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Hezbollah as powerful regional player: the growing role of Shi’ites 

in the Middle East 

 

Resistance: more realpolitik than rhetoric  

Hezbollah (Party of God), the political and military Shi’ite Muslim group based in Lebanon 

and founded in 1982 after Israel’s invasion of South-Lebanon, is gaining general 

consensus and a growing political status because its important role in the Syrian conflict, 

the direct link with Iran and the support to the Lebanese Armed Forces to control the 

border with Syria contrasting the ISIS’ affiliate elements. Hezbollah, that has been recently 

endorsed by the Lebanese President Michel Aoun (February 2017) and has strengthened 

its grip on the main national institutions in Lebanon including the Army (as showed by the 

intensifying cooperation, intelligence sharing and military coordination on the eastern 

border, between the Lebanese Armed Forces and Hezbollah), is now a transnational 

premium brand able to unify under its umbrella Shi’ites not only from Lebanon but also 

from Syria: now, after more than six years of war, Hezbollah fighters in Syria are mainly 

Syrians. 

During the military campaign in Syria, that started in 2011 as civil war and quickly 

transformed in a proxy war, Hezbollah proved to be an important player supporting the 

Syrian al-Assad’s government in its mission to contrast the growing presence of foreign 

armed opposition groups and main terrorist groups under the label of the Islamic State 

(ISIS) and al-Qaeda linked movements. 

Because Syria is an essential military supply line, connecting Iran to Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, Hezbollah has direct and existential links with Iran and Syria and supports 

directly the Syrian government with its own fighters through a front-line commitment in 

Syria and a soft approach in Lebanon where it support the Lebanese institutions. 

For Hezbollah, supporting Syrian government in a war of “resistance” is a must for both 

ideological and pragmatic reasons: the realpolitik pushed Hezbollah to accept an active 

role in the Syrian war in order to preserve a safe connection based on the Iran-Syria 

alliance and to avoid a mortal isolation. Furthermore, sound political pragmatism comes 

into play as Hezbollah shares with the Syrian government not the will to fight the Sunnis in 

Syria, but rather the will to oppose the expansion of Sunni’s fundamentalism as longa 

manus of the Sunni’s opponents to Iran and Syria, as Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 

 

From a tactical support to the strategic role 

From a train, assist and advice role, in 2012 the employment of Hezbollah in Syria 

changed to a direct combat role, operating directly alongside Syrian military and 

paramilitary units and conducting conventional military operations. 

In particular, Hezbollah has proved to be one of the main actors in the Syrian war and, 

later, in the military contrast to the Islamic State (ISIS); in fact, without its support on the 

battlefield, the Syrian government would haven’t been able to resist to the armed 

opposition groups, both national and foreigners. 
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Thanks to the military training experiences in Lebanon and Iran, since 2006 Hezbollah 

share its know-how capabilities with the Syrian Army, providing further training and combat 

manpower. 

On the one hand, after the six years of war experience, from the operational point of view, 

Hezbollah has improved its tactical capabilities with mix of conventional and 

unconventional military tactics and has enlarged its experience in urban warfare as well as 

in fighting against asymmetric threats from non-state actors; furtherly Hezbollah achieved 

important capabilities in the cooperation with other military organizations and it expanded 

its capacity to command and control forces in an open war context. Hezbollah has been 

the Syrian government’s backbone and has changed substantially the course of the war. 

On the other hand, the human cost of the war was high: Hezbollah has suffered significant 

losses calculated in 2,500 dead and approximately 7,000 wounded; in other words, during 

the Syrian war the group lost more fighters than it did during the 18-year Israeli occupation 

of southern Lebanon: it is a reason of the domestic popular support partially lost, but 

recent gains, such as the fall of Aleppo in December 2016 and the disbandment of the 

anti-Assad groups, have played in favor of the group and have improved the credibility of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. 

Hezbollah has been employed in support of the Syrian government as a trustworthy 

infantry force alongside Syrian heavy weapons and airpower. 

In the main events recorded during the war (in particular Qusayr, Zabadani, Aleppo), 

military operations usually started with shelling followed by the employment of irregular 

units and regular infantry attacks. According to the Institute for the Study of War, 

Hezbollah played a threefold role on the battlefield and at operational level: the militant 

group headed the attack teams, followed by a demining team and a stabilization unit1. 

Furtherly, Hezbollah units led the ground efforts and carried out target selection for the 

Russian air bombing operations. 

In addition to this adapting offensive strategy, Hezbollah has supported, in coordination 

with Iran, the Syrian forces in developing irregular forces and training the local militias2 

such as Quwat al-Ridha, the National Ideological Resistance (NIR), Junud Mahdi, and 

Mukawama Islamyya Fi Surya. Quwat al-Ridha, that includes Shi’ites a and Sunnis3, is the 

closest group to the Lebanese group and is reported as the Syrian wing of Hezbollah; 

headed by Syrians, its strength is estimated at 3,500 fighters and it is operating under the 

leadership, financially supported and coordinated by Hezbollah in Lebanon. 

Two other groups are directly connected to Hezbollah, the Liwaa al-Imam al-Mehdi and 

Assad Allah Ghaleb. The first is estimated at 2,000 fighters, mainly Alawites, the second 

appear to have been decimated in fighting. 

Furtherly, the Saraya al-Muqawama (Resistance Brigades); it is an Iran backed non-

denominational and non-extremist military wing of Hezbollah established for non-Shi’ites 

Lebanese volunteers, such as sunnis, Christians and non-practicing Shiites who agree to 

Hezbollah’s brand of active resistance.  

                                                 
1  Mona Alami, Will Hezbollah Remain in Syria Forever? Newsweek 28 March 2017. 
2  Including, among many others, Quwat Rhidha, the National Ideological Resistance, Liwaa al-Imam al-Mahdi, Junud 

Mahdi and the Mahdi scouts. 
3  Formed mainly by individuals from Homs, Aleppo, Daraa and Damascus. 
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The group is aimed to defend Lebanon against local Sunni extremists or to operate in 

Syria where the Saraya fighters are not fighting on the front lines, but operates in small 

units aimed to give logistical support. Even if the training activities are the same for Shi’ites 

and the other confessions, once they’ve completed the course the two groups use 

separate insignias, names and uniforms. 

Many other groups partner with Hezbollah (as trainer) and Iran (as financial supporter). 

While thousands of fighters have been trained across Syria, the largest training facility for 

Hezbollah is in Qusayr, close to the state border with Lebanon, where approximatively 

10,000 fighters have been trained  

Also Iran has played a dominant role in forming the Syrian militias which fight for the 

Syrian government. These militias replicate the Iranian Basij model (the paramilitary 

volunteer militia part of the revolutionary guard)4. Some recent information reported that 

“the Syrian regime is transferring command and financial responsibility for some of these 

militias to Iran – indicating the level of Iran's control on the Syrian administration”5 – and 

more in detail, the regulation of the activities of the armed Syrian forces operating with Iran 

in Syria including the control of a 89,000 troops-strong armed Syrian forces operating 

under the label of the Local Defense Brigades; half part of these brigades are formed by 

individuals that have evaded the military service (15,000 are evading obligatory military 

service, 17,000 are evading reserve duty, and 8,000 are deserters), the other half are 

volunteers6. 

The Syrian operatives (civilians and military personnel) who are fighting under Iranian 

control are incorporated in the Local Defense Brigades at districts level as per to the 

following list7: 

 

District 
Mandatory 

service evaders 

Reserve duty 

evaders 
Deserters Civilians 

Persons whose 

status has been 

arranged 

Total in district 

Damascus 4106 4824 600 9485 601 19616 

Deraa 421 359 658 857 0 2295 

Tartus 321 0 0 679 100 1100 

Homs 980 1124 1127 4314 1506 9051 

Hama 2144 2654 2549 3915 864 12126 

Aleppo 3925 5687 1213 10241 4864 35930 

Idlib 1123 211 279 2929 3487 8029 

Ladhakia 790 302 477 3165 700 5434 

Al-Raqqa 214 235 148 220 0 817 

Deir Al-Zor 461 870 0 645 0 1976 

Al-Hasakah 388 465 952 554 0 2359 

Total 14873 16731 8003 37004 12122 88723 

 

                                                 
4  MEMRI Inquiry and Analysis No. 1242, Syria Regime Establishing Popular Armed Militias Modeled On Iranian Basij, 

April 25, 2016, https://www.memri.org/reports/syria-regime-establishing-popular-armed-militias-modeled-iranian-basij. 
5  MEMRI Special Dispatch No. 6925, Memo Signed By Assad Transfers Command And Financial Responsibility For 

Syrian Militias To Iran, May 15, 2017, https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-
command.  

6  Ibidem. 
7  Ibidem. 

https://www.memri.org/reports/syria-regime-establishing-popular-armed-militias-modeled-iranian-basij
https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-command
https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-command
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The former army members (deserters) and the draftees who are evading mandatory army 

service and reserve duty have been transferred to the Local Defense Brigades in their 

district, as per the following list8: 

 

Explanation No. 

Mandatory service evaders 14873 

Army deserters 8003 

Reserves duty evaders 16731 

Persons whose status has been arranged 12122 

Total 51729 

 

Syrian war: nobody has gained more than Hezbollah (and Iran) 

Not only Iran sponsored the formation of pro-government units but also facilitated foreign 

Shi’ites fighters to participate to the conflict, in addition to sending its Special Forces and 

units to Syria. Hezbollah was one of the first groups to spearhead pro-Syrian government 

foreign legions, calculated between 15,000 to 25,000 Shi’ites fighters mainly from Iraq, 

Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia.9 

Hezbollah has used the Syrian war to define the new group’s political scope, increase its 

influence at regional level and improve its combat capabilities. After six years of 

employment on the battlefield, today Hezbollah is able to maintain the control of large 

areas in Syria: this is a military result necessary to support an important political role. 

At strategic level, in addition to the enlarged cooperation with Syria and Iran (the “Shi’ite 

axis”, or “resistance axis”), based on the Iran-Syria-Hezbollah relationship and is guided by 

Iran with Hezbollah as the leading group based in Lebanon), Hezbollah has also benefitted 

from the alliance with Russia. The group operates as eyes on the ground for the Russian 

forces. Even if Hezbollah is absent at the Turkey/Russia-sponsored negotiations table, the 

group has Iran as its main sponsor and partner that it’s involved to guarantee its interests. 

What emerges from the situation in Syria is that Iran’ is establishing a base of direct 

influence in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen. Apart the military approach, Iran’s strategy 

aims to control the political and geographical areas seized during the last six years and to 

have an active role inside the Syrian government-controlled areas; this is done in order to 

maintain the supply line to Hezbollah and give to the Lebanese group the possibility to 

continue its role in Syria. More important than the tactical approach are the political and 

economic approaches, as confirmed by the fact that Iran buys land in Syria and conducts 

investment deals with the government, with the purpose of creating a long-term economic 

presence in Syria10. 

At domestic level, Hezbollah has gradually used the war in Syria to strengthen its power in 

the Lebanon’s sectarian political system, playing on Christian worries and ambitions to 

create a new coalition: this coalition involving Hezbollah and Lebanese Christians has 

                                                 
8  Ibidem. 
9  Claudio Bertolotti, Chiara Sulmoni, Siria: una sciagura afghana? I mujaheddin dell’Af-Pak con IS in Siria, ISPI 

Analysis No. 307, November 2016, http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-
dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068. 

10  Lina Khatib, Iran Is Building a Base of Post-War Influence in Syria, Analysis, «Chatham house – The Royal Institute 
of International Affairs», June 2017, https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-
influence-in-syria. 

http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068
http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068
https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-influence-in-syria
https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-influence-in-syria
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become the driving force in the Lebanese politics, as showed by the election of Michel 

Aoun as Lebanese president after more than two years of parliamentary deadlock. Despite 

his past as opponent to Syria, Aoun is now is a strong supporter of Hezbollah and 

sympathetic to Assad: this result exemplifies how the Syrian war has remodeled local 

agreements and alliances. 

Furtherly, the movement received long-range guided missiles by Russia, laser-guided 

rockets, anti-tank weapons and vast weapons supply from Iran. There are also information 

about Russian anti-aircraft weapons and long-range missiles moved from Syria to 

Lebanon’s southern border with Israel11. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

For the reason that Hezbollah is fighting the Islamic State in Syria, the U.S. and the 

European Union have changed their narrative regarding the organization; now the 

Lebanese political organization is internationally considered as a useful partner. Furtherly, 

Hezbollah appears to have consolidated its status and position as player of power in the 

area through battles and local diplomacy; it means, for example, that the group would not 

be leaving soon the strategic area such Qusayr and Homs. 

These factors might have potential consequences on the system of alliances 

characterizing the Middle East because: 

- Hezbollah is well positioned in Syria and, as stated by the movement leader Hassan 

Nasrallah, Hezbollah will stay in the country until the government is stable and in full 

control; in other words, Hezbollah has vowed not to leave until they have assurances 

that Syria will remain a key player in the aforementioned Iran-led “resistance axis”12; 

- this new factor will impact on the relationship between Lebanon and Israel influencing 

the regional balance of power. 

 

 

                                                 
11  Jese Rosenfeld, How the Syrian Civil War Has Transformed Hezbollah, The nation, march 30, 2017, 

https://www.thenation.com/article/how-the-syrian-civil-war-has-transformed-hezbollah/. 
12  Statement of Sheikh Naim Qassem, Hezbollah’s number two, in Analysis: Hezbollah’s Highly Versatile And 

Embedded Role In Syria, News Deeply, march 6, 2017, 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-
syria. 

https://www.thenation.com/article/how-the-syrian-civil-war-has-transformed-hezbollah/
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-syria
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-syria
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