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ABSTRACT 

OF THE PROJECT OF 

 

Dima Kassem Rahal       for   Master of Arts in Public Policy and International Affairs  

 Major: Public Policy and International Affairs 

 

Title: Hezbollah’s Military Role and the Dilemma of Sovereignty and Deterrence in 

Lebanon 

 

Lebanon’s post–civil war political order has been shaped by an unresolved tension 

between formal state sovereignty and the continued presence of a non-state armed actor. 

Since the Taif Agreement in 1989, Hezbollah has maintained an autonomous military role 

while participating in Lebanon’s political system and providing extensive social services. 

This dual position has created a structural contradiction: Hezbollah enjoys legitimacy 

among its supporters as a resistance force, yet its armed autonomy limits the Lebanese 

state’s ability to exercise its monopoly over violence.  

 

While existing scholarship has extensively examined Hezbollah’s ideology, evolution, 

and regional alliances, far less attention has been paid to how these debates translate into 

Lebanon’s current and unfolding security and political reality. By critically engaging 

sovereignty-centered and deterrence-based perspectives, this project demonstrates the 

limitations of disarmament-centered approaches that abstract Hezbollah’s military role 

from the state’s limited security capacity, its social legitimacy, and the persistence of 

external threats.  
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

1.1 Introduction to the Topic 

Even after Lebanon had gained its independence in 1943, it has always been defined 

by its unresolved dilemma of sovereignty. Unlike most states where sovereignty implies 

the central government’s exclusive control over the use of force, Lebanon has never been 

able to exercise such a monopoly. Its geographical position, confessionalism system of 

governance, the history of foreign interventions, and the existence of non-state armed 

groups, have challenged the country’s security landscape and its national defense 

strategies. Within today’s political context, Hezbollah stands at the center of this issue. 

Emerging in the 1980s purely as a militant resistance group against Israeli occupation, 

Hezbollah has evolved into a political party, with a powerful military force. Today the 

group operates simultaneously within Lebanese institutions and through its own 

independent structures, challenging the notion of unified sovereignty. 

 

More than ever, the question of how to address Hezbollah’s military role has become 

critical. Israel’s recent large-scale attacks on Lebanon inflicted devastating losses on both 

Hezbollah’s military infrastructure and the country’s civilian life. At the same time, the 

election of Joseph Aoun as president and the appointment of Nawaf Salam as prime 

minister, has shown renewed political will to tackle this issue. The new administration 

has launched the “Homeland Shield Plan,” a long-term plan that aims to strengthen the 

authority of the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and remove all competing military 

groups, aiming on centralizing the authority over arms. Within this evolving political 
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environment, this project examines Hezbollah’s military role within Lebanon’s postwar 

political and security dynamics, with particular attention to debates surrounding 

sovereignty, deterrence, and the absence of viable national defense alternatives. 

 

1.2 Significance of the Topic 

This project addresses a long-standing yet increasingly urgent political dilemma in 

Lebanon. Since its emergence in the 1980s, Hezbollah has faced persistent domestic and 

international pressure to disarm. However, following Israel’s most recent war on 

Lebanon, these debates have shifted from a prolonged political impasse into an immediate 

and concrete policy confrontation. The intensified external pressure has elevated 

disarmament from a long-deferred issue to a central condition tied to international 

assistance, reconstruction, and Lebanon’s future security trajectory. 

The significance of this topic is further amplified by regional transformations. The 

collapse of the Assad regime and escalating tensions between Iran, Israel, and the United 

States have reshaped the strategic environment in which Hezbollah operates. As a central 

actor within Iran backed Axis of Resistance, Hezbollah’s military stance in Lebanon 

directly influences regional deterrence dynamics and broader geopolitical interests. 

Consequently, Lebanon’s internal debates over Hezbollah’s arms cannot be examined 

separately from regional conflict, external threat perceptions, and competing hegemonic 

interests that constrain state sovereignty. 
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1.3 Problem Statement and Research Question 

Lebanon continues to face a fundamental contradiction between the assertion of state 

sovereignty and the persistence of a non-state armed actor. Hezbollah’s military role is 

frequently framed as a deviation from conventional models of state sovereignty within 

the modern nation-state; however, its endurance is closely tied to Lebanon’s unresolved 

security environment. Recurrent Israeli military interventions, ongoing territorial disputes 

in the south, and the Lebanese state’s limited capacity to enforce a credible national 

defense framework have collectively produced a security vacuum. In this context, 

demands for Hezbollah’s disarmament are often advanced without a viable defense 

alternative, raising critical questions about the potential security consequences of such 

calls, particularly given Israel’s continued military operations and violations of Lebanese 

sovereignty. This study does not seek to normatively justify Hezbollah’s armed role, but 

to analytically explain its persistence within a structurally constrained sovereignty 

framework. 

 

Therefore, this research asks “Should Hezbollah’s military role be understood 

primarily as a deficit in Lebanese state sovereignty or as a deterrence response shaped by 

the absence of viable national defense alternatives?”.  From this question arise three 

interrelated sub questions: How has Lebanon’s post-Taif political order produced a hybrid 

security system that challenges the state’s monopoly over the use of force? How has 

Hezbollah’s military performance against Israel simultaneously reinforced its domestic 

legitimacy and deepened Lebanon’s sovereignty dilemma? What do comparative 

experiences of militia disarmament and integration in post-war states reveal about the 

risks of dismantling armed actors in the absence of credible security substitutes?  
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1.4 Research Gap and Contribution  

Despite the rich literature on Hezbollah, the existing scholarship tends to follow two 

separate lines of analysis. One strand of literature conceptualizes Hezbollah primarily as 

a challenge to Lebanese state sovereignty and an extension of Iranian regional strategy, 

while another evaluates its military effectiveness as a resistance and deterrence actor vis-

à-vis Israel. While existing scholarship has addressed these dynamics in integrated ways, 

much of it reflects earlier political contexts and has yet to fully engage with the rapidly 

evolving realities currently unfolding in Lebanon. As regional escalation, external 

pressure, and ongoing security confrontations intensify, the structural conditions 

sustaining Hezbollah’s military role are being reshaped in real time, requiring renewed 

analytical attention.  

This study contributes to the existing literature on Hezbollah’s military role in 

Lebanon by integrating sovereignty-based and deterrence-based perspectives through an 

analysis of Lebanon’s contemporary security and political context. By examining 

Hezbollah’s military role alongside regional escalation, state incapacity, sectarian 

vulnerability, and comparative post-war cases, the project provides a more grounded 

explanation for the persistence of non-state armed authority and highlights how 

neglecting the absence of credible defense alternatives complicates whether Hezbollah’s 

military role reflects a sovereignty deficit or a deterrence response. 
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  1.5 Methodology 

1.5.1 Data Collection  

This project will mainly focus on qualitative desk-based research as a core 

methodological approach, relying on the systematic analysis of existing academic, 

institutional, and documentary secondary sources. Data will be collected through desk 

research using official statements, policies, speeches, reports and documents. Secondary 

sources are significant because they will be used to provide expert interpretation.  

 

1.5.2 Data Analysis 

This study adapts a qualitative methodology. It uses content analysis as a method to 

examine and compare existing academic, institutional, and policy literature on 

Hezbollah’s military role in Lebanon. Content analysis allows us to compare and review 

relevant texts and examine the different perspectives on the topic and how different 

authors and institutions frame Hezbollah’s position within Lebanon’s security 

environment and interpret its implications for state authority and security governance. 

This method allows us to critically engage with existing literature, and penetrate deep into 

Hezbollah’s military and ideological commitments.   

Content analysis is complemented by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which 

serves as a central analytical tool in examining the language used in political speeches, 

official statements, policy documents, and reports. CDA helps us in exploring and 

analyzing how key concepts such as sovereignty, deterrence, resistance, and national 

defense are interpreted and viewed by the Lebanese government, and Western nations. 

The debate over Hezbollah’s weapons by local and external parties have focused on 
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security threats. By analyzing texts and speeches, CDA reveals how the debate over 

legitimacy of owning weapons outside the control of the state is articulated, contested, 

and negotiated by different parties including Hezbollah. 

 

Moreover, Edward Said’s theory of orientalism will be used as an analytical 

framework to examine how the Middle East has been historically represented through 

Western frameworks of threat and security. This perspective is particularly relevant given 

Hezbollah’s alignment with Iran backed Axis of Resistance and the ways in which 

Western representations of the group have shaped international policy responses toward 

both Hezbollah and the Lebanese state. Additionally, this perspective allows us to 

question whether international calls for Hezbollah’s disarmament are rooted in the 

universal principle of sovereignty or shaped by external geopolitical agendas, particularly 

those of the West, Israel, and Gulf states. A postcolonial lens further ensures that the 

analysis prioritizes Lebanese historical and political contexts rather than relying 

exclusively on external narratives, highlighting how power asymmetries influence 

debates over sovereignty and security. 

 

1.5.3 Case Study and Comparative Analysis 

The study incorporates comparative analysis of case studies to provide contrasts with 

other post-war contexts involving armed non-state actors. Cases such as Sierra Leone, 

Liberia, and Northern Ireland are examined to assess how militias were disarmed or 

integrated into state security frameworks, the conditions under which these processes 

occurred, and the consequences of dismantling armed actors without credible security 

alternatives. These cases are not treated as models for Lebanon, but as comparative 



 

 11 

references that help explain the broader structural patterns and constraints relevant to 

Lebanon’s society and security environment. 

 

1.5.4 Ethical Considerations 

The research adheres to strict ethical guidelines throughout the analytical process. 

All sources are properly cited, to avoid misrepresentation or selective interpretation. 

Particular attention is paid to avoid potential researcher bias when engaging with highly 

polarized political discourse. While the researcher acknowledges a personal perspective 

that views Hezbollah as a symbol of resilience against foreign aggression. This 

positionality does not influence the evaluative conclusions of the study. The analysis 

remains grounded in comparative scholarship, institutional analysis, and empirical 

patterns rather than normative alignment. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

2.1 The Formation of Hezbollah and Its Social Base 

The roots of Hezbollah can be traced back to the early 1980s, particularly to Israel’s 

invasion of Lebanon in 1982, that acted as a catalyst for the group’s emergence, as a 

resistance movement. Hezbollah was created in 1982 by Iran in order to fight against 

Israel by proxy. Operation Peace for Galilee fundamentally reshaped Lebanon’s southern 

political and security environment, not only through the removal of the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (PLO) but also through the destruction inflicted upon local 

civilian populations (Jaber, 1999; Harik, 2004). 

 

Israel launched a full-scale military operation, as retaliation for an attempted 

assassination of its ambassador in London by members of the Abu Nidal Organization, 

an act that was framed on the PLO, despite it not being responsible for it, using the 

incident to justify its invasion of Lebanon (Jaber, 1999). Following Israel’s first invasion 

of Lebanon in 1978, Israeli forces withdrew, but they established a so-called security zone 

in the south, administered through a proxy Lebanese militia, the South Lebanese Army 

(SLA). This arrangement institutionalized ongoing violence, as the SLA regularly clashed 

with both the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and emerging Shi’a armed groups. 

During this period, the PLO maintained a substantial military and political presence in 

southern Lebanon, exercising quasi-sovereign authority over large areas after being 

expelled from Jordan and relocating its headquarters to Lebanon in 1970 (Jaber,1997). 

 



 

 13 

In Lebanon: The Politics of a Penetrated Society, Tom Najem argues that Israeli 

objectives extended beyond ending the PLO and included restructuring Lebanon’s 

political order by establishing a pro-Israeli Maronite government in Beirut (Najem, 2012).  

The prolonged cycles of violence between the PLO and the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) 

had severe repercussions for civilian populations, particularly Shi’a communities in the 

south, who bore the brunt of displacement, economic destruction, and military retaliation 

(Harik, 2004). 

This context is central to understanding Hezbollah’s social base and the conditions 

under which it acquired legitimacy. Lebanon’s Shi’a population had long been politically 

marginalized, economically neglected, and geographically vulnerable well before the 

outbreak of the civil war. In Hezbollah: Politics and Religion, Amal Saad-Ghorayeb 

traces this marginalization back to the late 1960s, where Shi’a communities increasingly 

experienced relative deprivation, particularly as rural migrants settled in the impoverished 

southern suburbs of Beirut, forming what became known as the “belts of misery”. Saad-

Ghorayeb situates Shi’a mobilization within a broader process of communal politicization 

rather than religious radicalization, arguing that Shi’a political awakening resembled the 

politicization trajectories of other Lebanese sects rather than emerging from an abstract 

Islamist project (Saad-Ghorayeb, 2002).  

During the civil war, the Lebanese Army disintegrated and nearly every religious 

community formed its own militia, with Shi’a communities suffering disproportionately 

high casualties and mass displacement (Saad-Ghorayeb, 2002). These experiences 

fostered a sense of collective grievance rooted not in poverty per se, but in systematic 

exclusion, state neglect, and exposure to violence. This argument is further developed by 

Imad Salamey in his book The Government and Politics of Lebanon, where he explains 



 

 14 

that socioeconomic inequality in Lebanon emerged from the corporatist structure of the 

post-independence liberal state and its inability to correct entrenched patterns of unequal 

and discriminatory resource distribution (Salamey, 2014). Salamey argues that the 

sectarian and corporatist organization of the political system concentrated economic and 

political advantages in Beirut, benefiting primarily Christian and Sunni elites, while 

marginalizing Shi’a communities in the southern suburbs and the Beqaa (Salamey, 2014). 

Similarly, in, The Politics of Sectarianism in Postwar Lebanon, the authors situated 

these grievances within Lebanon’s confessional political system, emphasizing how 

chronic underrepresentation and uneven development produced a structural vacuum in 

which non-state actors could gain legitimacy by providing protection and services that 

the state failed to deliver (Salloukh et al, 2015). During this period, the Amal Movement, 

backed by Syria, opposed the PLO’s presence in the south, viewing it as a destabilizing 

force that exposed Shi’a areas to repeated Israeli retaliation. The disappearance of Amal’s 

founder, Imam Musa al-Sadr in 1978 further weakened centralized Shi’a leadership. This 

leadership vacuum, combined with escalating violence and state incapacity, created the 

perfect conditions for the emergence of a new Shi’a political and military actor. 

The Israeli invasion of 1982 created a strategic opening for Iran to project its 

revolutionary model regionally in the post-1979 period. Joseph Daher in his book, 

Hezbollah: The Political Economy of Lebanon’s Party of God (2016), and Hilal Khashan, 

in his book, Hezbollah: Mission to Nowhere (2019), caution against interpretations that 

portray Hezbollah as a purely Iranian creation. Instead, they emphasize the interaction 

between localized Shi’a grievances and external sponsorship (Daher, 2016; Khashan, 

2019). Iranian support, most notably the deployment of approximately 1,500 members of 

the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) through Syrian territory provided military 
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training, organizational structure, and ideological framing (Harik, 2004). However, Saad-

Ghorayeb (2002) argues that Hezbollah’s consolidation depended on its ability to embed 

itself socially within Lebanese Shi’a communities and articulate resistance in terms that 

resonated with lived experiences of occupation and exclusion rather than impose itself as 

an externally imposed project. Prior to Hezbollah’s formal emergence in 1984, Lebanese 

Shiʿa clerics and militants flew to Iran, and engaged in consultations with Ayatollah 

Khomeini and Iran’s post-revolutionary leadership concerning the religious legitimacy 

and ideological orientation of armed resistance. This consultation reflected a hybrid 

formation, where transnational Iranian revolutionary ideology was adapted to localized 

social and political realities in Lebanon. 

Hezbollah’s legitimacy among Lebanese Shiʿa was further reinforced by pivotal 

events, particularly the October 1983 incident in Nabatiyeh, when an Israeli military 

convoy entered crowds commemorating Ashura, and the assassination of Sheikh Ragheb 

Harb, a leading figure in the resistance against Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon. 

Harik (2004) identifies this confrontation as a turning point in Shi’a perceptions of Israel, 

transforming earlier views of Israel as a counterweight to the PLO into a perception of 

Israel as an occupying power, especially with Israel’s implementation of movement 

restrictions, security zones, and collective punishments. Within this shifting context, the 

arrival of the IRGC contributed to the consolidation of an already emerging resistance 

movement, rather than constituting an externally driven project. (Harik, 2004). 

 

Beyond military resistance, Hezbollah invested heavily in constructing an ideological 

and organizational foundation rooted in Shi’a doctrine, particularly the religious doctrine 

of Wilayat al-Faqih. Khashan (2019) and Daher (2016) analyze how Hezbollah combined 
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this ideological framework with expansive welfare networks, including education, 

healthcare, agricultural support, and infrastructure provision. This dual strategy enabled 

Hezbollah to function simultaneously as a resistance movement and a provider of basic 

social services, further exposing the Lebanese state’s absence in Shi’a areas. By 

addressing socio-economic grievances generated by discrimination and neglect, 

Hezbollah blurred the boundary between political authority and social obligation, 

reinforcing its legitimacy as a communal protector rather than merely an armed group 

(Saad-Ghorayeb, 2002). 

Iran’s influence remains a central point of debate in the literature. Harik (2004) and 

Khashan (2019) emphasize Hezbollah’s ideological alignment, financial dependency, and 

strategic coordination with Iran. From this perspective, Hezbollah’s military power is 

interpreted as a structural challenge to Lebanese sovereignty, incompatible with the 

state’s monopoly over force. Conversely, Saad-Ghorayeb (2002) and Abed Kanaaneh 

(2021), argue that Hezbollah’s framing of resistance as both national and regional 

represents a deliberate effort to reconcile Iranian support with Lebanese legitimacy. 

Hezbollah’s 1985 Open Letter is frequently cited as evidence of this dual positioning; 

while affirming loyalty to Iran’s revolutionary vision and opposition to Western 

influence, it simultaneously articulated a commitment to defending Lebanese territory 

and confronting Israeli occupation (Saad-Ghorayeb, 2002). 

These dynamics contributed to growing tensions with the Amal Movement, which 

remained aligned with Syria and opposed Palestinian influence in the south. Khashan 

(2019) and Salloukh et al. (2015) interpret the “War of the Brothers” not simply as 

factional violence but as a struggle over representational legitimacy within the Shi’a 

community.  Hezbollah’s eventual dominance reflected its ability to combine military 
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effectiveness, ideological discipline, and social integration, while Amal, constrained by 

Syrian patronage and institutional stagnation, struggled to maintain its position (Khashan, 

2019). 

 

2.2 Greater Israel and the Structural Threat to Lebanese Sovereignty 

The concept of “Greater Israel” constitutes an important ideological backdrop to 

Lebanon’s enduring security vulnerability and to the persistence of armed resistance 

along its southern border. Rooted in biblical territorial interpretations and nationalist 

Zionist thought, the concept of “Greater Israel” envisions Israeli sovereignty extending 

beyond the borders of the current Israeli state. This ideological vision claims territory 

between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea and has influenced regional security 

perceptions, including views of southern Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan (Masalha, 2000; 

Gorenberg, 2000; Shlaim, 2000). Although never formally codified as Israeli state policy, 

historians such as Meir Zamir and Avi Shlaim demonstrate that territorial maximalism 

has repeatedly influenced Israeli strategic culture, particularly during moments of 

regional transformation and military dominance (Shlaim, 2000; Zamir, 1985). 

Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights, 

and the Sinai Peninsula after 1967 contributed to the strengthening of expansionist 

tendencies within segments of Israeli political and military discourse, as territorial control 

increasingly became linked to security doctrine and nationalist ideology (Shlaim, 2000; 

Masalha, 2000). In The Idea of Israel, Ilan Pappé (2014) argues that post-1967 territorial 

control reflected not only security considerations but also a deeply rooted belief in 

historical entitlement, reinforcing the perception among neighboring states that Israeli 

borders were neither final nor constrained by international law. This perception is 
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particularly significant for Lebanon, whose southern border has remained one of Israel’s 

most militarized frontiers. 

Lebanese scholars situate Israeli military behavior toward Lebanon within this 

broader ideological and strategic context. Najem’s concept of Lebanon as a “penetrated 

society” highlights how repeated Israeli interventions have eroded Lebanon’s capacity to 

exercise uncontested sovereignty (Najem, 2012). Israeli invasions in 1978 and 1982, the 

establishment of a prolonged security zone in southern Lebanon, and the continued 

occupation of disputed areas such as the Shebaa Farms are interpreted by Jaber (1997) 

and Khashan (2019) as reinforcing Lebanese perceptions that Israel does not regard 

Lebanon’s sovereignty as fixed or inviolable. These actions, combined with recurring 

Israeli airspace violations and cross-border operations, have entrenched a sense of 

permanent external threat within Lebanon’s security environment. 

This threat perception is further amplified by Israeli political discourse among right-

wing and religious Zionist actors who continue to invoke Greater Israel narratives. 

Scholars, Yiftachel (2006) and Gorenberg (2000) document how these ideas persist in 

debates over borders, settlement expansion, and security buffers, even when they fall 

outside official policy. For Lebanese actors, particularly within the Shi’a community of 

the south, such discourse reinforces the belief that Israel’s territorial ambitions extend 

beyond deterrence and into long-term strategic control. Within this context, Hezbollah’s 

insistence on maintaining an armed deterrent is frequently framed not as ideological 

maximalism, but as a response to a structural and enduring threat to Lebanese territorial 

integrity. 
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2.3 The Taif Agreement and the Postwar Settlement: Sovereignty Reasserted and 

Deferred 

Lebanon’s system of political confessionalism predates the civil war and is rooted in 

both Ottoman administrative practices and the post-independence political settlement 

formalized through the 1943 National Pact. As historians such as Zamir (1997) and 

political scientist Salamey (2014) emphasize, confessionalism was not a temporary 

wartime arrangement but a foundational feature of the Lebanese state. Although the 

system increasingly faced criticism prior to the civil war for producing inequality, 

institutional paralysis, and elite capture, it remained the central system of governance in 

Lebanon. 

The Taif Agreement, signed in October 1989 under Saudi sponsorship and with 

significant Syrian involvement, was presented as a framework for restoring Lebanese 

sovereignty and ending militia rule. In the scholarly article, The Unraveling of Lebanon’s 

Taif Agreement: Limits of Sect-Based Power Sharing, Joseph Bahout argues that Taif did 

not seek to reconstruct a strong centralized state, but rather to rebalance elite power-

sharing arrangements in order to end armed conflict while preserving political stability. 

In contrast, in The Lessons of Lebanon: The Economics of War and Development, Samir 

Makdisi states that although Taif formally aimed to move Lebanon toward a non-sectarian 

political order, it ultimately entrenched what he describes as a “trapped” form of sectarian 

consociationalism. In practice, power was redistributed more evenly between Christian 

and Muslim communities, particularly through the reduction of presidential authority and 

the strengthening of the cabinet and parliament. 
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From a sovereignty perspective, Taif appeared to align with classical state-centric 

models, with its commitment to reassert the state’s monopoly over the legitimate use of 

force. The agreement explicitly called for the disarmament of all militias and the 

reintegration of fighters into the LAF within a defined transitional period, reflecting a 

Weberian conception of sovereignty (Picard, 1996). Max Weber defines a modern state 

as a human community that successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of 

physical force within a given territory (Weber, 1919). Scholars working within this 

framework assess Lebanon against an idealized model of statehood in which full 

disarmament is treated as a prerequisite for legitimacy and stability, often without 

sufficient attention to external security threats or the state’s limited domestic capacity. 

Between 1990 and 1991, most militias, including the Lebanese Forces, the 

Progressive Socialist Party, and several Palestinian factions were either dismantled or 

were integrated into state institutions (Traboulsi, 2012). Hezbollah, however, was 

explicitly exempted from disarmament on the grounds of continued Israeli occupation in 

southern Lebanon. Scholars such as Saad Ghorayeb (2002), Daher (2016), Salloukh et 

al.(2015), and Bahout (2016) argue that Taif did not fail to restore sovereignty so much 

as it produced a negotiated and conditional form of authority shaped by continued Israeli 

occupation, Syrian dominance, and the Lebanese state’ s limited ability to provide 

territorial defense. Sovereignty, in this case, was not abandoned but selectively exercised. 

 The Lebanese government, operating under Syrian dominance, reclassified 

Hezbollah not as a militia but as a legitimate “resistance” force (Norton, 2007). Norton 

suggests, that this legal distinction, institutionalized a dual security order in which the 

state retained authority over diplomacy and constitutional governance while relinquishing 

effective control over territorial defense. This arrangement aligns closely with theoretical 
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frameworks of limited statehood and hybrid political orders. Thomas Risse’s concept of 

areas of limited statehood argues that states can remain fully recognized in international 

law, while lacking the capacity, legitimacy or monopoly of authority to govern uniformly 

across their territory (Risse, 2011). In such contexts, the state does not collapse, rather, 

authority becomes fragmented and selective. In Lebanon, the state remains diplomatically 

active yet fails to exercise an exclusive monopoly over its use of force, as Hezbollah 

operates within the security landscape where the state has historically lacked capacity, 

reflecting a structural governance gap. Sovereignty, therefore, is not absent but shared, 

contested, and differentiated across sectors.  

The theory of hybrid political orders extends the concept of limited statehood by 

emphasizing that, in post-conflict societies, political order is rarely produced through 

exclusive state authority Boege et al., 2009). Instead, governance emerges through the 

coexistence and interaction of state institutions with non-state actors, each exercising 

authority in different sectors. This framework helps explain how political order has been 

maintained despite the absence of a unified monopoly over violence. Rather than 

collapsing, the Lebanese state operates alongside Hezbollah within a hybrid governance 

structure. Building on this, Adham Saouli argues that Lebanese sovereignty is selectively 

exercised rather than absent. Hezbollah’s military role thus becomes understandable not 

as an anomaly or outright violation of sovereignty, but as a product of Lebanon’s hybrid 

political order, in which security governance is shared, contested, and negotiated. 

Drawing on these frameworks, Lebanon’s post-Taif system can be understood as one 

in which governance and coercion are shared across state and non-state actors rather than 

monopolized by the central government. As Bahout (2016) and Salloukh et al. (2015) 

observe, Lebanon retained international recognition, diplomatic sovereignty, and 
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constitutional governance, but surrendered coercive authority in the security domain. 

Sovereignty thus functioned, as a negotiated practice, subordinated to regional power 

dynamics and internal stability (Bahout, 2016). 

Syrian dominance further entrenched this fragmented sovereignty. During the post-

war period, Najem (2012) and Khashan (2019) highlight how Syria exercised decisive 

influence over reconstruction, security coordination and political decisions ensuring that 

Lebanon’s postwar recovery served Damascus’ regional interests. This external 

penetration reinforced the post-Taif logic of managed sovereignty by constraining the 

development of an autonomous national security framework (Najem, 2012). These 

debates provide the conceptual foundation for analyzing how Lebanon’s postwar security 

arrangements have shaped the persistence of non-state military authority. 

2.4 From Resistance to Consolidation: The 1990s and Early 2000s 

The post-civil war of the 1990s marked a critical phase in Hezbollah’s transformation 

from a militant organization into a consolidated political actor embedded within 

Lebanon’s hybrid state structure. Emerging from a prolonged civil war, Lebanon was 

widely characterized as institutionally weak, fiscally constrained, and politically 

fragmented. Reconstruction under the Hariri-led economic model prioritized central 

Beirut and elite-driven growth, while peripheral regions particularly Shi’a -majority areas 

in the South and the Beqaa remained socially and economically marginalized         

(Makdisi, 2004). Daher’s political economy analysis underscores how neoliberal 

reconstruction policies reproduced spatial and class inequalities, thereby sustaining the 

conditions that had enabled non-state actors to acquire legitimacy during the civil war 

(Daher, 2016). 
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The post-Taif state lacked both the administrative reach and coercive capability 

necessary to reassert authority in areas that had long been neglected or exposed to external 

violence (Salloukh et al., 2015; Salamey, 2014). In this context, Hezbollah expanded its 

role beyond armed resistance by developing extensive social service networks that 

addressed gaps left by the state. These included welfare provision, reconstruction 

assistance, healthcare, education, and direct financial support to impoverished families 

impacted by the war (Khashan, 2019). Hamzeh (2004) and Norton (2007) describe this 

expansion as central to Hezbollah’s consolidation, arguing that the group increasingly 

functioned as a quasi-state actor whose legitimacy derived from its ability to govern 

everyday life rather than from coercion alone. This literature emphasizes that 

performance-based legitimacy was particularly noticeable in Shi’a -majority areas, which 

was characterized by limited state presence. 

At the same time, Hezbollah pursued a strategy of political institutionalization, 

participating for the first time in parliamentary elections in 1992. A strand of scholarship 

represented by Harik (2004), Khashan (2019), and Levitt (2013), interprets Hezbollah’s 

growing institutional presence as a direct erosion of Lebanese sovereignty. From this 

perspective, Hezbollah’s welfare networks, autonomous military command, and political 

independence are framed as constituting a parallel state that hollowed out central 

authority, in which these services are interpreted as tools of clientelism, designed to 

entrench loyalty (Harik, 2004). 

In contrast, Saad Ghorayeb (2002), and Daher (2016) offer a more structural reading 

of Hezbollah’s consolidation. They argue that Hezbollah’s expansion cannot be 

understood solely as an encroachment upon sovereignty, but rather as a response to a 

governance and security vacuum produced by Taif’s selective enforcement. From this 
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perspective, Hezbollah did not dismantle an existing monopoly of force; instead, it filled 

a gap that the Lebanese state was structurally unable, and politically unwilling to address. 

This interpretation aligns with theories of limited statehood and hybrid political orders, 

in which non-state actors perform core governance functions not in opposition to the state, 

but alongside it. 

Saad-Ghorayeb (2002) characterizes Hezbollah’s participation in the 1992 

parliamentary elections as a strategic recalibration rather than an ideological retreat. 

While Hezbollah’s 1985 Open Letter had rejected participation in what it described as a 

corrupt sectarian system, the post-Taif political environment prompted a reassessment of 

this position. She notes that the decision to enter formal politics followed internal debate 

and leadership restructuring, signaling a shift toward institutional pragmatism. Sheikh 

Subhi al-Tufayli, Hezbollah’s former Secretary-General, expressed opposition to what he 

called Iranian pressure to participate in the elections, on the grounds that political 

participation would divert the groups focus from armed resistance (Khashan, 2019). By 

combining parliamentary participation with the retention of its armed wing, Hezbollah 

assumed a hybrid political role in the absence of viable national security alternatives. 

 

Hezbollah’s parliamentary success allowed it to claim a form of democratic 

legitimacy while remaining militarily autonomous. Saad-Ghorayeb (2002) characterizes 

this dual positioning as a form of ‘popular legitimacy’ grounded in resistance rather than 

formal sovereignty. This dual positioning blurred conventional boundaries between state 

and non-state authority, as Hezbollah operated simultaneously within Lebanon’s political 

institutions and outside its formal security apparatus. Saad-Ghorayeb further argues that 

Hezbollah’s political participation reflected its recognition of Lebanon’s confessional 
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political system and its adaptation to a system it lacked the capacity to overturn, while 

maintaining its ideological commitment to wilayat al-faqih (Saad-Ghorayeb, 2002). She 

emphasizes that Hezbollah’s political evolution was shaped less by religious absolutism 

than by processes of communal mobilization within a structurally unequal political 

system. In this context, Saad Ghorayeb shows how Hezbollah’s political discourse 

rearticulated Khomeini’s dichotomy of the “oppressed” (mustad‘afin) and the 

“oppressors” (mustakbirin) as a framework for political mobilization, defining oppression 

in terms of socioeconomic marginalization, political exclusion, and cultural domination 

rather than religious identity. 

Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon in May 2000 constitutes a pivotal moment 

in the literature on Hezbollah’s consolidation. Hezbollah’s claim to have forced Israel’s 

retreat through sustained armed resistance significantly enhanced its domestic and 

regional legitimacy, as it reinforced its own narrative to the public that its military role 

served Lebanese sovereignty, instead of serving Iranian interests, with the absence of the 

LAF from the process of withdrawal (Norton, 2007). Moreover, Khashan’s military 

analysis further complicates sovereignty-centered critiques by documenting Hezbollah’s 

evolution into a highly disciplined and technologically capable force by the early 2000s, 

with operational capacities that increasingly surpassed those of the Lebanese Armed 

Forces (Khashan, 2019). This imbalance intensified debates over sovereignty, as 

Hezbollah’s effectiveness as a deterrent simultaneously highlighted the state’s military 

weakness. 
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2.5 The 2006 War and Its Consequences: Legitimacy and the Limits of Sovereignty 

The July 2006 war represents a decisive moment in both Hezbollah’s evolution and 

Lebanon’s post-Taif sovereignty dilemma. Although Israel formally withdrew from most 

of southern Lebanon in 2000, it retained control over the disputed Shebaa Farms and 

continued to detain Lebanese prisoners, which Hezbollah cited as legal and political 

justification for maintaining its armed resistance (Norton, 2007; Hamzeh, 2004). In the 

absence of a national defense strategy and with the LAF excluded from territorial defense, 

Hezbollah’s military role remained institutionally unresolved in the post-withdrawal 

period (Norton, 2007; Khashan, 2019). 

On 12 July 2006, Hezbollah carried out a cross-border operation against an Israeli 

Defense Forces patrol, killing three soldiers and capturing two others. While this 

operation served as the immediate trigger for the conflict, Israeli postwar assessments 

emphasize that Israel had been preparing for a large-scale confrontation with Hezbollah 

months earlier (Tur, 2007). Former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert later 

acknowledged that plans for a large-scale military operation against Hezbollah had been 

under development months before July 2006, indicating that the abduction of Israeli 

soldiers served as a trigger rather than the sole cause of the war (Olmert, 2009).  

Despite Israel’s overwhelming airpower, naval and air blockade, and extensive 

bombardment of Lebanese infrastructure, Hezbollah maintained its military capabilities, 

continued rocket fire into northern Israel, and denied Israeli forces a decisive victory on 

the ground. Tür (2007) argues that Hezbollah’s ability to deny Israel a decisive victory 

marked its transformation into a credible deterrent force. Israel’s failure to achieve its 

stated objectives ultimately led to the acceptance of a ceasefire under UN Security 

Council Resolution 1701. 
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This deterrence-centered interpretation gained considerable resonance within 

segments of Lebanese society. The Lebanese state’s marginal role during the war, coupled 

with the army’s inability to confront Israel militarily, strengthened perceptions that 

Hezbollah’s armed capacity functioned as a substitute for a national defense strategy that 

the state was unable to provide. From this perspective, Hezbollah’s legitimacy was not 

derived from legal authority but from its performance, effectiveness, and its perceived 

role in protecting Lebanese territory. 

 

In contrast, a sovereignty-centered literature emphasizes the paradoxical 

consequences of the war for Lebanon’s state authority. While Hezbollah emerged with 

enhanced legitimacy among its supporters, Khashan (2019) argues that the conflict 

exposed and deepened the fragmentation of sovereignty, as the Lebanese government 

neither initiated nor managed the war, nor did it possess the institutional capacity to 

constrain Hezbollah’s military actions. Sovereignty, in this view, remained performative 

and diplomatic rather than operational, particularly in the security domain. Rather than 

compensating for state weakness, Hezbollah’s autonomy entrenched a parallel authority 

that further eroded the state’s monopoly over the use of force (Khashan,2019). 

 

Postwar reconstruction further entrenched this contradiction. Hezbollah rapidly 

mobilized compensation and rebuilding efforts through its social institutions, providing 

immediate assistance to displaced families and damaged communities. Hamzeh (2004) 

and Daher (2016) document how these efforts contrasted sharply with the Lebanese 

state’s slow and politically constrained response. By once again filling a governance 
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vacuum, Hezbollah strengthened its social legitimacy while simultaneously highlighting 

the state’s institutional weakness.  

International responses to the war further deepened Lebanon’s sovereignty dilemma. 

Iran provided financial assistance to Hezbollah for post-war reconstruction and social 

support to affected communities, while several Arab and Gulf states most notably Qatar 

and Saudi Arabia, took prominent roles in broader reconstruction efforts following the 

war. At the same time, Western governments reinforced Hezbollah’s designation as a 

terrorist organization and framed its autonomous military action as a violation of 

Lebanese sovereignty. In contrast, Hezbollah’s supporters and allies portrayed the group 

as a legitimate resistance force defending Lebanon against Israeli aggression. Makdisi 

(2004) and Salloukh et al. (2015) argue that this external polarization trapped Lebanon 

between competing sovereignty claims, further limiting its ability to assert autonomous 

control over security policy.  

2.6 The Expansion into Regional Conflicts: Syria and the Reconfiguration of 

Hezbollah’s Military Role 

Hezbollah’s intervention in the Syrian civil war in 2013 represents a decisive turning 

point in both the groups evolution and Lebanon’s broader sovereignty dilemma. While 

Hezbollah had previously justified its armed role primarily through reference to Israeli 

occupation and territorial defense, its entry into Syria marked a qualitative shift from 

localized deterrence to regional military engagement. Scholars such as Levitt (2013), and 

Daher (2016), emphasize that this intervention transformed Hezbollah from a resistance 

actor embedded within Lebanon’s security environment into a transnational force 

operating openly in alignment with Iran’s regional strategy.  
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Initially, Hezbollah justified its involvement through narrowly framed security 

arguments. Saouli (2019) argues that Hezbollah sought to rearticulate its deterrence 

strategy beyond Israel by invoking existential threats arising from Syria’s collapse. 

Within this framing, Hezbollah justified its early military intervention in Syria, 

particularly in al-Qusayr, as a defensive measure designed to protect Shi’a communities 

on the Syrian border, secure strategic weapons supply routes, and prevent jihadist 

spillover into Lebanon. However, as Hezbollah’s deployment expanded far beyond 

border regions, this framing became increasingly difficult to sustain. 

 

From a sovereignty perspective, Hezbollah’s intervention represented a clear 

breach of Lebanon’s official policy of dissociation. The Baabda Declaration of 2012, 

endorsed by all major Lebanese political actors as a commitment to non-interference in 

regional conflicts, reflected the states recognition of Lebanon’s structural vulnerability to 

regional spillover (Bahout, 2016). Hezbollah’s unilateral decision to intervene militarily 

therefore constituted an assertion of autonomous war-making decisions outside state 

institutions, further fragmenting sovereignty in the security domain. 

The domestic consequences of this intervention were significant. Following 

Hezbollah’s entry into the Syrian conflict, Lebanon experienced a wave of retaliatory 

attacks by jihadist groups, particularly in Shi’a -majority areas of Beirut and the Beqaa. 

Khashan (2019) and Salloukh et al. (2015) argue that these attacks exposed the limits of 

Hezbollah’s claim that its weapons function exclusively as a shield for Lebanon as 

Hezbollah’s regional engagement appeared to entangle Lebanon more deeply in regional 
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conflict dynamics, challenging the functionalist logic that had previously sustained its 

legitimacy. 

Moreover, criticism of the Syrian intervention was not confined to Hezbollah’s 

political opponents. Daher (2016) highlights internal disagreement within Hezbollah’s 

ranks, highlighting tensions between the organization’s original resistance ethos and its 

evolving role as a pillar of Iran’s regional strategy. Senior commander Hassan Laqqis, 

who was later assassinated illustrated this rupture, by claiming that Hezbollah’s 

intervention in Syria is as a form of apostasy for supporting an oppressive regime against 

an unarmed population (Khashan, 2019). As Saouli (2019) argues, non-state coercion can 

be tolerated socially and politically when it addresses an external threat directly tied to 

national survival, but that legitimacy erodes when armed autonomy becomes detached 

from domestic defense needs.  

Internationally, the intervention reinforced Western narratives portraying Hezbollah 

primarily as an Iranian proxy rather than a Lebanese resistance movement. Levitt (2013) 

emphasizes Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria as integration into Iran backed axis of 

resistance. However, Daher (2016) cautions that Hezbollah’s regional role did not replace 

its domestic functions but it layered new strategic commitments onto an already hybrid 

identity, intensifying contradictions rather than resolving them. The Syrian war thus 

transformed Hezbollah from a domestically tolerated deterrent actor into a deeply 

contested regional force, complicating both its legitimacy and Lebanon’s already 

fragmented sovereignty framework. 
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2.7 Israel’s Recent Attacks on Lebanon (2023–Present): Deterrence Under 

Collapse and the Re-Politicization of Disarmament 

The escalation that followed Hamas’s attack on Israel on 7 October 2023 marked a 

new phase in Lebanon’s security crisis and fundamentally reshaped debates surrounding 

Hezbollah’s military role. On 8 October 2023, Hezbollah launched rockets on Northern 

Israel in solidarity of Hamas, framing its military actions as calibrated strikes intended to 

pressure Israel without triggering a full-scale regional war (Nasrallah, 2023). This 

framing drew explicitly on Hezbollah’s long-standing resistance discourse, portraying 

Israeli operations in Gaza as constituting a regional threat rather than a localized conflict. 

Israel’s response however quickly exceeded this logic as Israeli airstrikes expanded 

beyond border areas into deeper Lebanese territory. According to official statements by 

the IDF, Israeli operations targeted Hezbollah’s senior leadership, command-and-control 

infrastructure, and weapons systems with the stated aim of degrading the group’s 

operational capacity. 

From a sovereignty perspective, the 2023–present conflict reproduced a familiar 

pattern. As in 2006, the Lebanese state neither authorized Hezbollah’s military actions 

nor possessed the capacity to restrain Israeli retaliation. Saouli situates this dynamic 

within hybrid sovereignty frameworks, arguing that Lebanon continues to operate under 

fragmented authority in which non-state actors exercise coercive power while the state 

absorbs the economic, humanitarian, and diplomatic consequences (Saouli, 2019). The 

LAF remained sidelined throughout the conflict, constrained by limited resources, 

political red lines, and the conditionality attached to external military assistance. 
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Humanitarian and legal reports have increasingly focused on Israel’s conduct in 

Lebanon following the reassertion of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1701. 

Reports by Human Rights Watch document continued Israeli airstrikes after the ceasefire, 

including the targeting of civilian infrastructure, agricultural assets, and reconstruction 

equipment in southern Lebanon (Human Rights Watch, 2025;). These actions have been 

interpreted as part of a broader Israeli strategy aimed at preventing reconstruction, 

discouraging civilian return, and establishing a de facto buffer zone along the border, 

measures that undermine Lebanon’s territorial sovereignty irrespective of Hezbollah’s 

military posture. 

 

Politically, the post-2023 conflict re-centered Hezbollah within Lebanon’s domestic 

and international debates. Western governments, particularly the United States, 

intensified calls for Hezbollah’s disarmament, framing its military losses as an 

opportunity to reassert state authority. Policy-oriented analyses by Levitt (2013) and U.S. 

congressional briefings characterize Hezbollah’s arms as a central obstacle to Lebanon’s 

recovery and international reintegration. Yet this framing, as Daher notes, often abstracts 

disarmament from the security environment in which it would occur (Daher, 2016). 

Salloukh et al. (2015), similarly argue that when territorial violations continue regardless 

of Hezbollah’s behavior, the assumption that disarmament would restore sovereignty 

becomes analytically unsustainable. In this view, sovereignty appears structurally 

compromised by external coercion rather than internally eroded solely by non-state 

militarization.  
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2.8 The Political Realignment of 2025: Sovereignty Reassertion and Its Limits 

The election of Joseph Aoun as president in 2025, following years of political 

deadlock, was widely interpreted in the literature as a renewed attempt to strengthen the 

LAF and re-center state authority over security policy. Aoun’s background as army 

commander provided his presidency with both symbolic and practical significance, 

particularly when paired with the appointment of Nawaf Salam as prime minister. This 

leadership configuration was welcomed by Western and Gulf actors as a potential 

stabilizing force for reform and renewed international engagement. 

 

Within this context, the proposed “Homeland Shield Plan” emerged as a central pillar 

of the new administration’s security vision, with Gulf states, particularly Saudi Arabia 

and Qatar, linking reconstruction and development assistance to southern Lebanon to 

measurable progress in curbing Hezbollah’s autonomous military role (Parashar, 2025).  

Western governments similarly conditioned financial support on demonstrable steps 

toward restoring the state’s monopoly over force. This external framing reflects Stephen 

Krasner’s concept of organized hypocrisy which argues that sovereignty has rarely 

functioned as an absolute rule in practice. He argues that states often appeal to sovereignty 

in discourse while violating it in practice, seeking to restructure domestic authority 

through conditional aid and diplomatic pressure instead of direct intervention (Krasner, 

1999). 

However, scholars also warn that such approaches risk reproducing the same 

structural contradictions that have historically undermined Lebanese sovereignty. The 

U.S. calling for Hezbollah’s immediate disarmament, including the endorsement of force, 

if necessary, echo earlier post-2006 demands that prioritized formal sovereignty over 
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Lebanon’s practical security capacity. Bahout (2016) and Salloukh et al. (2015) argue 

that externally driven reform agendas that fail to account for Lebanon’s internal balance 

of power and sectarian sensitivities tend to exacerbate fragmentation rather than 

consolidate authority. 

Domestic responses to the 2025 political realignment illustrate this tension. The 

removal of Hezbollah-affiliated officials from senior positions within state institutions 

was widely perceived within Shiʿa communities as a form of collective punishment rather 

than neutral institutional reform (Associated Press, 2025; The Arab Weekly, 2025). 

Sociopolitical studies of sectarian representation in postwar Lebanon indicate that such 

measures often reinforce communal solidarities rather than weaken them, particularly 

when implemented in the absence of inclusive political negotiation (Salamey, 2014; 

Salloukh et al., 2015). As a result, support for Hezbollah persisted even as the 

organization’s military infrastructure had been significantly destroyed by Israeli attacks. 

 

2.9 Comparative Perspectives on Militia Disarmament and the Limits of 

Sovereignty 

Comparative scholarship on post-war militia disarmament provides an important lens 

for situating Lebanon’s sovereignty dilemma within a broader theoretical and empirical 

context. Studies of post-war settlements show that effective state authority usually 

emerges before disarmament, not after. Armed groups tend to demobilize only once 

credible security and political guarantees are in place. Scholars such as John Darby, and 

Roger Mac Ginty, drawing on cases including Northern Ireland, Sierra Leone and Liberia, 

argue that non-state armed groups were not dismantled through appeals to sovereignty 

alone, but through sequenced political processes in which security guarantees, external 
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stabilization forces, and institutional reform preceded disarmament (Darby & Mac Ginty, 

2003;). 

In the Northern Ireland case, Darby and Mac Ginty show that the decommissioning 

of the Irish Republican Army occurred only after the British state established credible 

security guarantees and inclusive political institutions through the Good Friday 

Agreement in 1998 (Darby & Mac Ginty, 2003). Similarly, Berdal (2009) document that 

in Sierra Leone and Liberia, militia disarmament became viable only under prolonged 

United Nations peacekeeping deployments that temporarily substituted for weak 

domestic security institutions. Across these cases, sovereignty was not immediately 

restored through disarmament; it was gradually reconstructed through layered 

arrangements in which non-state violence was rendered unnecessary rather than forcibly 

suppressed. 

This comparative literature resonates strongly with theoretical frameworks of limited 

statehood and hybrid political orders. Under such conditions, demands for the immediate 

monopolization of force often overlook the social and security functions that non-state 

actors have come to perform (Boege et al., 2009; Risse, 2011). Disarmament, in this view, 

is not a legal requirement but a political process contingent on the existence of credible 

alternatives to non-state coercion.  

  



 

 36 

CHAPTER 3 

ANALYSIS 

 

Understanding Hezbollah’s military role solely as a deficit in Lebanese state 

sovereignty hides the deeper structural realities that have shaped Lebanon’s security 

environment for decades. While it is undeniable that Hezbollah’s possession of arms 

undermines the state’s formal monopoly over the use of force, this interpretation becomes 

analytically weak when detached from the historical, political, and geopolitical conditions 

that produced Hezbollah and continue to sustain its role. Hezbollah did not emerge as an 

opponent to a functioning sovereign state; it emerged as a response to the persistent 

absence of state protection, the marginalization of the Shi’a community, and the failure 

of Lebanon to develop a credible national defense system. Although Hezbollah’s 

emergence was also shaped by Iran’s objective of extending its revolutionary ideology to 

Lebanon, its sustained legitimacy within the Shi’a community derived from its capacity 

to provide protection and services that the Lebanese state had failed to deliver.  

Lebanon’s geographic location has consistently intensified these vulnerabilities. 

Positioned between a persistent Israeli military threat to the south and by the collapse of 

state authority in Syria, Lebanon occupies a highly exposed security position. These 

external pressures are compounded by internal weakness’ rooted in sectarian governance, 

which has historically produced political instability, limited state capacity, and ongoing 

foreign intervention. Even during periods of relative economic stability, Lebanon has 

remained politically fragile and deeply affected by regional power struggles shaped by 

proxy conflicts and unequal power relations. 
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Hence, Hezbollah’s emergence must be understood within the context of Israeli 

occupation and repeated military interventions in southern Lebanon. Long before the Taif 

Agreement, the Shi’a population in the south were politically underrepresented, 

economically neglected, and directly exposed to Israeli violence. The Lebanese state 

neither defended these areas nor provided meaningful social or economic support. In this 

context, Hezbollah represented a major shift: for the first time, an organized actor was 

able to provide protection, social services, and a sense of political dignity. As a result, 

Hezbollah was seen as a substitute for a state that had withdrawn from its basic 

responsibilities. This form of legitimacy, based on lived security experiences rather than 

ideology alone remains central to understanding Hezbollah’s continued support despite 

criticism of its political choices. 

The Taif Agreement institutionalized this contradiction rather than resolving it. 

While Taif reaffirmed Lebanese sovereignty and called for the disarmament of militias, 

Hezbollah was exempted due to continued Israeli occupation. As a result of this 

exemption, the LAF were never developed into a force capable of defending the country 

against Israel. Hezbollah’s weapons were therefore tolerated not because of ideological 

agreement, but because no realistic alternative existed. 

This structural weakness has persisted and has been reinforced by external 

influence, particularly from the United States. Calls for Hezbollah’s disarmament often 

ignore the fact that Lebanon’s military capacity is deliberately restricted. U.S. military 

aid to the LAF is conditioned on preserving Israel’s military superiority, limiting access 

to advanced weapons such as air defense systems, missiles, and heavy armor. The 

Homeland Shield Plan adopted under U.S. pressure highlights this contradiction. One of 

its main requirements is the destruction of Hezbollah’s weapons rather their integration 
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into a national defense strategy. Weapons that could potentially strengthen the army’s 

defensive capacity are dismantled not because they are unnecessary, but because they fall 

outside U.S.-approved military assistance and are of Iranian origin. As a result, the LAF 

remains unable to deter airspace violations, prevent incursions, or respond to large-scale 

attacks. Its role is largely symbolic, particularly in southern Lebanon under UN Security 

Council Resolution 1701. 

This limitation was made clear in a September 2025 interview by U.S. Special 

Envoy Tom Barrack, who stated that U.S. military support to the Lebanese Army is not 

intended to enable it to confront Israel, but rather to fight their own people, specifically 

Hezbollah. This statement is analytically important because it shows that foreign military 

assistance is not designed to strengthen Lebanese sovereignty in practice, but to reshape 

Lebanon’s internal balance of power. Under these conditions, demands that Hezbollah 

disarm in the name of sovereignty are contradictory: the state is expected to control the 

use of force while being denied the means to defend itself against external threats. 

This logic is further reflected in U.S. proposals associated with the Trump 

administration that planned on stabilizing southern Lebanon through economic measures 

rather than security integration. As described by U.S. envoy Tom Barrack, the idea of an 

economic buffer zone along the Lebanese–Israeli border assumes that trade, investment, 

and externally funded development particularly from Gulf states can replace armed 

deterrence and weaken Hezbollah’s role. Instead of addressing the roots of insecurity 

which are continued Israeli military pressure, the absence of a national defense strategy, 

and the LAF’s lack of deterrent capacity, this approach shifts security management to 

external actors and redefines sovereignty on U.S. and Israeli terms. 
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The gap between declared sovereignty and actual control became even clearer 

after the most recent ceasefire. Despite a public statement by Lebanese President Joseph 

Aoun in October 2025 granting the Lebanese Army authority to respond to violations of 

sovereignty, Israeli forces continued to expand their presence in border areas and destroy 

infrastructure in southern Lebanon. In fact, Israeli forces advanced further into Lebanese 

territory after the LAF took charge of border deployment. Although some argue that 

continued armed resistance worsens insecurity, the evidence shows that insecurity has 

persisted even when Hezbollah has refrained from responding militarily. 

Another common argument portrays Hezbollah as a proxy of Iran, suggesting that 

its decisions are driven solely by Iranian interests. It would be inaccurate to deny Iran’s 

central role in financing Hezbollah’s military capabilities, social services, and 

organizational structure. However, reducing this relationship to complete Iranian control 

ignores Hezbollah’s own decision-making capacity. This distinction is clear in 

Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria. While Iranian interests were involved, Hezbollah’s 

decision was also shaped by its own security concerns. Syria served as Hezbollah’s main 

weapons supply route, and the collapse of the state posed a risk of jihadist spillover into 

Lebanon. Developments following the fall of the Assad regime especially the disruption 

of Hezbollah’s supply lines have confirmed the importance of this route. Recognizing 

Iranian influence therefore does not negate Hezbollah’s Lebanese interests or security 

calculations. 

Moreover, international law offers little protection in this context. Israeli 

violations continue despite UN resolutions and peacekeeping missions in the South. The 

veto system within the UN Security Council ensures that enforcement remains subject to 

great power politics. As a result, international law functions more as moral pressure than 
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as an effective security guarantee, leaving Lebanon unable to rely on international 

institutions to compensate for its lack of military power. 

Comparative post-war experiences support this conclusion. Armed groups are 

rarely dismantled through legal or moral arguments alone. Where demobilization has 

succeeded, it has followed the creation of an alternative national defense system, political 

inclusion, and enforceable guarantees. In Northern Ireland, for example, disarmament 

was not a precondition for political settlement, but a gradual outcome of institutional 

reform, power-sharing, and a monitoring peace program.  The lesson is not that Lebanon 

should copy this model, but that disarmament becomes possible when communities feel 

protected and when political participation can realistically replace armed leverage. 

In Lebanon, these conditions are absent. The country is being pushed toward 

disarmament while Israel remains an active military threat, the LAF lack deterrent 

capacity, and the political system remains sectarian and distrust-driven. Under these 

circumstances, disarmament-first approaches risk increasing instability by removing an 

armed actor without replacing the protective role it provides to a population that has long 

experienced neglect and vulnerability. Recent political developments, including the 

marginalization of Shi’a representation in state institutions, reinforce perceptions of 

exclusion and reproduce the conditions that initially enabled Hezbollah’s emergence. 

Ultimately, Hezbollah’s military role cannot be understood simply as a violation 

of Lebanese sovereignty without recognizing that sovereignty has never been fully 

exercised in Lebanon’s security domain. Hezbollah’s weapons persist not because the 

group rejects the state, but because the state has failed to provide a credible alternative. 

Until Lebanon develops an independent national defense strategy capable of deterring 
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external threats and integrating all communities into a shared security framework, 

Hezbollah’s military role will remain contested but structurally resilient. Drawing on 

deterrence theory, this analysis concludes that Hezbollah’s refusal to disarm while Israel 

continues airspace violations, territorial occupation, and targeted strikes reflects a 

strategic calculus rather than ideological rigidity. Hezbollah’s military role is best 

understood not only as a sovereignty problem, but as a deterrence response shaped by 

long-standing structural failures. Resolving Lebanon’s sovereignty dilemma requires 

confronting the underlying political and security conditions that produced Hezbollah, 

rather than treating the group as the primary sources of insecurity in a political 

environment that was already unstable prior to its emergence.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION  
 

This research examined whether Hezbollah’s military role should be understood 

primarily as a deficit in Lebanese state sovereignty or as a deterrence response shaped by 

the absence of viable national defense alternatives. To address this question, the paper 

first established a comprehensive historical and political context surrounding the 

emergence of Hezbollah, Lebanon’s post-war sovereignty framework, and the evolution 

of the country’s fragmented security order. Central to this analysis was the recognition 

that Lebanese sovereignty has never been fully consolidated, due to internal sectarian 

fragmentation and persistent external intervention. The central contribution of this 

research lies in reframing Hezbollah’s military role as a product of enduring structural 

conditions rather than as an isolated deviation from state authority. In doing so, the paper 

bridges a gap in the literature between sovereignty-centered critiques and security-based 

analyses of deterrence. 

The study also contributes to broader debates on hybrid security orders and limited 

statehood by demonstrating how non-state military actors can acquire durability and 

legitimacy when state authority is simultaneously demanded and restricted. The 

comparative dimension reinforces this point, illustrating that disarmament in post-conflict 

societies has historically followed rather than preceded the establishment of security 

guarantees, institutional capacity, and political inclusion. Lebanon’s experience diverges 

precisely because these conditions remain unmet. 

At the same time, this research has limitations. It relies on qualitative desk 

research and does not engage in empirical fieldwork or effective defense planning. While 

it identifies why disarmament-first approaches are unlikely to succeed, it does not propose 
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a detailed blueprint for a Lebanese national defense strategy capable of replacing 

Hezbollah’s deterrent function. Future research could build on this study by exploring 

concrete models for defense integration, examining public security perceptions in border 

regions, or assessing the feasibility of gradual security sector reform under conditions of 

external constraint.  
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