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INTRODUCTION 

In the late twentieth century, the Middle East has witnessed a rise of Arab nationalism 

and a resurgence of Islamic wave that is prominent in both its strength and scope. After 

being known as “the Switzerland of the Middle East”, Lebanon plunged into the law of 

the jungle. More specifically, the Islamic movement became the powerful resistance to 

the existent order, politically and socially that undermine the Lebanese state’s 

sovereignty. A Shiite movement such as Hezbollah in Lebanon is a clear example of this 

phenomenon. In the rural region of South Lebanon, 85% of the Shiites were over-

represented among the poor working classes.1 Hezbollah began by the transition from 

groundwork preparation and being marginalized to not only having an organized 

institution based on norms and rules but also its members serve in both legislature and the 

cabinet, while simultaneously maintaining an armed militia. In this paper I will analyze 

what is particular about Hezbollah and what are the circumstances that made it possible 

for Hezbollah to become a local, regional and international player in the political arena. I 

will discuss the historical dynamics of the ‘Party of God’ emergence locally, regionally 

and internationally and its ideology.  

THE EMERGENCE OF HEZBOLLAH 

To begin with, the unique characteristics of Hezbollah’s emergence are influenced by 

numerous factors internally and regionally. The socio-economic and political conditions 

in Lebanon created by the ongoing Civil War (1975-90), Syria and Iran’s Islamic 
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revolutions and Israel’s invasion of the country in 1982, all had crucial roles in 

Hezbollah’s creation. Iran played a leading role in Hezbollah creation. Iran’s expansion 

of its 1979 Islamic revolution in other countries changed the regional power equations. In 

other words, this revolution became a source of emulation and pride for Islamic 

revolutionary movements in the Middle East particularly the Shiite movements. The 

Lebanese Shiite fundamentalists wanted to find their voice in their struggle against Israel. 

Thus, they were the most receptive of all Shiites to the Iranian revolution. As a result, this 

led to a poignant internal debate that raged between Shiite Amal movement. On the one 

hand, there were those who did not recognize the validity of their state and advocated 

loyalty to the leadership of Khomeini.  On the other hand, the Amal movement operated 

in the Lebanese system and viewed itself as a national-secular movement. Nabih Berri, 

Amal leader, joined the Lebanese National Salvation Front in 1982 and this period was 

characterized by uncontrolled acts of extreme terrorism and violence. As a result, a 

schism occurred in the Amal movement and led to its division. Those fundamentalists 

suited the Iranian ideology and their foreign policy.  

Consequently, in the same year, the dissidents, including the deputy of Berri, agreed with 

both clerics and Shiite fighters to found Hezbollah with the Iranian resistance. 2 

Hezbollah’s creation was a realization of the zealous campaign of the revolutionary state 

in 1979 in order to spread the self-styled message of “Islamic revolution”. In addition, it 

was an opportunity to enter the equation of “war/peace” in the Middle East by fighting 

Israel through a proxy.3  This led Iran to support and to develop a strategic ideological 

alliance with Hezbollah. Without the political and ideological connections as well as the 

strong financial and military ties with Iran, Hezbollah could not have been significant. In 

other words, its establishment was due to relations between the Lebanese Shiites 

community and family ties in Iran, Iranian exiles, and opponents of Shah’s regime who 

stayed in Lebanon and through networks of Uleman in Qom and Najaf. The protest by the 

Lebanese Shiite cadres and clergy with the Iranian influence and ideological backing 

have played a role in the formation of Hezbollah as a political and social movement. 

Hence, there was a marriage between Islamic Iran and the Lebanese Shi’ite militants.  

THE SYRIAN AND IRANIAN RELATIONSHIP WITH HEZBOLLAH 

Syria also played a role in Hezbollah creation. While chaos was occurring in Lebanon 

during the summer of 1982 and after failing to maintain a new order in Lebanon, Syria 

used the Amal movement, which relied on it, as a tool in its hand to carry out its policies 

in Lebanon. There were two major Syrian concerns that determined its foreign policy, the 

consequences of separate bilateral Israel-Lebanon deals and to avoid regional 

                                                      
2  Azani, Eitan. Hezbollah: The Story of the Party of God: From Revolution to 

Institutionalization. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. Pp. 47. Print. 
3 Harik, Judith P. Hezbollah: The Changing Face of Terrorism. London: I.B. Tauris, pp. 40. 
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marginalization.4 More specifically, the Syrian hegemony in Lebanon was threatened by 

the Israeli invasion in Lebanon. As a result, Syria had to back mainly the Shi’ia militias, 

including Hezbollah, against Israeli forces in Lebanon. This fact made Syria tolerate and 

allow the establishment of Hezbollah, although its emergence may have caused a threat to 

the hegemony of the Amal movement among the Shiite community. In short, Syria was 

willing to accept any help that would drive out the Israeli forces who were entrenched in 

its Lebanon backyard.  Therefore, the rise of new Shi’i militants was a fortuitous tool for 

preserving Syria’s interests. Hezbollah became a recipient of support for Syria. Hafez 

Assad, the Syrian president, realized he could use the turbulent events happening in 

Lebanon by attacking the Israeli soldiers with a surrogate force of Shiite militias rather 

than the Syrian forces. 5  Thus, it is an indirect confrontation between both Israel and 

Syria that will prevent a disastrous war for Syria. These attacks served as ‘’reminders’’ to 

Israel that Syria did not give up on its basaltic plateau, Golan Heights that was taken from 

it in the 1967 war, and wants it back. 6  

In addition, the support of Hezbollah allowed Syria to maintain its alliances with both 

Lebanon and Iran.  There were mutual interest between Syria and Iran. On the one hand, 

Syria supported Iran throughout the Iran-Iraq war. On the other, Iran became one of 

Syria’s strongest supporters during its conflict with Israel.  After the success of the 

Iranian revolution, Syria was the first Arab state to congratulate and recognize the new 

Iranian regime. Hafez Assad sent a telegram to Khomeini declaring his “support for the 

new regime created by the revolution in Iran,” and stating that, “this regime is in the 

Iranian people’s greatest interest, as well as that of the Arabs and the Muslims.” 7 

Therefore, this means that Syria relationship with Iran was centered on its political-

strategic partnership with Hezbollah.  

Syria and Iran consolidated their relations with Hezbollah. Syria arranged with the 

Lebanese Shiite fundamentalists to conduct jihad against Israel. As a result, this provided 

the framework for Iran to actualize its strategy. In a deal worked out between both 

countries, Syria and Iran, Syria helped with logistics and shipped weapons to the Bekaa 

Valley, while Iran’s role provided Hezbollah fighters with revenues and training. Iran is 

the first source of Hezbollah’s funding. It is a fact that the leaders of Hezbollah are not 

scared of admitting publicly. For instance, Sayyid Hasan Nasrallah once said: “Iran’s 

financial involvement in the bulk of our development and social services is not a secret.”8 

Excluding the spending on Hezbollah’s activities and military apparatus, Iran is believed 

                                                      
4 Hamzeh, Ahmad Nizar. In the Path of Hizbullah. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP,pp.26. 2004. 

Print. 
5 Harik, Judith P. Hezbollah: The Changing Face of Terrorism. London: I.B. Tauris, pp. 38. 

2004.Print. 
6  Childs, Nathan West. Changes in Hezbollah's Image and Role: Driving Factors and 

Security Implications. Diss. Georgetown U, 2010. Pp. 10-11. Washington, DC: UMI, 2010. 

Print. 
7 Rasmussen, Zachary Bret. Syria's Alignment with Iran and Efforts to Encourage Syrian 
Defection. Diss. Dept. of Languages and Literature, U of Utah, 2011. P.2. Print. 
8 Hamzeh, Ahmad Nizar. In the Path of Hizbullah. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 2004. Print. 
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to fund it annually to the tune of one billion dollars.9 Hezbollah’s additional military 

funds come mainly through Iran’s intelligence services and Iranian Revolutionary Guard 

forces (IRGC), in which its followers are shi’a militias inspired ideologically by 

Ayatollah Khomeini, the Iranian leader and the Iranian Revolution. There was also 

another way to funnel money to Hezbollah. For instance, Iran provided funds through 

purportedly private charities. 

 Hence, Hezbollah is not only backed my Iran but it also has direct link with military 

apparatus in Iran. Both security and the military apparatus of Hezbollah are based on an 

organizational structure. Thus, this makes it difficult for the enemies to penetrate it.  

Hezbollah’s military and security apparatus are composed of two principal organs: the 

Islamic Resistance and the Party Security.10 The role of the former is responsible for the 

recruitment of the fighters with Hezbollah’s ideological indoctrination and provides 

training in medical support, martial arts and weaponry. The latter is charged with internal 

security issues with both the party itself and the Lebanese society at large.11 By sending 

1,500 Iranian Revolutionary Guards to Bekaa Valley, Iran started to train the Shiite 

fighters. 12   

THE FORMATION OF HEZBOLLAH 

At this stage, the religious ideology of the Shiite sect of Hezbollah has been formed and 

flourished. The religious ideologies of Hezbollah’s constituents are their belief in Shi’a 

Islam, Jihad in the way of God and wilayat al-fiqh. The operation stressing the Islamic 

identity of Hezbollah and its work were formed in 1982 when a Committee of the Nine 

traveled to Tehran to seek the opinion of Khomeini, wali al-faqih, guardianship of the 

jurisprudent. Khomeini chose the name of Hezbollah in order to unite the Islamists and 

after the verse in the Qur’an: “those who accept the mandate of God, his prophet and 

those who believed, Lo! The Party of God, they are the victorious” (Surat at-Ma’ida, 

5:56.) 13  Hezbollah created its identity by seeing itself as an Islamic shiite jihadi 

movement. More specifically, its emergence is based on “an ideological, social, political 

and economical mixture in a special Lebanese, Arab and Islamic context”. 14   

THE OPEN LETTER AND HEZBOLLAH’S INTERNATIONAL ROLE 

In February 1985, Hezbollah declared its political ideology through a remarkable 

programmatic document specified the constituents of the Party: the Open Letter. As 

                                                      
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. pp. 70 
11 Ibid. pp.72-73 
12 Harik, Judith P. Hezbollah: The Changing Face of Terrorism. London: I.B. Tauris, pp. 39. 

2004.Print. 
13 Hamzeh, Ahmad Nizar. In the Path of Hizbullah. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 2004.p: 25. 

Print. 
14 Alagha, Joseph Elie. The Shifts in Hizbullah's Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political 

Ideology and Political Program. Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP, 2006. Print. 



 

 5 

Shykh Na’im Qasim, the deputy secretary-general of Hezbollah, explain, the Open Letter 

is “a program that did not intend to address in a detailed way Hezbollah’s ideology and 

its modes of action in particular, but what one can do under certain circumstances.”15  

Therefore, the Open Letter is not a systematic Islamic doctrine of government and 

activism but rather a manifesto to invoke a broad appeal. The reason behind releasing this 

document in 1985 was the commemoration of the first anniversary of the assassination of 

a cleric in Southern Lebanon: Shaykh Raghib Harb. Those series of speeches and 

political declarations, issued by Hezbollah’s cadres and leasers addressed to the 

“Downtrodden in Lebanon and in the world”. It built a strong an Iranian unity where the 

1979 Islamic revolution in Iran served as an inspiration and a result that proved the 

accomplishment of the faithful who gathered under the banner of Islam. The Party’s 

political ideologies are the following: oppressors and oppressed, Islamic state, anti-

imperialism, jihad and martyrdom, relations with Christians and pan-Islamism.   

However, first and foremost among Hezbollah’s objectives was to free Lebanon. They 

wanted to ensure “the final departure of America, France, and their allies from Lebanon 

and the termination of the influence of any imperialist power in the country.” 16 This 

means that they would achieve freedom through the complete eradication of western 

colonialism in their country.  Moreover, the letter condemned Hezbollah to play the role 

of a mediator between Lebanon and Israel since mediation would serve to legitimize 

Israel’s occupation of Palestine. Thus, their objective was both to liberate Palestine and to 

destroy Israel. In other words, “Israel’s final departure from Lebanon is a prelude to its 

final obliteration from existence and the liberation of venerable Jerusalem from the talons 

of occupation.17 The letter had been issued in a jubilation time in Lebanon. The successes 

of Hezbollah militarily and politically humiliated both Israel and the United States of 

America. For example, Hezbollah played a crucial role in the departure of US marines 

from Lebanon as well as forced Israel to withdraw from most of the Lebanese territory. 

One month before it was issued, Israel announced that its “security zone” continued to be 

attacked by Hezbollah and that it would redeploy its forces.  This shows that Hezbollah 

did not only play an important, influential role regionally but also internationally.  

Hezbollah continues its activity in the international arena. In the 1980s Hezbollah 

continued to target the Westerners aggressively in Lebanon as well as abroad.  Hezbollah 

sent several messages to the world and drew attention through kidnapping dozens of 

foreigners and holding them hostage. Hezbollah was not only sensitive to the interests of 

their country but also to Iran’s. So, in order to free hostages, the negotiations involved 

either the release of Iranian asserts frozen by the US or the release of Lebanese prisoners 

                                                      
15 Hamzeh, Ahmad Nizar. In the Path of Hizbullah. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 2004.p: 27. 

Print. 
16 Norton, Augustus R. Amal and the Shiʻa: Struggle for the Soul of Lebanon. P. 173. Austin: 

U of Texas, 1987. Print. 
17 Norton, Augustus R. Amal and the Shiʻa: Struggle for the Soul of Lebanon. P. 173 and 

179. Austin: U of Texas, 1987. Print. 
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in Israel.18 In the 1990s, Hezbollah expanded its logistic and operational infrastructure 

and carried out attacks against Israeli and Jewish worldwide. The most prominent attacks 

took place in Argentina; one against the Israeli embassy and the other against the 

Argentine Jewish Mutual Association leaving more than one hundred people dead. 19 

HEZBOLLAH’S DOMESTIC ROLE 

During the early 1990s, Hezbollah evolved into a political party with charitable and 

social services programs that benefited both Christians and Muslims particularly Sunnis. 

Hezbollah’s enrolment in Lebanese domestic politics and its integration policy in the 

Lebanese public sphere are referred to as infitah or Lebanonisation20. To smooth its way 

for its insertion into the political arena, the Lebanese authorities and Hezbollah had to 

come to terms with the new situation. To have a successful deal between the two main 

actors, on the one hand, Hezbollah has to abide by the regulations that govern all political 

parties and to foreswear its hostility to the Lebanese state. On the other hand, the 

Lebanese state guaranteed both prerogatives and the protection to the transforming 

party.21 Therefore, it is a win-win situation; both have to accept the other’s legitimacy. In 

other words, Hezbollah would deal with a secular government in which this move would 

be problematic within the party and the state would extend its authority in the Southern 

border area.  Hence, Hezbollah have a role in shaping the political path that suits the 

renewing Lebanese system. It has established its status also with the Shiite community. 

Through its sophisticated propaganda, it uses all the tools not only in having a voice in 

the Lebanese system but also to advance its movement’s goals as well as to increase the 

exposure of the Islamic message.  

The marginalized, radical group was able to be translated into a political actor locally, 

regionally and internationally. While turbulent events took place in Lebanon in 1982, 

Syria and Iran played crucial role in the creation of Hezbollah. Iran supported Hezbollah 

ideologically, financially and military. Syria also allowed the existence of Hezbollah 

mainly to preserve its hegemony in Lebanon and prevent its marginalization. Some of the 

goals of Hezbollah were to destroy Israel, liberate Palestine and terminate Western 

influences. They played a role in the departure of the US marines form Lebanon, forced 

Israel to withdraw from the Lebanese soil, kidnap and hold hostages and attacked Jews 

worldwide. Also, they became main actors in the Lebanese government. Therefore, they 

play an important role in the three different layers (local, regional and international).  
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