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Defence and security sectors in the Arab states have
been undergoing significant, and sometimes radical,
transformation as a result of local rebellions and civil wars,
state crisis and fracturing, and external intervention since
the start of the 21st century. In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and
Yemen, unfamiliar and fluid coalitions of national armed
forces (or their remnants) and armed non-state actors are
increasingly engaged in complex patterns of de-confliction,
coexistence, and cooperation embedded within a wider
context of persistent competition among them and of
geopolitical rivalry between an array of external backers. A
joint effort of the Italian Institute for International Political
Studies (ISPI) and the Program on Civil-Military Relations
in Arab States (CMRAS) of the Carnegie Middle East Center,
this dossier explores how the resulting hybridization
of security governance in these countries leaves them
with forms of sovereignty that are both constrained and
constantly contested.
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HYBRIDIZING SECURITY:
ARMIES, MILITIAS AND
CONSTRAINED SOVEREIGNTY
Yezid Sayigh
Carnegie Middle East Center

Defence sectors in several Arab countries have undergone significant transformation as a result of the armed insurrections
and civil wars, external interventions, and paralysis of political
systems that have incapacitated their central states. In Iraq,
Lebanon, Libya[1], Syria, and Yemen, mixes of regular, national
armed forces – or their fragments and remnants – and armed
non-state actors – including state-sponsored militias or others
that have acquired quasi-official status – are increasingly engaged in complex patterns of de-confliction, coexistence, and
cooperation embedded within a wider context of persistent
competition among them and of geopolitical rivalry between
an array of external backers. A direct consequence has been
the hybridization of security governance in these counties, leaving them with forms of sovereignty that are both constrained
and constantly contested.
For decades, the hybridization of security structures was a
deliberate strategy in this group of Arab countries, where
counterbalancing national armed forces with parallel military
and security structures was a coup-proofing and regime maintenance device. Lebanon was the sole exception, but even
there government authorities discreetly tolerated the creeping
weaponization of its sectarian political forces that was briefly
rehearsed in the 1958 civil war and then intensified from the
late 1960s onwards, as a major non-state armed actor, the Palestine Liberation Organization, wrested an official sanctuary.
But whereas security hybridization in the late XX century was
mostly a top-down affair, the decline of state capacity, erosion
of social contract, and challenges to national identity have
given rise to a reverse phenomenon. Amidst state fracture and
deepening financial crisis, incumbent political elites have been
unable to block the emergence of informal security providers
and other non-state armed actors, or else actively encouraged
their rise in order to outsource the burden of security to them.
This has been more of a bottom-up process as national armed
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forces have lost internal cohesion or fragmented outright,
while diverse armed actors have become integral to security
arrangements that for the most part remain informal and yet
have acquired the status of quasi-formal thanks to de facto
legitimation by state authorities.
The trend is anchored in developments well before the XXI
century. In Iraq under internationals sanctions in 1990-2003,
the regime of Saddam Hussein devolved responsibility for
security to clans and other social forces, while that of Libya’s
Muammar Qadhafi responded to the jihadist challenge of the
1990s and later U.S.-led sanctions by sidelining the army and
privileging a parallel structure of “security battalions” and other
agencies. In Syria, Hafez al-Assad moved resolutely in the 1980s
to disband the regime maintenance forces that his brother
Rifaat had set up – the “Defense Companies” and “Struggle
Companies” – only a few years after crushing the Muslim
Brotherhood’s attempt at armed insurrection, but the entrenched corruption and growing rapaciousness. This entangled
the armed forces and security agencies with criminal economic
actors embedded in cross-border black markets, undermining
security governance and setting the stage for its subsequent
acute hybridization. Weaker states and more pluralist, quota-based political systems in Yemen and Lebanon adopted a
different approach typical of “limited access orders,”[2] tolerating and at times delegating security responsibility in ways that
diluted the very notion of the state; this went through different
phases, with the transmutation of Lebanon’s civil war militias
into post-1989 government actors and periodic realignments
with and against northern, southern, tribal, and jihadist armed
forces and non-state armed groups under Yemen’s Ali Abdullah
al-Saleh from 1990 onwards.
However, security hybridization has undergone a turning point
as the accentuation of state fracture in the early XXI century –
and accompanying shifts in power relations between domestic
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political and social forces – converged with the intensification of geopolitical struggles between regional and international actors. Every one of the Arab countries mentioned
here has experienced inter-state as well as intra-state armed
conflict, fusing both forms and confusing roles and distinctions between the provision of external defense and of internal security and domestic public order. And in each case,
the national armed forces – or their fragments and remnants – as well as their non-state counterparts – whether those
of many years standing or new ones – have become even
more significant vectors of foreign influence.
This highly complex, interactive environment has transformed security governance – that is, the nexus of authority
that security providers acknowledge and to which citizens
resort – in three novel ways.
First, rival claimants to government authority construct
unfamiliar military-security coalitions comprising parts
of official state agencies and nonstate actors, to confront
the similarly-composed coalitions opposing them. They
confer legitimacy on non-state armed actors, whether as
state-sponsored militias or as reconstituted official defence and security sectors. Fragments of the former national
armed forces have fought as parts of these composites on
all sides of the civil wars in Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen
(as they did in Lebanon in 1975-1990), and in the process
journeyed from being regarded as part of internationally-recognized structures to being designated as rebels, and
then back.
Examples abound. Regular army units, US-trained counter-terrorism units, Shia and non-Shia “popular mobilization”
militias, tribal levies, and (rival) Kurdish Pesh Merga have
fought alongside each other while pursuing rival agendas
and governance models in Iraq. The regular armed forces
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and security agencies split both ways in 2011 in Libya, where
former General Khalifah Haftar has donned the mantle of commander of the Libyan National Army against the internationally-recognized government in Tripoli, which is hostage to its
own counter-alliance of local militias. Syria’s civil war has been
waged by opposition armed groups stiffened by army defectors and bolstered by professional training offered by external
powers, against a government that subcontracted much of

sition Provisional Government, Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Council, and jihadi National Salvation Front in various parts of
northern Syria; and Yemen the Houthi-Saleh alliance in Sanaa
(to 2017), Hadi government in Aden, and quasi-autonomous
Ma’rib governorate. The issue is not so much to determine who
the “true” or “real” government is, as that each claims the right to
confer legitimacy on whatever military coalition it deems to be
the official state defence or security sector, which it may have

the fighting to loyalist militias it created and foreign non-state
groups mobilized by its own external allies, who inserted their
own personnel into the Syrian military and security structure
for good measure. And in Yemen, the internationally-recognized of Mansour Hadi tenuously oversees a new official defence
sector conjured out of Southern militias with secessionist
tendencies, while tentatively welcoming regular army units
that previously fought alongside the northern Houthi rebels
back to its fold. Lebanon is the outlier, and yet competitive
sectarian-partisan penetration of the armed forces has reached unprecedented levels even as they have attained greater
professional capacity.

brought into being or been compelled to accept.

The second novel pattern is the marked fluidity of these alignments, whether among armed actors or between them and the
political elites wielding government authority (however nominal that may be). In part, this is because most of these armed
actors do not concern themselves with actual governance,
in the sense of providing public services such as health care,
education, or justice. They leave these functions, which denote
state-ness, to whatever they regard as a legitimate government, even when they simultaneously undermine them.
Again, examples abound. Iraq boasts the Kurdish Regional Government in Erbil, federal government in Baghdad, and Islamic State
in Mosul (until 2017); Libya the Presidency Council, Government
of National Accord, and House of Representatives in Tripoli and
Tobruk; Syria the central government in Damascus and rival oppo-
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Third, the fluidity of political alignments that constitute
(and reconstitute) governments (and quasi-governments)
and their corresponding military-security structures is a
function of the extensive involvement of external powers.
Weak states that delegate or relinquish the provision of
defense and security to sub-state actors offer an entry point
for interventions that serve wider geopolitical agendas,
without resolving the fractures that led to these outcomes
in the first place. Rather than reverse hybridization of security structures and governance, regional and international
powers are making it permanent.
These competitive dynamics make conventional Western
approaches to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR), and even its more community-focused “Second
Generation” form, both inapplicable and irrelevant. Although
many countries worldwide have institutionalized security
hybridity,[3] geopolitical rivalry between the intervening
foreign governments – and the domestic counter-balancing
this prompts – impedes adopting hybridity as an alternative
means of resolving security dilemmas and enabling political
settlements in the Arab countries discussed here. If evidence
were needed, then it is easily found in the bitter contention
over the status of the various Popular Mobilization Units
in Iraq and Hezbullah in Lebanon, the abortive attempt to
form the parallel Libya Shields force in Libya, rival force-bu-
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ilding by Russia, Iran, and the U.S. in Syria, and two phases of
counter-productive military restructuring by Gulf Cooperation
Council states in Yemen since 2011.
These Arab countries experience constrained sovereignty – for
all their claims to the contrary – but what is especially damaging is that it is constantly contested as well, as the external
actors constraining their sovereignty are in direct competition.
The hybridity of their defence and security structures, and of
their governance, cannot be resolved or normalized until this
vicious circle is broken.

1. Libya is not included in this dossier.
2. The term developed by Douglass C. North to describe political systems that
“solve the problem of violence by granting political elites privileged control
over parts of the economy, each getting some share of the rents”. D.C. North et.
al., Limited Access Orders in the Developing World: A New Approach to the
Problems of Development, Policy Research Working Paper 4359, World Bank,
September 2007.

3. A primary example is the United States, which has a National Guard that
is normally under the authority separate states, coming under the federal
government only in special circumstances, and a diverse array of police forces
with a range of governance arrangements.
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THE LEBANESE ARMED
FORCES AND HEZBOLLAH:
MILITARY DUALISM IN
POST-WAR LEBANON
Aram Nerguizian
Carnegie Middle East Center

Lebanon’s competing sectarian political parties have devised
a delicately-balanced political system leaving them stronger
than state institutions. Despite the primacy of this system, the
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) have become an increasingly
professional and capable national military institution after the
withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon in 2005. However
the LAF has failed to curtail the autonomy of Lebanon’s political forces, and it has struggled to stave off political penetration
of military ranks.
This paradox, combined with the geopolitical forces that
shaped Lebanon’s post-war political order, have led to the
hybridization of security governance, wherein parallel non-state military actors retain both their operational autonomy and
national security legitimacy1. The most obvious manifestation
of this are the asymmetric military forces of Hezbollah, a militant Shia political movement which has been represented in
parliament continuously since 1992 and at the ministerial level
in the Council of Ministers since 20052.
This military dualism endured for almost thirty years, during which the LAF and Hezbollah simultaneously enjoyed a
degree of legitimacy and cohabited despite their divergent
raisons d'être and developmental trajectories. However, as
they evolved and expanded their national security roles and
prerogatives in post-Syria Lebanon, military dualism became
increasingly brittle as new lines of friction between the LAF
and Hezbollah turned into lasting features of Lebanon’s national security landscape.

The Rise of Military Dualism in Post-War Lebanon
Hybrid security governance is an anomalous feature of
post-war Lebanon. Soon after independence in 1943, the
LAF acquired the role of arbiter between rival sectarian and
political alliances in 1958 when the LAF intervened directly to
Aram Nerguizian is Co-Director of the Program on Civil-Military Relations
in Arab States at the Carnegie Middle East Center; Senior Associate at the
Center for Strategic & International Studies (Burke Chair in Strategy).
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neutralize the political imbalance created by a short-lived civil
war3. The ensuing counter-struggle by confessional elites to
restore their patronage networks culminated in the defeat of
the military-backed political establishment in the 1970 presidential election and the dismantling of the Deuxième Bureau
– the LAF’s military intelligence apparatus4. The long civil war
of 1975-1990 consequently fragmented the LAF along sectarian
lines, and gave way to the sectarian militia order of the civil war
years.5
As part of Lebanon’s postwar political settlement under the
Ta’if Agreement (1989), militias successfully underwent disarmament, demobilization, and partial reintegration.6 The Pax
Syriana era transformed the LAF substantially. Syria’s security
and intelligence apparatus in Lebanon worked to recast the
LAF into an impenetrable pro-Syrian institution, disconnected
from government oversight and control. The former achieved
this by interposing itself between the Lebanese military and
the country’s political system, thereby quickly penetrating and
regulating Lebanese civil-military affairs.7
In parallel, one key exception to the dismantling of Lebanon’s
post-war militia order was Hezbollah, which enjoyed support
from Syria and political patronage from its main international sponsor Iran.8 Though the civil war was over, Ta’if would
serve to reinforce and legitimize the group under the aegis
of Lebanese “Resistance” against Israeli occupation, at a time
when Israel controlled 10 percent of Lebanon’s territory,9
thereby consecrating the hybrid security governance system
that remains a divisive feature of Lebanon’s national security
landscape.
The departure of Syria’s military and intelligence personnel in
2005 disrupted its monopoly on Lebanese foreign and military
policy decision-making. Their departure also heralded the
return of polarized sectarian politics, the decay of Lebanon’s

post-war executive structure, and competing efforts to penetrate and shape the orientation of the post-Syria LAF.10

Security Politics in Post-Syria Lebanon
The 2005 to 2017 period was defined by two competing
trends in hybrid security governance in post-war Lebanon. On the one hand, the LAF attempted to maintain and
develop its military credibility and autonomy. On the other,
competing political factions rapidly reasserted themselves
after the withdrawal of Syrian security and intelligence
personnel and were eager to penetrate and regulate the
post-Syria LAF.
First, between 2005 and 2008, the pro-Western 14 March alliance sought to marginalize officers who had either trained
in Syria or who had ties to pro-Syrian political forces.11 The
rival 8 March alliance aligned with Syria and Iran similarly
sought in 2008-2010 to sideline officers who had received
U.S. military education, or were suspected of supporting
U.S. policies in the region. Both political camps solicited
officers seen to be ideologically sympathetic and strove to
promote their professional advancement.12
While the LAF struggled to define and preserve itself amidst
the polarization of post-Syria Lebanon, Hezbollah sought
to adapt to changing regional fortunes. During much of the
post-war period, Hezbollah’s power and autonomy were
limited by the preferences of the Assad regime in Damascus.
However, faced with a growing array of Western-led pressures meant to isolate both Hezbollah in Lebanon and Syria regionally, Hezbollah quickly gained greater freedom of action
at the domestic political level in Lebanon.13 Meanwhile, driven by strategic competition with U.S. regional allies Saudi
Arabia and Israel, Tehran would seek to further develop the
militant group’s asymmetric deterrence capabilities.14

The Lebanese Armed Forces and Hezbollah: Military Dualism in Post-War Lebanon
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The LAF’s and Hezbollah’s post-Syria priorities were often in
tension over the 2005 to 2010 period. The 2006 war between
Israel and Hezbollah showed that Syria and Iran could use the
transfer of ever-more advanced weapons systems to bolster
the group’s domestic and regional bona fides.15 By contrast,
the LAF was largely a bystander in the 33-day conflict of 2006
with only symbolic actions against Israeli forces.16 Conversely,
the LAF’s 2007 fight against Fatah al-Islam militants in the Nahr

Initially, the LAF’s post-2010 posture in the national security arena seemed poised to erode the rational for hybrid
security arrangements in post-war Lebanon. However, the
LAF’s thrust to assert national security primacy over groups
like Hezbollah would soon begin to stall. An unprecedented
military leadership crisis between August 2016 and March
2017 proved especially detrimental: a protracted stalemate
in Lebanon’s sectarian political system led to the retirement

el-Bared Palestinian refugee camp showed that the LAF could
assert itself and play a preeminent national security role despite the Government of Lebanon’s and the country’s competing
March 8 and March 14 alliances’ reluctance to follow suit.17

of key senior officers, botched critical transitions in key
command-level posts, and saw the advancement of officers
that were either unwilling or unable to sustain the arc of the
LAF’s 2010-2016 military transformation.21

While 2007 was a low point for hybrid security governance,
2008 saw painful reversals when the LAF avoided a direct confrontation with Hezbollah during Beirut street clashes between
the Shia militant group and an embryonic Sunni militia of the
mainly Sunni 14 March-aligned Future Movement. Some in the
LAF saw May 2008 as a case of military neutrality; conversely,
others saw it as a “missed opportunity” for the military to signal
its objection to domestic military action by any of the country’s
competing political/sectarian forces.18
The geopolitical battle for Syria started in late 2010 made these
competing trends even more complex. Buoyed by mainly U.S.
external security assistance and the threat from the spillover
of jihadist groups like the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
from the Syrian civil war, the LAF saw active combat in in 2012
and 2013, while the LAF engaged in large-scale defensive and
offensive military operations in 2014 and 2017 respectively,
against an external military threat for the first time in the
post-war period.19 Meanwhile, an active military role alongside
Assad regime forces in Syria, and the increasingly sectarian
nature of Syria’s civil war, enabled Hezbollah to bolster its own
national security narrative in Lebanon and the region.20

The Limits of Military Autonomy in
Post-War Lebanon
The LAF’s 2017 Dawn of the Hills campaign against the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) illustrates the durability
of military dualism in post-war Lebanon. The LAF’s meticulously executed operation caught Hezbollah and most of
Lebanon’s sectarian political forces by surprise. However,
rather than decisively challenging hybridity in national
security politics, the LAF’s national security credibility was
challenged yet again when Hezbollah unilaterally reached
an agreement for ISIS to withdraw from Lebanon, retroactively took credit for LAF successes, and promoted a narrative of secret cooperation between its cadres, the LAF, and
Assad forces.22
There is little doubt that the post-war LAF remains the
country’s most representative national institution, and highly popular across Lebanon’s confessional dividing lines. It
enjoys strong relationships with key international partners,
including the United States, has significantly bolstered its
national security credentials, and it is eager to play a larger
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national security role. However, the LAF cannot unilaterally
counter the sources of national security hybridity in post-Syria
Lebanon: the very same confessional political system that
grants Hezbollah a level of communal integration and protection the military can scarcely hope to challenge alone.
In turn, Hezbollah benefits from its preeminent role in Lebanon’s post-war political order. No state institution – including
the LAF – will openly challenge Hezbollah’s domestic credibility with its own Shia constituency, and the group’s Resistance
operations and expeditionary campaign in Syria have further
strengthened Hezbollah’s domestic legitimacy. However, unlike
the LAF, Hezbollah does not have the legitimacy and credibility of one of the Middle East’s few fighting militaries, and its
preference for hybrid security arrangements does not enjoy
the kind of support that was afforded to the group as a result
of the 2006 Israeli-Hezbollah conflict.
On the surface, the determination that both the LAF and Hezbollah wish to play a larger role shaping Lebanese national security politics suggests that there may not be enough room for
two preeminent – albeit very distinct – military institutions in
post-war Lebanon. However, Hezbollah’s role as a key player in
Lebanon’s sectarian political system, and the LAF’s struggle for
autonomy in post-war Syria have served to blunt the possibility
of open confrontation between the two thus far. Whether this
unstable balance persists or not will depend on the trajectory
of Lebanon’s precarious sectarian politics, the scale and scope
of regional and strategic competition in the Levant, and the
ever-present wild card of another Israeli-Hezbollah conflict.

1. For a definition of hybrid security governance, see N. Bagayoko et al, “Hybrid
security governance in Africa: rethinking the foundations of security, justice
and legitimate public authority,” Conflict Security & Development, vol. 16, no.
1, 2016.
2. See A.R. Norton, “The Role of Hezbollah in Lebanese Domestic Politics,” The
International Spectator, vol. 42, no. 4, 2007, p. 481; “Hezbollah joins Lebanon
Cabinet for first time,” Agence France Press, July 20, 2005.
3. See Adel Beshara, Lebanon: The Politics of Frustration – the Failed
Coup of 1961, New York NY, Routledge Curzon, 2005, pp. 70-97, and S. Rihana,
Histoire de l’Armee Libanaise Contemporaine, 2 Volumes, Beirut, Imprimerie
Rahbani, 1984, 1988 ; See A. Nerguizian, “Between Sectarianism and Military
Development: The Paradox of the Lebanese Armed Forces,” in eds., B.F.
Salloukh et al, The Politics of Sectarianism in Postwar Lebanon, London,
Pluto Press, 2015, pp. 125-126.
4. See A.A. Freiha, L’Armee et l’Etat au Liban, 1945-1980, Paris, Librairie
Generale de Droit et Jurisprudence, 1980, p. 163.
5. See S. Nasr, “Anatomie d’un Systeme de Guerre Interne: le Cas du Liban,”
Cultures & Conflits, vol. 1, 1990, pp. 85-99.
6. See B.F. Salloukh, “Remaking Lebanon after Syria” in Contentious Politics
in the Middle East: Political Opposition under Authoritarianism, ed., Holger
Albrecht, Florida, University Press of Florida, 2010, pp. 206-207.
7. See Salloukh, “Remaking Lebanon after Syria” in Contentious Politics in the
Middle East: Political Opposition under Authoritarianism, ed., Holger Albrecht,
Florida, University Press of Florida, 2010, pp. 206-207.
8. See J.M. Goodarzi, Syria and Iran: Diplomatic Alliance and Power Politics
in the Middle East, New York, I.B. Tauris, 2006, pp. 255-258; See A. Nerguizian,
The Struggle for the Levant: Geopolitical Battles and the Quest for Stability,
Burke Chair in Strategy Report, Center for Strategic and International Studies,
September 14, 2014, pp. 234-235.
9. See “The Role of Hezbollah in Post-Conflict Lebanon,” DirectorateGeneral for External Policies, European Parliament, 2013, pp. 7-8.
10. See A. Nerguizian, “Between Sectarianism and Military Development:
The Paradox of the Lebanese Armed Forces,” in eds., Bassel F. Salloukh et al.,
London, Pluto Press, 2015, pp. 127-128.
11. See A. Nerguizian, “Lebanese Civil-Military Dynamics: Weathering
the Regional Storm,” Sada, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 21
November, 2011.
12. Ibid.
13. See eds., B.F. Salloukh et al., The Politics of Sectarianism in Postwar
Lebanon, London, Pluto Press, 2015, pp. 165-166.
14. See A. Nerguizian, The Military Balance in a Shattered Levant: Conventional
Forces, Asymmetric Warfare & the Struggle for Syria, Burke Chair in Strategy
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Report, Center for Strategic and International Studies, June 15, 2015, pp 75-76.
15. Ibid, pp. 75-76.
16. See A.Nerguizian, The Lebanese Armed Forces: Challenges and
Opportunities in Post-Syria Lebanon, Burke Chair in Strategy Report, Center
for Strategic and International Studies, February 10, 2009 p. 12.
17. Ibid, p. 24.
18. Author’s interview with Lebanese Armed Forces senior officer, Beirut,
October 17, 2009; Author’s interview with Lebanese Armed Forces senior officer,
Beirut, January 6, 2015.
19. Author’s interviews with Lebanese Armed Forces senior officers, Beirut,
July 1-2, 2013, October 10, 2013 and January 2-3, 2014; see A. Nerguizian, The
Lebanese Armed Forces, Hezbollah, and Military Legitimacy, Burke Chair
in Strategy Report, Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 4,
2017.
20. See A. Nerguizian, “Assessing the Consequences of Hezbollah’s
Necessary War of Choice in Syria,” Commentary, Center for Strategic and
International Studies, June 17, 2013.
21. See “Addressing the Civil-Military Relations Crisis in Lebanon,”
Lebanese Center for Policy Studies, March 2017.
22 See Aram Nerguizian, The Lebanese Armed Forces, Hezbollah, and
Military Legitimacy..., cit.
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LEGACIES OF SURVIVAL:
SYRIA'S UNCOMFORTABLE
SECURITY HYBRIDITY
Abdulla M. Erfan
Geneva Centre for Security Policy

The Syrian regime's reliance on foreign forces (Russia, Iran and
its Shia militia proxies) to turn the tide in its favor since 2015
has cast doubt on its ability to regain long-term sovereignty.
Hybridity of security governance includes not only those foreign forces, but also the absorption of pro-government Syrian
militias and even former rebel groups which have returned to
the fold. While victory by the regime's definition will be achieved once it regains the one-third of the country now under
Turkish or US control, the real challenge will be to restore state
sovereignty and security sector control despite Russian and
Iranian influence.
The integration of foreign and informal forces, and their influence over security sector decision-making, makes success in
restoring pre-2011 unified security sector governance improbable. The regime's lack of funds, and its narrow sectarian base,
will bolster its dependence on foreign forces. Reunifying the
security sector will be affected by differing Russian, Iranian
and Syrian views on such issues as the political system, foreign
policy and the role of the army, impacting army governance in
terms of centralization, command and control and professionalism.

Elements and scope of hybridity in
security sector governance

By the time the Russians intervened in 2015, security sector hybridity and proliferation were already advanced. The regime's
key problem was dearth of military manpower, since the Syrian
army is believed to have lost about one-third of its 200,000
regular troops in battle or by defection by 2015. This led to the
adoption of an array of loyalist irregulars, supplemented by
the arrival of Iranian-backed militias from Lebanon, Iraq and
Afghanistan.

Abdulla M. Erfan is Doctoral Fellow at the Geneva Centre for Security
Policy (GCSP).
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After 2017, with the tide turned and many opposition strongholds recaptured, the Syrian military regained around half its
manpower losses with the integration of former defectors and
opposition militias, and recruitment in the retaken areas. But
that did little to lessen the hybridity of the security sector and
its dependence on foreign forces, not least because of discrepant standards of training and discipline, and considerable
loyalist mistrust of the newly-integrated elements. This shallow
integration may be an improvement on fragmentation, but
inculcating regime loyalty and reliability is a big experiment.
Pro-Iranian forces came to the regime’s help before the
Russians, but the latter have contributed more to the military
dynamics and to the direction of governance. Since 2016,
Russia has attempted to collect many armed groups under
Russian-controlled unified umbrellas. The Fourth Corps was
created to provide professional protection to the Russian installations in Latakia, while the Fifth Corps was directed to help
fight ISIS in the east. The deployment of some 1500 Russian
Military Police, an elite force by local standards, in various spots
in Syria, adds another element of hybridity and hard-to-contest
authority barely within the orbit of Damascus.
The Russian element in the current hybridity will be further
enhanced by the newly-installed S300 air-defense network,
which will come with a unified air-defense management
system controlling the whole Syrian airspace and will be
jointly run by Russians and Syrians. This will ensure a significant Russian involvement in decision making regarding any
future confrontations, with Israel or otherwise. This permanent
integration at a high level of the command and control of the
Syrian army, in addition to the Russian advisory presence in
many strategic junctures, challenge the efforts of the hard-line
Syrian elite to restore the kind of unrestricted command over
the army they enjoyed before the war.

Legacies of Survival: Syria's Uncomfortable Security Hybridity

Iran's engagement in the prevailing hybridity is less overt
and formal, based mainly on its sponsorship of the Lebanese Hezbollah and Iraqi and other Shia militias in considerable numbers 80-65,000 which have played a significant
role on the ground, and a more limited number of Iranian
Revolutionary Guards and other military advisers[1]. All
this undoubtedly gives Iran a strong influence on military
decision-making.
Iran's role is clearly more controversial than Russia's one, at
least as far as the US and Israel are concerned. Feeling the
heat from those quarters, the Iranians are reported to be
trying since 2017 to unify some of their proliferate forces
within the Syrian army's official structure, to provide formal
cover[2].
In both the Russian and Iranian cases, consolidating national and foreign forces in the army may reduce hyper-fragmentation, but does nothing to cut the elements of
hybridity.
That hybridity extends to the intelligence and police domains as well as the military. Increasing Russian and Iranian
influence over the Syrian intelligence branches is breaking
the regime monopoly over information and limiting its
command and control of the army and its units[3].
Russia is deemed to have a strong hand within the General
Intelligence, with Iran more influential within Military Intelligence, although the Russians are believed recently to have
strengthened their position with the military intelligence
branches in Latakia, Aleppo and Homs. Tensions surfaced
in 2017 when there were recriminations over the death of
Russian Gen. Valery Asapov, commander of the 5th Corps,
in an ISIS attack at Deir Ezzor amidst Russian suspicions of
betrayal by the regime or the Iranians[4].
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Russia and Iran Divergences Over Army
Governance
Hard-liners within the Syrian regime may imagine that the
post-2015 victories will allow them to restore the status quo
prevailing before 2011: unified territories, a unified military and
a sovereign country. While that narrative may serve as a strategy to maintain elite coherence, avoid concessions and attempt
to set the outlines for a post-war social contract, it collides with
realities which will oblige the regime to enter into more complicated modes of alliance management between the military
and the state. The outcome in terms of security sector governance will be determined by the complex interplay of interests
and competition between the three powers in the alliance.
The postures of the two outside powers are quite different, and
that is bound to impact on security sector governance.
RuSsia’s conception of the end of the conflict includes professionalizing and strengthening the Syrian army to make it less
dependent on them—and on Iran; and unifying the command
structure to avoid uncoordinated attacks on Syria’s neighbors.
Such conditions are in line with Moscow's low-cost strategy
in Syria, its good relationship with both Turkey and Israel, and
possible future engagement with the West in reconstructing
Syria. Beyond the military, the Russians consider that intelligence reform, or control, is key to their troops’ security and for
their longer-term competition with Iran in Syria.
By contrast, a centralized structuring of the Syrian army might
not fit Iran’s vision of its forces' function in Syria in general, and
specifically inside the army, and therefore it may resist Russian
efforts in that direction. Iran will be likely interested in unifying
its own forces inside or outside the army and increasing their
combat readiness, rather than engaging in professionalizing
them in line with modern standards.

Legacies of Survival: Syria's Uncomfortable Security Hybridity

Obviously much will depend on the intensity of pressure
mounted against the Iranian presence by Israel, the Americans and their Saudi-led regional allies, and the reaction to
it. If Iran were induced to withdraw its actual or proxy forces, perhaps leaving a proportion embedded in the Syrian
military structure, that would clearly impact Tehran's ability
to influence security sector decision-making. Its presence is
much more vulnerable and also less institutionalized than
Russia's one. The integration of the local Defense Forces
(LDF) into the Republican Guard and the Fourth Division
will leave around 25000 pro-Iran fighters legally part of the
army body, while the remaining 55-40,000 might leave or
stay longer depending on the pressures[5].
Such a development would clearly change the balance of
power between the forces vying to influence security-sector
decision making. But for the foreseeable future, whatever
the balance, the presence of foreigners or pro-foreigners
in the higher ranks, at decision making levels, and in the
intelligence agencies, will continue to tie the Syrians' hands
with regard to their security sector.

Regime’s Hybridity Management
In the absence of radical solutions, a management approach to hybridity is likely to dominate the regime reaction
to the continuing presence of informal and foreign forces
inside the security forces structure. Standardizing and improving training and performance was never a priority for
the Syrian army; despite its under-performance in the war,
the regime is surviving. But balancing the ratio of nationals
to foreigners is important for its security. Here, however, it
runs up against the same manpower problems that obliged
it to seek outside intervention in order to stave off defeat.
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For the foreigners, a complicated web of politics within the
triple alliance is expected to dominate the post-war dynamics,
with implications for security sector governance. The regime
will be keen to work with Russia to centralize the Army structure and to prevent Iran from hijacking Syrian foreign policy on
Lebanon, Iraq and Israel. However, more Russian influence in
key positions in Syria to prevent any relapses will be balanced
by Iranian forces within the Republican Guard and the elite
Fourth Division in Damascus protecting the regime’s core.
Is there any realistic medium, long-term prospect for Syria to
work its way out of security sector hybridity and dependence
on the very forces to which it owes its survival?
Ultimately, it will depend on how the conflict comes to an end,
and whether it is followed by another one aimed at dislodging
Iran from Syria. In times of upheaval, the details may change,
but the syndrome of dependence on co-opted militias and
foreign forces and the resulting hybridity will remain the same.

But if, against the odds, an entente between the interested and
influential outside powers led to a long period of stability and
of real nation rebuilding, the picture could change. The militias
could either become properly-integrated professional military
or police or disperse back into civilian life and find profitable
employment in reconstruction. If such an entente prevailed,
Turkish-backed rebel groups and US-supported Kurdish forces
in the north could also be drawn in under some kind of devolution scenario. If Russia and Iran's basic interests were assured
- as they were before the war began - both might be quietly
relieved to draw down a military effort that has cost them both
dearly.
For the moment though, such a vision must remain pie in the
sky. Survival thanks to outsiders comes at a price, and that
price involves inroads into sovereignty, dilution of central state
control, and acceptance of security hybridity as part of the
sustaining system.

1. For the higher number refer to J.A. Gross, “Israel at UN: Iran has more
than 80,000 fighters in Syria”, The Times of Israel, April 26; S.J. Frantzman,
“Who are Iran’s Shi’ite Fighters in Syria?”, Jerusalem Post, April 28, 2018; for the
lower number, author's interview with an Istanbul-based expert realized on
September 26, 2018.
2 Refer to J.B. Yonah, “Intel Center: Hezbollah, Iran’s Shi’ite Militias Hidden
in Syrian Army”, Jerusalem Post, July 13, 2018; Terrorism Info, “Hezbollah
and Iran-handled Shi’ite militias are integrated into the Syrian army
in its campaign to take control of south Syria”, July 11, 2018; and that was
corroborated by the author’s interviews with Russian and Iranian experts in
September 2018.
3. Author’s interviews with Russian and Iranian experts in September 2018.
4 Author’s interviews with Russian and Iranian experts in September 2018.
5 Numbers vary depending on the methodology of estimation and time,
for lower estimates that range from 5000-8000 reported in April 2018 see S.J.
Frantzman, “Who are Iran’s Shi’ite Fighters in Syria?”, Jerusalem Post, April
28, 2018; and for the higher 25000 estimates, it was obtained from an Istanbulbased expert that was interviewed by the author in September 2018. The
55-40,000 range is the result of deducting 25,000 from the higher estimation of
80,000 pro-Iranian forces, and the lower of 65,000.
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THE OSMOTIC PATH: THE PMU
AND THE IRAQI STATE
Riccardo Redaelli
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The most interesting evolution in Iraq’s security governance
is currently represented by the peculiarity of the hybridization
process characterizing the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF), and the vast
array of non-state/quasi-state militias. Since 2014 on, hybridization
in state authorities as well as in the security domain has enhanced,
although representing a recurrent feature of the Iraqi system which
started in the Eighties: the Popular Mobilization Units (PMU, al-Hashd al-Shaabi) embody a new phase of this trend. Today Iraq looks
like a plurality of competing but fluid centers of power linked to
domestic and/or external patrons. Notwithstanding militias, as the
PMU, succeeded to enter and hybridize the state, is the marja’iyya,
a non-state authority, to represent paradoxically a source of legitimation for both state institutions and state competitors acting,
at the same time, as a shield limiting the expansion of the Iranian
model in security governance.

The Road to Hybridization
Long before its collapse following the Anglo-American invasion of 2003, Saddam Hussein’s regime had already created a
“shadow state” with parallel and often competing powers[1]. It
is in this context that non-state actors acquired growing prominence, whether they were formally affiliated with Baghdad (as
in the case of tribal networks) or opposed it (like the famous
Iran-backed Badr Brigades). With the fall of the Iraqi regime,
the country witnessed the mushrooming of a wide array of
militias, whose relations with the new power élites ranged
from dichotomist opposition to collaboration or exploitation of
power mechanisms, in the framework of the Iraqi security architecture’s collapse. The formal institutionalization of militias,
their cooptation within the ISF and the “feudalization” patterns,
well represented by the takeover of whole ministries by single
parties and militias (as well as by the Kurdish peshmerga in the
north), are archetypal features of this erosion of state mechanisms and credibility.
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But it was in 2014, with the collapse of the ISF in Mosul, that
this process of hybridization and “state structure contamination” reached its peak. Specifically organized to fill the gap
created by the Iraqi military’s defeat, the PMU represent an interesting evolution of the patterns of relations between “state”
structures and militias. They are both the result and a trigger
of ethnic-religious radicalization, intra-state competition and
regional geopolitical confrontation.

The Rise of The PMU Galaxy
The main risk in dealing with the PMU is oversimplification,
following strongly biased dichotomist narratives or overestimating sectarian identities. On the contrary, the PMU represent a
heterogeneous galaxy of around seventy groups that defy any
attempt to label this phenomenon with clear-cut definitions,
although they can be subdivided into three distinctive groups:
the militias connected with the Iraqi theological seminaries loyal
to the Marja’-e Taqlid Ali al-Sistani (and therefore called Hashd
al-Mariji’i), the ones linked to Iran (Hashd al-Wala’i) and the ones
connected to Muqtada al-Sadr, the Sarayat al-Salam (Peace Brigade), which in some ways mirrors the social and political frame
of his old Mahdi Army[2].
Despite being useful for explaining the inherent diversity of
the PMU, this classification does not reflect the reality on the
ground, better identified by fluid, flexible matrix-like relationships among domestic actors, regional players, religious and informal power centers with contradictory goals, interests and personal rivalries. The popular support they still enjoy in the country
derives both from their success in fighting the so-called Islamic
State and from the blurred lines of their identity: something that
inevitably strengthens the multiple-loyalties phenomenon that
has haunted the “new Iraq” since its foundation.

The Osmotic Path: The PMU and The Iraqi State

Hybridization Within The State or Hybridization
of The State?
Any attempt to read the current Iraqi situation moving
from the theoretical perspective of the post-Wesphalian,
Weberian modern state structure is misleading, since the
meteoric rise of the PMU and their penetration of the Iraqi
security sector are deeply rooted in the failure of state
rebuilding from the ashes of Saddam Hussein’s regime.
Today, more than a coherent state system, Iraq resembles a
plurality of competing centers of power with little interconnection, often linked either to domestic patrons (such as
the marja’iyya, tribal or ethnic identities) or to external ones
(Washington, Tehran, the Sunni Arab monarchies of the Gulf
and Ankara).
The ISF are no exception: the inability to transform them
into a truly national organization able to represent Iraq’s
integrity beyond sectarian affiliations paved the way for the
disastrous defeats of 2014 and triggered PMU formation.
From this perspective, the conventional narrative that “the
Hashd’s autonomy thrives on state weakness, yet it weakens
state institutions further the more it expands”[3] describes
only a part of the current dynamics and trends. It is not only
a vicious circle affecting the national security sector: the
salient characteristic is that, within the political and institutional grey areas of Iraq, the PMU have been perceived by a
large portion of the population as representing the state by
another name. And that well before the collapse of the ISF
in 2014, an inextricable matrix of leaders who were politicians or military officers, heads of militias, representatives
of institutions, or proxies for external actors had already
hijacked the post-Saddam state trajectory.
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Therefore, looking at the relations among the government, the
ISF and the PMU it is possible to observe something more than
hybridization. Most of them received money and arms from
the central government and acted in support of or even replacing the regular military, and this is a traditional mechanism of
hybridization of the regular security sector. In the past decade,
Iraq had already tested some forms of mixed security governance. For instance, in 2009-10, in Mosul and other disputed
areas the U.S. command organized integrated checkpoints with ISF and peshmerga units, in order to reduce risk of
confrontation or feelings of insecurity among the different
ethno-religious communities living in those areas[4].
Again, in this region, during the military operations against
“IS” carried out in 2016-17, ISF and PMU coordinated their
activities, thanks also to the informal supervision of Iranian
al-Quds officers and pressure by Washington. PMU secured
the external perimeter of the front, playing essentially a sort
of police and encircling role, while ISF (mainly Army’s 16th Division and Counter-Terrorism Service) carried out the attack to
the city , strongly supported by air strikes of the international
coalition[5]. In that occasion, PMU appeared as subordinated
to regular army hierarchy, although – during the post conflict
period – there have been continuous reports of abuse and
targeting of Sunni families and individuals.
On the contrary, the province of Diyala epitomizes the risk of
wide-spread sectarianism and lack of coordinated security
governance. There, both Badr Organization and peshmergas
prevented joint operations with forces of the international
coalition and with ISF units, whose role in that area seems to
be extremely weak. In particular, PMU are operating adopting
ineffective counterinsurgency approaches and marginalizing
Sunni-leaded PMU. Lack of a coordinated strategy with national forces risks to emphasize sectarian diffidence; something
very dangerous in a province which has always been perceived

The Osmotic Path: The PMU and The Iraqi State

as a recovery and refit area for the Sunni insurgency[6].
In other words, forms of coordination and subordination of
the PMU to the regular ISF chain of command have been
evident during the war against “the jihadist caliphate”.
However, much more problematic is the security governance in mixed or contested areas after the end of frontal
battles, when police routine and post conflict operations
underline how loose is the control of the state apparatus
over PMU, which often implement sectarian and anti-Sunni
postures[7].
According to different sources, the estimated number
of mobilized PMU fighters is now between 90,000 and
150,000, mainly Shia (Arab and non-Arab), but also comprised of Arab Sunni, Arab Christians, Turkmens and Yazidis[8].
The Iraqi government estimates the existence of about
110,000–120,000 fighters regularly paid by the state. Legal
institutionalization gave to the PMU state legitimacy: executive Order 91 of February 2016 and the November 2016 law
established the PMU as formally part of ISF, providing them
with a seat in the Iraqi National Security Council, suggesting
they might follow Iran’s dual security system comprising a
regular army and a strong paramilitary system (IRGC and
the bassij)[9].
However, the level of ideological, financial, military and
even cultural dependence on movements, political actors
and militias from entities external to the Iraqi framework
testifies to the fact that hybridization is not connected with
the security sector per se, but became a distinct feature of
the post-2003 Iraqi state. Some of those units, in particular the most connected to the al-Quds force of IRGC (such
as Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Kataib Hezbollah, and Kataib Sayyed
al-Shuhada) never hid their double loyalty and their linkage
with Iran, which granted them support and protection. Yet
even those who endorse the velayat-e faqih doctrine cannot
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be encapsulated in a simple hybridization pattern, nor be
dismissed as mere “fifth columns” acting against the state, since
they mobilized (or re-mobilized) to save Iraqi polity vis-à-vis the
so-called Islamic State, in a sort of osmotic cooperation with
state institutions not only reconfiguring them, but serving also
as pawns of a wider, transnational confrontation with Tehran.
From this perspective, the idea of a step-by-step institutionalization trend does not seem to fit either the social-political Iraqi
system or the interests of the different actors involved. The
example of the Badr Brigades evolution after 2003 is revealing:
not only did they hybridize with the ISF, in particular at the police level, but they also took control of the Ministry of Interior,
which encompasses military units and even acquired a crucial
role in key provinces (with Diyala being the most striking
example). As a result, militias, yesterday the Badr Brigades and
now the PMU, managed to hybridize a portion of the state.

Towards Which Model?
With regard to the Iraqi defence sector, the PMU might follow
a paramilitary, “Hezbollah-style” model or turn into a dual
structure as the IRGC/regular army in Iran.
Echoing Hezbollah, some of the PMU capitalized on consensus
at political level (despite the Order 91 excludes them from any
active political role) contributing to the success of the al-Fatah
electoral bloc that came second in the 12 May parliamentary
elections[10]. Similarly, the PMU are trying to impose themselves as economic actors and social-welfare providers, especially
in contested areas of the country, supporting local populations’
needs and administering justice. Not surprisingly, they often
took sides, supporting portions of Iraqi’s fragmented society
against others or adopting punitive attitudes, especially
towards the Arab-Sunni communities of the “liberated areas”.
However, Iraq’s peculiarity stands in the Shi’a theological rift
between the Iranian model of political and security organiza-

tion and the idea of the current marja’iyya. Interestingly, Grand
Ayatollah al-Sistani’s fatwa of 2014 has produced a strong legitimization for militias’ activities, well beyond Sistani’s intention.
But he still has the authority to withdraw this legitimization if
some of the PMU should overtly attempt to disaggregate the
authority of the central government or if the ones connected
to the IRGC (in particular the Badr Organization, Asaib Ahl alHaq and Kataib Hezbollah) should impose Tehran’s views and
interests with force. Something that PMU leaders are aware of,
despite the influence and power of “the Sepah” (as the IRGC are
often referred to in the country). This peculiarity is generally
overlooked: the best defense against Shia domination on formal and informal military actors, as well as on state authority,
relies on a non-state religious authority. This says much about
the oddity of the Iraqi situation: a non-state authority is the
shield and the source of legitimation for both state institutions
and state competitors.
Finally, despite the simplistic narratives depicting the PMU as
simply pawns for Iranian ambitions, they are clearly polymorphic entities, with different ethnic and social roots, ideologies
and goals. They might have double or multiple loyalties, but
they are not disentangled from Iraq and the defense of what
they perceive as Iraqi interests. Nor does Tehran want Iraq to
become a theatre of conflict, probably one of the few interests
shared with the current US administration[11].
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Hybridity is a permanent dynamic of the Yemeni defence sector. However, due to the rise of new military actors, the intertwining of political, local and tribal loyalties has undergone a
further deep reformulation since the complete breakdown of
the transitional process in 2014 and the start of the Saudi and
Emirati-led military intervention in 2015. The reconfiguration of
power relations in Yemen has resulted in a hybridized military
marked by three emerging features. First, a growing hybridization between formal and informal military actors, generating
loose and unstable alignments or alliances. Second, Yemen’s
defence sector has shifted from a national system based on the
neo-patrimonial army to a pattern characterized by multiple
and competing ´state` umbrellas with militias at the center of
military hybrid structures. Third, hybridity and patronage still
remain salient dynamics of the Yemeni defence sector, though
performing through different mechanisms.

Military Actors and Shifting Alignments
Currently, three ´governments` exist within Yemen’s territorial
boundaries: the internationally recognized executive led by
interim president Abd Rabbu Mansur Hadi, based in Aden
after the 2015 Huthis’ coup in Sana’a, where the Northern
Shia insurgents established a parallel government, given the
tactical alliance with former president Ali Abdullah Saleh. After
the killing of Saleh in December 2017 by Huthis’ militants, his
loyalists opted for realignment with the recognized government, although maintaining a certain degree of autonomy. In
2017, the Southern secessionists self-proclaimed the Southern
Transitional Council (STC) in Aden: allied with president Hadi
against the Huthis (who are supported by Iran), the STC can
rely on its own defence sector, predominantly constituted by
militias backed by the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and then
institutionalized by Hadi in 2016, thus turning into state-legitimized forces.
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Hybridization Militias Become Defence Pillars
The reconfiguration of power relations has resulted in growing
hybridization between formal and informal military actors, triggered by the crumbling of the official armed forces in 2011 and
the presence of three ´governments` claiming for authority on
the Yemeni territory. Looking at the defence sector in frontlines
as well as in security governance, two simultaneous processes can be isolated. From one hand, remnants of the former
regular armed forces confer legitimacy on non-state militias,
turning them into regular security actors (the “regularization
process”); on the other hand, segments of the former official
armed forces act as auxiliary forces of the militias (the “ancillarization process”). Former president Saleh’s loyalists represented
the regular security sector of the past regime: but in 20142017, most of them sided with the Huthi rebels. The Huthis’
alliance of interest with Saleh allowed them to improve military
expertise and capabilities, till to infiltrate and partially amalgamating with Saleh’s patronage system anchored in the regular
defence sector. The Huthi movement, with an elitist origin and
leadership (sayyid; plur. sâda), managed to won the backing of
many tribesmen in the North, thus recruiting and mobilizing
fighters also from the tribal social stratum once supportive of
the former regime. Moreover, Iran and Hezbollah’s progressive
support for the Huthis gave them the access to the structured,
sophisticated network of the Shia militias backed by Teheran.
Official institutions also adopt ´irregular faces` as survival strategies: president Hadi is building a new defence sector comprising non-state actors, as the state-legitimized Emirati-backed
forces. In 2012, Hadi formed by decree the Presidential Protection Unit: with an unclear command structure under the
defence minister authority, it is unofficially headed by his son
Nasser and exclusively charged with president’s protection. In
the contested city of Taiz, Hadi allowed the creation of the 5th
Presidential Protection Battalion to fight against the Huthis.

Patchwork Security: The New Face of Yemen’s Hybridity

Through the history, Yemen’s regimes have repeatedly
employed a coup proofing strategy of promoting informal
military actors to counterbalance the regular armed forces.
But differently from now, militias were auxiliary groups of
the official armed forces, which remained the backbone of
the military. Between 1904 and 1948, Imam Yahya fragmented the military to counter the Northern army, still tied
to the Ottoman legacy and influence: he established two
parallel armies and a personal guard. During the Saada
wars (2004-10), Saleh sponsored the “Peoples’ Front/Army”
(jabhah shabiyya/jaish shaabi): this militia of Islamist tribal
volunteers faced the Huthis in Northern highlands supporting the regular army. In May 2012, interim president Hadi
deployed the army alongside local popular committees, to
dismantle the proto-emirates of al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) in Abyan region.

Security Governance: A 'Patchwork' Scheme
Given the presence of three “governments” in Yemen,
security governance is now managed thanks to ground-up
arrangements: informal forces fill the vacuum left by the
army, or share governance with its remnants. There isn’t a
top-down security order in Yemen today, because of the
great localization of security, but rather many, adjacent
security orders, built upon hybridization between formal
and informal military groups, thus depicting a “patchwork
security” scheme. Patchwork security means that fractured
states, as Yemen, opt for locally-based security agreements and not for overall, national frameworks: competing
security providers multiply on the territory, as the cases
of coexistence/cooperation between armies and armed
non-state actors, leaving room for hybrid security experiences of combat and, later, governance. This kind of security
governance is marked by horizontal, rather than vertical
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power relations: hierarchies are shaped at a local level, since
the central state is not only unable to provide security on the
whole territory, but it is also contested and adopts ´irregular
faces` to survive.
In Aden, each area or district has its own security providers,
sometimes with mixed-control: the SBF, the Presidential
Protection Unit, secessionist militias, jihadi groups. In Hadhramawt, the HEF and army’s units of the 1st Military Zone carved-out two areas of influence: the first one stands in Mukalla
and the coast, the second one is located in Northern Wadi
Hadramawt. In Sanaa and its outskirts, former Saleh’s loyalists
rule the territory with the Huthis’ Popular Committees, thus fostering contamination between the best structured élite force
of Yemen and the most fluid and informal peripheral militia.
Hybridization is also observable in many battlefields. In Hodeida, Tareq Saleh, the nephew of the former president, heads the
National Salvation Forces (NSF), a fighting coalition including
loyalists of the disbanded Republican Guard, local combatants
of the Tihama Resistance and Salafi Southerners of the “Giants
Brigade”. In Taiz, the Abu Al-Abbas Brigade fights against the
Huthis alongside state-legitimized forces (as the 5th Presidential Protection Battalion) and was reportedly cooperating with
Tareq Saleh’s units to ease the Emirati-led offensive towards
Hodeida, started in June 2018. In the province of Sanaa, remnants of the disbanded First Armoured Division of the army,
headed by General Ali Mohsin Al-Ahmar (currently vice president and supreme deputy commander of the armed forces),
face the Huthis alongside tribal militias.

Patronage at Times of Militias
Patronage shifted from a neo-patrimonial system of power, related to a dysfunctional but existent central state, to a network
of warlords, given the collapse of the national framework and

Patchwork Security: The New Face of Yemen’s Hybridity

the rise of competing territorial fiefdoms. In this context,
military commanders become local intermediaries between communities and patrons, also foreigners. Patronage
remains a constant in Yemen’s defence sector, but patron-client relations had to adapt to a new scenario marked
by enhanced hybridization between formal and informal
security actors: the Yemeni military is no more ´army-centred`, but has turned into a series of ´composite umbrellas`
with military hybrid structures. Segments of the former
regular armed forces are resurfacing: Saleh’s loyalists, now
under the military guide of Tareq Saleh, and Ali Mohsin, represent two networks of kinship and patronage still influent
in Yemeni balances. Ali Mohsin clusters what remains of the
Yemeni army (Yemen’s National Army Coordination Centre
is now located in Marib), with strong linkages to the Islah
party (which encompasses Yemen’s Muslim Brothers and
the Salafis) and the Saudis.

External Penetration More Risky Than Hybridity
The involvement of external actors in Yemen’s military is
definitely more perilous than hybridity in the armed forces:
foreign states play, for power politics, with conflicting
political identities and local ambitions, thus magnifying the
Yemeni defence sector’s fragmentation trend. The cohabitation and even the hybridization between army and militias
is not unusual for Yemen, nor the presence of tribal-military-commercial leaders with autonomist goals. What’s new
is the extremely weakness and internal polarization of the
defence sector, coupled with the involvement of foreign
players in Yemen’s security landscape (Saudi Arabia, UAE,
Iran). Segments of the regular defence sector and state-legitimized forces present conflicting features: divided on geography, ideology, loyalty and external backing, they already
embody the “North” and the “South” armies. As a matter of
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fact, Ali Mohsin and Saleh’s groups defend Northern interests
and they are widely hated by Southerners, who mainly support
the Emirati-backed forces: their webs of patronage claim for a
federal but united Yemen, just the opposite of the peripheral
militias’ aspirations for Southern independence. Therefore,
patchwork security frames not only the vagueness and the
volatility of Yemen’s micro-security orders, but also their unmanageable coexistence within a unified state.

1. The Security Belt Forces (SBF, deployed in Aden, Abyan and Lahj), the
Hadrami Elite Forces (HEF) and the Shabwani Elite Forces (SEF) were organized,
funded, equipped and trained by the UAE to roll-back the insurgents and
combat jihadi groups. Founded in early 2016, these militias execute military,
police and judicial tasks: they technically fall under the Interior Ministry (the
SBF) or the army (HEF; SEF), although they continue to answer to the Emiratis,
not to president Hadi.
2 Especially on this point, I am grateful to Yezid Sayigh.
3. Eleonora Ardemagni and Umberto Profazio, New Armies for a New Era.
Decrypting Post-2011 Arab Military Reform Trends, Nato Defense College,
Research Paper no.145, March 2018
4 According to the United Nations, the Abu Al-Abbas Brigade “hold territory
inside the city and exercises rights and responsibilities exclusive to the
legitimate government”. United Nations Security Council, Panel of Experts on
Yemen, January 26, 2018, S/2018/68, p. 100.
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The collapse of state authority across the Arab world and the
devolution of power to local security actors have overturned
long-held norms of sovereignty and civil-military relations. While non-state actors have long been a feature of the Arab system,
what distinguishes contemporary conflict and post-conflict states like Libya, Syria, Iraq and Yemen is the profusion of sub-state
security actors receiving varying degrees of support from weak
or fractured central authorities, as well as from foreign patrons.
Faced with this complexity, governments in these countries
confront a number of options moving forward: traditional models of demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR),
combined with security sector reform; attempts to harness and
co-opt the armed groups for the maintenance of local security, what some observers have called “hybrid security”; and
relatedly, the formalizing of local security actors into regionally-constituted, national-guard type militaries that are tethered
to a central or regional command authorities creating, in effect,
a dual-military structure. None of these is ideal and each is
fraught with varying degrees of risks and drawbacks, in terms
of furthering or reconfiguring armed conflict, contributing to
fragmentation, or bolstering authoritarian consolidation.

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration
(DDR)
Various DDR schemes in fractured Arab states have failed and
it is important to examine why. A principal reason has been
the persistence of internal political conflict: as the literature
on conflict termination and elite bargains now recognizes, a
political compact and security is a prerequisite for DDR, rather
than the reverse[1]. DDR processes are often highly political
and require concurrent progress on economic development,
rule-of-law, and transitional justice. Ideally, they are state-led,
although civil society can and should play a role. The absence
of these preconditions creates a “security dilemma” in which no

* Frederic Wehrey is Senior Fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (Middle East Program).
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armed group is willing to disarm out of the fear that it will cede
the advantage to rivals.
DDR in the Arab context is especially complicated by the confluence of local and external obstacles. Among these is the fact
that in many war-torn Arab states today, service in a militia has
acquired a day-to-day normalcy, becoming an entrenched culture and a source of meaning, to say nothing of a means of livelihood. On the latter, the role of militias as a mode of distributing
oil rents to a population segment bereft of other employment
opportunities should not be underestimated. Thus, as is especially evident in the case of Libya, DDR is tied to the challenge
of bolstering the private sector economy and creating jobs for
the young men in militias, through vocational training, higher
education, small business loans and other strategies.
DDR is further obstructed by the support that many armed
groups receive from foreign patrons, including lavish funds and
weapons, which dis-incentivizes the militias from disbanding.
For example in Yemen, the salaries of Emirati-backed militias
in the semi-autonomous south far exceeds that of the regular army[2]. Western countries also carry the blame. In their
efforts to combat a range of transnational challenges, mainly
terrorism but also irregular migration (in the case of Italian
support to counter-smuggling militias in Libya), European and
American militaries have engaged with, trained, and supplied
sub-state militias for a spectrum of activities[3]. Even if there
is no transfer of funds and weapons, the attention lavished on
these groups increases their autonomy and perpetuates their
raison d’etre.
Beyond these external influences, whether and how armed
groups will disarm and reintegrate depends on their internal
structures. As a matter of fact, how information is disseminated
to the rank-and-file will affect the use of incentives and also
whether pressures can be brought to bear on the leadership.
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How permeable is the group to external influences and
how embedded is it within local communities? Is the armed
group’s leadership de-centralized and informal or formal and
centralized? Is its funding based on capture of resources,
support from local communities, or foreign patronage?[4].
These questions are also pertinent when considering the
development of so-called hybrid security models for security governance.

Hybrid Security Governance
Increasingly, scholars, governments, and international
organizations are recognizing that the line between official
and unofficial security providers is increasingly blurred
in conflict and post-conflict countries marked by a diffusion of political and military actors, each with competing
claims to a monopoly of force. In such “hybrid orders”[5],
according to the World Bank, the “state has to work through and with non-state actors, councils, customary courts,
and local warlords”[6]. Echoing this, the United Kingdom’s
Department for International Development (DFID) notes
that the “dominant focus on state providers of security also
overlooks the existence of alternative forms of security
provision”[7]. Academically, the hybrid model stems from
the “good enough governance” model: rather than hold out
for a coherent and capable government, governance by
non-state armed actors is viewed the next best thing[8]. Yet
much of this hinges on militias acting “good,” which, in turn,
depends on their social links to local communities: such
links, some scholars argue, will temper their behavior and
enable them to work productively with social mediators like
tribes, local councils, civil society and the like[9].
In fractured Arab states with weak or non-existent central
governments -and where the prospect of inter-state war is
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diminishing- the hybrid model seems increasingly apparent.
Yet whether it is sustainable and stabilizing over the long term
is debatable. In highly sectarianized and fragmented contexts
like Syria and Iraq, armed groups will coalesce around specific
communal affiliations which may certainly bolster positive
relations between security providers and local citizens but
have an adverse effect on an inclusive national politics[10]. In
other instances, the theory of social ties mitigating militias’ bad
behavior has not held at all: local vigilantes that mobilized to
protect local communities against extremists have become
predatory and heavy-handed. Examples abound, including the
shabiha (ghost) paramilitaries that defended minority Alawite and Christians, the Popular Committees in Yemen’s Abyan
province that fought al-Qaeda, and so-called Madkhali Salafist
militias in Libya who defeated the Islamic State in Sirte but
are now engaged in “morality policing”, as the enforcement of
Islamic mores with no basis in codified law[11].
Moreover, as critics of the hybrid model point out, community-level notions of legitimacy are often quite contested and
the so-called “organic” origins of local security actors are often
fictitious and constructed[12]. In Iraq, for example, the miniscule
Christian “community” is not represented by a single armed actor
but several conflicting ones: some are affiliated with the Baghdad government and others with the Kurdistan Regional Government[13]. Finally, as noted above, the influence of competing
foreign patrons upon local militias and paramilitaries tends to
induce further fragmentation and sectarianization, undercutting
their ability to be potentially positive security providers.

“Dual Militaries”: National Guards and
Other Militia Auxiliaries
Closely related to the hybrid model is the notion of harnessing
sub-state militias into a parallel, locally constituted body that,
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ostensibly, answers to the same political authority as the
regular forces. This concept of dual militaries has a long-pedigree in the Middle East (in Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia)
though the majority of these structures were not intended
to formalize sub-state militias but to co-opt powerful tribes
or build ideologically-loyal forces as a counterweight to
coup-prone regular armies[14].
In the wake of the post-2011 wars and especially in the
aftermath of the counter-Islamic State campaign, the idea
has gained new traction, from within and without the region. In 2014, President Obama publicly mentioned an Iraqi
national guard as a way for Iraq’s Sunnis to “secure their
own freedom” from the Islamic State, an idea that essentially reconfigured American support to the Sunni “Awakening”
councils against al-Qaeda in 2006-7[15]. In Libya, building
on local initiatives to deputize regional militias under the
Ministry of Defense and Interior, the United Nations in 2012
proposed a national-guard type structure called the Libyan
Territorial Army that would enlist three “revolutionary
brigades” for stabilizing and policing duties while a regular
army was being trained. Libyan proponents of the plan specifically drew parallels with the U.S. experience with militia
integration after the Civil War, Britain’s Territorial Army, and
Denmark’s Home Guard[16].
In both Iraq and Libya, these plans foundered against local
realities. In Iraq, the national guard bill was opposed by
Shia blocs in parliament because it was seen as a vehicle for
Sunni autonomy. More importantly, it was overtaken by the
formation of the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), dominated by Shia militias, which has presented new challenges
of integration, foreign proxy support from Iran, internal
factionalism, and politicization[17]. In Libya, the national
guard and similar configurations were similarly seen as
being the preserve of narrow factional and armed group
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interests -from the powerful town of Misrata and from the
Islamists- and were opposed by rival towns, formerly loyalist
tribes, and the regular officer corps.
The lessons of these failures highlights the pitfalls of dual
militaries and should guide any future attempts to integrate
these auxiliary militias. Setting up a national guard structure as
a transitory body must be informed by a broader roadmap that
enjoys political and institutional buy-in, especially from the
regular corps, and clearly delineate roles and chains-of-command. It should be accompanied by broader political initiatives
of de-centralization, to include municipal-level empowerment
and equitable resource distribution, enshrined in a constitution. Most crucially, as noted by Renad Mansour and Faleh
Abdul Jabar in the case of the PMF, militiamen should be integrated as individuals rather than as units, to avoid preserving
militias’ separate loyalties and group cohesion[18].

Conclusion
Each of the options discussed above will depend upon local
contexts and none alone is likely to guarantee lasting human
security. As the articles of this publication make clear, the new
security order in fragmented states like Syria, Iraq, Libya, and
Yemen is complex, dynamic, and still hard to discern. Terms like
“security pluralism” or “heterarchic zones of limited statehood”,
can be partially helpful for theorizing but fall short of capturing
the enormity of the problem, or its human costs[19].
Efforts to reconstitute and rebuild state security institutions
will therefore require not just technical and organizational
fixes, but will hinge upon a range of sweeping steps and
reforms with generational scope: enduring reconciliation and
an end to internal conflict, structural governance reforms like
decentralization, reforms and diversification of oil-rent-based
economies, and an end to or diminution of foreign military
support to local proxies and surrogates, to name a few.
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Hadrami Elite Forces (HEF) and the Shabwani Elite Forces (SEF) were organized,
funded, equipped and trained by the UAE to roll-back the insurgents and
combat jihadi groups. Founded in early 2016, these militias execute military,
police and judicial tasks: they technically fall under the Interior Ministry (the
SBF) or the army (HEF; SEF), although they continue to answer to the Emiratis,
not to president Hadi.
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