the Army of the Nation (Jaish al-Ummah), the Army
of Allah’s Supporters (Jund Ansar Allah), and Jaljalat (also known as Ansar
al-Sunnah). The Swords of Righteousness is one of Gaza’s first Salafi-jihadist
groups, operating even before the 2007 Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip, and
is concentrated in the Beit Hanoun area. The group was allegedly founded by
former Hamas cleric Abu Suheib al Maqdisi, who left that organization to
protest its decision to take part in the 2006 Palestinian legislative elections.”
The Swords of Righteousness has been active in Gaza ever since and has
focused mostly on internal targets, trying to Islamize society by force and to
punish those involved in activities deemed as “corrupt” or “immoral.”® The
group has in the past systematically bombed Gaza’s Internet cafés and music
shops, attacked the local al-Arabiya television facilities,®" and assaulted and
kidnapped individuals who defied their calls to live a more Islamist lifestyle.®>
This group has also repeatedly threatened the small Gaza-based Christian
community. In 2006, for example, it announced its intention to blow up local
churches in response to the publication in Denmark of cartoons depicting the
Prophet Mohammed.®

Another veteran group, the Army of Islam, similarly developed in the
period following Hamas’s electoral victory and its subsequent takeover, but it
chose to focus more on external targets, both Israeli and international. The
organization’s first real operation was as a participant together with Hamas’s
Qassam Brigades and the Salah al-Din Brigades in the kidnapping of IDF
soldier Gilad Shalit in June 2006.%* The Army of Islam took credit for that
operation through an al Qaeda-affiliated online forum, and it introduced it-
self as a jihadist Palestinian organization waging a religious, not nationalist,
war on Israel.®°

In truth, the Army of Islam is a product of both the growing Salafist influ-
ence within Gaza and internal clan politics. The group was created by former
Popular Resistance Committee member Mumtaz Dughmush and, since its
inception, has been linked to the powerful Dughmush clan in Gaza.®® In this
sense, the organization also had the objective of challenging Hamas’s author-
ity in the Gaza Strip, which has led to armed clashes between the two groups.
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In March 2007 the Army of Islam orchestrated the kidnapping of BBC cor-
respondent Alan Johnston and held him captive for more than four months in
an attempt to emphasize its capacity to prevent Hamas from properly ruling
Gaza.” The Army of Islam’s actions were also motivated by an international
jihadist agenda; the group had initially decided to condition Johnston’s release
on the simultaneous release of al Qaeda cleric Abu Qatada, who was being
held in the United Kingdom—again stressing its ideological closeness to al
Qaeda.®® However, the kidnapping of the BBC correspondent backfired for
the Army of Islam, as it led Hamas to severely crackdown on the group, which
significantly reduced its size and importance. Since that time, the Salafi or-
ganization has continued to conduct internal attacks against “corrupt” busi-
nesses in Gaza while recurrently clashing with Hamas.® In 2009, for exam-
ple, it was involved in the training of Egyptian jihadists of the al-Zeitun cell,
an al Qaeda-inspired group that was planning to assassinate the Israeli am-
bassador to Egypt.?

A third main Salafijihadist group in Gaza is the Army of the Nation (Jaish
al-Ummah), operational since June 2007.” It is focused predominantly on
targeting Israel,” while largely avoiding claims of responsibility for attacks
against internal Palestinian targets.”®> The organization, led by Abu Hafs
al-Maqdisi,’* demonstrated its interest in pursuing an international jihadist
agenda when in January 2008 it announced its intention to assassinate U.S.
president George W. Bush during a forthcoming trip to the region.®® The Army
of the Nation maintains a close ideological, albeit not operational, link with
al Qaeda, together with a very critical stance on Hamas.”® Its leader, Abu Hafs,
has stated: “We believe that Hamas does not implement the rule of God on
earth, and does not implement or enforce any ruling of the Islamic Shariah.””
Not surprisingly, the relations between Hamas and the Jaish al-Ummah have
been reciprocally hostile, with the Salafi group recurrently defying Hamas’s
calls to preserve a cease-fire with Israel,”® and with Hamas periodically ar-
resting the group’s fighters and leaders.”

To date, the worst episodes of violence between Hamas and Salafi-jihadist
groups took place with the Rafah-based Army of Allah’s Supporters (Jund
Ansar Allah). The group, funded by Syrian-born Abu-Abdallah al-Mubhajir,
had been active mostly against Israel since 2008.1% It is allegedly composed of
former Hamas and Fatah members,'?! as well as a few Egyptians, Yemenis, Pak-

102

istanis, and Afghanis.'”” The Army of Allah’s Supporters and Hamas clashed

in August 2009, when Abd-al-Latif Musa, one the organization’s leaders and
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the imam of the Ibn Taymiyah Mosque in the Gazan city of Rafah, called for
a rebellion against Hamas and for the creation of an Islamic Emirate in
Rafah.!® These declarations prompted Hamas to intervene militarily, killing
both Abd-al-Latif Musa and the group’s military leader, Abu-Abdallah al-Suri,
in the course of a military engagement that led to more than twenty-two ca-
sualties.!”® In the aftermath of this bloody confrontation, the group’s activism
has been substantially curbed, although it appears to still be operational. In
October 2009 and March 2010, for example, the group resurfaced and claimed
responsibility for firing rockets against Israel.!®

A final important Salafi-jihadist organization is the so-called Jaljalat
(Thunder),' a loosely structured group led by Mahmud Talib, a former
leader within Hamas’s military wing. Jaljalat is largely composed of former
and current Hamas militants who are critical of the group’s “moderate”
drive.'%” Talib has declared his group’s intention to officially pledge its alle-
giance to al Qaeda by way of a future terrorist operation.'’® Jaljalat has tar-
geted Israelis, other Palestinians, and international targets. Its operations in-
clude two foiled attempts to assassinate both former U.S. president Jimmy
Carter and former British prime minister Tony Blair when the two visited
Gaza.'” Within the Gaza Strip, Jaljalat has also claimed responsibility for the
bombing of the house of Dr. Marwan Abu-Ras, a Hamas member of the Pal-
estinian Legislative Council,'” as well as for the bombings against Hamas’s
security buildings in August 2009, following Hamas’s crackdown on Salafis
in Rafah.""! In response to these attacks, Hamas has tried to curb Jaljalat’s
activities, and in March 2010 it was able to arrest Jaljalat’s leader, Talib, thus
weakening but not destroying the group’s operational capacity.!?

This brief examination of Gaza’s Salafi-jihadist activism, however, admit-
tedly falls short of covering all of the existing operational cells and groups. In
fact, in addition to these better-established groups, there are now a growing
number of smaller, more loosely affiliated cells that have adopted a variety of
front names to perpetrate attacks against Israelis and Palestinians alike, mak-
ing it more difficult to determine who is behind each operation."* Indeed,
new Salafist groups and cells keep mushrooming within Gaza and continue
to challenge the Hamas government. The last major confrontation between
the Salafists and the Gaza government occurred in April 2011, when an Italian
member of the pro-Palestinian International Solidarity Movement (ISM) was
kidnapped and assassinated by a small cell of militants belonging to different
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local Salafist groups. This led to a bloody confrontation with the Hamas secu-
rity forces who tracked down the killers.!*

Describing the recent rise of jihadist activities within the Gaza Strip still
serves the purpose of illustrating the growing impact of the Salafijihadist
movement and confirms the existence of an internal Palestinian movement
pushing to further Islamize and transnationalize the Palestinian struggle.
This reality clearly represents a direct challenge to Hamas and its authority
in Gaza, especially given that the local jihadist factions have grown more de-
fiant of Hamas over time.""> At the time of writing, the Salafi-jihadist move-
ment lacked the military strength to effectively challenge Hamas’s authority.
Yet their role should not be underestimated, especially considering the ongo-
ing defection of disenchanted Hamas fighters, who have left the group’s mili-
tary brigades to join some of the new jihadi formations.'®



Hamas

History and Development

HAMAS EMERGED FROM within the Muslim Brotherhood as a way to accom-
modate the group’s need to become more involved in both Palestinian politics
and the Palestinian struggle against Israel. The Palestinian Islamic Jihad had
opposed the Muslim Brotherhood’s lack of political activities and its focus on
implementing a social agenda for the Palestinians in the early 1980s, and
Hamas became the answer to fill this void. The organization was essentially
a product of the first Intifada, which provided it with the impetus to bring
itself into the Palestinian political scene and become part of the “resistance”
camp. It offered an alternative to the more conventional, secular-minded
political thought of the Palestine Liberation Organization, arguing that the
PLO’s failures in Lebanon were a result of its disconnection from and failure
to adhere to Islamic tenets.! Hamas also rose, however, in part as a competi-
tor to the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, which had broken from the Muslim
Brotherhood because of its disagreement over when jihad against Israel could
be waged. Unlike the PIJ, the Muslim Brotherhood advocated for proper
indoctrination and understanding of an individual Muslim’s own “internal
jihad” before an external defensive jihad against Israel could commence.

The Beginning

When the first Intifada erupted, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin had already been
an established Islamist leader in the Gaza Strip, as a prominent principal of
the Brotherhood and the founder and first president of the Mujamma since
1983.2 The PIJ’s participation in jihad against Israel threatened the Muslim
Brotherhood’s base, many of whose members were turning to the PIJ in order
to be able to participate in the armed struggle as the uprising began. As a re-
sult, after some hesitation Yassin and his inner cabal established a separate
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wing of the Brotherhood in 1988, known as the Islamic Resistance Movement,
or Hamas. After all, it was Yassin who had been one of the first members of
the Muslim Brotherhood to conceive of the idea of the destruction of Israel
through jihad and its replacement with an Islamist state.? Yassin, who had be-
come a paraplegic because of a sporting accident he sustained when he was a
young boy, had still managed to study at the esteemed Al Azhar University in
Cairo. He was a charismatic and clever leader of the organization who served
not just as its spiritual head but also as its overall director. During his time in
Egypt, Yassin first joined the Muslim Brotherhood and became familiar with
Salafi influences. However, Hamas would differentiate itself from other Is-
lamist groups around the world in focusing foremost on the fight against Israel
and in adopting a mix of nationalist and Islamist rhetoric to promote its cause
of liberating all of historic Palestine. Unlike the PIJ, Hamas rejected the
Khomeini-Shiite notion of the wilayat al-fagih and developed a vast social wel-
fare system that not only helped Palestinian Muslims in need but also pro-
vided indoctrination, funding, and membership for the militant organization.
In its charter, Hamas identified itself as a wing of the Muslim Brotherhood
in Palestine, which accurately highlighted the organizational and ideological
roots of the movement. However, since its creation, Hamas was conceived to
be autonomous from the Brotherhood, in order to have the operational and
ideological freedom to openly join the Intifada and take part in armed clashes
against Israel. In this sense, Hamas’s self-identification with the Brotherhood,
as with other declarations it would make, was indicative of the group’s efforts
to strike a balance between its ideological roots based in the Muslim Brother-
hood and its desire to become a leading Palestinian nationalist movement. In
truth, the creation of Hamas as a separate entity from the Muslim Brother-
hood was done precisely to prevent Israeli authorities from targeting the or-
ganizations’ greater activities, in the hopes that it would leave them relatively
immune. Moreover, Hamas was created essentially because the Islamists
connected to the Muslim Brotherhood feared that without their direct par-
ticipation in the first Intifada, they would lose supporters to both the PIJ and
the PLO, the latter of which was anxious to reassert itself in the Palestinian
territories after being marginalized following its expulsion from Lebanon.*
As authors Mishal and Sela explain, “The Mujamma’s decision to adopt a
‘jihad now’ policy against ‘enemies of Allah’ [through the creation of Hamas]

was thus largely a matter of survival.”
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Although Hamas is Sunni and does not adhere to Khomeini’s and Hezbol-
lah’s ideology, it was nevertheless influenced early on by the Iranian Revolu-
tion in 1979, as were most Palestinian Islamists. The revolution provided proof
that the Islamists could use the power and ideology of jihad to bring about
real change. This offered important encouragement for Islamist groups to
wage jihad against Israel, and it probably had an impact in accelerating the
rise of organizations such as Hamas and the PIJ, as well as facilitating their
increased importance early on in the Intifada. Thus, although initial ties be-
tween the young Islamic Republic of Iran and the new Hamas organization
were weak, Iran’s ideological influence was still important for Hamas, as the
experience of the Iranian Revolution had a profound effect throughout the
region.

The outbreak of the first Intifada in 1987 launched Hamas as an autono-
mous player in Palestinian politics, through its smaller-scale armed campaigns
against the Israeli presence, such as the “knives war,” which involved stab-
bing individual Israelis.® At this stage, however, its role was not as important
as the one played by its secular-nationalist rival, the PLO. From the outset,
the relationship between the PLO and Hamas was characterized by competi-
tion and reciprocal distrust, but the degree of open hostility between the two
groups was substantially lower than what it would later become. When Hamas
was founded, it went out of its way to explain its natural alliance and affinity
toward the larger and more powerful PLO. In its charter, the group explicitly
stated that the PLO “is the closest to the heart of the Islamic Resistance
Movement [Hamas],” that it “contains the father and the brother, the next of
kin and the friend,” and that “the day the Palestinian Liberation Organiza-
tion adopts Islam as its way of life, we will become its soldiers, and fuel for its
fire that will burn the enemies.”” Although Hamas openly acknowledged the
PLO’s role in the Palestinian struggle, the two organizations did not initially
cooperate directly or assist each other. Concurrently, they also refrained from
openly hostile behavior and interference in each other’s operations.

However, despite these supportive statements, many differences between
the two groups continued to exist, and these divergences were only height-
ened after the PLO’s acceptance of a two-state solution. Regarding the diverg-
ing ideological views of the organizations, Sheikh Yassin explained the differ-
ence between his fighters and those of Fatah and other non-Islamist groups as
follows: “Those in the Palestinian movement have no commitment to Islamic
values. . . . I do not believe that a person who joins Fatah is a Muslim militant
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when at the same time he does not pray. He is like a Muslim who drinks wine
and eats pork. Loyalty is acceptable only when it is devotion to God.”®

The degree of competition and hostility would additionally rise as Hamas
started to become an increasingly important player in both Palestinian do-
mestic politics and the greater context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Specifi-
cally, in the early 1990s the political and military rise of Hamas was boosted
by the group’s growing degree of international and regional recognition,
mostly because of Hamas’s role (or lack thereof) during the first Gulf War
in Iraq. After Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, nearly the entire Arab
world lined up behind the U.S. coalition and condemned the action. Arafat
and the PLO, however, continued to publicly side with Saddam Hussein. Be-
cause of the PLO’s stance, once power was restored to the Kuwaitis, much of
the Arab world significantly cut funding to Arafat, and the Gulf States ex-
pelled hundreds of thousands of Palestinians whom they had employed,
which caused a severe blow to the Palestinian economy back home. As the
most significant competitor to Fatah, Hamas was able to step in and gain a
foothold in the deep pockets of the oil-rich Arab world and, in particular, the
coffers of Saudi Arabia.’ At the same time, Hamas’s opposition to Saddam
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait also helped the group in improving its ties and
strategic relations with Iran. In fact, whereas the relationship with the Is-
lamic Republic was rather cool during Hamas’s formative years, it gradually
shifted after the defeat of Iraq in the 1991 Gulf War.

With its historic Iraqi enemy neutralized, Iran recognized it had an op-
portunity to increase its influence in the region and decided to start backing
Hamas politically and financially. By 1992, Iran had accepted a Hamas dele-
gation, to which it pledged $30 million in annual funding as well weapons
and advanced training at Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) camps
that existed in Iran, Lebanon, and Sudan. By 1993, Hamas had opened an of-
fice in Tehran.'® This was a watershed moment for Hamas, which was able to
capitalize on its newly acquired political and financial support to assert a
greater role within Palestinian politics. Slowly but surely, Hamas began to rise
as a realistic political, social, and military alternative to Fatah and the PLO.

The year 1991 also saw Zakaria Walid Akhel establish the Izz al-Din al-
Qassam Brigades, Hamas’s military wing.! It was an additional indication of
Hamas’s growing organizational sophistication and domestic strength. This
development also led Israel to become increasingly alarmed with the new Is-
lamist organization. At the outset of the Intifada, Hamas’s religious nature,
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revivalist-social background, and lesser role in the uprising had led the Israeli
government to believe that it might emerge as a better alternative to the PLO.
By 1991, however, Israel’s assessment of Hamas had changed drastically,
which led Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin to attempt the dismantling of the
organization by expelling 415 members of Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic
Jihad from the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1992. This group was mostly ex-
iled to southern Lebanon, where it remained in limbo on the border until it
was later readmitted by Israel in 1993 after significant media attention and
outside pressure.'? During their time in partial exile, the militants received
training and support from Hezbollah, so that by the time they returned to the
West Bank and Gaza they were able to integrate Hezbollah’s terrorist tactics,
such as the successful deployment of suicide bombers."

Between the signing of the Declaration of Principles in Oslo in 1993 and
the outbreak of the second Intifada in September 2000, Hamas intensified its
attacks against Israel, ensuring its role as a leading terrorist organization.
Following the February 1994 attack at the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron
by a radical Jewish settler named Baruch Goldstein, Hamas chose to escalate
the violence it used against Israel, shifting from individual killings and kid-
nappings to large-scale terrorist attacks. The first such assault occurred on
April 6, 1994, when a bomb was detonated on a bus in the center of the Israeli
city of Afula, killing eight civilians.'* At the same time, while increasing its
attacks against Israel, Hamas assumed a more confrontational and critical
position vis-a-vis the newly established Palestinian Authority (PA), rejecting
and endangering the successful outcome of the peace negotiations. In turn,
this led to a deterioration of the group’s relationship with the PLO. Specifi-
cally, when the PLO assumed control over the Palestinian Authority, relations
between the two groups further eroded as sporadic clashes erupted. Fatah
was in charge of the provisional government set up under the Oslo Accords,
and its job was to maintain law, order, and security in Palestinian areas under
its control. This included preventing terrorist attacks against Israel. While
the PA’s record in this regard was mixed, when it did act to prevent anti-Israeli
activities, its forces usually had to confront members of Hamas. Hamas’s role
in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the inter-Palestinian political
arena would increase even further with the outbreak of the second Intifada
in 2000, when the organization took the lead in organizing and implement-
ing attacks against the Jewish state and its citizens.
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Political and Social Development

Hamas’s attitude toward democracy and its institutions and procedures,
such as elections, have been ambivalent and characterized by a pragmatic
cost-benefit evaluation. On the one hand, Hamas has since its very beginning
expressed its acceptance of the electoral principle and has on several occa-
sions made it clear that it would be willing to accept the concept of demo-
cratic elections. In a 1989 interview for the Palestinian newspaper Al Nahar-
that, Hamas leader Ahmed Yassin said that the organization would accept
any electoral result, including the victory of a non-Islamist force. He added,
“There is no other way to choose representatives of the people except the way
of elections.”’® Two years later, a Hamas communiqué also stated the same
principle and made clear that no political force should be able to represent
the “masses” without having won “free, honest, and neutral elections.” How-
ever, even if the organization seemed to have accepted the principle of elec-
toral democracy, it nevertheless is questionable at best whether it believes in
the content and values of democracy.

Hamas’s interest in elections and in the Palestinian political system dates
back to the organization’s formative years. Its first direct involvement in the
issue of elections occurred in April 1989, after Israeli prime minister Yitzhak
Shamir’s call for elections in the Palestinian territories to mitigate the ten-
sions caused by the Intifada. On that occasion, Hamas conducted a public
campaign to reject the idea of elections.'® At the time, although the organiza-
tion did not reject elections or political representation per se, it believed that,
under the existing situation, elections were going to be manipulated by Israel
and therefore rejected such a proposal. Even in this period, however, when it
was reluctant to get involved in “official and high politics,” Hamas was never-
theless very active politically at the grass-roots level, through its participation
in the elections of student and professional associations, which play an im-
portant role in Palestinian society.”

Internal discussions regarding the creation of an official political party be-
gan as early as the summer preceding the September 1993 Oslo Accords. Sup-
porters of this idea argued that a political shift would allow the organization
to gain popularity and visibility while diminishing the chances of open perse-
cution by the PLO.'® Calls for more active political participation grew stron-
ger in the following two years. Those who argued for this option claimed that
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the creation of an official political branch would not weaken the jihadist
struggle, as opponents had argued.' Rather, they affirmed that the new party
would effectively co-opt all Islamist sympathizers in the Palestinian territo-
ries, weakening the secular PLO. Moreover, they claimed that by promoting
political organizations such as student and professional organizations, they
could more effectively spread their idea of creating an Islamic state.?

Hamas’s external leadership, however, was initially opposed to joining
the political system, because it was worried that direct participation would
be interpreted as de facto acceptance of the Oslo process and that Arafat
might later more easily succeed in co-opting it into the system, thereby weak-
ening its Islamic appeal.?! In the end, Hamas decided not to participate in the
1996 PA elections, both because of its ideological opposition to Oslo and be-
cause it was mostly concerned with the fact that the electoral and political
Palestinian system was basically shaped by Arafat, which meant that Fatah
had an unfair advantage.?? At this stage, according to Hamas’s evaluation, its
real political power came through its dawa (social welfare) network, its grass-
root level political machine, and its terrorist apparatus. Through these means
Hamas believed that it could have more influence on Palestinian internal poli-
tics than through participation in the “democratic” elections, which would
put the group at greater risk of becoming a puppet of Arafat and his cohorts.

Hamas maintained this same posture and political calculation all through-
out the “Arafat era.” In 1998 Arafat again tried to co-opt the main anti-PLO
Islamic factions into the political process by consulting with Hamas and the
PIJ and trying to make them part of the Palestinian Authority administra-
tion.?> Again, both parties refused to participate in any government that rec-
ognized Israel or the utility of the peace negotiations, maintaining the same
ideological argument.?* But Hamas’s motivations were well beyond ideologi-
cal at that point; they were largely founded upon political realism. Hamas
believed that there was no real opportunity to affect public policy within the
centralist political system that Arafat had created.®

With the death of Arafat in November 2004 and the subsequent partial
internal opening of the political system, Hamas perceived a unique opportu-
nity to challenge Fatah’s leadership and hegemony. In this case, although the
organization had not gone through ideological changes and was still dedi-
cated to the creation of an Islamic state, the continuation of jihad against
Israel, and the rejection of all peace agreements, a political and pragmatic
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consideration led it to participate officially in the municipal elections of
2005. This position demonstrated just how calculating and rational the group
could be, for, despite its ideological premise, it still found ways to mold its
core ideology to meet its needs as it became an important political actor in
Palestinian politics.?® Consequently, because of pragmatic reasons, in Janu-
ary 2005 Hamas contested the Palestinian municipal elections and per-
formed extremely well, winning 77 of the 118 available seats in the Gaza
Strip.?” This satisfactory electoral performance led Hamas to announce its
intention to participate in the January 2006 Legislative Council elections.

Israel reacted to this announcement by stating that it would not interfere
in the Palestinian elections but that it would also not negotiate with elected
representatives of Hamas as long as they did not recognize past Israeli-
Palestinian agreements.”® Specifically, Israel expressed concern that Hamas
would undermine the peace process by refusing to comply with the require-
ment of dismantling armed groups, negotiating with Israel, and ending terror
as set out in the “roadmap.”® As it explained, “The participation of Hamas in
the PA elections would be nothing more than a bid by this group of Islamist
extremists to seize power from moderate Palestinians who are interested in
coexistence with Israel. It would be an abuse of democracy, in order to pro-
mote terrorism and violence as political tools.”°

Publicly, PA chairman Mahmoud Abbas (aka Abu Mazen) expressed his
unequivocal intention to allow Hamas in the elections: “Democracy would
be meaningless once we start banning any faction from taking part in the
democratic process. We reject any attempt or pressure in this regard and see
them as a flagrant interference in the internal affairs of the Palestinians. We

won't allow anyone to harm our democratic experience.”!

Privately, however,
Abbas was in favor of postponing elections until such time as Fatah’s popu-
larity increased. With his calls for spreading democracy to the Middle East
and around the world, U.S. president Bush rejected this idea and pressed the
Israelis and Palestinians for elections to take place immediately.*?

Despite his hesitations, Abbas never foresaw the Hamas victory that was
to come. The veteran Fatah leader had just won the PA presidential elections
the previous year with a wide 62 percent of the electoral vote and had calcu-
lated that his party would continue to be the majority party in the Legislative
Council.® If anything, he hoped that Hamas’s participation would provide
him with the leverage to co-opt and influence the Islamist group and had
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hoped to be able to include it in the newly born political system. Abbas
and the other Fatah leadership, however, grossly miscalculated the popular-
ity that Hamas had, as well as the resentment that had built up against Fatah
through the years.

The Palestinian Authority was characterized by an inherent deficiency in
influence, as it lacked the means to obtain a monopoly of force and to exer-
cise coercion, mostly because of the fragmented nature of Palestinian society
and the permanence of armed groups, militias, clans, and private armies.
Furthermore, the PA was plagued by a chronic inability to effectively deliver
the political goods and maintain services and infrastructure; it was inher-
ently corrupt from its very birth. Additionally, the Fatah-sponsored peace pro-
cess of the 1990s had visibly failed to deliver, falling short of improving the
lives of Palestinians on the ground or of significantly advancing toward the
end of the Israeli occupation. For all of these reasons, Fatah’s once unques-
tioned hegemony over the Palestinian political arena crumbled concurrently
with the rise of Hamas, which could also count on its honest and uncorrupt
reputation to attract political supporters among the Palestinian population.
In addition, Hamas’s effective and extensive welfare system, along with its
impressive record in terms of delivering social services to Palestinians, also
contributed to its increased level of popular consent and legitimacy.

For all of these reasons Hamas’s electoral bid was a sweeping success. Its
“Change and Reform” block obtained 74 of the 132 seats in the Legislative
Council, gaining the majority of the legislative branch, becoming the major-
ity party in Palestinian politics, and ending forty-years of Fatah domination
in the Palestinian territories.>* For a radical Islamist organization to ascend
to power through a democratic process was almost without precedent.® Its
impressive electoral victory left the PLO and Fatah shocked and changed for-
ever. Additionally, the elections resulted in the two organizations becoming
direct competitors for the support of the Palestinian people. Increased inter-
nal polarization and political fragmentation was one of the first consequences
of Hamas’s victory, along with a deepening political crisis in the Palestinian
political system. In the immediate aftermath of the January 2006 legislative
elections, Hamas’s assumption of control of the PA’s Legislative Council led
to a representational crisis for the Palestinian people.*®

Hamas’s cabinet was announced on March 29, 2006, and mostly included
Hamas officials and ideological sympathizers.*” It was not approved by Fatah
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representatives, as they had chosen to boycott the Parliament.?® As a result,
the Palestinian political system was divided between Fatah, which remained
in control of the executive branch of the PA government, and Hamas and its
Gaza-based leader Ismail Haniyeh, the new Palestinian prime minister who
was the leading political force in the Legislative Council. In turn, this led the
two parties to engage in a political and military struggle, each to assert its po-
litical dominance over the other, hindering internal stability. Political clashes
followed by temporary cease-fires and attempts to embark on national recon-
ciliation dialogue with Fatah characterized the Hamas government during its
introduction into the Palestinian political fold.

Significantly, the political confrontation between Hamas and Fatah soon
became an armed one as well. The situation was worsened by the lack of con-
trol and efficiency of PA security forces. In May 2006, for example, Hamas
decided to fill the ranks of PA security forces with units from its own militia.
This caused resentment from Fatah militants, who had dominated the Pales-
tinian security services since their creation.* Hamas’s decision to use its own
militias in support of the existing security apparatus created significant fric-
tion between the pro-Fatah and pro-Hamas units, spilling out into open
clashes of light urban warfare.

In parallel with the deterioration of the relations between Hamas and
Fatah, the newly elected Hamas government had to face an additional chal-
lenge: the progressive drying up of its financial revenues. In the months fol-
lowing Hamas’s victory, Israel began to withhold its monthly transfer of
approximately $50—-60 million in Palestinian taxes and fees that it collected,
cutting one of the government’s main sources of income.*? At the same time,
both the United States and the European Union decided to cut off direct aid
payments to the Hamas-led Palestinian government because of its refusal

to renounce violence and recognize Israel. !

These provisions considerably
hindered the Hamas government’s capacity to function and enormously im-
pacted the daily lives of the Palestinian population—especially within Gaza.
Because of the substantial state of disarray of the Palestinian economy and
the paucity of private investments and enterprises, government is the pri-
mary employer within the Palestinian territories. As a result, when it be-
came impossible for the Hamas government to pay the salaries of its employ-
ees, this had a direct economic impact upon the civilian population. According

to UNRWA, there was an increase in “the number of deep poor [Palestinians]
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from an average of 650,800 in second-half 2005 to an average of 1,069,200 in
first-half 2006—a 64.3 percent increase.”** Eventually the Quartet (encom-
passing the United States, European Union, United Nations, and Russia) de-
vised a system to deliver aid to the Palestinians while bypassing the Hamas
government, partially alleviating the social pressure on the Palestinian terri-
tories while continuing to refuse to fund Hamas.*?

While dealing with the fiscal and economic crises, as well as the rising
tensions with Fatah, in the months following its victory in the January 2006
elections, Hamas became involved in another round of military confronta-
tions with Israel. Tensions culminated in June 2006, with Israel’s first full-
fledged military operation into the Gaza Strip since its unilateral withdrawal
back in 2005. The IDF’s main objective in invading Gaza was to put a stop to
the launching of rockets from the Gaza Strip into the south of Israel, which
had increased by more than 100 percent after Israel’s 2005 withdrawal. It
secondary objective was to pressure Hamas into releasing kidnapped IDF sol-
dier, Gilad Shalit, who was captured on June 25, 2006, and not released until
2011.* In the course of the hostilities in Gaza, the Hamas government was
further undermined by Israel’s direct attack on its members, which culmi-
nated in the arrest of 64 senior Hamas officials, ministers, and legislators on
June 29, 2006.* The clashes lasted until November 26, 2006, when Israel
agreed to withdraw from Gaza in exchange for a cessation of rocket attacks
from the Gaza Strip into Israel.*®

With the beginning of a cease-fire between Hamas and the State of Israel,
the group also initiated a round of negotiations with Fatah, attempting to solve
the stalemate between the two parties. Between November 2006 and Febru-
ary 2007, Hamas and Fatah would alternate between armed clashes and
political negotiations, until they finally reached an agreement. Known as the
Mecca Agreement, the understanding was based upon the June 2006 National
Conciliation Document. It called for the creation of a national unity govern-
ment based on the January 2006 electoral result, along with recognizing the
parties’ common goal of creating a Palestinian state in the pre-1967 borders.*’
In Mecca, on February 8, 2007, Hamas and Fatah also agreed on how to di-
vide up the seats in the executive cabinet, agreeing that Hamas’s senior leader
Ismail Haniyeh would continue to sit as prime minister of the new unity gov-
ernment. Haniyeh would be tasked with forming a new government, to be
then approved by the Palestinian Legislative Council. PA president Abbas
would nominate a deputy prime minister.*®
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The new agreement, however, failed to pacify the animosity that existed
on the ground between Fatah and Hamas fighters. And so as early as May
2007, armed clashes between the two parties recommenced. This time the
violence spiraled out of control relatively quickly, and within Gaza it would
turn into a full-fledged internal war over what side would control the Gaza
Strip. In the end, with superior numbers and combat skills, Hamas was able
to defeat its opponent and gain control of the Gaza Strip, leading to the per-
manent collapse of the unity government as well as to the creation of a paral-
lel Fatah-led government in the West Bank, under the leadership of Chair-
man Mahmoud Abbas and Prime Minister Salam Fayyad.*

With the creation of an alternative government in the West Bank and the
rise of Hamas as the sole authority in Gaza, the state of isolation of both the
Hamas government and the citizens of the Gaza Strip increased exponen-
tially. Israel gradually began to tighten the cross-border movements of peo-
ple and goods, ultimately leading to a total blockade of the Gaza Strip in
January 2008 that lasted nearly a year and a half before it was eased but not
ended.”® Since then, Hamas has been able to take advantage of the isolation
to occupy all positions of power within Gaza, tighten its grip on the popula-
tion there, and tax those smuggling goods via tunnels that span from the
Sinai. In 2011, after the demise of the Mubarak regime in Egypt and the
gradual rise of a new political order, Egypt promised to ease the restrictions
and to open the border with Gaza, although, to date, the situation has not
substantially improved.®

After the creation of a Fatah-led Palestinian government in the West Bank,
President Abbas ordered all police and security forces active in Gaza not to
report for duty, a measure that soon extended to all public employees that
received PA-funded salaries.*? In response, Hamas filled the temporary vac-
uum by employing its own Executive Force, staffed by members of the Qas-
sam Brigades units, to establish law and order.>® This expanded the actual
degree of direct control that Hamas had over Gaza, resulting in a temporary
improvement of the local security situation, as Hamas effectively cracked
down on petty crime, clan warfare, and locally armed groups.>* This was evi-
denced by Hamas’s prompt release of abducted BBC journalist Alan John-
ston, who had been kidnapped by the group Army of Islam before Hamas had
gained control over Gaza. After this operation, Hamas’s deputy of the politi-
cal bureau, Mousa Abu Marzook, explained: “We did not deliver up Alan
Johnston as some obsequious boon to Western powers. It was done as part of
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our effort to secure Gaza from the lawlessness of militias and violence, no
matter what the source. Gaza will be calm and under the rule of law.” This
statement made explicit Hamas’s goal to impose social order in areas under
its controls.>

At the same time, Hamas’s control of Gaza also facilitated the group’s
crackdown on civil, social, and political opposition, often through extralegal
means and the engagement in human rights violations ranging from abduc-
tions to arbitrary detentions and unlawful killings.*® In fact, one the most
worrisome effects of the rise in power of Hamas within Gaza had been the
impact of this dynamic upon Palestinian society’s pluralism. Hamas’s stated
goal is to create an Islamic state of Palestine and to restructure society ac-
cording to Sharia law, an objective that can hardly be reconciled with the
plurality of Palestinian identities. Palestinian society is inherently pluralistic:
affiliation and identity range from strong political associations to particular
loyalties for warlords and armed groups, along with more traditional affilia-
tions such as extended families and clans. Trying to suppress these societal
relationships and impose a monolithic religious identity represents a very dan-
gerous dynamic and an additional source of future domestic tension.

One of the main targets of Hamas’s campaign to suppress internal dissent
in the Gaza Strip has been the members of its main political opponent, Fatah.
This has resulted in massive repression against Fatah leaders, activists, and
supporters alike, further exacerbating the tensions between the two parties.
Between 2007 and 2011, Fatah and Hamas remained unable to repair their
relationship and to reestablish a unity government to function in both the
West Bank and Gaza. In March 2008 Hamas and Fatah agreed to resume dia-
logue in the Yemenite-brokered Sanaa Declaration and committed to a Yemeni
plan that envisioned resuming the Mecca Accord, attempting to re-create a
new unity government, and proposing a comprehensive reform of Palestinian
security forces.”” Despite the formal commitment of the parties, this initial
agreement never developed into concrete steps to change the status quo.
Since that time, Egypt took over the role of main mediator between Hamas
and Fatah, and numerous rounds of negotiations took place in Cairo, under
the auspices of Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak in 2008, 2009, and 2010.
In October 2010, things seemed to start moving in the right direction when
Fatah agreed to an Egyptian-drafted plan to overcome internal divisions
within the Palestinian territories. However, at that time, Hamas rejected the
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Egyptian plan—a position that it would reverse only in April 2011 when the
group finally decided to accept the reconciliation plan, moving toward end-
ing the rift with Fatah.>8 According to the approved plan, Fatah and Hamas
agreed to end their conflict and to move toward forming a national unity gov-
ernment. Similarly, the parties agreed to hold presidential, Legislative Coun-
cil, and Palestine National Council (PNC) elections in 2012, as well as to
create a joint security committee, and release each other’s political prisoners.>
In reality, the ideological and historical tensions between the two groups re-
main very strong, even in the aftermath of the agreement. It will be particu-
larly challenging for both parties to concretely implement the plan and to
permanently end the territorial and political division between Gaza and the
West Bank.

At the same time, Hamas’s relations with Israel in the aftermath of the June
2007 takeover were characterized by waves of renewed military confrontation
between the two parties, followed by extended periods of relative calm. The
main episode of violence in the period after the takeover was the December
2008-January 2009 Gaza War, which Israel dubbed Operation Cast Lead.
This conflict exploded in unison with Hamas'’s refusal to extend the Egyptian-
brokered cease-fire between Israel and most militant factions in Gaza, an act
that led the Egyptian government to openly criticize Hamas’s decision.®® The
key conditions for the cease-fire had been Israel’s demand for a complete halt
of armed attacks from the Gaza Strip into Israel as well as an end to the smug-
gling of weapons into Gaza through Egypt. In return, Hamas had demanded
the end of Israeli military operations within the Gaza Strip as well as the pro-
gressive lifting of the economic blockade. Although both parties had failed to
comply fully with the terms of the cease-fire, it had brought significant quiet
to both sides. Yet when the six months’ cease-fire agreement ended on De-
cember 19, 2008, Egypt was unable to convince Hamas to renew or extend it.
Instead, Hamas escalated its launching of rockets against the south of Israel,
which was met by a full-fledged Israeli military operation into Gaza. After
approximately three weeks of combat, Israel declared a unilateral cease-fire
on January 17, 2009, entering a period of relative calm between the Jewish
state and Hamas in Gaza.

To date, Hamas remains firmly in power in the Gaza Strip, although it still
remains under Israeli, Egyptian, and international sanctions and is largely
isolated from the international community. This trend may change in light
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of the May 2011 agreement between Fatah and Hamas, which could lead to a
rapprochement between the two groups as well as to the creation of a new
national unity government, thus ending the de facto separation of the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank. However, in the short term, Hamas remains iso-
lated. In fact, since Hamas’s forced takeover of Gaza in June 2007, the organi-
zation has even become increasingly isolated by its traditional allies in the
Arab world, who viewed the rise of an Islamist group as a threat to their own
regimes—a posture fostered and encouraged by the Palestinian Authority,
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United States. Notable exceptions to this trend
have been Syria and its non-Arab ally, Iran. In fact, following Israel’s with-
drawal from the Gaza Strip and Hamas’s later rise to political office, relations
between Hamas, Iran, and Hezbollah grew substantially.61 In the context of
Hamas’s growing isolation, Iran saw an opportunity to step in and develop a
stronger alliance with Hamas, leading to the group’s increased dependence
on Iran and, consequently, to even greater isolation with respect to most of the
Arab world. One reason for this was the realization by Iran that Hamas was
a growing power and potential ally whose relationship it needed to foster. It
also recognized the strategic importance of having another avenue to threaten
Israel, in an effort to further deter the Jewish state from using a military op-
tion to attack its nuclear program.

Hamas’s rise to power was supported by Iran, which invested in building
an alliance with both Hamas’s leadership abroad and those in power in the
Palestinian territories. In January 2006 Iranian president Mahmoud Ahma-
dinejad called Damascus-based Hamas political leader Khaled Meshaal to
congratulate him on his electoral victory.®> One month later Meshaal paid a
visit to Iran, where he expressed his support for the Iranian regime and its
stand on Israel.®®* Meshaal’s trip was followed by the official visit of a Palestin-
ian governmental delegation to Iran, led by Palestinian deputy speaker of Par-
liament Ahmed Bahar in April 2006.%* Besides the renewed diplomatic rela-
tions between the two nations, Iran also increased its financial ties with the
Hamas government. Since April 2006, when it first pledged $50 million in
aid, Iran’s financial contributions to Hamas have been increasing. %5 As early as
December 2006, Iran had pledged $120 million to the Hamas governlrnent.66
Since that time, Iran has become one of the chief donors and financial part-
ners to the Hamas government.®’ Its role in supporting and financing Hamas
was boosted by the international boycott against the organization, which left
Hamas politically isolated and in dire need of political and financial partners.



Hamas 133

However, in the aftermath of the wave of political and social turmoil that
spread across the Middle East in 2011, Hamas was weakening its ties with
both Iran and Syria, and it now sees the potential to gradually shift its rela-
tions with other regional actors. An example of this trend is the partial pro-
cess of warming ties between Hamas and post-Mubarak Egypt.



Ideals and Belief System

ISLAMISM IN HISTORIC PALESTINE can be traced back to Sheikh Izz ad-Din
al-Qassam, the man whose name and example Hamas would adopt for its
militant wing, the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigade. Al-Qassam, whose full
name was Muhammad Izz ad-Din bin Abdul Qadar bin Mustafa al-Qassam,
is largely credited as being the Palestinians’ first Salafi Islamist leader, as well
as the first local Palestinian leader to carry out jihad against the British in the
1930s.! Born in Jebla, Syria, al-Qassam fled to Haifa in modern-day Israel af-
ter being sentenced to death by French powers for subversion. Using Islam as
a rallying cry for poor and rural Palestinian Arabs to rise up against the Brit-
ish and Zionists, he traveled the region spreading his message of pan-Islamist
nationalism. An internal British police report would describe his methods as
follows:

His interpretation of the parts of the Qur'an which sanction the use of physical
violence, was unorthodox . . . but by his policy of selecting from amongst the
poor, ignorant and the more violently disposed of the pious, he was able . . . to

obtain a small following.?

In November 1935, following multiple murders of British and Jews by al-
Qassam and his band of fighters (known as Qassamites), British authorities
finally tracked down the “brigand sheikh” and killed him after an extended
firefight.® Although his following was relatively small, his message, struggle,
and ultimately his “martyrdom” would become an important example to
Islamist groups such as Hamas.

Islamist Roots and Religious Pillars

After al-Qassam’s assassination, the Arab rebellion against the British did
not wane as they had hoped, but rather it increased. Although the uprising
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was eventually quelled, al-Qassam’s memory and story lives on in the hearts
and minds of Palestinian Islamists. Yet Islamism was not a prominent sociopo-
litical force among the Palestinian population until the late 1960s. In fact, it
was not until the 1967 Arab-Israeli War that Islamism received its next major
boost. That war saw the defeat of Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, the popular
Arab leader who led a secular pan-Arab style of nationalism that was the pri-
mary competition for Islamists. In the eyes of Islamists, Israel’s decisive vic-
tory in 1967 served as evidence of the inability of pan-Arabism to succeed
without a proper commitment to Islam. As a result, in the aftermath of the
Arab defeat the Islamist alternative to secular pan-Arabism began to emerge
as an increasingly significant and influential political and social current. Of
course, the 1967 Six-Day War was not the only historical event that helped
boost the credibility and popularity of the Islamist alternative: the 1973 Yom
Kippur War, the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the Russian-Afghan War, and the
1982 Israeli-Lebanese War all further contributed to shaping not just Islamism
in general but Palestinian Islamism in particular.

Hamas emerged from the late 1980s as the main social, political, and mili-
tary Islamist movement in the Palestinian arena, and as such it shares several
characteristics and goals with other Islamist movements worldwide, including
the desire to build a state and society modeled after the values and beliefs of
Islam. At the same time, Hamas is a distinctively Palestinian movement, and
therefore it focuses its rhetoric and actions on a specifically nationalist agenda.

Hamas’s historic ideological document is the organization’s 1988 Charter
of the Islamic Resistance Movement, although the group has over time de-
veloped and become increasingly sophisticated in terms of both its political
ideology and its analysis of the outside world.* Nevertheless, the principles
and goals expressed in its charter still constitute an important basis in under-
standing Hamas and its ideology. First, the style of the charter is highly indica-
tive of Hamas’s ideological background as an Islamist revivalist movement and
of its militant dimension. In this sense, the group’s ideology, as originally for-
mulated in the charter, is similar to that of other militant religious political
movements as it is universalistic, exclusionist, and militant.> Moreover, the
charter’s numerous references to the past, its use of verses from the Quran
and the Sunna, and its millenarian tone radically differ from the secular
charter of the PLO. This emphasizes the ideological differences between the
two movements and the secularreligious divide that to this day still defines
the relations between Fatah and Hamas.
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Second, the charter clearly identifies the two main pillars of Hamas’s
ideology: nationalism and Islamism. Religion in particular is a powerful ideo-
logical construct, and it is crucial to analyzing Hamas’s rhetoric. Again, simi-
lar to other militant religious political movements, religion is often invoked by
the group as a justification for its actions and goals and is simultaneously em-
ployed as a social construct to define identity, regulate inner-group behavior,
and provide a source of legitimacy for the organization and its raison d’étre.°

Third, the charter directly identifies the group’s main religious and philo-
sophical inspirations. As explained in the previous chapter, Hamas strongly
associates itself and its ideology with that of the Muslim Brotherhood, and in
the opening of the charter there is a quote from that movement’s founder,
Hassan al-Banna: “Israel will exist and will continue to exist until Islam will
obliterate it, just as it obliterated others before it.” Hamas was strongly
inspired by the work of al-Banna, who was a prominent revivalist concerned
with inducing internal transformations within Muslim societies, while pro-
moting Islam and the study of Islamic texts.” Another important source in
defining Hamas’s vision is Sayyid Qutb, a major advocate of the concept of
individual obligation to wage jihad. Qutb’s books, In the Shadow of the Quran
and Milestones along the Way, as well as his teachings about the universality,
practicality, and importance of embracing jihad against the corrupted Arab
regimes, Crusaders, Zionists, and Communists, played an important role in
shaping the radical Sunni shift in the aftermath of the 1967 war.® This first
occurred in Egypt and later in the Gaza Strip.? The link between Qutb and
Hamas is evident, for example, in Article 12 of the Hamas Charter, where the
organization calls on every member of society to perform his duty and par-
ticipate in the jihad against Israel, in line with Qutb’s vision.

Another important concept in shaping Hamas’s ideology is that of the
shaheed (martyr or, literally, witness). According to Islamic tradition, martyrs
were identified with those who died in battle to defend Islam, and the tradi-
tion rewards them with eternal life in the afterworld.’’ For those who per-
ished as martyrs, Qutb emphasized: “After their death they remain an active
force in shaping the life of their community and giving it direction. It is in
this sense that such people, having sacrificed their lives for the sake of God,
retain their active existence in everyday life.”!! Furthermore, Hamas stresses
the idea of martyrdom as honorable and desirable, and it uses the concept
of bassamat-al-Farh (the joy of martyrdom)—a concept borrowed from Shiite
tradition.'? This theological elaboration is indeed crucial to Hamas’s strategy,
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because it allows it to distinguish the concept of martyrdom from that of sui-
cide, which is condemned as a mortal sin in the traditions of Mohammed.
With regard to suicide, the Muslim Prophet had clearly stated, “Whoever
kills himself in any way will be tormented in that way in hell.”** Hamas’s and
other Islamists’ ideologies use this framework to justify and promote both the
waging of violent jihad against Israel and the use of “suicide operations.”
However, in its charter Hamas does not limit itself to incorporating Islamist
beliefs but also adds a strongly nationalist dimension to its Islamist discourse,
focusing both its message and its goals toward Palestinian society. In this
sense, Hamas created a cohesive dialogue that combined a millenary vision
rooted in the Islamic tradition of the Muslim Brotherhood with a nationalist-
patriotic appeal, in which ethnicity, religion, and universalism converge to
generate a platform that effectively draws support to the organization.
Notably, Hamas shares its Muslim Brotherhood roots with more interna-
tionally focused groups such as al Qaeda. That group’s founder, a Palestinian
named Abdullah Azzam, is believed by some to have been a driving force be-
hind Hamas’s creation as well. There are other links between the two Sunni
Islamists aside from their shared roots and common anti-Semitic and anti-
Western rhetoric.* For example, al Qaeda operative Richard Reid, the man
who would later become infamously known as the “Shoe Bomber,” visited
Israel and the Palestinian territories in August 2001 using his British pass-
port to gain access. He was given sanctuary in Gaza by Nabil Awgqil, a man
who was himself supported by Hamas leader Ahmed Yassin."® Awgil had
been trained in Pakistani-controlled Kashmir and later in al Qaeda camps as
well. While Reid’s visit was in part to test the security of Israel’s national air-
line, El Al (which he deemed too secure to risk the shoe bomb plot), his ac-
tivities in Gaza are largely unknown. What’s more, after the assassination of
Osama bin Laden, the Hamas leadership in Gaza and Damascus condemned
the United States’ operation, calling his death an “atrocity” and praising the
al Qaeda leader as a “holy warrior,” even while noting the differences in “in-
terpretation” between Hamas and al Qaeda.' To date, Hamas is the only gov-
ernment in the world to have publicly spoken out in support of Bin Laden.
Overall, however, despite the more general ideological connections, the
two groups are operationally quite distant—something Hamas goes out of its
way to make clear. Unlike Hamas, al Qaeda holds a universalist agenda and
less accommodating foreign and domestic policy approach.'” As former direc-
tor of the Mossad Efraim Halevy has explained, Hamas has aspirations “to be



138 Hamas and Militancy in the Palestinian Territories

part of the system and not, as Al Qaeda aspires, to destroy it.”'® In fact, al-
though Palestinian Islamist organizations can at times have a more difficult
time reconciling their Palestinian nationalism with the more universalistic
Islamist message that transcends international borders, Hamas has been able
to maintain a distinctively Palestinian identify.’® Similarly, both the group’s
actions and goals have remained solely focused on the Palestinian level, and
the organization has not been involved in any operation that did not officially
target the Jewish state or its citizens. Hamas’s decision to join the Palestinian
political system and participate in Palestinian elections was harshly criti-
cized by al Qaeda, which accused it of “moderation” and of taking part in
“polytheistic councils.”?® For these reasons, especially in the aftermath of the
June 2006 Palestinian elections, al Qaeda has been openly hostile to what it
has viewed as some of Hamas’s more “moderate” positions. This more vocal
criticism is in part believed to be due to the more Salafist elements within
Hamas, who have gradually drifted away from that organization and alleg-
edly reached out to other Salafi-jihadist elements within Gaza as well as
international jihadist networks, in an effort to further radicalize Hamas and
other Palestinian groups.?! This may be one reason why in a 2011 Pew Global
Attitudes poll regard for Osama bin Laden was higher among Palestinians
than any other group, with 34 percent expressing confidence in bin Laden to

“do the right thing in world affairs.”*?

A View of the World and of the State of Israel

The 1988 charter is extremely clear in identifying Hamas’s original goal:
to take control over not just the West Bank and Gaza Strip but indeed the
entire country of Israel. To date, some studies dispute the notion that the
group would still be seeking the original goal of “liberating” Palestine in its
entirety and argue instead that Hamas has de facto accepted a future Pales-
tinian state within the 1967 borders. However, although some in the Hamas
organization may privately be open to settling in just East Jerusalem, the
West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, its official perspective as formulated in its
charter clearly states otherwise.

In Hamas’s view, the land of Israel exists on what had once been part of an
Islamic caliphate and is in its entirety considered a religious trust (waqf ), thus
belonging to the Muslim community as a whole. As such, the existence of a
Jewish state is in deep contrast with the principles of Islam and is therefore
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not a negotiable condition. In the worldview of Hamas, Israeli withdrawals
can be viewed only as steps toward the eventual complete destruction of a
state whose right to exist cannot be accepted. Similarly, the official ideology
rejects any compromise in dealing with the State of Israel as stated in Article
13 of the charter: “Initiatives, and so-called peaceful solutions and interna-
tional conferences, are in contradiction to the principles of the Islamic Resis-
tance Movement.”*

In terms of other Palestinian groups, Hamas’s opposition to negotiations
and partial settlements with Israel has put it directly at odds with Fatah,
which Hamas accuses of having betrayed the Palestinian cause by moderat-
ing and accepting the platform of a two-state solution with Israel. Similarly,
this ideological rejection of Israel and any attempt to reconcile differences
with the Jewish State have recurrently provided Hamas with the leading role
as “spoiler” of any potential peace agreement between the Palestinian and
Israeli peoples. In order to stall such agreements, Hamas has in the past agreed
to cooperate with other Palestinian rejectionist groups, despite the existence
of ideological differences, in order to prevent any real progress vis-a-vis the
Israeli and Palestinian peace talks.* This attitude toward creating broad po-
litical alliances is also supported by the ideological premises espoused in the
founding charter, which states that Hamas “views other Islamic movements
with respect and appreciation. Even when it disagrees with them on a partic-
ular aspect or viewpoint.”

If from an ideological point of view Hamas has remained consistent in
its denial of Israel’s right to exist and in maintaining the goals advocated in
the charter, the practical and political behavior of the group has substantially
evolved since 1988. Hamas has elaborated a political discourse marked by
pragmatism and cost-benefit analysis. For example, along with an ideological
rejection of Israel’s right to exist, Hamas has developed a de facto political
acceptance of its existence as a fait accompli of Israel for the time being.
Without amending the charter or altering its basic opposition to the creation
of the State of Israel, Hamas has in parallel stated: “There will remain a state
called Israel. This is a matter of fact.” Hamas Political Bureau leader Khaled
Meshaal clearly stated this concept in an interview with Reuters on January
11, 2007, adding: “The problem is not that there is an entity called Israel. . . .
The problem is that the Palestinian state is non-existent.”* In other words,
although the group refuses to grant or recognize acceptance of Israel, it could
still be prepared to deal with the reality of a State of Israel. Additionally,
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Hamas has been able to transition from its earlier position of a complete re-
fusal toward any negotiated settlement or agreement with Israel to a gradual
acceptance of short-term truces and even long-term (albeit still temporary)
ones, provided there is a fulfillment of a series of political conditions. Senior
Hamas leader Mahmoud Zahar explained as much in an interview with the
Palestinian Maan news agency in May 2011, when he explained that recog-
nizing Israel would “preclude the right of the next generations to liberate the
lands.” He added that for the time being Hamas would recognize a Palestin-
ian state “on any part of Palestine,” even as he wondered, "What will be the
fate of the five million Palestinians in the diaspora” if the organization were
to recognize the Jewish state and reach a final peace agreement??

The idea of implementing a ten- or twenty-year truce (hudna) with Israel
was advocated by Sheikh Yassin as early as 1993, provided that Israel agreed
to withdraw from Gaza, the West Bank, and East Jerusalem, and that the
Palestinians would be able to exercise autonomous self-governance in such a
nascent Palestinian state.?”” Without agreeing to recognize Israel and its Jew-
ish character, Yassin’s proposal laid down the foundation for Hamas’s politi-
cal stance on a future Palestinian state, known as the so-called “phased solu-
tion.” Accordingly, Hamas would accept the idea of entering into a long-term
hudna with the Jewish state and to establish and participate in a Palestinian
country established along the 1967 borders. Such acceptance would not be
seen as tantamount to recognition or the achievement of a final and stable
peace accord between an Israel and a Palestine but rather as a temporary
phase in the long-term fight toward the complete destruction of the Jewish
state and the “liberation” of all of historic Palestine. The “phased solution,”
therefore, grants Hamas the political flexibility to temporarily accept and
participate in a Palestinian state, without forcing the organization to revise
its ideological charter, thus ensuring political pragmatism and ideological
continuity. In the immediate aftermath of the 2006 elections, senior Hamas
leader-in-exile Mousa Abu Marzook released an interview to an Israeli radio
station, which reiterated these concepts and indicating Hamas’s posture vis-
a-vis Israel and future negotiations. He said that Hamas was considering
making changes according to reality, “but there are three principles we will
not compromise on: government according to the laws of the sharia (Islamic
law), our right to live in Palestine, and our right to resist the occupation.”
Marzook explicitly addressed the issue of the recognition of Israel: “We can-
not recognize Israel, as that violates our principles and our election platform
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of resistance, reform and change. . . . You don’t run on a platform and then
reverse it when you win.”? However, he conceded that the Palestinian gov-
ernment’s responsibility for the well-being of its people would eventually re-
quire a higher degree of flexibility: “Relations with the Jewish State are inevi-
table as the existence of Israel is a fact, but recognizing its legal legitimacy is
another thing. . . . Hamas may recognize Israel’s legitimacy, under certain
conditions, such as the establishment of a Palestinian state in *67 borders in
the West Bank and Gaza with Jerusalem as its capital and the return of mil-
lions of refugees to their homes in Israel.”*

Hamas’s leadership, however, is somewhat split over how far it is willing to
go to establish a long-term cease-fire with Israel and thus institute a de facto,
albeit temporary, acceptance of Israel’s existence.?! Although no Hamas leader
has gone so far as to accept the notion of peace with Israel, its Gaza leader-
ship had generally been more open to the idea of establishing a long-term
(though temporary) cease-fire than has its exiled political leadership based in
Damascus.

Hamas in the Palestinian Territories:
Political Agenda and Activities

In parallel to this vision of its external enemies and to its political stance
with respect to the establishment of a Palestinian state, Hamas’s ideological
charter also sheds light on the group’s domestic ambitions within Palestine.
In this respect, the document proposed a radical transformation of the status
quo and the restoration of an “authentic Islam” within Palestinian society.
Again in line with the Muslim Brotherhood’s agenda, Hamas’s objective as ex-
pressed in the charter is the creation of a society and state based on the princi-
ples and teachings of Islam.

Much of Hamas’s ideology is learned through its social welfare network,
which spans everything from mosques, schools, food banks, clinics, summer
camps, and hospitals. As is clearly outlined under Article 16 (Education of the
[Young] Generation) of its charter, one of its major goals is to instill Islamist
values into Palestinian children from a young age.*? At the same time, Hamas
employs this wide social network to promote the group and its militant
agenda with respect to Israel. This manifests itself in military activities for
children in summer camps, indoctrination of kindergarteners to praise sui-
cide attackers and wish to be like them, the reenactment of suicide bombings,
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and the use of schoolbooks laced with Islamist, anti-Semitic, and anti-Western
propaganda.®® From just one Hamas affiliated youth soccer team, for example,
multiple terrorists were recruited, including suicide bombers.**

Hamas also relies on its activities as a social movement to spread an
anti-Israeli and, at times, anti-Semitic agenda. As with other Islamist and
anti-Israeli organizations, Jews as a people and not just Israelis in general are
portrayed as the driving force behind most of the wrongs in the world, in-
cluding most recently the 2008 recession and world economic crises.® Israeli
activities are often compared to those of the Nazis, as can be seen in Article
20 of Hamas’s charter, where it states: “The Nazism of the Jews includes
[even] women and children; it terrorizes everyone. These Jews ruin people’s
livelihoods, steal their money, and threaten their honor.”*® Ironically, the
only time the true enormity of the Holocaust tends to be acknowledged is
when it is compared to the plight of the Palestinians and it is argued they
have suffered at the hands of Israel more than the Jews suffered during the
Holocaust. Yet Hamas’s anti-Semitism goes much farther than just denying
the Holocaust and comparing the Jews to Nazis. Pervasive throughout the
Arab world, anti-Semitism by way of degradation and calling for the murder
of Jews is increasingly justified based on interpretations of Islam.?’

Such indoctrination has led to a membership that is more organized and
ideological than its rivals and thus somewhat less susceptible to infiltration
by Palestinian, Israeli, and other intelligence agencies. Yet, showing again a
high degree of political pragmatism, Hamas has recognized that its target
population is not always interested or willing to have Islamist values forced
upon it. Until recently, Islamic law in Gaza was imposed only in certain Hamas
controlled areas, including the economy, education, and law and order. Al-
though Hamas’s rule still demonstrates a more pragmatic, gradual, and con-
trolled way of imposing its will on a traditionally secular Palestinian society,
it has been increasing the enforcement of Islamist laws and the targeting of
what it views as non-Islamist values (such as UN-run camps, lingerie shops,
and dress codes for women) in an effort to appease and compete with the ris-
ing power of Salafi-jihadist groups in the region.*®

In conclusion, Hamas’s unaltered official ideology has over time been cou-
pled with a substantially more pragmatic political discourse that indicates a
high potential for adaptation. This calculated moderation, which can be seen
in everything from its policies toward Israel to its control over Palestinian
lives, has led those who support a “purer” strain of Salafism—reminiscent
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of the al Qaeda ideology that manifested itself in Taliban-controlled
Afghanistan—to begin to increasingly challenge the authority of Hamas in
some of the areas under its control.3® This even more radical version of Salaf-
ism has allegedly also been creeping into the militant leadership of Hamas in
the Gaza Strip, as has been on display with the increasing number of radicals
elected to Hamas’s Shura Council, the main decision-making body.* It has
also led to the creation of radical Salafi offshoots training in Gaza that do not
take orders from Hamas or the PIJ. These groups are expanding their influ-
ence in the region as they attract members from Hamas and other groups
that are not seen as radical enough.*



Structure

HAMAS’S STRUCTURE HAS CHANGED considerably since its founding. The or-
ganization was initially organized into three parts: (1) a political wing, (2) a
military wing (known as the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigade), and (3) an intel-
ligence apparatus called the Organization of Jihad and Dawa (or Munazza-
mat al-Jihad wal-dawa—better known as al-Majd, or “Glory”). It was not long
before al-Majd was incorporated into Hamas’s military wing, which remained
secretive and compartmentalized in comparison to its PLO rival.!

Political and Military Structure

Today, Hamas’s entire organization is overseen by two main bodies: the
Advisory Council (Majlis Shura or Shura Council) and the Political Bureau (al-
Maktab al-Siyasi).? The Shura Council, considered the main decision-making
body within the organization, issues binding directives on all significant po-
litical and strategic questions. This council comprises Hamas leadership both
inside and outside of the Palestinian territories. Its exact composition and its
members’ identities have traditionally been kept secret. The Political Bureau,
on the other hand, functions more as the group’s executive organ, and is tasked
with making sure Hamas’s day-to-day operations and activities are carried out
smoothly. The bureau achieves this objective through an administrative unit
in both its West Bank and especially its Gaza offices, which oversees the group’s
dawa network and security activities.? In addition to monitoring the group’s
military wing, the bureau is also heavily involved in fundraising, making it an
extremely powerful organ.*

At the moment, the Political Bureau is located in Damascus (although
news reports in the spring of 2011 have been reporting that Hamas may be
considering relocating to Qatar or elsewhere in light of the massive unrest
occurring within Syria)® and is headed by Khaled Meshaal, together with its
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deputy head, the Gaza-based Mousa Abu Marzook.® Hamas’s military wing is
integrated into this structure, by being formally subordinated to the Political
Bureau (which is in turn constrained in its decision-making process by the
Shura Council). The military wing, however, retains a certain degree of au-
tonomy and freedom of action and to this day is the organization’s most flex-
ible department, as it has gone through major structural reorganizations, pri-
marily as a result of successful Israeli operations and changes in its theater of
operations. In addition, the group’s hierarchy in the aftermath of its electoral
victory and armed takeover of Gaza has undergone a series of internal trans-
formations. For instance, the group created additional internal special opera-
tions security forces, known as the Executive Force (Tanfithya). The Execu-
tive Force was created in Gaza in order to compete with the PA’s own internal
security forces that were loyal to Fatah.” Over time the Hamas forces have
taken over the role of ensuring public order, administering justice and law en-
forcement, and repressing and isolating opposition to the Hamas government.
Since its takeover of Gaza, Hamas’s Executive Force has more than doubled in
size to twelve thousand members and has also become an enforcer of Sharia
law that includes ensuring women are veiled.® In total, it is believed that Hamas
can yield up to approximately fifteen thousand fighters from its various units,
capable of facing Israeli forces in any showdown in the Gaza Strip.’

In concert with its relatively sophisticated organizational structure, the
internal leadership of Hamas also plays an important role in ensuring cohe-
sion, creating alliances within different sectors of society, and enhancing the
power of the organization. Hamas’s historic leader, Sheikh Ahmed Yassin,
founded the organization with the objective of “Fighting non-religious [Pales-
tinian] factions in the territories and carrying out jihad operations against
Israel.”!® Sheikh Yassin was a very popular figure, who represented Max
Weber’s “charismatic leader” and was able to draw wide support for the orga-
nization and cause. Moreover, under Yassin’s leadership, order within the or-
ganization was maintained, as Yassin retained a large share of personal power
and influence over the group’s strategy at every level. Arrested twice by Is-
raeli security forces, in 1984 and 1989, respectively, Yassin was finally killed
in a security operation on March 22, 2004." His death made him a martyr
and even more powerful ideological figure in the eyes of his supporters, as
well as a model for them to emulate. Yassins assassination was hotly con-
tested in Israeli circles and harshly criticized by many in the international
community. Israel understood the psychological difficulty it would have in
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justifying the assassination of an elderly man and a paraplegic, whom Israel
itself had medically treated in the past. However, as his direct involvement in
terrorist attacks was clear, Israeli leadership decided his loss would be worth
the repercussions. Avi Dichter, director of Israel’s Shin Bet Security Service
at the time, would later explain Israel’s predicament: “We had intelligence
confirming that Sheikh Yassin was behind the attempted [mega terror] at-
tack at Ashdod. . . . His image as a disabled man caused us a lot of problems.
After all, he was a paraplegic. He could barely speak. Everything about this
man aroused pity. But the degree of evil he contained within himself was
shocking.”*?

The internal shakeup did not end with the assassination of Yassin in
March 2004. Dr. Abdel Aziz Rantissi immediately took over the top position
in Hamas and was assassinated less than a month later. Internal control of
Hamas would never be the same. After Rantissi, the organization at first kept
a tight lid on who was his successor, but it soon became clear that the organi-
zation’s Political Bureau would have an increasingly powerful role in Hamas’s
decision-making process, thus raising the internal power and status of its
chair, the exiled leader Khaled Meshaal. Meshaal had himself survived a
1997 botched assassination attempt by the Mossad in Jordan. That operation
helped catapult him to fame in Hamas and allowed him to operate from the
organization’s political headquarters in Damascus."® As an exiled leader, Me-
shaal at times has appeared out of touch with the Palestinians. In the past, he
often took a harder line against Israel than did his counterparts in Gaza, such
as the deputy of the Political Bureau Mousa Abu Marzook and Ismail Haniyeh,
who was elected prime minister of the Palestinian Authority in 2006. Both of
these Gaza-based leaders were seen as pragmatists with a better understand-
ing of the situation on the ground than the Hamas leadership in Syria and
elsewhere. However, in the months following the May 2011 Hamas-Fatah rec-
onciliation, new divisions are allegedly emerging within Hamas, with Meshaal
actually supporting an agreement with Fatah, and leaders from Gaza, headed
by Mahmoud a-Zahar, rejecting it.!

Today, after Israel’s withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and Hamas’s June
2007 military takeover of that territory from the more secular Fatah, the or-
ganization has been seen as battling to preserve internal unity. Hamas’s strict
bureaucratic apparatus and its strong Shura-based decision-making role has
helped to effectively maintain a degree of cohesion within the organization,
avoiding some of the effects of disunity, such as the implementation of
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conflicting political policies or the undermining of external support. Yet, de-
spite these accomplishments, divisions have become clear. These include tem-
porary disagreements between Hamas’s “inner” Gaza leadership and “outer”
Damascus leadership, as well as within Hamas’s Shura Council, where a more
radical and militant group of leaders has begun to wrest control of the mili-
tary branch. These ultra radicals are made up largely of younger members of
the Izz ad-Din al Qassam Brigade who have proved their worth in the eyes
of the Palestinian population not only by engaging in military and terrorist
operations against Israelis but also through dealing with the consequences of
such actions and sustaining long periods of time in prison or in hiding, risk-
ing assassinations, and evading arrest attempts.'

One telling story comes from the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigade commander
and famed Islamist leader Mohammed Deif, who, after being severely injured
in an Israeli attack, was smuggled out of Gaza to receive treatment. While he
was gone, the Salafi-aligned Ahmad Ja'abari took over his position. Ja'abari and
his cohorts have been credited with some of Hamas’s most important military
and logistical achievements, including the development of Hamas’s extensive
tunneling network to bypass efforts to close the border of Gaza. Upon his re-
turn to the Gaza Strip, Deif reportedly complained that “Salafists had taken
completely over.”'® Though perhaps an exaggeration, these episodes do seem
to confirm that Hamas is experiencing a degree of internal division and that
losing Yassin and Rantissi in such a short span of time left a vacuum in Hamas’s
leadership. However, unlike Hezbollah, Hamas was never under the strict
leadership of one man. Therefore, given the more pluralist nature of Hamas’s
leadership, even the loss of a strong and beloved leader such as Yassin did not
undermine the group in the same way that losing Nasrallah would likely affect
Hezbollah. However, the fact that the group does not take direction well from
states such as Iran or Syria, combined with the existence of internal disagree-
ments and conflicts, has made Hamas’s decision-making process much more
divisive and not as strictly controlled as groups such as Hezbollah.

Social Activism and Grass-Roots Support

Passive support constitutes an important force multiplier for Hamas, and
the organization implements numerous techniques to gain popular legiti-
macy and increase its constituency. These tactics include proselytism and in-
doctrination through the group’s social networks, and in particular through
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Hamas’s extensive and well-organized educational programs and institutions.
Furthermore, the group resorts to both ideological and esoteric factors, mostly
rooted in the group’s religious discourse, in order to attract support from within
the Palestinian territories as well as from abroad."” In addition, Hamas’s po-
litical leadership relied upon the group’s honest reputation and its effective
delivery of social services as additional tools to gain the support and vote of
the Palestinian population.

In this sense, passive followers, sympathizers, and political supporters con-
stitute a heterogeneous group within Palestinian society, and they represent a
range of sociocultural indicators. In fact, Hamas’s core constituents are gen-
erally the commoners, although the organization has increasingly expanded
this support network to include all members of Palestinian society, from young
to old, and farmers to university students, doctors, lawyers, and women.'®
Similarly, the Palestinian peoples’ political alliance to Hamas has historically
not been fixed but has been a variable of the perceived status of the conflict
and effectiveness of the organization. For example, popular support for Hamas
tended to decline sharply in times when the population perceived a potential
breakthrough in the context of the negotiations with Israel, such as in the
years following the 1993 Oslo agreements and immediately after the 1994
establishment of the Palestinian Authority.”® In those years the Palestinian
population largely backed Fatah and the ongoing negotiations with Israel—a
trend that gradually began to reverse itself as both the peace process and the
newly created Palestinian Authority proved incapable of substantially im-
proving the reality on the ground for most Palestinians. Concurrently, with
the decline in support for Fatah and for the “political solution” to the Pales-
tinian problem in the late 1990s, support for Hamas and the armed struggle
began to rise sharply, showing again the relationship between the degree
of political backing for Hamas and the perceived status of the Arab-Israeli
conflict.?

Aside from a large number of passive supporters in the Palestinian territo-
ries, Hamas also has a large number of supporters around the world, both in
the Palestinian diaspora and among non-Palestinians. Although these sup-
porters are not necessarily members of the organization, they play an impor-
tant role in providing legitimacy and funding and may also partake in Hamas’s
social welfare networks. The organization enjoys considerable legitimacy in
the Arab and Muslim worlds, which sympathize with the group’s willingness
to stand up to Israel through the use of force.
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Recruitment for Hamas’s active supporters is carried out, mainly through
its web of social welfare activities. Palestinians with leadership skills are
identified from a young age, and their indoctrination is nurtured through
peers and mentors. Those deemed capable of meeting the physical and men-
tal challenges of joining the group’s military ranks are directed toward that
part of the organization, while others participate in Hamas’s plethora of other
departments, including its Political Bureau and its offices of finance, propa-
ganda, foreign affairs, and social welfare programs.

In the past, the group relied on a similar process to recruit members and
train them to become suicide bombers, which they view as shaheeds, or “mar-
tyrs.” Volunteers to carry out such operations were recruited through mosques,
charities, universities, and student organizations such as the Kutla Islamiya
(Hamas’s Islamic block).?! Other community institutions that are part of
Hamas’s military, political, and social network also played roles in recruit-
ment. The group’s own social network was a natural choice for Hamas re-
cruiters. By maintaining a strong social apparatus, Hamas was able to foster
a sense of community and inclusiveness, with strong social bonds between
the organization and its members. These are all necessary elements in devel-
oping a code of shared meanings and values to shape identity, perceptions,
and preferences.? In turn, this increased the chances of recruits to be loyal,
reliable, and fully committed to their task. This was especially so in the case
of suicide bombers: “An overarching sense of collectiveness consumes the in-
dividual. This fusion with group seems to provide the necessary justification
for their actions with an attendant loss of felt responsibility . . . if the group
says it is required and justified, and then it is required and justified.”*

Communal bonds were thus as important as the religious and ideological
appeals, and both factors were also integrated in a comprehensive framework
to create a “culture of martyrdom” that promoted hate, glorified death, and
generated a myth of honor and ethos around the martyr.?* Simultaneously,
the organization also boosted the role and status of the martyr in Palestinian
society by establishing a number of social rituals, including public funerals and
parades for the shaheed. These reinforced the perception of heroism and wor-
thiness of the suicide bomber. In addition, appraisals from the media and
religious authorities, such as Akhram Sabari, the mufti of Jerusalem, justified
“self-martyrdom” operations by explaining their consistency with Islamic
law.?> Additional motives that led civilians to become Hamas recruits and
specifically suicide operatives can be found in the economic deprivation un-
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der which most Palestinians live and in the perspective of gaining social status
and economic retribution for their acts. For instance, a “martyr’s family” re-
ceived a cash payment of $1,000, plus additional donations.?® Although these
factors are insufficient by themselves to explain the motivations of suicide
bombers, they should certainly be taken into account as contingent causes.

Finally, the cycle of suicide attacks was self-reinforcing, as the strength of
the impact of the attacks generated a crop of volunteers to become the next
shaheed.?” Thus, the problem for Hamas was less about attracting and recruit-
ing candidates and more of ensuring in the long term that it attracted only
“fit” candidates.

Most of the suicide bombers and active militants of Hamas were unmar-
ried males between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five. Their social class
matched that of the average Palestinian, but their educational level tended in
general to be above average. They also tended to have grown up in religious
families.?® However, Hamas was also able to draw support and active follow-
ers from Palestinian women and children. Female militants have been active
in Hamas since at least the beginning of the second Intifada, both as facilita-
tors in planning and organizing terrorist attacks and as suicide bombers. This
was not seen as contradictory to the stricter Islamic mores that were advo-
cated in the group’s charter. In fact, Article 12 of Hamas’s covenant states
openly that resisting the enemy is a duty of every Muslim, including women:
“A woman can go out to fight the enemy without her husband’s permission,
and so does the slave: without his master’s permission.” In addition, former
Hamas chief Abdel Aziz Rantissi, during an interview with Abu Tibi Television
at the end of August 2001, stated, “There is no reason that the perpetration
of suicide attacks should be monopolized by men.”? In order to ensure that
this behavior was socially acceptable, the idea of the female martyr was con-
structed around consolidated gender norms and values, such as modesty, chas-
tity, and honor, thus maintaining continuity with the collective identity and
narrative while proposing a momentary deviation from the standard gender-
defined roles in the name of “the cause.”*® This has led women—including
young mothers—to carry out suicide attacks against Israelis on behalf of
Hamas.*! As part of their propaganda campaign one can find mothers of sui-
cide bombers encouraging fellow Palestinians to become suicide bombers.*

Hamas has also recruited children into its ranks. Reports from the Coali-
tion to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers stated that the group had recruited
children below the age of fifteen, including children as young as twelve years
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old to carry out military operations.*® After the outbreak of the second Inti-
fada, Israeli security forces apprehended teenagers between the ages of eleven
and eighteen who were trained and ready to perpetrate terrorist attacks, while
others successfully carried out their plans.>* In the case of minors recruited
by Hamas, the incitement to violence came from Hamas’s educational pro-
grams and institutions, as well as through television campaigns and Hamas-
run summer camps. All of these organs promoted the culture of martyrdom
and demonized both Israel and its cultural-religious identity.*

Fundraising

Since its founding in 1987, Hamas has developed a complex and integrated
financial model, combining logistic and financial support from states, corpo-
rations, charities, and nonprofit organizations, as well as funding from private
donors.*® The group has also invested in self-generation of revenues and over
the years has diversified its financial activities, employing financial schemes
that range from legal procurement of funds, such as providing financial ser-
vices, to illegal activities that included weapons smuggling and currency forg-
ery.¥ In addition, since its takeover of the Gaza Strip in June 2007, Hamas’s
financial revenues and, of course, it financial needs have expanded as the
group has been involved in tax collections as well as in legitimate economic
activity and in the informal economy that surrounds the underground tunnels
built between Gaza and Egypt.

Currently, Hamas’s financial structure and procurement strategy are based
on state sponsorship and third-party donations, as well as self-funding. Hamas
behaves as a global player when it comes to raising funds for its activities: the
group’s revenues are raised worldwide, and the organization is increasingly
involved in transnational partnerships, including with criminal entities, to
finance its costly social, political, and military apparatus. An up-to-date esti-
mate of the group’s total annual budget appears difficult to obtain; however,
in 2003 the organization’s annual revenues were estimated to be around $70
million,*® although it is likely that this sum has risen steadily in the after-
math of the group’s takeover of Gaza and its increased support from Iran.

With its roots in the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas has always been adept at
collecting zakat, or charity, to carry out its missions and goals, including the
financing of its extensive social welfare network. The giving of alms is one of
the five pillars of Islam, and as such, private and public funding of religious
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charitable organizations have throughout Islam’s history been quite strong. In
this sense, Hamas has developed an effective local and global network of char-
itable organizations dedicated to financing the group’s extensive and costly
social welfare programs.

Although most Hamas-affiliated charities officially do not explicitly raise
money for the group’s military apparatus—much of that is funded either di-
rectly through Hamas’s Political Bureau or though Iranian injection—it is
impossible to ascertain how much of the funds collected from their charities
are diverted toward military activities. Hamas has gone to great lengths to
show a separation between its military and social welfare “branches,” seeking
to highlight specifically to Western states that fundraising for its social welfare
branch should be permitted, even if these governments disapprove of its
militant activities. In actuality, as explained earlier, the line between Hamas’s
two activities is not always clear. Its social welfare programs can also serve its
military activities by acting as front organizations that launder money and
recruit new militants. When donated money does actually go to a given social
welfare program, this funding is also significant as it only further legitimizes
the group in its entirety and allows it to divert other funds for terrorist activi-
ties. Social welfare programs that the dawa support, including hospitals, uni-
versities, orphanages, schools, mosques, summer camps, sports clubs, and job
training programs, all serve as critical channels for recruitment into militant
activities. Furthermore, high numbers of Hamas members and supporters
involved in legitimate social welfare programs allow the organization to laun-
der money to fund militant activities.*

Maintaining and funding the group’s wide social network are among
Hamas’s main priorities, and a substantial part of its budget is dedicated to
ensuring the sustainability and effectiveness of its social programs. Hamas is
deeply committed at an ideological level to operate as a social movement and
preserve a network of social services. In fact, both of these tools are seen as
essential to Islamize Palestinian society by employing a bottom-up approach,
thus continuing the legacy of the Mujamma. Additionally, the organization’s
popularity and legitimacy is in large part derived from its grass-roots activi-
ties and social programs. For instance, the group’s reputation of efﬁciency
and lack of corruption—earned through its successful management of its
welfare network—significantly contributed to Hamas’s electoral success at
the Palestinian municipal level in 2004 and 2005, as well as in its electoral
victory in the January 2006 legislative elections.
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The group’s social network also directly contributes to preserving popular
support for the organization by serving as an important source of employment
for Palestinians.*® This is particularly important, as the government contin-
ues to be the Palestinians’ largest employer, and like other state-government
counterparts in the Arab world, it demands personal loyalty in return for em-
ployment and financial benefits. This reality ultimately creates a client-type
of relationship between the civilian population and the government. In this
sense, support for a given Palestinian camp can mean the difference between
whether you work, where you work, and how much money you earn. Hamas
has adopted a similar approach within its own constituency, and it has been
particularly adept at taking care of its own, thus gaining the loyalty of many
Palestinians. For example, it established funds specially designated for fami-
lies of Hamas “martyrs.”*! Moreover, in the aftermath of its takeover of Gaza
in 2007, Hamas invested substantial efforts into developing a parallel client
network of supporters within the Gaza Strip. In this sense, Hamas has fo-
cused on ensuring direct loyalty with respect to all public employees hired by
the group to govern over Gaza, especially in the case of public order and secu-
rity forces.

As mentioned previously, Hamas finances this massive social network
through charity collection, personal donations, and local and global charities
and foundations. In the last case, the organizations involved in channeling
revenues to Hamas can be either directly affiliated with the group or part of
larger organizations that divert part of their funds to Hamas’s accounts. These
organizations are located in the Middle East, Asia, North America, and Eu-
rope. Notably, some Hamas and PIJ financiers have been connected to fund-
raising activities for al Qaeda as well.**

In the years leading up to and immediately following 9/11, Hamas raised
funds quite extensively in the United States, especially through the activities
of the Holy Land Foundation, whose members were under investigation since
the 1990s.** In November 2008 the leaders of the organization were convicted
on 108 charges, including providing support to Hamas, money laundering,
and tax fraud, while the courts found that the Holy Land Foundation had
provided approximately $12 million to Hamas.** Following 9/11, the United
States chose to respond not only by cracking down on organizations raising
funds for terrorist organizations within its own borders but also by pressur-
ing European states to shut them down as well. American and European-
based “charitable” organizations that had funneled tens of millions of dollars
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to Hamas throughout the 1990s began to be investigated and closed follow-
ing increased international attention.

An important milestone in this sense was the 2008 U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment designation of the Saudi-based Union of Good (Etelaf al-Khair), an um-
brella organization set up by Hamas on the eve of the second Intifada in 2000
to channel funds to the organization, as a global terrorist entity.*> The Union
of Good included more than twenty-four charitable organizations worldwide,
such as the U.K.-based International Palestine Relief and Development Fund
(Interpal), the international Al-Agsa Foundation, the French Comité de Bien-
faisance et de Secours aux Palestiniens (CBSP), the Association de Secours
Palestiniens (ASP) of Switzerland, the Palestinian Association in Austria
(PVOE), and the Sanabil Association for Relief and Development in Lebanon.
Some of the groups associated with the Union of Good, such as the Al-Agsa
Foundation, had previously been designated as global terrorist entities (in
2003), and in the course of the following years the group’s activities had been
investigated and prohibited in European countries such as Germany, Den-
mark, and the Netherlands.*® Interpal, one of the largest charitable groups in
the United Kingdom and a founding member of the Union of Good, along
with the now defunct Holy Land Foundation (another specially designated
global terrorist entity under U.S. law), is still allowed to operate in the United
Kingdom—this despite a 2009 inquiry into the group by the U.K. Charity
Commission that criticized its lack of “due diligence” for participating in the
Union of Good after being ordered to “dissociate” itself from the Saudi orga-
nization.*” Despite these financial setbacks, Hamas continues to raise funds
through its network of affiliated charities worldwide, while it supplements
these revenues with private donations and contributions from states, such as
Iran, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.

The political and financial partnership between the Saudi government
and Hamas started in the early 1990s. Following the 1991 Gulf War, aid that
had been earmarked for the PLO began to find its way into Hamas’s coffers in
response to the PLO’s public support for Saddam Hussein during that conflict.
Even as relations between the PLO and Saudi Arabia improved, funding to
Hamas continued, often to the dismay of Yasser Arafat, who wished to be in
control of all money flowing into and out of Palestinian hands. Israeli raids on
Palestinian Authority and Hamas locations outlined just how extensive Saudi
funding had turned out to be.* In those years, Saudi Arabia financed Hamas
mostly though banks, charities, and via individuals within the ruling class.*?
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From 2000 to 2006, most funds were delivered from Saudi Arabia to Hamas
through the Committee for the Support of the Al Quds Intifadha.*® Accord-
ing testimony of David D. Aufhauser to the U.S. House of Representatives, in
the early 2000s, “As much as half of Hamas’s income is derived from money
raised in the Persian Gulf, including the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia—
notwithstanding a May 2002 decree by Crown Prince Abdullah that ceased
official Saudi support for the group.™! Although the Saudis officially withdrew
support for Hamas, funds continued to flow through families and donors
within the crown’s entourage as well as through the “special account ninety-
eight,” created ad hoc to fund Palestinian organizations, including Hamas.>?
In addition, Saudi funds were directed to Hamas through charitable organiza-
tions and events, such as an April 2002 Saudi Telethon that raised $150 mil-
lion for the Palestinian population, including to Hamas.”® More recently, as
part of the U.S.-led crackdown against Hamas, that government increased
political pressure on the Saudi regime to stop funding the organization, caus-
ing the amount of money channeled from that country to drastically dimin-
ish. However, even after 2006, the Saudis continue to provide financial assis-
tance to Gaza through the Committee for the Relief of the Palestinian People,
which operates in cooperation with UN agencies and invests in humanitarian
relief programs for the Palestinian population at large.>*

Although support from the governments of Saudi Arabia and some Gulf
States has waned in the past few years, support from the Arab “street” contin-
ues because the organization’s more militant stance in dealing with Israel is
quite popular in that part of the world, including among Palestinians. Simul-
taneously, Hamas’s financial and political relations with both Iran and Syria
have grown in the aftermath of its January 2006 electoral victory. Iran in par-
ticular has significantly increased its funding to Hamas. U.S. officials have
described Iran as “the central banker of terrorism,” and its support for Hamas
is no exception.> Iran has literally sent billions of dollars to terrorist groups
around the world and is an open and proud supporter of Hamas.>® Support
from Iran has also meant increased political relations with Hezbollah, whose
tactics were increasingly adopted by Hamas in the years following Israel’s
withdrawal from Gaza in 2005—often without the same results.>” Although
the two groups have at times been rivals, from an operational and logistical
point of view Hezbollah and Hamas maintain political ties, and the Lebanese
group has directly paid Palestinians to carry out attacks against Israel.”® No-
tably, as ties between Iran and Venezuela have increased under presidents
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Ahmadinejad and Hugo Chavez, there are now reports of Venezuelans also
funding, training, and otherwise supporting Hamas.* In addition to fund-
raising through charities and state sponsorship, Hamas has also been invest-
ing in the self-generation of revenues, through direct involvement in money
laundering and weapons smuggling in the Palestinian territories and world-
wide, including such regions as the tri-border area of South America.®

Finally, Hamas’s fundraising strategy has been shaped by the group’s elec-
toral victory in 2006 and its subsequent armed takeover of Gaza in 2007. In
the past few years, Hamas has been able to raise funds by virtue of its posi-
tion in Gaza, such as through tax collection on companies operating in Gaza
and on numerous commodities imported into the area, mostly through the
use of smuggling tunnels.®" Additionally, the Hamas government in Gaza col-
lects fees for carrying out public services, imposes fines, and collects customs
duties on imported goods.®> Hamas relies on these funds mostly to continue
to administer the Gaza Strip and deliver social goods to the local population,
a daunting task that has placed the organization under increased financial
pressure since 2007. At the same time, taking control of the Gaza Strip has
also allowed it to supplement its revenues, mostly by way of controlling part
of the informal economy generated around the underground tunnels built
between Gaza and Egypt, which includes the smuggling of weapons, cash,
contraband goods, cigarettes, vehicles, cattle, and even people.63



Strategies and Tactics

WITHIN THE PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES, Hamas acquired its reputation and
notoriety not only as a consequence of its combative nature vis-a-vis Israel but
also as a result of its extensive political and social activities. Internationally,
however, Hamas became a household name because of its suicide bombing
campaigns against Israeli civilians and military targets during the period of
peace negotiations between Israel and the Palestinian Authority under the
framework of the Oslo Accords in the 199os. This was further cemented dur-
ing the second Intifada, where scenes of bloodied Israeli children in holiday
costumes, young and elderly couples killed while sitting side by side on buses,
and families blown apart while sharing a Passover Seder meal all helped earn
Hamas notoriety from some and praise and admiration from others. Although
the organization has claimed responsibility for everything from shootings
and roadside bombs to the firing of rockets and conducting kidnappings, it
was its suicide attacks that helped sear the organization’s name into the con-
sciousness of Israelis and Palestinians alike.

Military Operations

Hamas’s suicide bombing campaigns on buses, in restaurants, and at holi-
day celebrations gripped Israel’s citizenry with fear and worried counterter-
rorism officials worldwide. Suicide bombers were difficult to deter or arrest,
and the terrorists knew it. Bombers were sometimes given narcotics before
striking to ensure their nerves did not get the best of them. They would be
disguised as everything from pregnant women to ultra-orthodox Jews or even
IDF soldiers in order to elude authorities. Unlike Hezbollah, which had largely
used suicide attacks against Israeli military targets, Hamas purposely used its
human bombs to strike at the heart of Israeli cities teeming with civilians. As
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a Hamas training manual explained, “It is foolish to hunt the tiger when
there are plenty of sheep around.”

Yet suicide bombings were just a small part of the tactics Hamas has em-
ployed to carry out its strategy of confronting and standing up to the Israelis,
while gaining the upper hand in Palestinian domestic politics, as it redefined
its people’s national identity into a more Islamist nature. In addition to terror-
ism, Hamas used everything from propaganda to psychological warfare in
order to carry out its missions, even using civilians to shield themselves from
Israeli reprisals. For example, during the IDF incursions into the Gaza Strip
in January 2009, Israel accused Hamas of hiding top operatives in hospitals
to evade capture, bringing civilians to Hamas leaders’ homes to deter Israel
from conducting airstrikes, and both storing and firing weapons from mosques
and schools and near UN facilities.? The IDF asserted that whole blocks of
empty Palestinian homes were said to be rigged to explode—including a
school—and suicide bombers were deployed to strike IDF patrols. The Report
of the United Nations Fact-Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict (aka the Gold-
stone Report), as well as additional investigations by human rights organiza-
tions, did not corroborate Israel’s claims. In fact, the report made similar ac-
cusations against Israeli forces, charges the Israelis have vehemently denied.?
Although Richard Goldstone, the lead author of the Goldstone Report, has
since recanted and claimed he did not have all of the evidence when his re-
port was produced, the IDF has nonetheless changed its military doctrine in
order to better prepare for accusations of human rights violations in the fu-
ture.* This development has occurred despite the fact that Israel and its allies
continue to argue that the international community holds it to a double
standard.”

Certainly, however, the 2009 incursion into Gaza posed for both parties
the familiar problems of having to protect civilians while engaging in combat
in an extremely densely populated urban area. It was particularly difficult for
the IDF to differentiate between civilians and combatants, especially when
considering that during combat Hamas members did not tend to wear uni-
forms and often hid among the civilian population.® This predicament led to
high numbers of Palestinian civilian casualties, which quickly captured the
attention of the media as footage of the carnage was broadcast worldwide—
especially to the Arab and Muslim worlds. The 2009-10 Israel incursion
into Gaza highlighted yet again the intense media war between Israelis and
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Palestinians, in many respects providing another propaganda victory for the
Islamist movement. If a picture is worth a thousand words, then television foot-
age and front-page newspaper photos showing blocks of destroyed homes and
mosques definitely contributed to shaping the international community’s per-
ception of the conflict, while raising international criticism toward Israeli
actions.

Aside from the examples made evident in the 2009 war in Gaza between
Hamas and Israel, the group confronted Israel through a variety of additional
tactics as well. When taking more offensive measures, especially during the
years leading up to the second Intifada, Hamas focused on more traditional
terrorist tactics that targeted Israeli civilians by way of suicide bombers, ac-
tive shooters, and even knife attacks that occurred within both Israel’s “Green
Line” borders and its West Bank and Gaza Strip settlements.” With a total op-
erating budget that according to FBI testimony was estimated to be in excess
of $70 million and an average attack ranging in cost from $600 to $50,000,
Hamas had enough cash on hand to carry out hundreds of attacks against Is-
raeli soft targets, achieving high-impact results with relatively little financial
investment.® Many of the tactics were picked up by the more than 400 Pales-
tinians who had been expelled by Israel in December 1992 to a no-man’s land
area on the Lebanese border. There they interacted with members of Hezbol-
lah and acquired critical knowledge to conduct everything from car bomb-
ings to suicide attacks.’?

In the years leading up to and immediately following Israel’s withdrawal
from the Gaza Strip in 2005, Hamas was forced to alter the way it fought as a
result of Israeli countermeasures. Although it still threatened and attempted
to carry out suicide attacks, fewer operatives were able to penetrate Israeli
defenses, forcing a shift in Hamas tactics. The Islamist group consequently
began to rely on the firing of both homemade and imported rockets and mor-
tars to target Israeli population centers, mimicking Hezbollah’s activities. In
recent years, Hamas amassed and launched thousands of short-range rockets
and mortars at Israeli cities, putting hundreds of thousands of Israeli citizens
at risk. It has done so while also planting roadside bombs, burrowing exten-
sive underground bunkers, digging tunnels used for carrying out attacks, and
increasingly raising its targeting of Israeli settlers in the West Bank in order
to demonstrate its continued efficacy in the face of Palestinian Authority and
Israeli countermeasures. Yet Hamas has neither the freedom of operation nor
the same access to support from Iran and Syria that Hezbollah has enjoyed.
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As a result, Hamas’s homemade “Qassam” rockets and other projectiles
smuggled into Gaza such as the Russian-made Grad have caused relatively
few Israeli casualties, despite the difficulties they create for much of Israel’s
civilian population.’® Hamas has been working hard to smuggle in more ad-
vanced rockets and missiles with the help of the Iranians, but it has not yet
shown an ability to either use them effectively or amass a more advanced
arsenal on a significant scale.

As Hamas focused increasing attention on securing the Gaza Strip from
its fellow Palestinian rivals, it continued to bolster its defenses against future
Israeli incursions, occasionally attacking Israeli military personnel and civil-
ians. It has done so through a range of tactics, including deployment of road-
side IEDs, kidnappings, hit-and-runs, ambushes of Israeli police and civilians,
and the launching of rockets, missiles, and mortars. Although these tactics
have not proved as successful as its previous suicide bombing campaigns,
Hamas has been determined to show that it is still capable of striking out
against adversaries, despite the best efforts to put a stop to them."* After Isra-
el’s 2009 Gaza incursion—dubbed Operation Cast Lead by the IDF—Hamas
almost immediately began to reassess its military strategy, demonstrating its
ability to evolve, while noting that the Hezbollah and Iranian strategy and
training it had adopted were insufficient. Consequently, it began to incorpo-
rate a more diverse doctrine that is based on experiences of North African
states as well, calling for improvements in antiarmor arsenals, supply lines,
and communications networks.!?

One area in which Hamas has been particularly effective has been in its
ability to Islamize the conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians.
Thanks to Hamas and other Islamist groups, the Palestinian-Israeli and Arab-
Israeli conflicts are increasingly seen not just as a conflict between two com-
peting nationalist camps but rather as a greater conflict between Islam and
the West. Islamist groups have managed to reprogram the conflict into a battle
of religions: one in which Islam is fighting for its survival, and ultimately its
supremacy, against what it views as an invasion by Jews and Christians.'
This narrative has only increased in recent years with the rising religious sen-
timent piercing Israeli settler and military ranks, which have also increasingly
bought into that argument. Islamist claims of a clash of civilizations between
Muslim and kufr, or nonbeliever, is one that is increasingly spreading to Isra-
el’s Arab citizenry as well, who today comprise approximately 20 percent of
the Israeli population.' As a Jewish state, Israel is viewed as a religious Jewish
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country that needs to be destroyed and turned into a religious Islamist state
instead."

Terrorism

Because it almost always acts in a calculating and rational way, Hamas
uses terrorism to achieve its goals and not as a means in and of itself. The
Islamist group recognizes that terrorism has its limits and thus uses it strate-
gically and when it will be most beneficial. While the increasingly pervasive
role of Salafi influence in the Gaza Strip has made its willingness to forgo vio-
lence more difficult, Hamas has shown its ability to negotiate and keep to
unofficial cease-fires with Israel, demonstrating it can make more moderate
moves when such activities are in the group’s best interests. With that said,
terrorism and other uses of violence consistently prove to be one of Hamas’s
greatest weapons available in its arsenal. In the past, Hamas has relied on
both blind terrorism and selective terrorism. Blind terrorism targets Israelis
in general, with the only goal being to achieve maximum casualties. Selective
terrorism targets specific people in order to achieve a particular objective or
to send an explicit message.'® At times, Hamas has also demonstrated its abil-
ity to put differences aside with its adversaries in order to take on its greater
enemy, Israel. For instance, at the onset of the second Intifada Hamas’s leader-
ship agreed to work with the Palestinian Authority and other competing
groups in order to more effectively combat the Israelis."”

Strategically speaking, Hamas in many ways has pioneered the concept
of spoiling negotiations and the outcome of elections through the use of vio-
lence. Its increasing attacks in the run-up to both Palestinian and Israeli elec-
tions have proved successful in ushering in parties less amenable to an Israeli-
Palestinian peace agreement, which would seriously hamper Hamas activities
if ever reached. This strategy has become so successful that it may have influ-
enced al Qaeda to attempt similar attacks before significant U.S. and allied
elections around the world.'®

During the years of the second Intifada, Hamas also showed an interest
in attempting unsophisticated chemical-biological-radiological (CBR) suicide
attacks, showing the group’s desire to upgrade its operations and capacities to
inflict greater damage upon its enemy. As early as August 2001, Hezbollah’s
Al-Manar produced a report published by the Hamas-affiliated Palestinian
Center for Information Sources—Gaza, stating: “Serious thinking has begun
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a while ago about developing a Palestinian weapon of deterrence. This weapon
terrifies the Israeli security apparatuses . . . mainly because obtaining its pri-
mary components, whether biological or chemical, is possible without too
much effort, let alone that there are hundreds of experts who are capable of
handling them. . . . A few bombs or death-carrying devices will be enough,
once they are deployed in the secluded areas and directed at the Israeli water
resources or the Israeli beaches, let alone the markets and the residential cen-
ters.”* Following up on this plan, Hamas is reported to have first tried to
conduct a biological attack against Israel through the spread of hepatitis. The
May-June 2001 attacks at both the Netanya mall and the Tel Aviv Dolphina-
rium dance club were allegedly conducted with infected suicide bombers,
requiring the Israeli Ministry of Health to immunize all the victims of the
attacks against Hepatitis B.?° The following year, in August 2002, in the
course of the trial of Hamas military leader Abbas Sayyid, it emerged that he
had intended to dispatch terrorists with a bottle of cyanide to spread the
chemical agent.?! Sayyid’s nephew, Tarek Zaidan, allegedly acquired and smug-
gled 350 grams of cyanide from Jordan, “to murder hundreds of people, if not
more.”** This evidence also confirmed a January 2002 Israeli intelligence re-
port that claimed Hamas had an interest since 1997 in chemical homemade
bombs using pesticides and poisons.?® Finally, in June 2006 a Haaretz report
claimed that Hamas was attempting to stockpile explosives for the next at-
tacks against Israel, and that it was planning to add chemicals to its bombs,
upgrading to “mega-terrorism” operations.?* This information had been ob-
tained through the interrogation of a Hamas military commander in the
West Bank, who was captured by the IDF in May 2006.2> Although these com-
ments appear at least in part to be wishful thinking and an attempt to instill
fear into the Israeli population, their efforts still serve to indicate the group’s
intention during and after the second Intifada to rely even more prominently
on more lethal suicide operations.

To develop and conduct these plans, as well as its “regular” suicide cam-
paigns, Hamas focused on building its operational headquarters in Gaza. The
Gaza Strip, in fact, has always been Hamas’s primary base of support, much
more so than the more secular and open West Bank. In both territories, how-
ever, the group has used the densely populated civilian areas much to its
advantage. This means, for example, that weapons and explosives have been
found hidden in mosques, schools, and hospitals, and Palestinian Red Crescent
ambulances have at times been used to transport suicide bombers, weapons,



164 Hamas and Militancy in the Palestinian Territories

and known Hamas fighters wanted by the Israelis. At the same time, the group
invested in massive public campaigns to increase the legitimacy and popular-
ity of its suicide campaign and thus ensure the backing of the Palestinian
population.?® Hamas continues to take a page out of Iranian and Hezbollah
playbooks by setting up its operational headquarters in bunkers beneath
some of the largest hospitals and schools.?”

As Israeli countermeasures have increased and become more effective,
Hamas has consistently proved its ability to think outside the box. In the case
of conducting kidnappings of Israelis—an act that often both yields a psycho-
logical victory and results in lopsided prisoner exchanges—Hamas has shown
some savage ingenuity. In 1994 Hamas terrorists disguised themselves as
Orthodox Jews in order to kidnap an Israeli-American corporal in the IDF
named Nachshon Wachsman. Wachsman was later murdered by his captives
in a failed rescue attempt by Israeli special forces.?®

In June 2006 Hamas tunneled past Israeli security barriers and under-
neath an IDF military outpost inside Israel in order to conduct another kid-
napping operation. In that attack, two Israeli soldiers were killed and an IDF
corporal named Gilad Shalit was kidnapped. Shalit had been held for more
than five years by Hamas and its affiliates in the Palestinian Resistance Com-
mittees (PRC), before being released in 2011.%°

In addition to being used to conduct attacks and kidnapping operations,
Hamas uses tunnels quite extensively in a fashion similar to Hezbollah. The
tunnels move fighters and weaponry while bypassing Israeli efforts to restrict
the Islamist organization from collecting outside support in the form of arms,
money, and training.*

Apart from kidnappings, Hamas has shown cunning through the use of
other tactics, including many that have since been incorporated by other in-
surgency and terrorist groups. For instance, information gleaned from inter-
rogations of prisoners indicates that encoded messages directing terrorist
operations have been released by Hamas spokespeople during televised state-
ments.? U.S. intelligence officials fear that this tactic is now being used by
groups such as al Qaeda to pass on operational information and activate
sleeper cells. This is one reason why past speeches by al Qaeda leaders were
not fully broadcast in the United States. Another tactic of Hamas that was
later adopted by other groups is the recruitment of terrorists from countries
friendly with Israel in order to gain access to the Jewish state and target
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sites they would otherwise be barred from visiting. For instance, in 2003
Hamas introduced the first non-Palestinian suicide attackers to be launched
against Israel. In an attack on a Tel Aviv bar known as Mike’s Place, a British
bomber of Pakistani origin blew himself up, killing three civilians and
wounding sixty more. A second intended bomber’s explosive vest failed to
detonate.®? All of these tactics indicate that Hamas is a shrewd adversary that
has learned to adapt and grow in response to increasingly advanced counter-
terrorism and counterinsurgency tactics.

Propaganda and Psychological Warfare

Hamas has come a long way from its modest roots in the sphere of propa-
ganda. In its earlier years, propaganda was little more than fiery speeches
in mosques and some locally distributed pamphlets. Today the organization
has an entire propaganda division at its disposal, including television stations
such as Al Agsa TV, multiple radio bands, newspapers, and Internet sites.*
Pictures of its suicide bombers are plastered in streets and on school walls,
and messages of indoctrination are spread throughout its vast social welfare
networks. Taking a page out of Hezbollah’s playbook, Hamas has also begun
recording attacks so they may be studied, viewed on air or online, and dis-
tributed or sold for propaganda purposes to those interested in spreading
their messages of resistance and jihad.** As is the case for many sophisticated
Islamist groups today, the use of media has become an important tool of war,
and it is one that Hamas has devoted substantial time and funding to nurture
and develop. The group has been able to conduct its media campaigns both
through its own propaganda and media divisions and by relying on main-
stream media to convey its message.

In particular, in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, arguably more so than in
any other conflict elsewhere in the world, including Lebanon, the sheer num-
ber of reporters in such a small land provides the Palestinians with an incred-
ible opportunity to relay and tailor their messages to the world, and they have
done a very effective job at doing so. “Unequal political conflicts” are said to
be where the media is most likely to have the largest impact, and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict has become the best example of such a battleground.*
Hamas’s media campaigns have focused on spreading a particular narrative
of the conflict, which portrays Israel as the Goliath and the main aggressor in
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the conflict. Similarly, Hamas seeks to paint the conflict in black-and-white
terms according to which Israeli occupiers overreact to Palestinian peaceful
demands for self-determination and lash out with little regard for Palestinian
lives. This framing of the conflict could not have been possible without the
unintended assistance of Israeli misstatements and actions. Comments such
as Yitzhak Rabin’s now infamous orders for his soldiers to “break their [Pales-
tinians’] bones” back when he was defense minister during the first Intifada
did little to help Israel’s image.>

Using passionate arguments, and often mixing accurate facts with mis-
information and distorted statistics, Hamas and its supporters in the pro-
Palestinian camp have managed to promote their understanding and framing
of the conflict with respect to large sectors of the international community,
aligning themselves with members of the far Left from around the world as
well. The cause of Palestine has become the issue so many seem to be con-
cerned with, and it is generally accepted that for the past thirty or so years the
Palestinians have been winning the media war with Israel.*” This is all too
evident at the plethora of rallies that take place around the world: from anar-
chists’ rallies, to pro-Tibetan concerts, or even at events held by the Indepen-
dence for Puerto Rico movement, signs of “Free Palestine” can be seen front
and center, even when it is not the main focus of an event.>® One analysis on
the media and the war on terrorism explained Israel’s dilemma this way:

Even though Arab governments and sources tended to inflate figures and dis-
tort reality . . . the thrust of Middle East coverage portrayed Israel as the con-
quering Goliath and the Palestinians as the embattled but tough David. There
is no escape from the journalists who, with a laptop and satellite phone, are

helping to shape policy and diplomacy.*

Well aware of the predicament Israel finds itself in, Hamas has been very
effective at taking advantage of it. Israelis, of course, view themselves as the
David in this bitter conflict, fighting on the front lines of a war against Islamist
extremists and other nationalist movements. The Israeli government and pro-
Israel NGOs have been taking part in the media war by promoting their op-
posite vision of the conflict, pointing out the size of the Israeli state relative to
the nearly two dozen Arab states.

At times, Hamas has also been known to provide inflated or false data to
the world’s news media—information that consequently has been reported by
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outlets worldwide, contributing to the promotion of the group’s understand-
ing of the conflict. For example, Hamas has falsely blamed Israel for every-
thing from power outages to massacres.* These stories often become front-
page news reports beamed into homes around the world. When an error in
the report is pointed out, more often than not there is little more than a small
correction somewhere on a newspaper back page.*! By that time, the damage
has been done.

Journalists are only human, of course, and in high-profile conflicts such
as the Israeli-Palestinian one, both sides are always vying for their attention.
As Glenn Frankel, Pulitzer Prize—winning correspondent for the Washington
Post once explained, “We [journalists] are in a war. Each side is attempting to
use us, to enlist us if you will, to convince us, to cajole us into accepting their
version of reality, and their version of reality is based on their strategic needs.”*?
Yet there are cases when members of the media have been found to be ac-
tively and knowingly engaged in assisting the Palestinian cause. For example,
a fourteen-year veteran correspondent of the BBC named Fayad Abu Shamala
was found speaking at a Hamas rally in Gaza, where she said, “Journalists
and media organizations [are] waging the campaign shoulder-to-shoulder to-
gether with the Palestinian people.”* For years before that speech Shamala
had been accused of anti-Israel bias but had been defended by the news
agency. The BBC eventually let the reporter go once news of that speech
broke. The opposite is also true when it comes to “pro-Israeli” activists and
media—thus, in this sense, both parties of the conflict can count on a num-
ber of “loyal” reporters and news outlets.

When media outlets have not been as forthcoming in spreading Hamas’s
message, the organization has found other ways of getting its point across to a
larger audience. For example, when journalists work overseas assignments,
they require local translators, guides, and other “fixers” to help them maneuver
through that particular area of the world. Hamas and other Palestinian groups
have thus developed a network of fixers who are politically aligned with them
and can help steer journalists toward the stories they wish to be told and stage
photo shoots that will make great accompaniments to those stories.** Similarly,
Palestinian groups in the past have ensured that the reported numbers of Pales-
tinian civilian casualties were inflated through the cooperation and sometimes
coercion of groups that are identified by their neutrality, such as the Palestinian
Red Crescent.*
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At the same time, in addition to having developed a massive presence in
global, regional, and local news media, Hamas has also spread its message by
relying on its channels and the venues owned by sympathetic groups. Hamas’s
rhetoric and storyline is frequently broadcast by Hezbollah’s Al-Manar satel-
lite television and the Qatari-based Al Jazeera. Through these popular sta-
tions, Hamas has been able to communicate its ideological and operational
agenda to wider audiences in the region and worldwide. In this sense, these
stations have become a powerful weapon in its psychological warfare cam-
paign, providing continuous support to groups like Hamas. At the same time,
since January 2006 Hamas has also developed its very own satellite television
channel, Al Agsa TV, which together with Al Agsa Radio greatly enhances
the organization’s outreach and media capabilities.*® Both the television chan-
nel and the radio station are now core tools that Hamas employs to spread its
worldview and values to the Palestinian population and outside world. The
stations broadcast programs that share Hamas’s framing of the conflict and
its role within Palestinian society, not just via news reports but through
entertainment programs and children’s shows as well.

The Internet also plays a major role in Hamas’s strategy, as the group has
one of the greatest presences on the Web of any terrorist group, thanks in kind
to both affiliated Web sites and Web pages created by sympathizers.*” While
some of Hamas’s Web sites use secret codes, passwords, and private mailing
lists to communicate internally among followers, most sites are dedicated to
reaching out and promoting its cause to a broader public. Particularly in the
case of Western-oriented Web sites, Hamas tends to avoid details of its more
violent operations, while justifying the use of violence by delegitimizing Is-
rael and emphasizing Hamas’s role as the “weaker side,” which has no choice
but to defend its people against Israeli aggression. They accomplish this by
employing graphic visuals of dead or wounded women and children, lacing
reports with words such as “genocide” and “slaughter” when referring to Is-
raeli actions, and focusing on language such as “freedom fighters” and “resis-
tance” when referring to Hamas operatives.*®

The group’s main information Web site is the Palestinian Information
Center,* which is available for viewing in English, French, Arabic, Russian,
Farsi, Urdu, and Indonesian. But the group also runs other sites, including
islamic-block,”® which coordinates Hamas-affiliated student associations,
and Hamas’s Al-Qassam military wing Web site.>! Hamas also publishes sev-
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eral Web-based publications, including Filasteen Al-Muslima (Muslim Pales-
tine),>* which is based in London and actively glorifies suicide bombers, while
criticizing the Palestinian Authority.>®

Hamas simultaneously employs all of these instruments to draw support
and manipulate the image of the conflict. For example, an important exam-
ple of this strategy was Hamas’s campaign preceding Israel’s disengagement
from the Gaza Strip. In the summer of 2005 following Israel’s Gaza withdrawal,
Hamas launched a massive media and Internet campaign to proclaim its “vic-
tory” over the “occupier” and portrayed the unilateral withdrawal from Gaza
as a direct result of its “armed resistance.”* This drive was conducted on sev-
eral levels: on the streets of Gaza through parades and posters, on the Inter-
net and through Hamas-affiliated media venues, and via mainstream news-
papers and television channels that released interviews and statements from
Hamas’s leaders before the disengagement. The campaign was a success.
Khalil Shikaki, director of the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Re-
search, pointed out that a large majority of Palestinians (84 percent) believed
that the disengagement was the direct result of the armed struggle, and they
given Hamas the most credit for reaching this achievement.> In this sense,
Hamas’s “media war” has not only been directed against the State of Israel
but has also focused on shaping and influencing the international communi-
ty’s understanding of the Arab-Israeli conflict, by drawing local and interna-
tional support for the group and by enhancing its domestic political power
and status with respect to other groups in the region.
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Israeli Counterinsurgency
and Counterterrorism

NO STUDY OF HEZBOLLAH and Hamas would be complete without a basic
understanding of the efforts to combat them, and no country is more involved
in that effort than Israel. Israeli difficulties in effectively conducting counter-
insurgency and counterterrorism campaigns against Hamas forces in the
Palestinian territories—and particularly in its stronghold of the Gaza Strip—
has traditionally been quite different from its experiences against Hezbollah
in southern Lebanon. At only 360 square miles and with a population of ap-
proximately 1.3 million, the Gaza Strip is a far more heavily populated area
than other theaters of combat Israel has had to deal with in the past. Within
the territory are numerous refugee camps, narrow alleyways, and extensive
tunnel systems.' As a result, engaging in combat in this highly populated area
makes it more difficult for the IDF to operate without causing heavy civilian
casualties. Similarly, Palestinian groups fighting Israel—particularly Hamas
and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad—have been very effective at using this dense
civilian population both to protect themselves and to make it more difficult
for the IDF to operate effectively. Israel, Hamas, and Hezbollah are all well
aware of the Israeli “democratic dilemma” that comes as a result of negative
political backlash when IDF actions result in the killing of innocent civilians
in the course of counterinsurgency and counterterrorism operations.” Many
have come to argue that the IDF has come a long way since its more destruc-
tive days during the first Intifada and that, through an extensive learning
curve, it developed a counterinsurgency doctrine that helped minimize civil-
ian casualties during operations, often at a higher cost to Israeli soldiers.> At
the same time, the international community continues to accuse Israel of not
showing enough military restraint and proportionality in conducting its mili-
tary operations. These criticisms were in evidence yet again in the aftermath
of Israel’s large-scale military campaign into Gaza, dubbed Operation Cast
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Lead by Israel, in 2009-10. That mission led international human rights
organization to once again point the finger at Israel’s counterinsurgency
doctrine.*

From an operational perspective, Israel’s military operations against Hez-
bollah and Hamas have evolved substantially in the past few decades. Since
the second Intifada, when Israel implemented its Operation Field of Thorns—
the initial operation designed to deal with the Palestinian uprising—the IDF
increasingly transformed its military doctrine from one that focused on short
conventional wars to ones that confronted low-intensity conflicts such as
those found in earlier years of combat against Hezbollah and Hamas.®> This
was highly evident during Israel’s March 2002 Operation Defensive Shield—
the largest military operation of the second Intifada—as well as during Israel’s
“second Lebanon war” in 2006 and Operation Cast Lead in 2009.

Operation Defensive Shield was carried out in response to a campaign of
seven suicide bombings against Israelis in a two-week period, which included
an attack that killed 30 civilians in the city of Netanya, where families had
gathered to celebrate the traditional Passover Seder meal. It was the first time
that Israel reconquered areas that had been previously handed over to the
Palestinian Authority as a result of the Oslo Accords. The principle Israeli
objective was to put an end to the terrorist attacks that were being carried out
by Palestinian groups, and it was very effective at meeting that goal. It did
not, however, put an end to the second Intifada as a whole. Politically, Opera-
tion Defensive Shield further contributed to the weakening of the Palestinian
Authority, which it viewed as complicit in many of the attacks. These actions
consequently enhanced the ongoing political decay of the Fatah party, which
in turn unintentionally benefited Hamas, which was able to fill the political
and security vacuum left by the destroyed PA institutions, including the dis-
tribution of social goods. Operation Defensive Shield received strong interna-
tional criticism because of not only its “collateral damage” in terms of civilian
casualties but also the temporary restrictions of basic freedoms placed on Pal-
estinian civilians and the destroyed infrastructure of the community.®

In the course of the operation, Israel confronted an increasingly challeng-
ing battlefield that required it to adopt new counterinsurgency tactics. One
particularly hard-fought campaign occurred in a terrorist nest in the city of
Jenin, where twenty-three suicide bombers had come from in the eighteen
months before the Israeli operation.” The IDF went house to house in the city’s
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refugee camps, routing out insurgent forces. In an interview with an Egyp-
tian newspaper, a member of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad who helped booby
trap a refugee camp explained what type of fight Israel was up against: “We
had more than 50 houses booby-trapped,” the bomb-maker explained. “We
chose old and empty buildings and the houses of men who were wanted by Is-
rael because we knew the soldiers would search for them. ... We cut off
lengths of main water pipes and packed them with explosives and nails. Then
we placed them about four meters apart . . . in cupboards, under sinks, in
sofas.”®

In later years, these tactics increased considerably by Hamas. In response
to such measures, Israel used a number of inventive tactics to overcome these
difficulties, some of which were later incorporated by Western forces, includ-
ing Americans operating in Iraq. For instance, after warning civilians to leave
a given area, some homes were bulldozed by IDF forces in order to lower the
risk to soldiers’ lives. It is a controversial measure that also resulted in massive
destruction of civilian infrastructure within the city. In the narrow alleyways
where armored vehicles could not enter, IDF troops often moved house to
house by blowing holes through walls to protect themselves from snipers and
explosives that had been planted at the entrances of buildings.” Additionally,
many IDF units use dogs mounted with cameras to help identify targets, ex-
plosives, tunnels, suspects, and booby traps.’® Whereas dogs used to be oper-
ated almost exclusively by IDF Special Forces and an elite dog-training com-
bat unit known as Oketz, infantry units of all kinds now make use of them
along with UAVs, in an effort to get a better understanding of the previously
unknown battlefield both inside homes and outside on the street.

During Operation Defensive Shield, the IDF did not make full use of its
powerful air force or its extensive artillery corps, because of the risk of heavy
civilian casualties. Rather, it used its infantry for house-to-house combat, in
what it argued was an effort to save civilian lives. In total, the exact number
of casualties has not been universally agreed upon; however, estimates point
to approximately fifty-two Palestinians and twenty-three Israeli soldiers
killed." Despite this reality, Palestinian sources originally reported that more
than five hundred civilians were killed and dubbed the operation a “massa-
cre.” News of this apparent slaughter spread to media stations around the
world with breaking news interrupting other programs and initially report-
ing the Palestinian claims of a massacre. The IDF had prevented foreign press
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from entering the area while the operation was underway, making it even
more difficult for media outlets to get the facts. After investigations by the
United Nations and independent human rights groups, it was eventually con-
firmed that no massacre had taken place, although the report still harshly
criticized Israel for its military conduct, stressing the IDF’s massive destruc-
tion of local infrastructure. To this day many speak of an Israeli massacre at
Jenin as if it were a factual event.

Israel’s difficulties in effectively dealing with terrorists and insurgents
while maintaining that its activities are acts of self-defense and permissible
under international law has been a constant battle. The Jewish state is often
accused of using “disproportionate force,” as evidenced following Hamas’s de-
cision not to extend a six-month truce with Israel that had begun in June
2008." Instead, the Islamist group chose to fire hundreds of crude rockets,
mortars, and missiles into Israeli territory.! Israel responded with the heaviest
pounding of the Gaza Strip since the 1967 war, in an effort to end the rocket
attacks and reach another, more amenable, cease-fire arrangement. Just a few
days into the operation known as Cast Lead, the United Nations along with
multiple states and NGOs all called for an end to Israel’s “disproportionate”
use of force, noting again the civilian toll of the military endeavor. In response
to these claims, Israel asserted that the IDF went out of its way to protect ci-
vilians and that, as a result, its hands remained severely tied when trying to
achieve its military objectives. The IDF cited examples of its forces risking
the success of their missions by placing telephone calls to thousands of Pales-
tinians before operations commenced in order to warn civilians to leave their
homes if they were located near Hamas infrastructure or personnel.*

On the other hand, those within the international community who criti-
cized Israel’s military conduct in the course of Operation Cast Lead pointed out
several examples to counter Israeli claims. These included aerial attacks and
shelling of Hamas government facilities not directly affiliated with the com-
batants, along with attacks on police forces, hospitals, and civilian homes."

Similar discrepancies also existed in terms of agreeing on a final number
of casualties, which has ranged from 1,100 to approximately 1,500, differing
especially with regard to the reported civilian-military casualty ratio. Accord-
ing to reports by Italian and Israeli newspapers that cited Palestinian physi-
cians upon conclusion of the January 2009 Gaza incursion, the number of
casualties—and particularly those of Palestinian civilian casualties—was sig-
nificantly lower than what local and international NGOs as well as human
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rights organizations had claimed. One Palestinian physician was quoted as
saying, “It was strange that the nongovernmental organizations, including
Western ones, repeated the number without checking, but the truth will come
to light in the end.”'® However, even relying exclusively on IDF official data,
the number of casualties in the “Gaza War” remained at 1,166 Palestinians.!”
Challenges such as those cited in the preceding examples have left Israeli
military officials with quite the challenge in finding effective means to com-
bat and deter Hamas forces. In the past, Israel has struggled when seeking to
find tactics that prevent and deter suicide bombings within Israel. On this
matter, as Dr. Chuck Freilich, a former Israeli deputy national security ad-
viser explained, the “Palestinians have developed a threshold for punishment
so high, that you can’t deter them anymore.”"® The many times that Israel
tried to deter Palestinians from carrying out attacks, its tactics either proved
ineffective or were subject to international criticism. Because death itself
does not constitute a deterrent for suicide bombers—these human bombs
were promised not only a paradise in heaven but that their families would be
taken care of once they die—for many years Israel carried out a controversial
policy of demolishing the homes of suicide bombers in an effort to deter them.
The effectiveness of house demolitions has been highly questionable, how-
ever, and it raised the issue of whether such acts create more suicide bombers
than they prevent. Moreover, house demolitions have been criticized by in-
ternational human rights organization as well as by the United Nations and
the International Committee of the Red Cross for constituting a form of “col-
lective punishment” a measure prohibited under international humanitarian
law. Pictures and videos of house destructions became great propaganda for
Hamas and other groups seeking to demonize Israeli actions. Over time, in-
ternational law and Israeli legal rulings curbed demolitions of the homes of
suicide bombers and their families.

More recently, since Hamas assumed control of the government in Gaza,
Israel has struck out against all Hamas infrastructure in the hope that these
assaults would pressure the Palestinian people to rise up against the Hamas
government. It is a tactic Israel to a lesser extent attempted and was unsuc-
cessful in achieving against Hezbollah in the summer of 2006, as Hezbollah
at the time was not a major party in the ruling Lebanese government. Argu-
ably, this strategy could have proved more effective in the Gaza Strip than in
Lebanon, but at the moment Hamas is still solidly in control of Gaza, and the
overall benefits of this strategy are still being debated.
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One of Israel’s most effective but controversial counterterrorism measures
has been the building of its security barrier in the West Bank, which has politi-
cal overtones in addition to just counterterrorism ones. In 1994 Israel began
building a security barrier around the Gaza Strip, when it withdrew from
approximately 8o percent of that territory under the Oslo Accords. Since that
barrier’s completion, it has helped prevent hundreds if not thousands of infil-
trations into Israel by Palestinian terrorists and illegal workers. From just
2000-3, there were more than four hundred failed attempts to carry out at-
tacks in Israel from the Gaza Strip." In fact, since its creation, only a handful
of successful suicide attacks has come from Gaza. During the second Inti-
fada, Israel realized the need for a similar barrier for the West Bank as well,
considering that some Palestinian cities are less than fifteen kilometers from
Israel’s densely populated coastal area.?’ Even with good intelligence, the
short walk or drive by suicide bombers and other terrorists from Palestinian
areas into Israeli population centers drove the Jewish state to search for a way
to slow or stop potential attacks. As a result, in 2002 the Israeli government
began construction of a security barrier in the West Bank.*

Made up largely of trenches and fences with a little under 10 percent con-
sisting of high cement walls in areas where sniper fire is a major risk or Pales-
tinian and Israeli villages are very close to one another, the West Bank bar-
rier has become highly controversial as it was not built along the 1967 “Green
Line” border. Palestinians argued that building the barrier was an effort to
carry out another “fact on the ground” that resulted in both a land grab and
a violation of international law. Israelis countered that the government was
required to build within the West Bank territory to better protect its citizens
both inside and outside the Green Line—a border that had until recently not
been recognized as the legitimate boundary by any members of the inter-
national community. Only once a political agreement was reached, the Israeli
government contended, could the barrier than be adjusted.

Since its construction began, the barrier has been condemned by much of
the international community, including human rights organizations, the UN
General Assembly, officials from the European Union, and the International
Court of Justice (ICJ).?? Among the criticisms advanced against this barrier is
the claim that it represents Israel’s attempt to annex territory in violation of
international law, as well as the claim that it directly and substantially affects
the basic freedoms of Palestinians in the West Bank; especially restricting
their freedom of movement. It has also been considered more harmful than



179

Israeli Counterinsurgency and Counterterrorism

Mediterranean Sea

> Tel Aviv & 4——
2 g? gL 5 [9.5Km
© Ben-Gurion. - —22 Mileg
International

A_;rport :

7 it ¥
L@
Hazor RSE@) ;
Airbase

“
a,
S| =%
o ,'gg /
&f a2 %ﬁﬂg@
gl <= irpo )
S[sS ;
g

Threat to Israeli population centers from West Bank terrain. Defensible Borders for a

Lasting Peace (Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, 2008), www. jcpa.org.

beneficial by a number of former heads of Israel’s Shin Bet security service.?*
While the Israeli Supreme Court has forced the Israeli government to move
the barrier in certain areas where it was deemed to have caused unnecessary
harm to Palestinian civilians, it has also ruled that the barrier in general
is acceptable. The barrier has been called everything from an “apartheid” or a
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“separation” wall by pro-Palestinian groups to an “antiterrorism security fence”
by pro-Israelis, with pictures of the walled parts of the barrier making great
propaganda pieces for groups arguing against the barrier’s construction.

Irrespective of the legitimacy of each side’s claims, what is clear is that in
the areas where the barrier has been built, the number of suicide bombers
has sharply decreased, and it has become an admittedly effective obstacle for
Palestinian groups seeking to carry out attacks inside Israel proper.** At the
same time, it has also led Palestinian groups to focus their energies on pene-
trating or attacking the border checkpoints into Israel in order to carry out
successful attacks. In the past, one popular technique had been to take ad-
vantage of Israel’s humanitarian policies toward Palestinians, especially women
and children. For instance, Hamas and other groups have used ambulances
to transport suicide belts under stretchers of genuinely ill patients and re-
cruited those who have received permission for medical treatment in Israel in
order to carry out suicide attacks.? These facts have led Israeli security per-
sonnel to at times further limit the number of humanitarian passes it distrib-
utes and to more severely scrutinize those seeking entry into the country for
humanitarian purposes. This in turn has led to increased criticism from hu-
man rights organizations and members of the international community.

More generally, from a military perspective, the barrier is one major rea-
son that Palestinians are developing new techniques for attacking Israeli ci-
vilians, using everything from rocket fire to bulldozers in an effort to inflict
casualties. Israel is not, however, alone in the use of barriers. Similar ones have
been adopted for security purposes around the world—including in the Arab
world—at locations such as Sharm el-Sheikh in Egypt and on the contested
Saudi-Yemeni border.?® More famously, the United States erected miles of
wall in Baghdad—not without controversy itself—to help lower sectarian vio-
lence and protect its own forces.?”

Another controversial tactic has been Israel’s policy of targeted assassina-
tions, which it used to kill both Hezbollah and Hamas leaders.?® Israel has
argued that targeted assassinations of terrorist and insurgent leaders saves
lives on both sides of the border as it negates the need to send in IDF soldiers
to arrest or kill a given target. Some critics of Israel’s assassinations take issue
with the concept of the killings themselves, arguing that they are extrajudi-
cial and contrary to international humanitarian and human rights law, while
others object when civilians are caught in the crossfire.?” In the narrow streets
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and dense villages of Gaza, where Hamas infrastructure is often intertwined
with the civilian population, Israel’s assassinations and assassination at-
tempts have more often than not killed Palestinian civilians along with the
given targets. Most assassinations are carried out by Apache or Cobra heli-
copter gunships, although other aircraft such as F-16s and unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) are occasionally used for heavier payloads or greater opera-
tional surprise. Over time and as a result of internal and external pressures,
Israel has become more efficient in its targeted assassinations, lowering the
number of civilian casualties but not ending them completely. This has not,
however, lowered the amount of international criticism against this measure,
as many within the international community hold the view that targeted
assassinations are illegal under international law.

Though rare, Israel has also carried out assassinations and assassination
attempts overseas as well. In 1997 a Mossad hit team attempted to assassinate
Hamas political leader Khaled Meshaal in Jordan, using a poisonous liquid
sprayed in his ear.>* The plot was uncovered and after great embarrassment,
Israel handed over an antidote and released Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed
Yassin, who had been in an Israeli prison up until that time. In January 2010,
Israel again got caught under the international spotlight for allegedly orches-
trating and carrying out the assassination of Hamas military commander and
liaison Mahmoud al-Mabhouh in Dubai.*! Relying on forged British and Irish
passports, a team of twenty-seven agents allegedly working for the Israeli
Mossad entered Dubai and killed the Hamas commander and liaison, generat-
ing an intense wave of international criticism and diplomatic repercussions.*

Israeli-Palestinian warfare continues to mimic the cat-and-mouse games of
the past, only with new and inventive tactics. For instance, in response to the
placement of Palestinian civilians on the rooftops of Hamas infrastructure
and leaders’ homes in the course of the 2009 military operations in Gaza, the
Israeli Air Force began using dummy nonexplosive missiles that land on roof-
tops and scare away the civilians, before explosive missiles are then fired.**
Similarly, when targeted assassinations by air are not feasible, or when ar-
rests need to be made, the IDF uses Special Forces units that concentrate on
the type of urban warfare environment found in the Palestinian territories.
One such unit, known as Sayeret Duvdevan, is made up of small undercover
teams that wear Arab clothing and specialize in assassinations and arrests.>*
Other hunting and assassination teams over the years have included Shimshon
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(also very effective at targeting rocket and mortar launching units) and
Rimon.** These units operate in conjunction with and often at the direction
of Israel’s extensive intelligence gathering network, which incorporates sig-
nals intelligence (SIGINT) and human intelligence (HUMINT) forms of col-
lection through the use of everything from UAVs to informers. Israeli Mili-
tary Intelligence (Agaf HaModiin, or AMAN) and the General Security Service
(GSS) or Israeli Security Agency (ISA) (also commonly known as the Shin
Bet or Shabak) are Israel’s main intelligence arms operating in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. Many IDF forces train for urban warfare combat and special
counterinsurgency operations in extensive mock Arab “villages” that Israeli
security forces have at their disposal. Since the outbreak of the second Inti-
fada, Israel has been very effective at hindering the operational capabilities of
Hamas and other Palestinian groups. Unlike the situation vis-a-vis Hezbol-
lah, Israeli tactics and strategy against the Palestinians instead have weak-
ened and limited the organization’s abilities to act.*® Although suicide bomb-
ing and other terrorist attacks are still carried out, most Palestinian assaults
fail to materialize, which has led to less effective tactics, such as firing of
mortars and rockets over the Gaza border. Recent fighting between Israel and
Hamas has demonstrated the difficulties of low-intensity conflict in such
densely populated areas such as the Gaza Strip and the obstacles to what the
Israeli military machine is trying to accomplish in its mission of combating
Hamas and other adversaries while still trying to reduce civilian “collateral
damage” and protect the lives of its own soldiers and civilians. Despite its
many operational successes through the development of anti-missile and anti-
rocket technology, such as the Iron Dome, David’s Sling, and Green Pine Ra-
dar, none have brought complete quiet to Israel’s towns and cities.*” It is gen-
erally recognized today that only a political solution and a peace agreement
with the Palestinians might bring about genuine quiet for both the Israeli and
Palestinian people. The major question today is whether a solution to the
conflict could be found, and then whether there is a Palestinian or Israeli
partner willing, or more importantly able, to enforce it.

In the meantime, Israel has learned that it is facing an adversary much
more complicated than those more straightforward conflicts of the Cold
War.* In addition, the recent and rapid pace of social and political change in
the Middle East also complicates matters from an Israeli perspective, as the
level on instability and volatility in the region carries a series of potential
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risks for the Jewish state, as the old regional balance of power is redefined
and new, still unknown, regimes begin to rise. Hezbollah and Hamas are
likely to find themselves in additional wars with Israel—in the case of Hez-
bollah, perhaps one more severe than anything seen in the region since 1973.
The question is not only how these two groups will manage but also what role
their allies such as Iran will play in shaping their futures.
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Conclusions

TOLSTOY FAMOUSLY WROTE that “all happy families resemble one another, but
each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way,” a contention that can be
equally applied to the two politico-military organizations analyzed in this
book. A first impression of Hezbollah and Hamas could in fact lead to the
perception that these groups are virtually identical. However, we hope that
the analytical description of the birth and evolution of the two organizations
will allow the reader to better grasp each group’s uniqueness, while still being
able to recognize the common organizational, ideological, and (to a lesser
degree) operational threads that are shared by these two powerful actors.
First and foremost, one of the main striking commonalities in analyzing
the two groups is how much their identity and raison d’étre is embedded in
the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. More specifically, both Hezbollah and
Hamas were created in the midst of—and in response to—an ongoing Israeli
territorial occupation of southern Lebanon and the Gaza Strip, respectively,

> <

thus highlighting how these groups’ “resistance” agenda is a core theme in
shaping outlook and strategy against the Israeli state. However, at a deeper
level, both of these groups not only were a popular and organized response to
a foreign territorial occupation but were also the culmination of an internal
trend of growing Islamization and radicalization of Palestinian and Lebanese
societies. In the case of Hezbollah, the creation of the Lebanese Shiite militia
corresponded to an internal process of political mobilization of the histori-
cally marginalized and impoverished Shiites in Lebanon, together with an
ongoing Islamization of that same community, spurred by the ideology pro-
duced by the Iranian revolution. Hamas too—as an offshoot of the Palestin-
ian Muslim Brotherhood—was created in the context of the ongoing Islam-
ization of the Palestinian population, especially in the Gaza Strip, and it served
the need of creating a religious and indigenous alternative to the secular and
diaspora-based PLO and Fatah. In other words, while both Hezbollah and
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Hamas were founded with the stated purpose of fighting Israel outwardly,
inwardly both groups came into being to create an alternative Islamist dis-
course of national liberation and to shift the local population away from
the mainstream and secular political organizations of Fatah and Amal,
respectively.

Because of this common military and political purpose, Hezbollah and
Hamas share another core organizational similarity: they are highly complex
organizations. Again defying one of the main clichés of the literature depict-
ing terrorist organizations as unsophisticated, clandestine, and alienated
from society, both Hezbollah and Hamas are sophisticated military and po-
litical machines. These groups are simultaneously operating as large military
organizations, organized political parties with institutional power and repre-
sentation, broad media apparatuses, welfare and charity organizations, and
grass-roots movements. The book repeatedly highlights this organizational
complexity, for example, by presenting an-depth picture of the vast arrays of
social services organized by the two groups, as well as by highlighting these
organizations’ complex fundraising structures and their direct involvement in
both legitimate and illegitimate businesses.

Why is it important to stress this point? First, from a scholarly perspective,
in order to truly understand how Hezbollah and Hamas operate it is impor-
tant to move beyond reductionist portrayals of these organizations as merely
terrorist groups and to provide a more solid description of these sophisticated
politico-military groups. Second, when it comes to devising a strategy to coun-
ter the spread of these groups, it is crucial to grasp their complex and diverse
nature in order to avoid focusing only on the security and military dimen-
sions of the conflict.

Aside from this common organizational complexity, Hezbollah and Hamas
also share another key characteristic: they are both organized as bureaucratic
hierarchies, both formally headed by a central legislative body, a Majlis al-
Shura. However, at a more substantive level, the two organizations are quite
different organizationally, having different levels of vertical and horizontal
integration, internal cohesion, and centralization.

On the one hand, Hezbollah has always been characterized by an ex-
tremely high level of internal integration and unity. In turn, this depends on
three main factors, as previously highlighted in the book: the role and impact
of the secretary-general, the tight organizational structure, and the group’s
ideological background and connection to Iran. Since 1992, the group has been
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headed by the same charismatic leader, Hassan Nasrallah. Because of this
continuity of leadership, the current secretary-general has been able to maxi-
mize his power and authority within the organization in order to provide or-
ganizational continuity and marginalize internal dissent. In addition to the
role of the group’s leader in providing cohesion and structure, Hezbollah’s
organizational structure is perfectly hierarchical, avoiding overlap in power
and maximizing the degree of command and control. The group’s ideology is
powerfully shaped by that of Ayatollah Khomeini’s formulation of the wilayat
al-faqih, and, as such, the organization and its members recognize Iran’s “Su-
preme Leader” as their maximum authority and, when necessary, the ultimate
judge of internal dissent. In other words, because of the internally accepted
role of Iran’s supreme leader as ultimate arbiter and judge, the organization
has a powerful internal system to deal with dissent and divisions.

In contrast, the internal level of integration and cohesion of Hamas is not
nearly as high. The group has never benefited from the same degree of inter-
nal centralization and leadership continuity, partly thanks to the success of
Israeli counterterrorism operations in arresting or killing the group’s leaders,
and partly because of the ongoing internal competition at the leadership level.
Before his death in 2004, Ahmed Yassin was certainly the most prominent
and influential leader within Hamas, but, even so, his role in the organization
was never as vital as Nasrallah’s. In addition, Hamas’s internal organizational
structure is much less cohesive than its Lebanese-Shiite counterpart, with the
organizational power geographically split between Gaza, Damascus, Doha,
and the West Bank, and between the Legislative Council, the Political Bu-
reau, and the semi-independent military units. Finally, Hamas lacks an inter-
nally accepted ultimate judge and arbiter who would serve as the equivalent
of Iran’s supreme leader for Hezbollah and, in cases of internal conflicts could
resolve internal disputes. In a sense, this deliberative process provided by its
Legislative Council allows Hamas a higher degree of internal democracy, but
it also has the effect of increasing the risk of internal clashes and disunity.

Differing in their organizational structure, the two groups also present
significant divergences in terms of their political and military partnerships.
Again, even if the conventional wisdom on the groups would highlight that
both Hezbollah and Hamas share the same regional allies—Syria and Iran in
particular—the depth of the relationships of the two groups with these coun-
tries is substantially different. The partnership between Iran and Hezbollah
is much deeper and substantial than the convenience-based alliance with
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Hamas. Hezbollah’s ideological inspiration is rooted in the Iranian Revolu-
tion, and since its beginnings Iran was instrumental in creating the organiza-
tion. The ideological proximity between the two actors is also strengthened
by Hezbollah’s deference to Iran’s supreme leader. In contrast, the Sunni
Islamist group Hamas does not have a strong ideological affinity with Iran,
nor is the partnership as deep and long-standing. However, this is not to deny
that in the past decade—and especially in the aftermath of Hamas’s electoral
victory in 2006—the group and the Islamic Republic have grown closer. In
turn, this has also led to Hezbollah and Hamas being part of the very same
“Resistance Axis” that includes the two groups with Syria and Iran. At the mo-
ment, Hezbollah and Hamas have certainly grown to be strong supporters of
each other’s agendas as well as two solid regional political allies, but this has
not transcended into a direct military alliance. For example, in the 2009-10
Gaza War Hezbollah did not join Hamas in confronting Israel, although the
group did show ideological and, to a minor degree, logistical support. Addi-
tionally, since the beginning of the anti-Assad protest in 2011, Hamas has
somewhat distanced itself from Iran, Syria, and Hezbollah.

Another important theme of the book worth highlighting is the impor-
tance of grasping the multifaceted ideological belief system of both Hez-
bollah and Hamas. At their core, both organizations draw on Islam to shape
their identity and goals. Hezbollah’s ideology is grounded in its adherence to
Shiite Islam and, more specifically, to the teachings of Ayatollah Khomeini
and the Iranian Revolution, whereas Hamas’s belief system is equally founded
upon its Islamist orientation and values. However, since its foundation, Hamas
has combined this Islamist background and agenda with a strong nationalist
dimension, defining itself simultaneously as a nationalist and Islamist group.
In contrast, at the time of its birth in 1982, Hezbollah downplayed its Leba-
nese and Arab dimensions and emphasized instead its transnational and rev-
olutionary links with the Shiite communities outside of Lebanon and with
Iran. Hezbollah changed its discourse and developed a stronger nationalist
identity only in the aftermath of the civil war, when the organization transi-
tioned from being a revolutionary and antisystemic militia to a nationally
recognized political and military group.

In addition to combining Islamist and nationalist elements into their dis-
course, both groups have also adopted a broad political and military agenda
that is both outwardly and inwardly focused. With respect to their own con-
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stituencies and societies, Hezbollah and Hamas have since their foundings
shared a common objective: the taking of power and the creation of an Is-
lamic state. However, although these initial objectives have not been formally
repealed or modified, both organizations have in the past decades developed
a more nuanced political discourse, downplaying their stated goal of estab-
lishing an Islamic state and asserting that such a political outcome would not
be imposed on the population against its own will. Clearly, this remarkably
similar conversation in both groups is essential to strengthen their political
constituency and operate within the existing Palestinian and Lebanese politi-
cal systems. It is an argument increasingly uttered by Islamist parties across
the Middle East—from Turkey to Egypt—when attempting to allay the fears
of secularists. Although the original stated Islamist goals are still very much
part of these groups’ ideologies, the fact that in practice both organizations
have chosen to develop alternative political discourses does show their capa-
city to adapt to shifting political and security environments.

However, despite a certain degree of adaptation with regard to their in-
wardly focused political goals, the same cannot be said when analyzing their
outwardly focused policies. In this respect, there is a substantial level of conti-
nuity and ideological rigidity in both of the groups. Their raison d’étre was
always to wage war against the State of Israel, with the ultimate goal of bring-
ing about its destruction. Both groups show a similar level of ideological conti-
nuity in rejecting the notion of recognition and peace with the Jewish state
and emphasizing the importance of their “resistance.” At a practical level,
however, Hezbollah’s and Hamas’s approaches to Israel have been quite differ-
ent. On the one hand, Hezbollah’s stance has remained unaltered in terms of
both rejecting Israel’s existence and recognizing no political solution to the
Arab-Israeli conflict short of Israel’s destruction; Hamas, on the other hand,
has developed in the past decades a more nuanced political discourse based on
the notion of accepting temporary and phased agreements (the hudna analysis
in the book) and on the creation of a Palestinian state on the 1967 borders. The
reason behind this more pragmatic approach is evident: unlike Hezbollah,
Hamas is deeply involved in local Palestinian politics and, as such, has a much
more direct stake in the evolution of the conflict. In the event of the creation
of a Palestinian state, the group does not want to shut itself out of power by a
priori rejecting such political outcome. It thus finds Quranic passages and re-
ligiously feasible legal arguments to justify a temporary peace with Israel.
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In line with both organizations’ complex organizational structures and
multifaceted belief systems, Hezbollah and Hamas have also shown a high-
level capacity to evolve and adapt to their changing local and regional envi-
ronments. In the case of Hezbollah, the group has definitely shown a huge
learning curve, moving from a locally marginalized armed militia in the early
1980s into a powerful armed group and prominent political party. Some have
pointed to Hezbollah’s increased involvement in politics and to its policy of
infitah as evidence that it is not just adapting but also moderating itself.! In-
deed, it seems true that Hezbollah has shown through the past decades a
formidable capacity to learn and adapt to shifting political and security envi-
ronments, along with a high dose of pragmatism. However, as the analytical
description in the book has pointed out, it appears that rather than moderat-
ing its stance, Hezbollah has evolved and adapted without ever relinquishing
its revolutionary ethos and its main objective to wage jihad against Israel.

For these reasons and more, the group has become a leading insurgency
organization whose activities and tactics are mimicked around the world. In
particular, the fact that Hezbollah has developed into a mainstream political
party and massive social movement in parallel to maintaining its armed
activities demonstrates an additional level of complexity that makes it stand
out from other armed groups. Today, Hezbollah’s military transition has been
equally impressive, with the group now able to act as a hybrid army and to rely
simultaneously on nonconventional as well as conventional tactics.

Within the Palestinian territories, Hamas has also demonstrated a similar
multifaceted and complex nature, developing simultaneously as a religious and
social movement, a political organization, and an armed group. Over the past
decades, Hamas has evolved into the most lethal and sophisticated armed
group operating from within the Palestinian territories, and it has risen to
confront and end the political monopoly of Fatah over Palestinian politics.
Even today, Hamas continues to operate at the social, political, and military
level. In addition, since 2006 the Islamist group has become an institutional
player within Palestinian politics by winning the legislative elections, while
since 2007 it has operated as the de facto government in the Gaza Strip and
engaged in numerous attempts at national unity governments with Fatah.

Yet, while firmly in control of Gaza, Hamas has not risen to the same level
of power and organizational strength as its Lebanese counterpart. Encircled
by Israel and Egypt, Hamas never had the freedom to arm and develop as
Hezbollah has, nor did it ever enjoy the same level of funding. As the director
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of the Palestinian TV and Radio Authority said in an interview with the
Palestinian Authority’s Al-Hayat Al-Jadida newspaper, with respect to Hamas’s
campaign against Israel in 2009, “Hamas behaved like a superpower, as if
they have weapons and means like Hizbullah in Lebanon, and as if they can
conduct a war like the July war [of 2006]. Hamas’ people thought they have a
number of missiles that can enable them to prevail in a war of such size.”?
However, the aftermath of the 2009 Gaza War showed that the group still falls
short of matching Hezbollah’s military capabilities and apparatuses. Similarly,
Hamas’s military machine has also grown to be more “conventional,” espe-
cially since taking over the Gaza Strip and conducting internal security and
policing operations in such capacity. Yet it still falls short of matching Hez-
bollah’s hybrid-army status.

Despite the undeniable difference in power and military strength between
the two organizations, it is important to emphasize the shared organizational
evolution of both groups, transitioning from outside players into groups highly
entrenched in local politics, and from loosely organized militias into highly
sophisticated military organizations.

The chapter on counterterrorism and counterinsurgency measures helped
identify how Israel—one of the leading unifiers of the Hezbollah and Hamas
ideologies—has tried to combat both of these groups, at times successfully
and at times badly. It is a permanent yet ever-changing threat that Israel faces
with respect to these groups. As a result of Hezbollah’s and Hamas’s contin-
ued aggressive posture toward Israel and the denial of its right to exist, the
Jewish state will continue to face low- and medium-intensity conflicts against
Hezbollah on its northern border and Hamas along the Gaza Strip and per-
haps the West Bank as well. With each conflagration, the costs are likely to
rise higher as the loss of innocent life is increasingly used to achieve political
and military objectives.

Irregular warfare has proved to be the only type that has shown promise
of wearing thin Israeli resolve and providing at least some positive military
achievements for the Arab world. As a result, these wars of attrition are likely
to continue as they enable weaker parties to affect and demoralize large por-
tions of Israeli society, while not providing Israel with any easy solutions in
turn to resolve these crises, as emphasized in the chapter on Israeli counter-
insurgency strategy.’

At the same time, the rules of the game between Hamas, Hezbollah, and the
State of Israel are not set in stone, as the modus operandi and tactics adopted
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by these groups are continuously evolving. In the case of Hezbollah, the
group has been moving in the aftermath of the July 2006 war toward a more
aggressive buildup with respect to its main foe Israel. This new approach is
centered on notions of strategic parity and proportional retaliation in the
context of a renewed conflict with the Jewish state, marking the group’s de-
sire to take any future armed confrontation against Israel to the next level
of warfare. This paradigm was recently reiterated by the group’s secretary-
general, Hassan Nasrallah, who stated that in the course of the next round of
confrontation with Israel, Hezbollah would respond to any territorial inva-
sion of the IDF with its own territorial invasion into Israel by sending its units
to occupy the Galilee region.* This concept was further reiterated by Hez-
bollah MP Hasan Fadlallah, who said that the organization was planning on
“taking control of land in return for taking control of land,” confirming the
group’s self-perception of power.>

Given this continuous shifting of tactics and the ongoing military evolu-
tions of both groups, the IDF’s military response to both Hezbollah and Hamas
also needs to show a similar degree of flexibility, along with an appreciation
of these groups’ desires to combine low- and medium-intensity warfare and
to intermix irregular and conventional warfighting tactics along with strong
psychological and media campaigns to more effectively engage their adver-
saries. Along with these military lessons is an important policy implication—
that is, how focusing solely on how to counter these groups militarily can
lead to an insufficiently nuanced approach. In fact, as is increasingly the case
in insurgencies, both Hezbollah and Hamas are much more than just armed
groups, and as such they should be understood and engaged at all levels, in-
cluding the political and social ones.

Likewise, these groups’ strengths lay well beyond the military theater of
operations. As political parties, they have real leverage and influence on local
political processes within both Lebanon and the Palestinian territories, and
as such they have the opportunity to directly shape the political course of their
countries as well as the progress of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Of course, this
does not mean that their roles are necessarily identical. On the one hand, He-
zbollah’s ideological stance with respect to Israel, its reliance on the Arab-
Israeli conflict as a strong raison d’étre, and its position as outsider in the con-
text of the Palestinian-Israeli political process allow it to act as a classic spoiler
in the conflict. Hamas, on the other hand, is in a radically different position,
and as such the group has developed a comparatively more nuanced role.
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In addition, the strength of Hezbollah and Hamas is also a function of their
position as social movements and direct providers of goods and services to
their populations. In turn, this contributes to maintaining their constituency
as well as diversifying their bases of legitimacy and support. Finally, these
groups’ ideologies have an important role in shaping both Palestinian and
Lebanese attitudes toward the Arab-Israeli conflict and are also a main factor
behind the ongoing process of Islamization of the Palestinian and the Leba-
nese Shiite populations.

Within the broader Middle East, Hezbollah and Hamas have an impact
that transcends the borders of the Palestinian territories and Lebanon, con-
tributing to the shape of the regional narrative and inspiring people with their
Islamist and violent ideologies. In addition, both groups are also very much
part of a broader Iranian-Syrian “Axis of Resistance,” attempting to shift the
existing balance of power and regional dynamics in their favor, to the detri-
ment of Israel’s security and with broader implications for regional stability.

This existing alliance has acquired a particularly important role in the con-
text of the political turmoil in the region initiated in early 2011 and known as
the “Arab Spring.” Although the protest movements that led to regime changes
in Tunisia and Egypt and that are shaking the political foundations of other
regional actors that include Yemen, Syria, Bahrain, Jordan, and Libya, have no
direct ideological or operational ties with Hezbollah or Hamas, both groups
have been adamant supporters of all but the Syrian revolutions (in the case of
Hezbollah)—as the Assad regime is a key ally to both groups. In particular,
the fall of the Egyptian regime has been especially welcomed by both organi-
zations, which saw in the demise of Hosni Mubarak the decline of one of the
groups’ main regional opponents. In his February 16, 2011, speech, Nasrallah
eloquently explained this paradigm by stating: “The major blow to the resis-
tance . . . was the participation of the Egyptian regime in [the] Camp David
Agreement and consequently the emergence of Egypt from the Arab-Israeli
struggle.”® The fall of Mubarak is then seen as marking the end of the Israeli-
Egyptian détente, which will in turn change the balance of power in the
Arab-Israeli conflict in favor of the “resistance.”

In this sense, both Hezbollah and Hamas have praised the revolutionary
movements within the Middle East, also attempting to portray the ongoing
revolutions as part of a regional realignment away from the West and toward
the “Resistance Axis.” In the same speech, Nasrallah also claimed that the
ongoing protests in the Arab world represented “the revolution of the poor,
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the free, the freedom seekers and the rejecters of humiliation and disgrace
which this [Egypt| nation was subject to due to giving up to the will of America
and Israel. . . . It is the revolution [against] the regime’s policy in the Arab-
Israeli struggle.”” In addition to trying to portray the focus for the revolution
as being about Egypt’s relationship with Israel, he compared the protest
movements to “the Lebanese resistance in [the] July War [of] 2006 and the
historic steadfastness of the Palestinian resistance during Gaza War in 2008
[sic],”® again riding the wave of regional turmoil to boost the “resistance” cause.
Contrary to the gusto with which Hezbollah in particular supported other
revolutionaries across the Arab world, when it came to protests in Syria and
Iran and their subsequent bloody crackdowns, Hezbollah remained outspo-
ken in its support of those regimes.

As the ink dries on the writing of this book, the “Arab Spring” of 2011
continues to change the setting of the Middle East, like molten lava spewing
from the earth to create unknown new lands. Rather than being the final
word on these two critical organizations, this book should serve as an anchor
for what clearly remains one of the most volatile and significant corners of
the earth. It remains to be seen whether Hezbollah and Hamas will fall or
flourish in this ever-changing landscape.
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Alawite. An offshoot of Shiite Islam, Alawites (also commonly referred to as
Alawis) are predominantly located in Syria, Turkey, and Lebanon, where
they are a minority religion in each country. The Alawites enjoyed
significant privileges under the Assad dynasty of autocratic rulers who
have led Syria for many decades.

Al-Manar. Hezbollah’s television “Station of Resistance,” it is available
throughout the Middle East and much of the world. It serves as the major
media and propaganda mouthpiece for Hezbollah and its Iranian backers.
It means “The Beacon” in Arabic.

Arab Spring. Social and political grass-roots protest movement that has
sought to change the political status quo in many parts of the Middle
East. The “Arab Spring” began in Tunisia in December 2010 and then
spread to other countries in the region, including Egypt, Libya, Jordan,
Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria, also leading to social protests in virtually
every country in the Middle East. Its ultimate success in regime change
and successfully promoting civil liberties remains to be seen.

Bekaa Valley. An area of southern Lebanon that has been traditionally free
of central government control. Dominated by Shiites and Christians, the
area was also controlled by the PLO when its forces operated in much of
Lebanon during the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Blue Line. The UN-delineated and recognized border between Israel and
Lebanon, which was published in the wake of Israel’s plan to withdraw
from southern Lebanon in 2000.

Camp David Accords. The 1978 peace accords signed by the Egyptians and
Israelis under the leadership of U.S. president Jimmy Carter, which led to
an end of hostilities between the two states.

Camp David II Peace Negotiations. The Palestinian-Israeli peace talks that
took place under the leadership of U.S. president Bill Clinton at Camp
David in Maryland. The talks took place in 2000 toward the end of the
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term of the U.S. presidency and the Israeli prime ministership and failed
to reach a final peace agreement.

Druze. A monotheistic, relatively secretive religious offshoot of Islam.
Druzes reside primarily in Lebanon, Syria, Israel, and Jordan. With the
exception of Druzes of the Golan Heights (who view themselves as
Syrian), Druze are generally well integrated in the countries of their birth
and usually serve in their respective militaries. Druze are seen as heretics
by many Muslim authorities.

Gaza Strip. A small coastal region to Israel’s southwest border and north of
Egypt’s Sinai border, it is recognized as a part of any future Palestinian
state and has been a traditionally more Islamist area than its counterpart,
the West Bank. The Gaza Strip was occupied by the Egyptians following
the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. After the 1967 Six-Day War, the area was
occupied by Israel, who withdrew during its unilateral “disengagement”
in 2005. Israel and Egypt remain in control of the Gaza Strip’s borders,
and Hamas is currently the ruling party.

Golan Heights. A strategically significant volcanic and mountainous
plateau that oversees Israel, Syria, and parts of Lebanon. The Golan had
been part of Syria since its founding in 1946, but was conquered and
controlled by Israel since 1967. In 1981 Israel officially incorporated the
Golan Heights into Israeli proper, though this was not recognized by the
rest of the international community.

Goldstone Report. Officially known as the Report of the United Nations
Fact-Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict, it was a UN-led fact-finding
mission directed by South African judge Richard Goldstone to investigate
potential war crimes committed by the Israelis and Palestinians during
the 2006 war in Gaza. The report accused both Israel and the Palestin-
ians of committing war crimes during combat. Richard Goldstone, the
lead author of the Goldstone Report, later recanted and claimed he did
not have all of the evidence when his report was produced, as Israel did
not cooperate with the investigation. The report is still used by human
rights organizations and those critical of Israel as evidence of Israeli
intransigence.

Greater Syria. A territory centered around Damascus that comprises modern-
day Syria and Lebanon, as well as parts of Turkey, Jordan, Israel, and Egypt.
The term stems back to pre-Islamic times and was also used during the
Ottoman Empire.
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guerrilla warfare. A kind of combat that incorporates low-intensity and
asymmetrical warfare, sometimes with acts of terrorism as well. Though
often confused with insurgency, guerrilla warfare is viewed by the authors
as more of a tactic.

Hasbara. Roughly translated from Hebrew as “explanation,” it is the official
public diplomacy effort by the Government of Israel to tell its side of the
story in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

hawala. Hawala transactions are transfers of funds between different
locations conducted outside the circuits of the conventional banking
system. The Hawala system is used throughout the Muslim world to
transfer money: it is based on trust, it is anonymous and oral, and it
involves little to no physical movement of cash. All these characteristics
account for the success of the hawala system and, at the same time,
explain why this alternative remittance system also attract illicit and
criminal transactions.

insurgency. A style of warfare that incorporates terrorism, guerrilla tactics,
social welfare networks, and political pressure, in an effort to “even the
playing field” and combat an adversary whose conventional military force
is far superior.

Intifada. Roughly translated from Arabic as “uprising” or “to shake off,”
intifadas have been called by the Arab and Muslim worlds for decades.
The word is best known in reference to the two Palestinian uprisings and
insurgencies fought against Israel. The first Palestinian Intifada began in
1987 and ended in 1993. The second Intifada, referred by Palestinians as
the Al Agsa Intifada, began around the breakdown of the Camp David
peace negotiations in 2000. Its causes and ending are fiercely debated by
pro-Israeli and pro-Palestinian sides.

March 8 group. The March 8 coalition refers to a political alliance between
the Shiite parties Hezbollah, Amal, and the Christian Free Patriotic
Movement. Lebanon’s Christian community is split in terms of its support
for the March 14 and March 8 parties and therefore has recently deter-
mined the final electoral outcome.

March 14 coalition. A Lebanese, “pro-Western” political faction made up of
a number of political parties but led by the Sunni Future Movement and
to a lesser degree by Christian parties such as the Phalange Party and the
Lebanese Forces. The majority of Sunni Muslims in Lebanon align
themselves with this coalition party. Lebanon’s Christian community is
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split in terms of its support for the March 14 and March 8 parties, and
therefore has recently determined the final electoral outcome.

Maronite. A small sect of (Eastern Catholic) Christianity, Maronites reside
almost exclusively in Lebanon, where they make up the majority of the
Lebanese Christian population.

Middle East. Also known as the Near East, it is a region of Southwest Asia
that includes all North African countries bordering the Mediterranean
Sea, Turkey, Israel, the Arab world, and Iran.

Nakba. Arabic for the “catastrophe,” the term is used to commemorate the
Palestinian loss and Israel’s establishment as a result of the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War.

Ottoman Empire. A Turkish-based Islamic empire that reigned from 1299
to 1923. At its height, the Ottoman Empire spanned from southeast
Europe to southwest Asia and northern Africa.

Quartet. A four-party group encompassing the United States, European
Union, United Nations, and Russia that is focused on trying to solve the
Arab-Israeli conflict through peace negotiations.

Shiite. Shiite Islam is, after Sunni Islam, the second most practiced form of
Islam. It is currently practiced by between 10 and 20 percent of the
world’s Muslims, with the largest Shiite communities residing in Iran,
Iraq, Bahrain, Lebanon, and Azerbaijan. The religious schism between
Sunni and Shiite Muslims has led to bloody conflicts throughout much of
Islamic history.

Shin Bet/Shabak. Israel’s internal domestic security service, it is mandated
to operate in Israel, the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and Golan Heights.
Israel’s Shin Bet is a Hebrew acronym for Sherut ha-Bitachon ha-Klali,
which roughly translates to General Security Service (GSS). Often
compared to the United States’ FBI, the Shin Bet is also responsible for
diplomatic security in Israel as well as overseas. It is also known as the
Israel Security Agency (ISA).

Sunni. Sunni Islam is the main branch of Islam, practiced by the over-
whelming majority of Muslims in the world. The religious schism
between Sunni and Shiite Muslims has led to bloody conflicts throughout
much of Islamic history.

Taif Accord. Officially known as the Document of National Accord, the Taif
Accord shaped Lebanon’s transition from the bloody civil war that had
raged from 1975 to 1990. The agreement was reached in Taif (Saudi
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Arabia) in the fall of 1989 by the surviving members of Parliament who
had been elected in 1972 and laid the basis for Lebanon’s postwar transi-
tion by reforming the electoral system (and equalizing the ratio of seats
between Muslims and Christians), and by mandating the dismantling of
armed militias. At the same time, the Taif Accord also paved the way for
Syria’s occupation of Lebanon from 1990 to 200s5.

terrorism. According to the U.S. Department of State, terrorism is the
“premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against non-
combatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents.”

West Bank. A plateau to the west of the Jordan River, it is widely seen as the
basis for a future homeland of the Palestinian people. Jordan occupied
the West Bank after the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, and in 1967 Israel wrested
control of the area. While occupying the vast majority of the land to this
day, Israel ceded large portions of control over the Palestinian population
(but over a smaller amount of land) to the Palestinian Authority as part of
the 1993 Oslo Accords. Many Jews and others refer to the West Bank by
its biblical names of Judea and Samaria, from which the name “Jew” was
actually derived.

Zionism. A movement that calls for the Jewish people’s right to self-
determination and a state of their own in the land of Israel.
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