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After half a century during which the 
Middle East was divided along Cold War 
lines between U.S. allies and adversaries, 
the United States now has friendly 
relations with nearly every Arab state, 
save the Assad regime in Syria. Yet, non-
state armed groups have emerged as key 
protagonists in conflicts around the region, 
and they are often 
hostile to the 
United States. Today 
they undermine 
U.S. policy goals, 
destabilize fragile 
states, and kill 
civilians. 

More than ever before, the United States must 
address a mutating set of foes that operates in 
increasingly complex political environments. 
Doing so will require U.S. government officials 
to demonstrate vigilance, dynamism, and 
creativity at a time when security concerns 
push many to huddle inside embassy walls.

The United States has many fewer tools to 
influence non-state armed groups than it 
has with governments—and close bilateral 
ties with governments have encouraged 
the United States to designate many such 
groups as foreign terrorist organizations, 
complicating any U.S. government contact 
with them at all. When it comes to non-state 
armed groups, the tools and the objective 
have often been limited to “isolate” or 
“eliminate.” 

And yet, these groups have flourished. 
Throughout the Middle East, non-state 

armed groups have adapted to shifting political 
constraints and opportunities, and they 
have increasingly adopted characteristics of 
states. Such groups control territory, engage 
in diplomacy, build constituencies, and play 
politics. Rather than merely looking for a stake 
in existing state systems, non-state groups are 
reinventing those systems. 

Part of the challenge 
for the United States is 
how to address the root 
causes of support that 
these armed groups 
enjoy. In many cases, 
non-state armed groups 

are inherently political actors with highly refined 
objectives that resonate with significant parts of 
local populations. Hezbollah fought for the rights 
of the Shi’a majority population that had long 
been marginalized in modern Lebanon. Hamas 
presented an Islamist alternative to the Palestine 
Liberation Organization’s (PLO) arrogance and 
corruption, which critics believed had done 
little to establish an independent Palestinian 
state. Even in the fight against al Qaeda and 
ISIS, there seems to be a steady supply of young 
men willing to die for the ideology and goals 
these movements espouse. While U.S. rhetoric 
describes ISIS in polemical terms, the reality is 
that ISIS has two powerful drivers of support: 
it is a utopian social and political entity that 
appeals to disaffected young people, and it is 
a powerful protector of sectarian interests for 
millions of Sunni Arabs in Syria and Iraq who feel 
systematically disenfranchised. 

The group will continue attracting foreigners 
as long as it convinces them that its project to 

they can be contained, their 
capabilities can be degraded, 

but by their nature they 
continue to evolve.
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build the caliphate remains sincere and a viable 
alternative to other forms of government in the 
region; it will likely continue finding support in Iraq 
as long as many under their rule believe that Shi’a 
politicians remain a larger threat to their interests. 

Beyond their political acumen, many non-state 
armed groups have become security providers. 
Islamist military brigades went on the Libyan 
government payroll after the revolution and 
provided security at hospitals and government 
installations. Hamas, though it remains 
committed to fighting Israel, has at times 
prevented rocket fire by smaller militant groups 
and, through its security monopoly, limited 
the activities of al Qaeda-affiliated cells in Gaza 
that could pose a more lethal threat. In Syria, 
Hezbollah is fighting ISIS and the al Qaeda 
affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, a goal that overlaps 
with that of the United States.

It is these groups’ political dimension, then, that 
poses the most complex challenges for U.S. 
policymakers. The experiences of the last several 
decades suggest that non-state armed groups 
cannot be eliminated. They can be contained, 
their capabilities can be degraded, but by their 
nature they continue to evolve: they adjust 
to new constraints, exploit opportunities, and 
reinvent themselves to meet new environments. 

For the United States, victory is unlikely to be 
found through defeating and eliminating these 
groups. Instead, the United States must work 
to change the political and social conditions 
that allow them to thrive. How to develop state 
structures that meet the needs of populations 
and offer a vision for them will be the great 
challenge for the next generation in the Middle 
East. If governments don’t take the lead in 
putting forward new visions that resonate with 
their populations, non-state armed groups will 
do it for them. ▶
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