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Abstract 

Iran has been using militant proxy partners to advance its strategic foreign policy 

objectives in the Middle East for over five decades.  Yet not all of Iran’s proxies are 

equal.  Some remain fully dependent upon Iran, while others have become fully 

independent, exhibiting agency, choice, and differing interests from Iran.  Why do some 

Iranian proxies develop into independent geopolitical actors with high levels of agency 

and autonomous interests?  This thesis explores this question by examining the cases of 

the Lebanese Hizballah and the Iraqi Badr Organization using a principal-agent approach.  

It studies the complicated trade-offs that these militant proxy partners have negotiated 

with Iran in exchange for ongoing sponsorship, focusing on the varying effects Iran’s 

patronage has had on these agents.  It argues that exogenous variables including the level 

of state fragmentation, the degree of active conflict in the host state, the level of Shi’a 

ideological identity, the balance of threat amongst ethno-sectarian groups, and the 

strength of leadership and level of organization and structure of the proxy group drives 

the differentials in power, objectives, and interests between sponsor and proxy.  By 

comparing the effects of Iranian sponsorship on Hizballah and the Badr Organization, I 

demonstrate that both militant proxy partners have distinct characteristics that influenced 

the level of control that Iran has been able to exert over them, and, more importantly, that 

has allowed them to leverage Iranian sponsorship to extend their power, influence, and 

regional reputation. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

In 1887, at a lecture in Cambridge, the British historian, Henry James Somner 

Maine, observed that “war appears to be as old as mankind.”  Somner was correct in the 

sense that human conflict predates the existence of states and recorded history.  However, 

Somner was likely referencing the most common and ubiquitous type of war, that of 

direct, inter-state conflict.  Yet, there is another type of war that has been shaping the 

dynamics and outcomes of disputes for hundreds of years and has increasingly become 

the preferred mode of contemporary warfare (Mumford, 2013, 11).  This is known as 

proxy warfare and it is distinguished by a states’ indirect or opaque engagement in a 

conflict (Mumford, 2013, 11).  Less obvious until the rise of the Cold War between the 

Soviet Union and the United States, proxy warfare is now a prolific, omnipresent form of 

conflict that has become a strategy unto itself for many contemporary actors (Mumford, 

2013, 12). 
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Figure 1. Locations of Major Proxy Wars in the Greater Middle East and its Periphery. 

The countries in the Levant, North Africa and the Black Sea region have been dubbed the 

“arc of instability,” the site of recurring and, often, interrelated conflicts (Rondeaux and 

Sterman, 2018, 6). 

At the heart of proxy warfare is the sponsor-proxy relationship, whereby a 

sponsor provides support to a proxy in exchange for disruptive action, typically vital 

military assistance, or violent acts of terrorism, to indirectly advance or accomplish its 

foreign policy goals (Berman and Lake, 2019, 3).  These proxy partners tend to be 

militant, non-state actors (i.e., terrorist, insurgent or rebel groups).  During the Cold War, 

proxies were little more than passive intermediaries, that is, submissive tools of statecraft 

without any agency, intent, or interests visibly separate from those of its superior state 

sponsor (Innes & Banks, 2011, Preface xiii).  As such, most scholars and academics have 

focused on and adopted a “state-centric” perspective regarding the dynamics of this 

relationship.  Many contemporary theoretical models and research methodologies have 
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been designed to explain the behavior of nation-states using proxies (i.e., confederates 

who can be relied upon to act on the sponsor’s behalf) or surrogates (i.e., substitutes who 

can facilitate the maintenance of “plausible deniability”) to preserve power and 

sovereignty in the “anarchic” international system described by the “realist” school of 

international relations (Innes & Banks, 2012, 3-6).   

While the end of the Cold War eliminated the most visible and prevalent sources 

of state sponsorship (i.e., the United States and Soviet Union), proxy warfare has not only 

endured, but it has also evolved.  Now, a multitude of states – both strong and weak – 

have picked up the mantle of state sponsorship and use proxy warfare to further their 

strategic goals and objectives while limiting the risk and costs of direct military 

engagements (Mumford, 2013, 11).  In recent decades, the interaction between nation-

states and militant proxy partners has become more fluid and dynamic than the binary 

model espoused during the Cold War in which both superpowers tended to view all 

localized conflicts as mere “fronts” in the larger global struggle against their main enemy 

and the state-proxy relationship was described as a rigid, hierarchical relationship 

between a state and its proxy (Innes & Banks, 2012, 6).     

In fact, the construct of proxy war is evolving, and, with it, a new type of sponsor-

proxy partnership is emerging.  Militant proxy partners are no longer just passive 

subordinates, rather they are now acting with agency and intent, pursuing their own 

interests through other non-state actors and/or the states themselves.  In recent years, this 

has manifested in non-state actors undertaking campaigns often far afield from their 

home territory.  For example, in December 2017, Qais al-Khazali, the Commander of 

Iraqi militia Asai’b Ahl al-Haq (AAH), stood in Southern Lebanon and pledged to 
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support Hizballah in a war against Israel (Katz, 2008, 1). Flanked by Hizballah 

commanders, al-Khazali proclaimed, “We are now at the Fatima Gate, in the town of 

Kafr Kila, on the border between southern Lebanon and occupied Palestine. Along with 

our brothers in Hizballah, the Islamic Resistance, we declare our full readiness to stand 

alongside the Lebanese people, and the Palestinian cause against the oppressive Israeli 

occupation” (Memri TV, 2017).  What dynamics led to an Iraqi Shi’a militia pledging to 

unite alongside a Lebanese proxy of Iran against Israel? 

This is an important departure from the traditional partnership framework or 

contract between the sponsor and proxy as well as an overlooked phenomenon in 

contemporary war and security studies.  As a result, there is very little critical analytical 

discussion on the distinction between the autonomous militant groups with their own 

ideological and operational agendas that may decide, albeit temporarily and often 

reluctantly, to collaborate with states and those pseudo-independent terrorist 

organizations that are secretly created and controlled by states and therefore tend to 

function as their genuine agents.  These two types of relationships are fundamentally 

different, especially regarding the amount of control and decision-making authority that a 

state sponsor will likely be able to exercise over a militant proxy partner over the course 

of the relationship (Innes & Banks, 2012, 6).  While the idea that proxies act with agency, 

choice, and differing interests than their state sponsors is a relatively recent addition to 

academic literature, it is a crucial insight for combatting this type of warfare.   

Today, the literature surveying proxy warfare, and the sponsor-proxy relationship 

specifically, is primarily focused on three main bodies of scholarship: (1) the sponsor 

states and their strategic objectives and motivations for sponsoring proxy warfare, (2) the 
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benefits and drawbacks of sponsoring proxy warfare, and 3) the actual outcomes of proxy 

warfare and its impact on national security interests.  However, there is a key gap in the 

contemporary research of sponsor-proxy relationships.   

There is almost a complete absence of literature focusing specifically on the 

proxy’s rationale behind forging a sponsor-proxy relationship, under what conditions it 

will undertake such a relationship and the benefits these proxy’s gain from these security 

arrangements.  As such, this research will focus on the proxy, that is, the actor who is 

asked to fight on behalf of a sponsor and analyze the proxy relationship from this point of 

view.  Furthermore, this research will explore the strategic objectives of these actors, how 

these strategic objectives inform the type of security arrangement the proxy maintains 

with their sponsor and the effects of sponsorship on the power, influence, and regional 

reputation of the proxy partner over time. To do so, it will utilize the principal-agent 

analysis framework to explore, and define, what is the normal nature of the 

interrelationship between complicit nations states and militant proxy groups.   

In recent decades, the historical record has made it plain that numerous states 

have provided sponsorship beyond tacit encouragement, expanding to tangible logistical 

or even operational aid to militant proxy partners (Innes & Banks, 2012, 11).  In fact, the 

support and assistance the militant proxies receive can be quite expansive to boost the 

penetration, manipulation, or exploitation of them (Innes & Banks, 2012, 11).  Yet, it’s 

critical to recognize that the state sponsors do not always secure the level of control or 

direction over the militant proxy partners or that these proxy partners consistently 

function as the de facto agent of these sponsor states (Innes & Banks, 2012, 12).   
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These misleading beliefs are borne from the misunderstanding that the sponsor 

states and militant proxy partners both invariably benefit when they collaborate, and 

insurgent terrorism only can develop into a serious threat when there is state sponsorship 

(Innes & Banks, 2012, 12).  The historical record does not bear this out.  Rather, most 

non-state actors functioning as militant proxy partners initially carry out acts of violence 

independently, without receiving any significant support from state sponsors, depending 

largely on their own resources to support and sustain their activities, and manage to 

maintain a considerable amount of ideological, organizational, and operational autonomy 

even if they opted to forge relationships with state sponsors at some point (Innes & 

Banks, 2012, 12).   

Therefore, it’s important to recognize that militant proxy partners have a fluid, 

dynamic and ever-changing process of organizational union and division, often divided 

into factions, fragmented by bitter internal conflicts and personality clashes, disputes over 

doctrinal, strategic, or tactical matters and social, cultural, ethnic, or national dynamics 

(Innes & Banks, 2012, 13).  This creates a condition of instability and schism, where 

militant proxy partners are often volatile and unstable, making them exceedingly difficult 

to manage, much less control (Innes & Banks, 2012, 13).  Studying the trends and 

patterns of sponsor-proxy relationships matters because they have wide-ranging 

repercussions.  Exploring the evolving role of non-state actors in this context is of 

particular importance given their growing potential to disrupt and destabilize regional and 

international security, as has been prominently visible in the case of the Islamic State. 
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Chapter Overview 

This thesis proceeds as follows: Chapter 1 introduces the research design to be 

applied to the thesis including the hypothesis to be tested; Chapter 2 provides a literature 

review on proxy warfare theory, and further emphasis is placed on key features of the 

principal-agent relationship framework; Chapter 3 expands upon the theory of proxy 

warfare, noting the influence of neorealism and the logic of anarchy and its applications 

to non-state actors; Chapter 4 discusses research methods and the motivation behind the 

selection of particular cases; Chapter 5 provides a brief overview of the principal, Iran, 

and provides an understanding of how indirect modes of intervention advances its 

national interests; Chapter 6 and 7 comprise two cases studies (Iran-Hizballah, Iran-Badr 

Organization); and Chapter 8 discusses the conclusions of this research. 

Research Questions and Hypothesis 

Khazali’s decree is a starting point to study the evolution of militant proxy-

partnerships, the expectations and value-exchange between sponsors and proxies, the 

different types of proxy agents and resulting security arrangements, and how these types 

of multi-layered security arrangements impact the power, influence, and regional 

reputation of the militant proxy-partners as well as the degree to which the sponsor 

exercises power over these groups. Specifically, it will answer the following research 

questions:  
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Table 1. Research Questions 

R1: Why have some Iranian proxies developed into independent actors with high 

levels of agency and autonomous interests? 

R2: Does the principal-agent relationship with Iran extend the proxy’s power, 

influence, and regional reputation?  If so, how?  

 

The use of proxies in the Middle East is not new.  However, over the last fifty 

years, the sheer number of proxies operating in the Middle East is.  Furthermore, there is 

now a growing spectrum of ‘proxy-ness:’ from proxies who are fully dependent on their 

state sponsor(s) (e.g., Iran and the Houthi movement, Syria and Hamas, and Israel and the 

South Lebanon Army) to the more unique and emerging proxies who are entirely 

independent actors (e.g., Iran and Hizballah, Iran and the Iraqi Badr Organization, Iran 

and the Iraqi militia Asai’b Ahl al-Haq (AAH), and Iran and the Afghan Fatemiyoun 

Army).   

Nowhere is this more present than with Iran and its diverse array of militant proxy 

partners.  Iran has been cultivating and utilizing militant proxy partners to advance its 

strategic foreign policy objectives in the Middle East for over five decades.  Yet not all of 

Iran’s proxies are equal.  Some remain completely dependent upon Iran, while others 

have become fully independent, exhibiting agency, choice, and differing interests from 

Iran.  What causes this differential in independence and autonomy in Iran’s militant 

proxy partners?   

By utilizing political theory related to sponsor-proxy relationships, particularly 

the principle-agent framework, this research will analyze the complicated trade-offs that 

Iran and its proxies must negotiate when they work together.  The principle-agent 

framework describes a model of shared interests and an exchange of support from the 

sponsor for disruptive militant action from the proxy (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 2).  Does 
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this model differ for the emerging type of proxy who is a fully independent actor? Are 

there differentials in power, objectives, and interests between the sponsor and the proxy 

that can, and do change over time? If so, how? 

The dynamics of this type of sponsor and proxy-partnerships will be reviewed, 

identifying the markers of proxies that have evolved into independent entities and how 

this type of security arrangement drives different expectations between the sponsor and 

proxy-partner.  Then, these militant proxy-partnership arrangements will be explored in 

the context of the effects of the sponsorship on the proxy, specifically how they have 

impacted power, influence, and regional reputation of these militant proxy-partners.  

What type of sponsorship arrangement has given rise to ‘dual-hatted’ militant partner-

proxies (e.g., Badr Organization, Hamas, and Hizballah) that have acquired contradictory 

reputations as both legitimate political actors with specific security and policy agendas 

(i.e., strategic objectives) and as designated global terrorist organizations operating on 

behalf of their state sponsors (El Housseini, 2010, 803)?  How and why do these “dual-

hatted” militant partner proxies thrive in their host countries domestic political 

structures?  Are there unwelcome consequences from these sponsorship arrangements? 

Finally, the research will evaluate if militant proxy partners gain outsize benefits 

including increased capability building (i.e., access to advanced weapons, increased 

financial backing, the provision of critical social services for their domestic constituents, 

and/or increased political capital and influence), and, in some cases, a stronger 

geopolitical reputation.  Does this enhanced regional reputation legitimize the non-state 

actor in the global geopolitical arena and, by extension, create its own deterrence logic, 

discouraging attacks on its own territory, assets, and interests?   
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To be clear, this research is not intended to validate and test existing theory.  

Rather, it will be used as a broad heuristic framework, applying existing explanations of 

principal-agent relationships and dynamics to the relationship between states and militant 

proxy partners to begin building a theory on the effects of the sponsorship on the proxy, 

and the source of variation between those that have gained increased power, influence, 

and regional reputations and those that have not. 

This research hopes to contribute to international relations study and practice 

related to the relationship between sponsor and proxies.  It aspires to contribute to a better 

understanding of the dynamics between state sponsors and militant proxy partners and 

how these dynamics differ based on security arrangements.  By building upon existing 

sponsor-proxy relationship theory and deterrence theory, potential challengers (e.g., US, 

NATO, the EU, Israel) will be able to understand if these dynamics are generalizable to 

modern day conflict and allow them to develop winning counterstrategies.  

 

Definition of Terms 

Asai’b Ahl al-Haq (AAH): Asaib Ahl al-Haq is a major Iraqi armed group 

originating as a splinter of Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaish al-Mahdi militia that broke away in 

2005-2006 with support from Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Qods Force 

(IRGC-QF) and Lebanese Hizballah (Wyer, 2012, 1).   

Badr Organization: The Badr Organization is the oldest Shi’a militia in Iraq, 

originally established as the Badr Corps, the armed wing of the Supreme Council for the 

Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), in 1983.  From the beginning, the Badr Organization 

was a subunit under the direction of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC), the 
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political army under the direction of Iran’s Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902 – 1989).  

Today, the Badr Organization is the dominant force in the People’s Mobilization Force 

militia alliance, formed in 2014 in response to the Islamic State (IS) offensive in Iraq.  

The Badr Organization’s influence in Iraq has grown exponentially over the last ten years 

and is now playing a role like that of Hizballah in Lebanon (i.e., a state within a state) in 

Iraq.  It relies extensively on support from Iran and, in return, has become the most 

influential instrument of Iranian politics in Iraq (Steinberg, 2017, pp. 1- 4)  

Fatemiyoun Army: Established in 2013 by the IRGC, the Afghan Fatemiyoun 

Army is a militia force of nearly 50,000 Afghani’s, fighting in the Syrian civil war as a 

pro-Assad force.  The force is primarily composed of poor, young Afghani men from the 

Shi’a community who were lured to Iran with promises of work and legal residency 

status. (Jamal, 2019, 3). 

Hamas: Founded in 1987 by Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, a Palestinian cleric, Hamas 

(Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiya or “Islamic Resistance Movement”) is a militant 

movement and one of the Palestinian territories’ two major political parties. It governs 

more than two million Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, but the group is best known for its 

armed resistance to Israel as well as its commitment to the establishment of an Islamic 

society in historic Palestine.  Today, Iran is one of Hamas’s biggest benefactors, 

contributing funds, weapons, and training (Laub and Robinson, 2021, 1). 

Hizballah: Hizballah, led by Hassan Nasrallah, is a Shi’ite Muslim political party 

and militant group based in Lebanon.  Hizballah emerged during the chaos of Lebanon’s 

civil war (1975 – 1990) when the marginalized Shi’ite population took up arms against 

the Israeli forces that had invaded Southern Lebanon in 1978 to expel the Palestinian 
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guerrilla forces.  Over the last 40 years, Iran and the IRGC have provided funds, training, 

and weapons to Hizballah, helping to transform it into a fixture of the Lebanese 

government.  Hizballah’s extensive security apparatus, political organization, and social 

services network fostered its reputation as “a state within a state” that is driven by its 

opposition to Israel and its resistance to Western influence in the Middle East (Robinson, 

2020, 1). 

Houthi Movement: The Houthis have their roots in a movement that started in 

northern Yemen in the late 1980s to protect and revive Zaydi religious and cultural 

traditions.  Zaydis are a branch of Shia Islam and a minority population in Yemen, 

marginalized politically and socially by the majority Sunni population.  In the early 

2000s, the Houthis became politicized and shifted towards militant activism under their 

late leader, Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi.  Today, the Houthis identify with the umbrella 

organization, Ansar Allah, and are candid about their political relations and partnership 

with Iran (Laub and Robinson, 2016, 1). 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC): The Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps (IRGC) was established in the 1980s and is the organization that is primarily 

responsible for managing Iran’s global force projection network.  The IRGC is a 

powerhouse organization within Iran, broadly influencing Tehran’s economic, political, 

social, and military sectors.  The primary mission of the IRGC is to defend Iran’s Islamic 

Revolution and preserve the regime established by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902 – 

1989) (Fulton, 2013, 1). 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps – Quds Force (IRGC-QF): The Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps – Quds Force (IRGC-QF) was established in 1990, replacing 
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the Office of Liberation Movements (OLM) under the direction of Ayatollah Ruhollah 

Khomeini (1902 – 1989).  The elite force was created to manage Iran’s regional 

interventions and proxy relations.  While the IRGC-QF's primary mandate was military 

action, it has also served as a secondary diplomatic corps, specifically to maintain 

relations with Tehran’s proxy forces in key regional states (Tabatabai, 2020, 1). 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS): The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), 

also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), is a transnational Sunni 

insurgent group operating primarily in western Iraq and eastern Syria.  The group was 

founded by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in 1999 and was inspired by al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).  

In June 2014, the group permanently broke away from AQI, reorganizing and declaring 

itself a worldwide caliphate under Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.  It gained global prominence 

due to its expansionist aims and its early successes in Iraq when it drove Iraqi security 

forces out of key cities (e.g., Anbar, Ramadi), captured Fallujah and Mosul and 

perpetrated the genocide of Iraqi Yazidis in Northern Iraq (Turner, 2015, 210-213).     

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO):  Founded in 1964 by Yasser Arafat, 

the Palestinian Liberation Organization is a Palestinian political and military organization 

dedicated to establishing Arab unity and statehood over Palestine, in direct opposition to 

Israeli and its ongoing occupation since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War (Baracskay, 2011, 11-

13). 

South Lebanon Army (SLA): Following its 1982 invasion of and 1985 partial 

withdrawal from Lebanon, Israel created the South Lebanon Army (SLA), composed of 

roughly 2,500 local Lebanese, to advance its political and security objectives in Lebanon 

(Ruebner, 2003, 201)



 

 

Chapter II. 

Theory of Proxy Warfare 

This chapter discusses the theory of proxy warfare beginning with its evolution. 

Principal-agent theory is addressed next, specifically, its delegation, dilemma, and control 

of the relationship, ending with a discussion of the delegation from the Agent’s 

perspective. 

Evolution of Literature on Proxy Warfare 

In Proxy Warfare, Andrew Mumford (2013) offers one of the most 

comprehensive theoretical overviews of proxy warfare, arguing that proxy warfare has 

been used throughout history from the Thirty Years War (1618 – 1848) to the American 

Civil War (1861 – 1865) to the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 – 1871 (12).  Yet, it was in 

the 20th century that proxy warfare became ingrained in global politics with the United 

States and Soviet Union using it as their primary tool to battle for power and supremacy 

around the world during the Cold War (Loveman, 2002, 30).  In fact, in Assessing the 

Phenomenon of Proxy Intervention, Loveman (2002) argues proxy warfare has 

“increasingly been preferred to traditional warfare” and has become “the logical 

replacement” to direct conflict (30).  Mumford (2013) extends this outlook, asserting that 

proxy warfare has become the norm, allowing states to avoid engaging in direct, costly, 

and bloody warfare (12).   
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However, one of the difficulties in studying proxy warfare is the lack of consistent 

definitions.  Early academics such as Karl Deutsch explained proxy war only through the 

lens of great state conflict, defining it as: 

An international conflict between two foreign powers, fought out on the 

soil of a third country; disguised as a conflict over an international issue of 

that country; and using some of that country’s manpower, resources, and 

territory as a means for achieving preponderantly foreign goals and 

foreign strategies (Mumford, 2013, 13).  

Loveman (2002) broadens this view, noting that both developed and underdeveloped 

nations engage in proxy warfare and either has the potential to “be both the subject and 

the object of proxy intervention” (39).  Mumford (2013) argues that both assessments are 

too narrow, overlooking the role non-state actors can play in proxy wars.  He provides an 

amended definition: “Proxy wars are the indirect engagement in a conflict by third parties 

wishing to influence its strategic outcome” (Mumford, 2013, 11).  Mumford (2013) 

classifies these third parties as the principal who is “a state or non-state actor external to 

the dynamic of an existing conflict” (11) and the selected proxy who is “the beneficiary 

of weapons, training and funding from the principal” (11).  Brendan Sozer (2016) 

synthesizes these earlier definitions in the article Development of Proxy Relationships: A 

Case Study of the Lebanese Civil War and offers a more concise definition of proxy 

warfare as “an external actor(s) seeking to indirectly influence the outcome of a conflict 

in pursuit of their strategic policy objectives by providing direct and intentional 

assistance to an existing actor of the conflict” (643).  In this thesis, we will apply Sozer’s 

definition of proxy warfare as it offers the most current and comprehensive explanation 

of proxy warfare, reflecting present-day conflicts.  
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Now, it is important to understand who engages in proxy wars.  Mumford (2013) 

identifies four types of relationships between actors that undertake proxy warfare, 

including: 

1. a state using another state (as surrogate force), 

2. a state using a non-state actor (such as a terrorist organization, militia group, 

or private military company),  

3. a non-state actor using a state,  

4. a non-state actor using another non-state actor (as a surrogate force) (45). 

At the core of these relationship frameworks is some shared interest that 

encourages a reciprocal exchange of support from the principle or sponsor for disruptive 

action from the proxy (Johnston et al, 2020, 12).   

Many scholars agree that proxy-based strategies provide states with many 

benefits.  For example, Zeev Moaz and Belgin San-Akca (2012), in Rivalry and State 

Support of Non-State Armed Groups (NAGs), 1946-2001, suggest that states dissatisfied 

with the status quo, but which are relatively weak versus rivals, are more likely to offer 

support to proxies targeting their rivals (720).  Mumford (2013) provides one of the most 

comprehensive theoretical explanations of the motives that states have for initiating 

proxy warfare (30), including territorial acquisition, protection of social groups, 

protection of economic interests, protection of diplomatic or military interests, ideology, 

regional power balances, perception of probable success, and perception of conflict 

escalation (32).  Furthermore, Mumford (2013) is careful to point out that there are often 

parallel or multiple motivations for proxy war initiation by states, and it is critical to 

understand the numerous catalysts when analyzing the causes of proxy warfare (32).  
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In the mid-1970’s, as part of the scholarship on conflict and war, Frederic Pearson 

identified six primary reasons why states intervene in other countries (Mumford, 2013, 

31).  Mumford (2013) notes that while Pearson didn’t explicitly mention proxy 

intervention, the criteria he laid out was a relevant early view of essential motives, 

including (31): 

1. Territorial acquisition 

2. Protection of social groups 

3. Protection of economic interests 

4. Protection of diplomatic or military interests 

5. Ideology 

6. Regional power balances 

Mumford (2013) expanded upon this by adding two additional reasons why proxy war 

was undertaken, noting perception of probable success and perception of conflict 

escalation (32).  Similarly, Wilner (2018) notes that states typically provision proxies to 

hedge against stronger adversaries, to achieve mutually beneficial strategic, operational, 

and tactical objectives, to destabilize regional agendas that are deemed a threat to their 

security interests, and to strengthen and propagate a political ideology (413).   

States provision proxies in diverse ways, offering an array of vital assistance, 

including training and operations, economic and financial backing, arms and materials, 

logistics and organizational assistance, media, propaganda and ideological training and 

direction, diplomatic cover or safe-haven, and other types of political support (Byman, 

2005, 59).  In return, the proxy undertakes disruptive action that can range from 

challenging an enemy or rival, degrading its military capabilities or, in some cases, 
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foment popular resistance to facilitate a political transition (Wilner, 2018, 413).  

Furthermore, militant partner-proxies often execute the less desirable actions (e.g., 

terrorism, assassination, political violence, kidnapping) the sponsor state is less willing or 

unable to do for itself (Wilner, 2018, 419).   

Taken all together, Mumford (2013) argues that these various motives and 

catalysts have paved the way for proxy wars to have become one of the most prevalent 

conflict scenarios in the post-Cold War era (32).  Daniel Byman (2005) takes this one 

step further, pointing out states and nonstate actors (i.e., terrorist groups) “have long had 

a deadly relationship” with almost every major terrorist group having ties to, at 

minimum, one supportive state proxy from the 1970s through present day (1).  These 

relationships are diverse and wide-ranging, including Iran and the Lebanese Hizballah, 

India and the Tamil Tigers, and Saudi Arabia and the Palestine Liberation Organization 

(Byman, 2005, 3).  At times, according to Byman (2005) these relationships are 

seemingly nonsensical as was the case with Libya arming the Provisional Irish 

Republican Army or Syria sponsoring the Japanese Red Army (1).  

Yet, current research offers little context for why the proxy engages in proxy 

warfare and maintains the relationship with its sponsor beyond material support, a mutual 

desire to defeat a common enemy, and the potential for success in the war they are 

engaged in (Mumford, 2013, 33).  Loveman (2002) echoes this, noting “the very nature 

of proxy intervention means that it is a matter clouded in uncertainty, in terms of 

motivations, interests and political independence of the various actors” (31).  In 

Terrorists as State “Proxies,” Separating Fact from Fiction, Jeffrey Bale offers the 
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compelling argument that the relationship between sponsor and proxy, even militant 

proxies, is based on mutual and temporal needs.  He argues: 

This does not mean, of course, that terrorists never collaborate with states 

that do not share their own ideologies.  They have often done so, albeit 

usually on the realist grounds that ‘the enemy of my (principal) enemy is 

my (temporary) friend.’ …It does mean, however, that they are likely to 

be very suspicious and wary of the states that offer them support, since 

such support invariably comes with certain strings attached, and that they 

will assiduously strive to maintain their own autonomy, all the more so if 

the regimes in question do not share their particular worldviews or long-

term goals.  For their part, states are willing to collaborate with violence-

prone extremists for a multiplicity of reasons, ranging from ideological 

solidarity to supporting coreligionists or co-ethnics to geopolitical 

realpolitik, although in this context ideological factors are arguably less 

important to states than to extremist groups (Innes & Banks, 2012, 14-15). 

Understanding what motivates proxies to act in sometimes costly ways – and when and 

how it succeeds – is essential to formulating effective foreign policy in today’s world, 

especially for managing violence and illicit activities by nonstate actors operating from 

the territory of other states.  For, as Mumford (2013) points out, the singularity of proxy 

war rests in large part upon the co-opting of non-state actors into the process of 

undertaking these indirect modes of intervention (54).   

How then is the relationship between sponsor and proxy forged?  Several 

questions surface when trying to understand this association.  Is the proxy a parasite or an 

unwilling host? Has the principal state bullied its client into the conflict? Or is it a 

voluntary joint venture? (Loveman, 2002, 31).  To answer these questions in this thesis, 

we will turn to the Principal-Agent relationship theory, using this framework to analyze 

the phenomenon of sponsor-proxy relationships and to understand the actors’ motivations 

to engage is such a relationship. 
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Principal-Agent Relationship Theory 

Early in the 1960s and 1970s, economists laid the groundwork for the principal-

agent theory by exploring the risk sharing among individuals or groups (Eisenhardt, 

1989, 58).  Eisenhardt (1989) expanded upon the principal-agent theory and framework 

to explain the licit organizational dynamics of national or international institutions and 

associated “employer-employee, lawyer-client, and buyer-supplier” relationships (60).  

This theory posited that principal-agent relationships are anchored on “cooperative 

effort” and designed around delegation, with a principal delegating some task(s) to an 

agent who completes the task(s) for the principal to improve governance and 

organizational outcomes (Eisenhardt, 1989, 72).  Kiewiet and McCubbins extended 

Eisenhardt’s work to the field of political science, applying it to a diverse set of situations 

including congressional oversight of executive agencies and international economic 

reforms (Johnston et all, 2020, 15).  In the 2000s, in the seminal article Agents of 

Destruction? Applying Principal-Agent Analysis to State-Sponsored Terrorism, Daniel 

Byman and Sarah Kreps (2010) applied the principal-agent theory to illicit relationships, 

establishing that state-sponsored terrorism is a type of principal-agent relationship (2).  

This opened a new body of literature, analyzing why states delegate to terrorist groups, 

how states seek to control these agents, and the inherent tensions in these principal-agent 

relationships.       

Principal-Agent Delegation 

According to Byman and Kreps (2010), delegation is the fundamental 

characteristic of a principal-agent relationship, and they posit that the principal-agent 

relationship cannot exist outside of “the process by which the principal offers a 
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conditional grant of authority to an agent to act on their behalf” (3).  Furthermore, Byman 

and Kreps assert there are six reasons states delegate to terrorist agents (Byman and 

Kreps, 2010, 3-6): 

 specialized expertise and/or capabilities,  

 increased credibility of retaliation, 

 increased durability of principal’s preferences, interests, and power, 

 consolidation of domestic power and influence, 

 ideological alignment and exportation, 

 plausible deniability of agent actions 

While states may have conventional capabilities, they often wish to augment these 

with expertise in unconventional and/or asymmetric forms of combat (Byman and Kreps, 

2010, 3).  Proxies can offer states a comparative advantage by providing specialized 

levels of expertise or capabilities in areas they are unwilling or unable to develop 

themselves (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 3).  In addition to specialized military capabilities, 

this could also come in the form of political or technical expertise (Byman and Kreps, 

2010, 4).  For example, Hizballah possesses a highly evolved set of specialized terrorist 

capabilities ranging from independent training facilities to exceedingly well-trained 

military operatives, enabling Iran to augment its relatively weak conventional military 

forces (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).      

In some instances, these incremental skills can culminate in increased power 

projection for the state sponsor, allowing them to indirectly intervene and influence 

events far from their borders (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).  This has a two-fold 

advantage.  It allows the state principal to keep interstate conflict at arm’s length, 
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lessening the risk of provoking conflict with states that have superior military capabilities 

(Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).  Additionally, it gives the state a path to engage in tit for tat 

retaliation, and, as a downstream result, act as a stronger deterrent against rival activity 

because its agent is sufficiently threatening (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).  Over time, 

Hizballah offered Iran this type of extended power projection, carrying out attacks on 

Israel and often even further afield in Europe and the Middle East (Byman and Kreps, 

2010, 4).  Hizballah has been able to act against Iran’s rivals with more license because it 

would be politically challenging to retaliate against Iran for the terrorists’ actions, even if 

they are executed at the behest of Iran (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).     

Principals also delegate to agents to extend their political preferences and foreign 

policy objectives beyond the tenure of the principal’s regime (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 

4).  This essentially future proofs the principal’s ability to enact change and achieve 

preferred policy outcomes when its power subsides or when its rival’s power increases 

(Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).  Similarly, principals can leverage agents to consolidate 

their domestic power and influence (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 4).  This dynamic arose in 

Syria when the Assad regime embraced the Palestinian group, Fatah, as a proxy, 

cementing the regime as the most devoted Arab nationalists in a bid to deny legitimacy to 

their domestic political rivals (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 5). 

Ideology can often be a powerful underlying driver for delegation, highlighting 

the value of shared ideas and identities (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 5).  One of the most 

prominent examples of this relationship dynamic is Iran’s formation of Hizballah out of 

dissidents from the secular Amal movement along with a host of smaller Shi’a radical 

groups (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 5). 
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Finally, one of the most beneficial reasons to delegate to an agent is plausible 

deniability (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 5).  In fact, plausible deniability is the key 

differentiator between illicit and licit forms of delegation, providing states with a 

formidable tool to protect themselves from military retaliation for their provocative 

actions (Byman and Kreps, 2010, 5).  As Byman and Kreps (2010) note, “the retaliation 

is more difficult to justify because of the thin evidence linking state intent and agent 

actions” (6).              

In each of these instances, by giving up some level of agency and control over 

outcomes by delegating to a militant proxy partner, state sponsors gain incremental 

leverage across a variety of influential vectors, including policy objectives.  In the article, 

Syria and the Perils of Proxy Warfare, Geraint Hughes (2014) notes that states can 

accomplish three types of policy objectives by establishing a principal agent relationship: 

coerce a competitor for favorable negotiations, disrupt the competitor internally to 

weaken its military capacity, and transform the nature of the competitor’s regime or 

territorial integrity (523-524).  In Michael A. Innes & Banks’ (2011) book, Making Sense 

of Proxy Wars: States, Surrogates, and the Use of Force, he describes this leverage and 

flexibility to accomplish policy objectives through delegation as a “fundamental 

symbiosis between state and non-state actors” (Preface xiv-xv). 

The Principal-Agent Dilemma 

Yet, delegation is not a static dynamic, conforming to the simplistic notion that 

the proxy is merely a passive agent of the state.  Rather, these relationships are 

complicated, fluid, risky, and contentious with both parties struggling behind the scenes 

to exploit and manipulate each other within a complex operating environment.  
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Interestingly, this concept of attributing equal measures of agency, intent and interest to 

both state and proxies is an important departure from earlier perspectives.  As Michael A. 

Innes & Banks (2011) notes, surrogacy and subordination are very different dynamics 

(Preface xiv).     

As noted above, state sponsors need proxies to project influence and power at low 

cost and low risk.  Yet, as Amos Fox (2019) explains in the article, Conflict and the Need 

for a Theory of Proxy War, the peril lies in the two-fold principal-agent dilemma of 

agency and risk sharing (56).  According to Fox (2019), the problem of agency arises 

when sponsored proxies act against the interests of their state sponsors because “the 

desires or goals of the principal and agent conflict” (56).  This results in a trade-off 

between the principal’s pursuits and the agent’s conduct, which can often be unclear or 

even incomprehensible to the principal (Rittinger, 2017, 397).   

In the article, The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations, Idean Salehyan 

(2010) explains how agency challenges may transpire (495).  The first, ‘adverse 

selection,’ occurs when a principal has inadequate knowledge about its proxy’s 

competency and reliability (Salehyan, 2010, 495).  This typically results when a principal 

either has too few choices or too little time to properly vet proxies (Salehyan, 2010, 495).  

The second, ‘agency slack,’ transpires when the agent undertakes actions that are 

misaligned with the principal’s preferences after a relationship has been established 

(Salehyan, 2010, 495).  This is a fundamental risk of ceding command and control to an 

agent via delegation (Salehyan, 2010, 495).   

Similarly, the problem of risk sharing develops when the principal and agent 

possess different levels of risk tolerance, resulting in divergent actions as the amount of 
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risk increases in a situation (Fox, 2019, 56).  As time progresses, Fox (2019) argues the 

principal-agent dilemma can manifest as divergent interests, including: 

• the reasons and motivation for joining the fight, 

• the commitment to the cause, 

• the sense of urgency, 

• the willingness to suffer the fortunes of war, and 

• ethics in the field (55-58).  

Throughout the principal-agent relationship there is a continual evolution of the 

principal’s interests and the agent’s behavior, which the principal lacks complete 

knowledge of and could undermine what brought the principal and agent together in the 

first place (Fox, 2019, 56).  Salehyan (2010) argues that while agents might regard 

principals as a requirement for establishing their own capabilities, they are aware that 

sponsorship is based on the principal’s calculations of self-interest (507).  As such, agents 

often seek increased optionality or ‘principal shopping,’ where they pursue alternate 

means of support and independence from their principals by considering multiple 

potential state sponsors (Salehyan, 2010, 507).  These are the undercurrents that make the 

sponsor-proxy relationship dynamic, requiring modes of control within the principal-

agent relationship.    

Control of the Principal-Agent Relationship 

In Surrogate Warfare: The Transformation of War in the Twenty-First Century, 

Andreas Krieg and Jean-Marc Rickli (2019) contend that the nature of the relationship 

between principals and agents can be categorized based on the degree of synergy (i.e., the 
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closeness of interaction) between the two actors, noting direct, indirect or coincidental 

levels of cooperation (23).  Krieg and Rickli (2019) argue that as the degree of 

cooperation increases between principal and agent so, too, does the level of control the 

principal exerts over the agent’s actions (23).  Therefore, principals and agents with the 

highest degrees of cooperation form a relationship whereby the agent is embedded 

directly into the principal’s command-and-control system and subordinate to the strategic 

guidance and leadership of the principal, allowing the agent to become a force multiplier 

within an already existing strategic and operational framework (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 

23).   

 Similarly, in the article, Operational Control Over Non-State Proxies, Filip 

Bryjka (2020) suggests that the level of diverging interests guides the shape of the 

relationship (i.e., level of control) between principals and agents (3).  As Bryjka (2020) 

notes, the common goals they are striving to achieve (e.g., regime change, destabilizing 

an adversary, expanding a sphere of influence, weakening, or defeating a common 

enemy, balancing a threat from other actors, etc…,) are the driving force in the 

relationship (8).  Alignment of common interests results in cooperation, whereas 

misalignment (i.e., divergent interests) leads to the state using its superior power to 

control the proxy (Bryjka, 2020, 8).  In fact, the Principal-Agent theory assumes that both 

“the principal and the agent are self-interested, and that the agent may try to prioritize 

their own interests over the interests of the principal if given the opportunity” (Bryjka, 

2020, 8). 

If agents act with self-interest, how, then, do principals exert control over them?  

In the article, The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations, Salehyan (2020) maintains 
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that principals have three mechanisms at their disposal to control their agents and 

minimize the risk of diverging interests, including using tools (e.g., screening 

mechanisms) to inform suitable agent selection, leveraging direct and indirect oversight 

methods to monitor the agent’s activities, and penalizing the agent for disobedience (i.e., 

sanctions) (505).  

According to Salehyan (2020), principals can leverage common ethnic, religious 

and/or linguistic kinship ties to determine agent selection (505).  These similar cultural 

affinities and preferences minimize misunderstanding between principals and agents and 

make it easier to gather information on potential agents (Salehyan, 2020, 505).  

Furthermore, mutual social bonds are likely to cultivate higher degrees of empathy for the 

principal’s preferences and policy agenda (Salehyan, 2020, 505).  Once principals have 

selected an agent and given them license to act on their behalf, they can employ 

monitoring tools (e.g., intelligence gathering, embedding foreign advisors) to supervise 

their behavior and prevent ‘agency slack’ (Salehyan, 2020, 506).  Finally, the principal 

can punish their agent for transgressions (i.e., agency slack).  This typically manifests 

with the principal manipulating the provision of resources to the agent, and this can range 

from expelling the agent from state-sponsored sanctuaries to threatening abandonment to 

reducing or, outright eliminating, critical supplies (e.g., weapons, funding, training, etc,) 

(Salehyan, 2020, 506). 

While the above inherently implies a hierarchical relationship between a principal 

and an agent with differentials in power, objectives, and interests, it is important to 

understand that external support for an agent is not exclusively the choice of the 

principal.  Rather, it is a strategic partnership between the principal and agent where the 
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agent consents to accept foreign sponsorship.  Why then would a proxy agree to enter a 

relationship with a principal?     

Delegation from the Agent’s Perspective 

From the agent’s perspective, the challenge in accepting foreign sponsorship lies 

in maintaining a balance between capability building and organizational independence 

(Salehyan, 2020, 507).  Salehyan (2020) notes that like the principal’s decision to 

delegate to an agent, the agent’s decision to accept assistance from a principal requires 

critical trade-offs (506).  On the one hand, consenting to enter a relationship with a 

principal can be an appealing strategy for an agent when the principal has the capacity to 

materially augment or accelerate capability building (e.g., training recruits, sourcing 

funds, acquiring weapons, rallying supporters) for the agent, help overcome domestic 

power asymmetries between state governments and rebels, mobilize resources quickly 

and/or provide the agent’s organization with external sanctuaries (Salehyan, 2020, 507).  

While rebel organizations prefer to cultivate deep ties within their local communities and 

rely on local bases of support, they often lack domestic sources of funding (Salehyan, 

2020, 509).  Thus, obtaining a foreign sponsor can be a compelling strategy designed to 

overcome early organizational vulnerabilities, evade government repression, and improve 

strategic outcomes (i.e., successful attacks against targets) (Salehyan, 2020, 507).   

However, according to the Principal-Agent theory, these benefits likely come at a 

significant cost to the agent.  Inevitably, the principal can assert material influence over 

the agent, at least until the agent can generate local support and assert its independent 

interests and agenda.  In fact, Salehyan (2020) observes that agents who accept foreign 

sponsorship have reduced decision-making autonomy, may lose support from their 
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domestic constituents who come to see the agent as a foreign ‘puppet’ and no longer 

sensitive to local concerns, and are subject to the impulses of their sponsors and their 

changing geopolitical agendas and interests (Salehyan, 2020, 507).  These dynamics may 

cause the agent to pay the ultimate price of failing to meet its aims and become 

vulnerable to government suppression (Salehyan, 2020, 507).  Therefore, agents face a 

precarious trade-off between improving their capabilities and resource base and 

maintaining organizational independence.  The value of applying the Principal-Agent 

theory to proxy warfare is that it critically examines the power dynamics of the principal-

agent relationship, identifying the strengths and weaknesses as they evolve.



 

 

 

Chapter III. 

Proxy Warfare and the Neorealist School of Thought 

The theory of proxy warfare discussed in this research is informed by neorealism, 

one of the most influential contemporary approaches to international relations.  

Neorealism, or structural realism, was first introduced by Kenneth Waltz (1979) in his 

seminal book, Theory of International Politics (88-102).  Neorealism maintains that the 

international system is defined structurally at the state-level (i.e., states as units of the 

system) and the nature of the system is characterized by the balance of power amongst 

states as well as the security dilemma between them (Waltz, 1979, 102-123). 

The first order principle of this international system is anarchy, meaning there is 

no formal, centralized authority above the state-level (Waltz, 1979, 88).  As such, each 

state is an equal within the system and solely responsible for its sovereignty, that is, its 

domestic population, its territory, and its right to self-determination (Waltz, 1979, 88).  

Furthermore, neorealism asserts that, at a minimum, “states seek to ensure their survival” 

as a prerequisite to achieving other aims and goals (Waltz, 1979, 91).  According to 

Waltz (1979), states’ ambitions are endlessly varied, ranging from wanting to conquer the 

world to the desire of merely being left alone (91).  However, in an anarchic system, 

states operate in a ‘self-help’ world, achieving their objectives and maintaining their 

security through self-reliance (Waltz, 1979, 111).   
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Survival is the driving force of a state’s behavior.  Yet, according to Waltz 

(1979), states lack complete information about the capabilities and intentions of others in 

the international system, manifesting in uncertainty and a lack of trust (128).  Therefore, 

states must pursue the accumulation of power to maintain security and autonomy and 

enable a wider range of actions (e.g., alliance formation, develop offensive military 

capabilities) to compensate for weaknesses (Waltz, 1979, 194).  However, this power-

seeking behavior disrupts the relative balance of power amongst states, and, in turn, 

threatens others.  This gives rise to the security dilemma where the increase in one state’s 

capabilities (e.g., military strength, economic growth) leads other states to fear for their 

own security (i.e., decreased power) (Waltz, 1979, 194).  Therefore, per Waltz (1979), 

the safety for all states rests on maintaining the balance of power amongst them (132).   

Within neorealism, there are two modes by which states can balance power – 

internally and externally (Waltz, 1979, 118).  States pursuing internal balancing efforts, 

turn to “moves to increase economic capability, to increase military strength, to develop 

clever strategies” (Waltz, 1979, 118).  Alternatively, states can leverage external 

endeavors, typically manifesting in alliance formation to offset the power-seeking 

behavior of more powerful states or alliances (Waltz, 1979, 118).  How and why states 

choose alliance partners is particularly germane to this research.     

Domestic Anarchy and Non-State Actors 

In 1990, Kenneth Waltz published his article, Realist Thought and Neorealist 

Theory, expanding on his original formulation of neorealism. Waltz (1990) concluded 

that, while neorealism is overtly concerned with international system at the structural 

level of the state, the logic of anarchy can be applied to a much wider selection of 
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systems, including those with a structural level of “tribes, nations, oligopolistic firms, or 

street gangs” (37).  While Waltz did not specifically note internal armed groups as a 

system of interest, he did note that the level of structural analysis depends on the frame 

the analyst selects (Waltz, 1990, 37).    

As a result, there has been a growing body of scholarship extending the theory of 

neorealism to a variety of structural levels, including internal armed groups.  For 

example, Anthony Vinci (2008), in his article, Anarchy, Failed States, and Armed 

Groups: Reconsidering Conventional Analysis, argues that “within collapsed and 

‘fragmented’ states there exist autonomous armed groups, which make these states by 

definition anarchic systems” (295).  With this assertion, Vinci (2008) begins the process 

of incorporating these actors into the systemic theory of Neorealism (296).   

According to Vinci (2008), when states collapse or fragment, they weaken, losing 

the ability to maintain rule of law, govern citizens and exert authority over armed groups 

(295).  It is in this environment that the influence of rebel militias, insurgencies, or 

warlords (i.e., the system’s units) is likely to rise, allowing them to maintain autonomy 

from the government through force (Vinci, 2008, 295).  Notably, these actors “not only 

are able to structure their own relationships internally but can also act financially and 

politically in the international system without interference from the state in which [they 

are] based” (Vinci, 2008, 295-296).  It is at this point that the hierarchic system collapses, 

‘domestic anarchy’ arises, and armed groups become the highest authority over their 

internal and external relations, creating the explanatory possibility for why militant proxy 

groups form within a host state (Vinci, 2008, 296).  
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While other academics have examined ‘domestic anarchy,’ they have typically 

argued that armed groups within failed states do not act with agency (i.e., seek to relate 

with actors outside of the state in a manner consistent with ensuring their survival) 

(Vinci, 2008, 296-297).  Vinci (2008) departs from this earlier research, suggesting that 

armed groups, like states within the international system, build capabilities by controlling 

local resources and people and willingly creating internal and external alliances, all to 

ensure their own survival and maintain autonomy (300).  In fact, Vinci (2008) notes,  

Armed groups clearly treat fragmented and collapsed states as an open 

anarchic system, which is intimately connected with the international 

system.  They do not respect the authority of the state and treat it as a 

rival, not as the uppermost authority in a hierarchical system (306).   

As such, Vinci (2008) argues ‘domestic anarchy’ is not a separate, closed system within a 

hierarchy, rather it is open and connected to the broader international system (297).   

This open ‘domestic anarchy’ system allows the universal logic of Neorealism to 

be applied to autonomous armed groups in two distinct ways (Vinci, 2008, 308).  First, 

armed groups and rebel militias seeking autonomy and survival will form balances of 

power using the same internal and external means as two states in the traditionally 

conceived international system (Vinci, 2008, 308).  Since their decisions will be made 

based on the same balance of power logic, armed groups will form relationships with 

other actors in a similar manner as states form relationships with each other (Vinci, 2008, 

308).  Thus, armed groups or rebel militias, the system’s units within this framework, will 

pursue relations with external actors, including states and other armed groups, resulting in 

the Principal-Agent relationship (Vinci, 2008, 308).   

Additionally, Vinci (2008) argues that the security dilemma will exist between 

actors in the system of ‘domestic anarchy’ (309).  Furthermore, Vinci (2008) defines a 
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‘mixed security dilemma,’ that can take a variety of forms (310).  The three forms that 

are relevant to this research are as follows: between armed groups and external states, 

between armed groups and other armed groups both inside and outside of their home 

state, and between armed groups and the home state itself (Vinci, 2008, 310).  Therefore, 

just as we may predict how states will react to a security dilemma, we can envisage how 

armed groups will respond to a security dilemma (Vinci, 2008, 310). 

Alliance Formation Amongst Autonomous Armed Groups 

To conceptualize how armed groups, (i.e., militant proxies) pursue, engage, and 

utilize state sponsors where a security dilemma exists, it is useful to turn to Fotini 

Christia’s (2012) research on alliance formation amongst autonomous armed groups in 

Alliance Formation in Civil Wars (4).  Like Waltz’s argument of states seeking alliance 

formation to offset the power-seeking behavior of more powerful states, Christia (2012) 

proposes that under conditions of domestic anarchy the “relative power distribution 

between and within the various warring groups in a given conflict is the primary driving 

force behind alliance formation, alliance changes, as well as group splits and takeovers” 

(4).  Furthermore, Christia (2012) argues that groups seek alliances that are powerful 

enough to guarantee victory, but weak enough to avoid having to share postwar payoffs 

(32).  This has valuable implications for militant proxies; as independent actors with 

agency, militant proxies likely seek alliances with external state sponsors to enhance their 

relative power position vis-à-vis domestic adversaries to address concerns about their 

survival and the division of post-war political control in their home state (Christia, 2012, 

5).  As such, alliance patterns and shifts can change rapidly and realign based on a sense 
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of changing power distribution and today’s state sponsor could become tomorrow’s threat 

to balance against (Christia, 2012, 8-9).     

Interestingly, Christia (2012) finds that this balance of power calculation 

overrides variables such as ethnic, linguistic, regional, and religious identities and these 

variables are not stable predictors of alliance dynamics (8-9).  While identity provides the 

foundation from which militant proxy groups are formed, it does not drive alliance (i.e., 

state sponsor) selection (Christia, 2012, 32).  Instead, proxy group leaders select sponsors 

and allies whose support will maximize their post-war gains and the resulting identity 

narratives, while useful and important signals to the “rank and file” group members, are 

secondary to power considerations (Christia, 2012, 32-33). 

This dynamic creates an inherent commitment problem within alliances (i.e., 

principal-agent relationship), manifesting in weaker alliance partners often defecting to a 

power balancing sponsor to prolong the war or conflict if it gives them an opportunity to 

become a relatively stronger group within a winning alliance (Christia, 2012, 32).  

According to Christia (2012), “the result is a process of constant defection, alliance 

reconfiguration, and group fractionalization” (Christia, 2012, 32).   

The comparative case analysis that follows aligns with Christia’s conclusions.  

The interests of militant proxies shift as the internal balance of threat dynamics change, at 

times positioning the external state sponsor as a potential barrier to the proxies’ security 

and wellbeing (e.g., Syria and Hizballah) (Christia, 2012, 32).  Alternatively, militant 

proxy groups can and will be betrayed by seemingly trustworthy partners (e.g., Iran’s 

lack of support during the Shi’a uprising in Southern Iraq during Iran-Iraq War) if there is 

an asymmetrical power distribution (Christia, 2012, 32).  Therefore, it will be critical to 
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view militant proxy’s relationship with their sponsor(s) through the lens of internal 

balance of threat dynamics, relative power positions and the potential post-war 

advantages (e.g., power consolidation). 



 

 

Chapter IV. 

Research Framework and Methodology 

This chapter presents the design of this research, including its framework and 

methodology. The cross-case comparison case selection procedure used in this research is 

discussed as well.  

Research Methodology 

Have security arrangements with sponsor states been a liability or an asset for 

militant proxy partners?  Have these arrangements given rise to a new breed of militant 

proxy-partners – ones that have acquired contradictory reputations as both legitimate 

political actors and designated terrorist organizations?  Do security arrangements provide 

militant partner proxies outsized benefits, including access to advanced weapons, 

increased financial backing, the provision of critical security and social services for their 

domestic constituents, increased political capital and influence, and, in some cases, a 

stronger geopolitical reputation?  To answer these empirical questions, this project uses 

the case study methodology, undertaking an intensive study of select militant proxy 

partnerships to explain the conditions under which terrorist organizations (i.e., non-state 

actors) enter security arrangements (i.e., partnerships) with their sponsor and sponsor’s 

allies, and the benefits these militant proxy partners gain from these arrangements.   

Methodologically, this study utilizes the “Cross Case Comparison” case selection 

method, exploring the themes, similarities, and differences across cases to support or 
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refute the hypothesis (Lamont, 2015, 133).  By using a qualitative approach drawing on 

scholarly research and source material from reputable news agencies, it will create a 

typological analysis of militant partner proxies entering a security arrangement with a 

sponsor.  It then analyzes how the militant proxy partner performs against key variables 

(discussed below) to determine the influence of the variables on the downstream benefits 

of these partnerships.  The dependent variable for this research is the presence of a proxy 

relationship between one of the sponsoring states and a non-state militant group.  

Additionally, the study uses process-tracing to inform how the independent variables and 

dependent variable interact with one another and explore what, if any, causal mechanisms 

brought about the outcome of militant proxy partners entering into a security arrangement 

with their sponsor and their sponsor’s allies. 

 

Case Selection 

The two cases in this study illustrate the unique and emerging sponsor-proxy 

relationship (e.g., Iran and Hizballah, Iran and the Badr Organization) where militant 

proxy partners have accepted Iranian sponsorship, using it to advance their own 

ideological and operational agenda and to gain power, influence, and regional reputations 

over time. 
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Table 2. Sponsor-Proxy Security Arrangements    

Sponsor Proxy Host 

Country 

Ally Rival Conflict 

Iran Hizballah Lebanon Syria  

Iraqi Shi’a 

Militias 

Israel  

United States 

Lebanese Civil War  

Syrian Civil War 

U.S. Invasion of Iraq 

ISIS Offensive in Iraq  

Iran Badr 

Organization 

Iraq Syria 

Hizballah 

Saddam Hussein 

Regime (Iraq) 

United States 

Israel 

Iran-Iraq War 

U.S. Invasion of Iraq 

ISIS Offensive in Iraq 

Syrian Civil War 

South Lebanon 

Occupation 

Source: Author 

Each of the cases that follow are examined in terms of the major variables 

affecting the proxy’s initial acceptance of state sponsorship and variables that affect the 

power, influence, and regional reputation of the militant proxy partner over time.  The 

five variables assessed to be the most salient based on the comparative analysis, include:  

1. the level of fragmentation of the state, including the absence of effective state 

security services, the degree of social services provisioned, and the degree of 

political space in the host country  

2. the degree of active conflict in the host country 

3. the type and fervor of Shi’a identity, including ideological inspiration, ideological 

affinity (e.g., subscribing to the idea of Iranian clerical rule or “wilayat al-faqih”) 

4. the high balance of threat amongst ethno-sectarian groups in the host country 

5. the strength of leadership and level of organization and structure within the proxy 

group 
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This case study will build on historical discourse, debate, and application of 

political theory related to the dynamics of state supported militant and terrorist groups 

(i.e., sponsor-proxy relationships), specifically the principle-agent framework.  

Additionally, it will address key concepts and topics, including strategic actors, sponsors, 

proxies, proxy warfare, and deterrence theory. 

The evidence and data used here is based on open-source, unclassified and 

publicly available information.  Data will include primary and secondary sources, which 

will facilitate comparison of different sponsor state and militant proxy partner 

relationship dynamics.  These sources include academic research, unclassified 

government assessments and intelligence reports, media, and nongovernmental 

organization reports.  It’s worth noting, primary sources will include transcribed, first-

person interviews with militant proxy partner operatives, United States’ court transcripts, 

seized Iraqi intelligence reports and documents, and interrogation summaries of detained 

militant proxy-partner members, making it difficult to assess the degree of bias and 

objectivity in its analyses and conclusions.  



 

 

 

Chapter V. 

The Principal: Iran 

This chapter discusses Iran’s approach to deterrence, its grand strategy, military 

doctrine, foreign policy, and regional proxy agents.  

The Iranian Approach to Deterrence 

Like all states, the regime in Tehran seeks to survive at any cost, and, at the same 

time, improve its geopolitical position in the Middle East and in the international system 

more broadly.  Yet, underlying these objectives, is a longstanding sensitivity to external 

threats to its security and independence (Freedman, 2017, 401).  Freedman (2017) 

explains this is due to centuries of facing extreme perils, ranging from the Mongol 

invasion in the thirteenth century, attempts at CIA intervention in 1953, the Iran-Iraq War 

(1980—1988), the entrenched American presence in the Persian Gulf, Israeli threats to 

Iran’s security, and more (Freedman, 2017, 401).  Iran has developed many approaches to 

handle such threats but has repeatedly asserted deterrence is its main strategy, specifically 

“defensive deterrence” (Freedman, 2017, 403).  Freedman (2017) describes “defensive 

deterrence” as “protecting itself from external threats but also adopting defensive, or even 

passive, methods for removing this threat (403).  For “defensive deterrence” to be 

effective, Iran’s efforts to dissuade its enemies from acting against it need to be almost 

invisible to the adversary (Freedman, 2017, 403).  This requires military doctrines that 
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match the realities Iran faces and that advance its military strength.  At the center of these 

is proxy warfare. 

Iran’s Grand Strategy: Exporting the Islamic Revolution 

According to Andreas Krieg and Jean-Marc Rickli (2019), Iran is likely the most 

experienced patron of proxy warfare in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 

(164).  To appreciate the logic of Iran’s proxy strategy, it is essential to understand 

Tehran’s ideological grand strategy, its military doctrine of asymmetrical warfare, and its 

pursuit of “strategic defense” as a foreign policy objective.   

While Iran’s use of proxy warfare has been perfected over the last forty years, the 

genesis for Tehran’s “force partnering” posture dates to 1953 when the United States 

restored Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, to power to counter Soviet influence 

and expansion in the region.  During the 1950s and 1960s, Iran’s Shi’a Muslim clerics 

and traditional religious leaders believed the Shah was infringing on their traditional 

power base, sparking a movement amongst them to undermine and unseat the pro-

Western, absolute monarchy (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 165).  These clerical dissidents 

fueled a popular uprising by propagandizing a blend of traditional Shi’ite religious 

teachings and radical rhetoric against Western secularism and authoritarian corruption 

that had allowed the Shah to drain Iran’s wealth and cause the perception of 

socioeconomic insecurity (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 165).   

Amongst these revolutionary religious leaders was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.  

Khomeini’s faction quickly gained popular support, primarily due to the appeal of his 

central idea of wilayet-e faqih (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent), the belief that social justice 

and security could only be achieved through the supremacy of clerical authority over 
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sociopolitics as defined within the confines of Islam (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 165).  In 

Khomeini’s own words, “wilayat al-faqih” is ‘governing and administering the country 

and implementing the sacred laws of the sharia’ (Farazmand, 1995, 247-8).   Khomeini’s 

pivotal tenet justifies the rule of clergy over the state and grants decision-making 

authority to the Supreme Leader (Farazmand, 1995, 247-8).  During the early 1970s, this 

powerful narrative benefited from immense appeal amongst the middle class and Iranian 

youth, particularly university students (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  By 1979, the 

guiding principles of theocracy and the rejection of affluent and distasteful external 

regimes were widely embraced by the Iranian population, culminating in the overthrow 

of the Shah (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  With this, Khomeini realized his vision, 

fusing religion and politics together.       

Although the fall of the Shah ushered in an Islamic Republic in Iran, dramatically 

transforming the geopolitical landscape in the Middle East, and reconfiguring the 

regional security dynamics, the first year of the revolution was tumultuous.  Overnight, 

the United States lost the cornerstone of the US security architecture that had persisted in 

the region for the last thirty years.  Additionally, there was a high level of uncertainty and 

security paranoia amongst Khomeini’s supporters, who were traumatized by decades of 

political oppression by the former regime (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  This, in 

conjunction with the hostage crisis in November 1979, fed the widespread fears that the 

United States would instigate a counterrevolution to derail the Ayatollah’s rule and 

accelerated Iran’s transformation from trusted ally to becoming the foremost challenger 

of US security interests in the region (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).     
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Amid this tense climate, Khomeini’s narrative shifted, becoming more radical, but 

more importantly, it took on a universal outlook and cemented his ideological grand 

strategy (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  In his inaugural address, Abolhassan Bani-Sadr, 

the new president of Iran, declared, “Our revolution will not win if it is not exported… 

We are going to create a new order in which deprived people will not always be deprived 

and oppressors will not always be oppressors” (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  Thus, the 

Islamic Revolution was born, exporting it beyond Iran’s borders to find followers among 

the disenfranchised and oppressed across the region, irrespective of sectarian or ethnic 

identity (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166-167).  Khomeini’s goal was to wipe out the borders 

of the Middle East, offering Muslims disillusioned with Western ideologies of 

nationalism a potent collective identity and a formidable new world order with Iran at its 

center (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 166).  As the cleric, Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a close 

companion of Khomeini, noted, “Our revolution is an Islamic Revolution, not an Iranian 

one” (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 167).  Yet, behind this religious rhetoric laid Khomeini’s 

true ambition – cultivating political power outside of the state and keeping internal and 

external threats as far away from Tehran as possible. 

With the Islamic Revolution being conceived by Khomeini as an avenue for 

liberation movements around the world to emancipate themselves from foreign, non-

Islamic oppression, Iran recognized protecting the revolution was a military as well as a 

sociopolitical struggle that went beyond its borders (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 167).  This 

political philosophy paved the way for the establishment of the Islamic Revolutionary 

Council, subsuming Shi’ite opposition groups such as the Supreme Assembly of the 

Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SAIRI), the Islamic Liberation Movement of Bahrain, and 
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liberation groups for Syria and Lebanon (Ramazani, 1989, 76).  All these groups were 

linked to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) via its Islamic liberation 

movement unit, and they were the realization of Khomeini’s new world order with 

“wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent) as the central tenet of governance and a 

commitment to bringing justice to the entire world rather than simply to Iran or the 

Muslim world (Ramazani, 1989, 76-79).  In fact, the IRGC believed its touchstone and 

reason for existence was protecting the achievements of the Islamic Revolution from both 

the internal threats incited by Marxist rebels and the external cultural and military threats 

led by the United States and followed closely by Israel, Saddam’s Iraq, and the powerful 

bloc of the Persian Gulf states (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 167).   

The geopolitical shifts precipitated by the Iran-Iraq War (1980—1988) and the 

1991 Gulf War further accelerated the transformation of Ayatollah Khomeini’s ambitious 

Iranian foreign policy from a fundamental premise of equilibrium to one of a “struggle 

between good and evil” (Ramazani, 1989, 74).  This foreign policy position questioned 

the very legitimacy of the traditional Westphalian international system, rejecting the 

dominance of both the United States and Russia.  Instead, Iran promoted “neither East 

nor West, but the Islamic Republic” and the “export of the revolution” (Ramazani, 1989, 

74).   

These two principles, both evident in Iran’s Constitution (i.e., Constitution of the 

Islamic Republic), laid the foundation for Iran fighting “foreign imperialism” all over the 

world, becoming the “center of the periphery” for those groups that were disenfranchised 

by the contemporary Middle Eastern political and security order and assuming the role as 

a powerful protector for Shi’a Muslims (Ramazani, 1989, 75).  Furthermore, Article 154 
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of the Iranian Constitution laid the foundation for employing external agents (i.e., 

militant proxy forces) to advance Tehran’s central foreign policy objective (i.e., exporting 

the Islamic revolution): “While scrupulously refraining from all forms of interference in 

the internal affairs of other nations, it supports the just struggles of the freedom fighters 

against the oppressors in every corner of the globe” (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 167).  

Therefore, while the end goal was bringing justice to the entire world, the “export of the 

revolution” served critical short-term goals as well, including as a means for defense of 

the Islamic Republic and for ensuring the security of the Iranian regional environment, 

most particularly in the Persian Gulf (Ramazani, 1989, 82). 

Interestingly, this potent narrative of establishing a new Islamic world order had 

already been embraced by a vanguard of exiled Islamist dissidents, most notably 

Mohammad Montazeri, Mohsen Rafighdoost, and Ali Akbarr Mohtashamipur prior to 

their return to Iran in 1979 to topple the Shah (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 168).  Both 

Montazeri and Rafighdoost were actively involved in establishing the IRGC and they 

viewed it, along with the broader Iranian revolution, as one of the first steps in a much 

more expansive pan-Islamic and possibly global campaign (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 168).  

As expatriates, they had already built careers resisting state control and fighting for 

resistance movements in Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq to advance the Islamist ideological 

revolution (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 168).  In the seminal years following the 

establishment of the Islamic Republic, their influence and control over Tehran’s security 

sector and its related foreign policy was pivotal, signaling to Iran’s clergy that Lebanon 

and the fight against Israel was the next crucial building block to strengthen the Islamist 

revolution (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 168-9).   
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This ushered in the era of Tehran giving financial and military assistance to 

radical organizations like Lebanese Hizballah, the Islamic Resistance Movement Harakat 

al-Muqawamah al-Islamiyyah (Hamas), and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PII), and the 

model for Iran leveraging proxies to act on behalf of Tehran’s interests was born (Krieg 

and Rickli, 2019, 168).  Now, nearly all of Iran’s offensive operations beyond its borders 

are executed in partnership with a militant proxy partner, giving Iran plausible deniability 

while maintaining the façade of local, authentic resistance (Kagan, 2007, 2-7).        

Iran’s Military Doctrine: Popular Forces and Asymmetrical Warfare 

 To compliment these external forces, Iran has developed a highly diversified 

internal security sector, composed of the semiprofessional remnants of the Shah’s 

regular, domestic armed forces and a massive popular militia, raised from the 

revolutionary forces that were created during the revolution in 1979 (Krieg and Rickli, 

2019, 170).  This popular militia, or “people’s army,” would be the cornerstone of 

Tehran’s national defense, leveraging absolute numbers and ideological zeal in lieu of 

professional competence and contemporary equipment (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 170).  At 

the heart of the popular militia is the Basij, Iran’s massive volunteer force created in 

November 1979 and composed of civilians from rural communities, urban laborers, 

students, and local tribesmen (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 172).  Finally, these armed forces 

would be augmented by “the heroes of the revolution,” vigilante and rebel paramilitary 

groups who often worked side by side with neighborhood mosques and districts loyal to 

the ideological crusade of the Islamic Revolution (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 171).  All 

would be united under the IRGC, effectively making it a massive ideological imperial 

guard grounded in a deep connection to both the clergy and Khomeini, the supreme 
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leader (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 171).  With these forces reaching nearly one million total 

personnel, Iran had found a path to offset its conventional military inferiority with both 

superior numbers and exceptional loyalty (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 171).  Thus, Iran’s 

core military doctrine of asymmetrical warfare was born (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 171). 

It’s worth noting that Tehran’s central military strategy was field-tested faster 

than expected with the onset of the Iran-Iraq War in 1980.  While the IRGC and its 

associated forces remained woefully ill equipped, they had no difficulty filling their ranks 

and sustaining a lengthy war of attrition against Iraq with a high degree of strategic 

patience (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 174).  While this eventually came at the cost of over 

one million deaths and left an enduring mark on the collective memory of the country, it 

cemented Iran’s principal military doctrine, making it one of the first nation-states that 

has used asymmetrical warfare as its primary response to threats from conventionally 

superior neighboring states (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 172-4).  Furthermore, as Krieg and 

Rickli (2019) note, “exporting the revolution overseas allows the Islamic Republic to 

retain a degree of stability at home while leaving neighboring countries in a state of 

constant conflict and attrition by empowering its surrogates” (175). 

Iran’s Dominant Foreign Policy Objective: “Strategic Defense” 

Iran’s hardline strategic defense was first developed as a strategy against Iraq 

during the early stages of the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s, and then, in the decades 

afterwards, Iran broadened it to include the United States, Israel and Saudi Arabia 

(Milalni, 2009, 49).    Yet, as noted, Iran’s force projection capabilities are weak, with its 

conventional military power anemic and dependent on relatively substandard, or even 

obsolete, weapons, which have not been materially modernized since the Iran-Iraq war in 
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the 1980’s (Rezaei, 2019, 203).  Furthermore, while Iran has leveraged its highly 

educated and modern technical workforce and invested heavily in ballistic missile 

defenses, these advanced missile defenses have not been war-tested against any of its 

main rivals, and, on the few occasions they have been used in regional conflicts (e.g., 

Syria), they have not performed well (Rezaei, 2019, 203).  As such, Iran has leaned into 

externalizing the burden of warfare to surrogates, leveraging militant proxy forces to 

keep conflicts both outside its borders and in the plausible deniability “grey zone” and to 

avoid direct clashes with major powers (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 168-176).  Thus, Iran’s 

strategic defense primarily takes place beyond the heartland in places like Lebanon, 

Syria, Iraq, and Yemen (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 175).  Furthermore, in 1982, to further 

its expeditionary agenda and capabilities, Tehran established the Qods Force, the elite 

multi-national, Muslim paramilitary branch of the IRGC, specializing in unconventional 

warfare, assassinations, and military intelligence.  Now, Iran had the means to ensure that 

surrogate warfare would become an effective tool under the express authority and 

command of the Supreme Leader, Khomeini (Krieg and Rickli, 2019, 176-177).    

Iran’s Regional Proxy Agents: The Axis of Resistance 

The Axis of Resistance, that is, creating spheres of influence via instrumental, 

regional proxy partners in Syria, Lebanon, among the Palestinians (i.e., Hamas) as well as 

in Afghanistan and Iraq, has become a crucial element of Iran’s strategy to 

counterbalance the United States’ containment policy in the Middle East (Milalni, 2009, 

55).  This “power bloc” has created a transnational, multiethnic and cross-confessional 

political and security network with Iran as the undisputed center of the axis (Mohseni and 

Kalout, 2017, 1).   
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In its early days, the Axis of Resistance was a loose partnership of states – Iran, 

Iraq, and Syria – that were united by their common aims to resist United States 

imperialism, counter Israel’s influence in the region and preserve the axis (Mohseni and 

Kalout, 2017, 1).  At the outset, Iran had mainly defensive objectives.  As such, it drew 

on its decades of experience trying, testing and learning from leveraging proxy 

partnerships, particularly as it ramped up efforts to “export the revolution” with the 

plethora of Iraqi Shi’ite insurgent groups that it established in the 1980s and 1990s and 

learned from the mobilization of the Basij, the Iranian paramilitary group that marshalled 

millions of Iranian citizens to fight on the frontlines during the turbulent Iran-Iraq War 

(Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 2).  This strategy allowed Iran to move beyond relationships 

with its ideological allies and begin to strengthen ties to non-state groups and partner 

militias. 

 This broadening of the axis, coupled with the critical geopolitical shifts in the 

region, including the United States’ invasion of Iraq in 2003, the eroding Arab state 

system and delegitimization of authoritarian states following the 2011 Arab Spring and 

the recent fall of Mosul to ISIS in 2014, has prompted a fundamental reconfiguration of 

regional security dynamics and state alliances, making the Axis of Resistance more 

powerful and more effective than ever before (Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 1).  Now, it is 

operating as an Iranian-led alliance, focused on collective security, extended deterrence, 

and expeditionary power (Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 3).  

Iran’s successful proxy-partnership with Hizballah set the stage for Iran’s 

ambitions to evolve to a more offensive approach, creating the opportunity to parlay 

local, partner military gains into a stronger regional position against Israel, the United 
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States and Saudi Arabia using “forward deterrence” as its central strategy (Ahmadian and 

Mohseni, 2019, 345).  This strategy has shaped Iran’s objectives in Syria for the last four 

decades, enabling Iran to deploy its deterrent capacity beyond its own national borders 

(Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 345).  Syria, like Hizballah, provides Iran strategic depth 

in the Middle East and bolsters Iran’s opposition to the US-led regional security order 

(Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 341).  The two countries share the practical objective of 

deterring threats from their common adversaries (i.e., United States and Saudi Arabia) 

and converging behind Hizballah against a common enemy (i.e., Israel) (Ahmadian and 

Mohseni, 2019, 347).      

While Iran and Syria have thorny political ideological differences – one being a 

secular, pan-Arabist state and the other a theocratic pan-Islamist power – they are united 

by their shared visions of regional autonomy and reduced foreign intervention in the 

region (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 342).  As such, Iran has proven willing and 

capable to capitalize on Syria’s instability and increasing sense of insecurity, particularly 

the threat of regime change instigated by the United States and its allies (Ahmadian and 

Mohseni, 2019, 353).  This would seriously undermine Iran’s forward deterrence strategy 

and posture in the region (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 353).  As such, since 2012, 

militia groups armed, financed, and trained by Iran have operated on the ground in Syria, 

providing Iran new opportunities for extending its regional influence and counteracting 

the United States’ interventionist policy (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 353).   

With the outbreak of the war, Iran has been able to establish, empower, and 

entrench its proxy organizations in Syria, particularly Hizballah and the Iraqi Shi’ite 

insurgent groups that it established in the 1980s and 1990s.  While these proxy partner 
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armies once had limited prospects against superior conventional forces, they have 

evolved into regional powers and authorities because of state fragility and the weakening 

of the state system in the Middle East (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 349).   

This was most evident in 2015 when the Assad regime started facing growing 

pressure from the Syrian opposition, with ISIS pushing into Western Syria.  The Syrian 

opposition was primarily anti-Iranian and had explicitly stated its intention to change the 

political alignment of Syria and, as a result, the entire geopolitical map of the Middle 

East (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 353).  In response, Iran and Hizballah rushed in to 

avert the collapse of the Axis of Resistance, which would have rolled back Iranian gains 

and delivered a critical blow to its regional interests (Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 351).  

This turned the tide of the war, preserving not just the Assad regime in Damascus, but 

Hizballah in Lebanon and Iran’s power projection across the entire Middle East 

(Ahmadian and Mohseni, 2019, 341).   

With the Axis of Resistance stabilized, it opened the opportunity for Iran to 

leverage the axis as the nexus of resistance against jihadism and Sunni Wahhabi 

extremism, widening Iran’s appeal to non-Islamic religions and minorities in the region 

(e.g., Christians, the Druze, Yazidis, and Kurds) (Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 3).  This 

shift has cultivated greater Shi’ite identity, self-assertiveness, and pride (Mohseni and 

Kalout, 2017, 4).  More importantly, this builds a bridge between the Shi’ite and religious 

minorities and secular, pan-Arab nationalist regimes such as the Asaad regime in Syria 

(Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 4).  While the majority of the Syrian Arab Army is Sunni, a 

range of minority groups (e.g., Christians, the Druze) have joined the various pro-

government civilian militias (Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 4).  These vulnerable minority 
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groups have come to view the Axis of Resistance as moderate, reasonable and as a source 

of protection (Mohseni and Kalout, 2017, 4).  This has allowed Iran to define and 

maintain a stronger regional posture, affirming its emergence as a potential regional 

hegemon.



 

 

 

Chapter VI. 

The Agent: Hizballah 

This chapter discusses Hizballah and its strategic environment, its Shi’a identity, 

and militarization during the Lebanese civil war and Israel’s invasion. In addition, the 

forging of a relationship with Iran is discussed, and its regional allies. This chapter 

concludes with an assessment of Hizballah as the agent.  

Hizballah’s Strategic Environment 

Nowhere is this dynamic more present than with Iran’s single most important 

regional proxy partnership – Lebanon’s Hizballah, the “Party of God” (Abisaab & 

Abisaab, 2014, 128).  Today, Hizballah is considered the foremost Shi’ite group in the 

Sunni-dominated Arab world (El Hokayem, 2007, 36).  Hizballah’s origins can be traced 

to Harakat al-Mahrumin (i.e., The Movement of the Deprived), founded in the early 

1970s by Musa al-Sadr, an Iranian cleric born to one of Shi’ism’s premier ecclesiastical 

families (El Husseini, 2010, 806).   

As various local factions and regional proxy powers fought for supremacy in 

Lebanon, the ground was fertile for Iran to “export the revolution” by mobilizing a 

minority Shi’ite community who had been alienated and marginalized for decades 

(Abisaab & Abisaab, 2014, 128).  In the late 1950s, local religious leaders invited al-Sadr 

to emigrate to Lebanon, offering him a prominent role in the Shi’a community of Tyre 
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(El Husseini, 2010, 806).  From the onset, al-Sadr was dedicated to promoting social 

justice, alleviating poverty, and combatting economic inequality (DeVore and Stahli, 

2014, 339).   

Al-Sadr spent the next two decades cultivating the South Lebanese community 

both socially and politically and looked to Iran for aid.  Furthermore, in 1975, when he 

saw that Lebanon was likely heading towards civil war, al-Sadr created a military wing 

called Afwaj al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniyya (AMAL) or Brigades of the Lebanese 

Resistance (El Husseini, 2010, 806).  Al-Sadr convinced the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO) to train his fledgling militia (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  Then, 

in 1982, a group of clerics and civilians separated from AMAL, establishing a militant 

rebel offshoot to resist the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the ensuing civil war that 

followed (El Husseini, 2010, 806).  This faction became the core of Hizballah, launching 

attacks against Israeli armed forces that had invaded Lebanon in June of that year and 

formally declaring itself in 1985 with a manifesto entitled ‘An Open Letter: The 

Hizballah Program’ (El Husseini, 2010, 806). 

Shi’a Identity 

Inspired by the intellectual context of the Iranian revolution and its associated 

Shi’a religious symbolism, the Open Letter utilizes what Michael Fisher termed the 

‘Karbala paradigm:’ the use of the Shi’a Karbala narrative for revolutionary purposes (El 

Husseini, 2010, 805).  The ‘Karbala paradigm’ is based on one of the founding myths of 

Shi’ism: the religious narrative of the Third Imam, Hussein bin Ali’s martyrdom at the 

hands of the Umayyad army at Karbala in 680 CE (El Husseini, 2010, 805).  It is steeped 
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in images and concepts of martyrdom, sacrifice, commitment to a cause, and passion (El 

Husseini, 2010, 805).   

Following in the footsteps of Khomeini, Hizballah used the Karbala paradigm to 

develop oppositional political discourse centered on the belief that there are the 

oppressors and oppressed (El Husseini, 2010, 805).  In fact, the Open Letter notes:  

“America, its Atlantic Pact allies, and the Zionist entity in the holy land of 

Palestine, attacked us and continue to do so without respite… This is why 

we are, more and more, in a state of permanent alert in order to repel 

aggression and defend our religion, our existence, our dignity” (El 

Husseini, 2010, 805).      

This perspective was significantly shaped by the 1982 invasion and subsequent Israeli 

occupation of Lebanon and would go on to deeply influence Hizballah’s formative years 

(El Husseini, 2010, 806).  Interestingly, in the Lebanese case, Hizballah inspired a 

conceptual shift, from resisting the oppressor to resisting the invader (i.e., Israel) and its 

ally (i.e., United States) (El Husseini, 2010, 805).  Thus, Hizballah’s declared goal was to 

‘expel the Americans…and their allies definitely from Lebanon, putting an end to any 

colonialist entity on our land,’ and thereby cementing their position as a force resisting 

the actions of Israel and the Western superpowers (El Husseini, 2010, 806).  To this day, 

Hizballah is first and foremost an anti-imperialist organization. 

 Hizballah’s “resistance identity” is extremely important and underpins not just it’s 

military actions, but it’s social actions (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 74).  It’s 2004 

district elections manifesto notes that one of their primary goals is: “consolidating the 

resistance society (in order to substantiate the already existing ‘resistance identity’) 

(Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 74).  As such, Hizballah applies the same framework of 

pitting resistance against oppression to the desire for better social services, less poverty, 
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improved education, and fuller socio-political representation (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 

2016, 74).  Therefore, provisioning these services is essential to its ideological approach 

and a developing a reliable reputation for delivery, accessibility, responsiveness, and 

incorruptibility is a crucial element of the movement’s appeal to its base and central to its 

strategy of creating this “resistance society” or mujtamaa al-muqqawama (Worrall, 

Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 74).  This was furthered along by the dire economic and social 

circumstances for much of the Shi’a population in Lebanon and exacerbated by the 

government’s inability to provide adequate services, creating a vacuum for Hizballah to 

fill (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 6).                

The Militarization of Lebanese Shi’ites 

Surprisingly, Hizballah gained momentum and showed an astonishing level of 

proficiency almost from its inception.  To understand this dynamic, it’s critical to 

examine the advantageous internal organizational characteristics that had developed 

much earlier than the 1980s and helped shape the organization.  While Shi’ites are the 

largest religious group within Lebanon, their political mobilization was a slow, gradual 

process that could trace its inception to the 1950s. 

Historically Shi’ites had been by and large ostracized by other domestic, ethno-

sectarian groups, specifically Lebanon’s Maronite and Sunni communities (DeVore and 

Stahli, 2014, 338).  As a result, Lebanon’s Shi’ite community was relatively late in 

cultivating a confessional political party to represent their interests (DeVore and Stahli, 

2014, 338).  This lack of political organization left the Shi’ite community vulnerable to a 

high balance of threat because confessional political parties served as the basis for 

domestic militias, providing security services during Lebanon’s ethno-sectarian civil wars 



 

58 

(1958 and 1975—1990) (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 338).  To compensate, Shi’ites joined 

militias founded by the radical, secular parties opposed to maintaining Lebanon’s status 

quo (i.e., Shi’ite subjugation), including the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, the Lebanese 

Communist Party, and Lebanon’s two Ba’ath Parties (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 338).  

Then, from the late 1960s, Shi’ites began to gravitate towards Palestinian militant groups, 

specifically the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), who had effectively gained 

authority over much of southern Lebanon, the Shi’ite heartland, because of the 1969 

Cairo Agreement (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  The PLO was a vital training ground 

for several of Hizballah’s future key leaders, including Husayn al-Khalil, head of 

Hizballah’s intelligence and security service, and Imad Mughniyah, leader of Hizballah’s 

Jihad Council, providing considerable training and expertise amidst the PLO’s elite 

forces (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).   

Lebanese Civil War (1975—1990) 

In April 1975, these skills were both tested and hardened when the Lebanese Civil 

War broke out (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  Battles pitting ethno-sectarian factions 

against one another and against the intervening Syrian and Israeli Armies matured these 

leaders and drove the development of novel guerilla tactics like small, self-contained 

combat teams, tightly choreographed urban assaults and ambushes, car bombings, 

assassinations, and kidnappings that would later become the hallmarks of Hizballah’s 

militant wing (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  
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Figure 2. Eastern Mediterranean at Outbreak of Lebanese Civil War (April 1975)  

After the 1967 Arab-Israeli War (Six-Day War), the movement of Palestinian refugees 

and militants to Lebanon further destabilized the country, which was already 

precariously balanced between a Christian and Muslim population under the authority of 

a mandatorily majority-Christian government. In April 1975, the Kateeb Christian 

militia, and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), clashed in Beirut, leading to 

the division of the city and the inception of the Lebanese Civil War. (OmniAtlas, 2019).  

Similarly, the Lebanese Civil War was a crucial formative experience for future 

Hizballah leadership as government services collapsed within the state (DeVore and 

Stahli, 2014, 339).  Soon, AMAL was faced with extraordinary challenge of providing 

critical social services to its domestic constituents, including health care, utilities, food, 

and financial welfare (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  AMAL’s struggle, and ultimate 

failure on this front, was a seminal experience that shaped the administrative skills of 
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Hizballah’s forthcoming leaders, including Hasan Nasrallah, the future Secretary General 

(DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 339).  

Between 1978 and 1982, a series of discrete, yet related, events precipitated the 

splintering of AMAL and the eventual formation of Hizballah.  First, in 1978, during a 

trip to Libya, Musa al-Sadr disappeared and was likely murdered, surfacing internal 

divides amidst Lebanon’s Shi’ite community (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  While 

alive, Al-Sadr had championed a fundamentally secular political agenda centered upon 

sociopolitical equality regardless of religious ideology (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  

Previously, Al-Sadr’s revered status as a prominent theologian held those conservative 

Shi’ites who favored theocratic governance modeled after Ayatollah Khomeini’s central 

tenet of “wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent) in check (DeVore and Stahli, 

2014, 340).  However, upon his death, AMAL fractured internally with secular Shi’ites 

supporting al-Sadr’s successor, Nabih Berri, a foreign-born lawyer, and their more 

religious fundamental counterparts supporting al-Sadr’s cousin, Ayatollah Muhammed 

Baqir al-Sadr, the leader of Iraq’s ad-Da’wa Party (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).   

Since the 1950s, Baqir al-Sadr had functioned as the intellectual force behind the 

ad-Da’wa Party, tightly aligned with Iraq’s Najaf seminary where Iran’s future Supreme 

Leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was in exile (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  The ad-

Da’wa Party subscribed to the ideological concept of “wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the 

jurisprudent), arguing that clerics should have an executive oversight role vis-à-vis 

secular government with the ability to annul laws that were misaligned with Islamic 

principles (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  For Baqir al-Sadr and his students who 

returned to Lebanon to join Musa al-Sadr’s AMAL in the 1970s, the 1979 Iranian 
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Revolution provided a formidable example of what a devout and well-organized 

movement could achieve (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  Motivated by this standard, 

the ad-Da’wa faction began to gravitate away from AMAL over the issue of whether they 

should pursue secular or theologically inspired goals (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  

This exodus was cemented when members of AMAL’s ad-Da’wa bloc voted to recognize 

Khomeini as their supreme political authority (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).       

1982 Israeli Invasion 

The second event that preceded the eventual formation of Hizballah was Israel’s 

1982 invasion of Lebanon.  This conflict amplified the division within AMAL even 

further when AMAL’s de facto leader, Nabih Berri, joined the “Committee of National 

Salvation,” formed by Lebanese President Elias Sarkis, to negotiate with the Israelis one 

week after the invasion (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  The decision to negotiate, rather 

than to fight against Israel, was the tipping point for many AMAL members and hastened 

their defection, and subsequent formation, of Hizballah (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).  

From a leadership perspective, the most significant defection was that of Husayn al-

Musawi, who brought many of his most talented and capable lieutenants (DeVore and 

Stahli, 2014, 340).  Furthermore, Hizballah’s ranks were immediately bolstered by the 

many unemployed and directionless Shi’ites who had fought alongside the Palestinian 

groups across southern Lebanon who had been defeated and exiled by the Israelis 

(DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 340).   

Finally, perhaps even more critical to Hizballah’s formative period, was the 

official departure of the religious scholars of ad-Da’wa from AMAL and Berri’s 

leadership.  While the ad-Da’wa faction wasn’t numerous, it was influential.  In fact, all 
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three of Hizballah’s successive Secretary General’s (i.e., Sobhi Tufayli, Abbas al-

Musawi, and Hassan Nasrallah), its Vice-Secretary General (Naim Qassem), and the 

main organizer of early resistance against Israel in southern Lebanon (Ragheb Harb), 

came from this inner circle (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 341).            

Forging a Relationship with Iran 

With this common ideological foundation, those Shi’ites yearning to end Israeli’s 

occupation increasingly viewed Iran as the only power likely to support them (DeVore 

and Stahli, 2014, 341).  Sobhi Tufayli and Ragheb Harb, two ad-Da’wa clerical leaders 

educated alongside Khomeini at Najaf, travelled to Tehran to press for Iranian aid, 

convincing Iran’s government to help Lebanese Shi’ites resist the Israeli invasion 

(DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 341).  Iran immediately dispatched an IRGC force of 5,000 

members to Lebanon’s Beka’a Valley (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 341).  While the force 

arrived unarmed and primarily engaged in spreading propaganda for the Islamic 

Resistance, their arrival electrified the Lebanese Shi’ites to unite under Iran’s informal 

guidance to resist Israel (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 342).   

As such, Hizballah became Iran’s closest sociopolitical ally with its founders 

adapting Ayatollah Khomeini’s central tenet of “wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the 

jurisprudent) to fit the local objectives of their liberation movement against Israel 

(Abisaab & Abisaab, 2014, 126).  From the onset, Iran provided Hizballah a diverse array 

of aid, sending weapons, financial assistance, and military advisors from the IRGC 

(DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 337).  It’s estimated that Iran provided material assistance 

valued at roughly $140 million per annum during the 1980s and then between $50 million 

and $100 million per annum thereafter (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 337).  This guaranteed 
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income allowed Hizballah to pay regular salaries of $150 - $200 per month, enabling its 

combat wing to swiftly expand to 7,000 fighters (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 342).  

Additionally, this ready money allowed Hizballah to quickly amass a substantial weapons 

arsenal, leveraging the Palestinian arms caches made available to anyone willing to resist 

Israel’s military forces (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 342).  Finally, Iran also offered 

Hizballah squads safe haven within its own borders and secured a sanctuary from Syria in 

Lebanon’s Beka’a Valley (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 337).  As a result, Hizballah was 

endowed with greater resources than other Lebanese sectarian militias, enabling a range 

of economic and political activities needed to stabilize and expand the Hizballah 

movement in Lebanon and transform the Shi’a “underclass” to Lebanon’s most powerful 

political force (Abisaab & Abisaab, 2014, 133). 

Hizballah’s Regional Allies: The Assad Regime in Syria and Regional Shi’a Militias 

While Hizballah has had close links with Iran since the formative stages of the 

group, the organization also shares complex and nuanced relationships with other actors 

in the Middle East, particularly the Assad regime in Syria and Shi’a militias across the 

Middle East (e.g., Iraqi Badr Organization, Iraqi AAH, Yemeni Houthis).  These diverse 

relationships reflect the expansive and evolving set of strategic objectives Hizballah is 

committed to, including resisting Israeli occupation of Lebanese territory and ultimately 

seeking to eliminate Israel as a regional entity, elevating the position and reputation of 

Shi’a communities worldwide, resisting Arab states with Shi’a minorities in an effort to 

strengthen the Islamic Revolution and serve as a ‘dual use’ proxy for Iran in coordination 

with the Qods Force (Levitt, 2021, 9). 
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The relationship between the Lebanese Shi’a community and Syria was forged in 

the early 1970s, when Musa al-Sadr legitimized the President Hafez al-Assad’s regime by 

acknowledging the Alawites as a sub-group of Shi’ism (El Husseini, 2010, 810).  The 

nascent relationship was further solidified after Syria backed Iran in the Iran-Iraq War 

(1980—1988).  However, unlike Iran, Syria did not have a determining role in the 

emergence of Hizballah.  Rather, in the early days, Syria was a supporting player, 

transferring Iranian financial aid and providing key staging and logistics support for 

Iranian units to enter Lebanon to provide organizational and operational support for its 

military operations (El-Hokayem, 2007, 36).  Furthermore, during this influential period, 

Syria was concerned with the power, ideological direction, formidable political 

sponsorship, tight discipline, and financial resources of Hizballah’s emerging 

organization and often played the role of mediator between Hizballah and its Shi’a rivals 

(El-Hokayem, 2007, 36).  This was exacerbated by the weakening of Syria’s position in 

Lebanon in the early 1980s, following the Israeli invasion and deployment of the 

multinational peace-keeping force composed of US and European forces (El-Hokayem, 

2007, 36).  These dynamics manifested in Syria’s efforts to curtail Hizballah’s political 

efforts, sidelining them from the efforts to negotiate a wide-ranging settlement of the 

Lebanese Civil War, including the Syrian-sponsored Tripartite Agreement of December 

1985 (El-Hokayem, 2007, 37).  As such, over the next decade, Hizballah and Syria had a 

volatile relationship that often led to deadly clashes (e.g., West Beirut) and put 

Hizballah’s rise at risk (El-Hokayem, 2007, 37).   

However, in the early 1990s, a turning point in Syrian-Hizballah relations 

emerged and was fixed to the Taif Agreement.  The 1989 Taif Agreement was designed 
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to end the Lebanese Civil War by reasserting Lebanese state control in Southern 

Lebanon, facilitating the withdrawal of Syrian military forces, and reaffirming a central 

government based on a sectarian, power-sharing structure (El-Hokayem, 2007, 37).  The 

agreement singlehandedly crushed Hizballah’s idealistic vision of an Islamic State and 

put its nascent military force at risk as it also required the disarmament of all sectarian 

militias (El-Hokayem, 2007, 38).  Even more concerning, the Taif Agreement 

undermined Hizballah’s core ideological platform, which called for overthrowing the 

Lebanese government along with the new world order that required acting within the 

framework of the existing political system and obeying its laws (Azani, 2009, 85).  

Furthermore, rejecting the Taif Agreement would have certainly led to a direct 

confrontation with Syria because Hafiz al-Assad, Syria’s president, had been an 

influential, behind-the-scenes, architect of the treaty (El-Hokayem, 2007, 38).  Hizballah 

saw these developments as significant threats to its status and was compelled to embrace 

the peace settlement, paving the way for Syria to become the uncontested power in 

Lebanon during the 1990s (Azani, 2009, 85).  

While many expected Hizballah to unravel after the Taif Agreement was ratified, 

the organization was able to parlay it into an opportunity negotiate an arrangement with 

Syria, allowing it to preserve its weaponry and militia in return for providing Syria with 

strategic depth as it sought to recover the Golan Heights from Israel (El-Hokayem, 2007, 

38).  This allowed Hizballah to continue to embrace it’s “resistance identity” and 

preserved Syria’s control over Lebanon by retaining a decisive say in all security and 

foreign policy matters (El-Hokayem, 2007, 40).  Ironically, while Hizballah’s military 

successes against Israel in Southern Lebanon in 1993 and 1996 raised its value as a 
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Syrian proxy, it also sparked the gradual transformation of the group into a more 

autonomous player with enhanced Lebanese and regional prestige (El-Hokayem, 2007, 

41).   

This transformation accelerated in 2000 with the death of Hafiz al-Assad and the 

inauguration of his son, Bashar al-Assad, as the President of Syria.  In fact, it is likely 

that Hizballah’s ongoing success with resisting Israel over the last three decades has 

shifted the balance of power vis-à-vis Syria.  As such, Hassan Nasarallah’s endorsement 

of the current al-Assad regime now carries more weight than does al-Assad’s patronage 

of Hizballah and the relationship between Hizballah and Syria is one of strategic 

interdependence and often beset by resentment (El Husseini, 2010, 810).   Al-Assad is 

dependent on Hizballah’s support to remain relevant in the region, to provide a strategic 

advantage in the ongoing Syrian Civil War (2011—present) and to stay abreast of the 

Lebanese political situation (Seliktar et al, 2020, 176).  Meanwhile, Hizballah relies on 

Syrian land routes and border crossings for the transit of its weapons shipments from Iran 

and to enable its massive criminal enterprises within the region (Daher and Taha, 2022, 

1-11).  Thus, while state sponsorship from Syria has been instrumental to Hizballah 

achieving its goals, it is not the sole guarantee of its effectiveness and the image of 

Hizballah as a client of Syria has become obsolete (El-Hokayem, 2007, 36).   

Hizballah’s transformation as a regional geopolitical actor over the last two 

decades is underscored by its external activities, including deploying military 

commanders and troops to foreign battlefields (e.g., Iraq, Syria), training and supervising 

regional Shi’a militias and terrorist groups (e.g., Iraqi Badr Organization, Iraqi AAH, 

Palestinian Hamas, Yemeni Houthis), and financing its regional criminal activities (e.g., 
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trafficking black market goods such as food and oil, drug running, weapons smuggling, 

human trafficking) (Levitt, 2021, 11-17).  The central theme running through these illicit 

activities is Hizballah’s advancement of its regional activism and resistance agenda vis-à-

vis these partnerships.  As a senior Hizballah commander expressed in 2015, 

“We shouldn't be called Party of God. We're not a party now, we're 

international. We're in Syria, we're in Palestine, we're in Iraq and we're in 

Yemen. We are wherever the oppressed need us . . . Hizbollah is the 

school where every freedom-seeking man wants to learn” (Solomon, 

2015).   

As such, Hizballah has become a powerful regional actor, balancing its domestic strategic 

objectives as the dominant political power in Lebanon with its longstanding ideological 

alliance with Iran.    

Hizballah’s Strength of Leadership and Organization 

Over the last four decades, Iran (along with Syria) has provided Hizballah with 

weaponry, financial aid, and sanctuary, empowering Hizballah to equip large insurgent 

forces (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 332).  According to DeVore and Stahli (2014), while 

these have materially enhanced Hizballah’s capabilities, the organization’s operational 

successes are a product of advantageous internal characteristics such as their decision-

making processes, leadership profiles, and prior experience with guerilla warfare during 

Lebanon’s Civil War (332).  Furthermore, these internal attributes were a result of the 

gradual politicization of local Shi’ite groups during a time when Lebanon was shattered 

by sectarian violence (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 338).   

From its inception Hizballah established independent leadership and, over time, 

evolved it into a well-defined organizational structure (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 

4).  One of the hallmarks of this structure is the Majlis al Shura, a seven-member 
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leadership council who must reach decisions through consensus, creating a high-level of 

accord and alignment (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 4).  Not only does the Majlis al 

Shura select Hizballah’s General Secretary, but it also oversees five organizational sub-

groups that manage the various domestic political, religious, military, social, cultural, and 

educational activities and services (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 6).    

Therefore, while Iran’s political and financial support was vital for Hizballah’s 

early expansion, it merely amplified the power and authority of Hizballah’s founders, 

already influential figures within the Lebanese Shi’ite political community (DeVore and 

Stahli, 2014, 342).  They possessed the social capital needed to galvanize a mass 

organization and simply used Iranian political support to guarantee that their new 

movement could draw on critical external resources to provide social and economic 

services and to increase its military capacity (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 342).  

Interestingly, Iran’s financial aid was only an advantage because Hizballah’s leaders 

established an organizational culture eschewing corruption (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 

342).  This foundational principal allowed Hizballah to use Iranian capital to launch a 

series of religious, charitable, and educational institutions, which spread their influence 

throughout the community, disseminated its ideology, and enabled recruitment efforts 

(Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 6).   

There were four dimensions to this strategy.  First, Hizballah built the necessary 

infrastructure to offer medical care through an organized system of hospitals, medical 

centers, pharmacies, and dental clinics (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 7). Second, they 

became an extensive educational services provider, developing a bespoke curriculum for 

Lebanese youth, providing scholarship services, and organizing extracurricular activities 
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(Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 7).  Third, Hizballah launched critical social and 

cultural services, including its own popular media outlets (e.g., al-Manar television 

station) (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 7).  Finally, they funded programs that 

reinforced their soldiers’ willingness to fight and maximized their dedication to the 

ideological cause (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 342).   This was achieved through the 

introduction of a new financial model, anchored on a system of limited salaries for its 

‘rank and file’ soldiers, financial aid to families in distress, and a generous welfare 

system designed to secure the support of soldiers’ families and win the ‘hearts and minds’ 

of the broader Shi’ite community (DeVore and Stahli, 2014, 343).   

During this formative period (i.e., the first half of the 1980s), there was very little 

political dimension to Hizballah, and the primary focus was on its revolutionary Jihadi 

structures and its social and economic activities (Worrall, Mabon, & Clubb, 2016, 6).  

Then, starting in 1989, Hizballah’s leaders began a deliberate effort to transform the 

militant group into a legitimate Lebanese political party (El Husseini, 2010, 807). 

Transformation to Lebanese Supra-State 

Yet, this post-war, transformational period was a challenging time for Hizballah.  

The organization was rife with disagreement and organizational realignment (El 

Husseini, 2010, 807).  In fact, in the early 1990s, Naim Qassem, the Deputy Secretary 

General of Hizballah, noted that internal support for parliamentary representation of 

Hizballah was not a “clear choice” and it was “a decision that called for deep internal 

debate” (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  Central to the debate was the fact that a confessional 

political system was not representative of Hizballah’s ideal system of governance (El 

Husseini, 2010, 807).  It was only after Hizballah’s leadership sought and received the 



 

70 

endorsement of Ali Khamenei, the new Supreme Leader of Iran, that the decision was 

made to pursue the political process within Lebanon (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  Thus, by 

1998, the ascendancy of the group’s political power was cemented with the election of 

Emile Lahoud, a loyal Hizballah ally, as president of Lebanon (El Husseini, 2010, 808).        

This marked the beginning of Hizballah participating as a political party in all of 

Lebanon’s legislative and municipal elections (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  Now, Hizballah 

holds key political offices including Cabinet ministries, National Assembly seats and 

cross-sectarian alliances, giving the group a de facto veto over domestic policy (Abisaab 

& Abisaab, 2014, 144). 

For the next decade, Hizballah continued to evolve and expand as a political, 

social, and military organization.  In addition to continued resistance against Israeli 

occupation, Hizballah focused on reconciling with former domestic rivals, launching an 

‘infitah’ (i.e., opening) policy to other minority groups, particularly Christians, and the 

provisioning of social services at the local, grassroot level (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  

Under this guise, Hizballah launched major domestic, civil projects, providing economic, 

social, educational, and medical relief for the Shi’ite lower classes (Abisaab & Abisaab, 

2014, 131).  Hizballah’s civic contributions as well as its devotion to the liberation of 

civilians in South Lebanon resonated strongly with poor peasants and displaced urban 

migrants, inspiring interest as well as support across a broad and diverse set of domestic 

constituent groups (Abisaab & Abisaab, 2014, 131).   

It’s worth noting, during this transformative period, Hizballah stepped away from 

its demand for establishing an Islamic state in Lebanon, accepting this was the cost of 

operating in a multi-sectarian state (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  A variety of reasons 
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allowed for this: the 1989 death of the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ruhollah Khomeini, who 

inspired and influenced the early Hizballah militants; the execution of the Taif agreement 

in 1989 that ended the Lebanese civil war; the end of the Cold War in 1992 and its effect 

on Iran and Syria; and the election of Hassan Nasrallah as Hizballah’s primary leader 

after the 1992 Israeli assassination of Secretary General Abbas Musawi (El Husseini, 

2010, 807).   

From 1992 and 2000, Hizballah carried out a war of attrition in southern Lebanon, 

eventually ending the Israeli occupation and inflicting high human and financial costs on 

the enemy (El Husseini, 2010, 807).  This engendered a broad level of support for 

Hizballah’s doctrine of resistance, which was only further advanced by pivotal events 

such as the massacre of refugees at the UN compound in Qana by Israeli forces in 1996 

and the election of Emile Lahoud, a loyal Hizballah ally, as president of Lebanon in 1998 

(El Husseini, 2010, 807-808).  However, it would take another decade for Hizballah to 

become a full-spectrum military force unrivalled by the Lebanese state (Abisaab & 

Abisaab, 2014, 146).  

In 2006, the conflict between Hizballah and Israel erupted once again, 

culminating with Israeli forces executing a massive attack against Lebanon that left 

roughly one million civilians displaced and led to economic losses estimated at US$12 

billion (El Husseini, 2010, 808).  Despite this destruction, Hizballah was able to gain 

increased support both internally and externally (El Husseini, 2010, 808).  Domestically, 

Hizballah gained a significant amount of political capital for its stance of resistance, 

easing calls for the disarmament of the party that had been building since 2000 (El 

Husseini, 2010, 808).  Additionally, Hizballah was able to increase the size, scope, and 
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lethality of its military arsenal with increased investments from Iran (Mohseni and 

Kalout, 2017, 1).  Thus, Hizballah began the transformation from a proxy militia into a 

transnational regional actor with its own extended sphere of power and influence.  This 

has culminated in Hizballah achieving supra-state status in Lebanon, superseding state 

institutions and positioning itself as an Islamic resistance movement in a country that has 

repeatedly suffered from the oppressive and imperialist policies of the United States and 

Israel (Abisaab & Abisaab, 2014, 128).  Through these avenues, Hizballah has created an 

inspiring narrative of Shi’a strength and identity, becoming the unshakable leader of 

Lebanon’s Shi’a population.  

Hizballah: Case Assessment 

Hizballah has leveraged its proxy partnership and associated security arrangement 

with Iran to create options and opportunity for itself both domestically and regionally.  

While Iran has maintained strategic influence over Hizballah, it does not control the 

organization.  Rather, over the last forty years, Hizballah has evolved from a nascent 

resistance movement to a powerful regional geopolitical actor.  Its success comes from 

advantageous internal organizational and leadership characteristics, a well-developed and 

shared ideological identity, an ability to provide critical social services to its constituents, 

increasing financial independence, and embracing the confessional political system 

within Lebanon.  Hizballah can now be assessed against the five case variables. 

As the fragmentation of the state mounted during the Lebanese Civil War, 

Hizballah benefited from the resulting vacuum of effective state security services, social 

service provisions and central political leadership.  By leveraging Iranian financial and 

material aid to enable a range of critical social, economic, and political activities, 
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Hizballah was able to stabilize and support its domestic Shi’a constituency and 

consolidate its power base. 

Similarly, active internal conflict has characterized Lebanon since the 1970s.  

Even with the conclusion of the Lebanese Civil War in 1990, there was still material 

conflict and hostility between domestic rivals and various ethno-sectarian groups.  

Additionally, the ongoing conflict with Israel continued to flare up throughout south 

Lebanon during the 2000s.  This created the optimal conditions for Hizballah to direct its 

interests away from enabling the Islamic revolution and, instead, focusing on national 

liberation in the fight against Israel, significantly broadening its domestic appeal.   

Hizballah benefits from the fact that the majority of Shi’a Muslims in Lebanon 

are Twelver, creating a shared Shi’a identity layer with Iran.  While this common 

ideological affinity for wilayat al-faqih (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent) has created a strong 

ideological affinity with Iran, Hizballah has purposefully created space for more secular 

Shi’ites and other minority religious groups to garner widespread political support. 

Since the 1950s, ethno-sectarian tension has been a central feature of Lebanese 

politics, with active conflict occurring regularly amongst Lebanon’s Maronite, Sunni, and 

Shi’a communities.  With the overt politization of ethno-sectarian identity and resulting 

fragmentation of security service provisioning, the central Lebanese government was 

recognized by all parties as a potential threat.  Hizballah launched major domestic civil 

projects, providing socio-economic support at the local grassroots level, and, as a result, 

has been viewed as the lesser evil as compared to the central government.  

Finally, Hizballah has benefited from a high-level of internal organization and 

leadership strength from its inception.  Their decision-making processes, leadership 
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profiles and prior experience with guerilla warfare during the Lebanese Civil War are key 

differential features.  As such, while Iran’s political and financial support was vital for 

Hizballah’s early expansion, it only served to amplify the existing authority and power of 

Hizballah’s founders. Today, Hizballah would almost certainly survive without Iran’s 

continued patronage. 



 

 

Chapter VII. 

The Agent: Munathamat Badr (Badr Organization) 

This chapter discusses the Badr Organization and its strategic environment, its 

Shi’a identity, and militarization during the Iran-Iraq war, the US invasion of Iraq, and 

the ISIS offensive. In addition, the forging of a relationship with Iran is discussed, its 

leadership, and its regional allies. This chapter concludes with an assessment of the Badr 

Organization as the agent. 

The Badr Organization’s Strategic Environment 

The Badr Organization is the oldest Shi’ite militia in Iraq and is considered Iran’s 

most important regional proxy partnership, second only to Lebanon’s Hizballah, claiming 

anywhere from 10,000 to 100,000 militants (Steinberg, 2017, 1).  Like Hizballah, the 

Badr Organization is an armed, militia group and political party with significant 

sponsorship from Iran that has grown into a large and powerful non-state force 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).  While Shi’a political activism in Iraq goes back centuries, 

Islamic movements and organizations did not gain a secure foothold within Iraq’s socio-

political arena until the 1940s and 1950s as a counter point to the ascendance of 

secularism under the Iraqi monarchy (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).  Over the next three 

decades, various Islamic groups sprang up to defend the decline of the Islamic creed and 

came to symbolize the hope to free Iraq from tyranny (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).  The Badr 
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Organization, named after the Battle of Badr, the first Islamic victory in 624 CE, is the 

most enduring and successful of these Islamic groups (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).   

The Badr Organization has roots in the modern Shi’a socio-political activism that 

grew out of the desire to overthrow Iraq’s monarchy in the 1950s (Gulmohamad, 2021, 

2).  During this period the Islamic Da’wa party was one of the first Shi’a groups in Iraq to 

mobilize and gain influence in the modern Iraqi political arena (Shanahan, 2004, 944).  

Formed in 1957, the Da’wa party rejected secularism and embraced Islam as the basis of 

legislation through the Muslim community, or ummah (Shanahan, 2004, 944).  In 1958, 

after the Iraqi monarchy was toppled, the Da’wa party’s momentum accelerated under the 

leadership of two eminent Iraqi clerics, Mohammad Baqr al-Sadr and Mahdi al-Hakim, 

the latter being the eldest son of Grand Ayatollah Sayyid Tabataba’i al-Hakim 

(Shanahan, 2004, 945).  Over the next two decades, the Da’wa party attracted and 

mobilized disenfranchised Shi’a youth, clergy, and prominent Shi’a academics 

(Shanahan, 2004, 945).  By the 1970s, the organization had matured to the point where it 

was a threat to the Ba’athist regime under Saddam Hussein and Da’wa party members 

were routinely arrested and killed, triggering a mass exodus of Iraqi Shi’as to neighboring 

Iran (Shanahan, 2004, 946).   

In 1979, Iran saw an opportunity to leverage the close historical ties that made 

these Iraqi Shi’ite exiles a natural ally of Tehran (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).  These exiles 

were led by the Iraqi activist Grand Ayatollah Mohammed al Shirazi, a prominent Shi’a 

cleric who pioneered the theory of Hukumat al Fuqaha, a belief system quite close to 

Khomeni’s wilayat al-faqih (i.e., the rule of the jurisprudent) with the defining difference 

of calling for a theocracy based on the leadership of a council of jurists rather than a 
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single cleric (Seliktar & Rezaei, 2020, 127).  This put al-Shirazi in direct conflict with 

some of the prominent Shi’a clergy in Najaf, particularly Abu al Qassim al-Khoei and his 

student, Mohammed al-Sistani who subscribed to the theory of wilayat al-faqih (i.e., the 

rule of the jurisprudent) (Seliktar & Rezaei, 2020, 127).  In 1979, coming under pressure 

of both the ensuing ideological struggle with al-Khoei and Hussein’s tyrannical regime, 

al-Shirazi moved to Iran and partnered with Tehran’s Office of the Liberation 

Movements (OLM) to found the Harakat al Risaliyyen al Talaiyeen, the Movement of 

Vanguard Missioners (MVM), a pan-Arabic militia that was known in some circles as 

Ahrar (i.e., Prisoners of War from the Iraqi Army) (Seliktar & Rezaei, 2020, 128).  In 

1982, the MVM became the first volunteers of Fallaq Badr (i.e., the Badr Brigade), a 

new Iraqi Shi’a militia conceived by Ayatollah Hashemi Shahroudi, an Iraqi-born cleric 

residing in Qom and leader of the Islamic Da’wa Party (Seliktar & Rezaei, 2020, 128).  

Then, under the close direction of Tehran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 

the Badr Brigade began to pull in other militia groups and veteran Islamic Da’wa leaders, 

including Nouri al Malaki, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis and Abdul Aziz al-Hakim (Seliktar 

& Rezaei, 2020, 128).  This core group, along with key IRGC leaders such as General 

Shaban Nasiri and Brigadier General Ismail Daghayeghi, shaped the Badr Organization’s 

military model and contributed to its founding (Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).  However, the 

paramilitary force did not truly gain legitimacy in Iraq until the formation of its political 

counterpart, the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), under the 

leadership of Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-Hakim, brother to Abdul Aziz al-Hakim and 

a close confidant of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).      
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Shi’a Identity 

Iraq’s ethno-religious context provides the framework for understanding how the 

Badr Organization has gained political power and influence inside the country.  From the 

1980s to 2003, the Badr Organization was jointly controlled by Baqir al-Hakim, the 

leader of SCIRI, and Iran via the IRGC (Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).  Like Hizballah, al-

Hakim and the Badr leaders were inspired by the Shi’a Karbala narrative, leveraging its 

images and concepts of martyrdom, sacrifice, and commitment to a cause to highlight the 

injustices perpetrated by Saddam’s regime against Iraqi Shi’as and manifesting in the 

group’s motto of “lifting injustice from the Iraqi people” (Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).  The 

martyr saga has been preserved as a potent philosophy at the core of the Shiite faith.  

Shi’ites regard the opposing of injustice and tyranny and fighting against an unjust ruler 

as a supreme religious duty and al-Hakim used this narrative as a justification for 

declaring a jihad, an armed struggle against unbelievers, against Saddam Hussein’s 

regime, declaring “We will continue until we topple the Kafir regime in Baghdad” 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  

The Badr Organization extensively employs historical legacies rooted in Shi’a 

religious practice, specifically mourning the Shi’as past persecution and subjugation, and 

linking it to today’s repression and the war against their oppressors (Gulmohamad, 2021, 

14).  The group’s leadership utilizes religious ritual ceremonies and religious chants, 

songs, and poems to guide the organization’s commitment and tenacity and amplify its 

recruiting efforts (Gulmohamad, 2021, 15).  This religious litany typically symbolizes 

Maqtal al-Husayn (i.e., the Battle of Karbala), the tragic martyrdom of Hussein ibn Ali, 

the grandson of the Islamic prophet Muhammad in 680 AD (Gulmohamad, 2021, 15).  
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Additionally, most songs include a combination of military, religious, and Iraqi 

nationalist slogans such as Woolid Failq Badr (i.e., the sons of Badr Corps) 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 15).     

The Militarization of Iraqi Shi’ites 

Like Hizballah, SCIRI and the Badr Organization gained momentum and showed 

a shocking level of proficiency almost from the start.  To understand this dynamic, it is 

important to examine the military foundations and internal organizational dynamics that 

helped shape the group.  While Shi’ites are the largest religious group within Iraq, with a 

majority thought to be between 60% - 65% of the population (CIA World Fact Book, 

2022), their political mobilization was a slow, gradual process that could trace its origins 

to the 1950s (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).  However, their common bond is a memory of 

discrimination, whether in the form of their exclusion from power throughout centuries of 

Iraq’s history or in the form of mass executions common during Saddam Hussein’s brutal 

reign. (Gulmohamad, 2021, 2).   

Shi’ite marginalization began in earnest during the great national uprising of 1920 

against the British, who occupied Iraq between 1917 and 1932 and effectively controlled 

it until the Iraqi monarchy was overthrown in 1958.  Although both Shi’ites and Sunnis 

joined the revolt, Shi’ite religious and tribal leaders played the major role.  Politically, the 

failed rebellion proved disastrous for the Shi’ites, since the British thereafter relied 

exclusively on the Sunni elite to govern Iraq.  It wasn’t until 1947 that the first Shi’a 

Prime Minister was appointed, nearly 28 years after the founding of the state. 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).   
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In hopes of bettering their lot in the 1950s and early ’60s, many Shi’ites were 

drawn to radical organizations, principally the Communist Party but also the Arab 

nationalist Baath Party. Thus, when the monarchy was swept away by a leftist revolution 

in 1958, the Shi’ites were at last represented in the radical military government that 

assumed power.  However, Shi’a political representation was short-lived and the nascent 

leftist regime was overthrown within five years, and it set the stage for the ascension of 

the Ba’ath Party (Gulmohamad, 2021, 3).   

Though the Ba’ath Party originally contained many Shi’ites amongst its leaders, 

by the time it the party ascended to power with a coup in 1968, the leadership was solidly 

in the hands of a tight group of Sunni tribesmen, including Saddam Hussein. Apart from 

hunting down and killing their former Communist rivals, Saddam and his militantly 

secular colleagues also took aim at the Shi’ite religious leadership.  Under this ‘banner of 

resistance’ the Badr Organization was able to mobilize numerous segments of the 

impoverished Iraqi Shi’a community and capitalize on the two plus decades of their 

grievances under Saddam Hussein’s rule (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  

The Iran-Iraq War (1980—1988) 

The Iran-Iraq War (1980—1988) was a foundational learning experience for the 

Badr Organization, fighting and training alongside Iranian troops against a common 

enemy, Saddam Hussein.  This prolonged military conflict established relations with 

Tehran that have persisted over the last three decades and created the opportunity for 

contemporary Badr Organization leaders such as Hadi al-Amiri, the current General 

Secretary, to spend their formative years in Iran receiving academic and religious 

education and military training (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  During the war, the Badr 
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Organization executed cross-border insurgent operations into Iraq, aiming to destabilize 

Hussein’s regime via the Shi’a dominated south by carrying out attacks, bombings and 

assassination attempts against Ba’athists, committing sabotage, and gathering intelligence 

(Rayburn et al, 2019, 14).  Tehran sponsored these actions, directly supporting them 

through the Quds Force of the IRGC, under the command of Iranian General Qassem 

Soleimani (Rayburn et al, 2019, 14).     

In 1991, al-Hakim, encouraged by the weakening of Saddam’s regime after the 

first Gulf War (1990—1991) and the increasing perception that Saddam had become 

vulnerable to regime change, attempted to capitalize on the momentum of the Sha’aban 

Intifada, the swelling popular rebellions amongst Shi’as in southern Iraq (Gulmohamad, 

2021, 4).  He coordinated with the local insurgency to target Saddam’s forces, but the 

revolt was rapidly and brutally crushed by government forces (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  

This setback would go on to deeply influence SCIRI and the Badr Organization’s 

formative years, creating a fertile ground to recruit young Shi’as into the armed faction of 

the organization (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  

U.S. Invasion of Iraq (2003—2011) and Iraq Civil War (2006—2007) 

The US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 had “regime change” as an explicit objective 

and this set the stage for the second formative period of the Badr Organization – its rise 

as an armed political organization within Iraq (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  After over a 

decade-long absence, the Badr Organization returned to Iraq and the paramilitary force, 

originally known as the Badr Brigade, renamed itself as the Badr Organization of 

Reconstruction and Development.  It was a defining period in Iraq with the government 

in complete collapse, and almost immediately the Badr Organization established a 
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meaningful presence in Basra and Najaf and began to infiltrate the nascent Iraqi state 

security apparatus, including the national police and other security forces (Al-Marashi, 

2021, 7).   The Badr Organization’s strategic aims were twofold: first, to become an 

influential arm of the newly emerging state, and second, to consolidate political power 

favoring Shi’ite elites and their associated partisan interests (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  The 

Badr Organization was believed to have between 4,000 and 10,000 active members at 

this time (Daragahi, 2018).   

During this influential period, the Badr Organization not only began to broaden 

the aperture of its ideological framework, starting to reconcile between parliamentary 

democracy and its ideal system of government, but it also took on a more nationalist tone 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  Like Hizballah, the Badr Organization’s version of Islamic 

values is, at its core, loyal to Khomeini’s tenet of wilayat al-faqih (i.e., the rule of the 

jurisprudent).  However, unlike Hizballah, the wider organization was more comfortable 

creating space for other Shi’a references, including the guidance and teachings of Grand 

Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani who is the preeminent Shi’a cleric in Iraq, on par with the 

Supreme Leader of Iran, Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (Gulmohamad, 2021, 4).  In 

fact, in May 2003, al-Hakim expressed,  

We should not make a copy of the Iranian revolution and establish it in 

Iraq.  Religious leaders are from the people and they must carry out their 

responsibilities. But, “…it is not very necessary for the Iraqi regime to be 

in the hands of religious people. It all depends on the will of the Iraqi 

people (Askary, 2003, 40). 

This has allowed the Badr Organization to avoid becoming a monolithic ideological 

organization (Gulmohamad, 2021, 6).  While political Islam is engrained in the Badr 

Organization’s ideological construct, its application during the post-invasion period was 

influenced by a healthy degree of pragmatism (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  For example, the 
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lower rank members of the militia are not required to follow wilayat al-faqih (i.e., the 

rule of the jurisprudent) and offering this ideological flexibility has enabled the Badr 

Organization to materially expand its outreach to Shi’a communities and drive 

recruitment as well as avoid alienating other Shi’a political factions in Iraq 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).   

Additionally, the post-invasion period offered Baqir al-Hakim and the Badr 

Organization’s leaders a unique opportunity to consolidate socio-political power.  The 

displacement of Saddam Hussein’s regime, both militarily and administratively, plunged 

Iraq into chaos and destroyed the state’s capacity to govern and maintain order (Glazzard 

et al, 2017, 58).  The Badr Organization stepped in to fill the void, distributing food and 

undertaking charity work in poverty-stricken areas of Baghdad (Daragahi, 2018).  This 

also paved the way for the Badr Organization to extend its power over Iraq’s security 

sector and policy and exert authority and control over key government ministries 

(Glazzard et al, 2017, 58).   

In 2003, the United States pressed for the dissolution of the Badr Organization, 

demanding its militia forces be disbanded and integrated into the Iraqi Security Forces 

(ISF).  Discussions between the United States and SCIRI leaders led to an official 

announcement that the Badr Organization would disarm, but it maintained most of its 

military capabilities and, while many its fighters were integrated into the ISF, those 

soldiers remained loyal to the Badr Organization (Gulmohamad, 2021, 5).  This allowed 

the Badr Organization to safeguard the recruitment of new Shi’a militia officers and 

replace public sector staff with its loyal members, particularly within ISF (Gulmohamad, 

2021, 5).  In fact, between 2003 and 2005, the Badr Organization provided upwards of 
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16,000 Shi’a fighters who were incorporated into the ISF, allowing the group to remove 

and eliminate hundreds of rivals, particularly those who had been associated with 

Saddam Hussein’s regime’s security and intelligence personnel (Gulmohamad, 2021, 5).  

Similarly, when widespread Sunni discontent led to a boycott of the 2005 elections, the 

Badr Organization and the broader Shi’a community were able to dominate the elections, 

overturning more than eighty years of oppressive Sunni rule and consolidating Shi’a 

political power (Glazzard et al, 2017, 59).      

Interestingly, although Baqir al-Hakim was distrustful of the United States and the 

associated Coalition Provisional Authority overseeing the Iraqi transition to democracy, 

he was pragmatic and expressed his willingness to cooperate with the US to move the 

state towards a transitional government (Gulmohamad, 2021, 5).  Unfortunately, on 

August 23, 2003, Baqir al-Hakim was assassinated in Najaf by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a 

Jordanian associated with al-Qaeda who went on to found the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI) 

in late 2006.  Although Baqir al-Hakim was replaced by his brother, Abdul Aziz al-

Hakim, who also pursued a realistic strategy and was a member of the US appointed Iraqi 

Governing Council (2003—2004), the influence of SCIRI gradually began to wane due to 

leadership transition, fragmentation within the party, and the rise of Muqtada al-Sadr and 

his Shi’ite militia, the Jaysh al-Mahdi (JAM) (Gulmohamad, 2021, 5).  In August 2009, 

the party disintegrated further when Abdul Aziz’s young son, Ammar al-Hakim, stepped 

into lead the Badr Organization upon the death of his father (Gulmohamad, 2021, 5).  

Given these ethno-sectarian conditions, it is likely that some form of civil war would 

have prevailed even if ISIS had not succeeded in gaining a foothold in Iraq in 2003.      
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The ISIS Offensive in Iraq (2014) 

The third determinative period for the Badr Organization was the rise of the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in Iraq.  ISIS traces its origins to Jama'at al-Tawhid 

wal-Jihad (JTJ), a militant jihadist group founded by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jordanian 

criminal who moved to the Sunni heartlands of Iraq in 2003 to establish a new, secure 

base for his nascent terrorist organization (Glazzard et al, 2017, 59).  Al-Zarqawi’s vision 

was to cultivate mujahidin, guerrilla miitants who could only thrive in conditions of 

perpetual warfare in which they were seen as the protectors of the disenfranchised, 

besieged Sunni population (Glazzard et al, 2017, 59).  As such, al-Zarqawi deliberately 

provoked sectarian warfare as his grand strategy, intending to create a high-balance of 

threat amongst the ethno-sectarian factions in Iraq (Glazzard et al, 2017, 59).  In a letter 

to Osama bin Laden in 2004, al-Zarqawi states,  

The Shi’a.  These in our opinion are the key to change. I mean that 

targeting and hitting them in [their] religious, political, and military depth 

will provoke them to show the Sunnis their rabies and bare the teeth of the 

hidden rancor working in their breasts. If we succeed in dragging them 

into the arena of sectarian war, it will become possible to awaken the 

inattentive Sunnis as they feel imminent danger and annihilating death at 

the hands of these Sabeans (al-Zarqawi, 2004). 

In June 2014, when ISIS swept across northern Iraq, they not only seized critical 

cities including Mosul and Tikrit, but they also threatened to move south to challenge the 

Shi’a population and overthrow the Shi’a dominated Iraqi government led by Prime 

Minister Nuri al-Maliki (Isakhan, 2020, 734).  This announcement was followed by a 

swift and extremely aggressive set of attacks on Shi’a sacred spaces, including many 

Shi’a mosques and historical shrines (Isakhan, 2020, 734).   

Amid the rise of ISIS and the associated collapse of the ISF, Ayatollah al-Sistani 

issued a fatwa (i.e., religious edict of the duty of jihad), legitimizing the mobilization and 
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recruitment of Shi’a militias, including the Badr Organization (Gulmohamad, 2021, 8).  

Providing a back-drop of religious legitimacy, the fatwa directed that it is “the legal and 

national responsibility of whoever can hold a weapon to hold it to defend the country, the 

citizens and the holy sites,” declaring the war against ISIS as a al-Difa’ al-Muqadas (i.e., 

sacred defense) (Isakhan, 2020, 735).  Al-Sistani’s rally cry was reinforced by orders 

from Iran’s Ayatollah Khamenei and, in 2014, the Badr Organization issued a formal call 

to arms: “From the beginning we went to the battlefields by al-Taklif al-Shar’i (i.e., 

religious assignment) from the leader of the Islamic revolution Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 

before Ayatollah al-Sistani’s fatwa we were combatting [the IS]…after the fatwa we 

organized in the form of Hashd al-Sha’abi (i.e., Popular Mobilization Forces)…” 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 8).  The emergence of Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) 

reenergized the Badr Organization and, due to the group’s significant size and prominent 

role within the state security sector, it was able to take lead in the Shi’a jihad against ISIS 

(Steinberg, 2017, 5).   

Not only was al-Sistani’s fatwa a call-to-arms, but it also served to consolidate a 

diverse set of non-state armed militias under a single, umbrella organization (i.e., PMF), 

achieving legal recognition at the state-level and securing a multibillion-dollar annual 

budget to pay and organize the Iraqi militias and popular army volunteers that were 

fighting ISIS (Knights, 2021, 1).  As a structural feature of the Iraqi state, the PMF was 

analogous to drafting a national mass mobilization army and while the PMF was open to 

all ethno-sectarian groups, its ranks were filled mostly by Shi’a (Al-Marashi, 2021, 8).  

This has had outsized benefits for the Badr Organization.  With the group controlling the 

Iraq’s Interior Ministry, the organization has access to enormous finances estimated at 
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roughly $1 billion dollars in 2015 and $1.5 billion dollars in 2016, evidence of the Badr 

Organization’s resurging power (Steinberg, 2017, 5).  With the Shi’a militias effectively 

competing with the ISF to provide security services throughout the country, this influence 

and access has allowed the Badr Organization to come out on top, offering better pay and 

superior weapons to their members (Glazzard et al, 2017, 64).    

It is worth noting that al-Sistani’s fatwa was a critical input to the revitalization of 

the Badr Organization because it created the opportunity for the group’s leaders, 

including al-A’miri, to use the ISIS attacks on Shi’a sacred spaces to develop and 

leverage a new mobilization framework that has come to be known as the “shrine 

protection narrative” (Isakhan, 2020, 725).  This novel framework channels Shi’a 

religiosity to galvanize its provincial support base, and it effected the reemergence and 

strengthening of the Badr Organization.  The Badr Organization deployed the shrine 

protection narrative to achieve very specific goals including, holding mass recruitment 

drives across the south of the country, sponsoring acts of political violence and terrorism, 

and enabling the deployment of its forces across the entire country, often very far away 

from Shi’a communities or key religious sites (Isakhan, 2020, 725).    
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Figure 3. Shi’a Militia Groups: Areas of Influence (August 2019) 

After ISIS’s rapid advancement across Iraq in 2014, Iraqi territory was often 

conceptualized as belonging to one of three factions: ISIS, the Kurds, or the Iraqi 

government.  In actuality, the number of armed militias and level of factionalism ran 

much deeper with a large part of central and southern Iraq under the nominal control of 

various Shi’ite militias, including the Badr Organization. (Mohr, B., 2019)   

From the outset of the war against ISIS, the Badr Organization’s leadership, 

including Hadi al-A’miri, took an active role in the conflict, materially contributing to 

dislodging ISIS from a large swath of northern Iraq, from Baghdad to Mosul 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 11).  Additionally, due to its success in combatting ISIS, Iraqi 

Prime Minister, Nouri al-Maliki, appointed al-A’miri, a native of the Diyala province in 
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central-eastern Iraq, as the provincial security Chief of Diyala and Talib al-Musawi, the 

Badr Organization’s commander, as the Hashd al-Sha’abi’s Diyala Operations Command 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 11).  The Badr Organization’s long-term strategy is to maintain its 

control over large portions of the liberated areas and has built productive relationships 

with non-Shi’a political parties, including the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PKU) to 

achieve this goal (Gulmohamad, 2021, 12).  At the same time, the group has succeeded in 

appointing its loyalists in the state-level authority functions and secure access to state 

resources (e.g., finances, weapons) (Gulmohamad, 2021, 12).   

Forging a Relationship with Iran 

Iraq’s Shi’a population subscribes to Twelver Shi’ism, the largest branch within 

all of Shi’a Islam and a shared layer of identity with Iran.  With this common ideological 

foundation, those Shi’ites yearning to end Saddam Hussein’s regime viewed Iran as a 

powerful ally with mutual goals.  This prompted Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-Hakim 

to enlist Tehran’s help not only to establish SCIRI, but also to overthrow Saddam 

Hussein.  As a result, the Badr Organization became Iran’s closet sociopolitical ally in 

Iraq with al-Hakim becoming a vocal supporter of Ayatollah Khomeini’s central tenet of 

“wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent).  Furthermore, when Abdul Aziz al-

Hakim assumed leadership of the Badr Organization, he forged ties with many Iranian 

leaders, including Supreme Leader Khamenei, enabling him to bypass the leadership of 

the IRGC and operate at the highest echelons of the Iranian political system when 

needed.     

From the beginning, Iran provided the Badr Organization considerable financial 

assistance for the political party (i.e., SCIRI) as well as material provisioning for its 
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militia (i.e., the Badr Organization) in the form of training, logistics support and, on 

occasion, additional manpower (Johnston et al, 2020, 39).  While Iran provided the Badr 

Organization with financial and military assistance prior to the U.S. invasion of Iraq, it 

materially increased its investment beginning in 2003 (Johnston et al, 2020, 34).  

Estimates of the extent of this support indicate that Iran provides between $150 million 

and $200 million to Shi’a militias annually (Wehrey et al, 2009, 108).  This largesse has 

allowed the Badr Organization to provide the educational, medical, and humanitarian 

services throughout the Shi’a communities in southern Iraq that the Iraqi government has 

been unable to provide (Johnston et al, 2020, 40).  Additionally, Iran has outfitted the 

Badr Organization with advanced weaponry, including rockets, mortars, improvised 

explosive devices, and, most noteworthy, explosively formed penetrators (EFPs) (Wehrey 

et al, 2009, 108).  As a result, the Badr Organization has benefited from having much 

greater resources than other Iraqi sectarian militias, allowing it to rapidly expand its 

operations and gain a high-level of support from the Shi’a community. 

However, it’s worth noting that there is a long history of tensions and conflict 

between the two nations dating back as far as the Persian Empire and vividly reinforced 

by the devastation of the Iran—Iraq War (1980—1988).  The distrust of Iran and its 

intentions became more widespread after the U.S. invasion in 2003 and the resulting rise 

of Iraqi nationalism, as evidenced by the 2018 attacks against the Iranian consulate in 

Basra, a city that has historically had close economic and cultural ties to Iran. In fact, 

today, direct ties to Iran are a political liability for Iraqi Shi’ite leaders and Iraqis who are 

perceived as being too close to Iran are often derogatorily dismissed as “Persians” (Marr, 

2009, 16). Thus, beginning in 2007, SCIRI and the Badr Organization have actively 
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sought to distance themselves from Iran.  In addition to SCIRI changing its name to the 

Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI), removing the reference to “Islamic Revolution,” 

the party has evolved its political platform to align with the views of Iraq’s top quietest 

Shi’ite cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani (Gulmohamad, 2021, 6).  As a senior ISCI 

official noted in 2007, these changes were “a step to the Iraqisation of the Islamic parties 

in Iraq” (Karouny, 2007).  However, senior members of ISCI continue to respect 

Khamenei as a religious reference and maintain a strategic relationship with Iran 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 6).   

Badr Organization’s Regional Allies: Lebanese Hizballah and the Assad Regime in Syria 

The Syrian Civil War (2011—present), which originated from localized protests 

in 2011 and then swelled into a full-scale civil war, was influenced by the conflict in Iraq 

and quickly developed similarly important sectarian dimensions (Isakhan, 2020, 725).  

Bashar al-Assad saw the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 as a signal of a rising threat to his 

own regime, and, as a result, embarked on a largely covert mission to cultivate support 

amongst the Iraqi Shi’a insurgencies (Glazzard et al, 2017, 60).   

With the Badr Organization subscribing to transnational, pan-Islamic Shi’ism, it 

has been heavily involved in the Syrian Civil War from the beginning (2011—present).  

In concert with several hundred IRGC military advisors and Lebanese Hizballah, the 

Badr Organization has been fighting alongside Bashar al-Assad’s troops against Sunni 

insurgents.  Throughout the conflict, the Badr Organization has deployed roughly 1,500 

to 2,000 fighters as part of the Quwat al-Shahid Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr Qada (i.e., the 

Forces of the Martyr Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr) with an estimated overall capacity of 

around 3,000 to 5,000 Iraqi militia and they have been positioned across the country and 
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participated in many of the key battles of the conflict, including Homs, Damascus, and 

Aleppo (Gulmohamad, 2021, 15).  

There are four major reasons for the Iraqi support of the Assad regime: the first is 

the longstanding alliance between Iran and Syria, which has been in place since 1980, the 

second is the transnational, pan-Islamic Shi’ism mindset of the Badr Organization, 

followed by a commitment to support Hizballah who would be hard pressed to retain 

power in Lebanon without access to Syrian supplies and, finally, to protect the sacred 

Shi’ite sites, shrines and mosques (Steinberg, 2017, 6).  It is important to stress that while 

the Badr Organization’s actions in Syria are aligned with Iran’s strategic, regional 

geopolitical objectives and the IRGC remains heavily involved, the group now seeks to 

act independently of Iran in determining their role in the conflict and using it advance 

their own geopolitical agenda and to forge a distinctive Iraqi Shi’a identity (Glazzard et 

al, 2017, 64).        

Badr Organization’s Strength of Leadership and Organization 

Today, the Badr Organization is led by Hadi al-A’miri, a long-time stalwart in the 

group who has been a Shi’a militiaman since the early 1980s, when he took part in the 

early efforts to depose the Saddam Hussein regime and fought alongside Iranian forces in 

the Iran-Iraq War (1980—1988). (Steinberg, 2017, 3).  Al-A’miri later participated in the 

anti-Ba’ath insurgencies during the 1990s and was appointed military commander of the 

Badr Brigade during this time (Steinberg, 2017, 3).  Until 2009, al-A’miri remained 

somewhat in the shadows of the organization, building up his own power base and 

cultivating alliances with other ethnic and sectarian groups while the Hakim family’s 

influence waxed and waned (Steinberg, 2017, 3).   
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In 2010, as SCIRI sought to limit the power of its paramilitary arm (i.e., Badr 

Brigade) and distance itself from Iran in a bid to reach a broader Iraqi nationalist base, 

the Badr Organization separated from SCIRI and formed an alliance with Iraqi Prime 

Minister Maliki (Al-Marashi, 2021, 8).  Al-Amiri stepped out of the shadows and 

assumed leadership of the Badr Organization, using his role as the Iraqi Transportation 

Minister (2011—2014) to cement his leadership position and fortify the organization writ 

large.  This development had several significant strategic implications for the Badr 

Organization.  First, it enabled the group to assume control of key networks within the 

state-led security apparatus, including the Federal Police, the Ministry of Interior’s 

Emergency Response Division, and the Iraqi army’s 5th and 8th divisions (Al-Marashi, 

2021, 8).  Second, it allowed the Badr Organization to access and plunder the financial 

resources of the Iraqi state, giving the group a material new revenue source and reducing 

its need for Iranian financial support (Al-Marashi, 2021, 8).   

This was a pivotal moment for the Badr Organization, signaling that operating 

with independent agency outside of the Iranian sponsor-proxy relationship was of 

growing importance and anchored on the realization that central ideological tenets of the 

Islamic Republic, specifically, wilayat al-faqih, (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent) could not 

be adopted universally within Iraq (Al-Marashi, 2021, 8).  This was primarily due to the 

considerable influence and authority that Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, the preeminent 

Shi’a cleric in Iraq, held over the Iraqi Shi’a population.  With al-Sistani rejecting the 

activist political model espoused by Iran’s Grand Ayatollah Khomenei, continuing to 

leverage Khomenei’s Islamic Revolution narrative and its associated tenet of wilayat al-

faqih, (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent), was an untenable position (Al-Marashi, 2021, 8).    
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As such, for the group to achieve its strategic aims in the aftermath of the 2003 U.S. 

invasion, they would need to maintain autonomy vis-à-vis Iran. 

In 2014, al-A’miri stepped down from his ministerial role, becoming both the 

military and political leader of the Badr Organization and taking command of the PMF 

along with Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis and Qasem Soleimani (Steinberg, 2017, 3).  It is 

worth noting that while al-A’miri officially stepped away from his official duties, he 

remains a powerful influence within the Iraqi Interior Ministry.  This has allowed the 

Badr Organization to remain in control of the state-run police and security services and 

hire thousands of loyalist militia officers (Steinberg, 2017, 4).  Additionally, Prime 

Minister Maliki appointed al-A’miri as the military governor of the Diyala province, 

granting al-A’miri supreme command over both the army and the regional security forces 

resulting in the province being almost completely controlled by the Badr Organization 

despite its ethnic diversity (Steinberg, 2017, 4).   

It's worth noting, that from its inception the Badr Organization has had a 

decentralized organizational structure and decision-making authority, making it 

vulnerable to in-fighting, competition, and power dilution (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  

While al-A’miri is viewed as the de facto leader of both the political and paramilitary 

arms of the Badr Organization, there are several core senior members that formulate the 

group’s political agenda and policy, including Deputy General Secretary Abdul Karim al-

Ansari and Abu Jasim al-A’skari, who head the Al-Fateh Alliance and Political Bureau 

respectively both of which influence public and foreign relations (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  

Additionally, there is a governing body, al-Shura al-Markazia, that subsumes regional 

offices and local functionaries across Iraqi provinces and governorates and meets 
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regularly to discuss the Badr Organization’s organizational policies, political platform, 

and electoral strategy (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  Finally, there is a small, elite cadre, the 

Shura al-Qiyada, comprising of the secretary general, his deputy and the heads of the 

Bureaus who are based in Baghdad (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  This core executive 

leadership bloc formulates specific policies and decisions addressing domestic alliances, 

elections and forming and/or influencing Iraqi cabinets (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  What’s 

notable about this distributed model is that it concentrates power across multiple nexuses, 

reflecting the Badr Organization’s expansive involvement across a diverse array of Iraqi 

socio-political domains (Gulmohamad, 2021, 7).  However, to date, this model has not 

held the group back from reshaping the state from within and the Badr Organization 

continues to dominate national politics with healthy representation in the Iraqi parliament 

in addition to holding many key Ministry positions (e.g., Communications, 

Transportation, Interior, Intelligence) (Gulmohamad, 2021, 8).         

Transformation to Iraqi Supra-State 

The Badr Organization is well on its way to establishing a state within a state in 

Iraq, and while it still accepts Iranian financial and military assistance, it is entirely 

capable of operating independently.  When compared to other Iraqi sectarian groups, the 

Badr Organization’s rise to supra-state status is distinguished by several key attributes, 

including its independent paramilitary unit and capabilities, its development of 

independent revenue streams, its patronage of non-Shi’a communities and its expanding 

role as a regional geopolitical player.  

First, the Badr Organization’s ability to maintain paramilitary units independent 

of the state authorities offers it advantages both internally and externally.  Beginning in 
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2003, the Badr Organization established a separate paramilitary wing, claiming to include 

more than 10,000 fighters (Steinberg, 2017, 4).  After recruiting thousands of young 

Shi’as to fight ISIS, the paramilitary wing has more than quadrupled with membership 

likely reaching approximately 50,000 (Steinberg, 2017, 4).  Internally, the Badr 

Organization’s superiority in strength, numbers and capabilities paved the way for al-

A’miri to assume the leadership position of the PMF and consolidate even more political 

power in Iraq (Steinberg, 2017, 4).  Although former Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-

Maliki is one of the PMF’s organizational founders, it is al-A'miri who is considered its 

political ‘Godfather,’ holding the greatest strategic influence and managing the higher 

order alliances with the IRGC and Lebanese Hizballah (Gulmohamad, 2021, 9).  In fact, 

the Badr Organization is the largest contributor of both weaponry and manpower along 

with liaising with Arab Sunni, minority, and micro-minority militias (Gulmohamad, 

2021, 9).  On more than one occasion, Secretary General Al-A’miri has expressed that 

the PMF’s military and intelligence capabilities are far superior to the Iraqi Army 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 9).  Furthermore, by operating outside of the traditional Iraqi 

Security Forces, it provides the Badr Organization the freedom and flexibility to pursue 

its own strategic agenda, including reaching out to non-Shi’a political figures inside and 

outside of Iraq to increase the group’s political leverage and to ensure its survival 

(Gulmohamad, 2021, 10).     

Externally, it has enabled the group to become a key player in the region’s 

geopolitical landscape, making independent decisions on how to advance its strategic 

objectives outside of Iraq’s borders.  This includes setting up capable military units in 

Syria and partnering with Hizballah to resist Israel’s advances in southern Lebanon, both 
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in service of fostering a stronger Iraqi Shi’a identity at home (Steinberg, 2017, 4).  Both 

conflicts have afforded the Badr Organization the opportunity to “securitize” Shi’a 

identity, that is, creating the perception that the very existence of Shi’a identity is at risk, 

and it must be protected at all costs, thereby legitimizing their expeditionary interventions 

abroad (Al-Marashi, 2021, 9).  Furthermore, the Badr Organization’s key figures in the 

Iraqi government have been liaising with US and European officials, and more recently, 

with Saudi Arabia to legitimize their supra-state status in Iraq (Gulmohamad, 2021, 14).     

Similarly, in parallel with leveraging the Iraqi state financial resources, the Badr 

Organization has also developed independent revenue streams across a variety of national 

industries and sectors (Al-Marashi, 2021, 12).  With the state governing institutions left 

in a pathetic condition after the US invasion in 2003, the PMF stepped in and assumed 

control of contracts from ineffective state companies, particularly in the lucrative 

reconstruction sector (Al-Marashi, 2021, 12).  This has allowed the Badr Organization to 

exert control over key infrastructure and social services ranging from garbage collection 

to roadside security to border control, developing significant revenue streams adjacent to 

the pre-existing Iranian financial aid (Al-Marashi, 2021, 12).  Furthermore, like 

Hizballah, they have expanded into illicit activities to diversify and grow their 

independent revenue sources even further. (Al-Marashi, 2021, 12).  

Finally, this financial independence has facilitated the Badr Organization’s ability 

to offer patronage and cultivate relationships with Iraq’s Arab Sunnis and other ethno-

sectarian minorities, demonstrating its appetite for becoming an accepted and influential 

state institution participating in “client politics,” the exchange of goods and services for 

political support (Al-Marashi, 2021, 13).  These combined attributes have manifested 
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with the Badr Organization achieving supra-state status in Iraq, embedding the group 

within the Iraqi state and into socio-political life so successfully that they no longer need 

Tehran’s guidance or direction.  

Badr Organization: Case Assessment 

Like Hizballah, the Badr Organization has leveraged its proxy partnership and 

associated security arrangement with Iran to create options and opportunity for itself both 

domestically and regionally.  While Iran has maintained strategic influence over the Badr 

Organization, it does not control the organization.  Rather, over the last twenty years, the 

Badr Organization has repeatedly shown that they have their own strategic interests and 

objectives, which they will continue to pursue regardless of how much Iranian support 

they receive.  The Badr Organization’s success comes from its deeply embedded Iraqi 

nationalism, a well-developed, prominent Shi’a ideological identity that does not 

subscribe to “wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule of the jurisprudent) as its central tenet, an 

ability to provide critical security services to its constituents and other minority groups, 

the substantial financial support it receives from the central Iraqi government that has 

become institutionalized over time, and its ability to provide its paramilitary forces with 

domestic weapons and training and operate internally and externally without Iranian 

assistance.  The Badr Organization can now be assessed against the five case variables. 

As the fragmentation of the state intensified during the post-U.S. invasion period, 

the Badr Organization benefited from the comprehensive collapse of the central 

government and its associated civic and security services.  The Badr Organization was 

able to leverage both Iranian financial aid, which materially increased beginning in 2003, 
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and state-level Iraqi funding to launch a range of critical social, economic, and political 

services throughout the country. 

Similarly, active internal conflict has characterized Iraq since 2003.  Even after 

the domestic civil conflict was mostly resolved in 2008, there was still ongoing low-level 

antagonism between the Shi’a dominated central government and the Sunni and Kurdish 

communities.  With the rise of ISIS in 2014, there continues to be a persistent security 

dilemma that creates the need for an internally mobilized, highly armed militia like the 

Badr Organization.  This has created the optimal conditions for the Badr Organization to 

focus on its nationalistic agenda and significantly broaden its domestic appeal.   

While the Badr Organization shares a common Shi’a identity layer with Iran, 

there majority of Iraq’s population practice an ideological variant (e.g., the Quietest 

doctrine) that does not hinge on the Iran regime’s concept of “wilayat al-faqih” (i.e., rule 

of the jurisprudent).  As such, the Badr Organization has created space for more secular 

Shi’ites and other minority religious groups, and this has led to widespread political 

support amongst these communities. 

Since the 1920s, ethno-sectarian tension has been a central feature of Iraqi 

politics, with ethno-sectarian tensions occurring regularly along Sunni / Shi’a lines.  After 

the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, there was no central Iraqi government to speak of 

since the Ba’ath party controlled all aspects of civil, political, and military administration.  

Most of the country’s population, predominantly Shi’a and Kurds, had substantial fears 

that they would continue to be marginalized in a future central government and these 

ethno-sectarian tensions created a high balance of threat within Iraq.  As a result, the 

Badr Organization saw the opportunity to assert their influence, and by leveraging Iranian 
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financial and material aid, they were able to legitimize the group’s decades of work in 

exile, galvanize the Shi’a community, and consolidate the organization’s power base 

within the new government. 

  Finally, from its earliest days, the Badr Organization has benefited from focused 

leadership, organizational structure, military experience, and early mobilization.  Their 

leadership capabilities and prior experience with prolonged guerilla warfare during the 

Iran-Iraq War (1980—1988) have gained them broad credibility and support.  As such, 

while Iran’s political and financial support was helpful in realizing the Badr 

Organization’s fundamental goal (i.e., deposing Saddam Hussein), it was not the primary 

reason for their success. The Badr Organization is likely to thrive and remain an 

independent political force regardless of Iran’s patronage. 



 

 

Chapter VIII. 

Conclusion 

Most studies of proxy warfare have, in one way or another, focused on a state-

centric assessment of the sponsor-proxy relationship—the internal and external factors 

that drive states to sponsor proxies.  Few, however, have attempted to understand the 

militant proxy partner’s rationale behind forging a sponsor-proxy relationship and the 

benefits they may gain from such arrangements.  This study focuses on the role of state 

sponsorship as it affects the power, influence, and regional reputation of Hizballah and 

the Badr Organization.  

The findings suggest several novel aspects of these sponsor-proxy relationships:  

 Both Hizballah and the Badr Organization developed into independent actors 

with high levels of agency and autonomous interests due to exogenous 

variables including a high level of state fragmentation, a high degree of active 

conflict in their host state, a high degree of Shi’a ideological inspiration, a 

high balance of threat amongst the ethno-sectarian groups in the host state, 

and a high level of leadership strength and organizational structure.   

 Despite Iran’s considerable support for both Hizballah and the Badr 

Organization, the influence Iran wields over these groups remains limited and 

is not the driving force of their emergence as fully independent actors who 

have achieved supra-state status.  Rather, both Hizballah and the Badr 

Organization have complete autonomy over their actions and activities and 
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there are clear differentials in power, objectives and interests between Iran and 

these militant proxy partners.   

 While both Hizballah and the Badr Organization leverage the principal-agent 

relationship to extend their power and influence internally and externally, 

their survival is not essential to Iran’s patronage.  Both groups have their own 

interests and agendas, which they will continue to pursue regardless of how 

much Iranian support they receive.  They both actively and independently 

recruit fighters, allocate salaries and pensions for their soldiers and families, 

carry out military operations and improve their military capabilities. Also, 

they both independently manage their domestic political agendas and issues 

within Lebanon and Iraq, respectively.  Finally, they have complete control 

over their financial resources, augmenting Iran’s financial assistance with 

their own independent licit and illicit revenue streams.  They utilize these 

monies skillfully and effectively to defend their constituencies, control 

populations, project their power, augment social services, and fund domestic 

media and propaganda. 

These findings carry important implications.  Militant proxy partners who have 

achieved supra-state status like Hizballah and the Badr Organization involve both 

benefits and risks.  One issue to consider is that both Hizballah and the Badr Organization 

will continue to support and sustain their own ideological, political, social, and 

operational (i.e., military) activities with or without receiving continued support from 

Iran.  Both have clearly demonstrated a clear commitment to political opportunism.  

Therefore, to develop winning counterstrategies, the United States must view them as 
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independent actors with their own interests and agendas and could potentially use this to 

drive a wedge between them and Iran and vice versa.  This is an issue that warrants 

further investigation.  Otherwise, the growing power and achievements of both Hizballah 

and the Badr Organization will continue to attract Iran to extend its cooperation, 

commitment, and assistance.  
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