CHAPTER 7

NON-STATE ARMED ACTORS IN THE NEW ERA:
RESILIENCE, REGIONALISATION, AND ALLIANCES

Mustafa Yetim'

7.1. Introduction

The contemporary landscape of Middle Eastern politics reveals a growing
transformation in the role of Non-State Armed Actors (NSAAs), which are no
longer mere challengers to state authority but increasingly operate partially as
influential regional agents. Therefore, although these actors were largely neglected
or underestimated in regional studies throughout the 20th century, the early
decades of the 21st century have witnessed a significant surge in scholarly interest,
resulting in a rapidly expanding body of literature addressing their limited roles and
impact, particularly in the domestic arena. Yet, while existing literature, especially
after the 2011 Arab Uprisings, has focused on NSAAs in terms of their challenges
to sovereignty, legitimacy, and the monopoly over the use of force, their inter-
NSAA alliances and evolving agency within regional power configurations remain
underexplored. This chapter aims to address this gap by examining the regional
engagements and alliance-building capacity of selected NSAAs, highlighting their
impact on the dynamics of regional politics. It provides a contextual background
on the ideological, social, and historical evolution of these actors and investigates
how they consolidate and project power beyond national borders. Two key case
studies are employed to illustrate this regional agency. Hezbollah’s evolution into
a ‘state-like” actor in Lebanon—particularly following the outbreak of the Syrian
civil war in 2011—marks the starting point of this analysis. The group’s military
involvement in the Syrian conflict and its intensified confrontations with Israel
in the aftermath of the October 7 events serve as our first case study. The second
case focuses on the growing regional agency of the Houthi movement, particularly
in the context of the escalating conflict between Israel and Hamas, another key
NSAA in the region. By examining these two cases in depth, the study aims to
demonstrate the extent to which these actors exert regional influence and shape
the broader dynamics of international politics in the Middle East.

A fundamental distinction exists between non-state armed actors and liberal
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non-state actors that adopt peaceful strategies in both domestic and international
settings. Liberal non-state actors, such as Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs), Multinational Corporations (MNCs), and International Organisations
(IOs), generally contribute to the promotion of stability, peace, democracy,
human rights, and civil society, while now effectively shaping the foreign policy
formation process, which questions the state-centric global order (Baumann &
Stengel, 2014). These actors are often perceived as normative agents or “good
guys” within the international system. In contrast, non-state armed actors
pursue their objectives through the strategic use of violence, often disrupting the
centrality and authority of alleged only units in international relations, that is, the
states. Yet, non-state armed actors are hardly homogenous in their motivations,
challenges, and related activities (Josselin & Wallace, 2001). Although they share
the use of violence as a common method, their goals and justifications differ
significantly. For instance, terrorist organisations employ violence as a primary
tool to spread fear, disrupt societal order, and achieve political or ideological aims,
often targeting civilians and undermining state authority. In this context, as Berti
highlights, terrorism possesses several distinguishing characteristics, including the
use of extra-normal violence for political objectives, the deliberate targeting of
civilians, and the intention to instill fear and chaos beyond conventional military
engagements. In pursuit of influence over a specific territory, these sub-state actors
employ violence as a political instrument to seize power, establish control, and
seek legitimacy, often through unconventional and, at times, brutal methods of
warfare (Berti, 2016, pp. 3-5).

In contrast, private military companies (PMCs) such as the Wagner Group
use organized violence for profit, resembling modern-day mercenaries or pirates.
Insurgent and guerrilla groups, on the other hand, may frame their use of violence
as part of a broader resistance movement either to overthrow an existing regime or
to liberate their territory from foreign or occupying forces. Therefore, the purpose
and context of violence are essential factors in categorizing non-state armed actors
within international relations theory (Mulaj, 2010; Kardas & Yesiltag, 2017). As
aptly clarified by Clément, Geis, and Pfeifer, the term “armed non-state actors”
(ANSAs) serves as an umbrella concept encompassing a wide array of groups
with differing motivations and structures. A fundamental distinction is often
drawn between those driven by political objectives and those whose actions are
primarily motivated by economic gain, although, in practice, this dichotomy
is always ambiguous. These armed groups can be roughly defined as distinctive
organisations that (i) demonstrate both the willingness and capability to employ
violence in pursuit of their aims; (ii) operate outside the framework of formal
state institutions; and (iii) maintain a significant degree of autonomy in terms
of political decision-making, military operations, resource management, and
infrastructural control (Clément et al., 2021, pp. 11).
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Beyond their definitional differences, non-state armed actors are not confined
to a single geographical region. While the academic literature often focuses
on the prevalence of such groups in the Global South, particularly in regions
like the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia, Europe has also
witnessed its share of violent non-state actors. Notable examples include the
Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Northern Ireland and Euskadi Ta Askatasuna
(Basque Homeland and Liberty/ETA) in Spain, which engaged in decades-long
violent campaigns. More recently, the ongoing war in Ukraine has demonstrated
the emergence of hybrid warfare and paramilitary formations, illustrating that
violent non-state actors are not a phenomenon exclusive to unstable or developing
regions. However, it is evident that non-state armed actors maintain a particularly
strong and entrenched presence in certain regions where state capacity is weak and
governance structures are fragmented. In parts of Africa, the Middle East, Latin
America, and South Asia, these actors have often filled the vacuum left by failing or
fragile states. In such contexts, violent non-state actors have sometimes established
parallel governance systems, controlling territory, collecting taxes, dispensing
justice, and even providing social services. These autonomous structures pose
serious challenges to fundamental principles of the Westphalian state system, such

as territorial integrity, sovereignty, and centralised monopoly over the legitimate
use of force (Josselin & Wallace, 2001; Aydinli, 2016).

For example, in Sudan, the ongoing power struggle between the central
government and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), led by General Mohamed
Hamdan Dagalo (commonly known as Hemeti), reflects the persistent institutional
fragility and contestation of authority. Similarly, in Ethiopia, the conflict between
the federal government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) has
escalated into a civil war, undermining national unity, and demonstrating the
limits of state sovereignty in the face of armed resistance. The Middle East provides
perhaps the most vivid and historically continuous illustration of armed non-state
actors. From anti-colonial resistance movements in the early 20th century, such as
the Qassamites in Palestine and Egypt, and the Muslim Brotherhood (founded in
1928), to terrorist Zionist organisations like Irgun, Stern Gang, and Haganah that
operated under the British Mandate in Palestine, the region has long been a fertile
ground for armed non-state mobilisation. During the Cold War, nationalist and
Marxist-Leninist armed groups such as the Palestinian Liberation Organisation
(PLO), the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), and various
insurgent factions in Yemen, Lebanon, and Iraq emerged with significant regional
backing (Dalacoura, 2001, pp. 235-248; Yetim & Kastkc1, 2024, pp. 514-520;
Brenner, 1965; Charters, 2007).

Toward the end of the Cold War and into the post-9/11 period, Islamist
actors such as Sunni-based Hamas and Shia-based Hezbollah rose to prominence,
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establishing themselves not only as armed actors but also as providers of welfare
and quasi-state governance in Gaza and southern Lebanon, respectively. More
recently, a wide array of non-state armed actors has emerged or consolidated
power amid state collapse and civil war. These include the Houthis in Yemen,
the Hashd al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilisation Forces) in Iraq, the Free Syrian
Army (FSA), which later evolved into Syrian National Army (SNA), the Libyan
National Army (LNA) led by Khalifa Haftar, and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) in
Syria, which overthrew the long-ruled Assad regime and became the central ‘state’
now. The Syrian theatre, in particular, represents the most devastating paradigm
of this phenomenon, standing as the most protracted and devastating phase of
the Arab uprisings where the proliferation of non-state armed actors reached
unprecedented levels. As the conflict metamorphosed from a domestic struggle
for reform into a complex “proxy warfare”, it created a vacuum that major global
and regional powers exploited to settle scores through local surrogates rather than
direct confrontation (Erlich, 2016; Kadioglu, 2020a). This unique environment
decimated the country’s socio-political fabric and necessitated direct military
interventions by neighbouring states, particularly Tiirkiye, to exercise the right
of self-defence against the terror corridors formed by these non-state entities
along border regions (Kadioglu, 2019; 2020b). Ultimately, the resilience of these
armed actors is inextricably linked to the paralysis of international diplomacy;
the conflicting interests of external patrons have rendered peace efforts futile,
cementing a legacy of inevitable failure where the initial democratic aspirations
were buried under the fragmentation caused by these competing non-state forces
(Kadioglu, 2020c; 2025). In some cases, groups once labeled as “terrorist” have
even managed to transition into the existing state authorities, as in the case of the
Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in 2021. Such developments challenge
the traditional state-centric paradigm and long-established Westphalian notions
of international relations, raising complex questions regarding legitimacy,
governance, and the future of sovereignty. The persistence and growing capacity
of violent non-state actors and their rebel governance, diplomacy, and recognition
efforts signal a transformation in the nature of power, authority, and conflict
in the 21st century. They also highlight the need for more nuanced theoretical
and policy frameworks that can accommodate the diversity and evolving roles of
non-state actors in global politics (Coggins, 2015; Duran & Yesiltag, 2019; Berti,
2016; Clément et al., 2021)

7.2. Increasing Agency of Non-State Forces Beyond the Inside

When defining states which are recognized as the basic and sole actors according
to the Westphalian, state-centric, or traditional approach to international relations,
three essential features are commonly identified: legitimacy/influence, control/
authority, and representation. In this context, producing legitimacy through
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various instruments such as national symbols, education, law, and institutions
becomes essential for expanding a state’s authority over its population. Following
the establishment of legitimacy, the state asserts itself as the sole representative of its
people, entitled to exercise the legitimate use of force along with other non-violent
mechanisms. The claim to represent the population is a foundational requirement
for sustaining both domestic governance and international engagement. Hence,
representation is inherently linked to control, as any state must possess both
legal recognition and empirical authority to maintain its existence within the
international system. When one of these three elements, legitimacy, control, or
representation, is incomplete, such states are typically characterized as weak, failed,
or collapsed, as they no longer meet the basic criteria necessary to function as
effective state entities. In such contexts, power vacuums emerge, state hierarchies
deteriorate, and ungoverned territories often fall under the influence of non-state
actors, which begin constructing their own systems of legitimacy, representation,
and control. Thus, it is evident that the majority of violent non-state actors arise
within political orders where state formation is contested, or modern governance
structures remain fragile. Therefore, it becomes evident that non-state groups fill the
power vacuum by positioning themselves as alternative sources of representation,
authority, and legitimacy, thereby establishing their own territories. In that sense,
non-state actors have established partially autonomous and semi-structured socio-
political and military-economic agencies within contested areas, both through
their domestic struggles against incumbent regimes and through their external
engagements. In other words, although their agency has long been overlooked
in both domestic and international politics, their sustained presence, and long-
standing trajectories in regions such as the Middle East increasingly demonstrate
their undeniable status as actors (Josselin & Wallace, 2001; Mulaj, 2010).

Some scholars refer to this situation as ‘hybrid sovereignty,” implying the
presence of alternative governance structures. These actors not only pose a
challenge to the fundamental principle of the state, namely, the monopoly over the
legitimate use of force, but also weaken the state’s internal or empirical sovereignty
by establishing alternative systems of authority, legitimacy, and representation
through the use of illegal violence. Particularly in fragile or weak states, such sub-
state actors can contribute to the erosion of state capacity or even supplant state
functions entirely. This phenomenon reflects the increasingly blurred boundaries
between internal and external authority, clarified by the fact of partial sovereignty
(Berti, 2016, pp. 3-5; Vinci, 2008). While internal dynamics such as structural
inequalities, exclusionary politics, and governance failures contribute significantly
to the emergence and empowerment of non-state contenders to the alleged only
actors, that is, states, regional and international conditions can also play a decisive
role in reinforcing their existence. The growing involvement of global actors and
the deepening polarisation among regional powers may facilitate the resilience
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and endurance of these groups. The “sponsorship-proxy” framework largely
centers on such relationships, examining how external state actors support or
manipulate non-state armed groups. However, by predominantly depicting these
actors as tools of external powers, such literature often fails to acknowledge their
autonomous agency and strategic decision-making capacity in the international

arena (Tellidou, 2024).

Formed and shaped through these complex and interrelated dynamics,
non-state armed actors primarily aim to secure resilient positions within the
domestic context as well. Although their ideological orientations differ across
regions, ranging from religious to nationalist or leftist narratives, their early
mobilisation typically draws upon long-standing grievances experienced by
marginalised, excluded, or oppressed local populations. These grievances, rooted
in socio-political, economic, and cultural deprivations, serve as fertile ground
for recruitment and local legitimacy. In these conditions, such actors gradually
construct their identities, which remain flexible and contingent, shifting in
response to evolving internal and external contexts. In this way, these groups do
not possess a fixed or coherent ideological foundation; rather, ideology becomes
an instrumental tool for mobilisation, adapted to their strategic needs (Halliday,
2001). It is possible to observe that in similar sociopolitical settings, non-state
actors may exhibit different ideological alignments at different times, ranging from
leftist or nationalist ideologies to religious orientations, depending on prevailing
dynamics and support networks.

Once these actors establish control over a territory and gain sufficient military,
political, and economic resources, they begin to challenge central authorities,
competing with the state over governance. At this stage, they often operate as proto-
state or quasi-state actors, investing in the reproduction of alternative systems of
allegiance, citizenship, and order. They may create alternative structures marked
by distinct flags, symbols, institutions, and mechanisms, alongside functional
equivalents of military, economic, and political systems that contest the legitimacy
and authority of the state. From media outlets and educational institutions to
health services and daily administrative operations, these violent non-state actors
gradually accumulate the capacity to construct their own governing order, which
poses a direct challenge to the modern state paradigm. Upon consolidating their
domestic foundations, they increasingly seek to engage externally, cultivating
rebel-based diplomatic relations with several regional and global actors that share
similar perceptual threats or ideological premises. These engagements signify that
their activities extend beyond domestic arenas and into the international realm,
with the intent to shape regional and global political developments, challenging
“sponsorship-proxy” understanding (Darwich, 2021, pp. 33-5; Aydinli, 2015;
Yetim, 2023).
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Understanding complex interactions between non-state actors and allied
countries may require a more nuanced concept of hierarchical alliance, which
recognizes both dependency and autonomous agency within non-state-state
alignments. Their strategic coordination with external actors should not be
misinterpreted as total subordination; shared ideological visions, common threat
perceptions, and aligned geopolitical objectives often encourage them to act
in parallel with their state allies (Darwich, 2021). For example, Hezbollah, a
principal member of Iran’s “Axis of Resistance (Mihwar al-Muqawamah)”, is not
a mere secondary actor in this relation. Rather, it possesses significant domestic
autonomy and partial regional influence, shaping Lebanese politics, engaging
aggressively in the Syrian conflict, and playing an active role in the aftermath of
the October 7, 2023, Israel’s brutal invasion of Gaza. Similar relationships exist in
other contexts, such as the Tiirkiye—-SNA, USA-Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),
and United Arab Emirates (UAE)—Southern Transitional Council (STC) alliances
(Ghasemi, 2025; Saad, 2019; Yesiltas & Kardas, 2022).

Importantly, non-state armed actors also form alliances among themselves,
an underexplored but increasingly relevant phenomenon. These alliances, often
overlooked by traditional alliance literature, are shaped by shared material
interests, mutual threat perceptions, and, briefly, ontological motivations. Beyond
intensive engagements with allied states, these horizontal alliances further reveal
the evolving nature of conflict and diplomacy in contemporary geopolitics and
their intentional efforts to consolidate their deterrence power in the face of
possible threats (Valensi, 2021; Moghadam & Wyss, 2020). A striking example
is the cooperation between Hamas and Hezbollah, who responded jointly to
Israeli aggression post—October 7, reinforcing each other with both rhetorical
solidarity and material support, particularly in Gaza and Southern Lebanon.
Another compelling case is the Libyan civil war, where Khalifa Haftar’s forces
collaborated with the Russian-backed Wagner Group, supported by Egypt and
the UAE, against the UN-recognized Government of National Accord (GNA).
Alongside these, Sudan-originated Janjaweed militias, backed by regional powers,
emerged as yet another non-state military group. In the course of the fight against
the DAESH group after 2014, alliance-based relations emerged between Irag-
based Shia groups. These inter-group alignments reflect the growing reality that
violent non-state actors are not only forging relationships with states but also with
each other, creating powerful blocs and deterrent capability with allied states.
Especially in the Middle East and Africa, these realities present a direct challenge
to traditional alliance theories, which often exclude non-state actors from their
frameworks as reflected in the different types of non-state alliance strategies in
the contexts of Libya, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen, as well as their regional alignments.
Non-state armed actors, far from being isolated domestic insurgents, intensified
their regionalisation through their effective alignment with both states and other
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non-state forces, thus proving their capability on internal and external actorness.
Therefore, their increasing relevance merits rethinking of alliance theory,
emphasizing the multiplicity of actor composition, motivations, and forms of
cooperation in international relations (Corradi, 2023; Schumacher & Schraeder,
2019; Lemke, 2009).

7.3. Hezbollah-Houthi Alliance: From Geopolitics to Ideology

Hezbollah represents one of the most well-known non-state armed actors in
the Middle East, originating in Lebanon and subsequently extending its influence
to surrounding countries such as Syria and Iraq through its affiliations, including
Kataib Hezbollah in Iraq and Liwa al-Imam al-Hussein in Syria. Similarly,
the Houthi movement in Yemen evolved from a local Hashemite Zaydi (Shia)
insurgency into a significant regional actor, especially after the Arab Uprisings and
the ensuing Yemeni Civil War, which escalated following the 2014 confrontation
between the Yemeni central government and various non-state actors. One of the
primary similarities between Hezbollah and the Houthis lies in their emergence
and growth within failed or fragmented states, Lebanon and Yemen, respectively.
Both movements capitalised on the collapse of central authority to establish
their legitimacy and territorial control. Moreover, the conflictual environment
with neighbouring states further catalysed their empowerment. In Lebanon, the
protracted conflict with Israel, and in Yemen, the strained relations with Saudi
Arabia, significantly shaped the trajectories of these actors. Following their
internal consolidation of power, Hezbollah and the Houthis sought to influence
broader regional dynamics. The Houthis became part of this process much later
than Hezbollah, whose agency activities had already begun in the early 1980s.
Hezbollah’s direct military involvement in the Syrian civil war, particularly after
2013, and the Houthis’ discursive and military responses to Israel’s invasion in the
Gaza conflicts after 2023 and wider region illustrate their transition from domestic
non-state groups to sub-regional actors via certain non-state and state-based alliance
systems. Another significant commonality between them is their shared Shia
identity, despite theological differences: Hezbollah adheres to Twelver Imam Shiism,
whereas the Houthis are rooted in the Zaydi Shia tradition or Fiver Shiism, which
historically maintains closer jurisprudential and doctrinal afhinities with Sunni Islam
rather than Shia Islam. Therefore, as a small minority in Shia traditions, Zaydis
believe that Zayd, great-grandson of Ali, was the rightful fifth Imam, challenging
the alleged rightful lineage of Twelver Shia tradition and their doctrinal arguments
on Shia Imams (Ghasemi, 2025; Al-Aloosy, 2022; Carboni, 2025).

A further parallel between the two groups is their historical marginalisation
and socio-political exclusion within their respective states. This exclusion catalysed
their transformation into resistance movements representing the interests of
disenfranchised Shia populations. Yet, there is another distinction between the
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marginalisation experiences of the Houthis and the Lebanese Shia. In Yemen,
Zaydi groups historically played a central role in the country’s politics, particularly
in North Yemen. This centrality was largely lost following the First Yemeni Civil
War (1962-1970) and the subsequent deterioration of their relations with Saudi
Arabia, which had previously been a key ally. Despite this strategic setback in
domestic politics, other Zaydi actors continued to maintain a critical role in Yemeni
political life, and afterwards, the Houthi group gradually gained a more central
position in northern Yemen. In contrast, the political and social marginalisation
of Lebanese Shia developed over a considerably longer historical process, and
they started to gain effective political, military, and economic power, particularly
in the 1970s and 1980s. Alongside their religious-ideological orientations, both
actors exhibit an effective alignment with the Iranian-led “Axis of Resistance,”
defined by anti-Israeli, anti-American, and anti-Western stances. This alignment is
manifest not only ideologically but also through strategic cooperation, including
logistical and military support from Tehran. Additionally, both Hezbollah and
the Houthi movement express solidarity with Hamas and the broader Palestinian
resistance, providing material and rhetorical support to the Palestinian resistance.
Notably, both movements adopt the title “Party of God”—Hezbollah in Arabic
(44 w3a) and the Houthis’ official name, Ansar Allah (&) jlail), reflecting a
divinely inspired political-religious identity. Despite these convergences, notable
distinctions persist, though. Hezbollah’s formation was directly shaped by Iran’s
post-1979 Islamic Revolution, as radicalised Shia factions in southern Lebanon
disillusioned with the moderate trajectory of the once Islamist Amal Movement,
sought inspiration from Ayatollah Khomeini’s model of Islamic governance.
Hezbollah, from its inception, was ideologically embedded in the doctrine of
Wilayat al-Faqih (Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist), which grants Iran’s Supreme
Leader overarching authority. This ideological framework significantly shaped
Hezbollah’s domestic policies, military strategies, and regional interventions,
particularly its pivotal role in defending the Ba'athist regime in Syria and
confronting Israeli and American influence in the Levant (Sobelman, 2023; El
Husseini, 2010; Rouhi, 2025).

In contrast, the emergence of the Houthi movement was shaped by a markedly
different socio-political and historical context. Originating in the Saada region of
northern Yemen, the movement initially began as a localised familial or tribal
initiative driven by resistance to the perceived cultural and religious encroachment
of Saudi-sponsored Wahhabism and Salafi ideology, particularly that promoted by
al-Qaeda-affiliated actors. Identifying themselves as Hashemite Zaydis, alleged
descendants of the Prophet Muhammad through Ali and Fatima, the movement’s
leadership asserted a noble lineage, which historically conferred both religious
and political legitimacy within the Zaydi tradition (Kuznetsov, 2024). Under the
Imamate system, which governed northern Yemen for centuries until its collapse
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in the 1962 civil war, only Hashemites (sada, sayyid) were eligible to assume
leadership and administrative authority. Consequently, the Hashemite Zaydi elite,
once dominant in Yemen’s political and religious spheres, experienced systematic
marginalisation following the republican revolution (1962-1970), which was
backed by Egyptian and Saudi influence and sought to dismantle the traditional
Imamate-based hierarchy. This political sidelining, compounded by the growing
influence of Saudi-backed Salafism and the weakening of Zaydi institutions,
galvanized Zaydi revivalist sentiments within Yemen’s northern highlands, where
approximately 35% of the population adheres to Zaydi Shia Islam. In this context,
the al-Houthi family, members of the upper stratum of the Zaydi community,
initiated a mobilisation aimed at reviving Zaydi identity with their Hashemite
lineage and resisting perceived Saudi hegemony (Carboni, 2025).

During the 1990s, Hussein al-Houthi, founder of the movement, established
the ‘Union of Believing Youth’ in collaboration with other Zaydi clerics and
elites, with the goal of promoting religious education, political representation,
and cultural preservation. He subsequently joined the al-Haqq Party, a political
vehicle formed to advocate for the interests of the Zaydi population in an
increasingly hostile republican system. Between 2004 and 2010, six successive
rounds of armed conflict broke out between the Houthi-led Believing Youth
movement and the central Yemeni government, which received substantial
support from Saudi Arabia. These clashes served as a crucible for the Houthis,
enabling them to transform from a local insurgency into a resilient and organized
non-state armed actor (Kuznetsov, 2024; Wilson Center, 2022; BBC, 2025).
This transformation culminated in the formal establishment of Ansarullah, the
official name of the Houthi movement, marking both the institutionalisation of
its political-military structure and a reaffirmation of Hashemite origin as a core
source of legitimacy. By capturing the capital Sana’a in 2014 and consolidating
control over key strategic areas, including Hodeida, Aden, and the Bab al-Mandeb
Strait, the Houthis shifted from a peripheral tribal movement to a dominant non-
state actor with de facto governance in Northern Yemen. During this period, Iran
increased its material and ideological support to the Houthis, not based on deep-
seated theological affinity as in the case of Hezbollah but rather due to converging
geopolitical interests and shared opposition to Saudi Arabia, the United States
(US), and Israel. This pragmatic alliance has since evolved into a robust strategic
partnership, reinforcing the Houthis’ more autonomous integration into the now-
weakened Iranian-led regional axis. Indicating its earlier pragmatism and ‘marriage
of convenience’ nature of the Houthi-Iran growing alliance, which complicates
the sponsorship-proxy model as well, there were only limited contacts between
Iran and Yemen prior to 2004. Despite earlier limited interaction between Houthi
and Iranian leaders, the first important inflection point in the evolution of Iran’s
support for the Houthis came in 2009. At that time, the Houthis were engaged
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in the sixth round of an increasingly violent conflict with the central government,
and Iran’s material and ideological support for the Houthi group intensified, which
then turned into a stronger alliance following the Yemeni civil war (Juneau, 2024).

In the aftermath of the Arab Uprisings, both Hezbollah and the Houthis
leveraged the regional turmoil to deepen their local entrenchment while
simultaneously expanding their regional roles, aligning with Iran (Ghasemi, 2025).
Iran, positioned as their principal patron, provided both ideological mentorship
and advanced weaponry, thereby enabling these non-state actors to function as
critical forces capable of influencing conflicts beyond their borders. Hezbollah, a
long-standing ally of Hamas and other Palestinian factions, continued its military
confrontations with Israel, albeit with diminishing capacity due to sustained
Israeli counterstrikes, and internal Lebanese crises (Al-Jazeera, 2025; The New
Arab, 2025). Conversely, the Houthis have demonstrated greater operational
resilience, largely attributed to Yemen’s geographical isolation from direct Israeli
retaliation, relative indifference of major actors to Yemen, and their enhanced
missile capabilities. Following the outbreak of the 2023 Gaza War, the Houthis
periodically launched medium and long-range ballistic missiles allegedly supplied
by Iran targeting Israeli and Western-aligned positions, further entrenching their
role as a regional threat (Al-Deen, 2024; Knights, 2024). Unlike Hezbollah, whose
operational capacities have been curbed by prolonged confrontation and internal
weakening, the Houthi movement appears increasingly capable of challenging
not only Israel but also Gulf monarchies and international maritime trade routes

through strategic points such as the Red Sea and Bab al-Mandab Strait.

To put it differently, although Hezbollah and the Houthi movement emerged
under distinct historical trajectories and ideological foundations, the shifting
regional dynamics have drawn them into increasing strategic convergence. The
growing alignment between the two has led some observers to refer to the Houthi
movement as the “Southern Hezbollah,” a label underscored by intensifying
cooperation, including reciprocal visits, the training of Houthi fighters in
Lebanon, the transfer of military equipment via Hezbollah, and the establishment
of the pro-Houthi media outlet Al-Masirah in Lebanon with substantial support
from Hezbollah. Al-Masirah maintains a close affiliation with Hezbollah’s primary
media platform, Al-Manar. Beyond Hezbollah, the Houthi movement has also
deepened its engagement with other Iran-backed non-state actors, reflecting the
consolidation of a broader network of Iranian surrogates. While originally shaped
by localised grievances and context-specific geopolitical drivers, the Hezbollah-
Houthi rapprochement has increasingly evolved around shared ideological tenets,
including Islamist revivalism, resistance to Western influence, and incorporation
into the Iranian strategic orbit (Sobelman 2023; Knights et al., 2021, 2022). This
growing alignment signifies not only a material coalition against mutual adversaries
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but also an emerging ideological coherence, positioning both movements as
pivotal actors in the reconfiguration of the post-Arab Uprisings Middle East. In
this regard, their partnership, facilitated and orchestrated by Iran, constitutes a
significant transformation in the operational landscape of regional armed non-
state actors and underscores their enhanced capacity to project influence well
beyond national confines.

7.4. Conclusion

Non-state armed actors have recently transcended their traditional internal
roles by formulating foreign policy orientations, establishing external alliance
patterns, and engaging in recognition-seeking activities. In this context, not
only the interactions between states but also those between states and non-
state actors, and more notably, among non-state armed groups themselves, have
become increasingly observable within contemporary international affairs. This
evolving dynamic compels scholars of regional and international relations to
pay closer analytical attention to such entities. Consequently, this undeniable
transformation has reshaped the analytical, conceptual, and empirical
foundations of foreign policy literature, while also challenging conventional
assumptions about the principal actors of global politics. Put differently,
present-day realities in global affairs, particularly pronounced in regions such
as the Middle East and Africa, have fundamentally questioned the traditional
paradigms of international relations and liberal hegemonic frameworks. Liberal
circles, which have often portrayed NSAAs as the “bad actors” of global politics,
now face a significant shift as these groups increasingly gain recognition and
assert agency not only within domestic realms but also in the construction
and execution of external relations. As they cross national boundaries, NSAAs
are not only establishing strategic ties with sovereign states but also forming
cooperative alliances with other non-state armed groups, thereby affirming their
growing international agency.

Whereas earlier literature predominantly examined the domestic challenge
posed by NSAAs to modern centralised states, focusing on their efforts to
create alternative symbols of authority, legitimacy mechanisms, and governance
practices in territories under their influence, contemporary academic discourse
has increasingly shifted toward the external dimensions of their activity. This
includes the study of their foreign policies, alliance-making behaviours, and
diplomatic engagements, often referred to as “rebel diplomacy.” The Middle East,
in particular, offers a rich empirical context to observe these transformations.
Several influential NSAAs, such as the Khalifa Haftar-led Libyan National
Army (LNA) in Libya, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS) in Syria, the Taliban in Afghanistan, Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in
Palestine, and the Houthi movement in Yemen, have not only contested the

138



Non-State Armed Actors in the New Era

modern state monopoly over legitimate violence and representation but have
also demonstrated sophisticated diplomatic engagements with both regional
and global powers.

For instance, the Taliban established significant diplomatic relations through
Qatari mediation and engaged in formal negotiations with Western actors,
including the US, well before regaining control of Afghanistan in 2021. Similarly,
Khalifa Haftar’s forces garnered political recognition and support from Egypt,
the UAE, and Greece, despite lacking full international legitimacy. Hamas also
maintains an effective ‘outside leadership’ that actively manages its foreign relations
with countries such as Iran, Russia, and China, highlighting the international face
of its struggle. In parallel to their diplomatic efforts, these groups have formed
alliances with both state and non-state actors to further their strategic objectives.
Hamas’ alliance with Iran, the SNA’s close coordination with Turkiye, and the
Southern Transitional Council’s (STC) cooperation with the UAE exemplify
how such entities leverage external support for internal survival and broader
influence. Hezbollah and the Houthi movement, despite their differing origins
and ideological trajectories, have also developed mutual strategic alignments.
While Hezbollah has long been regarded as an ideological and operational proxy
of Iran with a relatively autonomous agency, the Houthi movement’s connections
with Iran were comparatively limited before the 21st century. These ties, however,
intensified following the Arab Uprisings and the ensuing Yemeni Civil War.

Thus, rather than being shaped solely by shared ideology or organisational
structure, the alliance between Iran and the Houthis was initially driven by
geopolitical imperatives. Over time, this partnership evolved into a broader
coalition involving other Iranian-aligned groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas.
The growing convergence between Hezbollah and the Houthis has become
especially evident in their unified support for Hamas during the 2023 Gaza
conflict, signalling deeper ideological and strategic alignment. These developments
underscore the increasing regional agency of non-state forces beyond domestic
boundaries. Their alliances with major state powers, which offer material
and ideological resources, as well as with sub-state actors, reflect a calculated
strategy to ensure survival, deterrence, and enhance influence and recognition
in both domestic and international arenas. The trajectory of these armed groups
demonstrates that non-state armed actors are no longer confined to the margins
of internal politics; rather, they are now significant players shaping regional orders
and international diplomatic landscapes.
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