
25

vol.35:2 summer 2011

Principals and Agents:  
Syria and the Dilemma of  
Its Armed Group Allies

Ethan Corbin

The recent wave of domestic revolts moving east from the Maghreb 
to engulf the Levant and the Arab peninsula in the past few months is 
sparing few Arab states. The long-standing Ba’thist regime of the al-Assad 
family in Syria is no exception. As the initially isolated protests in the 
southern town of Dara’a spread throughout the country within weeks, the 
al-Assad regime faces the most significant challenge to its rule since the 
1980s.1 While the world watches as Arab populations struggle with their 
governments either violently (even 
to the point of civil war in Libya) or 
nonviolently, an analysis of the effect of 
such uprisings on the region’s powerful 
armed groups is largely missing. As a 
long-standing supporter and ally of 
regional armed groups, the case of the 
Syrian revolts adds an extra dynamic to 
regional security concerns.

Armed groups, once relatively 
marginalized forces in the region’s 
interstate conflicts, are now center stage actors with the ability to chal-
lenge regional and global great powers directly. Hizbollah’s month-long 
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engagement with the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) from July 12 through 
August 14, in 2006, is a stark example of the new realities states face from 
non-state armed groups.2 Hizbollah not only survived its direct confronta-
tion with the IDF, but it has grown even stronger in the five years since the 
2006 war.

In contrast to the majority of the other Arab states that view non-
state actors as potentially destabilizing forces at the domestic and regional 
levels,3 Syria has provided tactical, strategic, and material support not only 
to Hizbollah but also to other non-state armed groups, such as Hamas 
and Palestinian Islamic Jihad for decades. Such alliances are convenient, 
as Syria and its armed group allies have a common interest in forcing a 
strategic Israeli retreat in the region and have relatively few other options 
for power aggregation. In the case of Syria, this reality is highlighted by its 
virtual total reliance on non-state armed groups in its regional balancing 
efforts since the succession of Bashar al-Assad in 2000.

In the same time period, both Hizbollah and Hamas have faced 
major engagements with the Israeli Defense Forces (Hamas’ coming about 
a year and a half later than Hizbollah’s from December 27, 2008, to January 
18, 2009). Syria, along with its ally Iran, has been quick to reward them 
for their increasingly brazen use of force against Israel. Though estimates 
vary, Syria and Iran have quadrupled Hizbollah’s rocket arsenal after it was 
nearly exhausted in the 2006 war.4 In the two years since the ceasefire with 
the IDF, Hamas’s strategic arsenal is also reportedly reaching even higher 
levels than it had before the engagement.5 

Yet, the growing capabilities of its armed group agents may prove to 
be a double-edged sword for patron states such as Syria, as well as a signifi-
cant long-term challenge for all regional states. In the past decade, Syria has 
come to depend on the capabilities of its armed group agents in its regional 
security policies as its ability to project force declines, raising legitimate 
questions about the relative balance of power in the alliance.6 No matter 
what direction they take in the coming months and years, Middle Eastern 
states will have to calculate non-state armed groups into the pursuit of their 
regional security interests. 

Why do states align with external armed groups, and what are the 
mechanisms that they can use to align the interests and actions of the 
armed group with their own? Understanding the answers to such questions 
is in the interests of not only international relations theorists, but policy-
makers as well. While some claim ideology as a primary driver behind the 
protracted nature of state support of armed groups in the Middle East, 
there are clear arguments for the expediency of such alignments instead.7 
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The Syrian case is a key case study for such an argument as it has had a 
large hand in shaping the role of armed groups in the region for decades. In 
theory, the delegation of force from a state to a non-state actor provides two 
clear important benefits: cost reduction and plausible deniability. Yet, an 
examination of the history of Syrian alignment with regional armed groups 
in pursuit of Levantine security policy calls that assumption into question. 

Allying with armed groups as a means of achieving regional security 
interests, however, poses a principal-agent dilemma. While principal-agent 
theory is primarily a micro-economic theory involving the study of how 
principals (employers) can align the 
interests of their agents (employees) 
with their own to achieve desired 
objectives, the theory can be applied 
well to bargaining dynamics between 
units at the international level. A key 
difference, however, is the nature of the 
contractual relationship. While the hire 
of an employee within a firm is consid-
ered legitimate within the norms of business practice, state alignment with 
armed groups is clearly considered illegitimate, both de facto and de jure, 
in terms of the norms of international relations.

Principal-agent theory states that principals must design ways to 
overcome the inevitable challenges of moral hazard8 and conflict of inter-
ests when hiring an agent to act on its behalf. Limited control mechanisms 
(a.k.a., “carrots and sticks”) may be employed to do so, including instru-
mental monitoring, sanctions, or outcome-based bonuses. The inevitable 
dilemma that arises in the case of an “illegitimate” contract—like the one 
firmed up between Syria and its armed group agents—is the reduction in 
one or both of the two stated benefits (i.e., an increase in cost, or a reduc-
tion in plausible deniability). In general, an application of principal-agent 
theory to state alignment with armed groups would suggest that states will 
favor carrots (performance-based compensation) over sticks (instrumental 
control and sanctions for suboptimal performance) as they will seek to 
minimize exposing their connection to their agents while maximizing the 
potential force they can extract from them. 

As the Syrian case will demonstrate, however, theory and practice do 
not always mix well. While the theoretical consequences of Syria’s high-
level exposure to its agents are grave, in practice Syria has drawn substantial 
benefit from the relationship as the agents have become its principal active 
method of force projection. By understanding the means by which Syria is 

Allying with armed groups 
as a means of achieving 
regional security interests, 
however, poses a principal-
agent dilemma. 
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able to monitor and induce its agents to do its regional security bidding, 
principal-agent theory can help reveal the potential hazards, and therefore 
vulnerabilities, of state-armed group alliances. 

Clearly, some principal-agent relationships are stronger than others, 
and the ties that bind some are not the same as those that unite others. Still, 
in the majority of cases, alliance and principal-agent theories would seem 
to make a realist—rather than ideological—argument for state sponsor of 
armed group agents, as the expedient benefits of delegation undergird the 
short- and long-term security concerns of both the principal and the agent.

This paper will seek to highlight the existing political science literature 
incorporating principal-agent theory, and will then discuss the reasons for 
delegation and the logical benefits and potential costs behind a state-armed 
group alliance. It will then attempt to incorporate the relevant history of 

Syrian force delegation focusing on the 
critical juncture of Bashar al-Assad’s 
assumption of power upon his father’s 
death in July 2000.

The first term of Bashar al-Assad’s 
presidency (2000-2007) illustrates well 
the principal-agent dilemma between 
Syria and its armed group agents 
due to the dramatic shifts in regional 
dynamics during that time frame. First, 
Hizbollah and Hamas ascended rapidly 
to become political players; and second, 
young president al-Assad9 transitioned 
into power in Damascus. Such radical 

shifts in power dynamics challenge the understanding of which ally plays 
principal (and thus which plays agent) in the Syria-Hizbollah-Hamas axis. 
Further, while Syria may have kept a greater distance from its agents in the 
past, the new regime seems clearly to have taken them on as partners in its 
Levantine security policy, apparently understanding the benefits of such an 
alliance to outweigh the costs.

DEFINING THREATS AND ALIGNMENT POLICIES

If and when a state decides to ally itself with an armed group (or other 
sub-state actor) as an integral component of its national security policy, 
clear dilemmas arise. For example: the alignment of interests, the main-
tenance of an appropriate distance from the group’s use of force against 

…while Syria may have kept 
a greater distance from its 
agents in the past, the new 
regime seems clearly to have 
taken them on as partners in 
its Levantine security policy, 
apparently understanding the 
benefits of such an alliance to 
outweigh the costs.
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common enemies, etc. Syrian integration of non-state armed groups into 
its regional security policy has a long history. The degree to which Syria 
has been able to increase the capabilities of these groups and put them into 
the service of its regional security policy has always been a challenge. In an 
effort to frame an understanding of Syria’s ability to buy political leverage 
and force projection off of groups such as Hizbollah and Hamas, two theo-
ries in particular seem to offer an appropriate basis for understanding such 
a dilemma: alliance theory and principal-agent theory. 

Generally speaking, international relations theorists posit that states 
are incapable of aggregating the necessary capabilities at the domestic level 
to balance against threats.10 As such, they must often seek external assis-
tance—usually in the form of international alliances. 

This dilemma is particularly acute among weaker powers in the 
developing world where the lack of a strong state identity (or stateness) 
often makes domestic threats to stability as serious as or more serious than 
external dangers.11 Such an environment embeds the state in a two-level 
game wherein it must choose a trade-off between domestic resource mobi-
lization and external alliances in the face of threat. 

Such a challenge is made more acute as developing states are often 
hindered by not only ineffective means for domestic resource mobilization 
but also a paucity of resources in general. As such, weak-state regimes will 
weigh their level of domestic threat and capacity for domestic resource 
mobilization when deciding how to respond to an external threat.12 In the 
case of Middle Eastern states, the two-level game in many ways depends on 
each state’s particular depth of resources but also on its degree of stateness—
that is, as these states have trended away from regional, pan-Arab interests, 
they have moved toward normalized territorial expressions seeking their 
individual interests.13

In the case of Syria, there is a dual dilemma. The country possesses 
few domestic resources; its oil reserves are scarce, and the government has 
traditionally depended upon strategic rent from the Arab Gulf states for its 
role as the frontline of resistance against Israel and dominance of Lebanon 
as a release-valve for its relatively barren economy.14 At the ideational level, 
it could be argued that Syrian state identity and the strength of the state as 
a stand-alone regional entity shifted dramatically from one of the region’s 
least stable to its most stable with the ascendancy of Hafez al-Assad. 

Under the direction of Hafez al-Assad, despite rhetoric of adhering to 
the pan-Arab model, Syria demonstrated a clear trend away from regional, 
pan-Arab interests and toward the preeminence of Syrian state interests 
from 1973 to the present. In his efforts to build Syrian military capacity 
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in the face of Israeli strength, al-Assad was seeking to protect Syrian 
interests first, and perhaps regional Arab interests a distant second. For 
al-Assad, In fact, Syrian Levantine security doctrine came to direct blows 
with Menacham Begin’s “Greater Israel” policy in the deadly confrontation 
in the south of Lebanon in June 1982.15 Al-Assad the elder set his forces 
against Israel’s in Lebanon only a few months after facing a brutal domestic 
insurgency from the Muslim Brotherhood, and with the allied help of the 
decidedly non-Arab state of Iran. 

Al-Assad had always maintained that the focus of the Syrian Ba’th 
party should in fact be the recapture of territories lost in the 1967 war.16 A 
primary pillar of his domestic support came from his continued defiance 
of Israel via the continued build-up of Syrian military strength and support 
of the Palestinian groups—particularly in the wake of the perceived Syrian 
successes of the 1973 war with Israel.17 After successive defeats at the hands 
of the Israeli army, however, and the prospect of declining support from 
his long-time Soviet patrons, al-Assad realized that Syrian relative strength 
in the face of Israel was declining. As a means of countering Israeli domi-
nance, al-Assad chose an asymmetrical approach through the incorporation 
of armed groups and a more robust domestic weapons of mass destruction 
program into Syrian regional security policy.18

GUNS FOR HIRE 

There is a tendency in the literature on alliances to view alliance 
structures only by the measure of security they guarantee, rather than 
by the measure of potential power they lend at the military or economic 
levels.19 While not to the same degree as states, alliances with armed groups 
offer both benefits and drawbacks. In an unbalanced neighborhood like 
the Middle East, power distribution clearly favors Israeli and other U.S.-

backed regional states like Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey. States seeking to balance 
against Israel and/or other U.S. inter-
ests in the region are left with a paucity 
of choices for power aggregation. Yet, 
even in regions whose states possess 
a wider array of balancing options 
(such as in South Asia, with India or 

Pakistan), armed groups still offer benefits as allies. 
Alliances with armed groups offer the potential of outsourcing the 

use of force, and to do so rather cheaply. Armed groups such as Hizbollah 

Alliances with armed 
groups offer the potential of 
outsourcing the use of force, 
and to do so rather cheaply. 
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and Hamas have been able to deploy their arsenal of short-range rockets 
rather effectively, and their use of force allows their patron state the ability 
to avoid the damaging retaliatory strikes to their infrastructure as the battle 
space is, more often than not, located outside of their territory. Further, 
they offer the added benefit of plausible deniability. In the instance a 
state does not wish to incur the potential pain of a direct confrontation 
with another state, it may delegate the use of force to armed groups, thus 
breaking the linkage to direct responsibility. For example, after successive 
military defeats at the hands of the IDF from 1967 to 1973 and into the 
Lebanese civil war in the 1980s, Syria learned that conventional conflict 
with Israel holds little potential benefit but a guaranteed high cost. As such, 
a cheap and plausibly deniable means to maintain its balancing position 
against Israel—such as that offered by a Hizbollah-led attack—would seem 
to be an attractive option.

But there are also potential pitfalls to such alliances; clearly, aligning 
with armed groups goes against accepted international norms.20 High-
profile sponsorship of such groups can earn the state partner in the alliance 
the undesirable designation of “rogue” status, which can lead to punishing 
sanctions regimes at the regional and global levels that can undermine 
the state economically, militarily, and socially. Such is the case with Syria, 
and several other states (for example Iran, Sudan, and Cuba), which are 
currently under international sanctions for their ties to terrorist organiza-
tions.21

Still, governments may be inclined to run such risks if they estimate 
that the cost-benefit analysis tilts in their favor. Choosing and managing 
such allied agents, however, poses a particular problem. How can a state 
manage to align the interests of a non-state armed group with its own in 
the pursuit of its regional security policy—especially when the risks of the 
exposure of that relationship may drastically undercut its proposed bene-
fits? Principal-agent theory provides a useful tool for understanding such 
a dilemma. 

DEFINING PRINCIPALS AND AGENTS

While principally a microeconomic theory of firm management, 
principal-agent theory has gained traction in political science in recent 
years. The political science literature on principal-agent theory focuses 
mainly on intrastate policy processes, however,22 largely neglecting the 
concept of delegating force to external armed groups by states.23 

As with many fields of scientific inquiry, the initial assumptions of 
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principal-agent theory hold that individuals are rational and inherently 
self-interested. Much like states in Kenneth Waltz’s theory of international 
politics, principal-agent theory assumes that individuals will also seek to 
maximize their own security and prosperity (i.e., power, reputation, wealth, 
etc).24 Though ideally the agent will perform exactly as the principal were 
it in the same position, the above condition makes such a reality essentially 
impossible. 

As such, principal-agent theory revolves around designing incentives 
and structure to the principal-agent relationship to increase efficiencies, 
i.e., to align the interests and actions of the agent to garner the most effi-
ciency and productivity in the pursuit of the principal’s interests. Given 
the above assumption that agents will inherently behave with a degree of 
self-interestedness, the danger exists that the agent will take advantage of 
the principal via underperformance or even fraudulent behavior. In an 
instance where the principal is not as well informed as the agent (infor-
mation asymmetry), the output of the agent cannot necessarily be tied to 
inputs or efforts, leading to a degree of uncertainty in any principal-agent 
relationship.25 

Put more simply, in any principal-agent relationship, agency loss 
inevitably occurs, given that principals and agents almost always receive 

different information about the task at 
hand. The degree to which that infor-
mation diverges can lead to a disparity 
in preferences, as well as to imbalances 
of the relationship’s power balance. 
Such dynamics inevitably lead the 
transaction to deviate from its expected 
course. Further, given that the agent 
will always have more information 
about its intentions than the principal 
(due to the impossibility of complete 
monitoring) and that in the real world 

two parties’ interests will never actually align perfectly, the agent has an 
incentive to act inappropriately. 

The potential for agent misbehavior is referred to as moral hazard. 
Moral hazard can essentially take two forms: moral hazard with hidden 
action (when the principal is unable to judge the agent’s effort level); and, 
moral hazard with hidden information (wherein the agent obtains better 
information than the principal which it then uses for its own purposes). 
In both instances, the agent has an incentive to underperform, or to shirk 

…in any principal-agent 
relationship, agency loss 
inevitably occurs, given that 
principals and agents almost 
always receive different 
information about the task 
at hand.
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in its duties. When applying principal-agent theory to alliances between 
states and armed groups, the asymmetrical and illicit nature of the relation-
ship seems to be the essential areas for analysis. 

Given the above understanding of principal-agent relationships, 
in the case of a state like Syria and its armed group regional allies, there 
are clear levels of asymmetry. The most evident is the unit-level disparity. 
States enjoy specific rights in the international system, the most important 
of which is sovereignty—the very modern notion that states are the highest 
authority in a given territorially-defined area, and are thus empowered to 
engage in foreign policy, make treaties, and use brute force (legitimately) in 
the defense of these sovereign attributes. 

Armed groups do not enjoy such privileges. While there may be an 
argument for the de facto sovereignty of armed groups within the territory 
of a failed state, as they are able to hold and defend territory (as in the case 
of Hizbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in the Gaza Strip, and the Taliban in the 
FATA regions of Pakistan), such groups do not enjoy the de jure sover-
eignty benefits of a state.26 As such, the use of violence by armed groups is 
viewed as illegal by the standards of international norms. 

It is clear, therefore, that only a very well managed alliance with armed 
groups will bring the benefits of cost-reduction, plausible deniability, and, 
as discussed above with alliances, external power aggregation. Still, such 
an alliance structure is a double-edged sword. The state that seeks to align 
with an armed group in order to bolster its regional security policies runs 
the risk of nullifying any potential benefits the instant it loses control 
of or mismanages relationship. The example of the Taliban’s decision to 
align with and provide sanctuary to al-Qaeda when it was the governing 
authority in Afghanistan is a stark example of such mismanagement: the 
Taliban bore the brunt of the allied response to al-Qaeda’s 9/11 attacks on 
the United States, which effectively knocked it from power, while al-Qaeda 
has regrouped in other countries more easily. 

The Syrian example yet again proves to be an interesting case. The 
country has handled its alliances with the armed groups operating along 
the Israeli border to the extent that, though burdened by U.S.-imposed 
sanctions and under constant threat from Israel, it has been able to manage 
their growth and maintain them as an effective and powerful component 
of its efforts to balance against Israel. Still, despite Syria’s successes, the 
problems inherent to such an asymmetrical alliance structure have indeed 
emerged.
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THE PROBLEMS OF ASYMMETRICAL ALLIANCE STRUCTURES

Independent actors may share strategic interests, but they are not 
likely to have identical interests. While this does not inhibit their desire to 
cooperate, it does affect their ability to do so. At its most basic, coopera-
tion exists between two or more entities because there is some measure of 
benefit to each side, essentially making it a positive-sum interaction. As 
indicated above, there are various reasons why a state seeks an external 
alliance structure: (a) to balance against power or threat, or (b) if internal 
balancing is too costly due to resource scarcity, mobilization problems, or 
if such action would threaten the regime in place. 

Yet, a clear problem of cooperation, often overlooked in the liberal 
argument, is that, as allies near the accomplishment of their task, the relative 
utility of the alliance declines. Two potential outcomes crop up from such 
logical reasoning. The first is that as the alliance nears completion of its orig-
inal task, it will redefine its core structure and mission, i.e., NATO’s attempts 
in recent years to widen the scope of its core operations beyond Europe. The 
second is that the weaker allied parties will either shirk in their duties or seek 
other means to protract the duration of the alliance structure. The inherent 
logic to shirking in the second outcome is that, when a partner finds an alli-
ance profitable, they will underperform to prevent its expiration.27 

Though performance levels are difficult to gauge, there is a clear 
benefit for armed groups to seek to protract their alliance structure with 
a state. The most glaring has to do with the nature of their existence. As 
armed groups are considered to be potential threats to states in a state-
ordered, or Westphalian, international system, it is difficult for them to 
survive in such a hostile environment without the assistance of another 
state (for such necessary resources as money, arms, and sanctuary). 

The justification for Hizbollah’s armed resistance in the wake of Israeli 
withdrawal from southern Lebanon, for example, is a weak one. Yet, Hizbollah 
defends its need for continued armed resistance against Israel due to the 
somewhat dubious claim over the Shebaa Farms (an area in the north Golan 
Heights, measuring only about 8 sq mi), the ownership of which is Syrian, 
though Syria continues to support its Hizbollah allies by backing Lebanese 
claims to the territory. In reality, a loss of its ability to claim continued Israeli 
occupation of Lebanese lands would, theoretically, jeopardize Hizbollah’s 
ability to seek such generous funding from both Syria and Iran. It is not clear, 
however, that this would be the end to the Syria-Iran-Hizbollah axis since all 
sides, particularly the states, draw precious benefit from the alliance as both 
Syria and Iran are able to garner significant power projection benefits.



35

vol.35:2 summer 2011

principals and agents:  
syria and the dilemma of its armed group allies

DELEGATION

Still, in light of risks highlighted above, there are clear reasons for 
states to delegate tasks to external armed group agents.28 The first would 
be that the agent has a degree of specialization that the principal does not 
have. A salient example of this would be asymmetrical warfare tactics; 
states are usually more effective at the projection of brute force, while 
armed groups usually grow to strength by their ability to hone their skills 
in insurgent tactics. In such an instance, the logic of comparative advan-
tage would clearly lead a state to choose an armed group agent. Examples 
of this abound; particularly relevant to this study are the examples of 
the increasing effectiveness of Hizbollah and Hamas at hybrid warfare 
in southern Lebanon and the Occupied Territories, respectively. Though 
Pakistani support of the Taliban operating in Afghanistan as well as various 
Kashmiri groups in the disputed regions of Kashmir, Indian support for 
the LTTE in Sri Lanka, and Iranian support for various insurgent groups 
in Iraq are also instructive. 

The second is the added capabilities that such delegation would bring 
to bear upon the principal’s commitments and credibility. Not only would 
such added capabilities increase the state’s available force capacity, but it 
would also bolster the perception of the state’s will to achieve its objec-
tives. A closely related third possible reason for delegation is the principal’s 
attempts to balance against its own potential to decline in relative power, 
while still maintaining a commitment to its primary objective. As stated 
above, in light of Syria’s relative decline after its failure to reach strategic 
parity with Israel from 1970 to 1990, and the subsequent loss of Syria’s 
patron state, the Soviet Union, Hafez al-Assad likely recognized the contin-
uation of Syria’s relative decline in the region. A calculated effort to bolster 
the strength of the armed groups operating along Israel’s border was a key 
means of continuing Syria’s Levantine security policy of resistance. As Syria 
holds to the idea of the return of the Golan Heights, adding armed groups 
to Syrian balancing efforts allowed for the continuation of this effort.

The fourth reason, and potentially the most important, is plausible 
deniability. Though this concept has already been stated, it bears repeating. 
As Syria is loath to enter into direct confrontation with Israel, support for 
an armed group clouds the connection to the supporting state and there-
fore makes direct retaliation by Israel against Syria harder to justify.

Yet, principal-agent theory states that the alignment of the interests 
of the agent with that of the principal is the primary challenge in any sort 
of delegation. To overcome the risks and to reap the benefits of such a 
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cooperative agreement in a state-armed group alliance, a state must find 
the appropriate control mechanisms. The illegal nature of the relationship 
would indicate that states would trend toward compensation mechanisms 
in the aftermath of successful operations as increased attempts at direct 
control of the agent would tread upon the benefit of plausible deniability, 
and therefore establish the potentially costly link between the armed group 
and its state patron.

CONTROL MECHANISMS

An ideal bargain for the state sponsor would be the convergence of 
the interests of the armed group to the point where the armed group would 
behave exactly as the state were the state in its position. As stated above, 
such a reality is theoretically and practically impossible, and therefore a 
state (acting as the principal) will likely seek a balance of control mecha-
nisms (carrots and sticks) of its armed group agents. In practice, control 
mechanisms will likely take on one or more of several available options, 
each with its own potential costs and benefits.

One method of control is direct monitoring of the armed group. Syria 
has two principal means of direct monitoring of its armed group agents. 
One is through the active implantation of istikhbarat agents in Southern 
Lebanon and in the Occupied Territories, and the other is through the 

maintenance of the headquarters of the 
armed groups in Damascus. 

Another means of control is 
the development of multiple agents. 
Cultivating multiple agents will allow 
not only for a diverse portfolio of 
options for potential operations, and 
even potential flexible response in the 
instance of being attacked, but it also 
would likely promote a sort of compe-
tition among the groups as they would 
seek to augment their share of the state’s 
support. Hafez al-Assad mastered the 
ability to play multiple Palestinian 

armed groups off of themselves as they vied for Syrian support throughout 
his tenure.29

Sanction and bonuses appear to not only be the most common means 
available to a state, but the most valuable as well. As states more often 

Sanction and bonuses appear 
to not only be the most 
common means available to 
a state, but the most valuable 
as well. As states more 
often than not have access 
to greater resources, their 
support is existential for the 
armed group agents. 
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than not have access to greater resources, their support is existential for the 
armed group agents. States can use the flow of such resources as a means 
of either punishing or rewarding the results of their armed group agent’s 
actions. Such control can converge the preferences of the armed group to 
the state’s as the group will seek to optimize its performance as a means of 
garnering greater resources. Again, in the example of Syria, Hafez al-Assad 
was able to determine the growth of specific Palestinian armed groups in 
the 1970s and 1980s, even to the extent of either removing or imprisoning 
armed group leaders in the event of bad behavior.30

The consequences of a lack of control are many. One would be the 
growth of the armed group that would foster a sense of independence, and 
it might therefore potentially use force recklessly. The reckless use of force 
by an armed group could lead to escalation dangers that the patron state 
is not ready or willing to accept. This was the case in the earlier years of 
Syrian sponsorship of the Palestinian groups seeking conflict with Israel in 
the 1960s. It was likely pressure from Fatah that drew Syria into the 1967 
war with Israel, which had drastic consequences not only for Syria, but for 
the entire region as well.31

A strong group would also be more difficult to sever ties with in the 
event the state seeks to terminate its relationship with its armed group agent. 
Syria’s active supported of Hizbollah, 
Hamas, and Palestinian Islamic Jihad 
in its struggle to reclaim the Golan 
Heights is an example. The return of 
the Golan to Syria would remove the 
key pillar of its resistance rhetoric to 
Israel; yet, such an accomplishment 
would not fulfill the objectives of the 
well-armed, active armed groups that 
Syria was supporting. In the event of 
Syrian withdrawal from active resis-
tance against Israel and therefore its support of the existing armed groups, 
there is the possibility that spiteful groups would turn their guns on their 
former sponsor.

Yet another hurdle in this instance would be the degree of popular 
domestic support in Syria for such armed groups who are seen as a successful 
means of Arab resistance against Israel. Galvanizing popular support for 
Syria’s backing of resisting armed groups has become a particularly impor-
tant pillar of legitimacy for Bashar al-Assad’s regime.32

Galvanizing popular support 
for Syria’s backing of resisting 
armed groups has become a 
particularly important pillar 
of legitimacy for Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime. 
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SYRIAN FORCE DELEGATION

In the case of Syria, delegation to multiple armed groups in its 
regional security policy makes sense. Syrian regional power has been in 
strategic retreat in the region for decades, the obvious signs of which are 
the steady regressions in the Syrian state’s ability to project force regionally. 
The trajectory is rather clear: from direct confrontation with Israel during 
the two major conventional confrontations between 1967 to 1973; to the 
limited engagement with IDF forces in Lebanon during the Lebanese civil 
war in the early 1980s; and, finally, to the recent Israeli and U.S. incursions 
upon Syrian sovereignty in 2007 and 2008, respectively.

Curiously, this time period also coincides with the solidification of 
the Syrian state. Prior to the ascendancy of Hafez al-Assad in 1970, Syria 
was one of the region’s weakest states at both the internal and external 
levels. Since winning independence from France in 1946, it was not long 
before Syria found itself thrown into a war for which it was horribly unpre-
pared with the nascent state of Israel, beginning the ongoing regional 
struggle between Syrian and Israeli Levantine security policies. The imme-
diate decade and a half post-defeat witnessed innumerable failed as well 
successful military coups against the state, thus earning the 1950s the 
moniker of the “General’s Decade.”33 Syria even voluntarily surrendered its 
sovereignty to align with Egypt in the failed pan-Arab project of the United 
Arab Republic (1958-1961).34

Yet, in the years following the coup of Hafez al-Assad in 1970, Syria 
shifted from a regional weak state to moderately capable regional power.35 
With the Corrective Movement, Hafez al-Assad sought to grow Syrian 
strength to reach strategic parity with Israel at the level of regional force 
projection.36 In the process, al-Assad realized that such a policy was unob-
tainable and that he needed to grow his asymmetrical means of balancing 
against Israel, particularly his domestic WMD program and the strategic 
alliance with regional armed groups, essentially moving from attempting a 
balance of power with Israel to settling for a balance of fear. While support 
for Palestinian armed resistance groups had been an integral part of Syrian 
regional security doctrine long before the advent of Hafez al-Assad, the 
nature of the relationship changed abruptly under his presidency. 

In much the same way Hafez al-Assad was able to transform Syria 
from a weak and volatile state at the domestic and regional levels, so was he 
able to transform the nature of the principal-agent relationship that Syria 
had with its armed groups. Armed groups were able to manipulate the 
Syrian leadership to high degrees in the 1960s, even, as mentioned above, 
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to the point of potentially drawing it into war with Israel in 1967 for fear 
of the potential domestic consequences were it to not defend the nascent 
Fatah from Israeli aggression. Hafez al-Assad was able to grow Syrian state 
power enough to complete a role reversal in this relationship, supplanting 
the de facto and de jure weaker armed groups to Syrian will, particularly 
after the conquest of Lebanon in the Syrian military incursion and subse-
quent military domination of the state beginning in 1976. In effect, Syria 
asserted its role as the unquestioned principal asserting control over its 
agents.37

The acquisition of territory in the operating space of many of the 
Palestinian and Lebanese armed groups was a crucial element to this 
development. Syrian presence was later authorized by the Ta’if Accords of 
1989 at the end of the 1975-1990 Lebanese civil war. Syrian military pres-
ence was sanctioned by the Arab league and defended by the government 
in Beirut as necessary, legal, and temporary.38 With such control, Hafez 
al-Assad was able to disarm specific groups operating in the area that were 
not in line with Syrian interests in the region, and bolster the strength of 
those agents it figured amendable to Syrian interests.39

Hafez al-Assad worked actively to keep Syrian management of its 
armed group allies vague. He kept individual leaders at arm’s length. He 
sought to play different groups off of each other. He actively thwarted the 
aspirations of several Palestinian groups because he saw them as potentially 
straying from Syrian interests, and he 
penalized bad behavior. In southern 
Lebanon, Hafez al-Assad was able to 
grow Syrian intelligence structures and 
develop an intricate system of surveil-
lance of not only group activities, but 
also of individual members and fami-
lies. 

In the Hizbollah example, Hafez 
al-Assad was willing to spare the group 
in its internecine conflict with Syria’s 
primary ally at the time, Amal, but he 
was not willing to sanction the growth 
and diversification of the group’s role 
as he squashed its attempts to garner 
political power in Beirut in the aftermath of Israel’s Operation Grapes of 
Wrath in 1996.40 Further, Hafez permitted Syria to act more as a funnel for 
the arms shipments coming from Iran, rather than taking on the role of an 

With the nominal change 
in leadership in Damascus, 
however, came a dramatic 
shift in Syria’s alliance 
structure with the region’s 
armed groups. The 
example of the evolving 
role of Hizbollah in Syrian 
Levantine security policy is 
the most prominent. 



the fletcher forum of world affairs

vol.35:2 summer 2011

40

active arms provider, a function that allowed him to monitor the size and 
scope of arms shipments.

When Hafez al-Assad died in 2000, power in Damascus shifted only 
marginally in the Ba’th party, which soon elected Hafez’s son Bashar to the 
presidency. With the nominal change in leadership in Damascus, however, 
came a dramatic shift in Syria’s alliance structure with the region’s armed 
groups. The example of the evolving role of Hizbollah in Syrian Levantine 
security policy is the most prominent. 

Bashar al-Assad shifted the standing of Hizbollah’s role in Syrian 
regional security doctrine almost immediately. In many ways, the shift could 
be viewed as upgrading the status of the group from vassal to principal ally. 
Bashar al-Assad immediately assumed a personal relationship with Hassan 
Nasrallah.41 The new Syrian president also coupled Syrian strategic support 
for Iranian arms delivery to the organization with a notable increase in 
Syrian direct weapons supply to the group.42

While Syria may have appeared to have lost a vital asset in its control 
mechanism of Hizbollah when it was pressured to evacuate its troops from 
Lebanon in 2005 after the assassination of Rafik Hariri, ending almost 29 
years in the country, the robust effort made by Bashar al-Assad to grow 
Syrian intelligence in Lebanon questions the diminution of Syrian control 
over the country, and subsequently the group’s activities suggest otherwise. 
In the same time period, however, the repercussions for Syrian alliance 
with Hizbollah have grown in the wake of the more robust sanctions put 
upon the state in 2004 by the United States and, to a lesser degree, the 
international community.43 Still, as a former World Banker and promi-
nent Syrian economist Nabil Sukkar noted in an interview, U.S.-imposed 
sanctions on the country certainly are a “nuisance,” but they are far from 
crippling.44 In fact, the Syrian economy has done relatively well under the 
sanctions regime as a result of domestic reform by Bashar al-Assad coupled 
with increased Iranian investment.45

The robust shift in performance-based bonuses of Syrian armed 
group allies is highlighted by the regime’s bolstering of the group’s arms 
caches in the wake of their direct confrontations with the IDF. Hizbollah, 
in particular, demonstrated a marked increase in its ability to project force 
in battle. The increase in force capacity is highlighted well by the decade 
from 1996-2006. 

For two weeks from April 11, 1996, when the IDF launched 
Operation Grapes of Wrath in southern Lebanon, Hizbollah’s Resistance 
forces managed to launch approximately 55, mainly short-range, 122-mm 
Katyusha rockets per day, with a total of 777 recorded fired at Israeli targets 
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over the duration of the campaign.46 The campaign severely depleted 
Hizbollah’s stocks. Yet, in the run-up to the 2006 Lebanon War, Hizbollah 
was estimated to have somewhere between 10,000 to 14,000 rockets with 
varying ranges and destructive capacity, indicating a massive replenishment 
of their arsenal—presumably via their Syrian and Iranian suppliers.47 

During the campaign, Hizbollah’s Resistance forces fired an esti-
mated 4,000 rockets during the month-long engagement, averaging 
around 130 per day. The 220-rocket salvo on the final day of the campaign 
put a fine point on Hizbollah’s decade-long successful force development 
strategy. Again, though Hizbollah was weakened, it was well rewarded for 
its relatively successful use of force against the IDF. In 2010, Israeli Defense 
Minister estimated that Hizbollah’s rocket arsenal was in excess of 40,000, 
including rockets with far greater ranges and force potential than prior to 
the 2006 war.48 

Hizbollah’s month-long campaign against the IDF was by far the 
most destructive and of the highest intensity since the group’s founding. 
The effective use of force, and the tactics of Hizbollah in the 2006 Lebanon 
war have been the subject of numerous studies, and the effect upon Israeli 
defense policy has been made clear by the focus on building the capacity of 
its missile defense systems.49 Still, to this day, as Israeli Air Force Brigadier 
General Doron Gavish noted at Israel’s Multinational Ballistic Missile 
Defense Conference in May 2010, Israel’s missile defense systems are 
under-prepared for the potential massive deployment of the different levels 
of katyusha, Fajr, and M600 currently in Hizbollah’s arsenal.50

CONCLUSIONS

Understanding state alignment with armed groups is essential in the 
twenty-first century for multiple reasons. In the last several decades the size 
and scope of armed groups’ capacity to organize and project force has grown 
remarkably. In the past, it may have been tempting to view non-state actors 
as being smaller units that operate at the margins of the international system, 
but recent trends in their use of hybrid warfare challenges this notion; the 
2006 Lebanon war between Hizbollah and Israel, along with the United 
States’ decade-long attack on al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan are perhaps the most salient examples. Exploring why states align 
with armed groups is critical because those relationships directly affect how 
great powers should design and implement security policy.

Further, it is clear that, in a state-centric system, armed groups would 
not be able to garner such elevated levels of power without state support. 



the fletcher forum of world affairs

vol.35:2 summer 2011

42

Aligning with armed groups in the pursuit of regional or global secu-
rity policies has a long history. Yet, the organizational level and potential 
reach of the groups under the sway of more powerful states has changed 
as increasingly powerful weaponry has become easier to make and more 
accessible with the advent of new technologies and means of production. 
As such, in many cases, armed groups have been able to up the status of 
their relationships with states from subject to key ally in the twenty-first 
century. 

Two key existing theories may be helpful for understanding the state-
armed group alliances, alliance theory and principal-agent theory. Alliance 
theory would do well to consider the addition of armed groups. Though 

still asymmetrical when it comes to 
states at the unit-level in international 
relations theory, mainly due to de jure 
considerations of sovereignty, the de 
facto force capacity of such groups, 
operating in weak or failed states makes 
them attractive allies for states facing 

significant threats and with few balancing options. Further, they offer the 
added benefit of cost reduction and plausible deniability.

Principal-agent theory seeks ways to improve the outcomes of coop-
eration between two units by seeking ways to align the interests of prin-
cipal and agent. The principal in the relationship will seek to maximize the 
benefits it reaps when delegating tasks to agents (i.e., designing incentives 
to make the agent perform the same as the principal if the principal were in 
the place of the agent). To do so, the principal has to either develop effective 
monitoring of the agent or to sanction or reward the agent’s performance.

The problem with applying principal-agent theory to relationships 
between states and non-state groups is the nature of the contract. In inter-
national relations, the alliance of states with armed groups in the pursuit of 
regional security policy is considered outside of accepted norms, or “illegal.” 
As such, attempts to control or monitor the performance of armed groups 
by the state will effectively heighten their exposure to the group. With 
increased exposure comes a theoretical decline in the two stated benefits of 
the alliance, as the state will likely face retribution from those states against 
whom it is directing the violence of the armed group. Further, the risks of 
growing the capabilities of the group could mean a loss of control of the 
group, which could have disastrous effects for the state sponsor at both the 
domestic and international levels.

Alliance theory would do 
well to consider the addition 
of armed groups. 
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While such theoretical pitfalls seem daunting, in practice, the delega-
tion of force projection to a state’s regional policy is likely a net benefit 
rather than a net cost. The case of Syria and its use of armed groups are 
illustrative. Though under international sanctions for its ties to and use 
of armed groups in its regional policy, the force projection capacity that it 
has been able to garner from such an alliance is clearly a net benefit when 
considering its regional security policy. Syria has incorporated its armed 
group allies at two levels. Not only have the groups become its primary 
instruments in its attempts to balance against Israel, but they have also 
become a pillar of regime stability at the domestic level. Syria has been 
willing to do so at the potential costs of a loss of control or blowback in the 
event it seeks to break its ties with them. Still, in the instance where Syria 
has few other options available, its cooperation with its armed group agents 
has proven to be a strong positive gain for its regional security policies. n
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