
The use of proxies in
warfare is typically understood as a state sponsor’s reliance on military surro-
gates that are outside the purview of the state’s conventional armed or security
forces, and that offer services to their benefactors in exchange for tangible ma-
terial support.1 A long-standing feature in the history of armed conºict, the re-
liance on surrogates has become particularly endemic in the post–World War II
era, with important implications for international security.2 Following the at-
tacks of September 11, 2001, and the ensuing “global war on terror,” the use of
proxies has sparked renewed attention among academics and policy analysts
alike, who have examined its causes, nature, and consequences in local, re-
gional, and international contexts.3
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A striking constant of past and present discussions about this phenomenon
is the prevalence of state-centric frames for understanding and analyzing its
deªning aspect, namely the relationship between sponsors and proxies. In this
conventional view, the role of the sponsor is ascribed to states and that of the
proxy to nonstate actors.4 Although such state-centric approaches aptly de-
scribed most sponsor-proxy relationships during the Cold War and the early
post–Cold War period, they now obscure a more complex reality. A cursory re-
view of contemporary proxy relationships suggests that, in recent years, an
ideologically and geographically diverse set of nonstate actors has adopted
sponsorship roles akin to those traditionally held by states. Groups as var-
ied as al-Qaida, Hezbollah, and the National Patriotic Front of Liberia have
served as nonstate sponsors of proxies in their own right. Although not new,
this trend is acknowledged in only a small number of studies.5 More impor-
tantly, the causes, nature, and consequences of nonstate sponsorship remain
largely unexplored. To ªll this gap and offer a more nuanced understanding of
these relationships, this study addresses two questions. First, why and how do
nonstate actors sponsor proxies? Second, what are the implications of nonstate
sponsorship for international security?

Studying trends and patterns of sponsor-proxy relationships matters be-
cause they have wide-ranging repercussions.6 Existing studies have shown
that the provision of external support to belligerents in civil wars, insurgen-
cies, and other forms of political violence internationalizes these armed con-
ºicts, raises their lethality rate, and increases the likelihood of conºict relapse.7
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Exploring the evolving role of nonstate actors in this context is of particular
importance given their potential to disrupt and destabilize regional and inter-
national security, as was most recently visible in the case of the Islamic State.8

The presence of nonstate actors raises the overall number of belligerents in a
conºict theater, with many of them using indirect modes of warfare such as
terrorism that confront states with vast military, political, ªnancial, and legal
challenges. Finally, many contemporary armed nonstate actors—including
those that sponsor proxies—are transnational. Disrupting their efforts requires
complex and costly international coordination on diplomatic, legal, military,
intelligence, and humanitarian matters.

This study suggests that nonstate sponsors employ proxies in ways, and for
reasons, that differ from those of traditional state sponsors, and with distinct
implications for international security. Conventional insights on proxy rela-
tionships and proxy warfare hold that state sponsors employ proxies in an
effort to advance their strategic objectives in a cost-effective manner, while
minimizing the risk of becoming embroiled in a major military conºict. States
utilize proxies to achieve both political and strategic objectives, but they
conceive of proxies as an indirect, predominantly military tool to achieve
these goals.

To examine how nonstate sponsorship differs from state sponsorship,
we conduct a comparative analysis of three cases of nonstate sponsor-
ship: al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula’s (AQAP’s) engagement with Sunni
Bedouin tribes in Yemen; the People’s Protection Units’ (YPG’s) sponsorship of
proxy groups under the banner of the so-called Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) in northeastern Syria; and Hezbollah’s sponsorship of the Lebanese
Resistance Brigades in Lebanon. These cases are selected based on variation in
the ideology and capacity of the respective sponsors, and in the degree of po-
litical support they enjoy in theater.

Our ªndings suggest that like state sponsors, nonstate sponsors employ
proxies for both political and military reasons. Whereas state sponsors view
their proxies primarily as a military rather than a political medium, however,
nonstate sponsors principally employ proxies as political instruments. We ar-
gue that nonstate sponsors use proxies as “political ancillaries” whose main
value is to advance the nonstate sponsor’s political goals directly. For nonstate
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sponsors, these political goals often center around the consolidation of politi-
cal power, mainly by enhancing their quest for legitimacy.9 The proxy’s mili-
tary support is not immaterial in this regard, but its importance is secondary to
the proxy’s value as a political asset. In practice, nonstate sponsors will there-
fore seek out proxies that represent broader segments of the population, and
utilize these proxies primarily to augment their political inºuence. Militarily,
nonstate sponsors typically employ proxies for secondary security and logisti-
cal tasks rather than offensive operations.

Theoretically, we argue that state and nonstate actors use different strategies
when engaging proxies given the combined effect of endogenous traits and
exogenous constraints, which apply differently to the two sponsor types. En-
dogenous traits include organizational capacity and objectives, whereas exoge-
nous constraints pertain to distinct pressures and limitations that restrict the
respective sponsor’s ability to maneuver.

Compared to nonstate sponsors, states face relatively few capacity prob-
lems. They typically employ proxies to attain their regional or global aims,
rather than to ensure their survival. At the same time, state sponsors often face
domestic challenges to unwanted involvement in foreign wars, while interna-
tionally they are constrained by prevailing norms against intervention in for-
eign conºicts.10 As a result, state sponsors view and utilize proxies as an
instrument to advance their strategic objectives while reducing domestic audi-
ence costs and the risk of international penalties. For state sponsors, relying on
proxies as an open political instrument would, in most cases, defeat their over-
all objectives and exacerbate the constraints they face—hence their tendency to
utilize proxies as military surrogates, as such collaborations can be denied
more plausibly than relations with highly visible political partners.

Nonstate sponsors, in contrast, are typically plagued by a capacity gap that
hampers the attainment of organizational objectives of survival and growth.
Often, their quest for self-preservation is further complicated by two key exog-
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enous constraints: a governance deªcit and a legitimacy deªcit. Nonstate
sponsors, we argue, employ proxies to address their organizational shortcom-
ings while seeking to reverse the deªcits they face. These strategic require-
ments and challenges are primarily political, not military. For this reason,
nonstate sponsors prefer partnering with local proxies that possess compara-
tive political advantages that they themselves lack. As we show in our case
study analysis, our argument applies to nonstate actors regardless of their ide-
ology, military and economic capacity, or level of popular support.

Our ªndings imply that relationships between most nonstate sponsors and
their proxies tend to be more symmetric than those between state sponsors
and their surrogates. Not only do most nonstate sponsors face limits in their
military capacities, but many also experience ongoing challenges to their orga-
nizational survival. For low- and moderate-capacity nonstate sponsors, in par-
ticular, the reliance on proxies is based more on need than on interest. This
suggests that proxies of nonstate sponsors possess greater leverage over their
benefactors than proxies of state sponsors do over theirs. Taken together, there-
fore, we can expect such arrangements to be more transactional and prag-
matic, and less enduring. Broadly speaking, the use of proxies presents risks
to their nonstate sponsors—they are more susceptible than state sponsors to
pressures and manipulation by their proxies and external actors intent on un-
dermining these relationships.

Nonstate sponsors such as Hezbollah, which possesses unusually large ca-
pacity, are a notable exception. Such high-capacity actors have great leverage
over their proxies, and forge relationships that are more asymmetrical, akin to
those between most state sponsors and their militant clients. That said, few
nonstate actors are as potent a power broker as Hezbollah or the Islamic State
at its apex. Hence, the majority of sponsor-proxy relationships involving non-
state sponsors are likely to resemble transactional arrangements.

Our study has several limitations. First, it examines a small number of
cases—all from the broader Middle East region—and will hence require addi-
tional empirical testing before more robust conclusions can be offered. Second,
our study endeavors to identify macro trends, which requires us to make gen-
eralizations that are broader than would ideally be the case. This limitation ap-
plies in particular to our discussion of state sponsors, which are not the main
focus in this study and whose behavior is described in aggregate. Third, our
study does not settle many of the conceptual and deªnitional questions related
to nonstate sponsorship and sponsor-proxy relations more broadly. Instead,
our main hope is to make an initial contribution to understanding core aspects
of nonstate sponsorship—an issue that merits greater analytical attention.
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The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The ªrst section de-
ªnes sponsor-proxy relationships and situates our study within the broader lit-
erature. The second section introduces our main argument, lays out the theory
informing it, and presents the observable implications and hypotheses that fol-
low from that discussion. In the third section, we use three case studies of con-
temporary nonstate sponsors to test our hypotheses: al-Qaida in the Arabian
Peninsula, the People’s Protection Units, and Hezbollah. In the conclusion, we
offer some thoughts on the broader implications of our ªndings.

Sponsors, Proxies, and Sponsor-Proxy Relationships

Although it is widely acknowledged that the use of proxy forces has a wealth
of historical antecedents, their systematic study is a rather recent phenome-
non.11 Despite the increased attention that the use of proxies in conºict has
drawn in recent years, however, scholars have yet to agree on a general, inte-
grated theory of proxy sponsorship.12 One major impediment toward the
emergence of such a theory has been a lack of terminological and conceptual
clarity related to the use of proxies in conºict.13

deªning sponsor-proxy relationships

The present study places its analytical attention on the relationship between
sponsors and proxies, thus taking an “actor-centric” approach.14 This approach
contrasts with the more common usage of concepts such as “proxy wars” or
“proxy conºicts,” which shift the focus of analysis to speciªc conºict theaters
and to the presumably dominant strategy used in these conºicts.15

We deªne “sponsor-proxy relationships” as informal collaborative arrange-
ments between asymmetrically capable parties, in which one party (the spon-
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sor) utilizes another party (the proxy) to reach its strategic goals in exchange
for tangible assistance.16 The types of assistance provided by the sponsor and
the exact services rendered by the proxy differ from case to case, but the spon-
sor’s assistance typically includes a combination of the following: provision of
weapons and equipment; ªnancial assistance; training; intelligence; opera-
tional planning; the provision of a safe haven; political cover; or some combi-
nation thereof. The proxy’s services usually comprise a combination of the
following: ªghting a common adversary; collecting intelligence; patrolling and
holding rear areas; and/or exerting governance on behalf of the sponsor.17

This deªnition situates sponsor-proxy relationships within the broader cate-
gory of collaborative arrangements between at least two parties that involve
the use of force (or the threat thereof) to attain political objectives. At the same
time, it highlights two distinct features. First, sponsor-proxy relationships
are less formal than conventional interstate alliances, which typically include
mutual security guarantees and written agreements stipulating “the contin-
gencies in which military cooperation will occur.”18 Second, the sponsor’s
privileged status distinguishes sponsor-proxy relationships from cooperative
relationships among militant groups more broadly. The latter are not inher-
ently and necessarily asymmetric; do not necessarily imply a subordinate role
distribution between the involved parties; and do not always prioritize one
party’s strategic objectives over those of the other.19

state sponsorship of proxies: causes and costs

The existing literature on the use of proxies in conºict may be divided into
Cold War and post–Cold War scholarship. Whereas the former has mostly re-
lied on descriptive single-case studies, the latter has become increasingly di-
verse in its approaches and methods. Both share the tendency to attribute the
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role of sponsors almost exclusively to states.20 Broadly speaking, the extant
scholarship offers three main reasons why states adopt sponsorship roles.
First, sponsors use proxies because of their perceived military value, such as a
superior knowledge of the local terrain or population, or speciªc tactical and/
or operational capabilities.21 Second, state sponsors assume that utilizing prox-
ies is a cheaper option than direct military action. This calculation includes di-
rect costs associated with the deployment of armed forces as well as domestic
audience costs (e.g., political constraints on military action, casualty sensitiv-
ity, and war weariness), and international condemnation or sanctions.22 Third,
the use of proxies may offer plausible deniability to state sponsors wishing to
obfuscate their involvement.23 Examining the use of pro-government militias
as proxies, for example, Ariel Ahram argues that colluding with nonstate ac-
tors allows states to distance themselves from ºagrant violence committed
against civilians.24
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Thus, there is broad agreement in recent studies that sponsors choose their
proxies because of a relative disadvantage vis-à-vis their adversaries in terms
of their military capacity or because they want to reduce costs associated with
direct military action, or both. For some state actors with weak conventional
military or security force capabilities, utilizing proxies may be one of the few
options to project power toward an external enemy or to confront domestic
armed opposition groups in remote areas.25 Scholars also largely agree on the
potential costs of sponsorship: proxies may pursue divergent goals; divert
resources according to their own preferences; engage in uncooperative be-
havior; devote suboptimal effort; or even switch sides and/or turn against
their benefactors.26

To be sure, political motivations factor into states’ decisions to sponsor prox-
ies, and at times may be the predominant driver of surrogate sponsorship.
During the Cold War, for example, the superpowers availed themselves of
proxies partly as an exercise of mutual “covert signaling.”27 Additionally,
backing proxies can in some instances help shore up domestic support for the
state sponsor.28 In practice, it is often difªcult to neatly separate political from
military motives for proxy sponsorship. Our reading of the literature does not
deny the role of politics in driving state sponsorship of proxies. In aggregate,
however, such a review reveals that, more often than not, states tend to value
proxies for their real or expected military contributions than for their per-
ceived political utility—and indeed, their proxies typically perform a primar-
ily offensive military function. As the next section shows, when nonstate
actors employ proxies, they reach the opposite conclusion about their militant
client’s value and utilize them in different ways.
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The Rise of Nonstate Sponsors

In recent years, there have been signs that some nonstate actors may perform
superordinate functions in sponsor-proxy relationships (i.e., as sponsors that
employ other nonstate actors as proxies). This argument supports the notion
that nonstate actors possess greater agency in international affairs than is com-
monly attributed to them.29

The existence of nonstate sponsorship has been acknowledged in a handful
of studies. Andrew Mumford, for example, describes the “benefactors” in
sponsor-proxy relationships as “a state or nonstate actor.”30 Christopher
Phillips and Morten Valbjørn have distinguished between state sponsorship
and nonstate sponsorship in the case of the Syrian civil war,31 and a recent re-
port published by New America suggests that “the new and emergent political
economy of conºict has empowered proxies themselves to develop their
own proxies,” making contemporary nonstate actors “both principals and
agents.”32 The above referenced studies, however, do not provide comprehen-
sive case studies of nonstate sponsorship. Nor do they explore the causes, na-
ture, and consequences of nonstate sponsorship.

why nonstate sponsors employ proxies

Why and how do nonstate actors sponsor proxies, and to what effect? Whereas
for state sponsors, proxies are a military means in the sponsor’s quest to attain
political ends, nonstate actors are guided by a rationale that is less military-
centric.33 We argue that nonstate sponsors employ proxies primarily as politi-
cal instruments, with their military contributions a secondary consideration.
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The primary functions of proxies of nonstate sponsors are as political ancillar-
ies that service political goals in an unmediated, direct fashion. For nonstate
sponsors, these political goals often center around the consolidation of their
own political power, mainly by enhancing their quest for legitimacy—a mini-
mal degree of which is a requirement for assuming and retaining power in the
post-conºict phase.34 To these nonstate sponsors, which are often effective in
combat but lack popular support beyond the immediate communities they
claim to represent, the proxy’s military support is not immaterial but a side
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Table 1. Proxy Utilization by State and Nonstate Sponsors: Theoretical Underpinnings

Endogenous Traits
Exogenous
Constraints

Proxy
Utilization
Strategy

State
Sponsors

high capacity; efforts to maintain/
enhance regional and/or global
strategic positioning

domestic audience
costs; international
norms

proxies as
military
surrogates

Nonstate
Sponsors

low capacity; efforts to ensure
organizational survival and growth

legitimacy deªcit;
governance deªcit

proxies as
political
ancillaries



beneªt—one whose importance is secondary to the proxy’s value as a political,
legitimacy-enhancing asset.

Theoretically, we argue that state and nonstate actors employ these different
proxy utilization strategies because of two sets of factors. The ªrst relates to
the endogenous traits of the respective sponsor, namely the sponsor’s organi-
zational capacity and its overall objectives. The second relates to exogenous
constraints, namely distinct pressures and limitations that restrict the respec-
tive sponsor’s ability to maneuver. These dynamics are summarized in table 1
and described next.

endogenous traits. State sponsors typically enjoy greater political, mili-
tary, and ªnancial capacities when compared to their nonstate counterparts. In
general, state actors also enjoy greater legitimacy when compared to armed
nonstate actors. Consequently, enhancing their legitimacy is not a primary
concern for them, and hence unlikely to be a key driver of states’ decision to
sponsor proxies.35 Instead, by employing militant clients, state sponsors seek
to advance their regional and global strategic goals.36 Broadly speaking, state
sponsors use proxies in the hope that the latter will affect the military outcome
of conºicts in the sponsor’s favor while avoiding direct military action by its
own armed forces.

Compared to state sponsors, nonstate actors will typically have fewer ªnan-
cial and military means at their disposal, which exacerbates their political
weakness when compared to that of state sponsors.37 Although a handful of
nonstate actors enjoy great political and military clout, most face internal chal-
lenges to the extent that they are unable to prioritize the advancement of
broader regional and global strategic objectives, at least until such time as their
own survival has been ensured. Hence, they pursue goals that are mostly local
or national in scope. Many seek to take over the reins of the state or to achieve
regional autonomy or independence.38 Some of them, such as the Islamic State,
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may have transnational goals, but even transnational nonstate actors face chal-
lenges consolidating power in just one state.39 By deªnition, armed nonstate
actors have not achieved the status of a state actor, and their aspirations will
typically meet stiff military resistance on the part of a state or, as in the case of
the Islamic State, a coalition of states.40 This reality turns self-preservation into
the nonstate sponsor’s most immediate need. Even nonstate actors such as
Hezbollah, which are more secure in their power and may not face immediate
threats to their survival, seek to enhance their political power and growth.
They aspire to become more legitimate and representative actors, and to that
end seek to present themselves as entities that are able to govern effectively, in
state-like fashion.41 Utilizing proxies is a means for them to make that case
before domestic and external audiences.

exogenous constraints. States and nonstate actors also utilize proxies dif-
ferently because of exogenous constraints. These constraints restrict the spon-
sors’ maneuverability in different ways. They affect the selection criteria by
which different sponsors identify suitable proxies, and they inºuence the
sponsors’ decision on whether to openly acknowledge their relations.

When states seek to wage war, they face both domestic and international
constraints.42 Domestically, direct military action often has negative reper-
cussions, such as casualty sensitivity and war weariness.43 Internationally,
states face a different set of costs to foreign entanglement.44 International pen-
alties can range from verbal condemnations and diplomatic isolation to sanc-
tions and, in extreme cases, military conºagration with nonstate actors or even
other states.45

Nonstate sponsors, in contrast, have different sets of constraints. Domes-
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tically, they typically encounter fewer protestations over casualty rates than
state sponsors and are less likely than states to tolerate complaints of war wea-
riness among their ranks.46 On the contrary, armed nonstate actors often pride
themselves on their ability to ªght, and even sacriªce their lives for their
cause, which can account for part of their appeal, including the attraction of
foreign ªghters in some cases.47 Because armed nonstate actors need to safe-
guard their reputations as ªghters, they will be more hesitant to delegate com-
bat operations to proxies. Employing proxies for offensive combat operations
could even backªre, as potential supporters might perceive such delegation as
a sign of weakness and reduced morale on the part of a nonstate sponsor that
had previously branded itself as a highly motivated ªghting force. For this rea-
son, nonstate sponsors are less likely than state sponsors to pass on the main
responsibility for military operations to their proxies. To the extent that proxies
of nonstate actors fulªll military roles, they are more likely to support rear-
guard duties such as security and patrolling functions.

Similarly, armed nonstate actors are less likely to be intimidated by the
threat of international penalties. On the contrary, they often provoke incum-
bent regimes into an overreaction, hoping to draw support from the local com-
munity or international backers.48 Alternatively, they may goad international
powers as part of a provocation strategy designed to draw foreign forces into a
conºict, expecting that foreign occupation will draw recruits to their cause.49
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Nonstate sponsors often face a different set of constraints to their political ef-
forts. The ªrst is a governance deªcit (i.e., a limited capacity or an ability to
provide basic services to the population under their control).50 Areas under the
control of nonstate actors often lack institutions of governance for a variety of
reasons, including a lack of resources, a permanent state of conºict, or lack
of popular support. Even where those institutions are present or where high-
capacity actors do provide basic services, the provision may be geographically
uneven, or may be entirely interrupted given ongoing conºict and an un-
steady supply of resources. When lack of popular support is endemic, it can
exacerbate a second exogenous constraint, namely the nonstate actor’s in-
theater legitimacy deªcit. Armed nonstate actors need local support—or at the
very least, local acquiescence—to ensure their survival, but often face a local
population that is mistrustful of their intentions.51 To be sure, nonstate actors
may be seen as legitimate by the communities they purport to represent.
Nevertheless, many armed nonstate actors tend to pursue speciªc causes, and
hence often appeal only to certain population segments. They frequently face
inherent limitations and commitment problems in their effort to draw support
from the broader population, because they represent narrow ethnic, sectarian,
or ideological causes.52

Where and when one or both of these deªcits exist, nonstate sponsors will
identify and work through proxies as a preferred solution to address these
shortcomings. To optimize their chances at success—and foremost their sur-
vival as a group—nonstate sponsors wish to come across as attentive to local
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needs and attuned to local norms.53 In countries dominated by certain ethnic,
sectarian, or tribal traditions, sponsors will therefore tend to rely on proxies
that represent these local identities. In countries characterized by ethnic heter-
ogeneity, nonstate sponsors are more likely to select proxies that reºect such
heterogeneity. Nonstate sponsors, in short, worry much more about how local
communities perceive them. They choose proxies that can embellish their im-
age and enhance their legitimacy. In contrast, state sponsors are, by and large,
less concerned about such reputational costs.54

implications and hypotheses

Our argument has a number of observable implications that allow us to for-
mulate testable hypotheses. We group these implications and the correspond-
ing hypotheses into two categories, both of which have key relevance for our
research questions: proxy selection and proxy utilization.

proxy selection. In contrast to state sponsors, which are likely to select
their proxies based on their expectation of the latter’s military performance,
our theoretical discussion suggests that nonstate actors are likely to select their
proxies according to their expected political utility. Therefore, we expect spon-
sors to select groups as proxies whose identities closely resemble those of
the communities that the sponsor seeks to inºuence. Moreover, because the
nonstate sponsors seek to maintain a reputation of military strength and high
commitment of its combatants, we expect them to utilize proxies that are mili-
tarily weaker than themselves. Doing so has the added beneªt of reducing the
potential military threat that these groups might pose to a sponsor whose ulti-
mate goal is to take over the reins of the state. From the proxy’s perspective, its
military inferiority can inºuence the desire to collaborate with a senior partner
that can offer a degree of protection. We derive the following two hypotheses
from this implication for nonstate sponsors:

H1: Nonstate sponsors establish, or partner with, proxies whose identities
closely reºect those of the local communities that the sponsor seeks to
win over.
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H2: Nonstate sponsors select proxies with low military capabilities/expected
battleªeld utility.

proxy utilization. Proxies of state sponsors typically perform active com-
bat roles, including the physical takeover of territory. Based on our earlier the-
oretical discussion, we expect nonstate sponsors, by contrast, to utilize proxies
primarily for security and patrolling purposes in rear areas, or “liberated
zones,” rather than for offensive operations. In addition, we expect nonstate
sponsors to rely on their proxies as intermediaries with the local population.
We derive the following hypotheses from these implications:

H3: Proxies of nonstate sponsors tend to perform security and patrolling oper-
ations rather than offensive frontline operations.

H4: Nonstate sponsors rely on proxies for political engagement with the lo-
cal population.

Closely related to how sponsors utilize their proxies is the question of
how the sponsors portray their surrogates. State sponsors are rarely open
about their reliance on proxies, frequently disputing their level of control or
even denying links to proxies altogether. Our theoretical discussion suggests
that nonstate sponsors, by contrast, would have a political interest in ac-
knowledging, and even showcasing, their links to local proxies. We derive the
following hypothesis from this implication:

H5: Nonstate sponsors openly acknowledge their ties to proxies.

Finally, relations between state sponsors and proxies are described in the ex-
isting literature as asymmetric, with the power balance clearly favoring the
sponsor. Nonstate sponsors typically do not match state sponsors in terms of
capacity and legitimacy. In addition, our theoretical discussion suggests that in
their quest to enhance their legitimacy, nonstate sponsors will ªnd it politically
expedient to downplay power asymmetries between themselves and their
proxies, while highlighting similarities. We derive the ªnal hypothesis from
this implication:

H6: Nonstate sponsors portray their relationship to the proxy as egalitar-
ian rather than hierarchical and seek to obfuscate the differences among
themselves and their proxies.
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selection of cases

To test the above hypotheses, we examine three case studies of nonstate spon-
sorship: AQAP’s engagement with Sunni tribes in Yemen; the YPG’s employ-
ment of several proxies under the umbrella of the Syrian Democratic Forces;
and Hezbollah’s sponsorship of the Lebanese Resistance Brigades. The cases ªt
our deªnition of sponsor-proxy relationships while varying in several impor-
tant respects. First, the nonstate sponsors in these three cases are driven by dif-
ferent ideologies. Hezbollah is a predominantly Shia militant organization; the
YPG a mainly leftist revolutionary group with separatist aspirations; and
AQAP a militant Sunni jihadist actor. These diverging ideologies indicate that
the phenomenon of nonstate sponsors applies to a broad ideological spectrum
of armed groups—an important insight considering the lacuna of empirical
case studies on nonstate sponsors.

In addition, the case of Hezbollah differs signiªcantly from those of AQAP
and the YPG along two additional variables that are of more direct relevance
for testing our theoretical argument. First, Hezbollah’s military capacity ex-
ceeds that of AQAP and YPG by far, as measured by estimates of the size of
their respective ªghting force, the weapons at their disposal, and their external
state support.55 Indeed, Hezbollah is frequently described as a military power-

International Security 44:4 136

55. Hezbollah is believed to have had a ªghting force of 45,000 in 2016, including 25,000 reservists
and part-time ªghters, of which between 7,000 and 10,000 are believed to have been deployed in
Syria. It reportedly has at its disposal over 100,000 rockets and hundreds of drones, as well as ad-
vanced weapons systems such as surface-to-sea, anti-tank, and anti-air missiles, including SA-22
systems. See Amos Harel and Gili Cohen, “Hezbollah: From Terror Group to Army,” Haaretz, July
12, 2016, https://www.haaretz.com/st/c/prod/eng/2016/07/lebanon2/; and Seth G. Jones and
Maxwell B. Marcusen, “The Escalating Conºict with Hezbollah in Syria,” CSIS Brief (Washington,
D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, June 2018), p. 3. Hezbollah is frequently de-
scribed as the most capable armed non-state actor in the world. See, for example, Shaan Shaikh
and Ian Williams, “Hezbollah’s Missiles and Rockets,” CSIS Brief (Washington, D.C.: Center for
Strategic and International Studies, July 2018), p. 1; and Nicholas Blanford, “Hezbollah: In Syria
for the Long Haul” (Washington, D.C.: Middle East Institute, November 18, 2014), https://www
.mei.edu/publications/hezbollah-syria-long-haul. As far as AQAP is concerned, the numbers of
its ªghters likely never exceeded 4,000. See Elisabeth Kendall, “Contemporary Jihadi Militancy in
Yemen: How Is the Threat Evolving?” MEI Policy Paper No. 2018-7 (Washington, D.C.: Middle
East Institute, July 2018), p. 5; and Bureau of Counterterrorism, “Country Reports on Terrorism,
2017” (Washington, D.C.: United States Department of State, September 2018), p. 328. Unlike
Hezbollah and the Syrian Democratic Forces, AQAP does not receive state support. The size of the
YPG’s forces was estimated at 60,000 ªghters at the end of 2016, but the SDF is not nearly as well
equipped militarily as Hezbollah. See Tom Perry, “Exclusive: Syrian Kurdish YPG Aims to Expand
Force to Over 100,000,” Reuters, March 20, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-
crisis-syria-ypg-exclusive/exclusive-syrian-kurdish-ypg-aims-to-expand-force-to-over-100000-id
USKBN16R1QS; and Idrees Ali, Lesley Wroughton, and Jonathan Landay, “Exclusive: U.S.
Commanders Recommend Letting Kurdish Fighters in Syria Keep Weapons,” Reuters, Decem-
ber 29, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-usa-exclusive/exclusive-u-
s-commanders-recommend-letting-kurdish-ªghters-in-syria-keep-weapons-idUSKCN1OR1OD.



house that is stronger than most of the world’s standing armies.56 With a bud-
get estimated at more than $1 billion per year, Hezbollah also surpasses AQAP
and YPG in terms of ªnancial resources.57

Second, Hezbollah wields a signiªcant amount of political power in
Lebanon and enjoys wide legitimacy even beyond its immediate Shia constitu-
ency. In the 2018 parliamentary elections, for example, Hezbollah and its allies
won more than 70 of 128 seats, handing the group its biggest electoral success
to date, and hence indicating strong popular support for the group within
Lebanon.58 Although levels of political inºuence and legitimacy are hard to
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election-parliament-factbox/factbox-hezbollah-and-allies-gain-sway-in-lebanon-parliament-idUS
KCN1IN1OJ. In addition, a number of governments, including Germany’s, have acknowledged
the key role Hezbollah plays within Lebanese politics and subsequently refused calls to outlaw
Hezbollah as a whole, instead calling for “dialogue” and banning only its “military wing.” “Niels
Annen über Hisbollah: ‘Wir setzen auf Dialog’” [Niels Annen on Hezbollah: “We count on dia-
logue”], Spiegel Online, March 8, 2019.



quantify, it is of little doubt that AQAP and the YPG are unable to measure up
to Hezbollah in this respect as well.59

Hezbollah’s attributes as a nonstate actor with unusually high levels of mili-
tary, ªnancial, and political capacity are signiªcant because, from a method-
ological standpoint, they allow us to examine the Lebanese organization as the
“least likely” case to conªrm our theoretical predictions. Hezbollah represents
a least likely case because our theory assumes that nonstate sponsors are low-
capacity actors that struggle for organizational survival while constrained by
gaps in legitimacy and governance. Hezbollah does not ªt any of these theo-
retical assumptions. On the contrary, its military and economic capacity ex-
ceeds that of many states, and rather than vying for its survival, Hezbollah is a
major political player within Lebanon. It is well known for its provision of so-
cial services and governance institutions, and it enjoys a high degree of le-
gitimacy in Lebanon, where its main constituency, the Shia, are the largest
minority. Given these attributes, Hezbollah is the least likely of the three cases
to sponsor another nonstate actor as a proxy to make further political inroads,
and therefore the least likely case to be consistent with our theory’s predic-
tions.60 Put differently, evidence in support of our hypotheses in the case of
Hezbollah will signiªcantly increase our conªdence in the stated theory.

Case Studies

In conducting our case study analyses, we employ a structured focused com-
parison design.61 Each case consists of two parts, which correspond to the two
categories in which we grouped our hypotheses: proxy selection and proxy
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utilization. We begin by analyzing the case of AQAP, followed by the case of
the YPG, and ªnally the “hard” case of Hezbollah. We conclude the section
with a discussion of the ªndings of our case study analysis.

aqap, sunni tribes, and the hadramawt national council

On February 3, 2006, twenty-three jihadi activists, including several command-
ers of al-Qaida, escaped from a high-security prison in Sanaa. The escapists in-
cluded Nasir al-Wuhayshi, a former personal secretary to Osama bin Laden
who, within a few years, would rebuild a jihadi network on the Arabian
Peninsula to become one of al-Qaida’s most trusted and important afªliates.62

Although a number of terrorist plots against targets in the West have received
particular media attention, most of AQAP’s activities focused on Yemen.63 Fol-
lowing the popular uprising against President Ali Abdullah Saleh in 2011 and
his formal replacement by Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi in 2012, the group
stepped up its local insurgency campaign. In doing so, AQAP heeded the stra-
tegic guidance of bin Laden who, in a letter penned around mid-2010 to his
then chief of staff, Attiyah abd al-Rahman, advised that Yemen was not ripe
for a jihadi takeover through a strategy focused on violence. Instead, he recom-
mended that, in Yemen, jihadis adopt a strategy focused on media operations,
gradual preparation of the conditions for a jihadi takeover, and da’wa efforts—
the latter indicating a nonviolent form of outreach aimed at the gradual mobi-
lization of Muslims for the jihadi cause.64

aqap proxy selection. A crucial element in this strategy was bin Laden’s
directive to refrain from attacking the tribes, and instead seek ways to en-
gage them. The al-Qaida leader believed that the tribes were naturally dis-
posed to supporting the jihadi project and argued that historically, whenever
the mujahideen treated the tribes respectfully, they would support the jihadis
in return.65

Heeding bin Laden’s general advice and agreeing that the tribes were the
true power brokers in Yemen, then-AQAP leader Wuhayshi described
the tribes as the greatest hurdles toward AQAP’s desire to control territory.
Control, Wuhayshi realized, was contingent on successful engagement with
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the tribal leaders. He also understood that a main challenge was that many
tribes were reluctant to cede control, especially to outsiders.66 To try to over-
come this problem, AQAP engaged in a rebranding effort that would be mind-
ful of tribal norms, customs, and preferences. This meant that AQAP would
henceforth underplay its ties to external organizations. To that end, it estab-
lished a locally focused parallel movement, Ansar al-Sharia.67 Under the
movement’s brand, the group managed to expand its hold over several towns
in the southern Yemeni provinces of Abyan and Shabwa.

Initially, AQAP’s attempt to leverage tribal support was short-lived.
In al-Bayda, the group meddled in an intra-tribal feud by backing Tariq
al-Dhahab, the son of a prominent leader of the Qaifah tribe who felt he had
inherited less land and wealth from his deceased father than was his due.68

However, AQAP made the mistake of doing so in an overt manner and
insisting that al-Dhahab’s ªghters proclaim their loyalty to the group, causing
backlash among the tribes and eventually leading to AQAP’s expulsion
from al-Bayda.69

AQAP was quick to learn the appropriate lessons from its initial foray into
Bedouin tribal politics and henceforth adopted a more loose and pragmatic ap-
proach to building partnerships. It rested on the distribution of funds to tribal
elements willing to ªght as surrogates.70 This pragmatic stance helped AQAP
regain control over some provinces, including al-Bayda, and over southern
parts of Hadramawt. AQAP employed this approach when it captured the
port city of al-Mukalla—the ªfth largest city in Yemen—in April 2015, bene-
ªting from the unfolding crisis of governance with Iran-backed Houthi rebels
taking over the presidential palace in the capital of Sanaa earlier that year. In
al-Mukalla, AQAP cooperated with local tribes to form the Hadramawt
National Council (HNC), a proxy militia tasked with helping secure critical in-
frastructure and provide basic services such as drinking water, electricity, and
fuel to the population.71 The Council was reportedly led by prominent local
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tribal elders and religious scholars and oversaw approximately 5,000 militia
members.72 According to HNC ofªcials, the Council had received funding
from AQAP but lacked weapons, ammunition, and salaries for its “security
ofªcers” even though AQAP had promised to provide them with light arms
for self-defense.73 Thus, despite meeting or even exceeding AQAP numeri-
cally, the HNC was no match in terms of military capabilities.74

. Almost immediately after AQAP had captured
al-Mukalla, it handed over government institutions to the newly founded
HNC and provided it the equivalent of several million U.S. dollars of
funding—money it seized from al-Mukalla’s central bank—to provide basic
services.75 Besides offering protection to key facilities such as government
institutions and the local airport, the HNC apparently focused on the electric-
ity sector, maintenance of the seaport, and other services such as health care,
street cleaning, and water services.76 To prepare its security force, the Council
created training centers in several districts of Hadramawt.77 Apparently,
the HNC’s other important function was to act as intermediary between
AQAP and the Yemeni government. HNC Secretary-General Abdul-Hakeem
bin Mahfood explicitly acknowledged this role in an interview with al-Jazeera
and claimed that his organization had also conducted talks with the Saudi
government.78 Delegating day-to-day governance to the HNC allowed AQAP
to focus on recruitment, training, and other crucial aspects of its insur-
gency campaign.79 AQAP has aimed to replicate this strategy, known as al-yad
al-makhª (invisible hand), in other places. It has tried to insert cells within
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tribal militias and other nominally pro-government forces that are ªghting the
Houthi rebels, offering them ªnancial and military aid.80

Before taking over al-Mukalla, AQAP adopted the moniker “Sons of
Hadramawt,” which it must have considered more appealing to the local pop-
ulation than the al-Qaida label. It also made sure not to raise any jihadist ºags
when it captured the city.81 AQAP deliberately blurred the lines between for-
mal members and sympathizers, thereby trying to lower the bar of support for
AQAP to include a wider spectrum of the local population. No longer was it
necessary to swear an oath of allegiance to al-Qaida to do the group’s bidding.
As one AQAP commander told an International Crisis Group (ICG) researcher,
“We are as one with the [Sunni] tribes like never before. We are not al-Qaida
now. Together we are the Sunni army.”82 The group also made sure to exploit
the sectarian divide that separated the Sunni tribes from the central govern-
ment that, after the Houthi takeover, was dominated by Zaidi Shia and widely
believed to be supported by Iran. AQAP missed few opportunities to highlight
the sectarian divide in the country, but simultaneously continued to downplay
its al-Qaida ties in an attempt to present itself as the defender of all Sunni
Muslims vis-à-vis Shia expansionism. AQAP also made sure to use speciªc
narratives attuned to Yemeni tribal tradition and customs in its propaganda,
rather than relying on generic religious tenets.83

aqap summary. AQAP’s control of al-Mukalla was a relatively short-lived
affair—the group withdrew before Emirati-backed forces liberated the city
in April 2016. Nevertheless, controlling a city even brieºy provided AQAP
with the experience to govern by proxy and build relations with the local
elite.84 Its efforts to engage with the population were met with at least partial
success, with several locals claiming that life in al-Mukalla has worsened
since AQAP withdrew.85 According to Horton, AQAP’s rule over al-Mukalla
“allowed it to establish its reputation as a reliable and relatively capable force
that was willing to work with those elites whose interests overlapped with
its own,” thereby creating limited local support that was central to ensure its
long-term survival.86 In other instances, however, relations between AQAP
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and the tribes were uneven and, in many cases, failed to endure. Engagement
with the tribes appeared to work better in areas where the tribal structure had
been weaker to begin with. In areas that saw a stronger preexisting tribal struc-
ture, AQAP had a more limited presence.87

the people’s protection units and the syrian democratic forces

As the Islamic State grabbed global attention with its lightning advances in
Iraq and Syria starting in 2014, the U.S.-led coalition was desperate to ªnd reli-
able partners on the ground to push back against the jihadi insurgents. In
Syria, starting with the Islamic State’s siege of Kobane in September 2014, the
United States embarked on a partnership with the People’s Protection Units,
the armed wing of the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD).88 While the
Kurdish militia proved exceptionally capable of slowing down, halting, and
eventually rolling back the Islamic State, it also caused unprecedented tensions
between the United States and Turkey.89 The latter considers the PYD as an ex-
tension of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which has waged an insur-
gency against Turkey for several decades. Indeed, there is little dispute that the
PKK and the PYD are closely intertwined and that the latter adopted PKK
leader Abdullah Öcalan’s ideological tenets.90

ypg proxy selection. When the Barack Obama administration decided
that the United States should collaborate with the YPG in the ªght against the
Islamic State starting in the fall of 2014, the ties between the Syrian Kurds and
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the PKK presented Washington with a dilemma: both the United States
and the European Union consider the latter a terrorist organization.91 At ªrst,
the United States utilized Iraqi Peshmerga militias to arrange for indirect
weapons deliveries to the YPG and its all-female unit, the Women Protection
Units (YPJ).92 The Obama administration then encouraged the establishment
of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), formed in October 2015 as a nominal
coalition of Kurdish, Sunni Arab, Turkmen, and Syriac Christian militias.93 A
closer look, however, reveals that the YPG is clearly the dominant force.94

According to the ICG, “the YPG is in overall command and controls military
supply,” and its “commanders are in charge of military logistics, providing the
most powerful weapons to YPG ªghters.”95

Some of the smaller SDF groups’ ties to the YPG preceded the coalition’s
emergence. The Syriac Military Council (MFS), for example, was ofªcially es-
tablished in January 2013 and declared its intention to join the YPG one year
later.96 In reality, however, the MFS had been “working under the YPG,” as
members have admitted in interviews.97 The militia continues to wear distinct
insignias.98 Another SDF unit, Jabhat al-Akrad (Kurdish Front), emerged in
2013 as a part of the Free Syrian Army. Given its links to the Free Syrian Army
and its inclusion of Arab ªghters, Wladimir van Wilgenburg, an expert on the
Kurds, assesses that Jabhat al-Akrad was most likely created by the PYD “to
gain access to mixed Arab-Kurdish areas and to make logistics between the
three Kurdish enclaves easier.”99 In other cases, the SDF created new units, ar-
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guably in a bid to obscure the YPG’s dominant role. For example, in April
2016, prior to the battle for Manbij, the SDF set up the so-called Manbij
Military Council (MMC), which consisted of mainly Arab and Turkmen
ªghters and was supposed to govern the city upon its liberation from the
Islamic State.100

ypg proxy utilization. Non-Kurdish elements of the SDF in general are
small and do not have any meaningful impact on the battleªeld. Instead,
Arab SDF ªghters take on secondary roles such as maintaining local secu-
rity.101 Similarly, the Syriac MFS also appears to avoid major military battles
and focus on patrols.102

For the YPG, however, the reason for including smaller non-Kurdish groups
lies in additional political inºuence vis-à-vis their surrogates’ respective com-
munities, while providing the SDF with political cover, namely the appearance
of being a truly diverse and multiethnic entity.103 While the military strength of
the Arab, Turkmen, and Syriac units of the SDF remained negligible, their
mere presence increased the YPG’s freedom of operations and enhanced its le-
gitimacy as it began to advance beyond Kurdish areas and move deeper into
Islamic State–controlled territory.104 An MFS spokesperson explicitly acknowl-
edged this, explaining that although the MFS is “not the dominant force in mil-
itary terms,” it could provide a link between Kurds and Arabs.105 From the
YPG’s perspective, one of the SDF’s major purposes is to assuage the concerns
and distrust of Sunni Arabs living in areas such as Manbij or Tel Abyad toward
the Kurds.106

Hence, when the SDF took Manbij, the YPG made up the bulk of the ªghting
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forces that captured the city before ostensibly handing it over to the MMC.107

MMC spokesperson Shervan Derwish acknowledged in a New York Times op-
ed that it was “the Kurdish ªghters who liberated Manbij,” whereas he de-
scribed the MMC as “a security force composed primarily of local Arabs, to
hunt down terrorists and sleeper cells.”108

Publicly, the YPG claims that the other SDF components are equal partners.
As two analysts put it, “SDF promotional material tells the story of a multi-
ethnic band that strives together towards decentralized, participatory govern-
ment, which would protect the rights of all ethnic groups without emphasiz-
ing their distinct identities.”109 In reality, such pretensions are little more than a
charade, according to an ICG report describing the situation in Manbij.110 Even
after ofªcially withdrawing a couple of months later, the YPG made sure to re-
tain groups of military advisers whose task was to train and thus, by exten-
sion, control the MMC.111 The YPG has also made sure that the other groups
ªghting within the SDF’s ranks are receptive toward the ultimate Kurdish vi-
sion and desired outcome. As reported by the Washington Post, before receiv-
ing military training by U.S. special forces, new Arab recruits are required to
learn and embrace PKK leader Öcalan’s ideological tenets.112

ypg summary. Although smaller non-Kurdish units may have hoped that
aligning with the SDF and the YPG would provide them with international
backing, thereby enhancing their relevance, survivability, and ability to reap
beneªts from their participation in the Syrian conºict, it has been the YPG that
has beneªted from the SDF more than any other group. Not only did the SDF
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prove an ideal conduit to receive weaponry and other equipment from inter-
national backers, but it also allowed the YPG to collaborate with some of the
world’s most powerful armed forces, effectively protecting it from air strikes
by Russia or the regime of Syria’s president, Bashar al-Assad.113 Even more im-
portantly, under the guise of this supposed multiethnic and equal partnership,
the YPG has managed to expand its control beyond its core territories, includ-
ing capturing Syria’s largest oil ªeld.114

hezbollah and the lebanese resistance brigades

Scholars typically consider Hezbollah as Iran’s proxy of choice.115 The “Party
of God” is responsible for the 1983 bombings of U.S. Marines and French para-
troopers facilities in Beirut, the kidnappings of Western diplomats in Lebanon
during the 1980s, and terrorist attacks in 1992 and 1994 against Israeli and
Jewish targets in Argentina on behalf of Iran.116 Under the direction of the
Iranian Quds Force and following the U.S. invasion in 2003, Hezbollah has
also operated in Iraq, and later in Yemen, and in Syria, where it proved crucial
to the Assad regime’s survival.117

In these conºict theaters, Hezbollah has adopted a sponsorship role of other
armed nonstate groups. Recently, it has trained and assisted Shia militias in
Iraq in their ªght against the Islamic State.118 It has offered similar support to
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some Syrian pro-government militias, effectively using them as surrogates.119

In those cases, however, Hezbollah acted primarily at the behest of Tehran.120

A more clear-cut case of Hezbollah establishing a proxy in its own right is the
Lebanese Resistance Brigades, a paramilitary group consisting of Christians,
Sunnis, Shia, and Druze.

hezbollah proxy selection. In the fall of 1997, Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah announced the creation of the Lebanese Brigades
for Resisting the Israeli Occupation (Saraya al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniya, aka
Saraya).121 Nasrallah proclaimed that the unit would be open to all volunteers
regardless of their religion. Its members were to receive training from regular
Hezbollah operatives and would then deploy against Israeli soldiers in the
south.122 According to Nicholas Blanford, the group published ads in Lebanese
newspapers, including a phone number that potential volunteers could call in
order to receive more information on how to join the group.123 Recruitment
was conditional upon two main requirements, namely to fulªll certain physi-
cal demands and to have no links to Israel or its allies.124 Hezbollah made
sure to emphasize that the Brigades were open to any Lebanese wanting
to join its ªght against Israel. During a press trip to a Saraya training camp
in November 1999, a Hezbollah ªghter accompanying the participating re-
porters made sure to point out the multiethnic and multireligious composi-
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tion of the Brigades consisting of Sunni, Christian, Shia, Druze, and even
Armenian members.125

After Israel retreated from Lebanon in May 2000, the Brigades were dis-
banded, but Hezbollah chose to revive them in the aftermath of the Second
Lebanon War in 2006.126 Apparently, Hezbollah provides weapons to Saraya
members and pays them money, although they do not seem to receive a
monthly salary like regular Hezbollah ªghters.127 In some cases, Hezbollah ap-
pears to have provided heavy weaponry, including Russian anti-tank missiles,
to a separate all-Christian unit within the Brigades that changed its name to
the Self-Defence Committee and carried out armed patrols along the Syrian-
Lebanese border adjacent to the Beqaa Valley.128

hezbollah proxy utilization. Following their inception, the Resistance
Brigades initially launched more than 150 attacks against Israel and its South
Lebanese Army proxy, including small-unit ambushes, mortar attacks, and the
use of land mines.129 These assaults amounted to a mere fraction of those car-
ried out by Hezbollah or Amal. Moreover, some observers questioned whether
the Saraya was responsible, or whether Hezbollah’s media department simply
let it take credit.130

Scrutinizing the modest military capabilities and effectiveness of the
Saraya, however, is to misunderstand its main purpose. Rather than to aug-
ment Hezbollah’s operational capacity, the creation of the Saraya should be
considered as a bid by Hezbollah to broaden its appeal to Lebanese of all de-
nominations. Upon the creation of the Brigades, Nasrallah himself had
declared that it was a response to the growing number of Lebanese wishing to
“join the resistance.”131 As Chris Zambelis argues, the Saraya can be seen as
part of Hezbollah’s “progression toward political expediency and pragmatism
after its formal entry into Lebanese politics,” commonly referred to as the
group’s “Lebanonization.”132
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Following its revival after the 2006 war, the Saraya once again served to
boost Hezbollah’s national and patriotic credentials and build an “esprit de
corps within the parliamentary opposition to Fouad Siniora’s government be-
tween 2006 and 2008” by providing training to Hezbollah’s political allies, in-
cluding Christians, Sunnis, and Druze.133 At the same time, it was obvious that
Hezbollah did not expect it to play a signiªcant combat role in future confron-
tations, but rather to “look after the refugees from the south.”134

More recently, Saraya members have reportedly deployed to Syria alongside
Hezbollah.135 They do not seem to ªght on the front lines, however, instead
providing logistical support.136 Even more important is their symbolic role,
acting as intermediaries for Hezbollah in Sunni and Christian areas and thus
increasing its freedom of operation.137 At the same time, the majority of
Saraya’s members remain in Lebanon for patrol duties.138

Hezbollah and Saraya members acknowledge differences in their ideological
training, but claim that both receive the same military training, even though
analysts claim that the Brigades’ military education is less extensive.139 The lat-
ter would conªrm assessments that there is clear separation between members
of Hezbollah and members of the Resistance Brigades to “prevent any penetra-
tion of the Islamic Resistance.”140 The Saraya were thus also an effort to attract
additional recruits while maintaining operational security. To reinforce this
distinction, members of the Brigades wear different uniforms, although
this might differ during deployments in Syria where they apparently use
Hezbollah insignia; additionally, the Brigades has its own ºag.141

hezbollah summary. The Lebanese Resistance Brigades has never had a
signiªcant impact on Hezbollah’s military capabilities. Rather, the Saraya
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has to be seen as part of Hezbollah’s efforts to appeal to Lebanese beyond its
immediate Shia constituency, usually described as the so-called phase of
al-inªtah, the opening.142 Moreover, in recent years Hezbollah has used the
Saraya in an effort to rebrand itself as a self-proclaimed “bulwark against vio-
lent Islamist extremism and sectarianism in Lebanon [. . .] position[ing] itself
as a unifying and even moderate stabilizing force in light of what is a cata-
strophic alternative promoted, according to Nasrallah, by the likes of Saudi
Arabia and other Persian Gulf Arab monarchies.”143

case study ªndings

Our analysis shows strong support for our hypotheses in the cases of
AQAP and the YPG and moderate support in the “hard case” of Hezbollah
(see table 2).

H1, which hypothesizes that nonstate sponsors establish, or partner with,
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Table 2. Summary of Case Study Analysis

Nonstate Sponsor

Issue Hypothesis

Al-Qaida
in the
Arabian
Peninsula

Peoples’
Protection
Units Hezbollah

Proxy
Selection

H1: Nonstate sponsors (NSSs) partner
with proxies whose identities closely
reºect those of the local communities.

strong
support

strong
support

strong
support

H2: NSSs are militarily superior to
their proxies.

strong
support

strong
support

strong
support

Proxy
Utilization

H3: Proxies of NSSs tend to perform
security and patrolling operations

strong
support

strong
support

moderate
support

H4: NSSs rely on proxies for political
engagement with locals.

strong
support

strong
support

strong
support

H5: NSSs openly acknowledge ties to
their proxies.

strong
support

strong
support

strong
support

H6: NSSs highlight relationships as
egalitarian, gloss over differences
with proxies.

strong
support

moderate
support

weak
support



proxies whose identities closely reºect those of the local communities that the
sponsor seeks to win over, was strongly supported in all three case studies. In
the case of AQAP, the group’s decision to engage with Sunni Bedouin tribes
in Yemen stemmed from the recognition—expressed by al-Qaida leader
Osama bin Laden personally and conªrmed by then leader of AQAP, Nasir
al-Wuhayshi—that the tribes were the main power brokers in Yemen. In the
case of the YPG, groups such as the Syriac Military Council and the Manbij
Military Council included non-Kurdish ªghters, suggesting that their ethnic
composition played a role in their selection as proxies. In the case of
Hezbollah’s sponsorship of the Saraya, Hezbollah leaders went out of their
way to emphasize that the group was open to Lebanese of all ethnic and de-
nominational backgrounds.

All three cases also strongly support H2, which hypothesizes that nonstate
sponsors are militarily superior to their proxies. In the case of AQAP, this was
evident in the group’s withholding of arms and ammunition, and its general
proclivity to maintain control over military aspects such as recruitment and
training, even if the Hadramawt National Council, AQAP’s main proxy part-
ner, outnumbered the AQAP. In the case of the YPG, the group maintained
military primacy over its proxies, retained control over supplies and logistics,
and dominated the battleªeld with its numerically superior forces. In the case
of Hezbollah, the group did provide some weapons to its proxy, the Saraya,
but the latter is clearly no match to its sponsor given the latter’s superior mili-
tary capacity. In sum, the strong support for H1 and H2 combined lends strong
credence to the idea that nonstate sponsors select proxies based not on their
military capability, but on the perceived political advantages that they afford
to their sponsors.

Whereas H1 and H2 address the issue of proxy selection, the remaining hy-
potheses relate to the sponsors’ proxy utilization. Here, the cases of AQAP and
the YPG provide, respectively, very strong and strong support for H3, H4, H5,
and H6. The case of Hezbollah offers partial conªrmation of our hypotheses.
H3, which hypothesizes that proxies of nonstate sponsors tend to perform se-
curity and patrolling operations rather than offensive frontline operations, is
strongly supported by the cases of AQAP and YPG, and moderately supported
by the case of Hezbollah. AQAP provides evidence through its cooperation
with the HNC, which was tasked with providing basic services to the popula-
tion. In the case of the YPG, the group relies on Jabhat al-Akrad for logistical
support and on the MMC for governance following the liberation of Manbi. It
also used Arab SDF ªghters for secondary roles such as the provision of secu-
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rity.144 In the case of Hezbollah, the evidence is less conclusive. Although
the Resistance Brigades reportedly carried out attacks against Israel and its
Lebanese allies, several analysts wondered whether Hezbollah was actually re-
sponsible for the attacks, allowing its proxy to take credit. At a later point,
the Saraya appears to have played a mostly logistical role. And although some
Saraya members were dispatched to Syria, most remained in Lebanon to per-
form patrol functions.

All three cases also strongly support H4, which hypothesizes that nonstate
sponsors rely on proxies for political engagement with the local population.
Thus, AQAP used HNC as an intermediary between al-Qaida and both the
Yemeni and Saudi governments, as a senior HNC ofªcial admitted. As con-
cerns the YPG, a spokesman for the MFS acknowledged the group’s secondary
military role, but emphasized that his group was a link between Kurds and
Arabs. This link became of key importance when the SDF repelled the Islamic
State from territories not previously controlled by Kurds. In the case of
Hezbollah, the case study shows that the Saraya provided military training
to Hezbollah’s non-Shia partners, while also acting as intermediaries for
Hezbollah in Sunni and Christian areas.

The cases also support H5, which hypothesizes that nonstate sponsors
openly acknowledge their ties to their sponsor. In the case of AQAP, this ac-
knowledgment was reºected in a statement by an AQAP commander that his
group is “as one with the tribes.”145 In the case of the YPG, the group’s ties to
its proxies are publicly acknowledged in as far as both the YPG and its proxies
are a part of the SDF umbrella group. In the case of Hezbollah, the group’s ties
to the Saraya are also openly acknowledged, with Hezbollah having made
public appeals to the Lebanese population to join the Resistance Brigades.

Finally, the cases also offer moderate support to H6, which hypothesizes that
nonstate sponsors seek to frame their relationships to their proxies as egalitar-
ian, while glossing over their differences. The case of AQAP provides the
strongest support for H6. AQAP downplayed its ties to outside organizations
(including the al-Qaida leadership) and went so far as establishing a parallel
front movement, Ansar al-Sharia, to obfuscate its ties to al-Qaida—a foreign
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group—while portraying itself as more organic to Yemen. To that end, it also
exempted the Bedouin tribes from swearing an oath of allegiance and largely
refrained from raising AQAP ºags when capturing Yemeni cities. AQAP com-
manders exploited sectarian divisions as a way to further strengthen the bonds
with its proxy partners based on their shared Sunni identity.

Regarding the YPG, major capacity gaps exist between the group and its
proxies. Nevertheless, the case study shows that the YPG made at least some
attempts at promoting the idea that all the groups within the SDF were equal
partners; among these efforts was the use of promotional material. As an ICG
report stated, the YPG’s “ofªcial rhetoric signals inclusiveness and pluralism,”
even if the YPG dominates its partners in practice.146

The case of Hezbollah is similar to the YPG in this regard. While Hezbollah,
in accordance with its “Lebanonization” efforts, pays lip service to the idea of
a broad-based resistance that transcends sectarian boundaries, the group
retains a clear separation between itself and its proxy, not least for reasons of
operational security.

Conclusion

We have argued that nonstate sponsors rely on proxies primarily as political
ancillaries rather than military surrogates. As such, they offer a value to their
sponsors that is different from that which proxies provide to state sponsors.
These proxies are more representative of certain segments of the local popula-
tion than are their nonstate sponsors, thus granting their senior partners access
in environments that are often less than welcoming. They enhance their spon-
sors’ freedom of operations, but do so by political means such as mediation
and negotiation in speciªc theaters rather than through offensive military
efforts. They are important, and sometimes critical assets that enhance the
legitimacy, and hence the political aspirations, of their sponsor.

At the same time, the analysis of our three case studies suggests some quali-
ªcations to our argument. The cases provide stronger support for the hypothe-
ses related to proxy selection than for those related to how sponsors utilize and
portray their proxies. The notion that nonstate sponsors select proxies based
on their perceived political advantages is strongly supported in all three case
studies. The three nonstate sponsors that we examined are less uniform, how-
ever, in the way that they utilize and relate to their proxies. While the case
of AQAP best ªts our theoretical predictions, the examination of Hezbollah
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reveals some limitations to our argument. Contrary to our expectations,
Hezbollah appears to have employed the Saraya in part for offensive opera-
tions, and it treats its proxy as a junior partner, despite some half-hearted
claims to the contrary. Neither does it seem to employ its proxy for governance
tasks—contrary to AQAP, which has handed most of these matters to its
Bedouin partners. This ªnding suggests that our theoretical predictions apply
better to nonstate actors with low and moderate capacity levels, such as AQAP
and YPG, than to high-capacity nonstate sponsors such as Hezbollah. In retro-
spect, this ªnding is of little surprise. Actors with modest capacities are more
dependent on political support, given their more precarious situational con-
text. They can hardly afford to alienate their proxies, which are quasi represen-
tatives of the local population on whose support the sponsor depends. In
contrast, a group such as Hezbollah is not critically dependent on proxy forces,
even if it welcomes the prestige boost that such a relationship affords. Given
Hezbollah’s excessive military power; its political strength inside Lebanon;
and its organizational capacity, which obviates the need to delegate the role of
governance services to partners, Hezbollah is immune to threats of defection
on the part of its proxy.147 Consequently, it will naturally be more controlling—
much like state sponsors approach the relationship with their proxies. In prac-
tice, then, high-capacity actors such as Hezbollah fall in between the expected
behavior of an ideal-typical nonstate sponsor and that of an ideal-typical state
sponsor. More generally, our ªndings imply that the greater the capacity and
legitimacy of a nonstate sponsor, the more it will resemble a state sponsor in its
behavior. At the same time, a nonstate sponsor such as Hezbollah is clearly an
outlier among nonstate actors, most of which possess more modest capacities.
Consequently, we believe that most nonstate sponsors will utilize proxies in a
way that is consistent with our theoretical expectations.

The ªndings of our study also have implications for contemporary sponsor-
proxy relationships more broadly. Assuming, as we do, that most nonstate
sponsors are low-capacity rather than high-capacity sponsors, the phenome-
non of nonstate sponsorship suggests that the asymmetries in power and capa-
bility between nonstate sponsors and proxies are not as pronounced as those
in traditional cases of state sponsorship. Compared with the asymmetries be-
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tween traditional state sponsors and their proxies, the “capability gap”
between nonstate sponsors and their proxies is narrower, which has repercus-
sions for the duration and stability that one can expect of those sponsor-proxy
relationships that ªt the pattern described in our study.

Power gaps between nonstate sponsors and their proxies are narrow for
at least two reasons. First, most nonstate actors—including those that are
sponsors—possess relatively low material and economic capacity to begin
with, which places natural limits on the magnitude of the asymmetry of capa-
bilities between themselves and their proxies. Second, proxies of nonstate
sponsors offer unique advantages that help further reduce the capability gap
between sponsors and proxies. Their outsized importance levels the playing
ªeld between proxies and nonstate sponsors, rendering these relationships
less lopsided than traditional state-centric sponsor-proxy relations. These dy-
namics can also affect the division of labor between sponsors and proxies.
Although sponsors are likely to continue, for the most part, to provide such
traditional services as funding, weapons, training, and advisory or intelligence
support, the future role of proxies may no longer be limited to the provision of
manpower, as has traditionally been the case when the sponsors were state ac-
tors.148 In cases of nonstate sponsorship, proxies primarily provide services
such as political legitimacy, which, in the conventional understanding of proxy
relationships, are rather atypical—or at the very least no more than a second-
ary concern. But even where proxies provide services to their nonstate sponsor
that better ªt the more conventional understanding of proxies—for example,
superior knowledge of terrain—such services are of far more critical impor-
tance to nonstate sponsors than they would be to state sponsors. As a result,
the overall value that proxies of nonstate sponsors provide to such relation-
ships is greater when compared to the value that proxies of states provide to
their benefactors. Proxy relationships will continue to bring together sponsors
and proxies that will divide their labor based on the principle of compara-
tive advantage. But as the capability gap between the parties narrows, it will
not always be evident which actor holds which relative advantage.

The narrowing capability gap described above is likely to produce rela-
tions that are less consistent and durable than traditional sponsor-proxy re-
lationships involving state actors. Nonstate actors adopting sponsorship roles
will often have to team up with local actors whose interests in maintaining
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148. Hughes, My Enemy’s Enemy, p. 12; Loveman, “Assessing the Phenomenon of Proxy Interven-
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Organizations,” p. 507.



such arrangements are inconsistent at best, and unpredictable at worst. As the
case studies showed, the proxies of nonstate sponsors are oftentimes tribes or
ad hoc “popular committees” made up of locals with highly particularistic in-
terests. These micro-actors are less beholden to static ideologies and far more
likely to act in pursuit of more mundane self-interest. Their ties to sponsors
will often be uneven and ºuctuating, as they are likely to sell their services to
the highest bidder.

As nonstate actors are playing an ever more central role in international af-
fairs, it is likely that their role as sponsors will grow accordingly.149 Sponsor-
proxy relations are therefore likely to become more common in the future.
Such relations will most likely be dynamic, adaptive, and pragmatic, with the
partners willing to shift their loyalties on short notice. The resulting relation-
ships will be less stable, predictable, and enduring, and instead more inconsis-
tent and transactional over time. The implication is twofold. On the one hand,
more, but also more inconsistent, sponsor-proxy constellations are likely to
emerge in the foreseeable future. This suggests that future armed conºicts will
grow even more complex and intractable. On the other hand, the transactional
nature and pragmatism of such actors may suggest that even the most danger-
ous sponsor-proxy relationships face considerable hurdles to their long-term
survival. Such relationships will stand on shaky grounds and will be suscepti-
ble to pressures and manipulations induced both by their partners and by ex-
ternal actors intent on undermining these relationships.
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149. This is not to suggest that state sponsorship will disappear, or even decline. The different
forms of sponsorship are likely to coexist in the future.


