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ABSTRACT  
 

Why do some insurgencies struggle to maintain a clear chain of command while other 

insurgencies do not? Although some conceptualize rebel groups as monolithic militant 

organizations, nearly all of these actors are formally led by political leaders who delegate the 

everyday tasks of fighting to others. Once these leaders create military forces, they must ensure 

that these forces are both submissive to their authority and effective in combat against their 

adversaries. Rebel groups have had varying levels of success in this endeavor. I find that the 

political or military affiliation of organizational interlocutors for militia financing—tax 

collectors, logistical suppliers, and representatives to external sponsors—impacts the opportunity 

and capacity for militia commanders to act outside the chain of command. When financial and 

support tasks are either explicitly or tacitly delegated to the militia, militia commanders lose 

incentives for cooperation with organizational leadership and face reduced opportunity costs 

associated with behavior that is either not officially sanctioned or explicitly prohibited by 

political leaders. I also find that group ideology, specifically whether this ideology inculcates 

deference to political authority, affects insurgent group task allocation and militia commander 

behavior. Communist and other leftist groups generally have ideological proscriptions against 

militia involvement outside of combat operations, making them less likely to assign non-military 

tasks to militia units and more likely to inculcate militia deference to party authority. In contrast, 

nationalist or fascist group ideologies grant a broad mandate to the militia, setting the stage for 
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the growing political power of militia commanders. I test my theory using archival research and 

interviews from the Lebanese Civil War as well as statistical analyses from a global dataset of 

rebel groups. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

“I stressed the need for a single command at the front; the dispersion of independent forces was 
unacceptable, especially when one saw the tendency to anarchy and rivalry that led to extremes 

of violence among one or another of the groups” (Guevara 1999, 79) 
 

“During a war, the one who holds the gun, whether he wants it or not—and in most cases he 
wants it—is the one in control” (Interview with Assaad Chaftari, Former Kataeb Regulatory 

Forces and Lebanese Forces Militia Commander, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon) 
 
At the start of the Lebanese Civil War in 1975, the right-wing Lebanese Christian Kataeb Party 

had the largest and best-organized militia force in Lebanon, the Kataeb Regulatory Forces 

(KRF). Kataeb was a classic cadre-based political party with overlapping social bases,1 elaborate 

hierarchical organization, strict party discipline, and cross-national membership.2 These strong 

foundations allowed it to achieve several important successes in the early stages of the war 

(1975-1976), with the KRF demonstrating impressive command and control over the course of 

these victories under the helm of the young, charismatic military leader Bashir Gemayel. During 

this period, the KRF relied upon politicians in the Kataeb Party to supply financing and procure 

weapons. By 1980, however, the KRF had ceased to be beholden to the Kataeb Party, its military 

forces completely integrated into the newly-formed Lebanese Forces (LF) under the supreme 

command of Gemayel. The LF developed its own financing and procurement systems, which 

allowed it to grow independent of its political principals. This pattern of intense confrontation 

	
1 I borrow this concept from Staniland 2012.  
2 It is hard to overstate the level of organization and discipline displayed by Kataeb prior to the war. The party had a 
presence all the way down to village level (these fundamental structural units of part organization were called 
aqsam), building up to 356 regional aqalim, four administrative muhafazat, and finally the central council (Al-Majlis 
Al-Markazi). At the executive level of the party, there were sixteen departments or masalih, varying from issues 
such as women’s affairs to sports, each directed by a president, vice president and secretary, all appointed by the 
party’s political bureau after consultation with regional leaders. See Entelis 1974, 84, 91-95.  
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and fragmentation between nominal political authority and military leadership played out several 

more times within the LF after Gemayel’s assassination.  

In contrast, the political dominance over military forces was clear in the organization of 

the so-called “Islamic State” of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS). ISIS territory was divided into political 

administrative units, each run by an appointed official responsible for governing the territory. 

Under these officials were “emirs,” who were responsible for specific functions, such as sharia 

emirs or military emirs (Hashim 2018, 255). The centralization and political control of income 

sources was an important aspect in the group’s success. Its income, including donations, 

revenues from national resources and mining, and taxes, was run through a formal administrative 

apparatus rather than delegated to militia fighters or commanders (Ibid, 183). In the case of oil 

and gas production, for example, the man in charge (Abu Sayyaf, aka Fathi Bin Awn al-Murad 

al-Tunisi) was responsible for creating a centralized network of traders and wholesalers of Syrian 

oil that tripled energy revenues for ISIS. Employees at Syrian oilfields were generally white-

collar professionals from Arab countries with ideological sympathies towards ISIS rather than 

soldiers. Abu Sayyaf even “retained many Syrian oil industry veterans by offering them high 

salaries” (Ibid, 263). ISIS similarly centralized logistical procurement through its Committee for 

Military Manufacturing and Development. The committee “built an infrastructure for the 

effective categorization of arms and ammunition in the ISIS inventory and the efficient 

distribution to the various units throughout the Caliphate” (Ibid, 213). The committee also 

appropriated the wide range of high-grade military equipment seized from the Iraqi and Syrian 

armies in 2014 and was responsible for centralizing the production of weapons, vehicle-born 

improvised explosive devices, and suicide vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices.  
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The cases above illustrate both the diversity in the kinds of relationships that insurgent 

organizations have between their political apparatuses and military wings, as well as the range of 

organizational decisions surrounding financing and procurement that are available to violent 

non-state actors. What explains why the KRF and LF experienced such significant struggles for 

command while ISIS remained relatively unscathed from this type of organizational 

fragmentation? More generally, why do some insurgencies experience struggles for command, 

while others retain unified political control over the course of a conflict? 

This dissertation seeks to explore the conditions under which insurgencies are likely to 

experience struggles for command from their military leaders against their political principals. 

Although some conceptualize rebel groups as monolithic militant organizations, nearly all of 

these actors are formally led by political leaders who delegate the everyday tasks of fighting to 

others. In this project, I use a new typology of the political-military relationships of insurgent 

groups, a political economy theory of militia control, an original, cross-national dataset of 

insurgent command and control, and comparative evidence from the Lebanese Civil War to 

explain what insurgent political-military relations look like and why they do or do not vary over 

time and space.  

 

Insurgent Command and Control  

While there is no shortness of scholarly material on the behavior of rebel groups in civil war nor 

the civil-military relations of states, the explicit discussion of political-military relations or 

command and control in a non-state context remains extremely limited in political science, with 

the literature that does exist focusing on single case studies. Finnegan (2017) uses the lens of 

military professionalism to examine the development of the Provisional Irish Republic Army 
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(PIRA). He finds that PIRA developed and enforced a professional ethos through “harder” 

aspects of professionalism (such as improved training and specialization) as well as “soft” 

elements of professionalism (such as internal discipline and the threat of shame), which directly 

related to its tactical conduct and combat effectiveness. Haer et al (2011) examines the means by 

which rebel groups establish military compliance and cohesion. The authors apply human 

resource management theory to the Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), finding that the 

group’s strategic practices are similar to other public or private organizations. While the LRA 

initially relies upon fear, force, and intimidation to keep abducted children in the group, it also 

uses targeted recruitment, socialization,3 compensation, and promotion to keep abducted 

members in the organization. While these case studies showcase mechanisms of achieving 

political control over rebel militia, it is difficult to gauge the external validity of these 

mechanisms or predict when they will or will not be enough to maintain tight political-military 

relations within a given organization.  

On the other hand, existing organizational approaches to civil wars often implicitly deal 

with rebel political-military relations and command and control, even if they do not explicitly 

use these terms. This research, while representing crucial first steps in the field of insurgent 

command and control, ultimately suffers from several limitations. One of the earliest pieces of 

scholarship in this line of work, Weinstein (2006), differentiates between opportunistic 

rebellions, where participation is less risky and short-term gains more likely (leading to an 

abundance of low-commitment participants who expect immediate rewards for their 

involvement), and activist rebellions, where participation is risky and short term gains are 

unlikely (attracting only high-commitment participants who are willing to make costly 

	
3 This is a normatively neutral word for oftentimes decidedly non-neutral actions. Mechanisms of combatant 
socialization often include rape, among other forms of violence. See Cohen 2013.  
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investments in return for longer term rewards). If one assumes that levels of parochial behavior 

among subordinate commanders—by which I mean behavior that is self-serving in nature rather 

than behavior that is directed to further the goals of the organization—are negatively correlated 

with levels of military subordination to political leadership, then Weinstein’s theory also 

generates theoretical expectations about rebel groups’ political-military relations from initial 

conditions.  

For a number of reasons, however, this argument is ultimately unsatisfying. In particular, 

Weinstein has almost no discussion on the socialization of participation in rebellion. What is the 

effect of participation in combat and the experience of training? Can recruit “types” change 

through political indoctrination and/or professional military education? Oppenheim et al (2015) 

also find evidence that ideological indoctrination decreases the likelihood of defection and 

demobilization in armed non-state actors, even among economically motivated combatants. 

Weinstein’s argument also appears especially problematic if we try to apply its logic to the 

behavior of states. If the presence of material resources produces undisciplined rebels, should we 

not also expect that modern professional militaries, which often recruit soldiers by offering 

economic benefits, would produce undisciplined soldiers? Finally, the argument’s level of 

analysis, rebel organization, is in ontological tension with its explanation, which fails to 

incorporate key dimensions of organizations, such as roles and relations (see Parkinson and Zaks 

2018, 276).  

Staniland (2012) builds off of Weinstein’s work and argues that, rather than initial 

material endowments, the structure of preexisting social networks upon which an armed group is 

built helps determine the organizational integration or fragmentation of a group. He creates a 

typology of insurgent organizations based on two axes: horizontal (i.e. ties between elite 
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officers) and vertical (i.e. ties between elites and local communities). Staniland’s social 

institutional theory, however, boils down to the deeply unsatisfying conclusion that strong 

network foundations lead to strong organizations. Political-military fragmentation in several 

cases from the Lebanese Civil War with strong network foundations (and cohesion in several 

cases with weak foundations) also suggests that there is more at work here in determining when 

and what type of fragmentation we see in insurgent organizations. Moreover, while Staniland 

(2014) distinguishes insurgent groups based on their strength of central processes of control and 

local processes of control, for example, it is unclear what robust or fragile processes actually 

look like at the local and central level.  

Some scholars take rebel fragmentation more specifically as an object of study. 

Woldemariam (2018) examines rebel fragmentation in the Horn of Africa as his dependent 

variable. He defines rebel fragmentation as “the splitting of rebel organizations into political 

distinct, mutually exclusive entities, where these entities create a new rebel organization, join an 

existing organization, or join forces with the incumbent government” (Woldemariam 2018, 6). In 

brief, Woldemariam argues that both exceptionally good and bad overarching military situations 

promote fragmentation in rebel groups. In the case of significant battlefield losses, constituent 

units of a rebel organization find that their collective enterprise with the rest of the group “no 

longer guarantees the survival of the organization’s constituent units” (Woldemariam 2018, 7). 

On the other hand, victory reduces the raison d’etre of the organization and allows “the 

constituent units of a rebel organization [to] behave in ways consistent with the pursuit of their 

own individual interest” (Ibid, 7). Organizational cohesion, per Woldemariam, is best preserved 

by battlefield stalemates. A similar argument is made in Christia (2012), but she contends that 
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only battlefield losses predict organizational fragmentation, while battlefield gains promote 

group solidarity.  

While these arguments may be valid, fragmentation as a dependent variable is 

underspecified here. Fragmentation can take many forms; which kind should we expect in a 

given situation? Woldemariam limits his view of fragmentation to the formal exit of a segment 

of a rebel organization. While this restriction on his dependent variable allows him to see the 

most extreme manifestations of fragmentation, his measure is also unable to capture more 

nuanced forms of intra-organizational confrontation. The vast majority of rebel groups (~68%) 

do not factionalize at any point in their history (Lidow 2016, 5). Therefore, while it is important 

to study rebel fragmentation, it is arguably even more important to study intra-organizational 

confrontation within rebel groups, especially those short of fragmentation. 

Finally, several scholars deal with insurgent command and control as an important 

variable in rebel governance and postwar politics, but fail to rigorously examine its determinants. 

Ana Arjona (2016) proposes that variance in wartime social order can be explained by rebel time 

horizons and the quality of pre-existing institutions. For Arjona, internal indiscipline/cohesion is 

an independent variable that impacts whether rebels have short- or long-term time horizons, 

which subsequently affect the type of order that appears in areas under rebel control. In her 

study, however, rebel cohesion is exogenized for the most part, begging the question of when we 

should expect to see indiscipline and what form it might take. Zahar (1999) suggests that one 

obvious axis of variation among militias is “the balance between civilian and military 

institutions” and whether a militia is militarily united and clearly subordinated to political 

leadership (59). She muses that factors that might account for this variation include “the ideology 

of the organization, the revenue base of the various sub-components of the militia, and the value 
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attributed to political autonomy from the military in the larger societal context” (59). While she 

does not explore these issues in depth, her suggestions highlight an important and hitherto 

unexplained source of variation among insurgent groups: the relationship between their military 

and political leaders.  

In summary, existing organizational approaches to civil conflict have made crucial first 

steps in examining insurgent political-military relations, but this scholarship ultimately is limited 

by a reliance on single case studies, suffers from an unclear conceptualization of 

intraorganizational cleavages, and lacks an investigation into its determinants. Only through 

systematizing an operationalization of insurgent command and control in a way that is 

comparable across time, space, and insurgent group can scholars identify patterns and changes in 

insurgent political-military relations.  

 

Theory 

In this dissertation, I contend that organizational middlemen—rebel tax collectors, logisticians, 

and diplomats—play an important role in developing submissive military forces within insurgent 

organizations. Waging an insurgency requires money, armaments, and diplomacy. Any 

sustainable war effort requires both fighting units and some kind of financial base. Lack of 

money restricts insurgent tactics and targets, while its availability allows for organizational 

recruitment, training, and the acquisition of weapons and ammunition. Thus, control over these 

resources plays an important role in determining who has the final say in organizational 

decisions.  

My theory has two key parts, with implications for both the scholarly literatures on civil-

military relations, civil wars, rebel governance, and rebel fragmentation, as well as policymakers. 
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First, I argue that organizational interlocutors for militia financing, diplomacy, and logistical 

support affect the political-military relations of non-state actors. In developing states, one of the 

most crucial challenges to civilian control over the military is gaining control over the military’s 

finances and material supplies. Rebel political leaders face a similar challenge when dealing with 

the distribution of resources in their organizations. When financial and support tasks are either 

explicitly or tacitly delegated to the militia, militia commanders lose incentives for cooperation 

with organizational leadership and face reduced opportunity costs associated with behavior that 

is either not officially sanctioned or explicitly prohibited by political leaders. 

Second, I argue that group ideology, specifically whether this ideology inculcates 

deference to political authority, affects insurgent group task allocation and militia commander 

behavior. Communist and other leftist groups, for example, generally have ideological 

proscriptions against militia involvement outside of combat operations, making them less likely 

to assign non-military tasks to militia units and more likely to inculcate militia deference to party 

authority. Leftist groups are also able to minimize preference divergence between political and 

military elites by coopting militia commanders into party posts and instituting a system of 

political education for officers and troops. In contrast, nationalist or fascist group ideologies 

grant a broad mandate to the militia, setting the stage for the growing political power of militia 

commanders.  

 

Methodology 

Researchers interested in insurgent groups face significant barriers in gathering data. First, 

primary source archival material is extremely rare. Concerns about secrecy often mean that rebel 

groups leave preciously little written material about meetings, policies, and strategies. What little 
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material that does exist may be destroyed before falling into the hands of the group’s 

governmental or non-governmental adversaries. Second, the material that does become available 

is generally curated to obscure intra-organizational tension and less-than-charitable activities 

engaged in by the group. Groups that ultimately survive civil wars by winning them outright or 

joining the political process after a negotiated settlement have political and organizational 

incentives to whitewash their pasts.  

To overcome some of these constraints, the roots of my political economy theory of 

militia control grow out of several months of fieldwork in Lebanon, including archival work and 

over 30 interviews with former combatants and political figures who participated in the Lebanese 

Civil War.4 Because of the delicate nature of the information exchanged in my interviews with 

ex-fighters, many of my interviews were conducted “on background,” meaning that my interview 

partners granted me permission to use the information they provided, but they asked not to be 

identified by name or title. Whenever I am authorized to indicate the name or identifying 

information of the interviewee, I do so.  

I employ both qualitative and quantitative techniques to test my theory. A detailed 

analysis of Lebanon’s Civil War allows for an exploration of the effects of variation in 

organizational affiliation of middlemen and ideology among the three main insurgent 

organizations that participated in the conflict by holding constant factors such as geography and 

culture. Thus subnational, controlled comparison of groups that vary on key independent 

variables strengthens inference and accounts for the selection bias of the case studies. To test the 

theory’s predictions beyond Lebanon, I compiled a dataset of all rebel groups that participated in 

	
4 This research study was approved by the Georgetown University Institutional Review Board (#2018-0614).  
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an armed conflict between 1946 and 2011, which combines measures from several important 

sources of data on violent non-state actors.  

 

Lebanon and the Lebanese Civil War 

To be clear, this dissertation is not a history of the Lebanese Civil War.5 I do not explore the 

war’s causes or its conclusion in any substantial way, and I leave many important events, people, 

and groups on the sidelines for my analysis. But I do build upon existing histories of the war by 

centering my analysis on the organizational unit, thus making an analytical distinction between 

communal shared identification—e.g. “Maronite,” “Sunni,” or “Shiite”—and organizational 

affiliation or involvement. Choosing three case studies of Lebanese armed non-state actors also 

counters a pervasive public rhetoric in Lebanon that promotes the idea that the Lebanese Civil 

War was a “war of others” using Lebanon as a venue for their conflict.6 This narrative places the 

blame for the violence that occurred during the civil war on Israel and the Palestinian armed 

groups operating on Lebanese territory. Sune Haugbolle contends that this “war of others 

rhetoric dominates public culture throughout the post-war period as an attempt to externalize 

collective guilt, and as a means to break with the past and pave the way for a new political 

culture” (2006, 303).  

At the same time, it is important to have a basic understanding of the historical 

background of the civil war, which I briefly describe here. Despite occupying slightly less area 

than the U.S. state of Connecticut, Lebanon’s history, society, and geography give it an outsized 

status in regional and global politics. Although it shares a long border with Syria (and a much 

	
5 An in-depth treatment of the history of the war can be found in Hanf 1993.  
6 Indeed, after telling an Internal Security Forces agent in the Beirut Airport that I was researching non-state actors 
in the civil war (I was asked what I was doing in the country), the agent responded “so you study the Palestinians”.   
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shorter one with Israel), Lebanon has a distinct colonial and political legacy.7 The lands that 

came to be known as Lebanon were acquired as a mandate by France after World War I, with the 

French demarcating the region of Lebanon in 1920 and granting it independence in 1943. Over 

the next several decades, Lebanon became the site of a significant political conflict between a 

government structure disproportionately favoring its Christian population and many pan-Arabist 

and other left-wing groups opposed to the pro-western government.8 These tensions came to a 

head during a brief civil war in 1958, which only ended after U.S. military forces intervened in 

the conflict. The establishment of the state of Israel and subsequent Arab-Israeli conflicts (most 

notably in 1948 and 1967) also led to the influx of over 100,000 Palestinian refugees into 

Lebanon. The relocation of the Palestinian Liberation Organization’s (PLO)9 leadership from 

Jordan to Lebanon after the Black September conflict in 1970 further disrupted Lebanon’s fragile 

political environment by essentially creating a state within a state and inviting Israeli attacks on 

Lebanese territory.  

The PLO formed a powerful alliance with Sunni and Druze leaders in Lebanon, who 

viewed Palestinians as natural partners in their struggle to radically reform the structure of the 

Lebanese state. On the other hand, Lebanese Christians viewed the presence of armed Palestinian 

groups as a kind of foreign military occupation, which violated both Lebanese independence and 

sovereignty. In response to the 1969 Cairo Accord, which essentially legalized Palestinian 

military presence in southern Lebanon, and the influx of Palestinian fighters expelled from 

	
7 A good introduction to modern Lebanese history, including the civil war, is Traboulsi (2007).  
8 As I am not aiming to write a history of the war itself, this is a stylized account and full of historical tropes. Until 
recently, scholarship on this period in Lebanon’s history frames it as a background to the civil war rather than an 
object of study in itself (see, for example, Salibi 1988).  Current historical work is doing a better job at taking this 
period on its own terms and not with a pre-war telos. My comments here are only meant to contextualize what many 
believe to be the main cleavage in Lebanese politics prior to the civil war. However, many other lines of cleavage 
have been relevant at different points in time.  
9 The PLO is an umbrella body including a number of constituent organizations, which have not always worked in a 
unified manner; see Krause (2013).  
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Jordan, several Lebanese nationalist organizations—which included mainly Maronite 

Catholics—began procuring arms and training paramilitary units to confront the militant 

Palestinian presence in Lebanon.  

A spiral of violence during the spring of 1975 was followed by Lebanon’s gradual 

descent into civil war.10 On one side of the violence were armed Palestinian organizations as well 

as several progressive and radical Lebanese political parties, the most powerful among them 

being the Druze Progressive Socialist Party. This side garnered broad support from the Sunni, 

Shiite, and Druze Muslim communities.11 On the other side of the divide stood an alliance of 

Lebanese nationalist parties, which saw themselves as fighting for an independent and sovereign 

Lebanon. This alliance drew support mainly among Maronite Catholics but also from many other 

Christians in Lebanon. The most prominent organization in this nationalist coalition was the 

Kataeb party.  

 

Contributions to Existing Scholarship 

The lack of a clear conceptual framework about what insurgent command and control actually 

looks like and how it may vary across time and space makes theorizing about its determinants 

extremely difficult. By clarifying these ideas, I am able to more precisely theorize about the 

determinants of insurgent command and control. This dissertation thus makes important 

contributions to existing scholarship on civil wars and civil-military relations. First, to address 

some of the shortcomings of the existing literature, I develop an operationalization of insurgent 

command and control through a typology that is comparable across space, time, and insurgent 

	
10 The best accounts of the outbreak of civil war in Lebanon include Salibi (1976) and Khazen (2000). 
11 Christians supportive of a secular government, especially Greek Orthodox Christians, can also be counted among 
the supporters of this side.  
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group. In doing so, I highlight an important—and hitherto overlooked—intraorganizational 

cleavage in violent non-state actors.  

Second, this work follows Brooks’ (2019, 14) call to research the causes and effects of 

civil-military relations in non-state actors. Many significant violent non-state actors formally 

maintain separate political and military wings while others exhibit more informal divisions 

between political/strategic and operations roles. While not generally understood in this way, the 

relationships between these wings often mirror the issues that national governments face with 

their military establishments. This project thus opens up future opportunities to bridge the rebel 

governance and civil-military relations literatures.  

 

Policy Contributions  

This project has important policy-relevant implications. Civil wars are becoming “more frequent, 

more harmful to civilians, and harder to resolve…in part by the growing role of non-state actors, 

proliferating insurgencies and transnational extremist groups” (Day 2020, 2). By addressing the 

determinants of insurgent command and control, this research may offer guidance on the 

appropriate strategies and tactics to effectively combat violent non-state actors participating in 

conflict around the globe. Moreover this research offers insight into the durable settlement of 

intrastate conflict. Insurgent militias, which have bureaucratic incentives to prolong violent 

conflict, are obvious candidates to become spoilers to negotiated settlements and ceasefires. 

Political control over armed wings of non-state actors represents one possible pathway to 

preempting the rise of groups that represent the interests of individuals who do not favor an 

agreement.  
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Plan of the Dissertation 

The remainder of the dissertation proceeds as follows. In Chapter 2, I more fully develop my 

theoretical framework and outline the alternative explanations I consider. Chapters 3 through 6 

present evidence in support of the theory. In Chapter 3, I introduce an original dataset of 

insurgent command and control to statistically test whether insurgent groups that adopt an 

ideology inculcating militia deference to political authority actually do exhibit higher levels of 

political control over the militia. I find that insurgent groups with an ideology that inculcates 

militia deference to political authority, such as a leftist ideology, exhibit significantly stronger 

political control over their militias than groups that are not organized around such ideologies.  

Although I am able to establish a robust relationship between adopting an ideology that 

inculcates deference to political authority and political control over strategic decisionmaking 

within a group, I am unable to determine causality with my statistical analysis alone. To 

supplement my quantitative evidence, I include three qualitative case studies that rely on 

fieldwork conducted in Lebanon, interviews with senior political figures and former militia 

commanders from the Lebanese Civil War, archival research, and secondary sources. In Chapter 

4, the case of the Lebanese Front and its militia, the Lebanese Forces (LF), represents a 

quintessential case of what I term a “praetorian” organization—vertically centralized and 

characterized by the prominent role of militia commanders in strategic decisionmaking. 

Although it was simply born as the centralized fighting force of the Christian Resistance, the LF 

became a nearly autonomous entity, with its own bureaucracy and political objectives. LF militia 

commanders regularly acted without reference to their political principals and eventually staged 

a series of coups that sidelined political leaders for the remainder of the war. This case relies 

primarily on archival research conducted at the Holy Spirit University of Kaslik, which operated 
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as a think tank for the LF during the war, and interviews with current and former senior figures 

in the organization.  

In Chapter 5, I leverage evidence from the case of the Progressive Socialist Party and its 

militia, the People’s Liberation Army, to trace the determinants of political-military relations in 

an organization founded on an explicitly leftist ideology. The case also enables me to evaluate 

the causal mechanisms posited in the theory using a group that did not experience struggles for 

command over the course of the war. This case relies primarily on archival documents collected 

at the American University of Beirut’s Jafet Library and interviews with current and former 

senior political and military figures in the organization.  

In Chapter 6, I test the scope of the theory using results from the case of the Amal 

Movement. Amal is dissimilar from the other two case studies in the dissertation due to its highly 

decentralized organizational structure. The results of this study suggest that the theory offered in 

Chapter 2 may not only apply to centralized rebel groups, but also to decentralized ones, 

especially in cases where political leaders are able to monopolize the provision of material 

support within the organization.  

Finally, in Chapter 7, I conclude by elaborating on the implications of my findings for 

foreign policy and academic scholarship. Specifically, I examine how the implications of this 

research speak to the policy issues of counterinsurgency and conflict termination, as well as the 

existing scholarship on civil wars and civil-military relations.  
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CHAPTER 2  
 

THEORIZING STRUGGLES FOR COMMAND 
 

The objective of this chapter is to outline a theory of rebel command and control. Once a group 

decides to arm, its newly-formed militia has four hypothetical options in its dealings with 

political leadership: obey, ignore, defect, or stage a coup. These options are hypothetical because 

not all militia commanders have the motive, opportunity, and/or capacity to pursue them. I 

collectively term the non-obedience options struggles for command as each involves a clear 

breakdown in command and control within the insurgent group.  

The theory I present here builds upon a wealth of recent work in organizational 

approaches to civil wars (Arjona et al 2015; Parkinson and Zaks 2018) by putting this literature 

into conversation with long-standing scholarship on civil-military relations in comparative 

politics. I propose that rebel political leaders, in the context of a civil war, face challenges in 

developing submissive military forces similar to their state-based counterparts. I hypothesize that 

organizational interlocutors for militia financing and logistical support play an important role in 

this process. When financial and support tasks are delegated to the militia, militia commanders 

lose incentives for cooperation with organizational leadership and face reduced opportunity costs 

associated with behavior that is either not officially sanctioned or explicitly prohibited by 

political leaders. Drawing upon theories of civil-military relations in the field of comparative 

communism, I further argue that this task allocation is a function of group ideology, with leftist 

groups generally having ideological proscriptions against militia involvement outside of combat 

operations. In doing so, I develop a causal mechanism for my statistical finding of leftist 

insurgent groups demonstrating higher levels of central command and control over the course of 

their existence.  
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In the chapter that follows, I develop this theory more thoroughly. The first section 

establishes the terminological and analytical underpinnings of the theory. In the second section, I 

explore how the context of civil war sets the stage for the struggle for command but does not 

explain its variation. The third section explores variation in the theory’s outcome of interest and 

develops a typology based on this variable. In the fourth section, I look at the important role of 

middlemen in insurgencies and why their political or militia affiliation has important 

downstream implications for the opportunity and capacity of militia leaders to pursue 

insubordinate behavior. I also use this section to highlight the important role of ideology in 

driving this process. The fifth section offers a set of observable implications that I will test in 

subsequent chapters, and alternative observable implications that may provide evidence against 

my theory.   

 

The Unwieldy Taxonomy of Violent Non-state Actors and Organizations 

The words rebel groups/organizations, violent non-state actors, and insurgents are used 

interchangeably in this chapter. These labels include actors that others may describe as militias, 

terrorists, guerillas, and warlords. Though their tactics and strategies may differ, groups 

categorized as any of the terms above are nonstate actors that resort to violence in order to 

achieve their political objectives. I also use the term militia to mean the military forces of a 

violent non-state actor. Traditionally, the term militia is used to refer to a body of reserve citizen-

soldiers that are only to be called upon in case of an emergency. More recently, the term has 

been applied to private pro-government forces. Conventional usage of this term in academic 

literature generally defines a militia as an entire organization, rather than just its military forces 

(Zahar 1999; Szekely 2017). Because most rebel groups maintain structures unrelated to 
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fighting—including shadow governance bodies, social service institutions, political messaging 

bureaus, and even functional political parties—limiting the meaning of the term “militia” to non-

state military forces provides conceptual clarity over its conventional usage in academic jargon. 

It also fills in an important conceptual gap for violent non-state actors between the idea of a 

“military wing”, which unnecessarily implies a significant degree of separation from the 

remainder of a rebel group, and a “military”, which generally implies authorization and 

maintenance by a sovereign state.   

Due to the multifaceted use of various labels in the non-state violence literature, I will 

clearly set out the scope of theory here. This dissertation looks at non-state actors that are 

involved in internal armed conflicts, are politically motivated, and maintain military forces that 

are organized along some sort of hierarchy of command. The theory applies only to armed actors 

who operate openly with some sort of political leadership. The theory does not apply to 

clandestine organizations, which are frequently classified as gangs, mafias, or terrorist cells.  

At the core of this dissertation—and its main point of departure from existing literature 

on insurgent groups—is a distinction made between the political and military leaderships of 

armed non-state actors. At the level of the state, this distinction is almost always clear and 

institutionalized, with a chief executive representing civil authority and a distinct military 

establishment.  But who counts as a political leader in a non-state context? How do we 

distinguish such leaders from military commanders? Literature on civil-military relations 

maintains two different sets of definitions to distinguish between civilian and military leaders. 

The first set of definitions uses the process by which an individual takes office to label them. A 

leader is classified as civilian if they come to power by established norms and processes rather 

than a coup or other extralegal mechanisms. Under this definition, civilian leaders do not exist in 
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military regimes, or those in which a group of military leaders govern collectively in uniform 

(Brooks 2019, 3). This definition is less useful in the context of insurgent groups, which, by 

definition, arise by way of extralegal or, more likely, illegal mechanisms. While it is conceivable 

that, over time, groups will develop institutionalized mechanisms for leadership turnover, this 

represents an inappropriate bar for most organizations.   

The alternative approach is to distinguish political and military leaders by their functional 

roles, rather than their background (Brooks 2008). Political leaders are in charge of a broad array 

of economic, social, and strategic policies. Military leaders are the persons who run the military 

on a day-to-day basis. By this definition, which I adopt, nearly all non-state actors have both 

political and military leaders. Insurgent groups have, at the least, formal leaders, commanders, 

subcommanders, and foot soldiers (Johnston 2008, 109). It is conceivable that in some very 

small organizations the same leader can both be in charge of a broad array of political 

responsibilities as well as run the militia without significant delegation. In most cases, however, 

delegation is an inevitable response to the constraints imposed by governance and conflict.  

 

Time and the Struggle for Command 

Armed conflict empowers certain actors relative to others. Among its prime beneficiaries are 

practitioners of violence. States under constant threat, which require frequent and active support 

from their own militaries, find it more difficult to establish and maintain civilian control over 

military elites (Laswell 1941; 1962). We should expect to see similar dynamics in rebel groups 

fighting for survival in civil wars. The longer the war, the more important the role of fighters 

becomes. In the beginning of the Kosovo Liberation Army’s (KLA) conflict with Yugoslavia, for 

example, it was traditional in Kosovar village meetings for the village elder to be flanked by two 
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of the most educated among the villagers. By the war’s end, an observer of a meeting noted that 

a KLA commander now flanked the village elder (New York Times, 27 July 1999, A8). As 

conflicts drag on, militia commanders will desire more of a voice in political decisionmaking. 

The rebel political-militia relationship is also subject to inevitable endogenous processes 

over the course of a conflict. Militias, like most agents in long-term principal-agent relationships, 

increase their competence over time through learning by doing, “making them more competent 

and valuable to the governor” (Abbott et al 2018). An expanding competence gap between 

militia commanders and their political principals gradually increases the bargaining power of the 

militia over a group’s political leaders. This competency gap may provide agents with the ability 

to pursue their own goals or slack, induce changes in their goals, and/or stimulate ambition to 

gain more independence or control. Political and military leaders, responsible for different and 

sometimes isolated spheres of operations within a given organization, are also likely to develop 

different ideas about organizational goals and priorities over time (Berti 2013, 22). 

These two inevitable processes—the growing role of the fighter and the growing 

competency gap between fighter and leader—set the stage for a struggle for command. Why are 

some groups better equipped to handle these processes than others? I argue that a militia’s ability 

to initiate a struggle for command is conditional upon its decision about whether to delegate 

material support tasks to fighters and its ideology. 

 

Variation in Insurgent Command and Control 

Once an organization decides to create a militia, it is presented with the classic civil-military 

“problematique” (Feaver 1999): it must ensure that its military forces are both submissive to its 

authority and effective in conflict against its adversaries. Rebel groups have had varying levels 
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of success in this endeavor. Rebel militias have four potential responses to political leadership 

during civil wars: they can obey, ignore, defect, or stage a coup, with the risk associated with 

each response progressively increasing.12 I collectively term the options other than obedience 

struggles for command. To move from obedience to struggles for command requires motivation 

to be insubordinate, the opportunity to do so, and the capacity to seize the opportunity.  

Obedience is the first choice that rebel militias have, and certainly the ideal one for rebel 

political leadership. Obedience need not be absolute nor represent what many would see as 

“healthy” civil-military relations at the state level. Militia commanders may exhibit “foot-

dragging” and other forms of military shirking that are prevalent even in advanced industrialized 

democracies (Feaver 2003). Even one of the most advanced and institutionalized of rebellions, 

the Confederate States of America, suffered from significant bouts of political-military infighting 

about appropriate strategies and tactics (Woodworth 1990). At the end of the day, however, what 

distinguishes this option from others on this list is that militia commanders generally respond to 

direct orders and the locus of control and decisionmaking remains with the political leadership of 

the rebel organization.  

Military leaders can also simply ignore commands or cues from their political principals. 

Militias that ignore political leaders establish a parallel decisionmaking process independent of 

rebel political leadership but choose not to create a separate organization or appropriate the 

formal political decisionmaking process. The reorientation of the locus of control from the 

Lebanese Front to its militia, the Lebanese Forces (LF), was one of the most profound political-

military shifts in the Lebanese Civil War. While the actions of the Lebanese Forces were, in 

theory, governed by a command council implementing policies handed down by the Lebanese 

	
12 These options are obviously ideal types and some militias may exhibit more than one of these behaviors over 
time.  
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Front, in reality LF commander Bashir Gemayal slowly but surely superseded its authority. He 

seldom consulted political leaders about the activities of the Lebanese Forces and frequently 

ignored the directives of Lebanese Front politicians when they were offered. In sum, “[he] 

transformed the Lebanese Forces into an independent vehicle for political change that eventually 

rivaled the traditional wing of the party.”13 

A more extreme option available to militia commanders is to defect from the existing 

organizational structure they find themselves in, choosing to either form an independent 

organization or join any number of existing organizations in the war. The Syrian Muslim 

Brotherhood’s short-lived experiment with a militia in Syria, known as the Commission of the 

Revolutionary Shields (CRS), is representative. Torn apart internally by debates regarding the 

appropriate level of violence to employ against the Syrian regime and outflanked by the better 

resourced and more militarily successful al-Nusra Front and ISIL, many local militia 

commanders abandoned CRS and joined these groups instead. This left the Brotherhood’s 

political apparatus without reliable military forces on the ground.  

Finally, rebel militias, like the militaries of states, can choose to stage a coup of the 

organization and reverse the prior principal-agent relationship, commandeering the group’s 

political apparatus and making it subject to their control. In January 2009, National Congress for 

the Defense of the People (CNDP) chief of staff Bosco Ntaganda successfully staged a coup 

against CNDP founder Laurent Nkunda in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Similarly, Joseph 

Lagu, chief of staff of the southern Sudanese Separatist Anyanya staged a successful coup 

against the elected president of the group in 1969. Lagu subsequently assumed political and 

military leadership of the renamed South Sudan Liberation Movement.  

	
13 “Lebanon: The Lebanese Forces Militia,” Directorate of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, November 17, 
1982. Available from < https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP06T00412R000201120001-4.pdf>.  
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For analytical clarity, I develop a typology of violent non-state actors by distinguishing 

groups along two axes: organizational centralization and political control. Organizational 

centralization concerns the formality of the command structure. To what degree are insurgent 

fighters actually representative of the organization and integrated with militia leadership? While 

the theory presented in this chapter cannot explain much of the variation in this variable, it plays 

an important role in the type of command and control behavior we should expect from rebel 

militias. The level of political control concerns the degree to which a group’s militia reliably 

follows the cues and orders of its nominal political principals. This variable is explained by the 

theory I present in this chapter.  

 
 High Political Control Low Political Control 

Centralized I 

Objective/Subjective Control 

(PSP/PLA; CSA) 

II 

Praetorian (Lebanese Christian 

Resistance; CCP/FARC-EP) 

Decentralized III 

Local Contracting (Amal) 

IV 

Fragmented (Syrian National 

Coalition/Free Syrian Army) 

Figure 2.1: A Typology of Non-State Political Military Relations 
 

The ideal type of an “objectively” or “subjectively” politically controlled militia, found in 

quadrant I, mirrors the civil-military relations of a state in many ways.14 Militia members usually 

maintain a certain corporate ethos. Most of these organizations formally train their forces, 

	
14 These terms are borrowed from Huntington (1957). While Huntington advocates objective control, or 
professionalization, of the military, the end result of subjective control remains a military that is subordinated to 
political control.  
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oftentimes through training academies. The Druze People’s Liberation Army (PLA) trained 

officer cadets in a Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) Military School established in the Chouf 

mountains. These militias are marked by obedience to political principals either through 

professionalization or ideological indoctrination.  

Praetorian15 groups, found in quadrant II, are those in which the militia or military wing 

of the organization play a prominent role in the organization’s trajectory. In this type of 

organization, the political leadership is either regularly drawn from the militia or militia leaders 

frequently intervene in the process of rebel governance. Praetorian groups are characterized by 

militias that either ignore political leadership or stage coups. Ignoring political leadership does 

not mean that militia commanders are politically inactive, however. To the contrary, militia 

commanders in this kind of organization often become the de facto political decisionmakers. 

They also exhibit high levels of centralized command and control of forces through 

institutionalized hierarchies and extensive training. The Christian Resistance Forces in Lebanon 

(represented politically by the Lebanese Front and military by the Lebanese Forces) represent a 

typical group of this type. Although the LF drifted back under the influence of the Lebanese 

Front and Kataeb Party in particular after Bashir Gemayal’s assassination, LF leaders staged a 

series of coups (once in 1985 and twice in 1986) that regained their political independence and 

made them the Christian actor in Lebanon.  

Groups that locally contract their forces, found in quadrant III, form a distinctive type of 

relationship with their militias. While military high command remains loyal to political 

leadership, the connection between militia commanders and groups of fighters on the ground is 

	
15 I borrow this term from Perlmutter 1969. 
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quite low.16 The Lebanese Shiite group Amal grew its military forces rapidly in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s through local militia formations that began referring to themselves as part of the 

organization (Szekely 2017, 127). In reality, these local groups were not really incorporated into 

the formal command structure of Amal, despite Nabih Berri’s ability to mobilize them on short 

notice. As Berri discovered in the mid-1980s, there are downsides to having weak vertical lines 

of command and control. Amid a wave of hijackings and kidnappings of foreigners, Berri and 

Amal regularly had to awkwardly and simultaneously serve as protectors of hostages, mediators 

for their release, and their captors (Dickey 1985). Despite possessing the loyalty of his top 

commanders, Berri struggled to rein in the mass number of individual fighters working outside 

the chain of command in the name of the organization.  

Finally, fragmented groups face the worst of both worlds. Not only are political leaders 

unable to reliably and consistently control individual soldiers down the chain of command, they 

are also unable to reign in the activities of their militia commanders. Fragmented groups are most 

predisposed to militia defection. Because centralization of the organization is low, there is 

usually little to be gained by staging a coup. The example of the Syrian opposition is illustrative 

here. Although the Syrian National Council formally associated itself with the Free Syrian Army 

(FSA), it lacked the ability to direct individual brigades on the ground in Syria or the FSA’s 

central command in southern Turkey. As outside money poured in to individual FSA 

commanders and brigades, any incentives to remain under the FSA banner disappeared. This 

behavior became a cycle whereby fighters who established a relationship with a particular donor 

left their prior militias to create their own, thus continuing the fragmentation of Syrian 

opposition groups (Baylouny and Mullins 2018, 993).  

	
16 Similar to a scenario in which states delegate conflict to local rebel proxies, organizational political leaders and 
military high command forfeit a certain level of autonomy by pursuing this strategy; see Salehyan 2010.  
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Middlemen: The Political Economy of Militia Control 

One of the most crucial challenges to civilian control over the military in states undergoing 

democratic transitions is gaining control over the military’s finances and material supplies. In 

many of these states, militaries have access to vast monetary resources, which allow them to 

become independent of official defense budgets provided by the state and to finance operations 

that may not have the approval of civilian authorities (Brömmelhörster & Paes 2003). In the 

particularly extreme case of post-Suharto Indonesia, the official defense budget amounted to 

only one quarter of military expenditures (Jane’s Defense Weekly, 14 February 2001, 27).  

Rebel political leaders face a similar challenge when dealing with the distribution of 

resources in their organizations. Inducing rebel militia commanders to follow orders is a 

challenge for political leaders who cannot rely on externally enforced contracts. As Lidow 

(2016) argues, “this challenge distinguishes rebel groups from other organizations such as 

corporations or government agencies” (7). Lidow goes on to distinguish between the types of 

incentives that motivate individual soldiers from those that motivate their commanders. 

Commanders have a large toolkit for controlling the soldiers under their command, but leaders 

have very few options for controlling their military commanders. Lidow argues that while 

soldiers at the bottom of rebel organizations can be motivated through social incentives, 

commanders, like managers, do not have the ability to form strong bonds with their coworkers. 

Thus, commanders “must be motivated through individual incentives such as monetary payments 

and the promise of future rewards” (22). While I take issue with this purely materialist view of 

commander motivations—commanders can also be motivated by shared ideology, as I later 

discuss—I adopt a slightly weaker version of this argument: when military commanders have 
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independent access to valuable resources—including finances, weapons, ammunition, and 

foreign relations—they are less likely to fall under the effective control of their political leader.  

While the structures established in rebel groups are leader-driven, they are mediated by 

middlemen—tax collectors, logisticians, and diplomats. These middlemen play important roles 

in directing material support within an organization. As Arjona (2014) notes, however, the 

identity and affiliation of these middlemen varies:  

“in some places, it relies on combatants, who are permanently deployed in the locality 
and rule directly; in others, it relies on militiamen, who are part-time members of the 
organization and live within the community (and are often members of it) and report 
directly to a commander; in other cases the group rules through a preexisting political 
party that becomes allied with the armed group, or through organizations that freely 
support it or that have been widely infiltrated, co-opted, or even created by the armed 
actor, like unions, boards, cooperatives, or even the formal local government” (1375).  
 

To simplify this variation, I focus on two broad categories of organizational interlocutors: 

fighters and non-fighters.17 Fighters are individuals who generally, formally or informally, serve 

as part of a rebel group’s militia, report to a military commander, and whose primary duty is to 

engage in combat. Non-fighters are individuals who generally, formally or informally, serve as 

part of a rebel group’s non-military apparatus and whose primary duty is not related to combat. 

Non-fighters may make up part of a shadow governance body, social service institutions, 

political messaging bureau, or political party.  

I argue that the decision about whether to delegate financial, logistical, and diplomatic 

tasks to fighters or non-fighters has important downstream implications for the opportunity and 

capacity of militia leaders to pursue insubordinate behavior. At the heart of this theory is a 

simple observation that is broadly applicable across all groups: organizations financed by their 

individual members are much more decentralized than those in which one leadership has a 

	
17 I use the terms fighters and non-fighters rather than combatants and non-combatants due to the broad legal 
definitions of combatants, which often include individuals that I would categorize as non-fighters; see Nurick 1945.  
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monopoly on resources (Duverger 1959, 58-59). Despite the two inevitable processes of 

conflict—the growing role of the fighter and the growing competency gap between fighter and 

leader—militia commanders will lack the opportunity and capacity to disobey their leaders when 

they lack the material means to do so. On the other hand, if militia commanders are put in charge 

of material support tasks, they will have both the opportunity and capacity to be insubordinate; 

they only require motivation.  

Material support for violent non-state actors comes in three main forms: external 

sponsorship (Salehyan et al 2011), lootable resources (Weinstein 2007), and taxation (Sabates-

Wheeler and Verwimp 2014). Of these, external sponsorship is perhaps the most important; 

almost 65 percent of the rebel groups that emerged in the period following World War II have 

received some form of support from external states (San-Akca 2016, 9). While external patrons 

can offer different kinds of support (Byman 2013), I am focused here on material support 

(supplies and financial support).  

Lidow (2016) discusses the impact of external patrons on the leader-commander 

relationship, but only as an input into a leader’s ability to provide spot payments and credible 

future rewards to commanders. External patrons, however, can and regularly do establish 

independent relations with militia commanders without including rebel political leaders as 

interlocutors. External sponsorship offers a pathway for militia commanders to acquire the 

capacity to act independently from political leadership. Although the Lebanese Forces formally 

remained under the political control of the Lebanese Front, Bashir Gemayal’s close ties with and 

financial support from Israel allowed him to make a number of political decisions without 

consulting his political principals. Similarly, Joseph Lagu’s monopoly arms shipments from 

Israel to the Anyanya gave him leverage over battalion commanders and provided him with the 
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capacity to stage a coup against Muortat. Direct Syrian and Libyan funding to Fatah military 

commander Said al-Muragha also allowed him to stage an uprising against Yasser Arafat in 

1983.  

Outside sponsors may have a variety of reasons for bypassing insurgent political leaders. 

States may desire more direct control over group tactics and operations. They may feel that this 

objective is best served by maintaining an independent line of support to particular militia 

commanders. Alternatively, states may favor a particular military leader over existing political 

leadership and provide direct support as a way to increase the military leader’s relative power 

within the organization. A final possibility is that the supporting state may wish to sow divisions 

within the group to maintain the organization’s dependence on outside support. While rebel 

leaders cannot stop the supply side of external sponsors willing to bypass rebel political 

leadership, they can limit these opportunities by assigning diplomatic tasks to figures solidly 

outside of the militia apparatus and inculcating a deference to political authority within the 

group.  

Although the vast majority of rebel groups received foreign patronage during the Cold 

War, the situation has changed remarkably since its ending. Most rebellions that either began in 

or continued through the 1990s could no longer rely upon outside superpowers to be their 

patrons. Instead, groups have had to develop methods for self-financing interstate conflicts 

(Ballentine and Sherman 2003, 1). In some cases, such as that of UNITA in Angola, rebels 

turned to lootable resources such as diamonds. In others, such as the FARC-EP in Colombia or 

the Taliban in Afghanistan, insurgent groups turned to taxation on the sale of drugs. Still others 

have implemented broader, state-like taxation systems, or some permutation of these options.  
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The middlemen mechanism also operates in rebel groups that are funded by lootable 

resources and taxation. The extraction of lootable resources and the collection of taxes can vary 

in both formality—roving bandits vs stationary bandits (Olson 1993)—and organizational 

interlocutor—fighters or individuals who might otherwise be described as bureaucratic civil 

servants (Revkin 2019; Sabates-Wheeler and Verwimp 2014). During the Lebanese Civil War, 

the cultivation and exportation of illegal drugs from the Bekaa Valley played an important role in 

militia financing. At the beginning of the conflict, Christian leaders would simply send militia 

units into the Bekaa and extort payment from drug farmers (Cwerman 1990). Over time, 

however, the method of collection became a more formal 20-40% export tax imposed on farmers 

and smugglers, with militia commanders establishing checkpoints along the main roads from the 

Bekaa to the coast as well as placing “customs officials” at Christian ports. In the case of the LF 

specifically, Bashir’s assassination and Israel’s subsequent withholding of financial support 

forced the militia to turn to taxation for revenue. It eventually developed one of the most 

advanced non-state taxation systems in the world (Naylor 1993). Like the Israeli support before 

it, this revenue base provided the LF with financial autonomy and freedom of maneuvering 

outside of Lebanese Front control. This leads me to my first hypothesis:  

 

H1: Insurgencies that delegate material support tasks to fighters rather than non-fighters 
are more likely to experience struggles for command.  

 

Importantly, this argument does not rely on a logic of path dependence. Rebel groups can 

reallocate material support tasks over the course of a conflict. Likewise, external sponsors can 

establish or degrade relationships with political leaders or militia commanders. Thus, the 

middlemen mechanism represents a dynamic account of insurgent command and control.  
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Leftist Insurgencies  

In his 1938 speech to the Central Committee’s sixth plenary session, Mao Zedong implored 

communists to “grasp the truth, ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’” This phrase 

was reproduced and popularized by its later publication in the “Little Red Book” of quotations 

from Mao, which unofficially became required reading for every Chinese citizen during the 

Cultural revolution.18 What Mao said immediately afterwards is less well known but perhaps 

even more important: “Our principle is that the Party commands the gun, and the gun must never 

be allowed to command the Party.” The primacy of political over military concerns was a key 

aspect of Mao’s theorizing on warfare. 

Communist systems, regardless of variety, have two structural features in common: 

private enterprise is subordinated to central planning, and administrative structures are 

subordinated to a hegemonic party (Perlmutter and LeoGrande 1982, 779). Because communist 

revolutionary groups aim not only to achieve victory against anti-revolutionary forces but also 

establish a new political and economic system, they must establish a new set of political 

institutions as well as an ideological superstructure that legitimizes their system. To achieve 

these ends, leftist groups often conduct programs of political education and socialization within 

military units long before taking political power and embed party officials into the chain of 

command (Albright 1980, 560).  

Structurally, this means that the party supervises, coordinates, and directs all functions of 

the polity, including its armed forces.19 Communist systems follow a process of elite selection 

	
18 Estimates suggest that “over a billion” official volumes were distributed between 1966 and 1969 alone. See Cook 
2014, xiii.  
19 It is an important to caveat that this is not the only model of communism. In Revolution in the Revolution, Regis 
Debray (1967) reverses the classic communist party-army relationship entirely: for Debray, there is no role for the 
party to play until after the guerilla army has triumphed over anti-revolutionary forces. He uses Cuba as a model par 
excellence—although Fidel Castro brought about the collapse of the Batista regime in 1959 and proclaimed the 
Marxist-Leninist character of his revolution in 1961, the Cuban Communist Party was not founded until 1965. 
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that rewards ideological loyalty and places party men in elite positions within nonparty political 

institutions. To instill the preeminent role of the party over the military, communist systems use 

a variety of mechanisms, including coopting military commanders into high party posts, creating 

a party structure within the armed forces, and establishing a system of political education for 

officers and troops to cement their loyalty (Perlmutter and LeoGrande 1982, 786). The end result 

is that there is a high degree of congruence in the political values of military and party leaders 

(Albright 1980, 560). The record of party dominance over the military in communist systems is 

quite impressive with only a handful of recorded cases of armed-forces revolts against party 

authority.20 In short, the principle of the party’s vanguard role allows political authorities to 

prevent the military from usurping pollical power in communist systems.  

At the sub-state level, I argue that having a leftist21 ideology translates into two important 

organizational features.22 First, leftist insurgencies are more likely to curtail the role of military 

forces due to anti-militaristic Marxist-Leninist traditions which view armies as anti-revolutionary 

forces and a threat to party hegemony (Perlmutter and LeoGrande 1982, 783). Second, rebel 

groups professing a leftist ideology will inculcate a culture of deference to party authority within 

the militia.23 Following Sanin and Wood (2014, 214), I define ideology as “a set of more or less 

	
During the first six years of Cuban revolutionary government it was Castro’s guerilla army that functioned as both 
party and army. Similarly, Ethiopia, South Yemen, and Afghanistan at various points in time self-identified as 
Marxist-Leninist regimes but were run by their respective armed forces rather than hegemonic parties. 
20 The major exceptions being the 1989 Romanian Revolution and the 1991 failed Soviet coup d’état attempt.  
21 I include under this label groups that identify as Leninist, Marxist, and Maoist as well as their offshoots 
(Prachanda Path, Hoxhaism, etc.).  
22 My argument is distinct from Hoover Green’s (2016) in that I look at the role of ideology in shaping leader-
commander interactions as opposed to those between commanders and combatants. I also take seriously the 
“middlemen” between commanders and combatants, including mid-level officers. 
23 Deference and subordination do not mean that a militia will lack autonomy over its functions. Given that the 
technology of war has become more complex over time, party elites are forced to cede greater institutional 
autonomy to the militia, at least on issues in which the militia had a monopoly on technical knowledge (Kolkowicz 
1967). Additionally, while I do not focus on the exact type of political control developed within an insurgent groups, 
it would seem natural that leftist groups are more likely to develop “subjective” rather than “objective” control over 
their militias (where military professionalism is reduced due to coopting of the military by civilian political group); 
see Hungtington 1957.  



 34 

systematic ideas that identify a constituency, the objectives pursued on behalf of that group, and 

a…program of action.” Ideology has an independent and instrumental value for armed groups. It 

socializes combatants with otherwise heterogeneous motivations, diminishes principal-agent 

problems, and provides a coherent program of action for rebellion (Sanin and Wood 2014).  

Rebel leaders that publicly profess a leftist ideology do not necessarily follow all Maoist 

organizational strategies or principles. I follow Mampilly’s (2011, 78) more nuanced take on 

ideology. While we should not expect the practices of leftist insurgencies to adhere exactly to 

their ideological principles, we should expect that ideology subtly shapes the internal 

organizational strategy and behaviors that rebel leaders adopt. Existing literature on armed 

groups would seem to indicate that this is indeed the case. Ideology frequently becomes 

observable in the behavior of group members, group policies and practices (Wood 2018), and 

institutions created by the group to govern civilians (Mampilly 2011, Arjona 2016). Marxist 

ideology, for example, plays a central role in determining the extent of women’s participation in 

rebel organizations (Wood and Thomas 2017). Similarly, Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) find that 

Marxist rebellions are more likely to adopt irregular warfare as a technology of rebellion than 

other non-state challengers.  Hoover Green (2016) likewise finds that communist groups are 

more likely to institute some type of political education for their fighters as well as exercise 

greater levels of restraint towards civilians. All of this evidence provides support for the idea that 

self-professed communist groups indeed practice a distinct program of action.  

Ideology impacts insurgent command and control both independently and through the 

political economy of militia control. Insurgent groups that are rooted in communist ideology are 

less likely to assign non-military tasks to militia units because of an ideological proscription 

against military involvement in non-military tasks. At the same time, communist ideology 
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independently inculcates militia deference to party authority outside of the political economy 

mechanism. This leads me to my second and third hypotheses: 

 

H2: Due to their anti-militaristic Marxist-Leninist origins, leftist insurgent groups are 
more likely to assign material support tasks to party middlemen rather than fighters. 

 
H3: Because they inculcate deference to party authority, leftist insurgent groups are less 
likely to experience struggles for command.  

 

My argument is that leftist insurgencies are disproportionately likely to assign financial, 

logistical, and diplomatic tasks to party men rather than militiamen. This relationship is not a 

certainty: it is always a possibility that a leftist group will choose to delegate non-militia tasks to 

militia units, especially groups with so-called “dual-role elites” (systems in which every official 

in a nonparty institution is also a party member; see Albright 1980).  In some cases, communist 

ideology does not perfectly predict group behavior. Although the Revolutionary Armed Forces 

of Columbia (FARC-EP) began as the official armed wing of the Columbian Communist Party 

(CCP), FARC-EP units were almost never under the direct control of the CCP and established 

their own administrative structures as well as revenue streams. Nor does my argument preclude 

non-leftist groups from tasking non-militia forces with material support tasks. At the same time, 

these ideological mechanisms are indeed path dependent. As I acknowledge in my framework, I 

see ideology as leaving an extensive footprint on organizational structure and strategy. Although 

time may dampen the impact of a founding ideology, it is unlikely to erase its legacy.  

 

Synthesizing the Theory 

Brooks (2008, 2-34) identifies two variables that determine a state’s pattern of civil-military 

relations: the intensity of preference divergence between political and military elites and the 



 36 

balance of power between political and military leaders. My theory addresses both of these 

variables on a sub-state level. First, I address the issue of preference divergence by recognizing 

the endogenous processes inherent to civil conflict as well as the important role that ideology 

plays in minimizing preference divergence between insurgent political leaders and their militia 

commanders. The length of the conflict matters for insurgent command and control. As conflicts 

drag on, fighters gain political ambitions and power. Civil conflict also creates a growing 

competency gap between those individuals directly involved in violence and their political 

principals, who tend not to be on the front lines. These two processes create the necessary 

conditions for struggles for command but are insufficient to obtain the result without the capacity 

and opportunity for militia commanders to break explicit or tacit agreements to cooperate with 

nominal political principals. I also describe how groups with leftist ideologies are able to 

minimize preference divergence between political and military elites by coopting militia 

commanders into party posts and instituting a system of political education for officers and 

troops.  

Second, I address the balance of power between political and military leaders by 

exploring the importance of controlling lines of material support. When insurgent political 

leaders can establish political interlocutors for external support and tax collection, they will 

dominate the political-military power balance. On the other hand, when these tasks are either 

delegated or left to the militia and its commanders, the militia will dominate this relationship. 

Control over interlocutors with external sponsors, tax collectors, and/or lines of logistical support 

(including weapons and ammunition) provides militia commanders with the capacity and 

opportunity to ignore or disobey direct orders from political leaders. The ultimate form of rebel 
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political-military relations that emerges is a function of whether an insurgency is centralized or 

decentralized. Figure 2.2 outlines the theory presented in this chapter 

 

 
Figure 2.2: Flow Chart of Theory 

 
Note: The figure above outlines the theory presented in this chapter. The context of civil conflict leads to the 
growing political power of the practitioners of violence. Whether a group adopts an ideology that subordinates the 
militia is an important predictor of its choice of organizational interlocutors for finances, logistics, and diplomacy. 
As argued above, groups with leftist ideologies will be more likely to adopt political/party middlemen for these 
tasks, while other groups will tend to leave these tasks to militia men. Whether a group is centralized or 
decentralized influences the ultimate form of rebel political-military relations.  
 

Observable Implications and Alternative Explanations  

I have argued above that insurgencies that assign material support tasks to non-fighters or adopt 

a leftist ideology are less likely to experience struggles for command, because militia 

commanders require alternative lines of material support to ignore or disobey orders and leftist 

groups inculcate deference to party authority. However, this is not the only explanation. 

Although I believe the theory outlined above to be the most plausible, several other alternative 

explanations exist: resource endowments, relative power changes, pre-war legacies, and 

geography. In this section, I review the observable implications for the theory proposed above. I 
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then lay out the alternative explanations and their observable implications to be tested in 

subsequent chapters.  

 

Observable Implications of the Theory 

For the theory I present here to be supported empirically, the case studies would demonstrate 

support for the hypotheses that insurgencies experience struggles for command when they assign 

material support tasks to militia fighters and do not experience struggles for command when they 

adopt leftist ideologies. Figure 2.3 below summarizes the theory’s explanations.  

The evidence for and observable implications of the theory’s middlemen mechanism 

include:  

• internal documents or testimonies indicating that militia commanders disobeyed 

or ignored orders because they believed that their control of material support lines 

gave them the capacity and opportunity to do so, or militia commanders chose to 

obey orders in spite of clear motivations to not do so because they believed that 

they lacked material capacity;  

• militia commanders will look for means of acquiring independent material 

support—including instituting a system of taxation or seeking support of an 

external patron—when they lack it;  

• capacity and opportunity will trump motivation in the decision calculus of militia 

commanders;  

• logistics will be an important point of contention between political leaders and 

militia leaders;  
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• coups or significant disobedience will follow attempts by political leadership to 

appropriate material support tasks; and  

• militia commanders will aim to provide goods and/or services to civilians to set 

the stage for legitimately supplanting the authority of their political principals. 

The evidence for and observable implications of the theory’s inculcated deference among 

leftist insurgencies to party authority include:  

• internal documents or testimonies stating that although it would have been 

feasible or personally beneficial for militia commanders to ignore or disobey 

orders from political leaders, they obeyed orders anyway because they believed it 

was the right and necessary thing to do;  

• rhetoric by militia commanders will highlight the important role of political 

leadership; militia officers will undergo formal or informal political education; 

political leaders will make an effort to place militia commanders in party posts; 

and  

• political-military relations will not vary over time in leftist groups. 
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General 
Explanation 

Mechanism Best Evidence Likely Evidence/Observable 
Implications 

Theory Middlemen Internal documents or 
testimonies indicating 
that militia commanders 
disobeyed or ignored 
orders because they 
believed that their control 
of material support lines 
gave them the capacity 
and opportunity to do so, 
or militia commanders 
chose to obey orders in 
spite of clear motivations 
to not do so because they 
believed that they lacked 
the material capacity. 

1. Militia commanders will look 
for means of acquiring 
independent material support 
when they lack it 

2. Capacity and opportunity will 
trump motivation in the decision 
calculus of militia commanders 

3. Logistics will be an important 
point of contention between 
political leaders and militia 
leaders 

4. Coups or significant 
disobedience will follow 
attempts by political leadership 
to appropriate material support 
tasks from the militia 

5. Militia commanders will aim to 
provide goods and/or services to 
civilians  

Inculcated 
Deference 
to Party 
Authority  

Internal documents or 
testimonies stating that 
although it would have 
been feasible or 
personally beneficial for 
militia commanders to 
ignore or disobey orders 
from political leaders, 
they obeyed orders 
anyway because they 
believed it was the right 
and necessary thing to do.  

1. Rhetoric by militia commanders 
will highlight the important role 
of political leadership 

2. Militia officers will undergo 
formal or informal political 
education 

3. Political leaders will make an 
effort to place militia 
commanders in party posts 

4. Political-military relations will 
not vary over time in leftist 
groups 

Figure 2.3: Summary of the Theory 
 

Resource Endowments 

The resource endowments hypothesis suggests that the cohesion of insurgencies is a function of 

the proportion of high-commitment to low-commitment individuals in the organization, which 

itself is a function of an insurgency’s resource base (Weinstein 2005). Weinstein differentiates 
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between opportunistic rebellions, where participation is less risky and short-term gains more 

likely (leading to an abundance of low-commitment participants who expect immediate rewards 

for their involvement), and activist rebellions, where participation is risky and short term gains 

are unlikely (attracting only high-commitment participants who are willing to make costly 

investments in return for longer term rewards). Resource-poor groups attract high-commitment 

“investors”, while resource-rich groups attract low-commitment “consumers” whose 

participation leads to abuse and indiscipline. While Weinstein’s primary dependent variable is 

not fragmentation per se, his theory implies that principal-agent problems are ultimately a 

function of the types of individuals that a rebellion attracts. Figure 2.4 below summarizes this 

line of argument. Evidence that supports the explanation and observable implications of it 

include:   

• internal documents or testimonies indicating that militia commanders in resource-rich 

rebellions joined because they expected immediate rewards and systematically ignored or 

disobeyed orders that failed to provide such rewards; 

• struggles for command will follow significant decreases in organizational resources; 

insubordinate commanders tend to reside in areas that are farthest from the frontlines or 

where fighting is least risky, which may indicate their low commitment;  

• militia commanders will be more concerned with personal profit than battlefield success; 

and  

• resource-rich insurgencies will eschew organization building and mass mobilization in 

the militia 
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General 
Explanation 

Mechanism Best Evidence Likely Evidence/Observable 
Implications 
 

Resource 
Endowments 

Likelihood of 
short-term vs. 
long-term 
gains 

Internal documents 
or testimonies 
indicating that 
militia commanders 
in resource-rich 
rebellions joined 
because they 
expected immediate 
rewards and 
systematically 
ignored or 
disobeyed orders 
that failed to 
provide such 
rewards. 

1. Struggles for command will follow 
a significant change in 
organizational resources 

2. Insubordinate commanders tend to 
reside in areas that are farthest 
from the frontlines or where 
fighting is least risky, which may 
indicate their low commitment 

3. Militia commanders in resource-
rich insurgencies will be more 
concerned with personal profit 
than battlefield or organizational 
success 

4. Resource-rich insurgencies will 
eschew organization building and 
mass mobilization in the militia 

 
Figure 2.4: Summary of Resource Explanation 

	
	
Relative Power Changes 

The relative power changes hypothesis suggests that struggles for command in insurgencies 

come about because of dynamic changes on the battlefield.  Woldemariam (2018) examines rebel 

fragmentation in the Horn of Africa. He defines rebel fragmentation as “the splitting of rebel 

organizations into political distinct, mutually exclusive entities, where these entities create a new 

rebel organization, join an existing organization, or join forces with the incumbent government” 

(Woldemariam 2018, 6). In brief, Woldemariam argues that both exceptionally good and bad 

overarching military situations promote fragmentation in rebel groups. In the case of significant 

battlefield losses, constituent units of a rebel organization find that their collective enterprise 

with the rest of the group “no longer guarantees the survival of the organization’s constituent 

units” (Woldemariam 2018, 7). On the other hand, victory reduces the raison d’etre of the 
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organization and allows “the constituent units of a rebel organization [to] behave in ways 

consistent with the pursuit of their own individual interest” (Ibid, 7). Organizational cohesion, 

per Woldemariam, is best preserved by battlefield stalemates. A similar argument is made in 

Christia (2012), but she contends that only battlefield losses predict organizational 

fragmentation, because they cause dissatisfaction with organizational leadership, while 

battlefield gains promote group solidarity. Figure 2.5 below summarizes this explanation.  

Evidence that supports the explanation and observable implications of it include:   

• internal documents or testimonies indicating that militia commanders ignored or 

disobeyed orders either because recent victories made them feel empowered politically or 

because recent defeats makes them believe that continued cooperation with political 

authorities will lead to their demise;  

• no struggles for command will occur during stalemates; and struggles for command will 

be temporally clustered. 

 
General 
Explanation 

Mechanism Best Evidence Likely 
Evidence/Observable 
Implications 

Relative 
Power 
Changes 

Military 
Shocks 

Internal documents or testimonies 
indicating that militia commanders 
ignored or disobeyed orders either 
because recent victories made them feel 
empowered politically or because 
recent defeats make them believe that 
continued cooperation with political 
authorities will lead to their demise. 

1. No struggles for 
command will 
occur during 
military 
stalemates 

2. Struggles for 
command will be 
temporally 
clustered  

Figure 2.5: Summary of Relative Power Changes Explanation 
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Pre-War Legacies 

The pre-war legacies hypothesis suggests that struggles for command within insurgent groups are 

a function of pre-existing structural and institutional contexts. This particular hypothesis has two 

variations: that insurgencies mimic the behavior and institutions of the state in which they arise 

and that insurgencies either remain cohesive or fragment based on prewar social bases. Figure 

2.6 below summarizes these explanations.  

The first version of this hypothesis implies that insurgents reproduce the behaviors and 

institutions of the state with which they are in conflict. As Arjona et al. (2015) note, “governance 

routines may reflect pre-existing patterns of social and economic relations. As a result, rebel 

governance often mimics practices of the incumbent government, sometimes repeating behavior 

insurgents may have once condemned” (10). Marks (2019), for example, finds that 

Revolutionary United Front governance practices reproduced longstanding institutional deficits 

in Sierra Leon’s mining sector. Evidence that supports this explanation and observable 

implications include:  

• insurgent internal documents or testimonies highlighting the link between their 

political-military relations and the civil-military relations of the state;  

• state legacies of coups or military rule will be reflected in insurgent organizational 

structure and/or behavior; and insurgent leaders frequently draw heavily upon the 

values of their own society or the incumbent state’s administrative structure to 

support governance routines (strategically or unreflectively). 

The second version of this hypothesis suggests that the structure of the social bases of an 

insurgent group set the stage for what kind of command and control problems it will experience 

during a conflict. Staniland (2012; 2014) argues that insurgent groups built on social divisions 
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and cleavages will exhibit indiscipline while those built on overlapping social networks will be 

able to control the use of violence. Gates (2002) argues that ethnically heterogenous groups are 

more likely to experience principal-agent problems because they are unable to rely upon shared 

identities and norms that encourage behavior that is consistent with organizational goals. 

Similarly, Fearon and Latin (1996) argue that individuals in insurgencies built upon ethnically 

homogenous groups cooperate more often because internal policing and expectations of repeated 

interactions raise the costs of defection. Evidence that supports this explanation and observable 

implications include:  

• internal documents or testimonies indicating that militia commanders ignored or 

disobeyed orders because they felt socially distant from political leaders;	 

• wartime intraorganizational cleavages will map onto prewar cleavages; and  

• intra-ethnic conflict will be exceedingly rare within an insurgent group. 
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General 
Explanation 

Mechanism Best Evidence Likely Evidence/Observable 
Implications 

Pre-War 
Legacies 

Behavioral 
and 
institutional 
mimicking 

Insurgent internal 
documents or 
testimonies highlight 
the link between 
their political-
military relations 
and the civil-military 
relations of the state 

1. State legacies of coups or military 
rule will be reflected in insurgent 
organizational structure and/or 
behavior 

2. Insurgent leaders frequently draw 
heavily upon the values of their own 
society or the incumbent state’s 
administrative structure to support 
governance routines (strategically or 
unreflectively) 

Social 
Bases 

Internal documents 
or testimonies 
indicating that 
militia commanders 
ignored or disobeyed 
orders because they 
felt socially distant 
from political 
leaders 

1. Patterns of militia 
obedience/disobedience will not vary 
over the course of a conflict 

2. Wartime intraorganizational 
cleavages will map onto prewar 
cleavages 

3. Intra-ethnic conflict will be 
exceedingly rare within an insurgent 
group 

Figure 2.6: Summary of Pre-War Legacies Explanations 
 

Geography 

The geography hypothesis suggests militia command and control is a function of the presence or 

absence of barriers to ensuring compliance, specifically physical barriers. Gates (2002) argues 

that geography exacerbates principal-agent problems across insurgencies. He suggests that 

groups that operate over large geographic distances and difficult terrain face higher barriers in 

ensuring compliance with organizational directives. Johnston (2008) further specifies this 

connection by arguing that insurgent leadership must not only be able to monitor subordinates to 

deter defection, but leaders must also be capable of credibly threatening subordinates with 

punishment (116). Figure 2.7 below summarizes this explanation.  

The evidence in support and observable implications of this theory include:  
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• internal documents or testimonies indicating that militia commanders disobeyed 

or ignored orders because they believed that geographic barriers would prevent 

political leaders from knowing about their shirking and/or punishing them for it;  

• alternatively, these documents or testimonies could indicate that militia 

commanders obeyed orders only because they believed that there were 

insufficient geographic barriers between themselves and high command;  

• militia commanders based in mountainous areas or other “closed” terrain (such as 

jungles) disobey or ignore orders at a higher rate than other commanders;  

• as insurgencies grow territorially they will experience higher rates of struggles for 

command;  

• likelihood of punishment from superiors will drive the decision calculus of militia 

commanders; and  

• political leaders will place an emphasis on territorial contiguity. 
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General 
Explanation 

Mechanism Best Evidence Likely 
Evidence/Observable 
Implications 

Geography Barriers to 
ensuring 
compliance 

Internal documents or testimonies 
indicating that militia commanders 
disobeyed or ignored orders 
because they believed that 
geographic barriers would prevent 
political leaders from knowing 
about their shirking and/or 
punishing them for it; 
alternatively, these documents or 
testimonies could indicate that 
militia commanders obeyed orders 
only because they believed that 
there were insufficient geographic 
barriers between themselves and 
high command.  

1. Militia commanders 
based in mountainous 
or other closed areas 
areas disobey or ignore 
orders at a higher rate 
than other commanders 

2. As insurgencies grow 
territorially, they will 
experience higher rates 
of struggles for 
command 

3. Likelihood of 
punishment from 
superiors will drive the 
decision calculus of 
militia commanders 

4. Political leaders will 
place an emphasis on 
territorial contiguity 

Figure 2.7: Summary of Geography Explanation 
	
Conclusion 

I propose a theory that explains why only some groups experience struggles for command. Rebel 

groups that assign material support tasks to middlemen affiliated with the militia are more likely 

to experience struggles for command because these independent lines of material support provide 

militia commanders with the opportunity and capacity to be insubordinate. On the other hand, 

rebel groups that adopt a leftist ideology are less likely to experience struggles for command. 

Marxist-Leninist anti-militaristic tendencies mean that militiamen are less likely to be assigned 

material support tasks. Likewise, communist systems inculcate deference to party authority, 

which makes following orders from political leaders more likely.  

In the chapters that follow, I test this theory quantitatively and qualitatively. In Chapter 3, 

I test the relationship between an insurgency having a leftist ideology and whether it experiences 
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a struggle for command using large-n analysis. Because I am unable to evaluate the proposed 

causal processes in this chapter quantitatively, I rely on a series of qualitative case studies from 

the Lebanese Civil War. Drawing on case studies from a single state in a single civil war 

(Lebanon) allows me to limit the confounding effects of alternative variables. In Chapter 4, the 

case of the Lebanese Front and its militia, the Lebanese Forces, allows me to evaluate the 

proposed causal mechanisms in the quintessential case of a praetorian organization. In Chapter 5, 

I explore the case of the Progressive Socialist Party and its militia, the People’s Liberation Army, 

to evaluate causal mechanisms proposed in a subjectively controlled militia. Finally, in Chapter 

6, I evaluate the scope of the theory beyond centralized organizations with the case of Amal. I 

find support for the idea that the theory not only applies to centralized groups, but also more 

decentralized groups as well. 

The case studies use an eclectic range of sources, but are primarily based on field work 

conducted in Lebanon and the United States. I conducted over 30 structured and unstructured 

interviews with a range of individuals—in English and Arabic—including ex-combatants of 

various ranks, current and former government officials, and civilians of varying partisan loyalties 

who lived through the conflicts. Participants were identified using snow-ball sampling and, while 

not representing a truly random sample, reflect a broad cross-section of Lebanese society. I have 

also utilized thousands of pages of archival material from the United States National Archives in 

College Park, MD, the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library, the American University of Beirut 

Jafet Library, and the Phoenix Center for Lebanese Studies at the Holy Spirit University of 

Kaslik. While reconstructing the events and processes of any violent conflict is difficult, these 

sources provide an important window into the internal politics of organized rebellion and, as I 

will demonstrate, compelling support for the theory I propose. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

CROSS-NATIONAL TRENDS IN INSURGENT COMMAND AND CONTROL 
 

The objective of this chapter is to test the hypothesis that leftist insurgent groups are less likely 

to experience struggles for command. In previous chapters, I argued that leftist insurgent groups 

have ideological reasons to delegate material support tasks to non-fighters and inculcate militia 

deference to party authority, which makes political dominance in decisionmaking more likely. 

Here I test the relationship between leftist ideology and political command and control. While 

the Lebanese cases presented in subsequent chapters reveal a number of important insights about 

the sources of variation in insurgent command and control, it is important to establish whether 

these insights travel beyond the Lebanese context. While I carefully outline the scope conditions 

of my theory in Chapter 2, there may be factors unique to Lebanon that may alter insurgent 

behavior or civil conflict, potentially biasing my findings.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I introduce the original dataset I use, which 

combines measures from several sources of data on violent non-state actors. Second, I describe 

the construction of the dependent variables I use to measure political command and control, my 

independent variable, and the operationalization of several key covariates used in my models. 

Each of the alternative explanations presented in the previous chapter corresponds with at least 

one of the covariates used in my models. Third, I provide the findings of the statistical analysis 

as well as the results from a series of robustness checks. The statistical analysis supports my 

theory and is robust to alternative specifications. Taken together, the results show strong support 

for my hypothesis that leftist insurgencies are more likely to exhibit strong political control over 

their militias. While the data here does not allow for an identification of causal effects, it can be 

useful in assessing how well the theory corresponds to the observed behavior of insurgent groups 
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compared to existing explanations. I cannot, however, evaluate the causal mechanisms proposed 

in Chapter 2 using quantitative approaches. To do so, I rely on a series of case studies presented 

in subsequent chapters.  

 

Background on the Dataset 

Until quite recently, one of the primary difficulties in testing theories of rebel group behavior has 

been the lack of high-quality data at the organizational level of analysis. While country-level 

data answering questions of where and when civil conflict occurs proliferated (Collier and 

Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003), this data was ill suited to address growing questions 

about the nature of the combatants actually involved in these conflicts (Weinstein 2007; 

Staniland 2012, 2014; Kalyvas 2006; Cunningham 2006, 2011; Kydd and Walter 2002; Stedman 

1997; Nilsson 2008). Early efforts to rectify this mismatch filled in crucial gaps in knowledge 

production, but remained limited in several ways. The Minorities at Risk Organizational 

Behaviors (MAROB) Dataset (2008) offered information on violent and nonviolent social 

organizations. This data was limited by both its geographical focus (the Middle East) and 

universe of cases (groups representing “minorities”). The Nonviolent and Violent Campaigns 

and Outcomes (NAVCO) Dataset (Chenoweth and Lewis 2013) similarly provided movement-

level data on nonviolent and violent resistance campaigns. At the same time, this data remains at 

the campaign rather than the organizational level, limiting its utility for theories about 

organizational behavior. 

In recent years, however, this situation has dramatically changed. The Non-State Actor 

(NSA) Dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013) paved the way for this research agenda by gathering 

systematic information on insurgent groups at the organizational level of analysis. This effort has 
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since been complemented by datasets on rebel governance (Huang 2016), insurgent financing 

(Walsh et al. 2018), and the foundations of rebel group emergence (Braithwaite and Cunningham 

Forthcoming). While these datasets collectively enable researchers to answer an impressive 

variety of separate questions about insurgent behavior, they suffer from a distinct lack of 

interoperability when used together. Each data project utilizes a distinct unit of analysis—from 

dyad spells to dyad years to non-dyadic organizational data. Similarly, each dataset maintains a 

slightly different universe of cases based on marginally distinct scope conditions for the theories 

put forth in each project. To address some of these deficiencies, I construct a new dataset that 

takes advantage of the new wealth of data available on insurgent groups, maximizing the 

compatibility of these data while also remaining parsimonious enough to tailor indicators to my 

research question.  

To identify my universe of cases, I rely on the NSA Dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013). I 

use this dataset as a base because it contains several key insurgency-level variables. The unit of 

analysis in this dataset is a conflict dyad period (i.e. when a government is connected to one 

rebel group in a particular conflict period). Because I contend that my proposed causal 

mechanism connecting leftist ideology and political command and control is time invariant, a 

dyad spell rather than dyad year as a unit of analysis represents a more appropriate unit of 

observation. Moreover, it makes more sense to transform dyad year data to dyad spell data (by 

averaging variables over years) than to pretend that dyad spell data are necessarily constant over 

the course of many years. For clarity in coding, I drop observations where armed non-state actors 

are not identified as a named insurgent group—e.g. “Kashmiri Insurgents”—as it is nearly 

impossible to identify organizational characteristics of an undefined group.24 My dataset contains 

	
24 These actors are not included in the current version of the FORGE dataset (Braithwaite and Cunningham 
Forthcoming). I exclude groups that fought exclusively in anti-colonial conflicts for the same reason.  
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386 unique insurgent groups participating in 486 conflicts, which were fought and ended 

between 1946 and 2011. Of these, 160 insurgent groups, or approximately 33%, adopted a leftist 

ideology when they were founded.  

 

Data and Model Specification 

Dependent Variable 

Political command and control is a difficult concept to observe and even harder to quantify. In 

the context of civil-military relations, political control is either quantified as the 

occurrence/number of recent coups (Powell and Thyne 2011) or military participation in 

government (White 2017). As I discussed in the introduction, we have at least two reasons to 

expect far fewer coup attempts in insurgent organizations than in states: 1) the exit option (i.e. 

formal departure from the polity) is almost always available to insurgent militia commanders and 

unavailable to military officers; and 2) there are generally far fewer benefits to organizational 

takeover within insurgent groups, which lack the legitimacy and recognition associated with 

statehood. Additionally, while coup attempts are perhaps the most visible indicator of struggles 

for command, the absence of such attempts tells us little to nothing about political command and 

control within a group. For these reasons, the number of coup attempts within an organization 

would be an inappropriate measure of command and control. While coding for militia 

participation in insurgent governance would be an ideal measure for my dependent variable, the 

paucity of public data on such fine-grained details across my universe of cases would present 

significant obstacles to data collection.  

Instead, I utilize two existing measures of political command and control within rebel 

groups, which also avoids introducing any of my own bias into coding decisions for each 
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observation. Each of these measures has advantages and drawbacks, which is why I include both 

in my analyses. The added benefit of using two measures for my dependent variable is that each 

serves as a robustness check for the other. First, I rely upon data from the Revolutionary and 

Militant Organizations dataset (REVMOD) (Acosta 2019). The REVMOD dataset codes for a 

Political Command score, which identifies the degree of political command and control in an 

organization relative to militia control. This graduated measure runs from 0 to 20.25 A score of 0 

indicates that an organization has no political component, including the absence of political 

infrastructure, political operatives, and political messaging and outreach. A score of 20 indicates 

that an organization’s political command represents the entire top echelon of leadership within 

an organization and signifies complete political command over organizational military 

operations. Table 3.1 displays the coding for each score as well as an example of an insurgent 

group receiving the score. Because REVMOD uses organizational year rather than dyad spell as 

its unit of observation, I code for the average political command score for each organization over 

the course of my dyad spell of interest. Figure 3.1 visualizes the distribution of Political 

Command scores across insurgent groups. Unsurprisingly, the average Political Command score 

is quite low (6.68), with most observations clustering around the mean.  

 

	
25 The variable is only coded for even scores. Odd-numbered scores refer to an organization wavering between even-
numbered scores in a given year. 
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Table 3.1: Political Command Score 
Score Coding Example 

0 Organization has no political component Abu Sayyaf 
2 Organization engages in low-levels of political 

mobilization 
Armed Islamic Group of 
Algeria (GIA) 

4 Organization fields political operatives informally Khmer Rouge 
6 Organization has formalized a role for political operatives 

 
Euskadi Ta Askatasuna 
(ETA) 

8 Organization has distinct political wing or party that 
remains subordinate to the militia command 

United National 
Liberation Front 
(UNLF) 

10 Organization incorporates its political entity into the 
command structure 

Supreme Council for the 
Islamic Revolution in 
Iraq (SCIRI) 

12 Organization’s political entity has equal sway within the 
overall organization along with the militia 

Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-
Shariat-e-Mohammadi 
(TNSM) 

14 Organization’s political entity has equal sway within the 
overall organization along with the militia and 
organization’s leader comes from the political entity 

Nepal Communist Party 
(CPN-M) 

16 Organization’s political leadership commands the 
organization though the militia remains compartmentalized 

Hezbollah 

18 Organization’s political leadership commands the 
organization in a unified hierarchy 

South West Africa 
People’s Organization 
(SWAPO) 

20 Organization’s political command represents the entire 
top echelon of leadership 

Haganah 

 
 

The wide variation in political command and control captured in this variable, as well as 

its focus on the relative power of political leaders over militia commanders, makes it an ideal 

proxy for my dependent variable of interest. REVMOD’s Political Command Score also appears 

to correspond to my own understanding of political command and control in my case studies, 

increasing my confidence in using Political Command as a proxy for my true dependent variable 

of interest. For example, I qualitatively code both Amal and the PSP as having high political 

control over their militias (despite having different levels of organizational centralization); in the 

REVMOD data, they receive scores of 16 and 17, respectively. On the other hand, I code the 
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Lebanese Front as having exceptionally low political control over the Lebanese Forces militia; in 

the REVMOD data, the LF receives a Political Command score of 6. Unfortunately, the 

REVMOD dataset is not comprehensive and does not correspond to any other conflict dataset.26 

Only 170 of my 486 insurgent group observations are coded for within REVMOD, decreasing 

the potential statistical power of my analyses.  

 

 
Figure 3.1: Political Command Score Distribution 

 

Second, because of the data compatibility limitations associated with the REVMOD data, 

I use data on the level of centralized political control from the NSA dataset (Cunningham et al. 

2013). For those groups coded as having some kind of central political leadership, the NSA 

	
26 The author selected organizations for inclusion in the dataset randomly from the universe of cases. See Acosta 
2019, 727. The randomization of included observations in the REVMOD data should allay any concerns that certain 
types of groups are over- or under-represented in the dataset. I have no reason to suspect that the 170 insurgent 
groups from my dataset that are included in REVMOD are not a representative sample of my broader sample of 
cases.  
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includes an ordinal measure of the extent of control exercised by central political leadership.  

The variable is measured as “low,” “medium,” “high,” and “unclear”. To operationalize this 

variable for statistical analysis, I code Central Command Strength as “0” if the rebel group had 

“low” central command strength, “1” if the rebel group had “moderate” central command 

strength, and “2” if the rebel group had high central command strength. I code as missing any 

variables that are listed as “unclear” in the NSA Dataset. The biggest advantage of this measure 

is that it is coded for every insurgent group included in the NSA dataset, meaning that I lose very 

few observations in my regressions. It is also parsimonious and makes as few assumptions about 

the nature of command and control as possible. At the same time, the variable is an admittedly 

blunt measure for my dependent variable of interest. It allows for very little nuance in its coding 

and fails to distinguish between command and control over military and non-military tasks.  

 

Independent Variable 

My key independent variable is whether a group adopts a leftist ideology. I code groups as Leftist 

if the insurgency is coded as “Communist” or “Other Leftist” as per the Foundations of Rebel 

Group Emergence (FORGE) Dataset (Braithwaite and Cunningham Forthcoming). The FORGE 

dataset codes for the initial group ideology for insurgent groups appearing in the NSA dataset. 

Because I understand leftist ideology as leaving a distinct and lasting impact on insurgent 

political command and control, the FORGE measure, which captures initial group ideology, has 

an advantage over the coding of other datasets. Insurgent groups proclaiming an explicitly 

“Communist” ideology (Maoist, Marxist, Marxist-Leninist, or other Communist ideology) or 

“Left-leaning” ideology are coded as “1” while all other groups are coded as “0”. If my theory is 

correct, I expect to see a positive, statistically significant, and substantively meaningful 
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relationship between Leftist and Political Command/Central Command Strength. As I argue in 

the theory chapter, leftist groups have ideological reasons to assign material support tasks to non-

fighters and establish a culture of deference to political leaders within the militia. While these 

mechanisms cannot be directly tested quantitatively, it is important to establish whether leftist 

groups do indeed demonstrate higher levels of political command and control (as well as 

correspondingly fewer struggles for command).  

 

Controls and Alternative Explanations 

In several of the models that follow, I include insurgency-level control variables that may impact 

the level of political command and control in an insurgent group. Most of these variables 

correspond with the alternative explanations presented in the previous chapter: resources, relative 

power, pre-war legacies, and geography. Three variables are not included in the previous 

chapter, but confound the effect of leftist ideology on political command and control: territorial 

control, external support, and conflict duration.   

As I explained in the previous chapter, the resource hypothesis suggests that the cohesion 

of insurgencies is a function of the proportion of high-commitment to low-commitment 

individuals in an organization, which itself is a function of an insurgency’s resource base 

(Weinstein 2005). To capture this variation, I include a Natural Resources measure from the 

Rebel Contraband Dataset (RCD) (Walsh et al. 2018). The RCD measures if and how armed 

non-state groups exploit natural resources. The RCD variables are composed of two elements: 

the funding strategy (i.e. how the group profits from resources) and the natural resource that the 

group is exploiting (copper, diamonds, gold, etc.). To operationalize this variable for statistical 

analysis, I code Natural Resources as “1” if an insurgent group profited in any way from any 
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natural resource over the course of the dyad spell under observation and a “0” otherwise. If the 

resource hypothesis is true, I expect to see a negative and statistically significant relationship 

between Natural Resources and Political Command/Central Command Strength.  

I include a measure of relative rebel group military strength to account for the relative 

power hypothesis, which suggests that the balance of power on the battlefield drives struggles for 

command in insurgencies. The NSA Dataset codes rebel groups as “much stronger,” “stronger,” 

“parity,” “weaker,” or “much weaker” in comparison to the incumbent government they are 

fighting. Because this literature posits that the relationship between the situation on the 

battlefield and organizational cohesion is non-linear—battlefield stalemates promote 

organizational cohesion while gains or losses promote fragmentation (Woldemariam 2018)—I 

code the binary variable Parity as “1” if the rebel strength is listed as “parity” and “0” otherwise. 

While Parity is not a perfect proxy for a battlefield stalemate, I expect battlefield stalemates to 

occur much more frequently when a rebel group and its adversaries maintain a roughly equal 

balance of forces. If the relative power hypothesis is true, I expect to see a positive and 

statistically significant relationship between Parity and Political Command/Central Command 

Strength.  

The two versions of the pre-war legacies hypothesis, which suggests that struggles for 

command are a function of pre-existing structural and institutional contexts, are 

behavioral/institutional mimicking and social bases. Recall that the behavioral/institutional 

mimicking mechanism implies that insurgents reproduce the behaviors and institutions of the 

state in which they spawn. In the case of struggles for command, this mechanism indicates that 

states that experience frequent and/or recent coup attempts will spawn insurgent groups that 

suffer from similar political-military problems. To account for the legacies of coups, I include a 
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measure of recent coups using Powell and Thyne’s (2011) data on the global instances of coups. 

Coups is coded as the number of coup attempts in the decade before the start of an insurgency 

(up to and including the year in which conflict began). If the behavioral/institutional mimicking 

mechanism is true, I expect to see a negative and statistically significant relationship between the 

number of recent Coups and Political Command/Central Command Strength.  

The social bases mechanism implies that the structure of the social bases of an insurgent 

group set the stage for what kind of command and control problems it will experience during a 

conflict. If a group is built around a unified social base, such as an ethnically homogenous 

insurgency, it should experience higher levels of political command and control (Gates 2002). To 

control for this mechanism, I include an Ethnic Group measure from the FORGE Dataset 

(Braithwaite and Cunningham Forthcoming), which indicates whether a rebel group was 

explicitly founded around an ethnic identity. I code this variable as “1” when a group was 

founded around an ethnic identity and “0” otherwise. Rebel organizations built around an ethnic 

identity should experience significantly lower social distance between militia commanders and 

political leaders, leading to more effective political control. If the social bases mechanism is true, 

I expect to see a positive and statistically significant relationship between Ethnic Group and 

Political Command/Central Command Strength.  

I include a measure of rugged terrain to test for the geography hypothesis, which suggests 

that command and control is a function of the presence or absence of physical barriers to 

ensuring compliance. Rugged Terrain is coded as the log of the percent of a country that is 

mountainous terrain and is taken directly from Fearon and Laitin 2003. Mountainous terrain 

might make it more difficult for insurgencies to enforce orders and maintain discipline down the 

chain of command. If the geography hypothesis is true, I expect to see a negative and statistically 
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significant relationship between Rugged Terrain and Political Command/Central Command 

Strength. 

Beyond controlling for variables that test the alternative explanations I lay out in the 

previous chapter, I also include three other insurgency-level control variables that may impact 

the probability of experiencing a struggle for command. First, I include a Territorial Control 

variable, which is from the NSA Dataset (Cunningham et al 2013) and is coded as a “yes” if the 

group controlled territory or a “no” if otherwise. To enable statistical analysis, I code the variable 

so that “yes” observations equal a “1” and all “no” observations become “0”. Existing literature 

on insurgencies suggests that territorial control impacts both the non-violent and violent 

activities of a group. Rebel territorial control may have serious implications for 

counterinsurgency efforts (Byman 2008, 5), insurgent violence against civilians (Kalyvas 2006), 

tactics (Sanchez-Cuenca and De la Calle 2009, 32), and recruitment efforts (Nedal et al. 

Forthcoming).  

Second, I control for whether a rebel group is supported by the government of a foreign 

state. Existing research suggests that external support for insurgent organizations may have an 

impact on insurgent cohesion. While some scholars suggest that state sponsors may foster 

cohesion (Sinno 2008, 34; Lidow 2016), others suggest that such support may contribute to 

fragmentation (Lichbach 1995, 205; Pearlman 2011, 19-20). I include a measure of External 

Support from the variable “Rebel Support” in the NSA Dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013), which 

indicates whether a rebel group was supported by the government of a foreign state. The NSA 

Dataset lists the values of this variable as “no,” “alleged,” and “explicit.” To enable statistical 

analysis, I code External Support as a “1” when support is “alleged” or “explicit” and a “0” 

otherwise.  
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Third, as I suggest in the previous chapter, conflict duration may impact political 

command and control. As conflict duration increases, the growing role of the fighter in the 

organization as well as the growing competency gap between fighter and leader also increase. 

Therefore, I include the variable Duration, coded as the log of the duration of the dyad spell in 

days from the NSA Dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013). Table 3.2 summarizes the sources and 

operationalization of my dependent, independent, and control variables. Table 3.3 provides 

summary statistics for the covariates for all groups as well as groups coded as leftist specifically.  

Table 3.2: Summary of Covariates 
Variables Original Variable Operationalization 

Political Command Yearly political command 0-20 
score (REVMOD Dataset, 

2019) 

Average Political Command 
Score over Dyad Spell 

Central Command Strength  “Low,” Moderate” or “High” 
(NSA Dataset, 2013) 

0 = Low 
1 = Moderate 

2 = High 
Leftist “Communist” or “Leftist” 

ideology  
(FORGE Dataset, 2019) 

1 = Leftist 
0 = Not Leftist 

Parity  “Much Stronger,” “Weaker,” 
“Parity,” “Stronger,”  

“Much Stronger” 
(NSA Dataset, 2013) 

1 = Parity 
0 = All Others 

Ethnic Group “Ethnic” 
(FORGE Dataset, 2019) 

1 = Ethnic 
0 = Not Ethnic 

Rugged Terrain Log of Mountainous Terrain 
(Fearon and Laitin 2003) 

Log of Mountainous Terrain 

Natural Resources  4 funding strategies and 31 
resource categories 

(Rebel Contraband Dataset, 
2018) 

1 = Profit from Natural 
Resources  

0 = Do Not Profit from 
Natural Resources 

Coups Military coups 
(Powell and Thyne 2011) 

Number of Coup Attempts in 
Decade Before Conflict 

Territorial Control “Yes” or “No” 
(NSA Dataset, 2013) 

1= Territorial Control 
0 = No Territorial Control 

External Support “Explicit,” “Alleged,” “No” 
(NSA Dataset, 2013) 

1 = “Explicit” or “Alleged” 
0 = All Others 

Duration “Start Date” and “End Date” 
(NSA Dataset, 2013) 

Log of Duration of Conflict 
in Days 
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Table 3.3: Summary Statistics 
 Mean Median Min Max SD Observations 

All Groups       
Political Command 6.68 6 0 18 4.32 170 

Central Command Strength 1.12 1 0 2 0.61 460 
Leftist 0.30 0 0 1 0.46 486 
Parity 0.08 0 0 1 0.28 486 

Ethnic Group 0.50 1 0 1 0.50 486 
Rugged Terrain 2.61 2.63 0 4.42 1.19 486 

Natural Resources 0.39 0 0 1 0.49 335 
Coups 0.96 0 0 11 1.44 486 

Territorial Control 0.36 0 0 1 0.48 486 
External Support 0.47 0 0 1 0.50 486 

Duration 6.38 6.59 0 9.64 1.80 486 
Leftist Groups       

Political Command 7.45 6 0 18 4.12 73 
Central Command Strength 1.20 1 0 2 0.54 151 

Parity 0.06 0 0 1 0.25 160 
Ethnic Group 0.39 0 0 1 0.49 160 

Rugged Terrain 2.85 2.92 0 4.31 1.04 159 
Natural Resources 0.41 0 0 1 0.49 85 

Coups 0.85 0 0 9 1.42 160 
Territorial Control 0.42 0 0 1 0.49 157 
External Support 0.51 1 0 1 0.50 153 

Duration 6.59 6.95 0 9.64 1.86 159 
 

 
Model Specification 

To evaluate my argument as well as the alternative explanations quantitatively, I estimate a 

series of OLS regressions. I use OLS as an estimator for ease of interpretation as well as its lack 

of distributional assumptions. An ordinal logistic model, for example, exhibits a severe modeling 

assumption known as the parallel slopes assumption. In brief, this model assumes that the effect 

of a unit increase in a given explanatory variable is the same when moving between categories 0 

and 1 as it is when moving between categories 1 and 2, and so forth. Given that there are 20 

potential values of Political Command score, it seems unreasonable to make this kind of 

assumption. Furthermore, the limited size of my dataset would compromise the accuracy and 

stability of alternative models designed to correct this problem, such as an adjacent category 
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logit, which requires considerably more degrees of freedom. In each of my models, I use robust 

standard errors. Additionally, because many of my insurgency- and state-level variables are time 

invariant, I cannot include state, insurgency, or year fixed effects in my models. In subsequent 

robustness checks, however, I demonstrate that my results are robust to the inclusion of 

alternative fixed effect, clustering specifications, and statistical models.  

 

Results and Discussion 

Table 3.4 presents the results of the linear regression model for Political Command. Model 1 of 

Table 3.4 reports the central relationship of Leftist ideology and Political Command. As 

predicted, the relationship is positive and statistically significant at the 95% level. The 

statistically significant positive coefficient of this term indicates that groups that begin with a 

leftist ideology are more likely to exhibit higher levels of political command and control over 

their militias over the course of their conflicts. This model demonstrates that the relationship 

between leftist ideology and political command is statistically significant and positive without 

the inclusion of any other covariates, and remains robust to the graduate inclusion of additional 

control variables.  

In Model 2 of Table 3.4, I introduce key insurgency-level control variables. Again, the 

coefficient of Leftist is positive and statistically significant to the inclusion of this set of 

variables. Whether an insurgency receives external support from a foreign government also has a 

positive and statistically significant relationship with Political Command. While Duration has 

the predicted negative relationship with Political Command, its coefficient is statistically 

insignificant.  
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In Model 3 of Table 3.4, I introduce covariates corresponding with the alternative 

explanations laid out in Chapter 2. The coefficient of Leftist remains positive and statistically 

significant with the inclusion of this additional set of variables at the 99% level. Out of the 

alternative explanations’ covariates, only the social bases mechanism receives support, with the 

coefficient for Ethnic Group being both positive and statistically significant at the 95% level. 

The size of this relationship, however, is still smaller than that of the Leftist variable.  

Finally, Model 4 of Table 3.4 includes both the insurgency-level control variables as well 

as the covariates corresponding with the alternative explanations. Again, the coefficient of Leftist 

is positive and statistically significant at the 95% level. The direction and significance of the 

relationship supports the hypothesis that groups that are founded with a leftist ideology are more 

likely to exhibit high political command and control (and, by definition, fewer struggles for 

command). Ceteris paribus, leftist insurgent groups exhibit a Political Command score roughly 

two points higher than non-leftist groups. Because Political Command scores are coded 

differently at every even value (i.e. every two points), these findings are not only statistically 

significant but substantively meaningful as well. Leftist groups are statistically and substantively 

distinct from all other groups in their likelihood of having high political command and control. 

Coups also becomes negative and statistically significant in this model, providing some support 

for the behavioral and institutional mimicking mechanism. The coefficient on Coups, however, 

indicates that the size the relationship between coups and political command is significantly 

smaller than the relationship between leftist ideology and the dependent variable.  
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Table 3.4: Political Command Score 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
     
Leftist 1.349** 1.333** 2.051*** 1.804** 
 (0.658) (0.658) (0.673) (0.702) 
Parity   1.855 1.140 
   (1.261) (1.552) 
Ethnic Group   1.748** 1.301* 
   (0.721) (0.743) 
Rugged Terrain   -0.567 -0.647* 
   (0.344) (0.359) 
Natural Resources   0.657 0.548 
   (0.743) (0.775) 
Coups   -0.329 -0.500** 
   (0.223) (0.241) 
Territorial Control  1.179*  1.312* 
  (0.691)  (0.779) 
External Support  1.655**  0.693 
  (0.712)  (0.813) 
Duration  -0.172  0.138 
  (0.301)  (0.339) 
Constant 6.103*** 5.967*** 6.311*** 5.137** 
 (0.448) (2.081) (1.302) (2.585) 
     
Observations 170 165 139 134 
R-squared 0.024 0.081 0.120 0.156 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 

Model Fit and Diagnostics 

While normality of residuals is not required to obtain unbiased estimates of regression 

coefficients when using OLS, the normality assumption is required for valid hypothesis testing. 

In order to numerically test for normality of my residuals, I use an Inter-quartile Range (IQR) 

test (Figure 3.2). The IQR test assumes the symmetry of the distribution and categorizes severe 

outliers as those points that are either 3 inter-quartile-ranges below the first quartile or 3 inter-

quartile-ranges above the third quartile (Hamilton 2012). The presence of any severe outliers 
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should be sufficient evidence to reject the normality of the residuals at a 5% significance level. 

The IQR test of Model 4 shows no severe outliers, indicating that the distribution seems fairly 

symmetric and the residuals have an approximately normal distribution.  

 

 Low High 
Inner Fences -9.002 8.223 

# Mild Outliers 0 7 
% Mild Outliers 0% 5.22% 

Outer Fences -15.46 14.68 
# Severe Outliers 0 0 
% Severe Outliers 0% 0% 

Figure 3.2: Inter-quartile Range Test for Normality 
 
 

One of the main assumptions of OLS regression is the homogeneity of variance of the 

residuals. If an OLS model is well-fitted, there should be no pattern to the residuals plotted 

against the fitted values. I test for heteroskedasticity in my residuals using the Breusch-Pagan 

test, which tests the null hypothesis that the variance of the residuals is homogenous. In other 

words, if the p-value of this test is very small, I would have to reject the hypothesis that the 

variance is homogenous.  The chi2 value of the Breusch-Pagan test for Model 4 is 0.37 with an 

associated p-value of 0.5445, meaning that I have no reason to reject the null hypothesis of the 

residuals of the model being homogenous.  

I also check for multicollinearity among my covariates. The term collinearity implies that 

two or more variables are near perfect linear combinations of one another. As the degree of 

multicollinearity increases, the estimates of the coefficients in an OLS model become unstable 

and the standard errors for these coefficients can become inflated. To test the multicollinearity in 

my model I examine the variance inflation factor (VIF) for each of my covariates from Model 4 

in Table 3.4. As a rule of thumb, a variable with VIF values greater than 10 generally merits 
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further investigation and indicates that a variable could be considered a linear combination of 

one or more other independent variables. All of the VIF values for the covariates in Model 4 are 

well below the threshold of 10, meaning that we have no evidence to suspect that 

multicollinearity is driving the non-statistical significance of the covariates here (Table 3.5).  

 
Table 3.5: Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) 
Variable VIF 1/VIF 
Leftist 1.12 0.89 
Parity 1.11 0.90 
Ethnic Group 1.12 0.89 
Rugged Terrain 1.14 0.87 
Natural Resources  1.12 0.89 
Coups 1.13 0.88 
Territorial Control 1.16 0.86 
External Support 1.20 0.83 
Duration 1.28 0.77 
Mean VIF 1.15 

 
 

I ensure that I have not made a model specification error by omitting one or more 

relevant variables by performing a Regression Specification Error Test (RESET). RESET creates 

new variables based on the predictors of the model by non-linearly transforming the predictors 

and using these new variables to see if any are significant. If the model is specified correctly, 

these transformed predictions should not have much explanatory power. The null hypothesis for 

the RESET test is that the estimated model is correctly specified. The p-value associated with the 

RESET test on Model 4 in Table 3.4 is 0.47, indicating that there is no reason to suspect that 

there are omitted variables in my integrated model.  

Finally, I re-estimate Model 4 of Table 3.4 using a bootstrapping technique of sampling 

with replacement to assess the prediction error of the model and its ability to predict future cases. 

The bootstrapping technique involves creating a sub-sample of data where observations have an 

even chance of being selected into the sub-sample and the same observations may be included 



 69 

more than once in the sub-sample (Efron and Gong 1983; Efron and Tibshirani 1997). The model 

is re-estimated multiple times using this more limited sample, with the coefficients and standard 

errors being re-calculated each time. I set the sub-sample size to 70 observations or roughly one-

half the size of the original number of observations. I then replicate the model 100 times. The 

results are robust, with Leftist maintaining its statistical as well as substantive significance, 

indicating that the model would perform well in its ability to predict future out-of-sample-cases 

(Table 3.6). Given the data limitations associated with Political Command score, this is an 

important test to pass as it demonstrates that the results are not reliant upon the sub-sample of 

cases for which Political Command score is coded.  

 

Robustness Checks  

In order to demonstrate the strength of my findings, I run several robustness checks. As noted 

above, while Political Command score is an ideal measure of my dependent variable of interest 

(political command and control), the data limitations of its source—the REVMOD dataset—also 

inherently limits the power of my statistical analysis. In order to augment my sample of cases for 

statistical analysis I rerun my OLS models using an alternative measure for my dependent 

variable: Central Command Strength from the NSA dataset. Table 3.7 presents the results of the 

linear regression models for Central Command Strength. Even with this alternative measure of 

my dependent variable—as well as a significantly larger sample size—Leftist remains positive 

and statistically significant across all models, adding further support to my hypothesis. In models 

with other covariates (2, 3, 4), Leftist is statistically significant at the 99% level. Parity also 

becomes positive and significant in Models 3 and 4 in Table 3.7, providing some support for the 

relative power changes hypothesis. Duration also becomes negative and statistically significant 
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in Models 2 and 4, providing some support for the posited connected between time and the 

struggle for command. As conflicts drag on, central command strength appears to decline. While 

I cannot test the causal mechanisms posited in the previous chapter to explain this relationship 

quantitatively—the growing role of the fighter and the growing competency gap between fighter 

and leader—the cross-national trend, which is statistically significant at the 99% level, is 

nonetheless important to note.  

 
Table 3.6: Results of Bootstrapping 

 (1) 
 Political 

Command 
  
Leftist 1.804** 
 (0.880) 
Parity 1.140 
 (2.478) 
Ethnic Group 1.301 
 (1.201) 
Rugged Terrain -0.647 
 (0.615) 
Natural Resources 0.548 
 (1.192) 
Coups -0.500 
 (0.446) 
Territorial Control 1.312 
 (1.108) 
External Support 0.693 
 (1.174) 
Duration 0.138 
 (0.525) 
Constant 5.137 
 (3.969) 
  
Observations 134 
R-squared 0.156 
Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 3.7: Central Command Strength 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Central 

Command 
Strength 

Central 
Command 
Strength 

Central 
Command 
Strength 

Central 
Command 
Strength 

     
Leftist 0.118** 0.189*** 0.222*** 0.276*** 
 (0.0574) (0.0584) (0.0754) (0.0781) 
Parity   0.391*** 0.336** 
   (0.121) (0.133) 
Ethnic Group   0.0631 0.0816 
   (0.0725) (0.0750) 
Rugged Terrain   0.00657 0.0193 
   (0.0293) (0.0317) 
Natural Resources   0.0145 0.0910 
   (0.0720) (0.0754) 
Coups   -0.0188 -0.0155 
   (0.0233) (0.0240) 
Territorial Control  0.171***  0.132 
  (0.0615)  (0.0809) 
External Support  -0.0818  -0.108 
  (0.0600)  (0.0756) 
Duration  -0.0737***  -0.0685*** 
  (0.0153)  (0.0223) 
Constant 1.087*** 1.503*** 0.928*** 1.306*** 
 (0.0365) (0.103) (0.101) (0.162) 
     
Observations 460 411 298 279 
R-squared 0.008 0.082 0.059 0.108 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 

Because of the structure of some of the variables included in my analysis, I do not cluster 

my standard errors or include fixed effects in my base models. In order to demonstrate that my 

results are robust to the inclusion of clustered standard errors, in Model 1 of Table 3.8, I cluster 

standard errors by conflict to account for the possibility that that they are not statistically 

independent of one another. The Model 1 specification also accounts for unobserved correlation 

in the error term within conflicts. To show that my results are robust to the inclusion of fixed 
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effects, in Model 2 of Table 3.8, I include region fixed effects. The Model 2 specification in 

Table 3.8 accounts for unobserved differences across regions. Even with these alternative 

clustered standard errors and fixed effects specifications, Leftist ideology is still positive and 

statistically as well as substantively significant, adding further support for my hypothesis. 

 
Table 3.8: Clustered Stand Errors and Fixed Effects 

 (1) (2) 
 Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
   
Leftist 1.804** 1.831** 
 (0.858) (0.815) 
Parity 1.140 2.046 
 (1.571) (1.731) 
Ethnic Group 1.301 1.252 
 (0.910) (0.785) 
Rugged Terrain -0.647 -0.894** 
 (0.434) (0.411) 
Natural Resources 0.548 0.529 
 (0.922) (0.832) 
Coups -0.500** -0.535 
 (0.242) (0.343) 
Territorial Control 1.312 1.445* 
 (0.882) (0.813) 
External Support 0.693 0.490 
 (0.898) (0.818) 
Duration 0.138 0.248 
 (0.332) (0.337) 
Constant 5.137* 5.057* 
 (2.766) (2.637) 
   
Observations 134 134 
R-squared 0.156 0.180 
Number of Regions  8 
Region FE  YES 

Robust standard errors, clustered by conflict, in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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I also conduct an analysis using a “jackknife” estimation technique. Jackknifing involves 

dropping a single observation from the sample and re-estimating the analysis, generating new 

predicted coefficients and standard errors. Once this analysis is estimated, the observation is 

replaced, the following observation is excluded, and the model is re-estimated. This process is 

repeated until every observation has been excluded, at which point the coefficients and standard 

errors are recalculated. Again, the coefficient on Leftist ideology is robust to this technique and 

remains positive, statistically significant, and substantively meaningful (Model 1, Table 3.9). 

None of the other covariates in my model are robust to this estimation technique.  

Table 3.9: Results of Jackknifing 
 (1) 
 Political 

Command 
  
Leftist 1.804** 
 (0.729) 
Parity 1.140 
 (1.815) 
Ethnic Group 1.301* 
 (0.774) 
Rugged Terrain -0.647* 
 (0.372) 
Natural Resources 0.548 
 (0.801) 
Coups -0.500* 
 (0.257) 
Territorial Control 1.312 
 (0.812) 
External Support 0.693 
 (0.839) 
Duration 0.138 
 (0.363) 
Constant 5.137* 
 (2.744) 
  
Observations 134 
R-squared 0.156 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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To ensure that my results are not being driven by my operationalization of leftist 

ideology, I use two alternative specifications of leftist groups. First, I triangulate the NSA 

Dataset casebook coding of groups identified as “Marxist”, “Maoist,” or “communist” with the 

Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) Marxist rebel variable from their “Technologies of Rebellion” 

dataset, which codes all civil wars that had at least one communist insurgency. I code the 

variable Marxist as “1” only for observations that are identified by the NSA Dataset casebook 

and the “Technologies of Rebellion” dataset. Observations are coded as a “0” otherwise. I rerun 

my model using this operationalization rather than Leftist. Second, I rerun my integrated base 

model (Model 4 of Table 3.4) using only groups coded as having an explicitly Communist 

ideology in the FORGE dataset rather than the broader Leftist ideology operationalization that I 

adopt in my base models. In each of these models, Marxist and Communist are positive, 

statistically significant at the 99% level, substantively meaningful, and consistent with the 

hypotheses (Table 3.10).  
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Table 3.10: Marxist and Communist Operationalization 
 (1) (2) 
 Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
   
Marxist 2.193***  
 (0.727)  
Parity 0.558 1.167 
 (1.671) (1.543) 
Ethnic Group 1.696** 1.356* 
 (0.768) (0.739) 
Rugged Terrain -0.683* -0.645* 
 (0.357) (0.359) 
Natural Resources 0.305 0.532 
 (0.758) (0.770) 
Coups -0.417* -0.494** 
 (0.244) (0.240) 
Territorial Control 1.386* 1.257 
 (0.786) (0.772) 
External Support 0.867 0.717 
 (0.795) (0.805) 
Duration 0.0333 0.138 
 (0.355) (0.337) 
Communist  1.967*** 
  (0.696) 
Constant 5.860** 5.065* 
 (2.649) (2.572) 
   
Observations 134 134 
R-squared 0.161 0.164 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Finally, to ensure that my results are not driven by the estimator I choose (OLS 

regression), however appropriate this estimator may be, I re-estimate my analysis from Table 3.4 

employing an ordinal logistic regression model (Table 3.11). Not only are the results of these 

models robust, statistically significant, and positive, but the substantive effect remains large. 

While ordinal logistic regression coefficients are difficult to directly interpret, in Model 4 of 
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Table 3.11, having a leftist ideology contributes to a nearly threefold increase in the odds of 

moving up to the next level of political command score. 

 

Table 3.11: Ordinal Models of Political Command 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
     
Leftist 0.608** 0.616** 1.026*** 0.936*** 
 (0.272) (0.276) (0.319) (0.330) 
Territorial Control  0.667**  0.793** 
  (0.290)  (0.343) 
External Support  0.671**  0.239 
  (0.292)  (0.344) 
Duration  -0.0671  0.0758 
  (0.113)  (0.144) 
Intercept 0|1 -2.782*** -2.723*** -2.699*** -2.268** 
 (0.375) (0.862) (0.623) (1.139) 
Intercept 1|2 -2.657*** -2.598*** -0.863* -0.428 
 (0.356) (0.854) (0.523) (1.096) 
Intercept 2|3 -1.169*** -1.126 -0.717 -0.271 
 (0.224) (0.813) (0.522) (1.096) 
Intercept 3|4 -1.021*** -0.968 0.164 0.687 
 (0.218) (0.813) (0.525) (1.109) 
Intercept 4|5 -0.101 0.0326 0.336 0.877 
 (0.201) (0.814) (0.527) (1.113) 
Intercept 5|6 0.0215 0.169 0.989* 1.563 
 (0.200) (0.815) (0.538) (1.118) 
Intercept 6|7 0.572*** 0.767 1.022* 1.599 
 (0.203) (0.817) (0.538) (1.118) 
Intercept 7|8 0.621*** 0.823 1.863*** 2.433** 
 (0.204) (0.817) (0.550) (1.119) 
Intercept 8|9 1.441*** 1.669** 2.071*** 2.650** 
 (0.226) (0.818) (0.554) (1.118) 
Intercept 9|10 1.609*** 1.847** 2.211*** 2.795** 
 (0.233) (0.819) (0.558) (1.119) 
Intercept 10|11 1.720*** 1.965** 2.312*** 2.900*** 
 (0.238) (0.819) (0.562) (1.119) 
Intercept 11|12 1.798*** 2.048** 3.352*** 3.898*** 
 (0.243) (0.820) (0.612) (1.137) 
Intercept 12|13 2.641*** 2.863*** 3.454*** 4.002*** 
 (0.306) (0.832) (0.619) (1.141) 
Intercept 13|14 2.798*** 3.019*** 5.823*** 6.386*** 
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Table 3.11: Ordinal Models of Political Command (Cont.) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
Political 

Command 
 (0.323) (0.838) (1.129) (1.481) 
Intercept 14|15 4.326*** 4.556***   
 (0.600) (0.978)   
Intercept 15|16 4.737*** 4.971***   
 (0.726) (1.059)   
Parity   0.788 0.571 
   (0.596) (0.693) 
Ethnic Group   1.046*** 0.825** 
   (0.323) (0.331) 
Rugged Terrain   -0.166 -0.237 
   (0.141) (0.150) 
Natural Resources   0.293 0.204 
   (0.315) (0.330) 
Coups   -0.111 -0.225* 
   (0.127) (0.136) 
Observations 170 165 139 134 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Conclusion 

The results in this chapter show ample support for the theory that leftist rebel groups are less 

likely to experience struggles for command. I argue that leftist groups are more likely to exhibit 

strong political command and control because they tend to assign material support tasks to 

middlemen affiliated with the organization’s political apparatus rather than the militia, and they 

have an ideology that inculcates militia deference to party authority. While the findings in this 

chapter demonstrate a strong and positive relationship between leftist insurgencies and political 

command and control, they do not allow me to test these proposed causal mechanisms. To 

actually test the middlemen and inculcated deference mechanisms in the following chapters, I 

use case studies from the Levant based on detailed archival evidence and interviews.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PRAETORIANISM FROM WITHIN: THE LEBANESE CHRISTIAN RESISTANCE  
 
The cross-national statistical analyses presented in Chapter 3 enabled me to get broad traction on 

the extent to which ideology is associated with political command and control. These analyses, 

however, are unable to test whether the connection between ideology and struggles for command 

follows the causal mechanism that my theory predicts: the assignment of material support tasks 

to fighters or non-fighters. This chapter is the first of three within-case analyses that trace the 

connection between ideology, middlemen, and struggles for command.  

The qualitative portion of this project begins with the case of the Lebanese Christian 

Resistance, which includes the Kataeb party (a prewar political organization), the Lebanese Front 

(a coalition of Christian political parties including the Kataeb), and the Lebanese Forces (the 

joint Christian militia). This case research relies on primary archival documents collected in 

Beirut and Kaslik, Lebanon in 2019; primary U.S. government archival documents collected 

online from the U.S. National Archives and the Central Intelligence Agency’s CREST collection; 

interviews conducted by me in Beirut and Jounieh, Lebanon in 2019; interviews conducted in 

Al-Jazeera’s 2001 fifteen-part documentary series on the Lebanese Civil War Harb Libnan; and 

secondary source material.  

The Lebanese Forces (LF) was one of the three largest militias that participated in the 

Lebanese Civil War, which formally began in April 1975 and formally ended with the 

ratification of the Taif Agreement in November of 1989 (although fighting would continue for 

almost another year until October 1990). In 1976, the LF began as a unified command council 

for several Christian militias before becoming the official military arm of the Kataeb Party and 

the Lebanese Front, a political council for Christian leadership in Lebanon. By the mid-1980s, 
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however, not only did the LF have a standing army and tax system, it had also set up a parallel 

police, judiciary, social services, and representative offices abroad. The LF’s autonomy vis-à-vis 

the political organizations which gave rise to it separates it from the other Lebanese militias 

opposed to it. In short, it is a classic example of a praetorian organization—vertically 

centralized27 and characterized by the prominent role of militia commanders in strategic 

decisionmaking.  

In Chapter 2, I argued that without an ideology that inculcates militia deference to 

political authority, which includes the assignment of material support tasks to non-fighters, 

militia commanders will gradually accumulate political power. The behaviors of the LF are 

consistent with this theory and provide considerable support for my argument. I find that while 

the LF was initially responsive to political leadership from the Lebanese Front and Kataeb Party, 

when it relied upon weapons and financing from political parties, its accumulation of material 

support responsibilities gradually empowered the militia. Without an ideology proscribing militia 

involvement in political affairs, LF militia commanders drifted out of the Kataeb Party’s orbit 

and staged several coups.  

This chapter underscores key aspects of the argument presented in Chapter 2. First, as the 

Lebanese civil war dragged on, militia leaders rapidly gained political power over their nominal 

political principals. As Lewis Snider noted in 1984, “It is the Joint Command Council [of the 

LF], not the Lebanese Front, which is the real executive organ of the Lebanese Forces and the 

Lebanese Front” (16). At the beginning of the war, the most politically powerful individuals in 

the Christian Resistance camp were all pre-war politicians: Pierre Gemayel, Camille Chamoun, 

	
27 Vertical centralization should not imply that there was always total command and control of local militia 
commanders by militia leaders. Even Bashir Gemayel admitted that he at times had trouble controlling the forces of 
Samir Geagea—one of his most important commanders who would later go on to lead the LF—noting that “they’re 
more loyal to their leader…than they are to us” (Newman 1989, 141).  
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and Suleiman Frangieh. By the war’s end, the most politically powerful leader in the Christian 

Resistance, Samir Geagea, was a medical student with little to no political experience before the 

war who gradually rose through the militia’s ranks before staging two coups. This suggests that 

the process of armed conflict reverses the balance of power between political and military 

leaders within an insurgency.  

Second, when LF head Bashir Gemayel died and the Kataeb party leaders desired to 

regain political control over the LF, they saw it prudent to immediately move to acquire the 

militia’s material support tasks. In response to Kataeb attempts to re-appropriate these tasks, LF 

commanders staged a coup that made the Kataeb politically irrelevant for much of the remainder 

of the conflict. This suggests that insurgent leaders recognize that militia control over material 

support tasks, such as diplomacy, financing, and logistics, is what ultimately enables militia 

commanders to act insubordinately.  

Finally, the case of the Christian Resistance demonstrates the importance of 

centralization for the strategic calculations of militia commanders. The rupture between the 

Lebanese Forces and the Lebanese Front, including the Kataeb party leaders, was never a case of 

defection because neither of the groups ever abandoned the hope of recovering the other. 

Representatives from the Lebanese Forces continued to sit in on Kataeb and Lebanese Front 

meetings and Kataeb party leaders continued to “entertain the idea of one day recovering the 

dissent” (Moumneh 2019, xiv). In his 1981 visit to the United States, Bashir Gemayel, head of 

the LF, still wore a Kataeb pin in his lapel (Newman 1989, 119). Even after gaining de facto 

control over the entire Christian Resistance in 1986, Geagea considered it a priority to influence 

the outcome of the Kataeb party presidential elections. After the Taif Agreement, which formally 

ended the war, Geagea ran a failed campaign for the presidency of the Kataeb Party, 
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underscoring the degree to which LF commanders continued to consider themselves associated 

with their original political party (Interview with Dr. Elie Al Hindy, Head of the LF Foreign 

Relations Department, June 2019, Jounieh, Lebanon). Had the Christian Resistance been less 

centralized, the degree of disagreements and mistrust between political leaders and militia 

commanders makes it easy to imagine coups becoming defections. 

In the section that follows, I present a historical background of the case of the Christian 

Resistance in Lebanon (the Kataeb, the Lebanese Front, and the LF), which begins with the 

founding of the Kataeb Party in 1936 and ends with the formal dissolution of the LF in 1994.28 In 

the second section, I evaluate each of the rival hypotheses in the theory. I conclude that the 

struggles for command experienced within the Christian Resistance were primarily due to the 

LF’s monopoly on material support tasks and lack of an ideology inculcating militia deference to 

political authority, consistent with my hypotheses.  

 

Historical Background 

Christian Cooperation and Unification (1975-1979) 

The Kataeb party was widely considered to be the largest and best organized political 

organization in pre-war Lebanon (Entelis 1974, 9).29 It was founded as the “Phalanges 

Libanaises” by Pierre Gemayel in 1936, who was impressed by the discipline and organizational 

efficiency characterizing Nazi Germany after he returned from representing the Lebanese 

Football Federation at the Berlin Olympic games. While the party’s objectives were poorly 

	
28 The Lebanese Government, headed by Rafic Hariri, ordered the dissolution of the Lebanese Forces in 1994. Samir 
Geagea, head of the LF, was arrested that same year. After the Cedar Revolution in 2005, when popular protests 
following the assassination of Hariri forced Syria’s formal withdrawal from Lebanon, the Lebanese Forces was 
reconstituted as a political party and Geagea was released from prison.  
29 The definitive pre-war history of the Kataeb party is John Entelis’ 1974 Pluralism and Party Transformation in 
Lebanon.  
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defined, there was emphasis on nationalistic awareness, self-discipline, civic responsibility, and 

high moral training (Entelis 1974, 50). There was almost no concern in the party with structural 

change, social adjustment or political development; instead, the main emphasis was on protecting 

Christian interests and stabilizing the political status quo (Moumneh 2019, 13).  

At the core of the Kataeb party’s organizational body was a paramilitary structure, based 

on small squads (al-firqah) that could be built up to form larger units. In pre-independence 

Lebanon, the Kataeb’s paramilitary forces were similar to a Fascist party structure, with several 

phalanxes of 600 men each. By the start of the Lebanese Civil War, however, the Kataeb had 

built a paramilitary force of at least ten thousand men. The Kataeb’s militia forces were 

collectively known as the Kataeb Regulatory Forces (KRF). At the top of the party’s militia was 

a “War Council” (al-majlis al-harbi) initially headed by William Hawi, who commanded the 

party’s forces during the brief civil war of 1958. When Hawi was killed in battle, he was 

succeeded by Bashir Gemayel, the son of Kataeb founder Pierre Gemayel.  

At the same time, the paramilitary squads remained subordinate to the Kataeb party 

structure, which was comprised of local sections (al-qism). At the top of the party’s political 

structure was the political bureau, which was the “decision-making organ of the party. It 

formulates all policies and programs. It appoints all officials and heads all its resolutions and 

decisions” (al-Nizam al-‘Aam wa al-Qanun al-Ta’dhibi 1952, article 5).  

Despite their pre-war preparation and training, the Christian Resistance faced a 

worsening military situation against their Palestinian and Arab leftist adversaries in 1975 and 

1976.30 As a former KRF militia commander explains: 

 

	
30 The precariousness of the Christian military situation in 1976 was made in meetings between Christian political 
and military leaders and the U.S. Ambassador to Lebanon, Dean Brown; “Situation in Lebanon,” Intelligence 
Documents, April 2, 1976, Box 15, Dale Van Atta Papers, Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library.  
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We were not like the Palestinians, who were organized into army units. It was 
chaos…We did not have any experienced officers. We were amateurs, all of us. Many 
died because of this. We were not ready. We were not organized. We did not have 
weapons except for archaic ones dating back to 1958 or even World War II. Then it 
started, little by little, to get more organized ... (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 
After several setbacks, Christian political and military leaders realized that they needed to 

coordinate their efforts using a more institutionalized approach. The Lebanese Front was 

informally organized in January 1976, under the leadership of Pierre Gemayel, founder of the 

Kataeb Party, and Camille Chamoun, former Lebanese President and founder of the National 

Liberation Party (Al-Ahrar), which formally led the powerful Tigers militia. It also included 

more minor organized militia forces, such as the Marada Brigade, associated with the Frangieh 

political dynasty, the Guardians of the Cedars, a far-right ultranationalist party, and the Tanzim, 

which was created clandestinely by renegade Christian personnel from the Lebanese Armed 

Forces opposed to the PLO. The rationale behind the creation of the Lebanese Front was three-

fold: Christian leaders desired greater political control over the military effort,31 the development 

and implementation of unified strategic planning, and the coordination of military activities 

among the various Christian militias.  

After a subsequent offensive by leftist forces brought the Christian militias to the brink of 

defeat, the Lebanese Front leaders formalized their military cooperation through the creation of 

the Lebanese Forces, the joint militia of the Lebanese Front, which was founded in June 1976. 

The KRF made up the military backbone of the LF, and although each constituent militia within 

the LF had two representatives on the Joint Command Council, the LF was dominated by Bashir 

Gemayel.32 A permanent, unified command structure was more formally established at the end of 

	
31 Ironically, the centralization of Christian military efforts ultimately allowed militia commanders to wrestle 
political control over the Christian Resistance during the war.  
32 Bashir, Pierre’s youngest son, joined the Kataeb militia as a youth and began commanding militia units in clashes 
with Palestinians in 1970, when he was only 23 (Hanf 1993, 193). By 1976, Bashir had assumed command of the 
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August 1976 and Bashir Gemayel was elected as its first commander (Snider 1984, 8). All 

members of the Joint Command Council were nominated by their own parties with year-long 

terms (Moumneh 2019, 57).  

The dominance of the Lebanese Front political leaders over Bashir Gemayel and the LF 

commanders in the early year of the war is relatively undisputed. In late 1976, for example, after 

Syria’s invasion of Lebanon on the side of the Christian Resistance in June, the Lebanese Front 

accepted the stationing of Syrian troops in East Beirut. Bashir was adamantly against this 

position and pushed to resist Syria’s entry into Christian territory with force, even going so far as 

to meet with the Christian Resistance’s main adversary PSP leader Kamal Jumblatt to discuss 

ways of obstructing Syrian army movements in Lebanon (Pakradouni 1984, 13). At the end of 

the day, however, the preferences of Lebanese Front leaders overruled those of the LF militia 

commanders (Hanf 1993, 231).  

As the integration of LF militia units became more formalized, so too did its status under 

the Lebanese Front. What might be considered the “national charter” of the Lebanese Front and 

LF was drawn up during a retreat held at the monastery of Sayyidat al-Bir (Lady of the Well) in 

January 1977, which was attended by all the major leaders of the Christian community (Snider 

1984, 14). One of the key changes to the organization of the Christian Resistance was to modify 

the composition of the Lebanese Front to only include civilian political leaders, leaving the Joint 

Command Council of the LF to militia commanders (Ibid, 14). In the documents, the Lebanese 

	
entire KRF after his predecessor was killed in battle. Bashir’s older brother, Amine, was his father’s chosen and 
traditional successor, already a representative in the Lebanese Parliament and with strong backing from the Christian 
Metn region (Newman 1989, 36). Bashir was trained as an attorney and worked briefly for a Washington law firm 
(Newman 1989, 36). Pierre was privately disappointed when Bashir returned to Lebanon and ordered him to 
concentrate on his newly established law practice in Hamra, leaving politics to his older brother, Amine (Newman 
1989, 36-38). According to Assaad Chaftari, who knew the Gemayel family well, “Pierre had a very strong 
personality. So Bashir used his mother to convince his father when he could not face his father directly. Bashir also 
befriended many of Pierre’s close advisors, who he used to help persuade his father.” (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, 
Lebanon).  
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Front gives the Supreme Council “absolute powers” in drawing up policy, strategy, and positions 

of the group.33 In contrast, its organizational plan lists Bashir Gemayel simply as Secretary of 

Defense for the Lebanese Front.34 

 

Bashir Gemayel and the Growing Power of the Lebanese Forces (1980-1982) 

By the end of 1980, nearly all of the Christian militias had unified under the LF banner, at times 

by force.35 On July 7, 1980, for example, after Dany Chamoun and the Tigers militia failed to 

settle their differences with Bashir over his growing centralization of the Christian militias, the 

LF launched a surprise attack on the Tiger militia, virtually wiping it out as a military force for 

the remainder of the war. Importantly, this move was taken by Bashir without any warning to (or 

orders from) Pierre Gemayel, the Lebanese Front, or the Kataeb party (Newman 1989, 130). The 

political parties comprising the Lebanese Front thus no longer had independent military 

structures outside of the LF.36  

The unification of the Christian Resistance and the monopolization of material support 

tasks by militia commanders allowed for the LF to take on new, non-military roles. On August 

26, 1980, the LF announced a new organizational plan, with the militia constituting only one 

wing of a broader organization. The plan signaled the launch of a campaign to progressively 

transform the LF into a surrogate government (Snider 1984, 16). As Bashir Gemayel himself 

	
33 “The Lebanese Front” (Arabic), February 11, 1977, BN_II_1852_01, Phoenix Center for Lebanese Studies, The 
Holy Spirit University of Kaslik. 
34 “Organizational Plan” (Arabic), October 31, 1978, TM2017_10_54_001, Phoenix Center for Lebanese Studies, 
The Holy Spirit University of Kaslik.  
35 The Christian military forces were never completely united as there were always areas outside of the control of the 
Kataeb party or the LF. The Metn area, for example, was controlled independently by Kataeb militia forces loyal to 
Amine Gemayel for most of the conflict.  
36 On July 8, 1980, the LF spokesperson Naoum Farah was quoted as saying “Now and for the first time since the 
fourteenth century, the Christian Resistance will have a unified regular army of its own to preserve the basic rights 
of the Christian people.” Found in Phares 1995, 115.  
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said, “The Lebanese Forces are far more than a militia…We have become the intelligent arm of a 

state that has no head. We have established structures to fill the vacuum—hospitals, courts, 

orphanages, youth centers, radio stations…” (found in Newman 1989, 45). Figure 1 shows this 

more complex organizational structure, which demonstrates that the LF was taking on a number 

of non-military tasks. 

 
 

Figure 4.1: Organizational Structure of the Lebanese Forces (1980)37 
 

The unification of the militias also changed the composition of the Christian Resistance’s 

diplomatic corps. According to Fouad Abu Nader, a former leader of the LF, one of the main 

reasons behind Bashir’s drive to unify the LF was his insistence on having a centralized 

communication channel with Israel, which had begun providing significant assistance to the LF 

	
37 Found in Snider 1984, 11.  
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in the form of training, arms, and ammunition.38 In early December 1980, this assistance was 

elevated to a kind of defense pact when Israeli army general Rafael Eitan met with Bashir in 

Beirut, promising Israeli support to the LF if there was a confrontation with Syria (Hiro 1993, 

70). LF representation in diplomacy also extended beyond Israel. In August 1981, it was Bashir, 

and not Pierre, who traveled to Washington for political discussions. The LF also created its own 

Foreign Affairs branches in Washington, Paris, Geneva, and Bonn (Snider 1984, 22).  

The LF’s growing role over material support tasks did not go unnoticed by the political 

leaders in the Kataeb party. On October 30, 1980, the Kataeb political bureau pushed Bashir to 

conclude a secret protocol, which defined the scope of the LF’s activities to military matters and 

stated that the LF was not independent of the Kataeb party, but rather related to it through its 

commander, who should always be a Kataeb member: 

In order to let Bashir create the LF outside of the Kataeb party structure, he had to sign a 
secret protocol between himself and the Kataeb party stating that the leader of the 
Lebanese Forces would be a Kataeb member and that the Kataeb party would somehow 
continue to control the LF. It also stated that, at any time, the Kataeb could recall the 
Kataeb members of the LF to return to the party with their weapons, know-how, 
influence, and everything. (Interview with Former LF Militia Commander, July 2019, 
Beirut, Lebanon).39  

 
In the meantime, the LF moved to acquire its own financial resources, including 

transaction taxes on property deals, gasoline, restaurant bills, and other goods; operating ports, 

which included both the collection of excise duties and shares in smuggling profits; operating 

casinos and other gambling businesses; donations from foreign states; and contributions from 

Lebanon’s Christian population (Snider 1984, 23). The LF’s control over these material support 

	
38 Interview found in Moumneh 2019, 72. Israel estimated its yearly contribution to LF finances between 1976 and 
1982 at $25 million; see Picard 1996.  
39 See also Abou Khalil 1992, 312.  
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tasks raised many issues regarding the distribution of resources between the LF and its political 

principals: 

 
[The LF] started collecting money from the ports and taxes. And there was the issue of 
how to split the money among the different components of the Christian Resistance. Even 
when we received weapons shipments, there was the issue of how they would be split. 
And would we give the parties their share plus the share of the LF or would anything 
related to the military go straight to the LF, meaning that the parties would not receive 
their military equipment. Imagine a President, minister of foreign affairs, or ambassador 
who comes to visit the Christians—would he meet the political parties or the military 
leaders, who at the end of the day were the decisionmakers in the field? (Interview with 
former LF militia commander, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon) 

 
These independent sources of resources caused significant consternation among Lebanese 

Front and Kataeb leaders, who sought to argue that the protocol concluded between the LF and 

the Kataeb party entitled the Kataeb to control non-military tasks. LF members responsible for 

these tasks, affiliated with the militia and with the backing of Bashir, thought otherwise. 

According to a former LF militia commander: 

 
Debate is too polite a term [to describe the conflict between the LF and Lebanese Front 
over the distribution of material support resources]. It was a continuous conflict. Who 
would give orders to the checkpoints which were collecting taxes on the borders of the 
Christian areas? One of them was Barbara in the north. Back then, Samir Geagea was the 
Kataeb member responsible for that area. Geagea believed that he should be responsible 
for this checkpoint. The Kataeb also believed that they should be responsible and should 
be able to give orders to Samir Geagea. Bashir Gemayel headed the LF and Samir 
Geagea, being military, thought that he should control this checkpoint and decide what to 
do with the money collected there. This is just one example. You can speak of the casinos 
in the Christian areas, the ports, and other things (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 
On August 23, 1982, perhaps in the ultimate demonstration of the political ascendance of 

the LF at the expense of Lebanese Front leadership, Bashir Gemayel was elected as president of 

Lebanon.40 He won with the support of not only the vast majority of Christian deputies in 

	
40 Assad Chaftari notes that “the majority of the Kataeb leadership did not want him to be president. He was the 
youngest in the family, he was military, and they were annoyed with him.” (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).   
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parliament, but also with two-thirds of the Shiite deputies that attended the session. On 

September 14th, however, before he could take office, a bomb exploded in the Kataeb party 

headquarters in Ashrafieh, killing Bashir and 25 other Kataeb members.41 The day before 

Bashir’s assassination, in preparation for Bashir’s ascension to the presidency, Fadi Frem was 

elected as the commander-general of the LF. Under the pretext of ensuring calm after Bashir’s 

assassination, Israeli defense minister Ariel Sharon launched Operation Iron Brain on September 

15th, which aimed to liquidate Palestinian fighters that Israeli army commanders suspected to be 

hiding in camps. LF commanders agreed to cooperate with the Israeli army’s operation 

(Menargue 2004, 461).42  

 

The Party Strikes Back (1982-1985) 

The political bureau of the Kataeb nominated Amine Gemayel, Bashir’s brother, to replace him 

as president. Amine immediately sought to use the Kataeb Party to reintroduce political control 

over the LF. He deployed Lebanese Army units to East Beirut in order to undermine the LF’s 

influence in its own territory (Moumneh 2019, 98). As a former LF militia commander explains: 

When [Amine] became president, he wanted to inherit the LF. The…idea was to 
convince the Kataeb to bring the LF back under the Kataeb, which was refused by all of 
us back then because we carried a different set of opinions and positions. And because we 
had given too much and did not want to share power with anyone. Why would all these 
politicians take over after all we did? Amine tried to dismantle the LF, ordering the 
closure of all the barracks and forbidding LF members from carrying weapons or 
appearing in military dress. He tried to dissolve everything and force all the members of 

	
It should also be noted that this election occurred after Israel invaded Lebanon on June 6, 1982 in response to the 
attempted assassination of Israeli Ambassador to Britain Shlomo Argov.  
41 While the identity of the perpetrator of the assassination, Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party member Habib 
Shartouni, is relatively uncontested, there is significant debate over who ordered and knew about the assassination. 
The obvious candidate would be Assad regime, which clearly opposed the ascension of Bashir to the presidency. 
Others suggest that Elie Hobeika, head of the LF Security Services and later head of the LF itself, was either aware 
of the plot or orchestrated it personally; see Newman 1989, 197-201 and Hatem 1999, Chapter 8.  
42 The results of this operation included the Sabra and Shatila massacre, which involved the killing of thousands of 
Palestinian civilians by LF fighters under the watchful eye Israeli Defense Forces.  
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the LF to go back to their original political parties (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, 
Lebanon).  

 
While LF leaders continued to operate as Bashir once had, in defiance of their party, Fadi Frem 

had neither the same power nor legitimacy. After Bashir’s assassination, US Embassy reports 

indicated that:  

militia leaders want to maintain their organization as a unique military force, but without 
Bashir’s dynamic leadership they appear to be drifting back under the control of party 
politicians. Pierre Jumayyil, whose influence over the party’s military wing was eclipsed 
during the period of Bashir’s ascendancy, has again emerged as the most important 
influence on the Lebanese Forces. Fadi Frem, Bashir’s politically inexperienced 
successor as Lebanese Forces commander, has not been able to continue Bashir’s practice 
of acting without reference to the Phalange Party (Directorate of Intelligence, CIA, 
November 17, 1982, 3).  
 
Frem initially refused to hand over LF positions in East Beirut to the Lebanese Army. 

Ultimately in February 1983, however, Pierre Gemayel convinced him to transfer control over 

the Fifth Basin of the Beirut Harbor to the Lebanese Government in exchange for a fixed annual 

income (Moumneh 2019, 99). This act of subordination to Pierre led to immediate criticism from 

LF commanders, who accused him to kowtowing to the Kataeb party.  

Then, in early 1984, came a dispute between Amine and the LF over whether Lebanon 

should seek peace by negotiating with Israel or Syria. In the minds of LF commanders, the clear 

choice was Israel, which had already indicated its readiness to provide multiple forms of 

assistance to both the LF and the Lebanese Government. Amine, however, rejected Israeli 

proposals as “vague and insufficient”, deciding instead to travel to Syria and negotiate directly 

with Hafez al-Assad (Andari 1993, 191). This provoked a quick response from the LF command 

council, which soon released a communique announcing the appointment of several important 

positions within its ranks without any prior consultation with the Kataeb party (Ibid, 191). These 
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appointments were seen as a demonstration of the LF’s autonomy from both the Kataeb party 

and President Amine Gemayel.  

In May 1984, in defiance of the Kataeb’s continued efforts to mend fences with the Assad 

regime, the LF opened a “Christian Lebanese Agency” in Jerusalem and offered 200 cedar trees 

to its mayor in gratitude to the Israeli army for securing the retreat of its forces from the Chouf 

several months earlier (Laurent and Basbous 1987, 222). In retaliation, Amine closed the Israeli 

liaison office in Dbaye (Moumneh 2019, 110). The disagreement between Amine and Frem 

became more visible in June, when Frem publicly criticized Amine’s overtures to Syria (Phares 

1995, 147).  

These offenses were not taken lightly by Amine and the Kataeb party leaders more 

broadly, who believed that the LF was playing an outsized and obtrusive role in political matters. 

Kataeb leaders thought that the loss of Bashir Gemayel as the LF’s leader provided them with an 

opportunity to restrict the scope of the LF’s activities to military matters, which was the LF’s 

official relationship with the Kataeb according to the secret protocol agreed to by Bashir and the 

Kataeb political bureau in 1980.  

Pierre Gemayal, Bashir’s father, was perhaps the only person in the wake of his death 

who had moral authority over both the Kataeb and the LF. Pierre pushed LF leaders to attend the 

meetings of the Kataeb’s political bureau while he himself participated in events organized by 

the LF (Interview with Assaad Chaftari, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon). Unfortunately, Pierre 

Gemayel died naturally on August 29, 1984. His death came at a critical time in Kataeb-LF 

relations. Elie Karameh was just elected to become the Kataeb’s party leader and he “vowed to 

end the duality of Kataeb-LF decision-making” (Moumneh 2019. 112).  
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Karameh made several moves to strip the LF of its independence. First, he ordered Fadi 

Frem to transfer control of the LF’s finance department to the Kataeb. As stated earlier, the LF 

levied taxes on goods and services in the territory it controlled, which allowed it to amass a 

significant amount of money from which it allocated a percentage to go to the Lebanese Front. 

The Kataeb leadership did not have the ability to check how the money was being spent, which 

Karameh believed was unacceptable (Abou Khalil 1992, 314). After initially denying Karameh’s 

request, Frem relented and agreed to the creation of a Joint LF-Kataeb committee, which was 

tasked with preparing the LF’s budget (Interview with former LF militia commander, July 2019, 

Beirut, Lebanon). Frem’s decision immediately backfired with LF commanders, most vocally 

Samir Geagea, criticizing his capitulation as self-serving.43 

Second, Karameh pushed Lebanese Front president Camille Chamoun to support Amine 

Gemayel’s nephew, Fouad Abou Nader, as leader of the LF in the next election. He was seen as 

more pliable to the Kataeb party than Frem and easily won the election with the support of an 

overwhelming majority of the Lebanese Front political parties’ representatives. After his 

election, Abou Nader quickly discovered that he had very little independent ability to make 

decisions. On the one hand, Kataeb leaders had taken control over both the security and finance 

divisions of the LF, making them report directly to Karameh (Interview with Fouad Abou Nader, 

found in Moumneh 2019, 113). On the other hand, other LF leaders considered his election a 

Kataeb coup, leading to an ultimately successful effort to oust him by Samir Geagea, the head of 

the LF’s centralized units, and Elie Hobeika, the leader of the LF’s intelligence services. Geagea 

and Hobeika secretly began to plan a coup against Abou Nader, starting by spreading a false 

story about Abou Nader’s desire to dissolve the LF (Moumneh 2019, 115).  

	
43 Frem believed that if he capitulated to the Kataeb’s demands, the party would ask its representative on the LF’s 
command council to vote for him as the LF’s leader in the upcoming election. See Moumneh 2019, 112.  
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The proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back came in the form of an order from the 

Kataeb Party on March 10, 1985 for the removal of the Barbara roadblock at the north entrance 

to LF territory. The checkpoint brought in significant revenues to the LF and was controlled by 

LF fighters loyal to Geagea, who flatly refused to comply. In response, the political bureau 

expelled Geagea from the party and relieved him of his command the next day. As Elie Hobeika 

himself explains: 

I told [the Kataeb political bureau]: As you wish, take the decision [to expel Geagea]…[I 
misled them] because expelling Samir had it went easily and smoothly would’ve led to 
another expulsion and the end of the Lebanese Forces. Divide and rule, one after the 
other. The Party leadership had nothing to do with it. Amine Gemayel told Dr. Elie 
Karameh ‘You’ll issue an order to expel Samir and you’ll tell Elie that this is what we 
want. Either he submits to it or withdraws from the game. If he submits, we get rid of 
Samir then Elie and others, but those two for sure. If he doesn't submit, Fouad will stand 
up to him.’ The operation which thwarted everything and set choices at one moment, then 
created the event was Amine Gemayel’s direct intervention. He called me for a meeting 
at 7 AM in Bikfaya and told me ‘I asked Elie Karameh to expel Samir and now I’m 
asking you to get me Samir’s head. Then you and I will be received by the Kataeb and 
Lebanon as heroes, and your future is with me. And I want you to take a stand. I want to 
know right now are you with me in this?’ And I was in Bikfaya, a long way from my 
office and home, so I said ‘fine’ (Interview, found in Al Jazeera’s Harb Libnan, Episode 
12, author’s translation). 

 
These events set in motion a coup that was months in the planning.44 As a Kataeb party member 
explains: 
 

We, the Kataeb party, wanted to remove [the Barbara] checkpoint and open the roads. 
The one objecting to that was Samir Geagea, then the North Commander and the one who 
controlled the Barbara checkpoint. So the conflict was with Samir Geagea. Elie Hobeika 
intervened as a mediator but in a misleading manner…So the roads were open and Samir 
Geagea’s troops were able to invade southwards all the way to Beirut to control the 
Lebanese Forces, its leadership, its arms, and its material to oust and capture the Kataeb 
party, to neutralize its leadership and headquarters so that the Lebanese Forces would rule 
in the Eastern Area [of Beirut] (Interview with Joseph Abou Khalil, found in Al Jazeera’s 
Harb Libnan, Episode 12, author’s translation).  

 

	
44 While derided by both the Christian political camp and the Syrian government as an Israeli coup, there is no 
evidence to support this claim. In fact, according to Fouad Abou Nader, Israeli officials complained to Geagea and 
Hobeika about the fact that they were kept out of the loop about both the timing and scope of their operation; found 
in Moumneh 2019, 119.  
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The March 12th coup signaled the death knell not only of the Kataeb’s political power 

over the LF, but also its role as a major political player in the conflict. As a former LF militia 

commander states, “while at the political level the Kataeb did not cease to exist, at all other 

levels they virtually disappeared” (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon). The militia’s takeover 

of the Christian Resistance was complete.  

 
 
Power Struggle Within the Lebanese Forces (1985-1986) 

Despite jointly conspiring and staging a successful coup, Geagea and Hobeika never trusted one 

another. Geagea believed that Hobeika was too amenable to Syrian desires and Hobeika saw 

Geagea as far too dogmatic and impractical. These disagreements were exacerbated after the 

coup due to a disagreement over who should have the final say in strategic matters. Hobeika, 

believing he had played the most pivotal role in the March coup, announced his candidacy for 

the leader of the LF executive committee. Geagea also desired the role but knew that Hobeika 

would oppose this move. Without an alternative candidate, Hobeika was elected unanimously on 

May 9, 1985. Geagea remained the LF chief of staff, which meant that he was solely in charge of 

military matters (Moumneh 2019, 120).  

Hobeika, as Geagea feared, immediately began negotiations with Syrian officials 

(Pakradouni 1991, 118).45 To satisfy the Syrians, he also closed the LF’s office in Jerusalem 

(Norton 1987, 131). Hobeika also moved to limit Geagea’s power by appointing a close 

	
45 The decision to begin negotiations with Syria was a strategic one, according to Hobeika’s former deputy Assaad 
Chaftari: “I was one of three people that negotiated in the name of the Christians the so-called ‘Tripartite 
Agreement’. We had lost. We were still confined in these 870 square km in a Lebanon of 10,000 square km. Israel 
had left. The Americans were protecting us but were not helping us. And they had only one item on their agenda, 
which was signing a peace agreement between Lebanon and Israel. Around the end of 1984 and beginning of 1985, 
we came to the conclusion after the Israelis had withdrawn, that we would never win the war. In addition, we 
believed that the other side would not win the war either because Amine had the backing of the Americans. So we 
had to come to a dialogue to find an end to this thing” (Interview with Assaad Chaftari, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  
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associate, Paul Aris, to head the LF’s finance department, which violated an agreement between 

the two men to each appoint one of two joint heads of LF finances. Hobeika even went so far as 

to double the salaries of LF officers loyal to him in an attempt to buy off Geagea supporters 

(Moumneh 2019, 121).  

Hobeika’s negotiations with the Syrians gradually transitioned into direct talks with the 

leaders of the Amal Movement and the PSP over a Syrian-sponsored peace proposal, which 

became known as the Tripartite Agreement. While Amine Gemayel and Kataeb party leaders 

were intentionally kept out of the loop of this process, the LF’s executive committee, including 

Geagea, saw enough of the draft agreement to express their opposition to it. Samir Geagea 

rejected the Tripartite Agreement not because he was opposed to peace per se (he would later be 

the chief architect of LF acceptance of the Ta’if Accord in 1989), but rather because he objected 

to the terms of an agreement that provided compensation to the top LF political leadership and 

not to the militiamen. By October 1985, several clashes broke out between LF military 

intelligence units, loyal to Hobeika, and troops loyal to Geagea.  

When the draft agreement became public, Kataeb Party leaders also raised significant 

objections to its provisions. Criticism from party leaders became so intense that Hobeika forcibly 

prevented the publication of the Kataeb daily newspaper, Al-‘Aml, and confined its editor-in-

chief to his residence (Pakradouni 1991, 123). Hobeika was also assumed to be behind an 

attempted assassination of Kataeb leader Elie Karameh at the Lebanese Front headquarters on 

November 12, 1985. Taking advantage of the overwhelming public outrage against Hobeika, 

Geagea worked behind the scenes to forge an alliance with Christian political leaders in the 

Kataeb party and Lebanese Front opposed to the Tripartite Agreement.46 The disagreement 

	
46 It is important to note that some Christian political leaders, such as President Amine Gemayel, also saw an 
opportunity in the rift between Hobeika and Geagea to weaken the LF from the inside. See Moumneh 2019, 125.  
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between Hobeika and Geagea reached its public apex at a meeting with all Christian leaders at 

the Maronite patriarchate in Bkerke on December 27, 1985. Hobeika recalled that 

Samir Geagea stood and said: ‘I am willing to give Elie anything as long as he doesn't 
sign [the Tripartite Agreement].’ I told him it's a choice I made. I can go alone without 
representing anyone or I can go representing you, but I am going anyway…I assure you 
there will be schism but this must be done and I am going to do it (Interview, found in Al 
Jazeera’s Harb Libnan, Episode 12, author’s translation). 

 
Less than three weeks after Hobeika signed the accord, on January 15, 1986, Geagea 

staged a violent coup against the forces supporting Elie Hobeika.47 After Geagea’s forces 

surrounded his headquarters, Hobeika reluctantly agreed to Geagea’s three conditions for 

surrender: to resign from his position as leader of the LF, to return all money to the LF financial 

department, and to leave LF territory without taking any LF documents (Pakradouni 1991, 137). 

Geagea was subsequently elected as the new LF leader.  

 

Lebanese Forces Hegemony (1986-1988) 

After the January 15th coup, Geagea quickly moved to consolidate his position politically and 

military. First, Geagea successfully lobbied for his preferred candidate, George Saadeh, to win 

the Kataeb Party presidential election against his long-time political nemesis Elie Karameh 

(Andari 1993, 237). Geagea used this victory to renegotiate the formal relationship between the 

LF and the Kataeb, which had been in place since 1980, to take into account current political 

realities. Specifically, the secret protocol formally placed all armed units in the Christian 

Resistance camp under the formal control of LF command (Sneifer-Perri 1995, 196). While this 

	
47 As with the previous coup, despite a lack of evidence, there were efforts both within the Christian camp and the 
Syrian Government to characterize the operation as an Israeli coup. Israeli officials, in fact, were “caught completely 
off guard by Geagea’s uprising”. This time, however, the Syrians genuinely believed this argument due to 
propaganda launched by Hobeika’s associates to justify their quick defeat. Interestingly, Syria’s belief that Israel 
was behind Geagea’s attack deterred them from attacking LF territory in the wake of the coup. See Moumneh 2019, 
129.  
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was de facto the case since Bashir’s unification of the Christian militias in 1980, its formalization 

put to rest Kataeb schemes to re-appropriate Kataeb personnel and resources from the LF.  

Second, he took efforts to further professionalize its forces. An officer training school 

was established in Ghosta and a rehabilitation program was started for LF fighters. Geagea 

expressed his desire to transform the LF into a disciplined regular army (Andari 1993, 236).48 

These efforts sparked a brief armed uprising in August 1986 among veteran Kataeb fighters—

desiring an exemption from the LF’s rehabilitation program—who briefly occupied the LF’s 

radio station before being put down (Moumneh 2019, 138).  

Third, the LF also stepped in to relieve some of the economic woes caused by the war. 

Between 1986 and 1987, the Lebanese pound experienced significant hyperinflation, 

unemployment jumped to over 40%, and per capita income fell to less than one-fifth of its pre-

war value (U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Public Affairs, 1987). The LF’s Institute of 

Social Solidarity “provided a wide variety of services to the needy, which made the LF even 

more popular among the disadvantaged strata of society” (Moumneh 2019. 146).  

 
General Aoun, the Taif Agreement, and the End of the Christian Resistance (1989-1994) 

The political aspirations of LAF head Michel Aoun threw a wrench in Geagea’s plans. Prior to 

1988, the LAF was not a major political player in the war.49 In 1988, however, outgoing 

	
48 Geagea reaffirmed on several occasions, however, that he never intended to transform the LF into an army to 
replace the LAF; see Saad 1990, 23.  
49 There are three key reasons why this was the case. First, the LAF’s traditional role in Lebanese politics was to act 
as a neutral arbiter between rival sectarian and political alliances. Thus, LAF commanders often declined to take 
orders that might jeopardize this status. These orders were also rarely given because of this reason. Second, 
Christians formed a majority within the LAF officer corps at the outbreak of the civil war. Because of this perceived 
sectarian affiliation of the LAF, Muslim ministers often vetoed the intervention of the army during clashes between 
sectarian groups. Third, early on in the war, but especially in 1984, the LAF virtually disintegrated along 
confessional lines, with Shiite brigades joining the Amal Movement, Druze brigades joining the PSP/PLA, and a 
number of Christian soldiers joining either the LF or the so-called South Lebanon Army under General Saad 
Haddad. By 1988, what was left was an almost exclusively Christian force. Interestingly, nearly all of these soldiers 
continued to receive their salaries despite their defection to non-state groups.  
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president Amine Gemayel appointed an interim military cabinet headed by General Michel Aoun 

when it became apparent that no Muslim politician was willing to join a provisional cabinet (as 

required by the Lebanese constitution, which mandates that the prime minister be a Sunni 

Muslim).50 This move was not recognized by Syria, which continued to consider the dismissed 

prior cabinet of Selim Hoss as the legitimate Lebanese Government, creating a dual government 

with Aoun de facto governing the Christian regions and the Hoss cabinet governing areas 

controlled by the Syrian army and its allies.  

The Christian areas ultimately proved too small for the two ruling authorities of Aoun’s 

government and the LF. The LF presented several threats to Aoun’s military cabinet. First, and 

most obvious, the LF was first and foremost a militia, which challenged the monopoly of 

violence of the Lebanese state. Aoun thus proposed the integration of LF units into the army 

soon after his appointment (Andari 1993, 375). Second, the LF’s continued financing posed a 

threat to the military cabinet, which was dealing with a growing budget deficit. Aoun asked the 

LF to incorporate its finance department into the Lebanese Ministry of Finance as well as 

transfer LF ports and border checkpoints to the state. Third, the LF’s public service provision, 

which by this point practically took over the role of municipalities in Christian areas, posed a 

threat to the legitimacy of the Aoun government. Aoun demanded that Geagea discontinue the 

LF’s Council of National Development, which operated as the governance arm of the LF during 

this time. Geagea firmly refused to accede to any of these demands, which threatened to limit the 

independence the LF had enjoyed since the March 1985 coup.  

In response, Aoun’s forces launched a major military offensive against the LF in 

February 1989, which led to significant casualties and only ended with a ceasefire agreement 

	
50 It should also be made clear that Aoun had been angling for the Lebanese Presidency for quite some time.  
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unfavorable towards the LF. In brief, Geagea was forced to transfer control of the Fifth Basin in 

Beirut’s harbor and the Barbara checkpoint in northern Lebanon—its two most lucrative sources 

of income—to Aoun’s government (Hanf 1993, 573). The LF was subsequently drawn into 

Aoun’s disastrous “war of liberation” against Syria, which caused unprecedented destruction to 

the infrastructure of Christian-held territory.51  

Aoun’s refusal to abide by the Taif Agreement, which was signed on October 22, 1989 

and formally ended the war, reignited conflict between Aoun’s forces and the LF. Because the 

Taif-agreed government had ordered the central bank to halt all payments to army and civil 

service workers in the regions controlled by Aoun, his forces were left with no income 

(Moumneh 2019, 173). Aoun’s only solution was to forcibly integrate the LF and its finances 

into his army and take over the remaining sources of revenue generation, specifically the LF’s 

taxes and custom duties (Ibid, 173). After nearly six months of a destructive military stalemate 

between Geagea’s and Aoun’s forces, Geagea reluctantly agreed to cooperate with a successful 

Syrian military offensive to oust Aoun, which de facto ended major hostilities in the civil war. 

After contentious negotiations, the LF began formally demilitarizing in April 1991.52   

In the aftermath of the war, Geagea unsuccessfully ran for president of the Kataeb party 

before founding an LF political party. His staunch stance against continuing Syrian military 

occupation and influence in Lebanon ultimately proved to be his undoing in the immediate post-

war era. After waves of seemingly arbitrary arrests against LF members, the Lebanese 

	
51 This was a strategic decision by Geagea, who knew that Syria would exploit any disagreement within the 
Christian camp.  
52 Thousands of the LF’s troops were integrated into the LAF. In contradiction to the Taif Agreement, however, the 
Lebanese Government under Omar Karameh was instructed by the Syrian regime to allow Hezbollah and Amal to 
keep their weapons, ostensibly because they were continuing to fight the Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon. 
Amal, unlike Hezbollah, finally dissolved its militia after Israel’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon in 2000.  
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Government arrested Geagea on April 1, 1994 over the bombing of the Sayyidat al-Najat [Our 

Lady of Deliverance] Church and outlawed the LF party, seizing all of its assets.53 

To summarize, consistent with the theory presented in Chapter 2, the LF was subservient 

to its political principals in the Lebanese Front and Kataeb party from 1975-1980 when it lacked 

control over military financing, diplomacy, and logistics. When militia commanders disagreed 

with their political principals during this period, the decisions of the political leaders prevailed, 

even when the commanders had powerful family names like Bashir Gemayel. After Bashir 

forcibly unified the Christian Resistance’s militia forces under the LF umbrella in 1980 and took 

over material support tasks that were previously assigned to individual political parties, the LF 

began to act without reference to the Lebanese Front and the Kataeb Party. Bashir’s death 

marked a critical juncture in the Christian Resistance’s political-military relations, when the 

Kataeb Party sought to regain political control over the LF by targeting its financing and 

logistics. These efforts ultimately pushed LF militia commanders Geagea and Hobeika, who 

realized the importance of LF control over its material support system, to stage a coup against 

the Kataeb. Hobeika’s decision to breach an agreement between himself and Geagea over joint 

control of the LF’s finance department led to a second coup by Geagea against Hobeika. Finally, 

General Michael Aoun’s efforts to forcibly integrate the LF’s finance system into his 

government precipitated Geagea’s decision to ally with his longtime foe, the Syrian regime, to 

remove Aoun from power and end the war.  

 

	
53 The evidence used to connect Geagea with the bombing was allegedly based on forced confessions of LF 
members after torture and intimidation by Lebanese and Syrian military intelligence officers. Amnesty International 
described his trial as “seriously flawed” after the court refused to investigate whether the confessions used to 
incriminate Geagea were voluntary or extracted under torture; see “LEBANON: SAMIR GEA'GEA' AND JIRJIS 
AL-KHOURI: TORTURE AND UNFAIR TRIAL”. Geagea went on to spend 11 years in solitary confinement 
before being released from prison in 2005 after the Cedar Revolution, which formally ended Syria’s occupation of 
Lebanon.  
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Evaluating the Proposed Mechanisms: The Lebanese Christian Resistance  

For most of its existence during the fifteen-year civil war in Lebanon, the Christian Resistance 

was a site of continuous struggles for command between de jure political leaders and militia 

commanders who acquired de facto political control. Over the next several sections, I evaluate 

the causal mechanisms undergirding the struggles for command experienced by the Kataeb, 

Lebanese Front, and LF. I find significant support for the middle men mechanism. I also find that 

the Christian Resistance lacked an ideology inculcating militia deference to party authority. 

Finally, I find some support for the hypothesis that the Lebanese Christian Resistance 

experienced struggles for command because of behavioral and institutional mimicking as well as 

prewar cleavages. I evaluate each explanation below. 

 

Theory 

My theory is built upon two critical observations about the context of civil conflict: 1) that it 

empowers the practitioners of violence and 2) that it creates a competency gap between fighters 

and non-fighters. Without an ideology that subordinates the militia of an insurgent group to its 

political principals, militia commanders will gradually increase their control over the material 

support process due to their growing political power and the competency gap between militia 

commanders and their political principals. From these observations, I develop a theory of 

insurgent command and control based on two variables: 1) whether an insurgency delegates 

material support tasks to fighters or non-fighters and 2) whether an insurgency adopts an 

ideology that inculcates deference to party authority. I argue that insurgencies that assign 

material support tasks to non-fighters and/or adopt an ideology that inculcates deference to party 

authority are less likely to experience struggles for command because militia commanders 
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require alternative lines of material support to ignore or disobey orders. In case of the Christian 

Resistance, neither of these variables is present.  

 

Middle Men  

The first causal mechanism in my theory is militia commanders in the LF disobeyed orders from 

Christian political leaders because controlling material support tasks gave them the capacity and 

opportunity to do so. I find significant support for this hypothesis. Although the material support 

of individual Christian militias was run through political party apparatuses at the beginning of 

the war, the centralization of the Christian Resistance’s military efforts through the creation and 

institutionalization of the LF allowed militia commanders to become the middle men for material 

support tasks. In fact, by the early 1980s, the budget for the Lebanese Front, officially the 

political principal of the LF, was allocated from the LF’s finance department, rather than the 

other way around.  

At the beginning of the war, the Christian Resistance procured internal and external 

material support through their own individual party structures (i.e. the Kataeb party supplied the 

Kataeb militia, the NLP supplied the Tigers militia, etc.). The example of contacts with the 

Israelis is illustrative here. In 1975, Kataeb political attaches would unofficially approach Israeli 

embassy staff in Paris and Rome with request for military aid, arms supplies, and ammunition 

(Kimche 1991, 130). The first official emissary from the Kataeb leadership to Israel was Joseph 

Abou Khalil, the editor of the Kataeb-run newspaper al-‘Aml (Schulze 1998, 87). Importantly, 

these emissaries were non-fighters and answered directly to the nominal political leaders of the 

Kataeb. This situation changed dramatically when Bashir unified the LF and created a 
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centralized, military communication channel with Israelis.54 Israeli support, combined with new 

sources of revenue from taxes and customs duties, allowed Bashir to often act without reference 

to the Lebanese Front and Kataeb Party.  

The case of the LF also illustrates several of the observable implications that we should 

expect to see if the middlemen mechanism is true. First, the LF looked for means of acquiring 

independent control over its material support. Recall that one of the primary rationales behind 

Bashir’s drive to unify the military forces of the Christian Resistance was to create a centralized 

communication channel Israel to directly acquire arms and ammunition. After Bashir’s 

centralization the LF, the militia moved to establish a system of taxation, which provided the LF 

with further room to maneuver in its relationship with the Lebanese Front and the Kataeb Party. 

Second, the most significant struggles for command in the Christian Resistance followed 

attempts by political leaders to appropriate material support tasks from the militia. Geagea and 

Hobeika’s coup followed an attempt by Kataeb leaders to take over the Barbara checkpoint, 

Geagea’s coup against Hobeika followed Hobeika’s violation of an agreement to split control 

over the LF’s finance department, and Aoun’s decision to forcibly integrate LF finances into his 

government precipitated Geagea’s decision to cooperate with the Syrians. Third, and logically 

following from the preceding point, logistics were an important point of contention between 

political leaders in the Kataeb and Lebanese Front and LF militia commanders. The attempts by 

political leaders to explicitly target the LF’s material support system also demonstrates that both 

political and military leaders in the Christian Resistance recognized the importance of control 

over material support lines for the political independence of militia commanders.  

	
54	The transformation of diplomacy in the Christian Resistance is all the more surprising as international actors tend 
to privilege legitimate interlocuters and that legitimacy is traditionally associated with statehood, which gives 
political middlemen a leg up in this process (Zahar 2001, 53)	



 104 

Inculcated Deference 

The ease with which militia commanders grew to control the material support tasks for the 

Christian Resistance can also be partially explained by the lack of an ideology promoting 

deference to political authority within the Kataeb Party. The Kataeb was founded as a pre-

political nationalist youth movement, “devoted more to athletic training for the purpose of 

combat than political power…the Kata’ib’s early organizational structure was based on the 

militia” (Entelis 1974, 84). Phalangists had to wear military uniforms for both training and 

parades (Ibid, 85). In the years before the war, the Kataeb even used the KRF “as a 

supplementary instrument for education” (Entelis 1974, 99). This early militarization of the 

movement, glorification for the practitioners of violence, and broad mandate given to its armed 

forces within the Kataeb put it in a poor position to demand deference from militia commanders 

during the war on ideological grounds.  

Indeed, there are aspects of Kataeb ideology that are explicitly anti-Marxist. According to 

Antoine Najm, the party’s official ideologue, the Kataeb “views the individual as a ‘social cell in 

the organic body of society, while rejecting the right of any temporal body to claim trusteeship 

over the totality of his being…while man is essentially social, he transcends society, for he has 

value in and of himself’” (Entelis 1974, 71). The ideological influences of fascism within the 

Kataeb party are also visible in its political propaganda (see Figure 2) and party motto: “God, the 

Fatherland and the Family” (al-Ashqar 1949, 115). The connection between fascist ideology and 

the Maronite Nationalism adopted by the Kataeb and later the LF, however, had more to do with 

form than function. What most impressed Pierre was the discipline of the Germans, “the perfect 

conduct of a whole, unified nation,” which he considered a good fit for “an unruly and 

individualistic people” like the Lebanese (Entelis 1974, 46).  
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Figure 4.2: Pro-Kataeb Propaganda Poster: Yes to the Kataeb55 

	
Resources 

The resource endowments hypothesis suggests that the political-military relations of an 

insurgency is a function of the kind of militia commanders it recruits, either high-commitment or 

low-commitment, which itself is a function of an insurgency’s resource base. In this section, I 

evaluate how the resource base of the Lebanese Christian Resistance shaped the nature of its 

political-military relations. I find little support for the hypothesis that LF militia commanders 

engaged in struggles for command because of their low commitment. The most profound 

struggles for command in the Christian Resistance, during the coups of 1985 and 1986, were not 

preceded or accompanied by significant changes in the LF’s resource base. Nor were the LF 

	
55 “344-PCD2080-100,” Digital Documentation Center, Jafet Library, The American University of Beirut.  
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militia commanders responsible for insubordinate actions against their political principals 

seemingly low-commitment individuals. 

 

Likelihood of Short-Term vs. Long-Term Gains 

The Christian Resistance had access to one important lootable resource: narcotics. At the same 

time, this lootable resource is invariant across my case studies, making it unlikely to causally 

explain variation in political-military relations across the LF, PSP, and Amal. As John Warner, 

the chief of the Drug Enforcement Agency’s International Programs Staff said in 1984: 

 
Lebanon stands out as a prime example where terrorist factions take advantage of the 
drug traffic to obtain the necessary logistics to carry out their activities. All factions 
involved in the civil war and transnational terrorism are taking advantage of the narcotic 
situation to further their objectives (found in Marshall 2012, 98).  

 
Furthermore, I also find no support for the hypothesis that the Christian Resistance 

experienced struggles for command because of low-commitment militia commanders. All of the 

LF militia commanders were themselves fighters and regularly served the LF on the frontlines of 

the conflict (Newman 1989, 71). Samir Geagea, for example, was so seriously wounded during 

an LF operation in 1978 that his right hand remains partially paralyzed. Geagea would also 

continue to pursue his opposition to Syrian hegemony in Lebanon after the war, even in the face 

of Syrian occupation. Although Geagea was warned that he would be arrested and offered safe 

passage out of Lebanon by several sympathetic politicians, he chose to remain in the country 

(Moumneh 2019, 200). This kind of behavior suggests that his earlier insubordination towards 

the Kataeb Party was not a consequence of his desire for immediate rewards. 
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Relative Power 

The relative power hypothesis supposes that struggles for command occur when there are 

dynamic changes on the battlefield such as significant gains or losses. During stalemates, 

political command and control should be highest. In this section, I evaluate how the relative 

power of the Christian Resistance on the battlefield impacted the subordinance of militia 

commanders to their political principals. I find no evidence for the hypothesis that militia leaders 

staged struggles for command because of military shocks on the battlefield. In fact, the most 

significant insubordinate actions by LF militia commanders occurred during stalemates, 

suggesting that military shocks may improve coordination between insurgent political and 

military leaders.  

 

Military Shocks 

The Christian Resistance experienced three significant military shocks during the war: 1) in 

1976, when the Christian militias were on the brink of collapse against the forces of the 

Lebanese National Movement; 2) in 1983, when the LF was decisively defeated by the PSP in 

the Chouf and Aley; and 3) in 1989, during the elimination war with the forces of General 

Michel Aoun. In none of these cases were struggles for command directly linked to the situation 

on the battlefield. Instead, the most intense struggles for command occurred during periods of 

stalemate between the LF and its adversaries, most notably between 1984-1986. In my 

interviews, several LF militia commanders indicated that during this time period was when they 

came to the conclusion that they would never win or lose the war, which suggests that we cannot 

tie the coups of 1985 and 1986 to a belief among militia commanders that continued cooperation 
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with political authorities would lead to their demise or that recent victories made them politically 

powerful.  

 

Pre-War Legacies 

Recall that the pre-war legacies hypothesis suggests that political-military relations within an 

insurgent group are a function of preexisting structural and institutional contexts. I identify two 

mechanisms that may explain why militia commanders might stage struggles for command. The 

first mechanism suggests that insurgents reproduce the behaviors and institutions of the state 

with which they are in conflict. The second mechanism, social bases, suggests that struggles for 

command are set up by the structure of pre-war social bases within an insurgent group. In other 

words, wartime intraorganizational cleavages will map on to prewar cleavages. If militia 

commanders feel socially distant from their political principals, they will ignore or disobey 

commands. In this section, I evaluate the pre-war legacies hypothesis. I find some support for the 

claim that the Christian Resistance experienced poor political-military relations because it 

mimicked the civil-military relations of a state, but that state is Israel rather than Lebanon, which 

slightly weakens the logic underpinning this mechanism. I also find some support for the claim 

that LF militia commanders engaged in insubordinate behavior because they felt socially distant 

from their political principals. At the same time, however, neither of these mechanisms can be 

directly connected to variation over time in the LF’s struggles for command. I review the 

evidence of each process below.  
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Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking 

Although this mechanism suggests that it is the state in which an insurgency is fighting that an 

insurgency mimics, it would be difficult to argue that the Christian Resistance’s political-military 

relations were modeled after the civil-military relations of the Lebanese state. Prior to the war, 

the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) were seriously curtailed in its autonomy and activities. The 

most powerful branch of the military, the Deuxieme Bureau, the military intelligence unit, was 

purged by President Suleiman Frangieh during the early 1970s (Gilmour 1983, 83). Similarly, 

Frangieh undermined the army’s prestige by appointing hardline Maronite commanders, who 

could be more easily controlled, to important positions in the army (Ibid, 83). The lack of 

influence of the LAF in Lebanese politics, even at the height of its civil war, further 

demonstrates the disjuncture between the organizational development of the Christian Resistance 

and the power structure of the Lebanese state.  

Alternatively, there is some evidence to suggest that the LF actually learned more from 

the Israeli experience than the Lebanese one. Bashir’s interest in Israel and its internal 

organization are well known. According to Ehud Yaari, who interviewed Bashir in 1982: 

What did Bashir do in the early phases of his high-level contacts with Israelis? He 
expressed infatuation with Israeli history he used to tell people how much he learned 
from the Jewish underground movement during the British mandate period, how much he 
wanted to imitate that example of the Hagana Sample and Palma units through which the 
Army grew before the establishment of the Israeli State…by many of those who knew 
[Bashir] he was perceived as one of us (Interview, found in Al Jazeera’s Harb Libnan, 
Episode 6). 

 
The Israeli example was often apparent on the ground in LF-controlled territory. In 

villages under control of the LF fighters, officers often served in traditionally civilian positions, 

such as school teachers, filling gaps in public services left by the war (Newman 1989, 81). 

Barbara Newman, an American journalist who covered the Lebanese Civil War in the early 
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1980s, noted that LF officers serving in these roles reminded her “of the Israelis, who also used 

their army to provide teachers in out-of-the-way or dangerous areas. They, too, had an army-

owned and run radio station, clinics, and hospitals. It seemed to [her] that Bashir was deliberately 

patterning his Lebanese Forces after the Israeli Defense Forces” (Newman 1989, 82).  

At the same time, I find no evidence that LF commanders after Bashir’s death purposely 

patterned their organization after Israel or the IDF. And while the Israeli military may have more 

prerogatives in government and society than civil-military relations scholars would consider 

normal for a democracy, it, unlike the Lebanese Christian Resistance, has never experienced a 

coup. This suggests that there are serious limits to the ability of institutional mimicking to 

explain the variation in political-military relations that we see in the Christian Resistance.  

 

Social Bases 

Generally, the literature on social bases focuses on ethnic divisions in rebel organizations. While 

the struggles for command that rattled the Christian Resistance were not based on ethnic 

cleavages, one might argue that generational gaps characterized major infighting. Kataeb and 

Lebanese Front political leaders were a homogenous group. Their long history of interpersonal 

association created “a rather cliquish sense of identity” (Entelis 1974, 118). This homogeneity 

was not shared with its fighting force. According to statistical figures, the average age of a 

Kataeb fighter before 1975 was twenty-four years old (Moumneh 2019, 30). At the same time, 

three quarters of the members of the Kataeb’s political bureau had been there for ten years or 

more by the early 1970s (Entelis 1974, 119). This type of low leadership turnover tended to 

“institutionalize the existing oligarchy and make access into its ranks quite difficult” (Entelis 

1974, 119). Assaad Chaftari, a former LF militia commander, explains that  
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frankly [the relationship between the Kataeb and the Lebanese Forces] never worked, 
because there was a split of generations. Those of the party were the old guard who were 
used to dialogue, to a tie, and to sit and talk. We were young. We were people of action. 
And we really thought that we knew more and that we were rebelling against the way that 
[the party leaders] had led the country since independence (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, 
Lebanon). 

 
Pakradouni similarly argues that the Kataeb was “a basically young party…directed by 

rather old leaders, or more accurately, by leaders who have grown old…The energy potential 

represented by the young members has not been fully exploited, while old age continued to 

spread among the leaders at all levels” (1967, 139). Snider (1984) adds that the structure of the 

Lebanese Front and LF reinforced “the division between the ‘historical’ Maronite leadership 

which dominates the Front and a generation of much younger leaders on the Joint Command 

Council [of the LF]” (16).  

At the same time, the pre-war social bases mechanism fails to explain struggles for 

command late in the war, such as Samir Geagea’s coup against Elie Hobeika, when LF leaders 

and militia commanders came to power around the same time and represented the same, younger 

generation of Kataeb cadres. Furthermore, it is not clear that the LF’s struggles for command 

earlier in the war, such as those by Bashir Gemayel, were a result of militia commanders feeling 

socially distant from political leaders. Bashir Gemayel was Pierre’s son and a member of one of 

the most powerful Maronite families in Lebanon. Instead, the evidence suggests that the LF acted 

outside of the Lebanese Front’s authority because of strategic disagreements, which may 

correlate with pre-war cleavages but do not seem to be causally linked. 
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Geography 

The geography hypothesis implies that political control of insurgent militias is a function of the 

presence or absence of barriers to ensuring compliance, specifically physical barriers such as 

long distance, mountains, or jungles. In this section, I evaluate how geography impacted the 

tendency towards insubordination among LF militia commanders. I find no support for the 

hypothesis that LF commanders acted insubordinately because of barriers to ensuring 

compliance. Despite Lebanon’s mountainous terrain, it was militia leaders headquartered in the 

LF’s central command, located in Beirut within walking distance of the Kataeb and Lebanese 

Front headquarters, that were responsible for the vast majority of actions that were contrary to 

the orders or interests of the LF’s political principals.  

 

Barriers to Ensuring Compliance  

Despite the Lebanese Civil War lasting for approximately fifteen years, the front lines of 

territory controlled by the Christian Resistance shifted remarkably little over the course of the 

conflict. Their territory stretched from East Beirut towards the mountainous Metn region in the 

east and towards the outskirts of Tripoli in the north of Lebanon. While this may sound 

extensive, this territory was a remarkably small portion of an already small country. Lebanon 

only takes up roughly 10,000 km2 and LF controlled territory amounted to only roughly 870 km2 

of this area. The compactness of this territory makes it unlikely that geographic barriers to 

compliance can explain the contentious relationship between the Kataeb/Lebanese Front and the 

LF. Moreover, the LF commanders that were responsible for the most significant incidents of 

insubordination, Geagea and Hobeika, were headquartered in East Beirut, walking distance from 

the Kataeb party headquarters. Even if it is possible that the LF’s mountainous territory made it 
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easier for LF commanders to stage struggles for command, the (relatively) static nature of terrain 

suggests that the geography hypothesis fails to explain the significant variation in the behavior of 

militia commanders—from politically obedient between 1975-1980 to generally insubordinate 

between 1981-1990—during the war.  

 
Table 4.1: Evidence for Causal Mechanisms of Lebanese Forces’ Struggles for Command 

Hypotheses Mechanism Support 
Theory Middlemen 

Inculcated Deference 
High 
N/A 

Resources Short-term vs. Long-term Gains None 
Relative Power Changes Military Shocks None 

Pre-War Legacies Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking Some 
 Social Bases Some 

Geography Barriers to Compliance None 
 
 
Conclusion 

To conclude, the Lebanese Christian Resistance, composed of the political leaders in the Kataeb 

party and the Lebanese Front, and the militia commanders of the LF, represent what I would 

consider a typical case of a praetorian organization. Although it was simply born as the 

centralized fighting force of the Christian Resistance, the LF “gradually grew independent of and 

eventually usurped the political role of the Lebanese Front in the Christian heartland of 

Lebanon” (Hanf 1993, 192-193). Over time, the Lebanese Forces became a nearly autonomous 

entity, with its own bureaucracy and political objectives. LF militia commanders regularly acted 

without reference to their political principals and eventually staged a series of coups that 

sidelined political leaders for the remainder of the war. Critical to the capacity and opportunity to 

act with such blatant disregard to the Lebanese Front and Kataeb Party was the tacit delegation 

of material support tasks within the Christian Resistance, including a tax system and foreign 

relations with Israel, to the LF. The Christian Resistance also lacked an ideology which 
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inculcated deference within the militia to political leaders. These findings support the hypothesis 

put forth in Chapter 2, and demonstrate the importance of middlemen and ideology for insurgent 

political command and control.  

This case also supports several important theoretical claims. First, this chapter provides 

evidence that armed conflict can reverse the balance of power between insurgent political and 

military leaders. Although the most powerful individuals in the Christian Resistance camp at the 

start of the war were career politicians from powerful families, by the war’s end the most 

powerful Christian leader by far was a militia commander with little to no previous political 

experience. Second, this chapter presents evidence that control over material support tasks is 

recognized by insurgent political and military leaders as being important vehicles for control and 

independence, respectively. When Bashir Gemayel was assassinated, Kataeb leaders saw the 

appropriation of tax collection and logistical supplies as the most straightforward way to bring 

the LF back under their political control. Third and finally, the case supports the argument made 

in Chapter 2 regarding the importance of group centralization in the strategic calculations of 

insurgent militia commanders. Despite possessing the motivation and means to defect from the 

LF and form separate organizations, insubordinate militia commanders were consistently 

incentivized to stage coups within the organization due to the Christian Resistance’s 

centralization.  

In the next chapter, I rely upon the case of the Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) and its 

militia, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), to further evaluate the causal mechanisms proposed 

in Chapter 2, and to determine why its political-military relations varied so greatly from those of 

the Christian Resistance despite being so similar in their resource base.  
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CHAPTER 5  
 

POLITICAL CONTROL: THE PROGRESSIVE SOCIALIST PARTY AND THE 
PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY 

 
The objective of this chapter is to test the mechanisms proposed in Chapter 2, and present the 

findings of the results from the case of the Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) and its militia, the 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA). This chapter is the second of three within-case analyses that 

trace the connection between ideology, middlemen, and struggles for command. This case is 

particularly useful and illustrative for two reasons. First, it enables me to evaluate the causal 

mechanisms posited in the theory using a group that experienced little to no struggles for 

command over the course of the conflict. Second, it allows me to trace the determinants of 

political-military relations in an organization founded on an explicitly leftist ideology. 

This chapter continues the qualitative portion of the dissertation with the case of the PSP 

and its militia, the PLA. This case relies upon primary archival documents collected in Beirut 

and Baakline, Lebanon in 2019; primary U.S. government archival documents collected online 

from the U.S. National Archives and the Central Intelligence Agency’s CREST collection; 

interviews conducted by me in Beirut, Aley, Gharifeh, and Baakline, Lebanon in 2019; 

interviews conducted in Al-Jazeera’s 2001 fifteen-part documentary series on the Lebanese Civil 

War Harb Libnan; and secondary source material in Arabic and English.  

The predominantly Druze PSP was one of the three primary non-state belligerents in the 

Lebanese Civil War, alongside the LF and Amal. Prior to the war, the PSP was a successful 

political party and headed the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), a coalition of leftist and 

pan-Arabist political organizations in the Lebanese Parliament formed in 1969.56 Although the 

	
56 Other prominent organizations in the LNM included Al-Mourabitoun, a Nasserist political party, the Lebanese 
Communist Party, and the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, which advocates Lebanon joining a Greater Syrian nation 
state. 
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PSP militarily participated in the 1958 Lebanese crisis, its force was disbanded at the conclusion 

of the conflict and the PSP began the civil war without an organized militia. Following early 

failures of its rudimentary forces in 1976, the PSP formed the People’s Liberation Force, which 

ultimately became PLA in 1978. Most of the LF and Amal militia commanders I spoke to as part 

of this project considered the PLA to be the most disciplined, cohesive, and regimented fighting 

force during the war. From its creation until the war’s end, the PLA remained almost deferential 

to Walid Joumblatt and the broader PSP party.  

In this chapter, I argue that the PSP, with its affiliated militia, the PLA, represents an 

objectively-controlled organization with several elements of subjective control. It was vertically 

centralized57 and characterized by professionalism and broad deference to the authority of Walid 

Joumblatt58 and the broader PSP party structure. In Chapter 2, I contend that rebel groups built 

around an ideology that inculcates militia deference to political authority, such as a leftist 

ideology, will assign material support tasks to non-fighters and inculcate deference to political 

authority within the militia. The organizational structure and behavior of the PSP is consistent 

with this theory and provides substantial support for my argument. I find that the PSP created a 

clear divide between political and military tasks by investing heavily in an administration staffed 

by civil servants rather than fighters and creating a truly professional officer corps within the 

PLA.  

	
57 As was the case with the LF, vertical centralization should not imply that there was always total command and 
control of local militia actions by senior political figures or militia commanders. In response to several massacres of 
Christian civilians perpetrated by PLA fighters during the 1983 Mountain War, Joumblatt himself conceded that “I 
can’t effectively control everything. There are human reactions involved” (Interview, found in File 95, Linda Sadaqa 
Collection, Al Harb Al Ahliya—Al Hizb Al Taqadami Al Ishtiraaki, Jafet Library Archives, American University of 
Beirut).  
58 Despite the fact that the correct transliteration of the Joumblatt surname is “Junblatt”, I have chosen to spell the 
name as it is used by its owners.  
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In some ways, the PSP (and the Druze community more broadly) is in fact a “least likely” 

case for political control over the militia. The Druze have a long militarist tradition, to which 

anecdotal accounts bear witness.59  In the 18th century, a Western traveler who visited the Druze 

community in Mount Lebanon was amazed by their military vibrancy, describing them as a 

“vigorous, redoubtable people” (Volney 1788, 57-9).60 Another noted in 1838 that although the 

Druze army was not larger than 2,500 men, their resoluteness meant that “each man is worth 

twenty” (Meryon 1945: 310).61 Due to their perceived military prowess, Druze fighters were 

valued as mercenaries by regional powers over the centuries. Given the causal connections 

between time and struggles for command during conflict, we would only expect the status of 

practitioners of violence to increase during war, making the PSP more susceptible to struggles 

for command. Moreover, the Druze community already had a preexisting historical cleavage 

between and Yazbaki and Joumblatti factions, which were historical rivals for power in Lebanon 

for hundreds of years. The fact that Walid Joumblatt and the PSP remained at the top of the PLA 

clear chain of command throughout the war in spite of these factors provides particularly strong 

evidence for my theory.  

The chapter proceeds as follows: first, I present a historical background of the case of the 

PSP/PLA in Lebanon, which begins with the founding of the PSP in 1949 and ends with the 

formal dissolution of the PLA in 1991. Second, I evaluate the support for the mechanisms of the 

theory and alternative explanations in the case. I conclude that the political authority of the PSP 

over the PLA over the course of the conflict was primarily due to the political control of material 

	
59 One might also argue that the militarist tradition of the Druze community makes them a “most likely” case for 
political control as a history of conflict might make political leaders more adept at maintaining command and 
control in a war.  
60 Found in Harik 1995, 52 
61 Found in Harik 1995, 52 
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support tasks and an ideology inculcating deference to political authority, consistent with my 

hypotheses.  

 

Historical Background 

The Reluctant Creation of a Militia (1975-1977) 

The Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) was formed on May 1, 1949 by Kamal Joumblatt. Party 

slogans, based on socialist ideologies,62 pledged equality, improvement in social conditions, and 

the elimination of the confessional system. The party aspired to create a new political system in 

Lebanon resting on three foundations: the secularization of political institutions, the 

decentralization of local administration in the country, and separation between authorities (al-

Hizb al-Taqaddami al-Ishtiraaki 1949, 65-69).  

These goals brought it into conflict with the Lebanese confessionalist system, which 

maintained Maronite hegemony. In 1958, these tensions came to a head when Kamal Joumblatt 

led a military assault against the Lebanese Government in which his 4,000 fighters fought 

against the Lebanese gendarmerie and militias loyal to President Camille Chamoun. Although 

his “revolution” was successful from a military perspective—his forces controlled roughly 80% 

of Lebanese territory by the end of the conflict—Kamal was unable to translate this success into 

concrete political changes (Kerr 1961, 213). While the conflict led to the dismissal of the 

Lebanese president, it failed to eliminate the confessional system or resolve the central dispute 

over Lebanon’s national identity. Moreover, although the PSP represented a genuine attempt to 

break out of the confined space of the Druze sectarian community, Joumblatt found only limited 

success in this endeavor. Joumblatt believed that establishing a socialist party would allow him 

	
62 Kamal was exposed to socialist ideologies during his studies in France in the late 1930s, when he joined a French 
Marxist group. See Richani 1998, 35.  
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to transcend his traditional Druze base of support and become a truly national political figure 

(Richani 1998, 36). Despite the strong association between the PSP and the Druze community in 

Lebanon, a plurality of the party’s upper echelon in its early years were Christians and a majority 

of the party’s registered members were non-Druze (Hazran 2014, 57). After 1958, however, 

when the Joumblatt-Chamoun alliance fell and the party explicitly backed Arab nationalism, 

there was a mass defection of Maronite members from the PSP.63  

Unlike several of the political parties that made up the Lebanese Christian Resistance as 

well as the Palestinian groups that participated in the Lebanese Civil War, the PSP began the war 

without a standing militia. Instead, it relied upon Druze irregulars who could be mobilized when 

needed. Most of the PSP members who fought in the war between 1975-1977 received only 

rudimentary military training and light armaments from various Palestinian groups, which ran 

basic training camps across Lebanon (Rabah 2016, 148). At this point in the war, Joumblatt had 

neither the means nor the will to invest heavily in the PSP’s military forces. He saw the political 

process as the primary avenue by which his objectives would be achieved. It was only when the 

National Dialogue Committee—which brought together the main representatives of Lebanon’s 

political elite to settle the crisis in late 1975—failed that Joumblatt moved forward with the 

arming and training of PSP members.   

The first step in the formalization of the PSP’s militia was the formation of the People’s 

Liberation Force (PLF) in August 1976. This decision was not taken lightly within the PSP. 

Kamal was especially concerned about the financial burden associated with the creation of a 

formal military body and wondered aloud where he would find the salaries to pay fighters 

(Rabah 2016, 149). As a Lebanese historian and former PSP Youth Branch member explains: 

	
63 Maronite political elites regarded Arab nationalism as a threat to their class and status interests by threatening 
their dilution through merging with a predominantly Muslim Arab world. See Richani 1998, 42. 
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Kamal Jumblatt was not a military guy.64 He didn’t understand the military. First of all, 
he didn’t have access to money because he wasn’t a good businessman. He didn’t want to 
form his own militia. He had some fighting forces, but they weren’t really well-trained. 
They were basically trained through experience rather than proper military training. 
Kamal was betting on using the PLO as his military force. The Palestinians were highly-
trained. The Palestinians, however, never cared about reform—they were here and simply 
wanted to make sure that we could not kick them out like they were kicked out of Jordan, 
so they made it a point to weaken the state (Interview with Dr. Makram Rabah, July 
2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 
Setbacks on the battlefield, however, forced Kamal’s hand. On July 3, 1976, the PSP, 

along with its Lebanese National Movement allies, attempted to break the LF’s siege of the Tel 

al-Zaatar Palestinian camp by attacking the strategically-positioned Christian village of Araya, 

located on the Beirut-Damascus highway. With control of this village, the LNM forces could 

easily flank the LF forces and force them to redeploy elsewhere. The attack was a catastrophic 

failure. After affiliated LNM forces failed to hold their ground, the PSP was left to fight alone 

against an LF counteroffensive. Not only did PSP forces fail to take the village, they also lost 27 

of their fighters (Taqi al-Din 1987, 197). This tactical and strategic setback led Kamal to 

sanction the official formation of the PLF, which remained fairly small during this initial 

period.65 It also convinced the PSP’s top military commanders that victory could “only be 

achieved if the PSP attained military self-sufficiency” (Rabah 2016, 150).  

Despite Joumblatt’s hesitancy to create a militia, “he was the unquestioned political and 

military leader of the PSP” (Interview with General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA 

General, August 2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon). Even relatively minor incidents of disobedience 

amongst militiamen were not tolerated. As a former PLA Lieutenant recounts:  

 

	
64 This is not to say that Kamal was not in charge of the militia. According to PLA General Raja Harb, “Kamal was 
most definitely both a political and military leader for the PSP” (Interview, August 2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon). 
65 Raja Harb, the PLA’s top commander, estimates that the PLA did not exceed 400 fighters in its first year of 
existence. Found in Rabah 2016, 149.  
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I was a medical student at AUB in 1973. And then after the problems started I went and 
received training. And then with time some incidents showed that I had leadership 
quality. I was picked by Kamal Joumblatt because I did something very brave, but also 
very stupid. I was asked to block a road and run away when the army arrives. So I went 
to my comrades and they asked me ‘what are our orders?’. So I told them ‘we are 
supposed to block the road and when the army comes shoot at them’. Being a young guy, 
I did not understand the consequences. I didn’t know that there were political 
negotiations going on. For me it was a chance to show off. I was lucky no one got killed. 
I was brought to Kamal for my disobedience and reprimanded severely (Interview, July 
2019, Beirut, Lebanon). 

 
The heavy fighting which accompanied the beginning of the civil war combined with the 

peripheral location of the PSP’s mountainous stronghold meant that government neglect and a 

dramatic decline in public services were some of the principal issues facing the PSP at the start 

of the conflict. One of principal public services that disappeared in Mount Lebanon was law and 

order. In February 1976, the predominantly Druze city of Aley, the fourth-largest in Lebanon, 

became flooded with LNM fighters, which caused the local inhabitants to turn to Kamal 

Joumblatt for protection. Joumblatt created a tribunal to handle local complaints against 

militiamen, which became the first institution of what Jumblatt would later call the “Popular 

Administration” (Interview with Arif al-‘Awar, found in Harik 1993, 379). The goal of the 

Popular Administration was to preserve what remained of the prior government administration, 

which was no longer in operation without an administrative headquarters to contact for direction. 

Headquartered in Aley, Kamal’s administration consisted of a system of general and specialized 

civilian committees “set up to deal with the logistics of areas placed on a wartime footing” 

(Harik 1993, 379). Inactive public employees were rehired to collect normal fees and taxes.  

Although the Popular Administration was officially shut down in September 1976 after 

the Syrian invasion of Lebanon, it provided a blueprint for future efforts at local administration 

and the PSP’s Charter of 1977 committed it to “public usefulness” through the creation of 

departments for health and social affairs as well as various bureaus dealing with issues related to 



 122 

women, youth, and labor (Harik 1993, 378). These efforts highlight the degree to which political 

officials, and not militia fighters, were responsible for governing functions in areas under PSP 

control.  

 

Walid Assumes Command (1977-1982) 

On March 16, 1977, Kamal Joumblatt was assassinated by armed men, who ambushed his car 

several miles away from his home village of Moukhtara.66 Walid Joumblatt, Kamal’s only son, 

succeeded him as head of the Joumblatt clan and president of the PSP.67 Walid’s takeover of the 

PSP resulted in several significant changes. Several of these changes were political in nature. A 

mere forty days after Kamal’s assassination, Walid traveled to Damascus to meet with Syrian 

president Hafez al-Assad, who was widely believed to be behind the death of his father. Walid 

also gradually distanced himself from the LNM, which had been led by his father before his 

death, a move that appeased the Syrian regime.  

More importantly for the development of PSP political-military relations, however, was 

Walid’s decision to undertake a radical transformation of the PSP’s fighting force by developing 

a regimented, conventional force. In order to acquire the necessary training and technology to 

achieve this transformation, Walid relied heavily upon the Soviet Union. While Kamal 

maintained a strong alliance with the Soviet Union, he never took advantage of its military 

potential.68 This changed under Walid’s helm: 

 
	

66 Although the gunmen were never identified, it is widely suspected that they were Syrian agents.  
67 At the time of his election, Walid was not a PSP party member and not necessarily the obvious choice to succeed 
his father. Kamal’s longtime deputies Muhsin Dalul, a Shiite, or Farid Jubran, a Christian, represented more natural 
successors. The party leadership council, however, ultimately decided that it was important to preserve the 
traditional support base of the Druze by respecting feudal tradition and allowing Kamal’s son to succeed him. See 
Richani 1998, 62.  
68 In 1972, Kamal was awarded the prestigious Lenin Peace Price, which was given to prominent supporters of the 
Soviet Union.  
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After Kamal Joumblatt was assassinated, Walid Joumblatt looked towards the USSR. It 
was in the spring of 1978 that the PSP sent its first wave of recruits to the official Soviet 
military academy in Ukraine. From 1978 to 1982, we graduate hundreds of young people 
between the ages of 15-24, who were properly trained in Soviet tactics, guerilla tactics, 
and regular army tactics. They were also supplied with weapons. So in 1983 when the 
Druze fought the LF again, it was a whole different ballgame. From 1983 on, we had a 
standing army, with proper salaries and benefits, including medical coverage. We had a 
standing army with barracks and Lebanese Army officers who joined as well as an 
irregular popular force. We started training people, mobilizing them over different 
villages. At the decommissioning of the PSP militia forces in 1990, we had an army as 
developed as the Lebanese Army. When you start training people at a very young age, 
they become very professional. We had people who were very good at logistics, artillery. 
The PSP got tanks. We had a connection with the Soviet Union through the Syrian Army 
(Interview with Dr. Makram Rabah, Historian and Former PSP Youth Branch Member, 
July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon). 

 
On June 1, 1978, Walid declared the founding of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), 

which ultimately included over 10,000 professional soldiers organized into infantry, mechanized, 

and logistical brigades (Taqi al-Din 1987, 220). Lebanese Army and PLA General Raja Harb 

attests to the professionalism of the force as well as the importance of Soviet assistance in 

achieving it:  

 
We began professional officer training in the Soviet Union. And we started a professional 
officer school in 1985-6 in Lebanon. The PLA started becoming more professional and 
getting more students after testing them psychologically and physically. We got truly 
professional fighters. We sent them to Russia to the military college called Odessa, the 
most important one in the Soviet Union. They spend a year learning the language and 3 
years completing a variety of kinds of military training. I used to visit them once or twice 
every year to make sure they were disciplined. At one point, we had 800 PLA officers 
training there at one time. These officers were so professionalized that, when the militia 
was dissolved, they joined the Lebanese Army. There were at least 40 PLA officers 
professionally trained in Russia that joined the Lebanese army and are now generals 
(Interview, August 2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon).  

 
Alongside this newly-trained conventional force remained an irregular militia, which was 

generally responsible for urban combat69: 

	
69 While it is beyond the scope of its chapter, future work might look at the strategies used by insurgent leaders to 
maintain control over their military forces during civil wars as well as how these strategies are similar to—or 
different from—strategies used to “coup-proof” by authoritarian leaders. While this does not appear to be the case in 
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You have the popular army, which was essentially a conventional, regular army. It was 
like the Lebanese Army. You had captains and other trained, professional officers. But 
unlike the regular army, everyone was a comrade and commanders did not look down on 
fighters. We only had one or two generals. Most other officers were captains and 
lieutenants and they were actually involved in the fighting. They were not sitting in 
trenches or in officer camps. So they were like the soldiers themselves. And you have the 
militia. The militia mainly operated in the Beirut area. In Mount Lebanon, you had the 
popular army because it was the front line (Interview with Former PLA Lieutenant, July 
2019, Beirut, Lebanon). 

 
Despite Walid’s importance in reorganizing the PSP’s fighting force during this period, it 

is important here to distinguish his status as head of the Druze militia with his functional role. As 

I lay out in Chapter 2, I adopt Brooks’ (2008) alternative approach in distinguishing political and 

military leaders by their functional roles rather than their background or titles. By this definition, 

Walid remains the political leader of the PSP: “Walid Joumblatt was never a fighter. He was a 

warlord. He never actually fought. So he had his people under him and he had a political 

command structure, which never opposed him” (Interview with Dr. Makram Rabah, Historian 

and Former PSP Youth Branch Member, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 

The Mountain War (1982-1983) 

Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon, which began on June 6, 1982, facilitated the reentry of LF 

forces into the Shouf mountains, where they had been absent since the 1977 massacres against 

Christians in the aftermath of Kamal’s assassination. Despite a collective shock at the ease of 

Israeli advances in Lebanon, the PSP refrained from open military confrontation with the Israeli 

army. The Israeli presence in the Shouf, however, gave the LF both the security and political 

	
the PSP/PLA, the creation of several security forces with somewhat overlapping responsibilities in other groups may 
be examples of counterbalancing, which describes the strategy by leaders to divide their security forces into multiple 
organizations to check and balance one another; see Belkin 2005.  
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cover necessary to deploy troops to the area and begin patrols.70  Because the LF uniforms and 

vehicles were nearly identical to the IDF’s, it was often difficult for the Druze to distinguish 

them at a distance. These deployments placed LF units in the heartland of Druze regions in 

Mount Lebanon, where they proceeded to set up checkpoints and harass local Druze citizens 

(Hanf 1993, 276). For the LF, a forward presence in the Shouf guaranteed a land link between 

LF territory that of their Israeli allies. 

PSP diplomacy during this period highlights the trend towards political rather than militia 

middlemen under Joumblatt. During the Israeli occupation of Mount Lebanon, the PSP quietly 

began to develop ties with the Druze of Israel, which, at the time, were the only Israeli Arabs 

serving in the IDF. These efforts led to the creation of an Israeli Druze lobbying organization—

known as Lajnat al-Tawasil—which promoted the interests of the Druze of Lebanon in the 

Israeli Knesset. While these contacts were mostly shrouded in secrecy by the PSP in order to 

avoid public embarrassment, they were undertaken by Joumblatt’s quasi Foreign Minister, Atef 

Salloum, rather than PLA commanders (Yaniv 1987, 213). While Salloum was not an official 

member of the PSP, he was a close confidante of Walid Joumblatt, which would allow Joumblatt 

to both use him as an emissary as well as deny involvement in his activities should his work be 

exposed (Rabah 2016, 194).  

In September 1983, after extensive but inconclusive efforts to broker a deal between the 

LF, PSP, and Lebanese Government, Israeli forces withdrew from Mount Lebanon, removing 

any buffer between LF and PSP/PLA forces. When LF fighters under Geagea attempted to take 

over strategic positions in Druze areas after the Israeli withdrawal, the stage was set for a 

	
70 Ariel Sharon would later admit that it had been a “fatal error” to let the LF enter the Shouf. According to Sharon, 
“They strutted around in their fatigues, brandishing Kalashnikovs, smelling of the latest French aftershave,” 
presenting an affront to the Druze. See Alamuddin 1993, 209.  
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military confrontation. Knowing that the LF now lacked political and military protection from 

the IDF, the PLA launched an all-out offensive against LF positions in the Shouf. The PLA 

targets expanded when Amin Gemayel deployed Lebanese Army units to the Shouf to impose 

state authority, which the Druze considered an attempt “to expel them from their lands and to 

terminate their history and political role in Lebanon” (Hazran 2014, 279). Ultimately, the assault 

resulted in the PLA overrunning 62 Christian villages. As a former PLA Lieutenant recounts: 

 
A battle was prepared. In the villages that were occupied by the Israelis, the militia 
played the role of smuggling weapons to the villagers, preparing the trenches, fortifying 
the houses from the inside. When zero hour came, which was the Bhamdoun battle, 
everything blew at the same time. Tanks went in. Within the next 48 hours, 62 villages 
were taken. Their people were either killed or ran away towards Deir el Qamar. A lot of 
villages occupied by the LF were surprised because they were receiving fire from the 
front and back. Deir el Qamar was besieged and some negotiations went on to spare Deir 
el Qamar from this. At the same time, we lost some areas. The Israelis withdrew to 
Damour. We cleared Shouf and Aley. Beirut was also clear. So we had two enclaves. We 
succeeded. The Israelis withdrew. We reached Saida. At that time, we had control of over 
65% of Lebanese territory. Then we started going into the details of the normal life. We 
had a civil administration and courts of law. We started a taxation system. And then we 
started moving towards a government (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 
The violence associated with the Mountain War is an important test for my argument. 

Due to the intensity of combat operations during this period, there were many opportunities for 

shirking among PLA commanders. The sectarian undertones of the violence, moreover, 

incentivized uses of force that might not have been authorized by political principals. This 

episode thus provides the most likely case for struggles for command within the PSP/PLA. Even 

under these conditions however, anecdotal evidence appears to suggest that PLA commanders 

followed the orders of Walid Joumblatt, even when they disagreed with them: 

 
Sometimes Walid and I disagreed on technical issues during this period. But we didn’t 
have serious disagreements, just different opinions. Ultimately, the final decision rested 
with Walid. Once, the LF indiscriminately bombarded a Druze village and killed 
civilians. I believe in ‘an eye for an eye’, so I wanted to do the same to Jounieh and 
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Keserwan. Walid, however, ordered me not to kill civilians, so I relented (Interview with 
General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA General, August 2019, Gharifeh, 
Lebanon). 

 
PLA advances were only stopped when the United States provided military support for 

the beleaguered Lebanese Army at Souk al-Gharb, a strategic town overlooking East Beirut and 

Baabda, the location of the Lebanese Presidential Palace. The U.S. used battleships offshore, 

including the largest battleship in the world at the time, the USS New Jersey, to shell Druze 

positions in the hills around the area. While PSP diplomats, along with Walid Joumblatt, worked 

behind the scenes to negotiate a ceasefire with the Americans from Syria, a PLA militia 

commander attempted to take matters into his own hands. The episode highlights the degree to 

which PLA militia commanders were expected to “stay in their lane” by Joumblatt:  

 
It was when the [USS] New Jersey was here. Mr. Joumblatt was away from Lebanon at 
the time. That night we were losing really bad. A lot of shelling was coming at us from 
the [USS] New Jersey. So I decided to call the American ambassador to Lebanon in the 
middle of the night and I lied to the marines when I said ‘Mr. Joumblatt wants to talk to 
you’. So they woke up the Ambassador [thinking that Joumblatt was on the phone] and I 
said ‘sorry your excellency, but I am not Mr. Joumblatt. My name is [name withheld] and 
you have five minutes to stop the shelling in Lebanon or I am going to kill all the 
Americans living in the Commodore hotel. I sent people to surround the hotel where the 
staff of the embassy is staying.’ With his diplomatic tone he said ‘do you know sir that 
this is a threat to the US?’ I said yes. He said ‘do you mind repeating it?’ He told me I 
was on tape and to repeat it. So I repeated it. Within three minutes the shelling stopped all 
over Lebanon. After 25 minutes, the phone rang. It was Mr. Joumblatt and he was 
shouting ‘who was that crazy person threatening the United States!?’ He forced me to 
appear in front of him that day in Damascus. I didn’t even have clothes when I arrived 
(Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).  

 
Direct American participation in the war was short-lived. On October 23, 1983, suicide 

bombers struck the buildings in Beirut housing American and French service members of the 

Multinational Force in Lebanon, killing hundreds of soldiers. These attacks—along with the 

virtual disintegration of the Lebanese Army in February 1984—ultimately led to the withdrawal 

of international peacekeeping forces from Lebanon by mid-1984 (Evans and Potter 2019).   
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The Civil Administration of the Mountain (1983-1990) 

The end of the battle between the LF and the PSP created the conditions for the establishment of 

a unified, civilian PSP administration in the mountain. First, the war devastated the Shouf and 

Aley, killing more than 1,000 people and displacing more than 50,000 Druze and 150,000 

Christians. Second, it sidelined the Arslan family, the longtime rivals of the Joumblatts and 

leaders of the Druze Yazbaki clan, who had lost their legitimacy by collaborating with the LF 

(Abu Khalil 1985, 31-33).71 

On October 1, 1983, Joumblatt established the Civil Administration of the Mountains 

(CAOM). He received significant pushback from the Lebanese Government as a result of this 

endeavor: an emergency meeting of the cabinet was held and state radio and television accused 

him of seeking to partition Lebanon.72 Joumblatt’s response to these concerns is important and 

helps to explain the predominance of political rather than militia rule in the CAOM. In several 

speeches, Joumblatt argued that the CAOM should be a model of decentralized administration 

that the state should copy in order to facilitate the provision of public services to all citizens.73 

Existing literature on rebel governance suggests that the long-term goals of insurgencies “can 

shape rebels’ strategic calculus and incentivize them to rely on certain technologies as opposed 

to others” (Stewart 2018, 222). Given that Joumblatt was attempting to create a precedent for 

future governance in Lebanon, he had various incentives to ensure that a precedent was set for 

political, rather than military, rule.  

	
71 Majid Arslan, the longtime za’im of the Arslan family, also died in 1983 without leaving a strong successor 
(Richani 1990, 27).  
72 See The Middle East Reporter 1983, 7.  
73 See The Middle East Reporter, Vol. 35, No. 332, October 2, 1983, 11 and Manifesto of the First Anniversary of 
the Civil Administration of the Mountains, August 31, 1984, 115.  
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The dominance of the PSP within the CAOM was very clear. The nucleus of the CAOM 

can be found in the PSP’s long-standing General Services Department, which handled social, 

educational, and health assistance to PSP members or those in poverty (Harik 1993, 382). Both 

the CAOM and the militia were considered “party appendages” at the time of their formation, 

which is expressed by the dotted lines in Figure 5.1 (Interview with Sharif Fayad, Secretary-

General of the PSP in Baakline, found in Harik 1993, 382). The interlinkages between the 

CAOM and the PSP party structure also highlight the level of party control exercised over the 

CAOM administrative apparatus. Although only the CAOM Secretary-General and head of 

Inspection and control were formally members of the PSP Politburo, CAOM executives had been 

party members for many years before taking positions in the civil administration:  

 
Adil Sayyur, Secretary-General until his death in 1986 was a high-ranking party 
executive; while the present top administrator, Hisham Nasir ad-Din, a manager of TMA 
(an airfreight company owned by Druze interests), is also head of the General 
Administration and Services in the party Politburo, as he has been for years. Dahir 
Ghandur, a Sunni school inspector and Secretary-General from 1996 to 1988, was an 
independent, but since 1979 has been involved in mobilizing and coordinating national 
forces for the party. He worked closely with Sayyur in 1983 and it was therefore natural 
that he take over since Nasir ad-Din was occupied at that time with other party affairs. 
Ghandur later joined the PSP and returned to his political post as coordinator of the 
national forces in Beirut (Harik 1993, 382).  

 
In total, of the 39 officials who served on the CAOM Executive Committee, 21 were 

active PSP members and 14 “independents” were close associates of Walid Joumblatt (Harik 

1993, 383). The PSP dominance within the CAOM extended down the administration as well. 

Even at the village level, a majority of CAOM committee member seats were held by PSP 

members. Local service provision also had to be approved by PSP regional directors and receive 

confirmation from the CAOM Executive Committee.  
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Figure 5.1: Organizational Structure of the PSP (1983-1990)74 

 

To finance CAOM operations, the PSP created its own office of financial affairs, which 

collected and allocated funds towards the administration’s activities. Road tolls throughout 

territory controlled by the CAOM formed the majority of CAOM revenues and were collected at 

PSP checkpoints along main roads (Harik 1993, 387). Trucks carrying goods across the Shouf 

were assessed and taxed by CAOM representatives, as were passenger vehicles albeit at a lesser 

rate. According to documents from the CAOM Finance Committee, these taxes constituted more 

than 70% of the CAOM’s annual revenues between 1983-1987 and approximately 90% of such 

revenues between 1988-1989.75 Beyond tolls, CAOM also levied taxes on all households and 

businesses, collected rent on houses, apartments, and agricultural lands seized from Christians 

	
74 Found in Harik 1993, 383.  
75 Documents provided by the CAOM Finance Committee, Bayt al-Din, September 28, 1988 and September 14, 
1990; found in Harik 1993.  
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during the Mountain War, and gathered property taxes. Walid himself was also allegedly 

responsible for some contributions CAOM’s budget.  

PSP officials also ran the CAOM law enforcement agencies, which included a Public 

Inspection office and a Judiciary Committee. The Judiciary Committee operated as a parallel 

judicial system, with judges appointed by Joumblatt. Collectively, the PSP-run CAOM 

maintained a clear boundary between civilian and military positions, which was remarkably 

distinct from the organizational structure of the LF. As a former PLA lieutenant explains:  

The individuals responsible for these civil institutions were never fighters. Let’s say you 
had a judge that was a judge under the Lebanese government, and he is with you 
politically, so you bring him and he will run his court. These are professional, 
specialized, civilian people. We didn’t have a court without a judge who graduated from 
law school. We didn’t have a tax collector unless they formally applied because we had a 
port, so we apply the same rate that the Lebanese government used to take. In the port, 
we contributed the share of the Lebanese customs to the Minister of Finance. You could 
say it was a federal system with much more freedom than usual. And giving part to the 
center. We generated electricity for people. But the money moved through different 
boxes. The Lebanese Forces were different. The militia commanders were responsible for 
these civilian operations. People around Samir [Geagea] used to collect the money and 
put money in their pockets. We had a formal civil administration with transparent 
accounting. And a lot of times, if there was a gap, Walid Joumblatt would pay from his 
own pocket (Interview, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon).76  

 
Due to the clear professional boundaries between the political and military operations of 

the PSP, Joumblatt faced a problem that was unique to the PLA among Lebanese militias: what 

to do with soldiers during lulls in fighting. While the LF had militia fighters directly involved in 

traditionally civilian tasks such as tax collection and governance and Amal was too decentralized 

to be responsible for the everyday tasks of its fighters, PLA fighters had very few tasks for which 

they were eligible outside of direct combat. One of the solutions during this period was the 

deployment of PLA militia units as mercenaries outside of Lebanon: 

 

	
76 The CAOM did indeed publish its balance sheets to the public monthly. See Harik 1993, 394.  
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Between 1985-1986, there was nothing to do here in Lebanon for the soldiers because we 
didn’t have major battles. We sent our militia to Libya where Gaddafi was fighting in 
Chad. You had these people here who were getting salaries and having nothing to do. It 
got to the point where we were using them to clean ditches and build walls and even to 
plant trees. But when you have an army that doesn’t fight, it’s not good. So we sent the 
militia to Africa for a couple of years. They got paid. But they did not fight—Chad and 
Libya have somewhere around 300 km of desert borders. They were patrolling desert. We 
didn’t have any casualties there (Interview with Dr. Makram Rabah, Historian and 
Former PSP Youth Branch Member, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon). 

 
While this section establishes the extensive degree to which the PSP controlled CAOM 

operations, it is important to note that the PSP also operated several important sources of revenue 

outside of the CAOM, including running ports at Jiyeh and Khaldeh, operating a relatively 

profitable banana plantation at Damour, and importing and selling liquid natural gas through 

Cogico, which was previously a state monopoly. The ports were opened after 1983 and 

facilitated the importation of important commodities, such as food, fuel, and weapons for the 

PLA. The administration of the port, however, was a shareholding company in which the PSP 

had an approximately 51 percent stake (Richani 1990, 27). These sources of revenue and 

logistical support, which were all operated by political/civilian rather than militia middlemen, 

highlight the centralization of material support tasks under the party bureaucracy during the war.  

 

End of the War and Demilitarization (1990-1994) 

Like the other principal factions involved in the war, the PSP was a signatory to the 1989 Taif 

Accord, which formally ended the war. The PSP/PLA also fought alongside Syria to out Aoun’s 

government in 1990. After a general amnesty law was passed by the Lebanese parliament in 

1991, the majority of PLA Popular Army members were integrated into the Lebanese Armed 

Forces. The negotiations between the PSP and the Lebanese Government highlight the degree to 
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which Walid Joumblatt deferred to his militia commanders on military matters. As former 

Lebanese Army and PLA General Raja Harb claims:  

Even when we dissolved the militia, I was the one that negotiated with [Commander of 
the LAF] Emile Lahoud about dissolving the PLA and having them join the Lebanese 
Army, the secret service, and the other security forces. Walid and I went together to the 
Minister of Defense with representatives of the LF and Amal. The defense minister had a 
problem because I was still officially a Lebanese Army Officer, so he would not accept 
me representing the PSP in the talks. Walid told the minister, ‘I don’t know anything 
about the PSP—he has been the one running the PSP. If he is not here, I can’t say a word. 
I talk politics. He is the military guy.’ The solution to this problem ended up being that I 
was considered the representative of the Lebanese Army in the PSP (Interview, August 
2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon). 

 
Walid Joumblatt’s close relationship with Syria, which played an outsized role in 

Lebanese affairs after the war’s ending, paid off politically in the war’s aftermath. In particular, 

Joumblatt had a close relationship with Ghazi Kanaan, the longtime head of Syria’s security 

apparatus and de facto kingmaker in Lebanon.77 Kanaan and the Syrian regime ensured that 

Joumblatt received a cabinet-level position in successive Lebanese governments and 

gerrymandered electoral districts to ensure Walid’s reelection to parliament in 1992 and 1996 

(Gambill and Nassif 2001).78  

To summarize, consistent with the theory presented in Chapter 2, the PLA was 

subservient to its political principals in the PSP throughout the war due to the PSP’s ideology, 

which inculcated deference to the Joumblatt family and the PSP party apparatus, as well as the 

exclusive assignment of material support tasks—including diplomacy, revenue collection, 

logistical support, and public service provision—to non-fighters. After Kamal Joumblatt’s 

	
77 Such was Kanaan’s power in Lebanon that the election of the president was strictly subject to his approval. The 
head of Lebanon’s General Security Directorate also reported directly to Kanaan, bypassing the civilian leadership 
of the Lebanese Government. He also had the power to order the arrest and indefinite detention of anyone in the 
country. See Nassif 2000.  
78 Since the assassination of Rafik Hariri in March 2005, however, Joumblatt has been part of the anti-Syrian March 
14th alliance.  
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reluctant creation of an organized militia, he worked to ensure that his commanders were 

deferential to his authority and quickly moved to create political institutions to police the 

behavior of his fighters.  After Kamal’s death, Walid moved to professionalize the PSP’s militia 

forces through professional military education in the Soviet Union. The professionalization of 

PLA officers, which helped to generate a separation between military and non-military roles by 

creating a group with specialized competence in military affairs, set the stage for the 

organizational structure of the CAOM, the civil administration created by the PSP. The CAOM 

helped to centralize revenue generation and public service provision under the political auspices 

of the Joumblatt and the PSP. Because of the professional competence of the PLA, Joumblatt 

was able to defer to his militia commanders on issues of tactics and operations while remaining 

in complete control of the political and strategic levels.  

 

Evaluating the Proposed Mechanisms: The Progressive Socialist Party 

Throughout Lebanon’s civil war, the PSP and the PLA maintained a clear chain of command, 

which cemented the authority of Kamal and Walid Joumblatt as well as the PSP party apparatus 

over militia commanders and fighters. Over the next several sections, I evaluate the causal 

mechanisms undergirding the PSP’s lack of struggles for command over its history during the 

war. I find significant support for the middlemen mechanism. I also find significant support for a 

kind of inculcated deference in the PSP’s broadly leftist ideology as well as the Joumblatt family. 

Finally, I find some support for the hypothesis that the high political control exercised by the 

PSP over the PLA is a function of the PSP’s relatively unified Druze social base, although the 

explanatory power of this explanation is limited.  
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Theory 

In this section, I evaluate support for the hypothesized causal mechanisms in my theory within 

the PSP case. The theory draws upon two causal mechanisms: the delegation of material support 

tasks to particular kinds of individuals and the possession of an ideology that inculcates 

deference to political authority within an insurgent militia. If the first of these mechanisms is true 

in the case of the PSP, we should expect to see that the PSP delegated organizational financing, 

diplomacy, and logistics to non-fighters rather than fighters. If the second of these mechanisms is 

true in the PSP case, we should expect to see that the PSP maintained an ideology throughout the 

conflict that highlighted the important role of political leadership. I find significant support for 

both mechanisms in the relationship between PSP political leaders and PLA militia commanders.  

 

Middle Men 

The hypothesis tested in this section is that the PSP did not experience struggles for command 

because it delegated material support tasks to civil servants rather than militia fighters. I find 

significant support for this hypothesis. From the establishment of the popular administration to 

the creation of the CAOM, there was an emphasis on placing civil servants rather than fighters in 

bureaucratic positions, including tax collectors, diplomats, and other traditionally public 

servants. Alongside this emphasis on the civilian side of PSP operations was a focus on 

professionalization within the militia, which encouraged PLA officers to develop a professional 

competence in the application of the use of force.79 Walid promoted this professional 

competence by delegating to his militia commanders at the tactical and operational level: 

	
79 This is not to say that militia commanders never took political advantage of their positions. Over the course of the 
war, militia fighters developed affinities and allegiances to their militia commanders, who in turn provided them 
favors, including extra family allowances and benefits (Richani 1998, 92). This network of patronage mirrors the 
wasta system of clientelism that dominates social relations in Lebanon.  
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Mr. Walid Joumblatt and I always communicated well. In terms of tactics and operations, 
I always made the decisions. Walid decided strategy, when to slow down or not slow 
down. Walid puts the political parameters on my military operations. We were ultimately 
conducting military operations to support the political strategy of Walid, which I always 
respected. I would also agree to any ceasefire when Walid needed it (Interview with 
General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA General, August 2019, Gharifeh, 
Lebanon). 

 
The divide between civilian and military operations was a point of emphasis that came 

out of several of my interviews with former PSP officials and PLA commanders. My 

interviewees also highlighted the fact that the revenue and logistical stream for the PLA came 

from the PSP and not the other way around. As General Raja Harb, the former head of the PLA, 

explains: 

We had a clear separation between the civilian and military operations of the PSP. The 
civilian component was responsible for governing and taxation and the military members 
did not interfere with these operations. We were only responsible for the military 
operations. Walid himself was in charge of the civilian apparatus and responsible for 
budgeting, including the budgeting for the military. The civil administration was paying 
the salaries for the police, security, and workers to maintain the water and the electricity. 
Walid Joumblatt used to assign money to the army, not the other way around (Interview, 
August 2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon). 

 
The only exception to this general rule was law enforcement. Militiamen were at times 

assigned to CAOM operations, but their role was generally limited to enforcement purposes as 

opposed to revenue generation or logistical support.80 Even in this task, however, the role of 

fighters was limited, as the PSP also maintained a CAOM police force, separate from the popular 

army or militia, to maintain law and order.  

 
 

 

 

	
80 I make this conclusion after considering evidence from interviews with former CAOM directors found in Harik 
1993.   
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Inculcated Deference 

Socialism was both a genuine and instrumental ideology used by the Kamal and Walid 

Joumblatt. For Kamal, socialism provided him with a non-communal political role in national 

politics (Al-Khazen 1988, 179). Regardless of whether Walid possessed a genuine belief in 

leftist principles, leftist ideology clearly influenced his organizational strategy and behavior, 

which is evident in the PSP’s wartime organizational structures and its propaganda efforts. When 

Walid took power, he dissolved the traditional PSP leadership council and replaced it with a 

central committee and a political bureau, adopting a Leninist party structure. Figure 5.2, which 

places a portrait of Kamal Joumblatt alongside prominent communist figures such as Che 

Guevara and Ho Chi Minh, highlights efforts by PSP leaders to situate their struggle within a 

broader socialist context. The use of socialist ideology was clearly referenced by former PLA 

commanders to justify their deference to the Joumblatts: 

Our socialist ideology, in the party, is that everybody has the utmost obedience and 
respect to our political leaders. In this case, that leader is Walid Jumblatt (Interview with 
General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA General, August 2019, Gharifeh, 
Lebanon).  

 
Collectively, the CAOM education system amounted to a kind of leftist political 

socialization by the PSP from the first grade to the university level, which inculcated deference 

to PSP authority.81 The PSP Education Committee prepared new Lebanese civics texts for 

primary and secondary schools in CAOM areas, which taught socialist values and principles at 

all educational levels (Harik 1993, 392). PSP-created history and civics texts also emphasized 

“virtues of self-sacrifice, loyalty, discipline, and defence of the homeland” (Harik 1995, 55). 

Students in secondary schools were also required to undergo compulsory military training using 

	
81 It should be noted that neither the Lebanese national anthem nor the Lebanese flag were acknowledged in CAOM 
schools—only PSP emblems were. See Harik 1993, 392.  
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PSP-provided texts.82 While militia members were neither required to join the party nor undergo 

the party’s political education process, militia leaders were required to be party members 

(Interview with Khalil Ahmed Khalil, PSP Leadership Council member, found in Richani 1998, 

91).  

Kamal’s death also created a kind of cult of personality surrounding him, which was 

instrumentally used in PSP propaganda efforts, as is evident in Figure 5.3. Even if militia fighters 

did not follow PSP politicians because of socialist principles, they would follow a Joumblatt 

because of Kamal’s sacrifice. This hybrid type of control, which draws both upon leftist ideology 

as well as more feudal ties, was evident from my interviews with PLA militia commanders: 

 
If a military leader has political ambitions, then there will be some problem between 
them and the political leaders. In our case we were lucky that we had the upmost 
conviction that our political leader was right and that our military leaders did not have 
competing political ambitions. Our culture and party harbor the upmost loyalty to Kamal 
and Walid Joumblatt and the Party. So we never had a problem with political 
disagreements because we were completely loyal to them. This is contrary to what 
happened in the Lebanese Forces. The PSP in the mountain area did not have the 
factionalization that happened elsewhere. We did not have any disagreements with our 
politicians (Interview with General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA General, 
August 2019, Gharifeh, Lebanon). 

 
 

	
82 One of these texts was At-Tarbiyya al-Askariyya (Military Education) published by ad-Dar al-Taqadamiyya lil-
Nashr in Baakline.  
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Figure 5.2: Pro-Progressive Socialist Party Propaganda Poster: Against Imperialism and 

Zionism83 
 
 

	
83 “234-PCD2081-60,” Digital Documentation Center, Jafet Library, The American University of Beirut. 
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Figure 5.3: Pro-Progressive Socialist Party Propaganda Poster: Through His Sacrifice Our 

Banners Will Wave84 
 

Resources 

In this section, I evaluate the hypothesized causal mechanism of resource endowments on 

insurgent command and control. Specifically, I evaluate the hypothesis that the political 

dominance of the Joumblatt family and the PSP was due to the recruitment of high-commitment 

individuals through a resource-poor, “activist” rebellion, where participation is risky and short-

term gains are unlikely. I find little support for this hypothesis. Although the PSP lacked a 

	
84 “239-PCD2080-003,” Digital Documentation Center, Jafet Library, The American University of Beirut. 
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significant lootable resource to take advantage of, its militia and the CAOM represented some of 

the lucrative forms of employment during the war. I do not argue, however, that this employment 

opportunity necessarily attracted low-commitment individuals.  

 

Likelihood of Short-Term vs. Long-Term Gains 

Like most of the insurgent groups that participated in the war, the PSP was involved in the 

narcotics trade. As this resource is invariant across my case studies, it is unlikely to be explaining 

the variation in political-military relations across the LF, PSP, and Amal. The PSP also invested 

significantly in a profitable banana plantation in Damour, Lebanon. These sources of revenue, 

however, were relatively insignificant compared to the various forms of taxation devised by the 

PSP under the auspices of the CAOM. While this taxation system was not nearly as efficient as 

the one devised by the LF, it mostly covered the public services provided under the CAOM as 

well as the budget set aside for the PLA. At the same time, although the political dominance of 

strategic decisionmaking in the PSP remained constant over the case, the income brought in 

through the CAOM, which was created in 1983, was not constant over the course of the PSP’s 

participation in the war, which began in 1975. This suggests that the PSP’s resource base did not 

determine its political-military relations.  

 

Relative Power 

This section evaluates the hypothesis that the PSP’s lack of struggles for command over the 

course of the Lebanese Civil War was a result of the lack of significant changes in its relative 

power. Specifically, this hypothesis implies that the lack of dynamic changes on the battlefield, 

such as significant gains or losses, meant that PLA commanders were never empowered 
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politically, in the case of victories, or made to believe that continued cooperation with PSP 

authorities would lead to their demise, in the case of defeats. I find no support for this hypothesis 

as the PSP/PLA experience both significant gains and significant losses over the course of the 

conflict yet suffered no significant struggles for command.  

 

Military Shocks 

The PSP experienced two significant military shocks during the Lebanese Civil War. The first of 

these shocks was the Syrian invasion of Lebanon in 1976. After Kamal Joumblatt exhausted his 

efforts trying to prevent Syrian intervention in the conflict, 12,000 Syrian troops entered 

Lebanon on June 1, 1976 in order to prevent a victory by the PSP and the other leftist forces. 

Although PSP militia fighters attempted to fight the Syrian army at the city of Sawfar, they were 

quickly defeated and forced to surrender many of their weapons to the Syrians (Interview with 

General Raja Harb, Former Lebanese Army and PLA General, August 2019, Gharifeh, 

Lebanon). The second military shock experienced by the PSP was the PLA’s decisive victory 

against the LF in the 1983 Mountain War, which gave the PSP virtually uncontested control of 

the Shouf and Aley regions of Lebanon. In neither of these cases did struggles for command 

ensue, suggesting that the success or failure of the PLA on the battlefield did not drive the 

relationship between PLA commanders and their political principals.  

 

Pre-War Legacies 

In this section, I evaluate the hypothesized causal mechanism of pre-war legacies on insurgent 

command and control. Specifically, I evaluate the hypothesis that the political dominance of the 

PSP in general, and Kamal and Walid Joumblatt in particular, was a result of preexisting 
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structural and institutional contexts. These contexts could manifest themselves through at least 

two mechanisms: the mimicking of Lebanese state behaviors/institutions and the mapping of 

prewar cleavages onto wartime intraorganizational cleavages. I find some support for the social 

bases mechanism. Even though the PSP was officially a secular party, it was always associated 

with the Druze community, and this association only became stronger over the course of the war. 

The Druze community served as a relatively unified base for PSP and PLA recruitment. At the 

same time, the PSP leadership and the PLA drew from different social classes in the Druze 

community. Moreover, important regional and tribal cleavages existed among the Druze in 

Lebanon. I also find no support for the argument that the PSP mimicked the behaviors and 

institutions of the Lebanese state.  

 

Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking 

The behavior and institutional mimicking explanation implies that the political-military relations 

of the PSP were intended to copy the civil-military relations of the Lebanese Government. I find 

little support for this hypothesis. First, Kamal Joumblatt explicitly founded the PSP in opposition 

to “politics as usual” in Lebanon. In its socialist, secular ideology, the PSP stood in stark contrast 

to the laissez faire, sectarian character of Lebanese politics. Second, in contrast to the non-

partisan, politically aloof nature of the LAF, the PLA commanders were required to become PSP 

party members. These elements of subjective control distinguish PSP-PLA relations from those 

of the LAF and its political principals in the Lebanese Government.  
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Social Bases 

Despite making some effort to recruit beyond its Druze base, the civil war and Kamal 

Joumblatt’s assassination led to the PSP becoming a party with a clear Druze majority, which 

was also reflected in its militia recruitment. By 1994, for example, 70 percent of PSP members 

were Druze (Richani 1998, 98). Especially after the Mountain War in 1983, there was minimal 

inter-sectarian mixing in areas run by the CAOM.  

While some elements of secular, leftist ideology were apparent in the PSP’s 

organizational structure—formal political education and a clear politburo, for example—the PSP 

“succumbed to the social and political pressures that typically confront secular parties in 

sectarian societies” (Richani 1998, 105). First, the civil war featured extensive use of sectarian 

rhetoric in mobilization efforts. Although the PSP was officially ideologically opposed to 

sectarian politics, its use by the Lebanese right drew support of Christians away from the PSP. 

Second, the violence associated with the war, including sectarian massacres, polarized Lebanese 

society along sectarian lines and overshadowed the class consciousness that the PSP tried to 

instill. Third, as the war dragged on, the Druze came to believe that their self-preservation 

depended on their allegiance to Joumblatt’s party (see Richani 1998, 95). This led increasing 

numbers of Druze to join the PSP, which consequently also increased the affiliation of the PSP 

with the Druze sect and disincentivized non-Druze enlistment. Walid’s decision to focus on 

rallying Druze support for the PSP further undermined its standing as a secular political force. 

Fourth and finally, the Mountain War, along with other episodes of “sectarian cleansing” across 

the country, created nearly homogenous sectarian areas, removing any incentive for political 

organizations to mobilize across sectarian lines.   
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Although the Druze make up no more than seven percent of Lebanon’s population, the 

Druze community has played an outsized role in Lebanese history. Prior to the creation of 

modern Lebanon in 1920, the Druze ruled Mount Lebanon with the Maronites. In general, the 

Druze community is a closely integrated society. Druze are endogamous, for example, and forbid 

marriage outside the sect (Abu-Izzeddin 1984, 221). Some argue for the existence of a “Druze 

psyche” or “Druze political culture”, which arose due to their perceived status as a threatened 

minority in Lebanon as well as their long history of religious persecution (see Richani 1998, 

103). Realistic Group Conflict Theory also suggests that there are strong links between 

threatening experiences and group cohesiveness within sufficiently homogenous group 

identities.85 Especially after the death of Kamal Joumblatt and the Mountain War, the perceived 

danger to the Druze community was both real and immediate.  

At the same time, there were important class, regional, and tribal cleavages in the Druze 

community, which make the social bases explanation unable to explain the lack of struggles for 

command within the PSP throughout the conflict. First, the PSP leadership and PLA tended to 

recruit from different social classes within the Druze community. While the fighters of the PLA 

generally came from the lower classes of the Druze looking for employment as a result of the 

war, the leadership of the PSP generally came from middle-class families (Abu Khalil 1985, 34): 

The idea that socialist leaders usually come from socially or economically deprived 
backgrounds doesn’t apply to the Druze in the mountains. Bashir Gemayel and his crew 
were all university graduates. They were well-off people. So were the Druze. One has to 
be very worried about these stereotypes. The Marxist school of thought talks about lack 
of social mobility and class struggle, which doesn’t apply here (Interview with Dr. 
Makram Rabah, Historian and Former PSP Youth Branch Member, July 2019, Beirut, 
Lebanon).  

 

	
85 Examples of work in this literature include Simmel 1955, Boulding 1962, and Stein 1976.  
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Second, there was a significant intra-Druze split between the Druze community of the 

Shouf and the Druze community of Aley and the Metn region. Several conflicts within the PSP 

arose between members from the Shouf and those from Aley, but they remained limited in their 

scope and never reached the intensity of conflicts within the LF or Amal (Richani 1998, 121). 

Third, the Yazbaki-Joumblatti intra-Druze divide remained a significant cleavage in the Druze 

community. Although this cleavage never became the source of intra-organizational splits within 

PSP, many observers during the war suggested that it would emerge to threaten the Joumblatt’s 

political monopoly.86 Ultimately, these divisions within the Druze social base of the PSP 

suggests that the social base of the PSP cannot explain the lack of struggles for command among 

PLA militia commanders alone.  

 

Geography 

This section evaluates the hypothesis that the PSP’s political dominance over the PLA was due 

to the absence of barriers to ensuring compliance, specifically physical barriers such as long 

distance, mountains, or jungles. In short, I find no support for the hypothesis that the politically-

dominated command and control process of PSP military actions was due to the ease of ensuring 

compliance. In fact, if this hypothesis was true, we would expect the PSP to be especially 

susceptible to struggles for command from its militia commanders given the incredibly 

mountainous terrain characterizing PSP territory.  

 

 

 

	
86 See Abu Khalil’s (1985) predictions, for example.  
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Barriers to Ensuring Compliance  

After its victory in the Mountain War, the PSP’s territory stretched from West Beirut towards the 

mountainous Aley region in the east and towards the Shouf, the southernmost part of the Mount 

Lebanon range, in the south. The common denominator of PSP territory during the war was 

mountainous terrain, which the Druze community has long used to defend itself and maintain its 

autonomy from regional powers. If the geography hypothesis was true, we would expect the 

difficult terrain of PSP territory to be fertile ground for struggles for command from ambitious 

PLA militia commanders eager for more autonomy from their political principals. A lack of such 

struggles suggests that the geography hypothesis cannot explain the relationship between PLA 

commanders and the PSP leadership.  

 
Table 5.1: Evidence for Causal Mechanisms of Progressive Socialist Party’s Deference to 

Political Authority 
Hypotheses Mechanism Support 

Theory Middlemen 
Inculcated Deference 

High 
High 

Resources Short-term vs. Long-term Gains None 
Relative Power Changes Military Shocks None 

Pre-War Legacies Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking None 
 Social Bases Some 

Geography Barriers to Compliance None 
 
 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the PSP and its affiliated militia, the PLA, represent a case of an objectively-

controlled militia, with many elements of subjective control. PLA officers received extensive 

professional education in the Soviet Union and developed military expert knowledge. While the 

Joumblatt family remained in charge of political and strategic matters during the war, Walid and 

Kamal deferred to their militia commanders at operational and tactical levels. This delineation of 



 148 

policy level responsibilities (political and strategic to civilian principals and operational and 

tactical to military officers) aligns closely with what Huntington saw as prototypical objective 

control. On the other hand, PLA officers also had to become party members and generally 

received some political education, which is typical of a subjectively controlled military. 

Consistent with my theory, the PSP centralized material support tasks through an administration 

staffed with civil servants rather than militiamen and strategically used a hybrid of socialist 

ideology and feudal ties to inculcate deference among militia officers to their political principals. 

The results of this chapter highlight some of the implications of professional military 

education on non-state actors. First, despite its small size relative to both the Lebanese 

Government and the other large armed non-state actors in the war, the PLA was exceptionally 

effective in both conventional and unconventional operations. Second, the case of the PSP/PLA 

illustrates how professional military education can create a stark barrier between civilian and 

military tasks, even in a non-state context. During lulls in combat, this barrier meant that it was a 

struggle for the PSP to keep the PLA occupied, even requiring that they be sent abroad as 

mercenaries. Third and finally, the rigorous training received by PLA officers made them more 

eligible for integration into the Lebanese Army after the war’s end. PLA officers joined the 

Lebanese security services at a higher rate than those of any other militia.  

This chapter also highlights the importance of ideology and the “stickiness” of initial 

institutional configurations. While Kamal appeared to genuinely believe in socialist ideology and 

constructed the PSP accordingly, by many accounts these beliefs were not shared by Walid. 

Moreover, socialist principles provided a strategic value to Kamal—namely the ability to appeal 

to Lebanese outside of the Druze minority—that Walid did not require. Despite the change in 
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leadership and incentive structure, however, the PSP retained its Leninist party structure 

throughout the war and inculcated socialist principles through education and military training.  

In the next chapter, I look at the case of Amal to evaluate the causal mechanisms 

proposed in my theory. Although Amal, like the PSP, generally maintained a command and 

control system dominated by political leaders, it suffered from a highly decentralized 

organizational structure.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

EVALUATING THE SCOPE OF THE THEORY: THE CASE OF AMAL 
 

In this final empirical chapter, I evaluate the mechanisms and theory proposed in Chapter 2 

outside the scope of vertically centralized organizations with the case of the Amal Movement. 

This chapter is the final of three within-case analyses that trace the connection between ideology, 

middlemen, and struggles for command. This chapter is useful and illustrative for two reasons: it 

enables me to evaluate the scope of the theory proposed in Chapter 2 and it allows me to trace 

the determinants of political control within the Amal Movement over time, as it moves from a 

protest movement to a more clearly defined political-military organization.  

This chapter completes the qualitative portion of the dissertation with the case of the 

Amal Movement, which refers to both a political apparatus as well as a synonymous militia. This 

case relies upon primary archival documents collected in Beirut, Lebanon in 2019, primary U.S. 

government archival documents collected online from the U.S. National Archives and the 

Central Intelligence Agency’s CREST collection; interviews conducted by me in Lebanon in 

2019; interviews conducted in Al-Jazeera’s 2001 fifteen-part documentary series on the 

Lebanese Civil War Harb Libnan; and secondary sources material in Arabic and English.  

The predominantly Shiite Amal Movement was one of the three principal non-state 

participants in the Lebanese Civil War. Although Amal has attracted much less attention among 

political scientists than Hezbollah,87 the other major Shiite organization in Lebanon, it was 

founded nearly ten years before Hezbollah and far more powerful and consequential over the 

course of war.88  Amal was founded as Harakat al-Mahrumin (The Movement of the Deprived) 

	
87 An important exception is Bonsen 2019.  
88 For reasons that are beyond the scope of this chapter, Amal’s and Hezbollah’s fortunes changed dramatically in 
post-war Lebanon.  
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by Imam Musa al-Sadr, a Shiite religious leader, and Hussein el-Husseini, a member of the 

Lebanese Parliament, in 1974. The next year, the group revealed the creation of an armed militia 

from which it derives its Arabic acronym: Afwaj al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniyya (the Lebanese 

Resistance Regiments).  

Amal stands out from the other two cases of this project in two important ways. First, 

Amal was significantly more decentralized than the other two cases examined in this project. 

Despite large numbers of fighters claiming to belong to Amal, official membership in the group 

was in fact quite low. Even in southern Lebanon, the region from which Amal drew much of its 

support, villages considered to be Amal “strongholds” regularly had membership rates of less 

than 6% (Norton 1987, 61). Members were also generally more concerned with local objectives 

than organizational ones and “active participation in Amal’s affairs outside of their respective 

villages was nearly nil…the result was an organization that accurately claimed wide support, but 

that often was unable to translate its affective force into effective control over its members and 

their activities” (Ibid, 61). The situation in the militia was similarly decentralized.89 While local 

militias would form in particular villages and refer to themselves as members of Amal, they 

often did not go through the group’s official recruitment process nor were they incorporated into 

the movement’s central leadership (Szekely 2017, 127).  

Second, unlike the other two organizations examined in this dissertation, Amal’s leaders 

considered it important to preserve the authority of Lebanese state institutions, even during the 

darkest days of the war. Both Musa al-Sadr and Nabih Berri, Amal’s two political leaders, called 

	
89 Timur Goksel, the former spokesman for the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFL) once said of 
Amal: “It became the most amazing grassroots movement…It was a very popular movement, they could mobilize up 
to ten, fifteen thousand guys with guns within half an hour. But without any idea why they are mobilized or which 
direction they are going. No command structure, their organization has always been very weak…what a waste of 
potential, unbelievable.” Found in Szekely 2017, 127.  
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for the Lebanese Army to be deployed to southern Lebanon several times over the course of the 

war, even when the army was virtually 100 percent Maronite (Norton 1987, 75). In contrast, the 

PSP was critical of a strong Lebanese state—which Joumblatt perceived to be a Maronite tool—

while the LF was wary that a strong Lebanese government would pose a threat to its continued 

revenue generation and legitimacy.  

Berri’s association with the Lebanese state provided him with some advantages while 

also constraining him in important ways. Serving as a minister in the government, for example, 

gave him the ability to direct state resources towards his constituents in ways that Lebanon’s 

other non-state political leaders could not. On the other hand, governmental responsibility 

limited Berri’s freedom of action. Unlike other non-state political leaders who could “preach 

their views without restraint,” Berri was associated with the State of Lebanon and bore 

governmental responsibility for his words and actions (Rabinovich and Shaked 1988, 543). 

In this chapter, I argue that the Amal Movement, which encompassed both a political and 

military structure, represents a quintessential example of what I term “local contracting” in 

Chapter 2. While central command generally remained loyal to Amal’s political leadership, it 

possessed little in the way of direct control over fighters. Picard (1992) puts it best:  

The ‘asabiyya [“group consciousness”] that welded Amal’s militants together was 
unconnected with the discipline and hierarchy of a military organization. As a movement, 
Amal was a loose association of a multitude of local groups—representing certain city 
quarters, villages, or even neighborhood blocks—organized first and foremost to preserve 
their own security and look after their own interests (14).  

 
I argue in Chapter 2 that insurgent organizations that are built around an ideology that 

inculcates militia deference to political authority and maintain political control over material 

support tasks will be more likely to ward off successful struggles for command from their militia 

commanders. The organizational structure and behavior of Amal are consistent with these 
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arguments. I find that the Amal Movement created a cult of personality around its political 

leadership, which also maintained a monopoly on domestic and foreign material support. When 

alternative lines of support opened, however, such as Iranian money flowing through Hezbollah, 

militia commanders were much more likely to defect from Amal.  

This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I present a historical background of the case of 

the Amal Movement in Lebanon, which began with the founding of the Movement of the 

Deprived by Musa al-Sadr in 1974 and ended with Amal’s formal demilitarization in 1991.90 

Second, I evaluate the support for the mechanisms of the theory and alternative explanations in 

the case. I conclude that the lack of successful struggles for command within Amal are primarily 

due to the monopoly on lines of material support by Amal’s political leadership and an ideology 

that inculcated deference to Berri, consistent with my hypotheses.  

 

Historical Background 

Harakat al-Mahrumin (Movement of the Deprived) (1959-1974) 

The Shi’a were widely considered to be the most disadvantaged confessional group in Lebanon 

before the civil war (Norton 1987, 17). Histories of the Shiites in Lebanon have generally 

focused on two principal obstacles to political mobilization among Lebanese Shiites (Siklawi 

2012). The first is the geographic distance between the two main Shiite-majority areas in 

Lebanon: Jabal Amil in southern Lebanon and the Bekaa in eastern Lebanon. This geographic 

distance presented an important roadblock to creating an integrated political entity out of the 

Shiite community in Lebanon. The second obstacle to political mobilization among Lebanon’s 

	
90 As I note later in the chapter, Amal continued military operations against Israel until 2000. 
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Shi’a was the traditional Shi’i political leadership, the zu’ama, who were essentially a cross 

between powerful landlords and local political bosses.  

The absence of a clear unified social or political entity within the Shi’a community left an 

opening for Imam Musa al Sadr, who arrived in Lebanon for the first time in 1955 and moved 

there permanently in 1959. al-Sadr showed an interest in establishing a group in Lebanon “to 

defend the Shi’i community from both government neglect and deprivation, and from the Israeli 

aggressions against the South” (Siklawi 2012, 7). al-Sadr was a serious political threat to the 

traditional Shiite zu’ama leadership, who had long led the Shiite community in Lebanon 

uncontested.  

On March 17, 1974, in front of a crowd of 100,000 Shi’ites in Baalbek, al-Sadr launched 

Harakat al-Mahrumin (the Movement of the Deprived), in protest against the poverty and 

deprivation of Lebanon’s Shiite population. It was also in this speech that al-Sadr signaled his 

intention to organize armed forces through the creation of training camps to defend against 

attacks by Israel (Bonsen 2019, 170). al-Sadr told the people of the South that “owning a weapon 

and training for using it is an obligation before having a holy Quar’an at home and before 

fasting. This weapon is like the daily bread you are eating” (Daher 2000, 257).  

 

Lebanese Resistance Regiments (1975-1978) 

On July 5, 1975, an accidental explosion took place in a secret training camp in the Bekaa, which 

forced al-Sadr to officially announce the creation of the military wing of the Movement of the 

Deprived: Afwaj al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniyya, better known by its Arabic acronym—Amal. In 

reference to the explosion, al-Sadr said: 
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Those youth wanted to prove that patriotism is neither a slogan nor for gaining profits. It 
is not good for supply and demand but the homeland is the dimension of the human 
existence and the base of its dignity…Its defence with souls and blood is an obligation 
even if there is no balance of forces. They used the approach of Husayn as a guideline of 
behavior and joined his march. They sacrificed themselves for right and justice…They 
confirmed the importance of directing the weapons towards the chest of the enemy and 
there is no salvation from the inner seduction and civil war except if all armed go to the 
South.91 

 
While the development of a militia signaled an important point of transition within al-

Sadr’s movement, it is important not to overstate the military capabilities during this early phase 

of the war. Amal did not in fact play an active military role during the first years of the civil war. 

In 1975, its militia “consisted of no more than 800 mainly unpaid or poorly paid volunteers” 

(Siklawi 2012, 8). The first Amal fighters were trained and equipped by the Palestinian Fatah 

organization, which, along with the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), was allied with Amal 

at this point in the war. Amal’s main sources of finance came from membership contributions, 

government support, and donations (Rieck 1989, 211). These resources were funneled through 

the organization’s political leadership, which allowed it to maintain a certain level of control in 

an otherwise highly decentralized organization. This control in Amal’s early history was also a 

result of Musa al-Sadr’s charismatic personality and active presence within the organization’s 

militia. Although he was certainly no warrior (he once sheepishly admitted that he had never 

fired a gun in anger), former fighters attested to his personal closeness to the organization’s 

militia: 

Imam Musa al-Sadr slept on the frontlines together with the fighters. This was new. The 
leader was close to the members and was able to create a new cause: The cause of 
confrontation. We prayed to God to become martyrs because we believed that every 
martyr against Israel is as if he was martyred in Karbala together with Imam Husayn 
(Interview with a former Amal fighter, found in Bonsen 2019, 205).  

 

	
91 Booklet, provided by private archive. Found in Bonsen 2019, 175.  
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At the same time, unlike the PSP or the LF, Amal did not move towards creating an 

effective civilian administration. Amal’s relationship with the LNM began to deteriorate 

precisely over this issue. Amal saw the establishment of local civil administration as the starting 

point of partition.92 While the rest of the LNM pushed for the formation of a political council 

with local administrations, armies, police forces, and foreign offices, Amal “used its power to 

stress the reactivation of government officers around the country to strengthen national 

sovereignty” (Bonsen 2019, 183). Amal’s relationship with the LNM reached its breaking point 

in 1976 when Amal supported Syria’s invasion into the conflict against the LNM.  

In a number of towns and villages, local residents even established their own local 
security forces, which would patrol during the hours of darkness. Over time, these ad hoc 
militia groups tended to affiliate, or at least identify, with Amal (Norton 1987, 50).  

 
Amal’s reluctance to engage in civilian administration did not, however, mean that the 

organization was politically inactive. As al-Sadr himself said, “the political effort is not less 

important than the military effort” (“Al Jihad al-Muqaddas” 1971). Musa al-Sadr led Amal’s 

politburo, the highest political body in the movement, which consisted of 12 members. He also 

sought to create a wider culture of resistance within Lebanese society: 

Imam Musa al-Sadr believed that the resistance is not only the gun, rocket, or tank. 
Rather, he believed in the resistance by building a culture of resistance within society in 
order to make everybody in the society ready to fulfill his part in the resistance. The 
farmer can resist, the student can resist…the idea of resistance should grow…So when 
you go to the South you will not find persons who carry weapons or machine guns or 
tanks in the streets. But when Israel tries to attack Lebanon, every person in the South 
will defend his homeland and home, his own family. This is the idea of resistance in 
society (Interview with Talal Hatum, head of Amal media, found in Bonsen 2019, 188).  

 
 

 

 

	
92 See “Bayan Harakat al-Mahrumin hawl Asbab Muqata'at Ijtima'at al-Ahzab wa-l-Qiwa al-Wataniyya” (1976).  
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Nabih Berri Takes Command (1978-1982) 

Norton (1987) identifies three events that precipitated the resurgence of Amal as a political and 

military force during the 1980s. The first was the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1978, which led 

to significant destruction in southern Lebanon as well as growing grievances by the Lebanese 

Shiite population against the armed Palestinian presence in Lebanon. Persistent Israeli incursions 

into southern Shi’ite villages began to turn villagers against the armed Palestinian organizations, 

which had used the region as a base for attacks against Israel. When the PLO had failed to 

protect these villages during Israel’s invasion, Shi’ite villagers created rudimentary, village-

based self-defense militias under the auspices of Amal (Siklawi 2012, 9).  

The second was the February 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, which deeply inspired 

Lebanon’s Shi’a to fight against injustice. In early 1979, approximately 500 Amal militiamen 

volunteered to travel to Iran to fight with the revolutionaries (Siklawi 2012, 12). On the other 

hand, the Iranians also served to cement a cleavage within Amal between those who wanted 

Amal to remain a politically-oriented Lebanese movement rather than a religious one and those 

that desired to import the Iranian revolutionary model into Lebanon. 

The third and final event was the disappearance of al-Sadr in Libya in August 1978.93 

While this event shocked Lebanon’s Shi’i community and left a vacuum in Amal’s 

organizational leadership, his disappearance also benefitted the group in several ways. 

Specifically, al-Sadr’s disappearance turned him into a kind of hero for Lebanon’s Shi’ites and 

provided Amal with a level of legitimacy that it had hitherto not enjoyed: 

Not only did the imam’s mysterious disappearance make it much more difficult for 
adversaries to criticize the movement that he represents, but his ‘occulation’ is plainly 
reminiscent of the Shi’i dogma of the hidden Imam (al-Imam al-Gha’ib), a fact that lends 

	
93 Musa al-Sadr was last seen at his hotel in Tripoli on August 31. While a number of initiatives have been launched 
to pressure the Libyan government to give information about his disappearance, the case remains unresolved.  
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further authenticity to the only wholly Shi’i political organization in Lebanon (Norton 
1987, 56).94  
 
While Shiite member of parliament Husayn al-Husayni was elected as Amal’s secretary-

general in the wake of al-Sadr’s disappearance, he resigned after little more than a year in 

office.95 In his place, Amal’s spokesperson and a lawyer by profession, Nabih Berri, was elected 

as president of Amal’s leadership council on May 6, 1980, a position he holds to this day. Berri 

was one of the founding members of Amal in 1975 and a close confidante of al-Sadr (Rieck 

1989, 318). From the start of his participation in Amal, Berri was a political, rather than a 

military, leader. al-Sadr appointed Berri as Amal’s spokesperson and chairperson of its 

supervisory and jurisdictional committee. He later served in other high-level political roles, such 

as secretary of its political bureau, coordinating between Amal and the Lebanese National 

Movement, and as assistant secretary-general (Nir 2011, 25).  

These three events led to a surge in Amal’s political and military power. Amal in fact 

received such a large number of recruits in a short period of time that it had trouble training them 

and integrating them into any sort of command structure. By 1981, Berri was so concerned over 

the lack of control of so-called Amal fighters that he himself suspended new recruitment all 

together until Amal’s central leadership could reassert control over the process.  

 

Israel’s Invasion and the February Uprising (1982-1985) 

Although Amal was not a direct participant in the war precipitated by Israel’s invasion of 

Lebanon in 1982, it had several important implications for the movement. First, Israel’s rapid 

	
94 “In the Shia myth, the Twelf Imam—religious and political successor to the Prophet—vanished to the eyes of 
ordinary men in 873-74, to return at the ‘end of time’ to fill the earth with justice. This is the doctrine of the Ghaiba, 
the absence, the occultation, of the Hidden Imam. Musa al-Sadr embodied the myth in modern times. He left 
inheritors and followers sitting under posters, repeating his words, awaiting his ‘return’” (Ajami 1985, 783). 
95 Rieck 1989, 314-316.  
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invasion and extensive occupation of Lebanon in 1982 forced Amal to reorganize its armed 

resistance into a more clandestine operation. Mahmud Faqih, Amal’s military leader, began to 

create secret Amal cells: 

In each village, there was a small cell independent from other cells, so that nobody knew 
who is active in the resistance as long as he is not in the same cell. The contact between 
the members was secret, using a secret code system (Interview with Faqih’s widow, 
found in Bonsen 2019, 208).  
 
Second, Amal benefitted immensely from the change in the balance of power that the war 

caused. The invasion led to the expulsion of the PLO from Lebanon. Unlike other Arab leftist 

groups, Amal regularly clashed with the PLO and viewed it as an enemy.96 Amal was thus 

indirectly strengthened by the removal of one of its adversaries. Moreover, the PSP, as well as 

the broader forces of the Lebanese National Movement, were put on the defensive by the arrival 

of Israeli forces to the Shouf Mountains in June 1982. Given these developments, Amal became 

the strongest Muslim military force in the war: 

 
Toward the end of 1982…Amal’s enormous military strength as a united force was first 
felt. As Amal fighters were so close to obtaining their goals, every split among them 
would have delayed and nullified their military achievements. As the Amal fighters felt 
more powerful, their political ambitions naturally increased. In order to maintain their 
support, Berri had to go to the extreme on some issues. Nevertheless, his status among 
non-Shi’ite elements was not harmed, as for them he was pragmatically irreplaceable and 
an authentic representative of the Shi’ite sect (Nir 2011, 45-46).  

  
The aftermath of the Israeli invasion also led to political changes within the movement. 

In April 1983, Amal held its fifth conference, which Berri used to consolidate his power against 

both his political rivals in the movement as well as the growing status of Amal’s militia 

commanders. First, Berri replaced Amal’s thirty-member leadership council with a sixteen-

member politburo, selectively pushing out his pro-Iranian and moderate rivals. Second, Berri 

	
96 A senior Amal political official claimed that Amal would “provocatively shell northern Israeli settlements so that 
Israel would attack PLO bases in Southern Lebanon” (Nir 2011, 32).  
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used this opportunity to neutralize the growing power of certain militia commanders in the 

movement. In particular, Hassan Hashim, a key southern militia commander, had emerged as 

Berri’s most serious rival within the organization after being actively involved in the resistance 

against Israel during its 1982 invasion. To counter Hashim’s influence, Berri appointed ‘Akef 

Haydar, a Shiite military ex-colonel in the Lebanese Army from southern Lebanon, to head the 

politburo. Berri also gave important seats on the politburo to technocrats “to deemphasize the 

military aspect of the movement and enhance its potential for playing a more effective political 

role” (Norton 1987, 89).  

It was also during this period that Berri began to leverage his participation in the 

Lebanese Government to provide material support to the organization. Despite the fact that Amal 

lacked significant financial resources on its own, its relationship with the Lebanese Government 

allowed it to centralize services, including guaranteeing medical treatment to its fighters. In 

1984, Amal became part of the new Lebanese Government with Berri becoming minister of the 

newly established Ministry of the South. This position gave Berri direct access to the Lebanese 

state’s financial resources. The Council of the South, which was also headed by Amal political 

affiliates, allowed Amal to centralize material support tasks and public services under the 

political wing of the organization. According to Husayn Kan’an, the head of the Council of the 

South from 1980-1984, it allowed the: 

repair of roads, schools, houses, and the construction of hospitals such as the one at 
Nabatiyya, and social assistance to needy families. Medical care for resistance fighters 
and southern and western Bekaa residents was arranged by a contract with the American 
University Hospital in Beirut through which the Council guaranteed payment for the 
treatments of patients sent to the capital from the South (found in Harik 1994, 20).  

 
Further developments in command and control in the organization occurred around 1984, 

when it began to professionalize its violent operations, with fewer spontaneous outbursts of 



 161 

activity and more planned operations (Bannut 2008, Vol. 7, 132). This professionalization 

coincided of the Lebanese Army’s primarily Shiite 6th brigade defection to Amal on February 4th, 

which increased Amal’s manpower by 2,000 men in one day (Picard 1999, 16). The growing 

professionalization of Amal’s militia during this time was documented by the U.S. intelligence 

community: 

By early 1984, when the Shia Amal began to play a major role in the fighting, many new 
fighters—caught up in the rising Muslim tide against the Gemayel government and the 
Lebanese Army—flocked to join the militia…[Berri] apparently exercised fairly effective 
control over his militiamen, as they did not make a move unless they had specific 
instructions from Amal headquarters.97 
 
 

War of the Camps and Internal Revolts (1985-1987) 

While the 1982 Israeli invasion effectively ended most armed Palestinian activity in Lebanon, it 

failed to prevent its reemergence. In the aftermath of Israel’s withdrawal, Arafat’s Fatah forces 

quietly began returning to the campus in Beirut (Sabra and Shatila and Borj al-Barajneh), Sidon 

(Ayn al-Helweh), and Tyre (al Bass and al-Rashidiya). This return to Lebanon was accelerated 

by a downturn in relations between Arafat and Tunisia, where Fatah’s leadership had relocated in 

the aftermath of Israel’s invasion. 

In May 1985, intense clashes broke out between the Palestinian fighters in the camps and 

Amal fighters, which had encircled the camps. Amal claims that the “War of the Camps” began 

as a result of Palestinian attacks on its posts outside the Sabra camp (Rieck 1989, 634). 

Regardless of the veracity of this claim, Amal’s goal of the conflict was to prevent the 

Palestinians from reestablishing a “state within a state,” which they had enjoyed prior to the 

	
97 Found in Central Intelligence Agency, “Directory of Lebanese Militia,” Directorate of Intelligence, June 1984, 
CIA-RDP85T00314R000100070001-4, CIA Records Search Tool (CREST), Accessed Online.  
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Israeli invasion. While Amal’s leadership believed that they could end the conflict quickly with a 

decisive victory, clashes continued for several years: 

Within the Amal Movement, voices rose saying ‘we can end Arafat’s presence in the 
camps.’ And thus began the War of the Camps. Amal tried to end the battle in four days. 
But the Palestinians defended themselves effectively (Interview with George Hawi, found 
in Al Jazeera’s Harb Libnan, Episode 13, author’s translation). 

 
The War of the Camps only ended with a Syrian deployment in April 1987 around the 

Palestinian refugee camps in West Beirut. The result was the termination of nearly all of the 

Palestinian military presence in Lebanon. This “victory,” however, came at a high cost. Amal’s 

reputation with the Shi’a community was tarnished, both for turning against the Palestinian cause 

and failing to end the conflict more quickly and decisively.  

Amal also witnessed two internal political-military bouts in 1987. In March, Hasan 

Hashim, the former chairman of Amal’s military committee, launched an armed uprising against 

the group’s political leadership. Hashim, however, received no military support from Amal’s 

other regional commanders and was expelled from Amal. In June of the same year, ‘Aql 

Hamiyya, Amal’s chief military officer, started an armed revolt that similarly failed to gain the 

backing of other militia commanders. Two factors explain the failure of these revolts. First, 

Amal’s militia had performed relatively poorly up until this point in the civil war, especially 

during its recent inability to pacify armed Palestinian resistance during the War of the Camps. 

Amal’s militia commanders, and particularly Hamiyya, were held responsible for these failures 

(Shanahan 2005, 112). Second, neither Hashim nor Hamiyya was able to elicit support from 

outside their own villages. Hamiyya in particular generated animosity from southern Amal 

members due to his support base being centered in the Bekaa. Collectively, the failure of these 

armed uprisings highlights the broad legitimacy and loyalty enjoyed by Amal’s political 

leadership despite the movement’s decentralized organizational structure.  
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War of Brothers (1988-1990) 

Between 1982 and 1985, Hezbollah emerged in the Bekaa Valley out of a coalition of religiously 

minded Shi’a militias.98 These militias resented Berri’s deep involvement in the Lebanese 

Government and tacit cooperation with Lebanon’s Maronite militias against the armed 

Palestinian presence in the country. Hezbollah presented Lebanon’s Shi’a population with a 

religious alternative to Amal’s secular ideology. It sought to replace what it saw as a corrupt 

political system with government based on Islamic jurisprudence and political institutions.  

In 1988, the simmering ideological and political conflict between Amal and Hezbollah 

became an actual war. The proximate cause for the fighting was the April kidnapping of U.S. 

Lieutenant Colonel William Higgins, the head of the UN Observers Group in south Lebanon. 

Amal accused Mustaf Dirani, a former Amal militia commander now allied with Hezbollah, of 

being behind the kidnapping. The ultimate cause of the open conflict, however, was Hezbollah’s 

efforts to establish itself in southern Lebanon, which Berri saw as crossing a “red line” (Nir 

2011, 72). Most Amal fighters and members came from south Lebanon. In contrast, Hezbollah’s 

center of power was in the Bekaa Valley. Berri feared that Hezbollah’s presence in south 

Lebanon would undermine Amal’s security monopoly in the area and potentially again invite 

Israeli reprisals against southern residents. While clashes were initially limited to southern 

Lebanon, they eventually spread to the predominantly Shiite southern suburbs of Beirut.  

This period of conflict highlights the importance of maintaining a monopoly on the 

provision of material support to fighters and local commanders. Many Amal militia commanders 

and fighters defected to Hezbollah when they were offered Iranian financial and logistical 

support. Local commanders, who lacked strong organizational ties with Amal’s high military and 

	
98 A complete background of Hezbollah’s emergence and political rise is beyond the scope of this chapter. For a 
more in-depth treatment of the subject, see Blanford 2011 or Norton 2007.  
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political command found these offers “irresistible” (Hanf 1993, 317). Picard highlights the role 

of money in the competition between Amal and Hezbollah for fighters in the late 1980s: 

Hizbullah clearly lured away Amal militiamen by offering them between US$150 and 
200 a month, which is roughly double what most militiamen were earning at the time. 
Some 300 militants left Amal and joined the pro-Hizbullah ‘Islamic resistance’ in the 
South, under the leadership of Mustapha Dirani (Picard 1993, 37).  

 
Ultimately, Hezbollah was able to push Amal fighters out of the southern suburbs of 

Beirut. Former fighters revealed that their defeat was facilitated by the cooperation of ‘Aql 

Hamiyya, Amal’s militia leader, with Hezbollah:  

For us it is clear that ‘Aql Hamiyya worked closely with Hizbullah. That became obvious 
when we were confronted with Hizbullah already on our grounds without having received 
any commands to fight them. Later on, we knew it was also him, who was corrupted to 
smuggle weapons inside the camps of the Palestinians during our war with them 
(Interview with former Amal fighter, found in Bonsen 2019, 236).  

 
The open Shiite civil war in Lebanon only ended with Syrian intervention. In order to 

avoid letting its proxy (Amal) suffer a decisive defeat or risk an open break with Iran over by 

directly confronting Hezbollah, Syria simply decided to assume control of Beirut’s southwest 

suburbs. The Syrian Army ordered both Hezbollah and Amal to withdraw to their respective 

barracks and occupied the Shiite suburbs without a fight on May 17, 1988.  

While Syrian intervention stopped open battles between Amal and Hezbollah, it failed to 

prevent the conflict from moving to a clandestine phase of retaliatory murders and kidnappings. 

In 1988, the Chairman of Amal’s board of executives and commander in the south, Daoud 

Daoud, was assassinated. While Amal accused Hezbollah of being responsible, others accused 

Berri of being behind the attack. These accusations were fervently denied by senior political 

figures in Amal, who nonetheless highlighted some of the cleavages in Amal’s decentralized 

organization: 
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No that’s not true, even though it may seem so. There is no truth in it. There weren’t any 
differences between Daoud and Berri, but very often we had a different and more 
comprehensive view of the political context of our decisions than our commanders did in 
the South. Maybe our commanders in the south didn’t appreciate the regional political 
implications of our actions. On the other hand, we in the capital could clearly evaluate the 
regional politics play and the limits imposed by these politics. Those commanders in the 
south believed that they could own the world by themselves. This is wrong; you can’t 
distance yourself from what is happening on the regional level (Interview with 
Mohammad Abdel Hamid Baydoun, member of Amal political bureau, found in Al 
Jazeera’s Harb Libnan, Episode 13, author’s translation). 

 
While Daoud and Berri previously had disagreements, their relationship at the time 

seemed to be cooperative. One year before his death, Daoud attempted to downplay rumors of 

any competition with Berri by calling him “a symbol of the [Shiite] sect. He is the owner of the 

decision” (Safa 1996, 25). As a sign of Berri’s trust in Daoud, he was appointed as head of 

Amal’s executive bureau in September 1987. At the same time, Daoud reportedly “behaved as if 

he were running his own independent republic” in southern Lebanon (Rabinovich and Shaked 

1988, 542).  

The war between Amal and Hezbollah came to an end in November 1990 with the 

signing of an agreement between the two groups in Damascus. While the agreement allowed 

Amal to maintain its monopoly on military control in southern Lebanon, Hezbollah was allowed 

to carry out political, propagandistic, and educational activities in the area. Hezbollah’s 

substantial financial support from Iran allowed it to establish schools, cultural centers, and 

clinics in southern Shiite villages. Amal’s more modest resource base and commitment to 

Lebanese Government institutions, on the other hand, prevented Amal from countering 

Hezbollah’s civilian activities.99  

 

	
99 Hezbollah’s political inroads into Shiite towns and villages in southern Lebanon through these activities would 
become apparent in the September 1992 parliamentary elections, which saw the group winning several seats at 
Amal’s expense.  
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End of the War and Demilitarization (1990-2000) 

Amal’s military arm was officially dissolved on April 26, 1991 in compliance with the Taif 

agreement. Like many of the other Lebanese militias, thousands of Amal’s fighters were 

integrated into the Lebanese Armed Forces and other public service positions in the Lebanese 

Government. In particular, most ex-Amal militia officers were incorporated into the army 

between the summer of 1991 and autumn 1993 (Picard 1992, 16).  

This dissolution, however, has not resulted in the cessation of its military operations. 

Although Amal handed over its heavy weapons to the Lebanese government at the end of the 

war, it has continued its military operations against Israel (Bannut 2008, Vol. 7, 89). For 

example, from 1999 to 2000, Amal fighters took part in 711 militant operations against Israel, 

including 586 direct attacks, 92 shellings, 19 ambushes, nine shootings, and five landmines 

(Hamzeh 2004, 90). Amal also participated militarily in the July 2006 war with Israel, losing 42 

fighters and Hani ‘Alawiyya, one of its regional commanders (Bonsen 2019, 219).  

To summarize, consistent with the theory proposed in Chapter 2, Amal’s militia 

commanders were as subservient to their political principals as could be expected—given the 

organization’s highly decentralized structure—when they relied upon them for material support. 

The appearance of alternative lines of material support, specifically financial and logistical 

support from the Iranian regime through their proxy (Hezbollah), aligned with a round of internal 

struggles for command by Amal militia commanders against Berri’s rule. Despite some 

defections by commanders to Hezbollah, the lack of success enjoyed by Amal’s military leaders 

in their revolts highlights the wide deference shown to Berri within Amal’s militia. The 

combination of Berri’s ability to leverage Syrian and Lebanese Government resources as well as 
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Amal’s ideology, which inculcated deference to Imam Musa al-Sadr’s larger-than-life legacy, 

benefitted Berri and allowed him to remain at the top of Amal’s hierarchy up until this day. 

 

Evaluating the Proposed Mechanisms: the Amal Movement 

During Lebanon’s Civil War, Musa al-Sadr and Nabih Berri remained the unquestioned leaders 

within Amal despite the movement’s decentralized structure. Over the next several sections, I 

evaluate the determinants of Amal’s political-military relations during Lebanon’s Civil War, 

which only saw significant friction once a competitive alternative ideology as well as alternative 

lines of financial and logistical support appeared in the form of Hezbollah. I find significant 

support for the middlemen mechanism. I also find significant support for a kind of inculcated 

deference in Amal’s vaguely leftist ideology. I also find some support for the hypothesis that 

Amal’s struggles for command are due to the group’s divided social base, which included 

regional and socioeconomic cleavages. Finally, I find limited support for the geography 

hypothesis, with Amal’s two most significant struggles for command occurring only when Berri 

was residing in Damascus, Syria after several assassination attempts. 

 

Theory 

In this section, I evaluate support for the hypothesized causal mechanisms in my theory within 

the case of Amal. As I lay out in Chapter 2, the theory draws upon two causal mechanisms: 

control over material support tasks within the insurgent organization and possession of an 

ideology that inculcates deference to political authority within the insurgent militia. If the first of 

these mechanisms is true in the case of Amal, we should expect to see cooperative political-

military relations when Amal’s political principals have a monopoly on lines of material support 
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and more struggles for command when fighters are able to gain access to independent lines of 

material support. If the second of these mechanisms is true in the case of Amal, we should expect 

to see that Amal maintained an ideology throughout the conflict that highlighted the important 

role of its political leaders. I find significant support for both mechanisms in the relationship 

Amal’s political leadership and its militia commanders.   

 

Middle Men 

The hypothesis tested in this section is that Amal did not experience struggles for command 

before the late 1980s, because its political wing held a monopoly on material support and only 

began experiencing internal revolts when an alternative line of material support presented itself. I 

find significant support for this hypothesis. Until the late 1980s, Amal’s political leadership had 

a monopoly on resources provided through its affiliation with the Lebanese Government as well 

as arms through Berri’s personal connections with the Syrian regime.  

In the absence of an external financial supporter, Amal relied upon resources provided 

through its participation in the Lebanese Government as well as other internal mechanisms of 

financing. Amal instituted a tax on the harbors of Tyre and Beirut’s southern suburbs. 

Additionally, Amal levied a tax on the sale of fuel from refineries in southern Lebanon as well as 

real estate deals (Nir 2011, 76). The group also relied heavily upon money donated by Shiite 

businessmen from abroad. Amal’s most important line of material support, however, came from 

Syria, which provided political backing and arms supplies. Berri became the most important 

Lebanese ally of the Syrian regime, and control over the important resources provided by the 

Syrian government ensured Berri’s, and consequently the Amal political wing’s, preeminent 

position in the organization.  
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Amal’s political dominance in the realm of middlemen also extended to foreign 

diplomacy. Because Berri was seen as a pragmatic politician rather than a revolutionary Islamist, 

foreign governments negotiated directly with him. Philip Habib, Reagan’s special envoy to the 

Middle East, and other high-level U.S. officials met with Berri many times.  

The political monopoly on the provision of material support to Amal’s militia 

commanders only ended with the emergence of Hezbollah, which provided a credible alternative 

ideology and line of material support to Amal’s militia commanders. While these financial offers 

led to some local militia commanders defecting to Hezbollah, it is important not to overstate how 

often these offers were actually successful, especially in Amal’s stronghold in southern Lebanon. 

The lack of widespread defections to Hezbollah highlights that there were other important factors 

in the decision calculus of Amal militia commanders, including a kind of inculcated deference to 

political authority, which I will cover in the next section.  

 

Inculcated Deference 

While Amal is not generally considered a socialist or leftist party, one can certainly find leftist 

ideals and principles in its charter. Among these, it advocates that the state, rather than the 

market, should set the prices for goods and commodities. It also opposes usury in the free market 

system because “opposing usury means opposing capitalism and exploitation” (The Charter of 

the Amal Movement, found in Shanahan 2005, 109). Amal’s charter also explicitly opposes 

“injustice based on the formation of monopolies as well as a society based on consumption” 

(Bonsen 2019, 180). Totten (2012) confirms these observations by describing Amal’s ideology 

as “vaguely leftist” (38).  
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Many of Amal’s initial leaders and members also came from leftist or Arab nationalist 

parties prior to their participation in the movement (Shanahan 2005, 107). Nabih Berri, for 

example, was previously a member of the Ba’ath party. For the Lebanese Shi’a who had long 

suffered under the zu’ama, “who controlled land wealth and access to the political system, the 

appeal of party slogans pledging equality, improvement in social and health services, and better 

conditions of employment and housing was obvious” (Norton 1987, 38). Consequently, many 

Shi’a supported or joined leftist organizations, especially the Lebanese Community Party. 

Indeed, the various communist organizations in Lebanon were often Amal’s chief competitors 

for Shi’a recruits (Norton 1987, 42).  

While Amal failed to develop a typical Leninist or Maoist party structure, it did adopt 

some aspects of party control to manage its decentralized organizational structure. Amal was 

deployed in all three predominantly Shi’a areas of Lebanon: southern Lebanon, the Bekaa 

Valley, and the southern suburbs of Beirut. To ensure that the actions of its commanders in each 

of these areas matched the preferences of Amal’s political leadership in Beirut, Amal sent a 

political commissar to each of these areas to supervise each district’s military commanders and 

their troops (Nir 2011, 77).  

Most of Amal’s inculcated deference, however, was not institutionalized, and instead 

relied upon a kind of cult of personality around Musa al-Sadr and his successor, Nabih Berri. To 

this day, Amal officials “refer to him on every occasion and thereby seek to achieve legitimacy 

by constructing themselves as representatives of the movement’s initiator and cause” (Bonsen 

2019, 193). Amal’s political leadership also continues to portray Berri next to al-Sadr in its 

political propaganda in order to bolster Berri’s claim as the heir to al-Sadr’s legacy (see Figure 
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6.1). The lack of institutionalization in the movement is recognized as an important weakness 

among Amal’s leadership, who are wary of what will happen after Berri’s death: 

I am afraid of Amal’s future after president Berri, may God prolong his life, because he 
did not look forward to continuity. Thus he did not build a movement of institutions. 
Furthermore, he did not prepare persons to assume the presidency and getting more 
important positions in the movement (‘Ali al-Hasan, founding member of Amal and 
former member of Amal’s politburo, ‘Amil li-l-Thawra al-Iraniya Akthar min al-
Khumayni 2005).  
 

 

 
Figure 6.1: Pro-Amal Propaganda Poster: Holder of Trust from the Bearer of Trust100 

	
Resources  

In this section, I evaluate the hypothesized causal mechanism of resource endowments on 

insurgent command and control. Specifically, I evaluate the hypothesis that the political 

dominance of Amal’s political wing, under Musa al-Sadr and later Nabih Berri, was due to the 

recruitment of high-commitment individuals through a resource-poor, “activist” rebellion, where 

	
100 Amal Movement, 1980, “Holder of trust from the bearer of trust.” Signs of Conflict, 
<http://signsofconflict.com/Archive/poster_details/1749>.  
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participation is risky and short-term gains are unlikely. While there may be some evidence for 

this hypothesis early on in the war, I find little support for this causal mechanism when looking 

at Lebanon’s civil war as a whole. Although Amal lacked a typical lootable resource, meaning 

that short_term gains through participation were unlikely, non-participation in the organization 

entailed serious risks.101 

 

Likelihood of Short-Term vs. Long-Term Gains 

Amal derived a relatively insignificant portion of its revenue from lootable resources. As was the 

case with most insurgent groups involved in the Lebanese Civil War, Amal was involved in the 

Lebanese narcotics trade. At the same time, this resource was invariant across my case studies, 

meaning that it is unlikely to be explaining the variation in political-military relations across the 

LF, PSP, and Amal. Amal’s most significant source of resources was the Lebanese Government, 

which it acquired through Berri’s participation in the Lebanese State. Even with these resources, 

however, a large portion of Amal fighters received no compensation for their participation in the 

group’s military activities.102 From this fact one might conclude that Amal is an example of a 

kind of resource-poor organization, which would only attract high-commitment individuals. This 

conclusion would ignore the riskiness of non-participation in Amal. Much of the organization’s 

fighting force sprung up as village-based self-defense groups, which helped to provide security 

against Israeli forces and armed Palestinian groups in southern Lebanon. Amal’s association with 

the Lebanese Government also provided some club goods, such as healthcare, to individuals that 

	
101 See Kalyvas and Kocher 2007 for a more in-depth treatment of the misleading and inaccurate application of the 
collective action paradigm in the civil war literature.  
102 Conversation with former Amal fighter found in Bonsen 2019, 232.  
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affiliated with the movement, meaning that members could expect selective rewards through 

their participation in the organization.  

 

Relative Power 

This section evaluates the hypothesis that Amal’s lack of successful struggles for command over 

the course of the Lebanese Civil War was the result of the lack of significant changes in its 

relative power. Specifically, this hypothesis implies that the lack of dynamic changes on the 

battlefield, such as significant gains or losses, meant that Amal militia commanders were neither 

empowered politically nor made to believe that continued cooperation with their political 

principals would lead to their demise. While I find some support for the military shocks 

mechanism, the causal connection between Amal’s military shocks and its later struggles for 

command is relatively weak. 

 

Military Shocks 

The Amal Movement faced three significant military shocks during the war: the Israeli invasion 

of Lebanon in 1982, the “War of the Camps” between 1985 and 1988, and the “War of the 

Brothers” against Hezbollah between February 1988 and December 1990. The first of these 

shocks was not a victory for Amal in the traditional sense, as Amal was not a direct participant in 

the war, but nonetheless benefitted Amal by changing the balance of power in Lebanon. In order 

to accommodate the growing power and status of Amal’s militia commanders, Berri was forced 

to take more extreme political positions and consolidate his power through reorganizing Amal’s 

central political institutions. The second shock was an unexpected stalemate in the so-called 

“War of the Camps” against the PLO. While Amal’s leadership believed that they could quickly 
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and decisively defeat the armed Palestinian groups that reentered Lebanon by 1985, the War of 

the Camps dragged on until 1988, when Amal unilaterally lifted its siege of Beirut’s Palestinian 

refugee camps and subsequently signed an agreement with the PLO. The war created political 

problems for Berri by forcing him to fight against his former allies from the LNM, including the 

PSP/PLA. Additionally, Amal suffered enormous casualties over the course of the fighting, 

which harmed fighter and commander morale (Nir 2011, 66). The third and final significant 

military shock experienced by the organization was its disastrous outing against Hezbollah 

during the “War of the Brothers”. In this conflict Amal lost its control over Beirut’s southern 

suburbs and only avoided a crushing defeat with direct Syrian intervention.  

In only the latter two of these cases, the War of the Camps and the War of the Brothers, 

did significant struggles for command occur within Amal’s organization. While these struggles 

for command line up temporally with these wars, it is important to note that the causal 

mechanism described in Chapter 2 does not appear to be present in the case of Amal. 

Specifically, one of the reasons behind the failure of Hashim and Hamiyya’s revolts was that 

many Amal members held these militia commanders, not their political principals, responsible 

for Amal’s failures on the battlefield, not their political principals. Thus, Amal’s military defeats 

served to decrease the political power of its militia commanders and make their struggles for 

command less likely to succeed. Furthermore, the available evidence suggests that the defections 

of Amal’s militia commanders to Hezbollah during the War of the Brothers were due more to 

offers of material support rather than Amal’s performance on the battlefield. In short, the 

appearance of an alternative line of material support for Amal’s militia commanders likely 

caused its poor battlefield performance rather than the other way around.  
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Pre-War Legacies 

In this section, I evaluate the hypothesized causal mechanism of pre-war legacies on insurgent 

command and control. Specifically, I evaluate the hypothesis that Amal’s political-military 

relations over the course of Lebanon’s civil war was a result of preexisting structural and 

institutional contexts. These contexts could manifest themselves through at least two 

mechanisms: the mimicking of Lebanese state behaviors/institutions and the mapping of prewar 

cleavages onto wartime intraorganizational cleavages. Although I find no support for the 

argument that Amal mimicked the behavior or institutions of the Lebanese state, I do find some 

support for the social bases mechanism. Specifically, regional cleavages between Amal militia 

commanders from the Bekaa Valley and political leaders from southern Lebanon map closely 

onto the divisions the organization experienced in the late 1980s. At the same time, the fact that 

these regional cleavages only appeared after the introduction of an alternative line of material 

support—in the form of Hezbollah—suggests that there is limited explanatory value in this 

causal mechanism. 

 

Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking 

The behavioral and institutional mimicking mechanism implies that the political-military 

relations of the Amal Movement were intended to copy the civil-military relations of the 

Lebanese Government. I find little support for this hypothesis. Unlike the LF and the PSP, Amal 

never sought to replace the Lebanese state by creating an extensive alternative civil 

administration. Musa al-Sadr and Nabih Berri took every opportunity to encourage the Lebanese 

Government and Army to extend their authority across Lebanon, even when these institutions 

were dominated by Maronite Christians. Thus, Amal was never trying to mimic the behaviors or 
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institutions of the government. Moreover, even if Amal’s political leaders were interested in 

creating a kind of political-military relations that more closely resembled that of a state, Amal’s 

decentralized organizational structure would likely have precluded them from doing so. 

 

Social Bases 

The most important social cleavage in Amal was a regional one, which closely matched the fault 

lines of Amal’s political-military confrontations. This division was that between Amal’s political 

leadership, which generally hailed from southern Lebanon, and Amal’s militia commanders, who 

often hailed from the Bekaa Valley: 

Amal had these regional commanders. Amal is different because they had the Baalbek 
part and the southern part. The head of the actual militia was from Baalbek. This guy 
hated Berri to the point that in 1988 when the Syrian Army wanted Berri to fight 
Hezbollah, he refused, saying that he did not want to spill Shiite blood. So you had these 
different militia leaders who cared a lot about regional considerations. If you hailed from 
the south, you were less tribal. The more militant ones were the Baalbek ones (Interview 
with Dr. Makram Rabah, Historian, July 2019, Beirut, Lebanon). 
 
Dr. Rabah is referring here to ‘Aql Hamiyya, Amal’s top militia commander for much of 

the war. Hamiyya was from the Bekaa, which alienated him from much of Amal’s political 

leadership from the south. These tensions spilled over into open conflict in 1987 when Berri 

consolidated his political position at Hamiyya’s expense by appointing loyalists to top positions 

in the group. The June clashes pitted Hamiyya’s men, mostly fighters from the Bekaa, and 

Amal’s remaining factions, mostly southerners. Hamiyya ultimately tended his resignation from 

Amal in November (Rabinovich and Shaked 1989, 529).  

There are also conflicting accounts on the socio-economic divisions between Amal’s 

political and military camps. Some scholars claim that the political wing of the group generally 

drew from educated, upper middle-class Shi’a, while the military wing drew from those of the 



 177 

lower class (Shanahan 2005, 111). These divisions are, however, fairly nuanced. By and large, 

Amal’s political and military leaderships shared the same social background: young, middle-

class Shi’a who were promoted through Amal’s ranks and lacked ancestral credentials. Nabih 

Berri, who came from a middle-class Shi’i family in south Lebanon, is a case in point.  

While social cleavages within Amal may have played a role in the struggles for command 

it experienced in the late 1980s, these cleavages existed as a constant since the organization’s 

founding in 1974, which means they are unlikely to be explaining the variation in Amal’s 

political-military relations over the course of the conflict. The fact that Amal’s regional divisions 

only became salient (from a political-military standpoint) once an alternative source of logistical 

and material support appeared on the scene in the form of Hezbollah also highlights the 

important role of the political economy of militia control in explaining the outbreak of struggles 

for command. 

 

Geography 

This section evaluates the hypothesis that Amal’s political-military relations can be explained by 

the presence or absence of barriers to ensuring compliance, specifically physical barriers such as 

long distances, mountains, or jungles. I find limited support for this hypothesis. Specifically, 

Amal’s most significant struggles for command occurred when Nabih Berri was based in 

Damascus rather than Beirut. On the other hand, the fact that the geographic dispersion of 

Amal’s activities remained constant over the course of the conflict, while Amal’s political-

military relations did not, suggests there is little explanatory value to this variable.  
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Barriers to Ensuring Compliance  

Amal’s most clear struggles for command, the revolts of Hashim and Hamiyya, occurred in 

1987, while Berri was staying in Damascus after several attempts on his life. In the case of 

Hashim’s revolt, Berri immediately returned to Beirut on the day of the mutiny (Nir 2011, 79). 

While the temporal alignment of Berri’s absence in Lebanon and its two significant struggles for 

command suggests that geography may have some explanatory value in Amal’s political-military 

relations, Amal’s geographic dispersion remained a constant over the course of the conflict. 

Geography plays a central role in explaining Amal’s decentralized organizational structure. The 

Shi’a community in Lebanon is dispersed across three regions: the South, the Bekaa, and 

Beirut’s southern suburbs. These regions are separated by non-Shiite areas. Due to this 

geographic dispersion, regional and local leaders are generally more powerful than Amal’s 

central political leadership in their own domains. For most of Lebanon’s civil war, however, 

Amal’s political leaders found ways to maintain their political power over their militia 

commanders. 

 
Table 6.1: Evidence for Causal Mechanisms of Amal’s Deference to Political Authority 

Hypotheses Mechanism Support 
Theory Middlemen 

Inculcated Deference 
High 
High 

Resources Short-term vs. Long-term Gains None 
Relative Power Changes Military Shocks Some 

Pre-War Legacies Behavioral and Institutional Mimicking None 
 Social Bases Some 

Geography Barriers to Compliance Some 
 
 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, although Amal maintained a decentralized organizational structure, its political 

leadership found a way to subordinate the organization’s militia commanders for much of the 
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conflict. Berri’s virtual monopoly on the provision of material support, in the form of Lebanese 

Government financial resources and Syrian armaments, allowed him to effectively control the 

actions of his militia commanders until Hezbollah offered an alternative line of Iranian material 

support. Amal’s vaguely leftist ideology and cult of personality around the disappeared Imam 

Musa al-Sadr further inculcated militia deference to political authority within the organization. 

The case of Amal also highlights the political advantages of organizational decentralization 

against potential struggles for command. While Berri faced many internal opponents during the 

war, including Hashim, Daoud, and Hamiyya, these individuals were not able to coordinate their 

actions to successfully take control of the movement.  

The results of this chapter suggest that the theory offered in Chapter 2, that political 

control within insurgent groups is contingent upon group ideology and the affiliation of 

organizational middlemen, may not only apply to centralized rebel organizations. Instead, even 

decentralized insurgent groups may be more likely to exhibit political control over their militias 

when they assign material support tasks to non-fighters and adopt an ideology and organizational 

structure that subordinates militia commanders to their political principals. In the next chapter, I 

will more thoroughly explore the implications of the dissertation’s findings and how these results 

speak to broader questions of civil wars, civil-military relations, and American foreign policy.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

In this dissertation, I argued that political command and control in armed non-state actors 

is closely linked with whether group ideology inculcates deference to political authority as well 

as whether material support tasks are allocated to fighters or non-fighters. I made two testable 

claims to go along with this argument. First, I claimed that organizational interlocutors for militia 

financing, diplomacy, and logistical support affect the political-military relations of non-state 

actors. In developing states, one of the most crucial challenges to civilian control over the 

military is gaining control over the military’s finances and material supply sources. Rebel 

political leaders face a similar challenge when dealing with the distribution of resources in their 

organizations. When financial and support tasks are either explicitly or tacitly delegated to the 

militia, militia commanders lose incentives for cooperation with organizational leadership and 

face reduced opportunity costs associated with behavior that is either not officially sanctioned or 

explicitly prohibited by political leaders.  

Second, I claimed that group ideology, specifically whether this ideology inculcates 

deference to political authority, affects insurgent group task allocation and militia commander 

behavior. Communist and other leftist groups, for example, generally have ideological 

proscriptions against militia involvement outside of combat operations, making them less likely 

to assign non- military tasks to militia units and more likely to inculcate militia deference to 

party authority. Leftist groups are also able to minimize preference divergence between political 

and military elites by coopting militia commanders into party posts and instituting a system of 

political education for officers and troops. In contrast, nationalist or fascist group ideologies 
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grant a broad mandate to the militia, setting the stage for the growing political power of militia 

commanders.  

To test these claims, I created a new dataset of insurgent political command and control 

and analyzed these data statistically. Through three qualitative cases that rely on archival 

research and several months of in-depth fieldwork in Lebanon—which included interviews with 

senior political figures, militia commanders, and ex-fighters—I then evaluated the proposed 

causal mechanisms. In the quantitative portion of this project, I found ample support for the 

hypothesized relationship: groups with ideologies that inculcate deference to political authority 

and support the allocation of material support tasks to non-fighters are significantly more likely 

to establish political control over their military wings than groups that adopt alternative 

ideologies.  

The qualitative research also supports the proposed causal mechanisms. The case studies 

demonstrate that, without checks in place, armed conflict can reverse the balance of power 

between insurgent political and military leaders. Armed conflict empowers practitioners of 

violence relative to their principals, both by increasing their political power as well as by 

creating a competency gap between fighter and leader. When militia commanders rely upon their 

political principals for weapons and financing, they tend to be responsive to political leadership 

within the group. Coups or significant disobedience also generally follow attempts by political 

leaders to appropriate material support tasks from militia commanders, meaning that there are 

important downstream implications of initial decisions about organizational structure. The case 

studies also demonstrate that ideology plays an important role in insurgent command and control. 

Leftist groups tend to inculcate a culture of militia deference to political authority and assign 

financial, logistical, and diplomatic tasks to party men rather than militiamen. Additionally, this 
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theoretical framework and mechanism may apply beyond centralized insurgencies to include 

insurgencies with decentralized organizational structures. There are two main differences in the 

theoretical expectations for such groups. First, decentralized organizations are much more 

vulnerable to militia commander defection when alternative insurgent organizations appear and 

offer outside material support. Second, decentralized groups are less likely to institutionalize 

militia deference to party authority and more likely to rely upon cults of personality, which are 

easier to maintain in groups with loose organizational ties.  

The results of this work have several implications for foreign policy, as well as scholarly 

research on civil wars and civil-military relations. In this chapter I lay out a number of these 

implications. The most important policy implications from my research concern 

counterinsurgency and conflict termination in intrastate wars. For the civil war literature, my 

research augments existing work on rebel fragmentation by adding further clarity and 

specification to discussions of intraorganizational cleavages. Finally, my research broadens the 

field of civil-military relations by building a bridge between this literature and scholarly work on 

non-state actors.  

 

Foreign Policy Implications  

The results of this research provide several implications for foreign policy, especially in the areas 

of counterinsurgency and conflict termination. Although I focus mostly on implications in these 

two areas, I also briefly touch on implications that this work may have for battlefield 

effectiveness and international law.   
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Counterinsurgency 

Because this project determines the conditions under which political-military conflicts are likely 

to occur in insurgent groups, my dissertation is uniquely situated to assist in counterinsurgency 

efforts against insurgent groups as well as those efforts to utilize armed non-state actors in 

counterinsurgency operations. First, for policymakers, my argument provides theoretical 

expectations about when we will see political-military conflict within rebel organizations and the 

form that it will take. In this way, my research could prove invaluable to counterinsurgency 

efforts by helping counterinsurgents identify active or latent insurgent schisms that can be 

strategically manipulated to achieve victory. The arguments made in this dissertation also have 

implications for counterinsurgent strategies. New scholarship on counterinsurgency suggests that 

organizations with more developed political command and control are less vulnerable to militant 

leadership targeting (Tominaga 2019). With knowledge about the determinants of political 

command and control in insurgent groups, counterinsurgents can make better strategic decisions 

about which tactics to use against violent non-state actors.  

Second, given that counterinsurgency in the modern era often occurs with the help of 

local non-state actors—the Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces in Syria, for 

example—it is important to understand the organizational trajectories of civil war participants as 

the United States Government chooses which groups to support and which to target in a given 

war. Policymakers should want to support actors that have the best chance to remain strong and 

unified throughout a conflict, rather than those that are likely to have frequent internal splits. 

They also want to make sure that they are dealing with the appropriate playmakers within rebel 

groups themselves. My dissertation provides important indicators for when policymakers should 

be working with the more overt political leadership, and when they should be dealing directly 
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with military leaders or local militia commanders. By understanding the organizational features 

that make some rebel groups more viable contenders in the conflict and candidates for political 

transition, policymakers can be better positioned to exploit opportunities and mitigate risks when 

intervening in a conflict. One of Israel’s most important miscalculations in its intervention in the 

Lebanese Civil War—first in the form of providing military assistance to Christian militias and 

later in its multiple interventions followed by a lengthy occupation—was its belief that the 

Christian camp was politically and militarily unified. It discovered, however, that the Maronite 

community was split between its militia, the LF, and Kataeb political leaders like Amine 

Gemayel and Karim Pakradouni, who advocated a pro-Syrian orientation.  

 

Conflict Termination 

The dissertation has important implications for conflict termination. Insurgent militias, which 

often have bureaucratic incentives to continue fighting, represent obvious candidates to become 

spoilers to negotiated settlements or ceasefires. In groups with fragmented relationships between 

political and military leaderships, political leaders may lack the prerogative to order the militia to 

disband. Committed fighters often oppose negotiated settlements and may re-mobilize when a 

rebel group begins to bargain for peace (Mironova et al 2020). The 1985 Tripartite accord, for 

example, failed to end the conflict in Lebanon because the Christian Lebanese Forces President 

could not get the backing of his chief of staff for several of the accord’s provisions. By providing 

indicators for the ability of rebel leaders to police their soldiers, the dissertation increases the 

capacity of policymakers to understand the credibility of commitments made by rebel leaders at 

the negotiating table and tailor agreements to the intragroup “win-set” of possible outcomes that 

are likely to be accepted by the militia. Struggles for command can also be used strategically by 
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group adversaries and ultimately delay or prevent the durable settlement of civil conflicts. In the 

case of Lebanon, Walid Joumblatt and the PSP regularly refused to meet with LF commanders 

for peace talks, insisting that the Lebanese Christian Resistance camp be represented in political 

discussions by political leaders from the Lebanese Front (es-Said 1983, 31). 

Political control over armed militias by rebel group leaders represents one possible 

pathway to preempting the rise of groups that represent the interests of individuals who do not 

favor an agreement. Using the data I collected in Chapter 3, I measured the impact of political 

command and control on the odds of reaching a durable negotiated settlement in a civil conflict, 

which I gather from the NSA Dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013). As I show in Figure 7.1, I find 

that insurgencies controlled primarily by their senior political figures, rather than military 

commanders, are more than twice as likely to end in negotiated settlements. 

 
Figure 7.1: Insurgent Political Control and Peace Agreements (1945-2011) 

 

89.55

10.45

72.22

27.78

0
10

20
30

40
50

60
70

80
90

10
0

No Yes No Yes  

Militia Commanders Dominant Political Decisionmakers Dominant

Pe
rc

en
t o

f I
ns

ur
ge

nc
ie

s 
G

lo
ba

lly

Conflict Ended by Peace Agreement?



 186 

It is also possible, however, that strong political control in insurgent groups may prevent 

the durable, peaceful settlement of civil conflict. Existing scholarship also suggests that 

disciplined, well-organized groups attract willing de-mobilized fighters to remobilize (Mironova 

et al 2020). While organizational deficiencies can keep otherwise committed fighters from 

returning to the battlefield, those fighters that engage in the marketplace of alternative rebel 

groups are much more likely to want to return to fighting should better-organized rebel groups 

emerge. Groups with extremely cooperative relationships between political and military 

leaderships may also be difficult to disarm because the militia has become an integral part of the 

organization.  

Other Potential Policy Implications 

While the focus of the policy implications of this research has been counterinsurgency and 

conflict termination, this work may also have potential impacts on international law and 

battlefield effectiveness. First, understanding political command and control within insurgent 

groups has implications for international law. According to the doctrine of command 

responsibility, responsible superiors in armed non-state actors may be held individually 

responsible for not having prevented or punished the crimes of their subordinates (Cassese and 

Gaeta 2013, 184-186). Distinguishing whether political leaders in rebel groups have de facto or 

only de jure control thus has implications for criminal liability at the conclusion of civil wars. If 

political leaders do not have the capacity to repress or punish their military commanders, it 

would be unreasonable to hold them individually responsible for their militia’s actions. 

Similarly, if militia commanders have the material possibility to prevent human rights violations 

or war crimes, or punish those responsible, nothing should preclude them from being held 

responsible for the crimes of their subordinates (Spadaro 2020).  
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Second, the connection between a rebel group’s political-military relations, its cohesion, 

and battlefield effectiveness is fairly straightforward. The ability of top rebel leaders to monitor 

and govern the behavior of military commanders through an organized chain-of-command, while 

not guaranteeing victory, clearly contributes to increased effectiveness in the production and use 

of military power. Empirical research at the state level suggests that civil-military relations 

“powerfully shape state prospects for victory and defeat in war across a broad range of 

circumstances” (Narang and Talmadge 2017; see also Talmadge, 2013). While these findings 

should translate to the sub-state level, future research may confirm whether or not this is in fact 

the case.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

My theoretical findings have implications for the burgeoning literature on civil war, rebel 

governance, and rebel fragmentation by taking seriously political-military divides within 

insurgent groups and suggesting pathways to resolving the problem of under-specification in 

scholarly literature on rebel fragmentation. My findings also address civil-military relations 

scholarship by connecting this research agenda with existing work on non-state actors.  

 

Civil War Scholarship 

For scholars of civil war, this work offers several major contributions to the field. First, the 

dissertation contributes to our understanding of insurgent movements in general by shedding 

insight into the intraorganizational processes of historical and current armed non-state actors. I 

use newly available internal meeting minutes of insurgent leaderships, personal diaries and 

letters of key political figures, and interviews with former militia commanders and fighters to 



 188 

reconstruct the microprocesses of rebellion during one of the most destructive civil conflicts of 

the 20th century. From this in-depth knowledge of historical insurgent movements, we can draw 

important lessons about the organizational patterns and behaviors of current rebel groups. 

Second, this dissertation suggests that the political-military divide is often a salient 

cleavage within rebel groups. This dissertation adds to the existing work on rebel fragmentation 

by taking seriously the differences between the political and military struggles of rebel groups. 

While what is considered “political” and “military” in rebel groups is related, each involves a 

distinct set of strategies, goals, and oftentimes personnel. What is militarily expedient is often 

not politically expedient and vice versa. Relatedly, I remedy a gap in our understanding of what 

should count as “political” rather than “military” in rebel organizations. Existing quantitative 

datasets of rebel groups, such as the Non-state Actor Dataset (Cunningman et al 2009) and the 

Rebel Governance Dataset (Huang 2016), only code violent non-state actors as having a political 

wing if there is a recognized political party associated with the group participating in the politics 

of the state in question. This coding undercounts the number of rebel political wings by failing to 

account for internal political apparatuses, which are often present in rebel groups.103  

Third, this research augments existing literature on rebel fragmentation by taking the 

structure and content of intra-organizational cleavages seriously. Much of the literature on 

insurgent groups depicts them as rational and unitary actors when this is often not the case.104 

Even the literature that does explore the intraorganizational processes and fragmentation of 

violent non-state actors remains underspecified. By putting the political-military relations of non-

state actors under a microscope, I shed light on political development within violent 

organizations and the origins of wartime political structures. As Paul Staniland notes, “most 

	
103 An important exception is Zaks 2017.  
104 An important exception is Brenner 2019.  
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research on civil war takes the structure of insurgent groups as a given, rather than trying to 

explain it” (2014, 3). Existing work on rebel groups also tends to “assume—rather than 

examine—the content of relations” (Parkinson and Zaks 2018, 285). The dissertation makes 

progress on this front by trying to explain the content of relations within insurgent groups as well 

as patterns of insurgent organizational structures.  

Fourth, this project makes new and exciting inroads into the study of the evolution of 

rebel governance and state formation (Mampilly 2011; Arjona et al 2015; Arjona 2016). Violent 

non-state actors tend to follow a similar pattern of institutional development (Rotberg 2003; 

Baylouny 2014). Generally, organizations begin by developing institutions to regulate the actions 

of their fighters, including a military court system and a formal police force. Basic policing 

institutions for fighters are generally developed into broader governing institutions, including 

methods of dispute settlement, courts, and regulatory institutions. Understanding the complex 

relationship between political leaders and their militias, especially early on in a conflict, can 

provide us with important insight into how a rebel group will approach broader governance 

issues within the territory it controls. My work on wartime institutional development in rebel 

groups also speaks to literature on state formation. As Otto Hinzte (1975, 178) put it: “All state 

organization was originally military organization, organization for war. This can be regarded as 

an assured result of comparative history.” 

Finally, this research speaks to broader literature on outside support for insurgent 

movements (Byman 2001, 2013; Baylouny and Mullins 2018; Salehyan 2010; Salehyan et 

al.2014; Lidow 2016). While all of this literature speaks to the important consequences of 

external sponsors for rebel movements, including issues of violence, control, and efficacy, my 

theory suggests that the interlocutors for sponsors also matter. Even one sponsor can 
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significantly alter the internal political-military balance of power within an insurgent group when 

they cultivate relationships with military commanders outside of lines of command and without 

going through formal political channels.   

 

Civil-Military Relations Scholarship 

This work follows Brooks’ (2019) call to research the causes and effects of civil-military 

relations in non-state actors (14). Many significant violent non-state actors formally maintain 

separate political and military wings, while others exhibit more informal divisions between 

political/strategic and operational roles. As I have explored in this project, the relationship across 

these divisions is an important source of variation among rebel groups and oftentimes a 

significant point of contention. While not generally understood in this way, these are variations 

of the same issues found at the state level in existing civil-military relations literature. At its core, 

civil-military relations, as a sub-field, studies the capacity of political leaders to make decisions 

and ensure compliance with these decisions within the military establishment, with the primary 

emphasis being on the relationship between political elites and senior military leadership. 

Unfortunately, the explosion of work on rebel governance and variation among insurgent groups 

has remained unnecessarily disconnected with existing literature on command and control in 

civil-military relations. This project aims to remedy this disconnect by identifying opportunities 

for enhancing connections between these subfields.  

At the same time, this project highlights important differences between traditional models 

of civil-military relations and non-state political-military relations, which may be explored 

further in future research. I highlight a few of these differences here. First, non-state political-

military relations, like non-state organizations as a whole, are generally less institutionalized than 
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the civil-military relations of states. Because armed non-state actors are generally born into 

conflict and have a far lower mean age than states, they generally lack the time to develop the 

same level of rules and norms, which may make political economy and ideological approaches—

such as those taken in this dissertation—more relevant to studying rebel groups. Second, non-

state actors, due to their lower internal and external legitimacy, generally face greater existential 

threats than their state counterparts. Like states under constant threat, which require frequent and 

active support from their own militaries, rebel groups may have a harder time establishing and 

maintaining political control over their military elites (Laswell 1941; 1962). Third, as I discuss 

several times in the dissertation, for at least two reasons, we should expect to see far fewer coup 

attempts in insurgent organizations than in states: 1) the exit option (i.e. formal departure from 

the polity) is almost always available to insurgent militia commanders and unavailable to 

military officers; and 2) there are generally far fewer benefits to organizational takeover within 

insurgent groups, which lack the legitimacy and recognition associated with statehood.  

 

Areas for Future Research 

My hope is that this project will serve as an inspiration for other research endeavors. There are 

two areas in particular where future research might prove fruitful. The first is testing the micro-

foundations of the theory presented in this project in other case studies and with finer-grained 

quantitative data. The second is evaluating the effects of insurgent command and control on 

other outcomes of interest.  

First, while my dissertation research has a focus on rebel groups that participated in 

Lebanon’s Civil War in an effort to compare most similar cases, additional case studies of 

command and control in insurgent organizations outside of this country could provide additional 
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tests for my hypotheses. Case studies on rebel political-military relations in civil wars with 

several non-state participants, such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and 

the National Liberation Army (ELN) in the Colombian conflict, would be useful in this vein. 

Future research could thus test the applicability of my theory and causal mechanisms outside of 

the Middle East.  

Quantitatively, this dissertation uses existing cross-national data to test the hypotheses 

presented in Chapter 2. These data paint in relatively broad-brush strokes. The unit of analysis is 

a conflict dyad period (i.e. when a government is connected to one rebel group in a particular 

conflict period) as I offer a meso-level theoretical framework. This work cannot examine 

variation in insurgent political-military relations within a given conflict dyad period, nor can it 

begin to ascertain how insurgent political leaders make strategic decisions about how to structure 

their organizations. At the same time, I hope that this project will serve as a starting point for 

others to deepen our understanding of non-state political-military relations. One way to do this 

could be the collection of more fine-grained data. Researchers might begin by building a dataset 

of the functions and roles of fighters and non-fighters in a handful of cases of insurgent 

organizations. Creating a crisper picture of the organizational structure of rebel groups will add 

greater nuance to our understanding of the intra-organizational processes of these groups, 

including governance and fragmentation.  

Second, this project has sought to evaluate the determinants of insurgent political-military 

relations, and has offered some suggestions for what effects different types of insurgent 

command and control might have on outcomes of interest in civil wars. Future research should 

endeavor to more thoroughly vet the relationships suggested here as well as look at other 

potential consequences of rebel political-military relations. In this project, I have suggested that 
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stronger political control in insurgent groups may lead to higher battlefield effectiveness, a 

greater likelihood of durable conflict resolution, and different counterinsurgency strategies. 

Because insurgent political-military relations may impact the conduct and outcome of civil wars, 

the effects of non-state command and control is an important avenue for future research.  

Even if the type of insurgent political-military relations that a group exhibits does not 

have a strong effect on the conflict conduct or settlement, it may ultimately affect post-civil war 

politics. As Reyko Huang (2016) argues, “the manner in which rebel groups secure their 

warfighting resources…affects not only the state that is attempting to quash the rebellion but also 

civilian populations, first in the areas where rebels operate, and, later, more widely. In short, 

rebel governance affects state-society relations” (9). The political-military relations of rebel 

groups may have downstream effects for the civil-military relations of the state involved in the 

conflict. Civil wars, like all wars, are the primary catalyst for state formation (Tilly 1978). Wars 

force states and their rebel competitors to strike bargains with their military forces and the wider 

population under their control to extract compliance (Tilly 1992, 14-15). If a rebel group wins its 

conflict and achieves either total control of the state it is fighting, or independence in the form of 

formal secession, its wartime political-military relations will have important implications for its 

civil-military relations as a new state.  

Even if a rebel group only fights its way to a negotiated settlement, however, most peace 

agreements include some form of integration of government and nonstate actors’ security forces 

(Hartzell 2014). In the case of the Lebanese Civil War, thousands of former fighters and militia 

commanders were integrated into the Lebanese Armed Forces and other security services at the 

war’s end. The socialization and experience of being in a group with an objectively or 

subjectively controlled militia will likely create very different soldiers than coming out of a 
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praetorian group. Future research might look into these differences by studying variation across 

integrated security force personnel.  
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