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INTRODUCTION 

Drawing a line between terrorism and liberation movements has been a daunting task when 

it comes to intra-state relations due to the drastic difference and the gap between the self-

view of non-state actors on one hand, and the view of state-actors of the two concepts on the 

other hand. Terrorism is one of the thorniest issues that left an impact on individuals and non-

state and state actors engaged in political violence to attain national liberation. The slogan, 

“one’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter,”1 speaks of this debate in the sense that state-

actors change their perceptions of non-state actors based on their own history, interests, 

ideology, political, and economic interests among others. Although there is a United Nations 

(UN) definition of terrorism,2 state and non-state actors alike, still deeply differ over its 

interpretation.  

In realpolitik, the terrorism-liberation debate goes beyond state or UN definitions, and it is 

largely governed by regional and international power politics (such as that of the Arab Spring 

and the Cold War), and the narrative and self-perception of non-state actors. In the context 

of settler-colonialism, the National Liberation Front (FLN) in Algeria, Hezbollah in Lebanon, 

and Hamas in Palestine, the debate takes even a more complicated nature; states namely the 

United States (US), Israel, France, Türkiye and Iran, intragovernmental bodies the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), the Arab League, 

the European Union (EU), and non-state actors, drastically differ over their view of terrorism 

and liberation in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

Some non-state actors engaged in liberation struggles from foreign dominance have 

admittedly used terrorist tactics such as the FLN to achieve their goals. This research aims to 

explain why the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, are viewed as terrorist organizations or 

liberation groups by specific state-actors and intergovernmental bodies mentioned above, and 

how state, regional and international politics and self-view play into this controversiality by 

 
1 Boaz  Ganor, “Defining terrorism: Is one man's terrorist another man's freedom fighter?”, Police Practice and 

Research 3, No. 4, (2002), pp. 299-301. 
2 Alex P. Schmid (Ed.), The definition of terrorism, The Routledge handbook of terrorism research,  England: 

Routledge, 2002, pp. 88-95. 
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looking at the three case studies during and after the Cold War as well as the Arab Spring. 

This study looks at the impact of the Arab Spring on them, which also brought about ‘a new 

cold war’ in the Middle East following 2011 and the formation of a new regional order. What 

makes this terrorism/liberation debate particularly more controversial, and interesting at the 

same time, is that the UN has stressed peoples’ right to resistance and self-determination 

under occupation and settler-colonialism, thus furthering contributing to the existing divide 

over perception of non-state actors.3 To better understand this debate, the researcher outlines 

the theoretical deliberations on terrorism and liberation. 

Theoretical Basis 

The research uses a theory-oriented approach and case-study method to connect the empirical 

part of the study with the theoretical one. The research applies the Theory of Just War, the 

National Liberation Theory and Revolutionary Terrorism  (it includes two sub-theories: 

Urban and Psychological Terrorism) to look at how and why specific state actors view the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberatory or terrorist. The research investigates how the 

theories of terrorism and liberation explain how state-actors view the three case studies in 

light of the units and international levels of analysis (state, non-state actors, regional and 

international politics). The Arab Spring and the Cold War are particularly examined as two 

factors that shaped the designation of the three non-state actors of this study. In this context, 

the Just War Theory, major contributions made to it by theorists such as Michael Walzer,4 

and earlier theoretical contributions such as by Francisco Suárez and Thomas Aquinas, 

provide a normative, and still state-centric view of liberation.5 It is a view that puts state-

actors’ interests first and discusses the issue of liberation from the lenses of the state. 

 
3 United Nations, “Right of peoples to self-determination/Struggle by all available means – GA resolution,” 

The Question of Palestine, 14 December 1990, https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-184801/ (21 

August 2022). 
4 Igor Primoratz, “Michael Walzer's just war theory: some issues of responsibility,” Ethical Theory and Moral 

Practice, 5(2), (2002), p. 225. 
5 Gregory Reichberg, “Thomas Aquinas between just war and pacifism,” Journal of Religious Ethics, 38(2), 

(2010), pp. 219-222. 



 
 
 

3 
 

 While just war aims to dominate, terrorism aims to communicate a message and to target 

civilians to spread fear among the population.6 The Just War Theory shares the same ground 

with the Theology of Liberation which at the time played an important role in introducing its 

concepts to justify the Crusaders’ war against the East. These wars, waged by the Church 

that for long was known as pacifist, opposing violence and wars, needed a religious 

justification.7 The Church advocated “common morality,”8 to justify its waged wars, thus 

creating a moral ground for them. In addition to the Just War Theory, the National Liberation 

Theory presents the view of non-state actors vis-à-vis taking arms against foreign 

domination. 

The Just War Theory shares a solid ground with the National Liberation Theory, which 

advocates, along with taking arms, avoiding civilian targets and innocent people and 

increasingly highlight the agency of non-state actors, who lack the privilege of designating 

themselves per their own view in the international system.9 One the other hand, the National 

Liberation Theory highlights the importance of national education and ideology, two factors 

to be considered during waging political violence in the case of foreign occupation. In the 

context of this study, political violence, “involves a heterogeneous repertoire of actions 

oriented at inflicting physical, psychological, and symbolic damage to individuals and/or 

property with the intention of influencing various audiences for affecting or resisting 

political, social, and/or cultural change.”10 Connecting the theoretical framework of this 

study through the theories of Just War, National Liberation, Revolutionary Terrorism 

(including Urban and Psychological Terrorism) adds to its depth and help provide the 

 
6 Vilde Skorpen Wikan “Is one man’s terrorist another man’s freedom fighter,” E-International Relations 

Students, 2018, https://www.e-ir.info/2018/11/29/is-one-mans-terrorist-another-mans-freedom-fighter/ (24 

May 2022). 
7 Robert Kennedy, “Is one person's terrorist another's freedom fighter? Western and Islamic approaches to ‘just 

war ‘compared,” Terrorism and Political Violence, 11(1), (1999), pp.1-7. 
8 Myriam Renaud and William Schweiker, “Multi-religious Perspectives on a Global Ethic,” in Search of a 

Common Morality (Eds), Routledge, England, 2020, pp.45-46. 
9 Sylvester Cohen, “Amilcar Cabral: an extraction from the literature,” Monthly Review, 1998, 50(7), pp.39-

40. 
10 Lorenzo Bosi, Stefan Malthaner, Political violence, The Oxford handbook of social movements, Oxford, 

2014, p. 1-5. 

https://www.e-ir.info/2018/11/29/is-one-mans-terrorist-another-mans-freedom-fighter/
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foundation for the differences state and non-state actors have on terrorism and liberation in 

the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas.  

Theories of terrorism especially Revolutionary Terrorism (which includes Urban and 

Psychological Terrorism) provide the theoretical base for this study and they are connected 

to the empirical part of the study and are explained in detail in the Theoretical Framework. 

Revolutionary Terrorism contains the needed theoretical explanation as to how relevant state 

and non-state actors view the designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist or 

liberatory. Revolutionary terrorism implies the use of terrorist tactics by non-state actors such 

as bombing public spaces and restaurants, which aims at pressuring state-actors to provide 

political concessions. Revolutionary Terrorism makes no distinctions between civilians and 

combatants, in violation of the principle of discrimination of the Just War Theory, which 

urges that only combatants should be targeted during war.11 France viewed the actions of the 

FLN as terrorism because of it involved the use of violence, on a large scale.12 The FLN 

concluded that urban terrorism is the way to bring the French to the dialogue table after their 

calls went unanswered. An FLN official noted “Urban terrorism like guerrilla warfare is the 

only method of expression of a crushed people.”13 The same tactics, which also included 

psychological terrorism, were used by Hezbollah and Hamas. 

Psychological terrorism, on the other hand, has been used by the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

The theory adds that for violence to be carried out, a cost-benefit analysis is done by non-

state actors to best evaluate the outcomes of their actions and to what extent it is beneficial 

to their cause. Psychological Terrorism notes to “planting fear” as an ultimate goal by non-

state actors against state-actors, which was done by FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas to force 

France and Israel to meet their demands by creating popular pressure on them. 14 

 
11 Seth Lazar, “Just war theory: Revisionists versus traditionalists,” Annual Review of Political Science, 20, 

(2017), pp.37-40. 
12 Martha, Hutchinson, “The concept of revolutionary terrorism,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 16, No. 3, 

(1972), pp. 384-385. 
13 Thomas P. Thornton, “Terror as a weapon of political agitation,” in Harry Eckstein (Ed.), Internal War, 

New York: Free Press, (1964), p. 73. 
14 Ishrat Abbasi, Mukesh Kumar Khatwani, and Hidayat Ali Soomro, “A Review of Psycho-Social Theories of 

Terrorism,” Grassroots, 51, No. 2, (2018), pp. 320-322. 
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Psychological Terrorism suggests that violence is used for “the sake of using violence.”15 

Communicating messages through propaganda has helped the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

and pressured state-actors to provide concessions, although it came at a cost as more countries 

became increasingly aware of their actions, thus indirectly contributing to their terrorist 

designation. 

What remains not thoroughly discussed in this terrorism-liberation debate, however, is state-

terrorism or counterterrorism, such as the case of France in Algeria and Israel in both 

Lebanon and Palestine. When it comes to state-terrorism/counterterrorism, power politics, 

ideology, and intra-state interests become more present and even complicated. State-actors 

in general feel restricted in the read literature when it comes to viewing a group as terrorist 

or otherwise, as their view of non-state actors might likely have implications on them by 

stronger states, both rivals and allies alike. When it comes to naming an action by a state as 

state terrorism, and this is true to France and Israel in this study, the process of labeling 

becomes even more complicated. International and regional politics such as the Cold War 

and the Arab Spring make presenting the actions of nation-states as terrorist even more 

challenging as historical, political, economic and security interests govern this process at a 

more complicated level: State-level. This is so because it requires regional and international 

agreement, and this might force other state-actors to change their behavior because of such 

designation. Whereas designating non-state actors is easier since states are seen as legitimate 

while non-state actors in the power imbalance are often seen as anti-state. 

Therefore, this research aims to explore extremely opposing views of non-state actors, on 

one hand, and specific state-actors and intergovernmental bodies mentioned-above on the 

other hand vis-à-vis terrorism and liberation in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

It is critical to investigate how regional and international politics as well as other factors 

shape this ongoing debate in the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, by applying a 

theory-oriented approach to link theory with the empirical part, that is the view of specific 

actors mentioned-below. In the case of the FLN, it involves the view of France, the Arab 

 
15 Abbasi, Kumar, and Soomro, pp. 320-322. 
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League, and the USSR of the group. In the case of Hezbollah, it involves the view of the 

Arab League, the US, Israel, the EU, and Iran. In the case of Hamas, it involves Israel, the 

US, the EU, the Arab League, the GCC, Türkiye and Iran. The research aims to answer how 

and why states view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups and the 

impact of this designation on them.  

The question that remains significant in this debate, however, is how and why state-actors 

decide if a group is terrorist or not, and how power relations, regional and international 

politics play into this equation in the context of the Arab Spring and the Cold War and. Some 

governments tend to politicize the issue of terrorism to achieve national support, for 

ideological and historical purposes, which contributes to depicting a non-state actor that 

works against their national and strategic interests as illegitimate and terrorist, while viewing 

another as a legitimate liberation group. In this context, terrorism and liberation would have 

“a neighborly relationship,” although theoretically they stand for two drastic concepts.16 In 

the same context, former American president Ronald Regan told Americans in 1986 that, 

“freedom fighters do not need to terrorize a population into submission.”17 Regan’s statement 

was meant to reveal that non-state actors waging a liberation war in the context of foreign 

occupation use terrorist tactics too. 

In this debate on terrorism and liberation, the self-view of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, 

and state-actors and intergovernmental bodies’ view of them as terrorist groups, holds a 

significant weight in the debate on terrorism and liberation. The functionality of the process 

of the designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations based on 

political and historical reasons, national interests, ideology and individual backgrounds, state 

power relations, and regional and international politics, explain further how these non-state 

actors react to state-designation and how and why state-actors do so as explained in the 

selected case studies. Finally, the impact of designating the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have 

had on them is central to terrorism/liberation. Exploring these contrasting views and the 

 
16 Christopher J. Finlay, Terrorism and the right to resist: a theory of just revolutionary war, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2015, p. 3. 
17 Heather S. Gregg, “Reagan and Terrorism,” in Andrew L. Johns (Ed.), A Companion to Ronald Reagan, 

Wiley-Blackwell, (2015), p. 360. 
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factors that shape them in the context of France in Algeria and Israel in Lebanon and 

Palestine, but more specifically in the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, would be an 

important contribution to the studies of terrorism/liberation. 

Admissibly, examining terrorism and national liberation acts in the Middle East by taking 

the case studies of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas into consideration at units, international 

(including regional) levels gives depth to the research, especially after the end of the Cold 

War and the outbreak of the Arab Spring. The regional competition over power-sharing and 

expansion in the region resulted in the spread of bipolar and sectarian politics impacting both 

regional and global politics. To highlight the controversial nature of the issue, the researcher 

attempts to address the following issues: states’ positions vis-à-vis labeling the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups, how and why states and 

intergovernmental bodies do so. It also aims to look at how non-state actors, namely the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas view themselves based on their internal documents and statements. At 

the same time, the research aims to explore the impact of labeling the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas as terrorist organizations or liberation movements, and the relevance of state-

terrorism or counterterrorism to this debate. The research highlights three groups that have 

different ideological and national backgrounds, which have emerged in settler-colonial 

contexts and have used violence to end foreign domination. These three non-state actors, in 

most cases, self-describe themselves as liberation movements, a normative continuation of 

the divide over perception.  

Why the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

By comparing the three non-state actors, which emerged during and after the Cold War with 

different ideological backgrounds, be it Islamist, nationalist or socialist, the researcher aims 

to highlight how and why state-actors label a group as terrorist or liberatory, on the units and 

international levels, and the political impact of labeling the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. This 

includes exploring the conditions in which they emerged, as well as their behavior during 

and after war, and the impact of regional and international politics on labeling them as 

terrorist groups or liberation movements, such as the Cold War and the Arab Spring, To do 

so, the researcher applies a theory-oriented approach by presenting a theoretical framework 
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around the two thorny issues of liberation and terrorism and discussing regional and 

international politics surrounding the three groups. More specifically, the research 

investigates and applies theories of liberation/just war and terrorism such as the Theory of 

National Liberation, the Just War Theory, Revolutionary Terrorism, to attempt to explain 

how and why relevant actors will likely continue to be divided over labeling. 

Choosing the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as case studies has to do with the fact that state-

actors view them differently based on their interests, history, and perception. The emergence 

of these groups in countries that suffer/suffered from settler-colonialism, makes their 

liberation discourse acceptable at least for some regional and global powers. The use of 

comparison and historical contexts help draw conclusions on terrorism and liberation in the 

context of the three case studies from an international politics and regional post-Arab Spring 

perspectives. It also paves the way for a third debate of non-terrorist and legitimate resistance 

that builds on the concepts of both theories of liberation and terrorism. Additionally, the three 

groups have emerged throughout different historical periods in the Middle East and North 

Africa, which again highlights why and how state-actors view a group as terrorist or not. In 

the context of this study, the Middle East includes all countries of the Arab League, Iran, 

Israel, and Türkiye.18 Placing the argument of terrorism and liberation in the context of the 

three case studies guided by international politics and the  Arab Spring and basing this debate 

on theoretical foundations will help understand the complexity of this contentious debate on 

terrorism and liberation.19  

Since the researcher takes into consideration the view of international politics (the Cold War) 

as a foundation for examining the designation of the three groups as terrorist organizations 

or liberation movements, this necessarily requires outlining the concerned states/bodies in 

the three cases studies of FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. As for the FLN, the researcher 

highlights the view of the Front by the Non-Aligned Movement, the Arab League, the 

 
18 Philipp O. Amour, “Introduction: The Regional Order in the Gulf Region and the Middle East,” In Philipp 

O. Amour (Ed.), The Regional Order in the Gulf Region and the Middle East, New York, Palgrave 

Macmillan, Cham, 2020, p. 4. 
19 Aaron Edwards, “Abandoning armed resistance? The Ulster Volunteer Force as a case study of strategic 

terrorism in Northern Ireland,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Vol. 32, No. 2, (2009), p. 148. 
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Western Bloc, and the USSR. As for Hezbollah, the researcher calls attention to the 

designation of the Lebanese group by Israel, the Arab League, the GCC, the EU, and the US, 

Türkiye and Iran. As for Hamas, the researcher focuses on the view of this movement by 

Israel, the United States, the European Union, the Arab League, Türkiye, and Iran. In 

addition, the research investigates the self-perception of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas of 

themselves in light of changing regional (the Arab Spring) and global politics (the Cold War) 

and light of their internal documents such as letters and founding charters and proclamations. 

The FLN 

The FLN, unlike Hamas and Hezbollah, has adopted a secular and socialist approach to end 

France’s colonial rule in Algeria, although this approach was inspired by Islam as an identity 

of the Algerian people vs. the Christian identity of European settlers, thus it was partially 

inspired by the Islamic theology of liberation. The FLN had lost its appeal among Algerians 

too as time wore on, as it fell victim to power competition, lack of democracy and eventually 

served as the state’s party. The FLN reflects the process of social change which resulted from 

its struggle against France from 1954 to 1962. The FLN was deeply rooted in the Algerian 

society, and it enjoyed a strong popular base that allowed it to carry out war against France 

by using popular mobilization, guerrilla warfare, and urban terrorism tactics. Following the 

coup of 1965 by Houari Boumedienne, the heroic image of the FLN as being unique was 

blurred.20 

Hence, France was not able to isolate the FLN from the rest of the Algerian society, 

eventually losing its control over Algeria to the group. 21  Looking at the Algerian 

Proclamation of Independence and statements of the FLN, it had adopted a liberation 

discourse which called for ending French colonization of Algeria and sending European 

settlers back to France. By 1956, most Algerian groups and parties had joined the FLN.22 

Emerging in 1954 in extremely polarized world that was divided between the US (the western 

bloc) and the USSR due to the politics of the Cold War, the FLN was engaged and impacted 

 
20 William H. Lewis, “The decline of Algeria's FLN,” The Middle East Journal, (1966), p. 161. 
21 David Fromkin, “The strategy of terrorism,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 53, No. 4, (1975), p. 690. 
22 David Galula, “Pacification in Algeria, 1956-1958,” Vol. 478. Rand Corporation, (2002), p. 14. 
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the most by these politics by officially subscribing to the Non-Aligned Movement, thus being 

able to exploit differences among global powers to its best interests and benefits, unlike 

Hezbollah and Hamas.23 

The politics of the Cold War played into the benefit of the FLN during its war of 

independence against France from 1954-1962. Internally, the FLN adopted a nationalist 

discourse highlighting its liberation nature and the centrality of the Algerian people to it 

(nationalism), which enabled it to win the support of large sectors of the Algerian society. 

Stressing nationalism as done by the FLN is also advocated by the National Liberation 

Theory, namely Cabral and Fanon, which calls for spreading national education among the 

masses through the educated elite to win the “cultural war”.24 The FLN Proclamation of 

Independence of 1954 stressed the need to launch a “true revolutionary struggle,” with the 

help of Morocco and Tunisia, which were part of the Non-Aligned Movement. The FLN 

called on all Algerians, regardless of their social background, to join the national struggle, 

noting that its goal was to restore Algeria and establish a state based on the principles of 

Islam and promoting freedoms without discrimination. Internally, the FLN aimed to fight 

corruption and adopt reforms.25  

Internationally, the FLN sought to internalize the Algerian question, achieve North African 

unity, and express solidarity with all peoples who support its struggle, a strategy that was 

largely successful. The FLN had proposed initiating a dialogue with the French authorities 

to reduce bloodshed, freeing detainees, and making null and void all laws that made Algeria 

“French soil.”26 In return, the FLN offered to respect French interests, both cultural and 

economic, allow French nationals to remain in Algeria if they wished to, and establish ties 

with France on the basis of equality. The FLN’s proposal to have a dialogue with the French 

colonial authorities is in line with the Just War Theory, which requires exploring all options 

for dialogue, making violence a last resort, in line with the principles of jus in bello, before 

 
23 Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria's Fight for Independence and the Origins of the 

Post-Cold War Era, New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 2. 
24 Sunday Dada, “Fanon and Cabral on Culture and National Liberation,” Lumina, 21(1), (2010), p.10. 
25  National Liberation Front, “Front de Liberation Nationale Proclamation,” 1 November 1954, 

https://marxists.architexturez.net/history/algeria/1954/proclamation.htm (24 May 2022). 
26 National Liberation Front, “Front de Liberation Nationale Proclamation,” 1954. 

https://marxists.architexturez.net/history/algeria/1954/proclamation.htm
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waging the War of Independence from 1954-1962. The French response to the demands of 

the Algerian people and the FLN was the use of force, making the FLN more popular. The 

French response using force and torture contradicts the just war tradition that calls for the 

proportional use of force, which France failed to apply, thus inviting more FLN violence 

which also violated the principle of discrimination of the Just War Theory. France viewed 

Algeria as part and parcel of France. 

For France, Algeria was French (Algérie française) and there was no place for the Algerian 

national aspiration in this exclusionary view. France viewed the FLN as an illegitimate 

organization that violated law and order. Paris refused to recognize its colonial history in 

Algeria and the Algerian War of Independence between 1954-1962 as an actual war except 

in 1998. Rather, it looked at the FLN revolution as an issue of law and order, even when it 

sought help to suppress it from the US, to prevent the Army of National Liberation (ALN), 

the military wing of the FLN, from mobilizing and affecting public opinion in Algeria, France 

and beyond.27 The actions of the FLN aimed at undermining France’s strategic political and 

economic interests in Algeria, thus challenging its dependency on Algeria, especially after 

the independence of Morocco and Tunisia, which made the independence of Algeria more 

inevitable.  

Over the years, France realized that the FLN had moved to a full insurrection and the war no 

longer was about its own perception of the FLN as a law and disorder issue.28 As part of its 

state of denial, France viewed the masses of Algerians as “vulnerable” to the propaganda of 

the FLN and victims to its “contagion”.29 As France used force, that was not proportional, 

necessary nor discriminatory in nature as the Just War Theory stipulates,30 the FLN leaders 

became more convinced that only taking arms will bring France to the negotiation table, in 

 
27 Martin Alexander and J. F. V. Keiger, “France and the Algerian War: strategy, operations and diplomacy,” 

Journal of Strategic Studies, 25(2), (2002), pp.3-4. 
28 Commander H. Canuel, “Waging Counterinsurgency in Algeria: A French point of view,” Military Review, 

88(5), (2008), p. 59. 
29 Canuel, p. 6. 
30 Camillo C. Bica, “Interpreting Just War Theory's Jus in Bello Criterion of Discrimination,” Public Affairs 

Quarterly, 12(2), (1998), p.161. 
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line with the principle of taking arms by the Theory of National Liberation.31 The notion is 

deeply rooted in the National Liberation Theory and the Just War Theory. It is no coincidence 

as Ahmed Bin Bella, a prominent FLN leader who later became Algeria’s first president met 

Amilcar Cabral, a chief advocate of taking arms and a leading figure of the theory. France 

felt threatened by the FLN whose demands would practically mean the end of French 

dominance in Algeria. The same as the FLN, Hezbollah has called for ending Israel and 

western presence in Lebanon, but its Iran ties and serving the interests of the USSR has given 

the group a negative image that would translate into its terrorist designation and political 

isolation by many countries especially in the Middle East. 

Hezbollah 

Since its foundation in 1985, Hezbollah employed political violence as a means to liberate 

Israeli-occupied Lebanese territories in addition to targeting foreign forces on Lebanese soil, 

serving the interests of both Syria and Iran and by extension the USSR.32 The impact of 

regional politics on Hezbollah’s leaders and popular base, represented by the outbreak of the 

Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, can’t be underestimated. The organization won popular 

support after implementing a large-scale socio-political strategy building on Islamic 

mobilization to win the minds and hearts of the Lebanese, Arabs and Muslims in general up 

until the outbreak of civil war in Syria.33 Hezbollah had taken part in the Lebanese Civil War 

in the 1970s and played an active role in the Syrian Civil War of 2011, which changed the 

way many governments and peoples view it.  

Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian Civil War can’t be viewed in isolation from the 

group’s ties to Syria and Iran and its commitment to Iran’s theology of liberation. 

Additionally, its earlier involvement in the Lebanese Civil War saw much Syrian influence 

in the country through Damascus’ military intervention in Lebanon in 1975 as authorized by 

 
31  Maryinez Hubbard, “Culture and history in a revolutionary context: approaches to Amilcar Cabral,” 

Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies, 3(3), (1973), p. 71. 
32 Naim Qassem, Hezbollah: The Story from Within, (translated) by Dalia Khalil, Saqi, London, 2005. pp. 

79-80.  

33  Boukje Kistemaker, “Rebel Governance in Lebanon: Hezbollah, ‘the Hand that Fights, the Hand that 

Builds’,” Düsseldorf: Monograph for the Gerda Henkel Stiftung, (2015), p. 19. 
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the Arab League. Today, more peoples and governments in the Middle East view Hezbollah 

as an Iranian proxy and a terrorist group due to its involvement in the Syrian Civil War, while 

a few years back a majority of peoples and governments in the region would consider it a 

liberation/resistance group. In other words, the way the Syrian intervention in Lebanon 

during the Lebanese Civil War had an impact on Lebanon for years to come, Hezbollah’s 

military involvement in the Syrian Civil War had an equal impact as to how it is viewed in 

the region, contributing to its negative and terrorist designation by the GCC and later the 

Arab League in 2016. This comes as no surprise considering Syria and Hezbollah’s ties to 

Iran. 

Hezbollah’s Open Letter of 1986 reveals that it had adopted a strategy involving both 

swearing allegiance to Khomeini’s theology of liberation and interpretation of the Islamic 

Revolution in Iran, and at the same time, committing to the Lebanese state and social and 

political fabric. The group has based its strategy on using violence against Israel, by taking 

arms as suggested by the Theory of National Liberation, which made it win large popularity 

in Lebanon and beyond, up until the Arab Spring and its intervention in Syria in 2013. At the 

same time, the group has worked to accommodate the Lebanese state, which it has been 

successful at. Over the years, Hezbollah has grown into a quasi-state in Lebanon, largely 

taking over the institutions of the Lebanese state. By targeting the Israeli presence of 

Lebanese territories until 2000, which gave it legitimacy in Lebanon and beyond, Hezbollah 

has been an active non-state actor in the Iranian axis and its strategy of promoting a larger 

state of defiance against the US and Israel in line with the teachings of the Islamic Revolution 

in Iran. 34  This partially explains why the US put Hezbollah on its Foreign Terrorist 

Organizations (FTOs) list in 1997. Globally, in its 1985 Letter, Hezbollah got itself involved 

in the politics of the Cold War, by refusing the hegemony of both the US and the USSR and 

by targeting western forces in Lebanon.  

 
34 Mats Wärn, “A Lebanese vanguard for the Islamic revolution: Hezbollah's combined strategy of resistance 

and accommodation,” (PhD Dissertation): Stockholm, Department of Political Science, Stockholm University, 

2012, p. 22. 
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Regionally, Hezbollah has adopted the Islamic Revolution in Iran as its model, which made 

it the heart of regional politics especially after the outbreak of the Arab Spring. The group 

got involved in the Cold War between the US and the USSR by targeting US Marines in 

Lebanon in 1983 and kidnapping four Soviet diplomats in 1985 which pushed Syria and Iran 

to intervene to free them, given their USSR ties.35 It also has been involved in the hostage 

crisis in Lebanon in which it stood behind kidnapping, killing and torturing hundreds of 

western nationals in the country, many of whom were American, in line with the goals of 

both Syria and Iran. Targeting western nationals, along with targeting western forces in 

Lebanon, have early on created a negative perception of Hezbollah in the West, although it 

took time for both the US and the EU to list Hezbollah as a terrorist group in in 1997 and 

2013 respectively. Hezbollah’s involvement in the Iraq-Iran War between 1980-1988 

through proxy attacks on behalf of the Islamic Republic that targeted some GCC countries 

have also made the Gulf states act with caution towards the group, which explains why the 

GCC took a decision to designate it as terrorist in 2016. State actors and intergovernmental 

bodies have viewed the military and political wings of Hezbollah differently, with some 

making a distinction between the political and military wings of the Lebanese group. 

Israel, the Arab League, the GCC, the US, and the EU list Hezbollah as a terrorist 

organization with variations on how they view its military and political wings. Israel views 

Hezbollah entirely as a hyper terrorist organization which has complex structures and is able 

to show flexibility, owns conventional and non-conventional weapons, applies irregular 

tactics and models, adopts violence, and causes disorder. Within this understanding, 

Hezbollah operates as a traditional military organization that wins through warfare but also 

has a political structure and political representation.36 Israel’s view of Hezbollah  is similar to 

the US view, since Hezbollah targeted US forces in Lebanon in 1980s, targeted US allies in 

the Gulf, has strong ties to Iran and Syria, provides Palestinian groups such as Hamas with 

know-how and weapons, and is committed to the destruction of Israel, which is a domestic 

 
35  Gary C Gambill, and Ziad K. Abdelnour, “Hezbollah: Between Tehran and Damascus,” Middle East 

Intelligence Bulletin 4, February 2002, p. 2. 
36  Eitan Azani, “The hybrid terrorist organization: Hezbollah as a case study,” Studies in Conflict & 

Terrorism, 36(11), (2013), pp.899-900. 
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issue in US politics. The strategic alliance between Israel and the US impacted the latter’s 

view of Hezbollah as a terrorist group, especially because Israel has become a domestic issue 

in the US politics. For this reason, the US lists both the political and military wings of 

Hezbollah as terrorist and makes no distinction between them, unlike the EU which makes 

such a distinction.37  

The EU was late, compared to Israel and the US, to list the military wing of Hezbollah as a 

terrorist organization in 2013 to allow for political engagement in Lebanon. EU delegations 

have met repeatedly with Hezbollah officials and representatives as part of the European 

Neighborhood policy to discuss issues related to the presidential elections in Lebanon in 2007 

and 2008.38 This EU view of Hezbollah as a political party was also more prevalent in the 

Middle East up until 2011 following the group’s siding with Iran and Syria and its military 

involvement in the country. Hezbollah was not listed as a terrorist organization by almost 

any Arab country up until 2016, when its Syria intervention and open allegiance to Iran, 

pushed the GCC and the Arab League to list it as a terrorist organization at the request of 

Saudi Arabia.39 Countries such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain have felt increasingly 

threatened by Hezbollah’s growing influence and decided to list the group as terrorist in 2016, 

citing intervention in the internal affairs of the GCC and its attempts to recruit GCC nationals 

to Hezbollah to carry out terrorist attacks. 

Hamas 

As for Hamas, it shares a common ground with Hezbollah, where both claim to fight Israel’s 

occupation of Arab territories using arms and adopt an Islamic (Sunni and Shiite) ideology 

and theology. In 1987, following the outbreak of the First Palestinian Intifada, in which the 

movement actively participated, Hamas was officially founded. 40  Hamas’ 1988 Charter 

 
37 Jacques Neriah and Shimon Shapira, “Hezbollah: Profile of a Terrorist Organization,” Friends of Israel 

Initiative Working Papers, (2012), p. 10. 
38 Peter Seeberg, “The EU as a realist actor in normative clothes: EU democracy promotion in Lebanon and the 

European Neighborhood Policy,” Democratization, 16(1), (2009), pp.81-83. 
39 Martin Beck, “The Arab League’s declaration of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization,” News Analysis of 

SDU's Resource Center on Middle East Studies (No date), (2016), p. 2. 
40 Sara Roy, “Hamas and the Transformation(s) of Political Islam in Palestine,” Current History, New York 

then Philadelphia, 102, (2003), pp. 13-20. 
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stresses its liberation nature and Palestinian nationalism, and highlights the centrality of 

Islam and armed resistance as means to liberate Palestine. 41  The discourse of Hamas 

resonated with significant sectors in the Palestinian society who grew impatient and 

intolerant of Israeli practices over the years. The killing of four Palestinian laborers from the 

Gaza Stirp by an Israeli driver in Israel was the spark that ignited the First Palestinian 

Intifada, which coincided with the establishment of Hamas in 1987.42 

Just like the Palestinian Intifada in 1987 broke out non-violently, Hamas too did not use 

violent tactics at the beginning of its foundation and employed a number of non-violent 

tactics. This short-lived commitment to non-violence by Hamas in the early stages is also 

explained by Michael Walzer, where he wrote an afterword to his book, Just and Unjust 

Wars, in 2005 advocating the need to highlight the shift to non-violence even by groups that 

call for using armed resistance, under the title Afterword: Nonviolence and the Theory of 

War.43 Yet, Hamas’ commitment to non-violence did not last long, as Hamas carried out 

dozens of attacks including suicide bombings against Israeli targets as Israel too started using 

excessive force against the Palestinians during the Intifada, including breaking the bones of 

Palestinian protesters. However, viewing Hamas from the lenses of its military involvement 

or religious discourse overlooks its other social and economic activities. Since 1987 Hamas 

adopted a discourse based on advocating using arms, and in its 2017 document, the group 

added non-violent resistance too, in line with Michael Walzer’s afterword on non-violence. 

To establish itself socially, Hamas has run a network of social services, a tactic also used by 

Hezbollah in Lebanon, which gave the two groups much popularity while used for political 

purposes.44 Hamas took a couple of years before resorting to political violence as Walzer 

advocates in the Just War Theory, although it made clear in its 1988 Charter that the 

“liberation of Palestine” should only happen through taking arms, in line with the National 

 
41 Yousef M. Aljamal, “Hamas: A Terrorist Organization or A Liberation Movement?”, Politics and Religion 

Journal, Vol. 8, No. 1, (2014), pp. 39-58. 
42 Are Knudsen, “Crescent and sword: the Hamas enigma,” Third World Quarterly, 26(8), (2005), p.1379. 
43 Michael Walzer, Just and unjust wars: A moral argument with historical illustrations, Hachette UK, 

2005, p. 131. 
44 Wendy Pearlman, Violence, nonviolence, and the Palestinian national movement, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2011, p. 134. 
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Liberation Theory. The movement gradually used more violent tactics, which grew more 

sophisticated over the years, against Israeli targets, as Israel expended its use of force against 

the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories. Alongside its gradual move towards violence, 

Hamas adopted a liberation discourse that urges ending Israel’s occupation of Palestine by 

taking arms, which explains why the US and Israel has listed the group as terrorist, as the use 

of violence posed a threat to Israeli and American interests.45 The emergence of the US as 

the only superpower after the collapse of the USSR impacted Hamas’ designation. Being the 

superpower, the US had strong military, economic, political, and historical ties to Israel 

where Tel Aviv used Cold War tactics such as containment against Hamas. 

Since Hamas emerged towards the end of the Cold War, the group was less impacted by its 

politics compared to the FLN and Hezbollah. Yet, Hamas’ commitment to armed struggle 

and violence, and killing American nationals in its attacks against Israel, its refusal to 

recognize Israel and the strong ties it has with Iran and Hezbollah, and the strong ties Israel 

has with the US including in the political, military, and economic fields, all contributed to 

the US’ designation of the group as terrorist. Following the Arab Spring, more Arab countries 

started viewing Hamas negatively, due to its ideological ties to the Muslim Brotherhood, its 

relations with Iran and Hezbollah and its continuing attacks against Israel, with which some 

Arab countries have normalized their ties. 46  With the exception of Iran, Russia, Qatar, 

Algeria and Türkiye, the majority of state-actors view Hamas as terrorist, or prefer to avoid 

contact with it, as their view is largely shaped by regional politics or by how the US and its 

allies view the group. 

Israel listed Hamas as a terrorist organization in 1996 following the movement’s carrying out 

of suicide bombings at a time the escalation of violence between Israel and the Palestinians 

took a new turn with the assassinations of some Hamas commanders. The US followed suit 

and listed Hamas as a terrorist organization in 1997, adding it to its Foreign Terrorist 

Organizations (FTOs) list. The US made no distinction between Hamas’ military and 

 
45  Muhammad Maqdsi, “Charter of the Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) of Palestine,” Journal of 

Palestine Studies, Vol. 22, No. 4, (1993), pp. 127. 
46 Benedetta Berti, “Hizbullah, Hamas, and the “Arab Spring”—Weathering the Regional Storm?”, Israel 
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political wings, where US Secretary of Treasury listed six Hamas political leaders and some 

charities as terrorist in 2003, noting that Hamas leaders overlook its military activities and 

that no separation could be made between both.47 The strong ties Israel has with the US is 

one of the factors why the US was one of the first countries to list Hamas as terrorist, though 

there are other factors as well. Besides killing American nationals, Hamas’ ties to Iran and 

Hezbollah contributed to the same end too. 

Hamas has strong ties with Iran, which the US and its allies in the region view with 

antagonism, further distancing Hamas from the US. In the case of Hezbollah, it directly 

targeted US marines and killed hundreds of them. Hezbollah has too admitted providing 

Hamas with weapons and training, which poses a threat to the US and Israeli interests. Not 

only this, but the US maintains good ties with Israel and Israel has a strong influence over 

the US foreign policy in the region. However, in the case of the FLN, the group did not target 

the US and it only targeted France, which explains why the US did not list it as a terror group. 

Additionally, Washington feared that taking a side in favor of France will further push the 

FLN towards the USSR. 

The EU took a slightly different approach to Hamas than that of Israel and the US. First, the 

EU was considerably late to designate Hamas as a terrorist organization as it did so only in 

2003. While the EU did not differentiate between the political and military wings of Hamas, 

it has always maintained indirect communication channels with the group, speculating that a 

diplomatic option could work out. The Arab League and the GCC have not listed Hamas as 

a terrorist organization, but some courts and officials in the Arab world have dubbed Hamas 

as terrorist after the Arab Spring due to its connections with political Islam and being part of 

the Iran-led bloc. Some Arab countries such as the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Egypt 

have listed the Muslim Brotherhood, the umbrella organization of Hamas, as a terrorist group, 

which has further contributed to Hamas’ isolation. Some countries  such as the UAE and 

Bahrain have viewed Hamas, along with Hezbollah, as terrorist organizations after the Arab 
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Spring, which exposes the Iran-factor and its impact in viewing Hamas as terrorist after 

2011.48 

Despite the terrorist designations of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas by certain state-actors 

and intergovernmental bodies, based on state interests, ideologies, principles, histories, and 

commitments, as well as regional and international politics, and the three non-state actors’ 

charters, letters, and internal documents, the three groups continue to view themselves as 

liberation movements, which again reveal the drastic differences some state and non-state 

actors have on the issue. Because there is such a differing gap between being designated as 

a terrorist or a liberation group by state actors, international bodies, and non-state actors, and 

how these non-state actors understand themselves as working to end foreign domination, a 

third approach is necessary to consider, namely a theory of non-terrorist resistance. 

Research Questions 

This research aims at exploring why and how specific state actors and intergovernmental 

bodies view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation or terrorist organizations both on 

units and international levels. On a unit level (intra-state relations), in the case of the FLN, 

the research looks at how the Western bloc, the USSR, China, the Arab League, and the Non-

Aligned Movement, view the Front and why do they do so. In the case of Hezbollah, the 

research looks at how Israel, the EU, the US, the Arab League, the GCC, Türkiye and Iran 

view the group and why. In the case of Hamas, the research highlights how Israel, the US, 

the EU, Iran, Türkiye, the GCC and the Arab League view the movement and why. This is 

done through looking at national, political, economic, and historical factors that shape a state-

actor’s designation of the three groups. On a unit level (non-state actor), the research 

investigates how the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas view themselves in light of their discourse, 

founding documents and statements. The research investigates the role of international and 

regional politics, the Cold War and the Arab Spring, have influenced the designation of the 

 
48 Hassanein Ali, “Post-Arab spring: The Arab world between the dilemma of the nation-state and the rise of 

violent non-state actors (VNSAs),” Asian Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies, 14(1), (2020), 

pp.68-70. 
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three case studies as terrorist organizations or liberation movements and the impact this 

designation had on them by engaging theory with the empirical part of the study.  

Main research question 

How and why do specific state actors view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation or 

terrorist groups and what impact does the Cold War and the Arab Spring have on this 

designation? This includes looking at intra-state relations (units-level) and the Cold War and 

the Arab Spring (international-level) and how and why Israel, the US, the EU, France, 

Britain, the League of the Arab Nations, the GCC, the USSR, Non-Aligned movement, Iran, 

and Türkiye (unit-level) view the three groups and the impact the Cold War and the Arab 

Spring have (international-level) on their designation. This is done through applying a theory- 

and comparative case-studies oriented approach throughout the study. 

Based on the problems raised above, these questions are addressed in the research: 

Main research question 

Q1.  How and why are the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas are viewed as liberation 

movements or terrorist groups by relevant governments and how do the three non-state 

actors view themselves? 

Sub-research questions 

Q1. What is the role regional politics (the Arab Spring) and global politics (the Cold War) 

have on state and intergovernmental bodies’ view of the non-state actors? 

Q2. What impact does the terrorist/liberation designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas have on them? 
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Research Objectives 

A. Main research objective 

The issue of liberation and terrorism has always been at the heart of the debates surrounding 

non-state actors’ use of violence in the context of foreign occupation/settler-colonialism and 

self-determination. Since regional and international politics, such as the Cold War and the 

Arab Spring, and interests govern this debate, in addition to non-state actors’ perception of 

themselves as liberation movements, the gap between how states view the FLN, Hezbollah 

and Hamas and how these non-state actors view themselves is still wide and the research 

attempts to highlight these factors and their role in designation. The study not only aims to 

reveal how state and non-state actors view the issue of liberation/terrorism, but also how 

motivations, interests, historical backgrounds, and ideologies direct them to do so and the 

resulting implications by applying relevant theories of terrorism and liberation/war. The 

objective of this study is to highlight factors that push state actors to view the FLN, Hezbollah 

and Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups. 

This study seeks to examine the designation of relevant states of the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas as terrorist organizations or liberation movements and how the three non-state actors 

view themselves in light of their own literature by utilizing a theory-oriented approach to 

examine the validity of this perception/designation and the influence this designation has on 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as seen by regional and international politics including the 

Cold War and the Arab Spring. The research aims: 

1. To study the motivations, interests, historical backgrounds, ideologies and regional 

and global politics that govern states’ perception of the issue of terrorism and 

liberation in the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and how the three non-state 

actors self-perceive themselves, theoretically and empirically. 

2. To examine the role of the Cold War and the Arab Spring on the designation of the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

3. To explore the implications the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas had after being listed as 

terrorist organizations or liberation movements. 
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Significance of The Study 

Many scholars have written about terrorism and liberation movements, however, the 

available literature on the issue lacks the comparative aspect on the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas, and how regional and international politics such as the Cold War and the Arab Spring 

impact them and their designation. There are a lack of comprehensive studies that combine 

the point of view of non-state actors of liberation and terrorism (unit-level), especially in the 

cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. Also, the fact that these three non-state actors have 

various ideological backgrounds and have emerged throughout different periods under 

foreign domination in the Middle East enriches the debate on terrorism and liberation.  

With a socialist-nationalist group, the FLN, a Shiite-Islamist group, Hezbollah, and a Sunni-

Islamist group, Hamas as case studies, this research enriches the debate on how state-actors 

view the issues of terrorism and liberation theoretically and empirically. Examining how the 

three non-state actors view themselves also makes a valuable contribution to students and 

scholars of terrorism and liberation, and Area Studies. This research aims to further explore 

the debate on terrorism and liberation in the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas on units 

and international levels. Additionally, this study aims to examine the role of regional and 

global politics in shaping the perception of states, namely France, Israel, Iran, Türkiye, the 

Arab League, the USSR, the GCC, the Non-Aligned Movement, EU, and the US vis-à-vis 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and how regional and international politics, such as the Cold 

War and Arab Spring, impact this process and the impact this designation have on them.  

The impact of viewing the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations or liberation 

movements by the above-mentioned state and regional actors is undeniable as described 

above. Thus, providing a deep analysis of the impact and weight of a terrorist designation on 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and how it pushes non-state actors to shift their discourse 

and to change foreign policy, helps researchers of terrorism and liberation as well as Area 

Studies to better understand them. In the cases of Hamas and Hezbollah, the two groups 

published new documents and manifestoes, which reflects the impact of their terror 

designation on their thinking. In the case of the FLN, there was almost no direct impact on 

the group at the time due to the politics of the Cold War but having ties with the Non-Aligned 
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Movement impacted Algeria’s designation and economy as well as politics during the War 

of Independence and in the following years. Engaging the theoretical with the empirical part 

of the study (a theory-oriented approach) and exploring different theories of liberation/war 

and terrorism, further strengthens the argument and provides an authentic analysis of the 

issue. 

Limitations of The Study 

This research has its possible limitations. This study covers the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

throughout different historical periods. In the case of the FLN, it covers the group from 1954 

to 1991 and after 2019. This study overlooks the period from 1991 to 2019 because it had no 

direct connection to regional and global politics as well as designation of the FLN as it 

became a state-actor. In the case of Hezbollah, it covers the group from 1982 until 2016. This 

includes the emergence of Hezbollah during the Lebanese Civil War, its war against Israel, 

its military intervention in Syria in 2013 and its terrorist designation by the GCC and the 

Arab League in 2016. In the case of Hamas, the researcher covers the period from 1987 to 

2017, which saw the emergence of Hamas and the change of its discourse due to its 

designation and isolation in the Gaza Strip, which saw issuing its 1988 Charter and 2017 

Document. 

Second, there is a lack of literature on the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas from the point of view 

of these three non-state actors. There are hundreds of studies on the three non-state actors 

which were mostly written about them using western-centric approaches. Apart from the 

founding documents and letters of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, one could hardly find 

academic materials and literature written by these movements or scholars who are part of 

these non-state actors to present their views to the outside world. This has created a vacuum 

that was mostly filled by western-centric scholars and their view of the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas. These non-state actors are to blame for the lack of such literature, especially as 

groups like Hezbollah and Hamas, have only produced new documents, manifestoes and 

charters in 2009 and 2017 respectively, introducing their discourse change to the world. 
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Lastly, travel restrictions resulting from COVID19 made it hard to do field work and meet 

people on the ground who are representative of both state and non-state actors of this study. 

Additionally, the lack of financial resources has further complicated the aspect of travel to 

conduct field research on the ground. For these reasons, the researcher has used the available 

literature on the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and made efforts to include writings by three 

non-state actors and the relevant positions of state-actors to conduct, fill in the gaps, and 

conclude this study.  

Research Methods  

This research utilizes a primarily qualitative method by using case-study theory to highlight 

state-actors’ view of FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations or liberation 

movements at units and international levels and factors impacting this view. The research 

considers regional and international politics and applying a theory-oriented approach 

including theories of war and terrorism, namely the Theory of Just War, the Theory of 

National Liberation, and the Revolutionary Terrorism. International and regional politics are 

used in this study to analyze how and why relations, interests, ideologies, and histories 

between states impact their view of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, and why they adopt 

different positions vis-à-vis terrorism and liberation in the cases of these three non-state 

actors. More specifically, the researcher investigates how the politics of the Cold War and 

the Arab Spring have impacted the three case studies considering their terrorist or liberation 

designations. Designations by various countries/bodies including the US, the USSR, the EU, 

France, Britain, Israel, Iran, the GCC, Türkiye, and the Arab League are those primarily 

considered. 

The researcher uses both primary sources such as documents, letters and press releases issued 

by the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as well as secondary resources such as books, journal 

articles, electronic articles, newspaper articles, and think-tank reports about the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas to collect the relevant data and make the needed analysis. The case-

study approach is the main research technique used in this research. The collected theoretical 

as well as empirical data is analyzed and discussed in detail throughout the various chapters 

of the study to reach the conclusion by linking theory to the empirical approach. By doing 
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so, the research provides a critical review of the existing literature on liberation and terrorism 

in order to make an original contribution to the debate on terrorism and liberation movements. 

By using comparison throughout the study  between the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, this 

research aims to highlight the controversial nature of terrorism/liberation and how regional 

and international politics, including during and after the Cold War and following the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring, shape (and will continue to) the terrorism-liberation debate. Highlighting 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas’ self-perception and considering the concerned states/bodies’ 

view of the three non-state actors on units’ levels, contributes to bridging the gap between 

the two opposing views through applying a theory-oriented approach. Finally, 

contextualizing the three case studies in settler-colonial settings (which is less the case in 

Lebanon) provides an understanding as to how concerned state and non-state actors view the 

issue of political violence and why it is significant. 

Organization of The Study 

In the Introduction, the researcher presents an overview of the issue of terrorism and 

liberation in a Middle Eastern context, theoretically and empirically, using a theory-oriented 

approach through connecting the theoretical part of the study with the empirical one, namely 

the theories of liberation/just war and terrorism vis-à-vis the view of concerned state actors 

of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. The chapter applies a theory-oriented approach to touch 

on the self-view (unit-level) of the three case studies as liberation movements and how it 

clashes with much of the international/state/intergovernmental view of these groups as 

terrorist organizations. The research lists why and how the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas view 

themselves as liberation groups and are also viewed as either liberation groups or terrorist 

organizations by relevant state actors and the impact their designation has on them. 

In the Literature Review, by highlighting the issues of terrorism and liberation and taking the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as case studies, the research provides examples of how the unit 

(non-state actors) level of analysis have a drastically different view of the issue of terrorism 

compared to the state-level. In this study, Israel, France, Britain, the EU, US, the Arab 

League, the GCC, Iran and Türkiye as state actors and intergovernmental bodies are 
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considered. In addition, the research investigates the changing the view of relevant state 

actors towards the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and highlights the role of international politics 

and the Cold War between the US and the USSR, as seen in the case of the FLN and 

Hezbollah, and sectarian politics between the Saudi and Iranian axis, of which Hezbollah and 

Hamas have been a part. The research notes that sectarian politics had a strong impact on the 

designation of non-state actors, namely Hezbollah and Hamas, after the Arab Spring, in 

similar ways that the politics of the Cold War had an impact on the designation of the FLN 

as terrorist/liberation group during the 1950s and 1960s. 

In Chapter one, the Theoretical Framework: Terrorism and Liberation, the study outlines the 

Just War Theory which calls for applying principles such as proportionality and 

discrimination, and the National Liberation Theory, which highlights taking arms and 

stresses the role of ideology as well as national education and history, provides a multi-

faceted and reasonable theoretical framework of the three case studies. At the same time, 

Revolutionary Terrorism Theory provides the needed theoretical deliberation of state-actors 

that view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations. Since the debate between 

what designates non-state actors as liberatory or terrorist is not resolvable with these 

theoretical frameworks and the gap between the viewpoints and perceptions of resistance and 

terrorism are so wide between the non-state actors and state-actors, and state actors are 

usually those that ‘designate’ non-state actors, there is further research and exploration 

necessary to address this. Finlay proposes a theory of non-terrorist resistance that gives 

agency to non-state and state actors alike and accept that state and non-state actors might use 

terrorist tactics and that state-actors will put their interests first when deciding a group is 

terrorist or not. 49  

Chapter two, the FLN of Algeria: Between colonial history and modern political practice, 

addresses the foundation of the FLN and the context in which it emerged in Algeria. The 

FLN used arms, adopted an ideology (socialist) and a strategy of targeting urban centers to 

create an international outcry in favor of the Algerian people. It is true that the FLN sided 

 
49 Finlay, p. 7. 
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with the Non-Aligned Movement and adopted a socialist ideology which has decreased the 

burden of listing it as a terrorist organization by France due to the politics of the Cold War. 

Some FLN leaders even used the term terrorism to describe their actions, considering it the 

only way for people under colonialism to attain their rights. The FLN’s involvement in the 

Cold War not only meant receiving arms and training from the Non-Aligned Movement, 

hosting anti-US government figures but also importing a USSR-like economic model to 

Algeria. The Algeria-USSR-like economic model proved destructive and paved the way to 

the 1988 protests, the civil war in the 1990s and the 2019 protests over economic conditions 

in the country. The FLN has also applied a policy balancing between global powers 

benefiting from its ties with the USSR, China, Non-Aligned Movement, the US to balance 

against France, which proved to be successful. 

Chapter three, Hezbollah’s Ideology and Political Structures: Re-visiting its Liberation 

Discourse and Terrorist Designation in Theory and Practice, examines the liberation 

discourse of Hezbollah and its designation as a terrorist organization in light of its regional 

role, relations with Iran and the ongoing sectarian politics after the Arab Spring. Hezbollah 

sees itself as a legitimate force in Lebanese politics and it justifies keeping its arms under the 

pretext of Israel’s occupation of Shibaa farms, which Lebanon claims to be occupied 

Lebanese territory and the UN considers part of Syria. Hezbollah, unlike Hamas, has been 

very clear since day one that it views itself as an extension of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. 

Theoretically, the Theology of Liberation largely explains the self-perception of Hezbollah 

which saw in the Iranian clerks and theology an inspiration in its fight against other Lebanese 

factions during the civil war and later against Israel. Just like the FLN and Hamas, which 

were involved in civil wars, Hezbollah fought during the Lebanese Civil War. Some scholars, 

such as Eduardo Wassim Aboultaif, view Israel’s war with Hezbollah in 2006 as a just war 

from a Lebanese point of view.50 

Different states have different views of Hezbollah. Not only this, some states and 

intergovernmental bodies make a differentiation between the political wing of Hezbollah and 

 
50 E.W. Aboultaif, “Just war and the Lebanese resistance to Israel,” Critical Studies on Terrorism, 9(2), 

(2016), pp. 334-340. 
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its armed wing. Israel views Hezbollah as a whole a terrorist organization because of 

attacking Israel and making explicit calls to destroy it. So does the US, which attributes its 

designation of the group to its anti-US policies in the Middle East and its targeting of Israel. 

When it comes to the EU, however, it only listed the armed wing of Hezbollah as a terrorist 

organization in 2013 following an attack in Bulgaria in 2012 that targeted Israeli tourists 

which it accused Hezbollah of standing behind. Hezbollah’s relations with and support for 

Palestinian armed groups such as Hamas, namely providing them with weapons, training, 

and know-how, are the reasons why the EU view the group as terrorist, which is in line with 

the policies of Israel and the US. The Arab League and the GCC listed Hezbollah as a terrorist 

group in 2016 over its involvement in Syria, some GCC countries, and Yemen, in addition 

to its strong ties with Iran, which complicated the strategic environment for Hezbollah in the 

region. 

The sectarian politics of the Middle East has impacted the designation of Hezbollah as a 

terrorist organization in the Middle East region. Hezbollah clearly choosing to side with the 

Iran-led bloc against the Saudi-led bloc after the Arab Spring could be viewed as an 

emergence of a new regional order in the Middle East. In this emerging new regional order, 

Iran and Saudi Arabia, and their allies and proxies, fight over influence and control of the 

Middle East. The Lebanese group has been an active tool of implementing Iranian foreign 

policy in this process, thus increasing the negativity surrounding its view as a terrorist group 

by the anti-Iranian bloc. This is true in light of Hezbollah’s earlier targeting of some GCC 

countries during the Iran-Iraq war. Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria too, which is about 

survival due to the centrality of Syria in the group’s line of communication and support from 

Iran through Iraq was another factor that contributed to isolating the Lebanese group. It is 

also part of the unfolding regional order which includes Iran and Saudi Arabia and their allies 

as rivals, thus increasing the view of Hezbollah as a terrorist group by specific anti-Iran forces 

in the post Arab Spring. 

Chapter four, Hamas: A terrorist Organization or A Liberation Movement: Perspectives of 

International Relations, investigates Hamas’ self-perception and states’ view of the group 

(units’ level) through investigating founding documents, statements, analyzing positions and 
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actions by especially focusing on its 1988 Charter and its 2017 document of general 

principles. The Hamas Charter, although it has articles stressing the liberation nature of 

Hamas, and its Palestinian nationalism in addition to its Arab and international dimensions, 

contains religious discourse which invites accusations of anti-Semitism against the 

movement. Considering Europe’s anti-Jewish history, it is another factor why the EU, Israel 

and the US view the group as terrorist. Hamas has modified its language throughout the years 

and officially adopted a more moderate document in 2017, which accepts two-state solution 

without recognizing Israel, differentiates between Zionism and Judaism, and accepts non-

armed resistance in addition to armed resistance as tactics for liberation. Yet, this document 

has done too little to change Hamas’ terrorist designation by Israel and the West. 

From a state/intergovernmental perspective, namely Israel and the US, and to some extent 

the EU, Hamas targets civilians and urban centers, which makes it fit the description of a 

movement that uses urban terrorism. The Just War Theory makes a distinction between 

terrorism and liberation by stating that liberation involves assassinations while terrorism 

involves the random use of violence against civilians. Throughout the years of Intifada, 

Hamas has targeted Israeli cities, public transportation, restaurants, and markets, which 

makes it similar to the FLN in this sense. The Theory of Just War recognizes people’s right 

to self-determination but at the same time prohibits targeting civilians, the definition of which 

is still vague in the context of Hamas-Israel, which creates a dilemma for the group. From 

Israel’s perspective, just like Hezbollah, Hamas has heavily used psychological warfare, in 

other words, psychological terrorism, against Israel, by video-taping its attacks, sending 

threats to Israelis, hacking into Israeli systems, and sending barrages of rockets into Israel, 

thus keeping Israelis inside shelters as Israel bombed Gaza. 

Looking at the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, the latter has been impacted the most by its 

designation as a terrorist organization by Israel, the US, and the EU. This sense of isolation 

for Hamas has pushed the group to change its discourse, unlike the FLN and Hezbollah, 

though it did not result in removing the group off the terrorism lists of these countries. To 

add insult to injury, the politics of the Arab Spring has impacted Hamas’ umbrella 

organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, which has been classified as a terrorist group in some 
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Arab countries, therefore impacting Hamas and contributing to its terrorist designation. Most 

recently, some courts and officials in countries such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt 

have made statements suggesting that Hamas is a terrorist organization, which complicates 

the surrounding environment for the group especially in light of its siding with the Iranian 

axis and its relations with Hezbollah. This is to say that the post-Arab Spring cold war has 

impacted Hamas negatively too, the same as it negatively impacted Hezbollah, but to a lesser 

degree for now. 

Chapter five, Reflections on Liberation, Terrorism: FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, covers the 

analysis of the researcher vis-à-vis the theoretical and empirical parts of the study. The 

researcher calls for the need to develop the existing theories on liberation and terrorism to 

reflect the changing nature of liberation and terrorism especially in relation to including non-

violent resistance as an increasingly acceptable approach alongside armed resistance. The 

researcher also calls for the need to study the foreign policy of non-state actors accused of 

terrorism, namely the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. It also calls for the need to highlight 

counterterrorism to make the debate, which is controversial in essence, a more balanced one. 

The researcher outlines the theories of terrorism and liberation that fit the case studies of the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas from the point of view of these non-state actors and the relevant 

and involved state actors alike, keeping in mind the dynamics of international politics, 

especially the Cold War and the Arab Spring. The researcher concludes that state-actors will 

continue to put their interests first when it comes to viewing the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

as terrorism or liberation groups and this is unlikely to change. Regional and global politics 

such as the Cold War and the Spring will continue to be major factors that shape how state-

actors list a group and why. 

The Reflections Chapter draws similarities and differences between the three-case studies of 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas by making cross-references and comparisons. The three 

groups have existed in settler-colonial contexts, which suggests that the use of violence is 

inherit to the colonial state, thus creating a dilemma for non-state actors fighting what they 

perceive as a just war. The three groups have social, economic, educational, and political 

activities, thus complicating the task for state actors that view them as purely terrorist. The 
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three case studies have been impacted differently by the politics of the Cold War with the 

FLN being impacted the least due to its Non-Aligned Movement membership and support 

and exploiting differences between the US and the USSR on one hand and differences within 

the Western bloc on the other hand, which gave it the freedom to maneuver. Hamas and 

Hezbollah have been impacted by the post-Arab Spring politics between the Iranian and the 

Saudi axes. This is especially true to Hezbollah, which has been designated as a terrorist 

organization by the Arab League and the GCC in 2016, and to lesser extent Hamas, whose 

umbrella organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, was viewed as such too by some Arab 

governments in 2013. 

The Conclusion, notes that state or non-state-actors are not going to easily change their 

designation of the three state actors of this study, namely the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, 

because their designation of these non-state actors is tied to history, national interests, 

ideology, economic ties, approaches, and threat perception. At the same time, the three non-

state actors will not change their view of themselves as liberation groups based on their 

statements, actions, and internal documents. This debate is rather about factors and conditions 

that make these state and non-state actors view the issue of liberation and terrorism so 

drastically different, including how Cold War and the Arab Spring politics played a major 

role in understanding these designations and the changes that have taken place since then.   

As for Hezbollah in particular, and Hamas to some extent, the politics of the Arab Spring 

impacted the two groups the most. Hamas and Hezbollah have been at the heart of regional 

and international politics because of their strong ties to Iran and being part of the Iran-axis. 

Meanwhile, the concept of terrorism has gained a more negative interpretation after the end 

of the Cold War, and in light of the escalating Arab normalization bids with Israel. Hamas 

and Hezbollah are and will continue to find themselves increasingly isolated in the region. 

Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian Territories might provide a relief to Hamas when it 

comes to the EU at least, yet as normalization with Israel increases, the group will find itself 

more strangled and the U.S. is unlikely to change its view of it. Countries such as Algeria, 

Qatar, Iran, Malaysia, and Türkiye will likely continue to maintain ties with Hamas in the 

future for political and historical reasons.  
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Literature Review 

There are plenty of materials, studies, journal articles, books, letters, press releases, 

statements, and documents on the designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation 

movements/terrorist organizations. However, much of the available literature on the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas is written from a state-centric point of view. Aside from founding 

documents and charters of the said non-state actors, most of the literature in this context 

comes from state-oriented perspectives. This is the case because addressing liberation, 

settler-colonialism, military occupation, self-determination, and legacy of colonialism is 

mostly done through the lenses of state-actors. 

Another aspect is the lack of literature that explains the point of view of state-actors that 

consider the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation groups such as Iran, or the self-

perception of these groups is that these non-state actors made humble efforts to explain their 

discourses and how they perceive themselves to the rest of the world, except for stating their 

views in their founding documents, some of which were published decades ago. Except for 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas did not use the term terrorism to refer to their actions, as the 

concept has become very negative over the years, thanks to the politics of the Cold War, 

which provided the FLN with a cover of legitimacy and military support to conduct its 

attacks.  

For this reason, the impact of designating the FLN as terrorist organization was not as 

negative and harmful as it was in the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas. Hezbollah and Hamas 

were negatively impacted the most by their designation as terrorist due to the end of bipolar 

politics and the rise of regional politics which they were part of, unlike the FLN which used 

balancing against global powers to its benefit. State differences over dealing with Hezbollah 

has contributed to the same end of lessening the isolation of Hezbollah up until the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring as not all state-actors and bodies view the group’s political and military 

wings as terrorist/the same, the EU being a prime example. 

The literature review reveals that state-actors view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as 

terrorist because they challenge state interests and values. States view political violence as 
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terrorism when it harms their interests and targets civilians including by taking hostages, 

kidnappings, indiscriminate shootings, piracy, threatening “the democratic order.” 51  The 

literature also reveals that regional and international factors such as the Cold War and the 

Arab Spring have an impact on the process of designation. In the 1970s, the US viewed 

terrorism “as a minor annoyance within the larger cold war struggle.”52 Meanwhile, the EU’s 

focus on terrorism and counterterrorism has spread through a “supranationalization 

processes.” Therefore, countries such as the US increasingly coordinate their terrorism 

strategy with the EU, where 71% of EU nationals and 76% of US nationals share concerns 

about terrorism, whereas 54% of Americans and 28% of Europeans prefer a military solution 

to it.53 This partially explains why the EU adopts a different approach to viewing Hamas and 

Hezbollah than the US. Among the three groups, the literature reveals that the FLN was more 

willing to accept the designation of its actions as revolutionary terrorism. 

The available literature on the FLN unveils that the group was viewed through the lenses of 

revolutionary terrorism which the FLN saw as the only means to end French rule and at the 

same time to win the support of Algerians.54 France’s view of the revolution waged by the 

FLN as an issue of law and (dis)order speaks volumes of how it viewed Algeria as part and 

parcel of France. Thus, the FLN’s taking arms would harm France’s established economic, 

political, and cultural interests in Algeria, largely increasing its overall dependency on 

Algeria, and therefore, was eventually deemed unacceptable by the French state. The FLN’s 

leaders were more willing to accept the revolutionary terrorism designation to describe their 

actions, viewing it as “the only method of expression of a crushed people.”55 Thanks to the 

politics of the Cold War, the perception of terrorism was less negative than how it was 

perceived at the end of the Cold War. Hence, Hezbollah and Hamas did not have such a 

privilege of referring to their actions as terrorism. 

 
51 William D. Perdue, Terrorism and the state: A critique of domination through fear, Library of Congress, 

1989, p. ix. 
52 Beverly Gage, “Terrorism and the American experience: A state of the field,” The Journal of American 

History, 98(1), (2011), p. 90. 
53 Christian Kaunert, “The external dimension of EU counter-terrorism relations: competences, interests, and 

institutions,” Terrorism and political violence, 22(1), (2009), p. 41. 
54 John G. Horgan, Kurt Braddock. Terrorism Studies: A reader (Eds.), Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2012. 
55 Thornton, p. 73. 
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The GCC’s designation of Hezbollah, which maintains strong ties with Hamas, moved from 

imposing sanctions on the group in 2013 to listing it as a terrorist organization in 2016. This 

became possible after Hezbollah’s military involvement in Syria, Yemen and some GCC 

countries such as Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait, thus taking the GCC threat perception 

of the group to a new level.56 Hezbollah was involved in the sectarian war in the region and 

the Iranian factor played a major role in designating it as such. Hezbollah’s alleged 

involvement in Yemen and providing know-how to the Houthi group, another Iran-proxy, as 

Saudi Arabia says, only further complicated Hezbollah’s ties with the GCC. The decision of 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE to cut diplomatic ties with Lebanon towards the end of 2021 is 

only a manifestation of the GCC’s view of Hezbollah, at least in the short term. Hezbollah 

has always maintained ties with Hamas. 

Hamas has too been negatively impacted due to its designation by some state actors in the 

Middle East as a terrorist organization. The GCC has always dealt with Hamas with caution, 

towing a sensitive line, while maintaining their relationships with the West so not to anger 

them, especially the US. But this working relationship with Hamas did not stay the same as 

it was impacted by sectarian politics following the Arab Spring, where Gulf countries, 

especially Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain as well as Egypt, have distanced themselves 

from Hamas. Some Gulf officials such as in Saudi Arabia and the UAE have referred to 

Hamas as a terrorist organization and so did some Arab courts, including Egypt, whose ties 

with Hamas were from security lenses.57 The increasing terrorist designation of Hezbollah 

and the growing ties between Israel and some Arab countries will likely contribute to further 

isolating Hamas. 

The literature shows that state actors’ viewpoints are prominent and are reflected in both the 

state-actors’ narratives, in the literature and the reality on the ground for the FLN, Hezbollah 

and Hamas. Non-state actors are on the defensive in their attempt to negate their terrorist 

designation by state-actors and they continue to lack the privilege and power in this debate 
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of defining themselves. The following sections explore the available literature on the FLN, 

Hezbollah, and Hamas and the concerned state-actors view of them, as terrorist or liberation 

groups, connecting theory with the empirical part of the study. Consequentially, the 

researcher puts forward the suggestion by Finlay that the way out is a theory of non-terrorist 

resistance that bridges the gap between terrorism and liberation designations in the context 

of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, by looking at the existing theories of terrorism and 

liberation that gives agency to both state and non-state actors and provide a guide to their 

behavior before, during and after the end of war.58 

The View of The FLN and Its Tactics 

The literature on the FLN states that France dubbed the Algerian War of Independence, Harb 

Al-Tahreer (1954-1962), as a campaign against law and order. The National Liberation Front 

of Algeria (FLN) waged a liberation war against France after it refused demands of granting 

Algerians their independence, as the Theory of Just War stipulates, a principle Walzer wanted 

to be a last resort and to avoid at all when possible.59 The FLN sought every possible way to 

have a dialogue with the colonial authorities to get out of Algeria and to grant Algerians their 

long-awaited independence, the same as France did to neighboring Tunisia and Morocco. 

Making going to war its last resort did not convince the French to go to the negotiation table. 

Having been defeated in Indochina, there were voices in the French National Front (French: 

NFF) and military suggesting that the next war should be in Algeria. The French connection 

to Algeria was exceptional as France viewed Algeria part and parcel of its soil, using all 

possible means to stop any form of disobedience to its rule. The French state viewed the 

actions of the FLN not as liberation acts but rather as acts of riots that were attempting to 

create a state of disorder in the country and against the French state, and rule of law. 

Since France believed that “Algeria is France,” 60 as Harvey G Simmons notes, it deemed it 

necessary to crush any Algerian revolt that would challenge its long settler-colonial rule in 
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the country by any means necessary. Paris’ view of Algeria as French (Algérie française) had 

various serious implications on Algerians, the least of which was completely subjugating 

their economy to serve the interests of France which considered it a French territory in 

1848.61 Not only this, France denied Algerians their identity, imposing French on them, not 

just at educational institutions, but in all walks of life. For this reason, Algerian resistance 

was centered around rejecting French cultural imperialism and attempting to keep the 

Algerian culture alive as exemplified by the Algerialization (reads Arabization) of the 

institutes of the Algerian state, especially the educational system, following independence as 

explained by Alf Andrew Heggoy.62 In the same context, Amilcar Cabral stressed the need 

to resort to national education to face the colonial authorities, by returning to the source, 

which he saw as the history of the African nation, and Algerialization of institutions of the 

state in post-independence Algeria is in line with his approach and this understanding.63 

The FLN’s violence against French cultural imperialism is seen by Cabral as “returning to 

the source,”64 a means to defeat the cultural dominance of the colonizer, and a process the 

FLN engaged in even after independence to minimize the still-strong French cultural 

influence in the country. P. François explains that French view of Algeria as French soil 

meant that France was not even willing to consider the Algerian War of Independence (1954-

1962) as a revolution, but simply an issue of law and (dis)order.65 In this context of education 

and culture, Cabral stressed the importance of education and cultural resistance outside the 

official institutions. He noted that an uneducated nation will be less able to lead a liberation 

struggle and called for re-creating a nation’s own history and culture. The FLN pursued this 

by introducing Arabic after the end of the French rule as the medium of instruction at schools 

and state-institutions.66 Tristan Dunning adds that Hamas and Hezbollah too have placed a 
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considerable importance on education, equating western culture and secularism to “de-

culturalization, colonialism and exploitation.”67 

Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen assures that with the declaration of the Algerian war of independence 

in 1954, which aimed at defeating the regime created by France in Algeria, a brutal battle 

began especially in Algiers. 68  The FLN adopted guerrilla warfare tactics, including 

assassinations, planting bombs in urban centers, hit and run operations, and targeting French 

neighborhoods and military posts. The FLN’s use of arms and the excessive violence against 

France was in response to French state and settler violence against Algerians which was 

unprecedent in the country’s history. Ahmad Bin Bella, an FLN leader who became Algeria’s 

president after independence, shared with Cabral the need to take arms to revolt against 

colonialism, considering it central to the fight against settler-colonialism, which is too violent 

in nature.69 

Ali Haroun adds that besides targeting police stations as part of its urban terrorism campaign, 

a tactic both Hamas and Hezbollah used too, the FLN targeted Algerians working for France 

known as Hirakis, and European settlers, in attempt to push France to leave Algeria. The 

attacks also targeted Algerians in France who adopted a different approach than that of the 

FLN. Algerians who refused to pay “revolutionary taxes” to the FLN were targeted as well.70 

The FLN knew that targeting civilians on a large scale would lead to a more violent French 

reaction which would result in an international outcry to pressure the French authorities. This 

is exactly what happened after the May 1945 protests which the French authorities crushed 

with an iron fist, killing 45,000 Algerians in a few weeks, thus pushing more Algerians to 

stay away from the French authorities and resulting in more international pressure. As a 

strategy, inviting more violence from the settler-colonial or occupying authorities has been 

 
67  Tristan Dunning, “Mind Forged Manacles”: Hamas, Hezbollah and Orientalist Discourse,” Australian 

Political Studies Association conference, University of Queensland, (2008), pp. 6-9. 
68 Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen, “The spectacle of de Gaulle’s coup d’état: The Situationists on de Gaulle’s coming 

to power,” French Cultural Studies, Vol. 27, No. 1, (2016), p. 97. 
69 Amilcar Cabral, Unity and Struggle: speeches and writings of Amilcar Cabral, NYU Press, New York, 

(1979), p. 121. 
70 Ali Haroun, “Le 25 août 1958: Une date tombée dans l’oubli. El Watan, El Watan, 25 August 2008, 

https://www.elwatan.com/archives/histoire-archives/le-25-aout-1958-une-date-tombee-dans-loubli-25-08-

2008 (26 June, 2021). 

https://www.elwatan.com/archives/histoire-archives/le-25-aout-1958-une-date-tombee-dans-loubli-25-08-2008
https://www.elwatan.com/archives/histoire-archives/le-25-aout-1958-une-date-tombee-dans-loubli-25-08-2008


 
 
 

38 
 

adopted also by Hezbollah and Hamas against Israel. They have carried out attacks that result 

in more violent Israeli attacks that invite international criticism of Israel exemplified during 

the 2006 Lebanon War and most recently during the 2021 Gaza war, which saw the killings 

of hundreds of Palestinian civilians by Israel. 

The FLN and The Politics of The Cold War 

The politics of the Cold War and the FLN siding with the Non-Aligned Movement exploited 

the weaknesses of France by deeply understanding global power balances. This meant that 

the French designation of the FLN as a terrorist organization that threatened French interests 

in Algeria, used violence against civilians, and whose members are involved in riots and 

disorder, would have less impact on the Front compared to Hezbollah and Hamas. After 

Algeria’s independence, the FLN’s connection with the Non-Aligned Movement and 

importing a socialist economic model from the USSR would have a major impact on Algeria 

for years to come, including before and after the Algerian civil war in the 1990s, which 

proved to be destructive to Algeria, as outlined by Byrne.71 This FLN relationship with 

different global powers and blocs and its strategy of balancing these, eased the impact of the 

FLN’s terrorist designation, but had negative impacts on the group later. 

Compared to Hezbollah and Hamas, Martha Hutchinson asserts, the FLN successfully 

exploited internal politics and these strategic or political balancing acts to its benefit, by 

engaging  in a relentless campaign of revolutionary terrorism targeting French cafes and 

restaurants as part of its liberation war, which drew successful attention to the cause of 

Algerians in the international community.72 The FLN, just like Hezbollah and Hamas, were 

successful at using psychological terrorism by targeting markets and public spaces which had 

a strong psychological impact on French settlers in Algeria, French politicians, international 

actors and the Algerians themselves. Meanwhile, Zahera Harb suggests that Hezbollah was 

very successful at employing the media war by videotaping its attacks against Israeli targets 
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in Southern Lebanon, which had a positive impact on its supporters as part of its campaign 

to push Israeli forces out of Southern Lebanon.73  

However, Sam F. Ghattas notes that the FLN-Non-Aligned Movement relations meant that 

it would remain distant from western powers, most importantly the US, maintain closer ties 

with the USSR and China, and build strong ties with regional powers such as Egypt, Morocco 

and Tunisia who helped the FLN realize Algeria’s independence in France in 1962.74 The 

politics of the Cold War helped the FLN apply a strategy of power-balancing in the face of 

global powers, by exploiting differences among the US, France, the USSR and China for its 

own benefit. Emphasizing the impact of the Cold War on the FLN, Julian Go states that the 

Algerian Constitution, introduced in 1963, declared independence from France by forming a 

socialist government and society “ensured by the workers,”75 which affirms the extent the 

Cold War politics had on Algeria during and after the War of Independence, especially during 

the Black Decade and the civil war of the 1990s. 

The FLN and Psychological Terrorism 

The literature mentions that the FLN, although at a high cost, used revolutionary and 

psychological terrorism to draw the attention of the world, inflicting high casualties on 

French forces and settlers in Algeria to force them to leave the country and to create an 

international uproar in favor of Algerians. The cost-benefit analysis of the FLN gave the 

Front further assurance that France would leave Algeria, which eventually happened, as 

explained by David Webber and Arie W. Kruglanski in the psychological theories of 

terrorism.76 The psychological impact of the FLN’s attacks against France and European 

(most of them were French) settlers in Algeria was undeniable and it pushed more Algerians 
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to join the FLN as France turned more violent against Algerians refusing its long colonial 

rule.  

Likewise, Ronald Schleifer writes, starting from 2009, Hamas has invested more resources 

in its psychological war against Israel by producing various materials in Hebrew that target 

the Israeli public opinion, especially during escalations with the Gaza Strip, which left a 

relatively negative impact on Israelis and boosted the morale of the Palestinians.77 Hamas 

and Hezbollah paid more attention to their international perception as the end of the Cold 

War resulted in a bipolar world that would translate into more sanctions and isolation (reads 

containment) by the US and its allies against the two groups. This policy of containment 

against Hamas and Hezbollah by Israel and the United States materialized considering the 

US-Israel strong alliance in the Middle East and the fact that two groups have killed 

American nationals in their attacks, while engaging in war with Israel. The use of such 

psychological tactics to impact Israelis might have been effective throughout the course of 

war, but instead it contributed to the negative and terrorist image of the two non-state actors, 

adversely affecting their status. According to Schleifer, this contributed to the motivations 

and justifications to designate them as terrorist organizations by relevant state actors.78 

Despite this designation, the FLN maintained a view of itself as a national liberation 

movement. 

Internal Documents of The FLN and Self-View 

The Proclamation of Independence of the FLN in 1954 reveals that the group considered 

Islam a part of its ideology as stated in its Proclamation.79 The FLN outlined the religious 

foundation to gather Algerians which is in line with the notion of using religion as a vehicle 

to get involved in public life. The FLN, at the same time, adopted a socialist ideology and 

was one of the main forces within the Non-Aligned Movement. Christopher Wise shares the 

idea that the FLN’s Liberation discourse saw Islam as a central pillar to the Algerian identity 

 
77 Ron Schleifer, “Psychological Warfare in Operation “Cast Lead,” in Psychological Warfare in the Arab-

Israeli Conflict, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, (2014), pp. 165-171. 
78 Ron Schleifer, “Propaganda, PSYOP, and political marketing: The Hamas campaign as a case in point,” 

Journal of Political Marketing, 13(1-2), (2014), pp.152-3. 
79 National Liberation Front, “Front de Liberation Nationale Proclamation,” p.1. 



 
 
 

41 
 

as opposed to the Christian identity of the French settlers. The use of the word Nasara to 

refer to the French settlers and soldiers/European settlers, and Mujahideen to refer to the FLN 

fighters, is rooted in this debate and context of Muslims versus Christians, in other words 

Algerians vs. European settlers.80 The politics of the Cold War would play into how this 

socialist and Islamic mix of ideology benefitted the FLN. The FLN fighters emerged before 

the Islamic revolution in Iran and the rise of what became known as religious terrorism,81 

which gained a negative connotation especially after the outbreak of the Islamic Revolution 

in Iran (1979) and the subsequent fall of the USSR (1991). Therefore, Hezbollah and Hamas 

were more impacted than the FLN fighters from the shift in perceptions after these major 

historical events and onwards. 

In the context of state violence and terrorism, Zohra Drif, one of the main women figures of 

the FLN, outlines the reasons that made her join the Front in her book, Inside the Battle of 

Algiers. She notes that the French’s brutal repression of the Algerian people, especially in 

the eastern Mountains areas, pushed her to join the FLN as her last resort after strikes failed 

to push France to agree to the demands of the Algerian people. According to Drif, this 

included French massacres that claimed the lives of thousands of people in response to FLN 

attacks on French targets after exhausting all possible means to engage with the French 

authorities through dialogue, as explained by the Theory of Just War. The area of Skikda saw 

many of these massacres by the French, from where Drif’s family comes. French massacres 

pushed Drif to join the local resistance in 1955, which led to her arrest in 1956.  

As the Theory of Just War notes, all means of dialogue should be exhausted before waging 

a war. According to Drif, the Algerian resistance to the French rule also included non-armed 

resistance, such as the general strike of January 20, 1956, in which large sectors of the 

Algerian society took part. Upon their participation in the strike, her four brothers were 

arrested then released. As a result, they decided to hide in the mountains and joined the armed 
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resistance led by the FLN against the French.82 The early non-violent beginnings of the FLN 

resonates with the history of Hamas which started non-violently too and turned to violence 

over the years. The FLN and Hamas turning to violence (as a strategy, tactic) can’t be viewed 

in isolation from the violent nature of settler-colonialism in Algeria and Palestine. According 

to Hezbollah, the ongoing effects of Israeli foreign domination of Lebanon eventually led to 

Hezbollah’s violent resistance. Joseph Alagha asserts that Hezbollah too, according to its 

literature, emerged initially as a social movement that provided educational and medical 

services to the Shiites of Lebanon, who were largely marginalized, or in Hezbollah’s words 

“oppressed (mustad'afin)”.83  

The French View of the FLN 

According to Maxime Macé, France viewed the FLN differently over the years from being a 

(dis)order and law issue to a terrorism/insurgency/war issue. Initially, the French authorities 

described the insurgency of the FLN as merely events, yet after the attacks escalated, the 

French Governor-General of Algeria, Jacques Soustelle, decided to confront the FLN, a move 

he described as “an evil confrontation.”84 Alagha notes that in this confrontation, French 

settlers in Algeria carried out attacks against Algerians in response to the FLN attacks against 

them, with France arming and asking them to protect themselves. France’s arming of settlers 

claimed the lives of 12,000 to 20,000 Algerians between 1954-1962. 85  The armed 

involvement of French settlers killing Algerians and the violent nature of the French state 

posed a moral dilemma to the FLN and made it more challenging to make a distinction 

between combatants and non-combatants as Walzer calls for. The Just War Theory notes that 

all means for dialogue should be exhausted before resorting to war. The FLN responded to 

the French refusal to give the Algerians their independence by waging urban guerrilla 
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warfare, which was seen as terrorist by the French.86 The use of violence by the FLN was 

why France viewed the actions of the FLN as terrorism. In addition, the FLN threatened 

French economic, military, and diplomatic interests in Algeria and its cultural influence 

charted over 132 years, which prompted the French state to view it as terrorist. 

Table 1: Actions by France and the FLN  

S

N 

France FLN Nature 

1. Arming settlers 

between 1954-1962: 

12,000 to 20,000 

Algerians killed. 

Attacks against French targets between 1954-

1962: 42,000 attacks killing 18,000 French 

nationals and wounding 65,000 others. 

Indiscriminate  

2. France sent more than 

500,000 troops to 

Algeria. 

The FLN organized 30,000 to 40,0000 

Algerians between 1954-1957. 

Disproportionate  

3. French forces killed 

some 45,000 Algerians 

in May 1945. 

86 European settlers (mostly French) were 

killed, including 11 soldiers. 

Indiscriminate & 

Disproportionate 

4. France claims that 

300,000 Algerians 

were killed between 

1954-1962. 

The FLN claims that one and a half million 

Algerians were killed between 1954-1962. 

Disproportionate 

Source: Francesoir and Francois, P., (2008) and Bolt Rasmussen, Mikkel (2016). 

According to Yacine Tassadit, this bloody confrontation between France and the FLN 

produced a generation in Algeria and France that was more willing to accept the fact that 

Algeria could no longer be part of France, a notion some in the French Fourth Republic, such 
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as Charles de Gaulle understood after too late.87 The Algerian War of Independence, thus, 

became known as one of the bloodiest wars for independence in modern history, forcing 

France, in the end, to agree to the demands of the FLN and Algerians, the most important of 

which was granting them their independence. The Algerian people from all walks of life took 

part in the revolution which awakened their sense of nationalism against France. This was 

translated into bloodshed and massacres on the ground, the lion’s share of which was paid 

by Algerians, who became united behind the FLN. 

Francois P. notes that the FLN, despite its liberation discourse, waged thousands of attacks 

against French targets. France viewed the FLN as a group that aimed to create lawlessness 

and disorder by waging an estimated 42,000 attacks, killing 18,000 French nationals and 

wounding 65,000 others between 1954-1962. Many in the French military think the 

counterinsurgency in Algeria was an operational and tactical success story unlike the political 

outcome of it, which they view as a political failure. According to them, this failure had a 

lasting impact on the French state and military for years to come.88 France saw divisions 

between two groups, one advocating departure from Algeria and another calling for keeping 

Algeria French. The decision of de Gaulle to withdraw from Algeria created serious 

opposition and rifts in France that still surface from time to time. The French military 

believed that only brutal force would work against the FLN insurgency, which viewed using 

violence as a last resort for a crushed people. Not only this, but some French army officers 

also rejected the orders of their civilian leaders, describing the move to grant Algeria its 

independence a complete betrayal. The French withdrawal from Algeria also led to a coup 

and two assassination attempts against Charles de Gaulle, revealing the extent of French 

opposition to the withdrawal from Algeria.89 

General de Gaulle, too, initially adopted the French view of Algeria as French, denying 

Algerians their national aspirations, and he tried during his 1958 visit to Algeria to reach a 
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peace agreement with the FLN leaders, urging them to run for the National Assembly 

election. The FLN rejected de Gaulle’s proposal, and the elections were won by advocates 

of integration with France, which the FLN boycotted. There were still some Algerians that 

advocated for integration so there were divisions among Algerians. Overall, de Gaulle was 

not an advocate of keeping Algeria under French rule by force, unlike many of his generals. 

De Gaulle understood well that as part of the politics of the Cold War, the anti-colonization 

movement was gaining more support globally and the conditions were in favor of the FLN 

and Algerians. Despite numerous difficulties, the least of which were the Organization of the 

Secret Army (French: OAS) attacks against Algerians, de Gaulle managed to convince his 

cabinet to give Algeria its long-awaited independence. This came after France granted 

neighboring Tunisia and Morocco their independence too. This only happened when France 

realized, at a very high cost, that the price of granting Algeria its independence, will outweigh 

the benefits of keeping Algeria French against the will of the FLN and Algerians.90 

The FLN, being a socialist movement, had drawn upon a lesson learnt from Vietminh in 

Indochina, a Vietnamese communist nationalist movement advocating for independence 

from France, where the French suffered a great defeat. The FLN adopted a nationalist 

approach inspired by the pan-Arab discourse of Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser 

along with making Islam central to its discourse. France believed that the Algerians, at the 

start of the insurgency, did not lend much support to the FLN because of the brutal means it 

used against them indiscriminately. According to N. S. Shvab, the French response to the 

FLN and Algerians was so brutal. However, the lack of proportional French response to the 

FLN, as suggested by the Theory of Just War, served the exact opposite of the French goal 

of spreading fear amongst Algerians not to join the FLN. The FLN advocated for the 

independence of Algeria and equality for all. The goal of the FLN, according to France, was 

to draw the attention of the world through carrying out provocative actions and terrorist 

attacks. The FLN used psychological warfare to control the population through radio 

programs, letters, articles, and violence to intimidate Algerians, especially in areas away from 
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city centers, which had less French presence, a tactic that proved to be effective against 

France as world pressure on France mounted, urging Paris to end its colonial rule in Algeria.91 

Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen draws the attention that France used state-violence as part of its 

counterterrorism efforts in Algeria. This was exemplified by the French army’s response to 

the FLN’s use of force, where the French authorities used torture and killings, claiming the 

lives of 300,000 Algerians between 1954-1962, according to French sources, and one and a 

half million Algerians, according to Algerian sources.92 The Algerian War of Independence 

not only had an impact on Algerian society, part of which fought alongside the French, but 

also affected mainland France, almost throwing it into a civil war, following the declaration 

of French Algeria at the hands of right-wing settlers, officials and colonial officers. As a 

result of this declaration, Charles de Gaulle took office again and the rebellion of the French 

army stopped for a while in French Algeria in 1958. 93  However, the Algerian War of 

Independence that lasted eight years continued and had a tremendous impact on the future of 

Algeria for decades to come. France recently has shown some readiness to accept some 

responsibility for alleged crimes committed against the Algerian people whereby French 

president Macron, during a meeting in 2021, apologized to Anne Boumendjel, the wife of 

FLN lawyer Ali Boumendjel, for killing him under torture, according to Albert Jean-Marc.94 

According to Shvab, France believed that the FLN established the National Army of 

Liberation (LAN) in an attempt to carry out terror operations and to have a firm control over 

the FLN’s formations and guerrilla units. The French claimed that the FLN, in order to be 

successful, organized itself in a manner that did not allow its members, except for the high-

ranking officials, to identify each other. To carry out its war of independence, the FLN 

organized 30,000 men and trained them in Algeria and Tunisia in preparation for war. The 

number jumped to 40,000 in 1957, reflecting the growing popularity of the FLN at the time. 

After 1957, France started to realize that the FLN war in Algeria was not a law and (dis)order 
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issue, but rather a full-scale insurgency.95 From the French point of view, Alagha claims, the 

FLN’s use of violence ignited the retaliatory terror of the anti-separatists, prompting France 

to form self-defense groups from which the OAS later emerged.96 

The Impact of The Designation on the FLN 

The literature reveals that the FLN did not see being listed as a terrorist organization by 

France or its use of violence as a major challenge. The international bipolar system, mainly 

the politics of the Cold War and the FLN’s siding with the Non-Aligned Movement, 

positively helped the FLN in its efforts then; the FLN was able to establish ties with other 

parties and have access to training and weapons as well as diplomatic support by building on 

differences between major powers. Just like the FLN, Hezbollah has adopted a more regional 

approach by strengthening its ties with Iran and Syria. This explains why it was impacted the 

most by the politics of the Arab Spring compared to the FLN and Hamas. However, today’s 

regional and global politics are more complicated and different. Hezbollah, which emerged 

towards the end of the Cold War, has outlined in its Open Letter in 1985 that it “reject(s) both 

the USSR and the US, both Capitalism and Communism, for both are incapable of laying the 

foundations for a just society.”97  

Unlike the FLN which was able to use their position in the Non-Aligned Movement, Hamas 

and Hezbollah on the other hand have been affected by US and its allies focus on containing 

non-state actors in the region who do not have the kind of protection and support that existed 

for the FLN in the Non-Aligned Movement. Karen A. Feste adds that Hezbollah was involved 

in kidnapping Soviet diplomats in 1985, and its Cold War involvement also included 

kidnapping foreign nationals in what known as the hostage crisis from 1980-1990, which 

helped serve the interests of Iran and Syria as well.98 Hamas, on the other hand, got less 

involved in the politics of the Cold War as it emerged in 1987, where the US used a strategy 
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of containment against state and non-state actors, according to Aran Amnon.99 However, 

Israel’s strong ties with the US, which emerged as the only superpower, and the EU, meant 

these global powers viewed the group as terrorist. The US’ strategy of containing some state-

actors has continued after the end of the Cold War, though labeling state actions as terrorism 

is more challenging. However, US containment primarily has been focused on non-state 

actors by the US and its allies, including Israel, and this applies to Hamas and Hezbollah. 

Revolutionary Terrorism too, which the FLN is more willing to accept as defining of some 

of its actions from 1954-1962, compared to Hezbollah and Hamas, applies to the three case 

studies especially the FLN in Algeria. Though the elements of cold war politics allowed for 

the FLN to use particular strategies for liberation from France, Algeria’s adoption of the 

Soviet economic model after independence eventually led the way to an internal civil war 

and protests in 1988-91 and 2019. The cold war politics have too impacted Hezbollah, 

although indirectly, as will be discussed in the following section of the literature review. 

Hezbollah’s Foundation and Structure 

The Lebanese Hezbollah Shiite group, roughly translated into the Party of God, was 

established in 1982 in Lebanon by Lebanese cleric Hassan Fadlallah. It was inspired by the 

outbreak of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1978, where the party’s leaders spent some time 

in the city of Najaf in Iraq, a holy city for Shiite Muslims, during which they forged the 

needed political, religious, and social ties with Iranian clerics to establish the party. 

Hezbollah views itself as a resistance movement against the western presence in Lebanon, 

including Israel. Although, its attacks against Israeli, American, French, and Italian targets 

in the 1980s gave it the needed domestic legitimacy in Lebanon as a resistance group, it also 

gave it the international designation as a terrorist organization by state-actors such as Israel 

and the US, and intergovernmental bodies such as the EU and the GCC. Edwin O. Rueda 
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advocates that Hezbollah’s ideology is based on two founding concepts: Jihad and 

martyrdom.100  

Understanding the nature of Hezbollah is essential in this debate. Due to Hezbollah’s wide 

network of social services, it held eight out of 27 seats in the Lebanese parliament in 1992. 

In 2006, following Israel’s destruction of Lebanon’s infrastructure, the supporters of 

Hezbollah threatened to take to the streets demanding the Lebanese Prime Minister give the 

group one-third of the cabinet. Hezbollah would not dare to ask for this share in the cabinet 

before 2006; however, its programs of paying the families of those killed due to the 2006 

war, and its reconstruction efforts gave it the political legitimacy foundation to do so.101 

Hezbollah’s goal and main principle of resistance is emphasized clearly in its Open Letter in 

1985, which states that:  

“Our primary assumption in our fight against Israel states that the Zionist 

entity is aggressive from its inception…Therefore, our struggle will end only 

when this entity is obliterated. We recognize no treaty with it, no cease-fire, and 

no peace agreements, whether separate or consolidated.”102  

Hezbollah’s strategy of resistance gave it much of the support it received from the Lebanese 

public, most of which was lost during and after the Arab Spring. 

Hezbollah is largely tied by its loyalty to Iran.103 To spread its ideology, Hezbollah built a 

specific structure, which consists of the military, political, and social wings, directly 

connected to the Shura Council.104 Matthew Levitt discusses the role of the Shura Council in 

Hezbollah’s centralized structure that takes responsibility for running the affairs of the group, 
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and at the same time has a decentralized command of groups operating abroad.105 According 

to Levitt, the decentralization of the group command and structure was done intentionally to 

give the group more flexibility to operate. Despite its decentralized structure, which also 

involves a top-down approach of control, “Hezbollah purposefully structures the command 

and control of its covert operations…to be as opaque as possible.”106 Daniel Odin Shaw adds 

that Hezbollah’s access to other groups outside Lebanon such as Hamas and the Houthis, 

further strengthens its liaison ability, and gives it more operational freedom, which 

influenced its terrorist designation by the GCC, while leaving the relationship with Iran and 

political relations with other parties and state-actors to its political leadership.107 

Regardless of its social and political structures, Hezbollah has been classified as a terrorist 

group by the US, the EU, the UK and most recently by some Arab countries including by the 

GCC in 2016. Since its foundation and due to its strong ties with Iran and its leaders, and 

repeated statements of being inspired by the Islamic Revolution in Iran, Hezbollah is viewed 

mostly as an Iranian proxy in the Middle East regional order, with Israel-linked sources not 

even considering it a Lebanese national group in the first place as noted by Naim Qassem, 

the deputy head of the group.108 Not only this, during the first days of the establishment of 

Hezbollah, the coffins of its fallen fighters were wrapped with Iranian flags, which reveals 

its Iran-inspired theology of liberation and its strong ties to the Iranian axis. This practice 

was later replaced, and its fallen members were wrapped by the group’s flag. According to 

Jacques Neriah and Shimon Shapira, the strong ties the group has with Iran have contributed 

to its terrorist designation by the GCC and the Arab League after the Arab Spring.109  
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As part of the Iran-Iraq war, Hezbollah also targeted GCC countries such as Kuwait and 

Saudi Arabia. Terence D. Trenchard argues that the US considers Hezbollah a terrorist group 

funded by Iran to increase Iranian outreach and influence in the Middle East. It believes that 

Hezbollah’s increasing military capabilities in the region might harm the interests of the US 

and its main ally in the region, Israel.110 Furthermore, Hezbollah directly targeted American 

forces in Lebanon in 1982, 1983 and 1984, killing hundreds of American marines, which 

early on influenced the US view of it as working against the interests of the US in the region. 

These attacks also claimed the lives of American diplomats and US state department officials.  

As noted by Mona Harb and Reinoud Leenders, the US believes that Hezbollah will continue 

to be on the terror list because its “animosity toward the United States has not abated.”111 

Additionally, Hezbollah’s support for Palestinian armed groups such as the Islamic Jihad and 

Hamas including providing them with arms and know-how is another factor in the US and 

Israel designating it as a terrorist group. Moreover, as explained by Krista E. Wiegand, 

Hezbollah trained members of Hamas and the Islamic Jihad when Israel deported 415 of them 

to Southern Lebanon for one year in 1992.112 Wiegand notes that Hezbollah rejects Israel’s 

existence quoting the group as saying, “The only way to negate Israel is for them to leave 

Palestine—it’s not good enough until they leave completely.”113 These factors are directly in 

opposition to US and Israeli interests and provide justifications as to why these two state-

actors to view Hezbollah as a terrorist organization.  

Throughout the region, the Arab League and the GCC, and more recently a considerable 

portion of the Arab population, started viewing Hezbollah as Iran’s proxy and a destabilizing 

force especially after the group’s direct military involvement in Syria in 2013 and its alleged 

involvement in Yemen and the internal affairs of GCC countries. Andrew Dalack notes that 
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the group plays an important role in Lebanon and in the region.114 Since it started providing 

services to the marginalized, Hezbollah gained much popularity in Lebanon, representing the 

Shiites of the country and advocating for marginalized groups in the society. Hatem El Zein 

argues that it is in line with this understanding that Hezbollah was first named “the Movement 

of the Deprived” when it was first established in 1974 by Musa Al-Sadir.115 Unlike Hamas 

and to a lesser degree the FLN, Hezbollah emerged as a force in Lebanon during the civil 

war, which made seeking violence central to its approach from day one and this explains why 

the group only sees the conflict with Israel through the lenses of arms. Hamas and the FLN 

too were engaged in civil war at different stages, which explains the role of colonial violence 

in civil wars.  

The Hezbollah Case and Theories of Terrorism and Liberation: 

Theoretically, among other theories of liberation and terrorism, Revolutionary Terrorism and 

the Theory of National Liberation partially explains the actions, structures, and beliefs of 

Hezbollah at both units and international levels of analysis. Unlike the FLN and Hamas, 

Hezbollah was clear from the very beginning that it sees itself as a continuation of the Islamic 

Revolution of Iran in Lebanon. Although the Theology of Liberation has emerged in Central 

and South America, it made a move to the Middle East, with Christian, Jewish and Muslim 

theologians using it as a basis to explain their religious commitment and engagement in 

different causes, including in Palestine, 116  Syria, Lebanon and Egypt. 117  According to 

Wiegand, for Hezbollah, the theology and clerics of Iran continue to provide inspiration and 

the group continues to swear allegiance to them.118 Year after year, Hezbollah’s relations 

with Iran and its Middle East ally Syria has only grown stronger, especially after the 2011 

Syrian Civil War, in which Hezbollah intervened militarily, a move that contributed to its 
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terrorist designation by the GCC in 2016. To a lesser degree, the impact of the Arab Spring 

applies to Hamas, which has strong ties with Iran and views Sunni Islam as central to its 

approach and ideology. It is important to clarify that although Hamas has strong ties to Iran, 

it does not adhere to the Shite branch of Islam as Hezbollah does. 

The Theology of Liberation, on which Hezbollah bases its approach of liberation, is strongly 

connected to the Theory of Just War. According to David Luban, the Theology of Liberation 

was mainly formulated by theologians and provides a religious justification to waging war.119 

It calls for meeting a few conditions before, during and after waging a war. Eric E. Smith 

concludes that the Just War Theory could be applied to armed non-state actors including in 

the case of Hezbollah in Lebanon. This is especially the case with Israel’s invasion of 

Lebanon from 1978-1982, and its 2006 war with Hezbollah vis-a-vis the principles of 

proportionality, discrimination, and the concept of last resort.120 

The Theory of National Liberation also partially provides an explanation for the case of 

Hezbollah, the same as it provides a theoretical explanation for Hamas and the FLN. It is 

central to Hezbollah and Hamas’ approach and thinking of taking arms and using political 

violence. Cabral advocates taking arms to end foreign domination and makes it central to his 

theoretical deliberations, which applies to Hezbollah at the unit-level of analysis of this study. 

Cabral also stresses the role of ideology, which is part and parcel of Hezbollah’s formation, 

as the group repeatedly speaks of its inspiration by the Islamic Revolution in Iran. As Cabral 

raises in the Theory of National Liberation, Hezbollah places a strong emphasis on the 

importance of education to prepare its members spiritually and intellectually to win the war 

with Israel.121 Hamas122 and the FLN equally emphasized the importance of education in 

their literature, which makes them similar to Hezbollah in this regard, although the three 

adopt different ideologies. 
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Hezbollah’s Tactics, War with Israel and Designation 

Hezbollah waged a psychological war against Israel and made even more use of media to 

maximize its impact. Psychological terrorism and media war have been an integral part of 

Hezbollah’s strategy against Tel Aviv. Hezbollah’s use of psychological warfare has been 

one of the most effective approaches by the group in terms of impact and documentation, 

which also later inspired Hamas to follow suit. According to Pete Ajemian, Hezbollah 

fighters targeted Israeli (and pro-Israeli) forces in Southern Lebanon, and the group would 

make sure it documented and published these attacks to boost the morale of its supporters 

and maximize its popularity in Lebanon and beyond. 123  Not only this, but Hezbollah’s 

strategy also proved to be effective in gaining more popular support, and contributed to 

spreading fear among Israeli and Southern Lebanese Army (SLA) forces. Ron Schleifer notes 

that the Lebanese group waged a campaign against Israeli and SLA forces towards the end 

of the 1990s, with visual media being one of the main tools in this psychological war.124 

Due to the nature of Israel’s direct military occupation of Southern Lebanon and its 

dependence on loyal Lebanese forces, namely the SLA, to control Southern Lebanon, 

including populated areas, Hezbollah was able to engage in a guerrilla warfare and urban 

terrorism that largely surprised Israeli forces, attacking them quickly before disappearing 

among the population again. Paul Wise argues that this contradicts the principles of Just War 

Theory, which calls for avoiding civilian targets or fighting from within populated civilian 

areas.125 Israel found it increasingly difficult to face this kind of warfare as Hezbollah, having 

known the terrain and enjoyed popular support, had the upper hand in this warfare. Israeli 

forces were largely vulnerable to the attacks of the Lebanese group, which had gained 

military experience through its engagement in the Lebanese civil war and improved the 

capabilities of its fighters in waging a guerrilla warfare. Daniel Byman suggests that attacks 

by Hezbollah targeting Israel were effective, pushing Israel to withdraw from Southern 
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Lebanon in May 2000, and Hezbollah claimed victory.126 By comparison, Nurit Kliot and 

Igal Charney advocate that the FLN too used urban terrorism and guerrilla warfare against 

France, as has Hamas against Israel to a much lesser degree, because of the nature of the 

Israeli military occupation which separates Israeli settlers from Palestinian population 

centers.127 

The 2006 war between Hezbollah and Israel was a turning point in the group’s history, 

performance, and international designation, which drastically increased Hezbollah’s 

popularity throughout the region and motivated Iran to increase its military aid to the group. 

The 2006 Lebanon war could be viewed as a classic example of unjust wars especially the 

element of proportionality.128 At the time, a considerable portion of Lebanese people showed 

readiness to stand behind Hezbollah as Israel bombed their towns and infrastructure, although 

there were criticisms of the group’s war with Israel especially from parties close to Saudi 

Arabia as part of the growing sectarian rift between the Kingdom and Iran. This criticism is 

attributed to the huge destruction the war caused to Lebanon’s infrastructure. According to 

Phillip Manyok, Hezbollah, on its part, made use of this increasing popular support to present 

a vision for the Lebanese society setting itself as an alternative to the Lebanese government 

as the latter failed to protect Lebanon from Israel’s attacks in 2006.129 This, in addition to 

Hezbollah’s social network, created a strong popular base for the group in Lebanon, and at 

the same time made the US view it as “a hybrid terrorist organization.”130 

Hezbollah, The Iran Connection, The Arab Spring and The Cold War 

The Iranian impact on Hezbollah throughout its foundation and later expansion is undeniable. 

However, viewing Hezbollah through these lenses only deprives the group of its own agency 

as a Lebanese party. Even though Iran is the major supporter of Hezbollah, and the group 

adopts its theology, it is not fully accurate to assume that the group lacks the agency and 
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agendas in Lebanon and beyond. According to Fariborz Mokhtari, Iran’s support for 

Hezbollah has gone up and down over the years, increasing the most during the reign of 

President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and after 2017 (depending on sanctions and oil prices), 

further empowering the group and pushing it to run for Lebanon’s elections.131 Bryan Early 

suggests that by running for Lebanese elections, Hezbollah sees itself as a legitimate 

Lebanese political force that has the right to have representatives both in the Lebanese 

parliament and government despite the Israeli view that Hezbollah is more than a Lebanese 

party yet smaller than the Lebanese state.132 

In the same vein, Krista E. Wiegand notes that Hezbollah’s strong Iran connections, hostile 

discourse against Israel, targeting US and French forces in Lebanon, and unfriendly tone 

towards the West have made the US, Israel, and the EU list it as terrorist.133 Hezbollah 

declared that it has trained and sent arms to Palestinian groups such as Hamas, a factor that 

contributed to the terrorist designation by those states and state collectives. Hamas, on the 

other hand, has always called for copying the Hezbollah model in the Gaza Strip. It has 

repeatedly expressed appreciation for the Hezbollah support. Geraint Alun Hughes concludes 

that the relationship between both non-state actors have been strong except for a limited 

deterioration which was largely fixed following Hamas’ withdrawal from Syria after the 

outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, in which Hamas refused to support the Syrian 

government, placing both Hamas and Hezbollah at the heart of the politics of the Arab 

Spring.134  

Despite their differences over Syria, Hezbollah and Hamas have maintained a strong 

relationship with each other, and Hezbollah continues to condemn Israeli attacks on the Gaza 

Strip, governed by Hamas. The relationship between both groups is getting warmer over time 

as they both share the same enmity towards Israel and their dislike of some Arab 
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governments, which they think are in line with American and Israeli policies in the region. 

On the other hand, the FLN, the main party in the current Algerian government chose to 

distance itself from Hezbollah to avoid international pressures that might result from such 

ties by countries such as France and the US, while it continues to support the Palestinians 

including Hamas (but only politically) in response to popular demands and a feeling of a 

shared and similar history. Hezbollah’s relationship with Hamas will continue to strengthen 

the position of the US and Israel to keep them on the terror lists. Amon Aran asserts that the 

US foreign policy towards Russia today and what the US calls “rouge” states such as Iran, 

and Israel’s foreign policy towards Hamas and Hezbollah, suggest that “transferability” is 

part and parcel of the US and Israel’s foreign policy visa-vis Hamas and Hezbollah and their 

main sponsor, Iran.135 

The Open Letter of Hezbollah reveals that the group was involved too in the politics of the 

Cold War as it was in opposition to both the US and the USSR.136 Mathew Levitt notes That 

the group was also involved in targeting western forces in Lebanon on behalf of Syria and 

Iran, which benefited the USSR, and some Gulf Arab countries as part of the Iran-Iraq 

War. 137  The politics of the Arab Spring, however, has impacted Hezbollah the most 

compared to Hamas and the FLN. Hezbollah’s military intervention in Syria on the side of 

Syrian president Bashar Al-Assad impacted its relationship with Hamas for a period of time 

but both groups chose to resume relations following the outbreak of the Arab Spring and after 

some Arab countries designated them as terrorist organizations. Philipp O. Amour argues 

that this new regional order emerged in the post Arab Spring era, which created new regional 

blocs and further weakened the fragile order in the region.138 Byman suggests that the Arab 

Spring and its ongoing reverberations have severely contributed to the isolation of Hezbollah 

and Hamas due to their strong ties with Iran, but more importantly due to Hezbollah’s 

intervention in Syria and in the affairs of some Arab countries, and due to the ideological 
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connection between Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood. 139  This is especially true to 

Hezbollah and to a lesser degree Hamas, which explains the Arab League and the GCC’s 

listing of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization in 2016. Jennifer L. Jefferis concludes that 

Hamas has been indirectly impacted by the designation of its umbrella organization, the 

Muslim Brotherhood, as a terrorist organization and by the anti-political-Islam discourse of 

some Arab governments, with some courts and officials in countries such as Egypt, Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE effectively calling Hamas a terrorist organization and cracking down on 

political Islam.140 

The Arab League’s designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization in 2016 makes the 

surrounding environment more challenging for both Hezbollah and Hamas. Hezbollah, along 

with Hamas, but to a lesser degree, found themselves at the heart of an emerging regional 

order between different regional blocs in the Middle East. It is not only Israel and the West 

that sees the Lebanese and Palestinian groups as terrorist due to their Iran connections, but 

also a number of Arab countries that once saw Hezbollah and Hamas as political forces in 

Lebanon and Palestine. Furthermore, more Arab peoples and governments will likely 

continue to view Hezbollah as part of the Iranian axis, costing the group much of its 

popularity in Sunni-majority Muslim countries. The designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist 

group by governments in the Arab world has contributed to increasing sectarian tensions in 

the region. The fragile regional order that emerged after the Arab Spring, according to 

Amour, would thus be further weakened by sectarian tensions.141 Hezbollah, which is at the 

heart of these sectarian tensions, will continue to be isolated in Lebanon and more sanctions 

are expected to be imposed on the group which would impact Lebanon’s political system and 

at the same time push Hezbollah to further tighten its grip on the neck of the Lebanese state 

for its own survival in a hostile region. 
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The Establishment of Hamas and Internal Documents of Hamas 

Born from the womb of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas emerged in the Palestinian 

Territories in 1987 as a social, political, and military force. The outbreak of the First 

Palestinian Intifada uprising against Israel coincided with the establishment of Hamas. 

Hamas’ internal documents including its 1988 Charter viewed that the group views itself as 

a legitimate liberation movement with Islamic background and Palestinian national approach. 

The Muslim Brotherhood, the umbrella organization of Hamas, has been present in 

Palestinian politics in different forms, but more specifically with Hamas’ emergence, and 

during the Arab Israeli war of 1948. Nathan Brown mentions that the Islamic Complex in the 

Gaza Strip was founded in 1973, through which Hamas ran its network of NGOs, where most 

Hamas leaders worked and where Hamas’ supreme leader Ahmad Yassin headed the 

Complex in the 1970s.142 As part of its participation in the Intifada, Ziad Abu-Amr explains 

that the Muslim Brotherhood issued a statement in December 1987 urging Palestinians to 

face the Israeli occupation, and Hamas was officially founded in 1987.  However, the name 

Hamas was not used until a year later in 1988 when Hamas issued its Charter, adds Abu-

Amr. 143 Ahmad Yasin, Hamas’ founder, according to Abu-Amr, saw it necessary to establish 

a new group that served as an extension of the Brotherhood to resist the Israeli occupation. 

Yasin believed that using a different name will give the group more freedom to act and avoid 

any backlash due to Hamas’ association with its umbrella organization. Yasin thought that 

the new name could help the Intifada continue, and the Brotherhood could claim Hamas as 

its own, while it could act independent of it.144 Additionally, Hamas outlined its particular 

ideology, goals and political plans in its Charter issued in 1988 and in other internal 

documents. 

As for its ideology, the movement’s 1988 Charter explained that Islam is a system for life, 

from which it reaches its concepts and ideology, as well as the universe and humanity. Hamas 

outlines in its Charter that it is the Palestine branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, stressing that 
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the umbrella organization has a comprehensive explanation and understanding of life. 

According to the Charter, the movement accepts as its members Muslims, “who are loyal to 

God,” and adopts its ideology and guard its secrets. 145  The Charter, at the same time, notes 

that Hamas is a Palestinian national movement. The goals of Hamas include supporting the 

weak and the oppressed, a discourse that is also used by Hezbollah, as well as defeating 

“falsehood.”146 To achieve these goals,  the Charter explains, Palestine should be considered 

an Islamic Trust for which all Muslim subjects worldwide are responsible. The movement 

rejects the path of peace talks to solve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, noting that giving up 

any part of British Mandate Palestine (that includes today’s Israel) is like giving up Islam, 

and advocates the use of Jihad as the only way to liberate Palestine.147 Hamas issued a 

political document in 2017 outlining its vision and changes from the original Charter, in 

which Hamas’ use of Islamic theology that was outlined in the Charter has now shifted into 

a more nationalistic discourse. 

As a result of the mounting regional and international pressure on Hamas, the group issued a 

Document of General Principles and Policies in May 2017, which reflected its new approach. 

The movement accepted a Palestinian state on the 1967 boundaries, yet it refrained from 

recognizing Israel. Another important principle stated in the document was Hamas’ 

insistence on fighting Israelis not because of their religion, but because of their occupation 

of the Palestinian Territories, and that it rejects anti-Semitism and Zionism as two forms of 

explicit racism. The movement, however, rejected the idea of recognizing Israel by any 

means. 148  In the same document, the group also separated itself from the Muslim 

Brotherhood, negating any organizational connection between the two, a move that reflects 

the impact of the Arab Spring on Hamas. It also offered readiness to adopt non-armed 

resistance along with armed resistance as a strategy to establish a Palestinian state on the 

1967 boundaries. The 2017 document adopts a more practical political discourse compared 
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to its 1988 Charter and avoids using religious rhetoric. The Hamas 2017 document also 

contains ambiguous articles that allow for loose interpretation and flexibility, giving the 

movement flexibility to shift goals, which the 1988 Charter did not have the capacity to do.  

Khaled Horoub suggests that such articles show Hamas has learned from the language used 

in its 1988 Charter, which was full of explicit statements and articles that could be interpreted 

more rigidly and in one way (often religious).149 The Hamas 2017 document, therefore, 

adopts both nationalistic and religious discourse, in line with its theology of liberation, 

asserting Hamas’ founding principles, and giving the movement the regional and 

international appeal, which would allow it to sell itself to different actors in the region and 

the West and get itself off the US and EU terror lists. The liberation discourse of Hamas, too, 

has been part and parcel of its statements over the years. Hamas  Jason Blessing adds that

discourse to a nationalist one, and from the total a more religious adopting has moved from 

liberation to the phased liberation.150 Hamas’ commitment to non-violence and its recent 

contributions  rthe latein line with  esgoin Israel focus on targeting military targets  increasing

 combatant-non“he notion of twhere he highlights Just War Theory,  by Walzer to the

enemy.”151 Despite Hamas’ involvement in non-violent resistance, it has also targeted Israeli 

colonial project of Israel. -lercivilians, considering all Israelis as armed and part of the sett

what about specifying  ambiguityand  Israel’s targeting of civiliansDoug Lieb points that 

makes a civilian/militant still poses a challenge in Palestine/Israel.152 The same applies to 

Israeli towns with rockets without a distinction  edtarget ,Hezbollah, which just like Hamas

It is worth mentioning that Israeli settlers are also military and civilians. the between 

nian civilians especially in the West involved in armed and violent attacks against Palesti

Bank. 

Hamas’ documents, both its 1988 Charter and 2017 document, stress the liberation nature of 

the group. In the chapter “The Liberation Ideology of Hamas,” Azzam Altamimi, a childhood 

 
149 Khaled Hroub, “A Newer Hamas? The Revised Charter,” Journal of Palestine Studies, Vol. 46, No. 4, 

2017, p. 100. 
150  Jason A. Blessing, “From “Total Liberation” to “Phased Liberation”: Temporality and Identity in the 

Provisional IRA and Hamas,” (PhD Dissertation): Virginia, Virginia Tech, (2013), p. 85. 
151 Walzer, Just and unjust wars, p. 334. 
152 Doug Lieb, “Gaza: A Just War: A Response to Jerome Slater,” Tikkun, 24(2), (2009), p.58. 



 
 
 

62 
 

friend of Khaled Mishaal, a long-time Hamas leader, urges that “[t]heir language has become 

virtually indistinguishable from that of any freedom fighter in Latin America, South Africa 

or East Asia.”153 In a speech he gave in 2013, Khaled Mishaal, the outgoing head of the 

political bureau of Hamas, and its current leader outside Palestine, stressed that Hamas is “a 

national liberation movement.”154 Rashmi Sing notes that marking twenty-four years since 

its establishment, Hamas noted in a press statement that “Our people are…determined to 

achieve liberation, and to establish their independent state.”155 Despite Hamas’ insistence on 

its nature as a liberation movement, which combines both nationalism and Islam, the 

movement has long been designated as terrorist by different parties, including Israel, the 

United States, the European Union, and more recently by some Arab governments, as the 

group was part and parcel of the sectarian politics of the Arab Spring by choosing to side 

with the Iranian axis, which Hezbollah is part of too. The FLN, being the force behind 

government in Algeria, was less impacted by state-level politics of the Arab Spring, but it 

was impacted by protests that broke against it as part of the waves of pro-democracy protests 

of the Arab Spring in 2018 in Algeria. 

How Do State Actors View Hamas? 

Aligning with Israeli and US policy, the EU listed Hamas as a terrorist organization in 2001, 

keeping the group on the terror list after it won the 2006 PLC elections, which the EU 

supported and monitored to promote democracy in the Palestinian Territories. Catherine 

Charrett urges that the EU chose “its strategic interests”156 by continuing to adopt the US and 

Israel position vis-à-vis Hamas after 2006, as it enjoys strong economic and political ties with 

both countries. Both the US and Israel view Hamas as a terrorist organization which should 

face sanctions and the Palestinian people, by extension, who chose Hamas in the elections, 

“should be punished for voting for terrorism.”157 The US and Israel wanted Hamas to face 

sanctions due to is refusal to recognize Israel after it won the PLC elections. The EU adopts 
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a slightly different view of Hamas than Israel and the US, although,  according to Almut 

Möller the EU “decided to block all aid to the Hamas government.”158 The EU position vis-

à-vis Hamas considers both its military and political wings as terrorist, but EU officials have 

repeatedly spoken to Hamas, directly and indirectly, and there were attempts by EU legal 

bodies to reconsider Hamas’ designation, following some legal efforts by EU bodies and 

nationals, which have failed so far. 

From Israel’s point of view, Hamas propagates a policy based on using armed struggle to 

destroy the State of Israel. Israel claims that Hamas has resorted to using violence and 

terrorism against civilians including children. The group, Israel adds, has over the years 

trained suicide bombers to target Israeli urban centers which are densely populated to inflict 

more damage on Israelis, such as targeting malls, markets, shopping centers, and bus stations. 

For Israel, there is no difference between the political and military wings of Hamas. Efraim 

Halevy explains that for this reason, Israel assassinated the supreme leader of Hamas who 

was on a wheelchair in 2004.159 Israel views Hamas and its commitment to political violence 

a threat to its very existence and it has over the years taken actions to eliminate this threat 

including by means that resulted in considerable Palestinian civilian losses. Israel refuses to 

engage with Hamas before the group gives up its arms and recognizes Israel, which Hamas 

refuses to do. This suggests that Israel is likely to continue to view Hamas as terrorist in the 

short and long term. Hamas has over the years strengthened its arms arsenal which suggests 

that the group and Israel will unlikely change their perceptions of the other and that arms will 

continue to be the language both actors will use to communicate. 

Stephen Sloan and Sean Anderson draw the attention that according to Israel, after its 

deportation of 415 Palestinians, mostly Hamas members, to Southern Lebanon in 1992, these 

members had the opportunity to meet with Hezbollah members, who taught them how to 

make explosives.160 This connection between Hamas and Hezbollah likely pushes countries 
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like Israel and the US to view it as terrorist, especially since Hezbollah has targeted both 

Israeli and American interests. The same applies to the GCC, where increasingly countries 

have viewed Hamas with terrorist lenses because of its ties to Iran and Hezbollah after the 

Arab Spring. According to Aron Mannes, with the outbreak of the Palestinian Intifada and 

the assassination of the supreme leader of Hamas Ahmed Yasin by Israel, Hezbollah has also 

provided Hamas with the know-how to manufacture weapons.161 Hamas has used these 

weapons during its subsequent military confrontations with Israel, strengthening Israel’s 

perception of the two groups as terrorist which pose serious threats to its existence. Hamas 

has also been involved in kidnapping Israelis, a tactic that was used by the FLN and 

Hezbollah too. It is not coincidental that Hamas has been influenced by Hezbollah as both 

non-state para-military groups have the same enemy: Israel. They also have the backing of 

the same regional ally, Iran. 

The US cites Hamas’ targeting of Israeli civilians and the actions of its military wing, the Izz 

Al-Din Al-Qassam Brigades, against Israel, as a justification to list it on the Foreign Terrorist 

Organizations (FTOs) list, issued by the US Department of the State. American nationals, 

although not directly targeted, have lost their lives in Hamas’ attacks against Israel. Glenn E. 

Robinson, a scholar who researched Hamas, sees Hamas’ designation as an only terrorist 

group as problematic because it denies the fact that Hamas is also a social, religious and 

educational group with thousands of followers, similarly to Hezbollah and the FLN. It also 

ignores that Hamas uses violence “periodically” to achieve specific purposes. The group uses 

violence and engages in social and political work; viewing its social actions and commitment 

to arms as separate does not help provide a comprehensive image of Hamas.162 According to 

Youssef Cohen et al., some western nations, which cite the use of violence as a justification 

to view Hamas and non-state actors such as Hezbollah and the FLN as terrorist, are 
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themselves the product of violence, namely countries that emerged in Europe after 1648 and 

the rise of nation states.163 

Despite the US and EU’s designation of Hamas as a terrorist organization, the group has not 

directly attacked any Western target thus far. Mathew Levitt, a scholar who studied Hamas 

also, advocates that Hamas is a national Palestinian movement which adopts a violent 

approach, and unlike other terrorist organizations, has thus far only targeted Israel, not the 

West. While western nationals have been killed in Hamas’ bombings accidently, the 

movement did not target western allies of Israel, differently than Hezbollah that launched 

attacks against Israeli targets in the EU as well as against American, French, and Italian forces 

in Lebanon. Levitt notes that Hamas is unlikely to target the West, or Israeli targets abroad, 

but these calculations might change in the future.164 The regional order in the Middle East, 

after the Arab Spring, which is not in favor of Hamas, will make the group less likely to 

change its approach, as this change may result in further isolation and invite new sanctions 

against it, where donor money and financial transactions by the EU and the US used by the 

Palestinian government, run by Hamas after election, were blocked. 

 

 Figure 1: Countries/Bodies that view Hamas as a terrorist group 
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On the other hand, Israel, with the outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000, used a violent 

approach towards Palestinian factions, including Hamas. The policy of Israel’s iron fist 

against the Palestinians prompted a violent response led by Hamas and other factions, 

whereby they waged a campaign of suicide bombings against Israel.165 Despite its advocacy 

of political violence, Hamas has at some stages refrained from targeting civilian objects in 

its direct attacks starting from 2005. Hamas has too refrained from admitting targeting 

civilians during Operation Cast Lead in the Gaza Strip in 2008/9. Hamas, thus, lives what 

seems to be a moral dilemma, where it sometimes targets civilian objects and claims 

otherwise. At the same time, Boaz Ganor draws the attention that Hamas seeks to change its 

designation as a terrorist organization, a tactic that will make the EU, the US and even some 

Arab countries, which have strong ties with Israel, skeptical of the group.166 This is true in 

light of Hamas’ strong ties with Hezbollah, and the ways Hamas uses some of Hezbollah’s 

tactics, such as waging phycological warfare against Israel. 

Hamas and Theories of Liberation and Terrorism 

Theoretically, the Theory of Just War, the National Liberation Theory, and Revolutionary 

Terrorism, explain the actions of Hamas against Israel. Following Israel’s Operation Cast 

Lead in the Gaza Strip against Hamas and other Palestinian factions in 2008/9, Hamas seems 

to have realized the full impact of phycological warfare, whereby Hezbollah’s influence over 

the group in this regard can’t be denied. Schleifer notes that “Hamas created a successful and 

unique campaign, in which violence—bombings and guerrilla warfare—were used together 

with a massive persuasion campaign.”167 By using violence, Hamas was able to create an 

uproar internationally, following years of the group being viewed as an illegitimate terrorist 

organization especially in the West. Schlifer adds that the group has realized the importance 

of waging a war and social media to win people’s hearts and minds, as was the case with the 

2014 military escalation between Palestinians in Gaza and Israel.168 Jinjin Zhang notes that 

Hamas has too launched a social media campaign on Twitter in English such as #AskHamas, 
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which aims at explaining its positions to the outside world and to highlight its liberation 

discourse, a move which reveals Hamas’ interest in reaching out to the outside world.169 This 

focus for Hamas is unlike Hezbollah, which was not interested in promoting itself due to the 

political nature of the Arab Spring and unlike the FLN, because of Cold War politics. 

Unlike the FLN and Hezbollah, Hamas has engaged less in guerrilla warfare with Israel 

because of the nature of the conflict where Israeli settlers/forces and the Palestinians live 

separately from one another. According to Singh, guerrilla warfare in the context of Hamas 

and Israel is mainly limited to specific confrontations and is evident during Israel’s military 

operations against Hamas in the Gaza Strip. More specifically, guerrilla warfare between 

Hamas and Israel took place on a limited scale during the Second Palestinian Intifada and in 

2008/9 and 2014 when Israeli forces invaded parts of the Gaza Strip and Hamas used rocket 

attacks against Israel, an increasingly sophisticated form of guerrilla warfare over the past 22 

years.170 

Hamas, just like Hezbollah and to a lesser extent the FLN, has largely used Islamic Theology 

as a driving force behind its actions against Israel. Hamas’ Islamic discourse is still prominent 

even after issuing its 2017 political document. As Paul Scham explains, Hamas leaders and 

members have always sought theological explanations for their attacks against Israel 

including suicide bombings.171 Hamas’ theology is explained by the Theory of National 

Liberation advocated by Cabral,172 which gives importance to theology, embodied in its 

Islamic approach, and national education respectively. Hamas believes in the need to take 

arms and apply national education to prepare its members spiritually and intellectually and 

views this theological and religious education as a necessary foundation for its members to 

be able to fight Israel. Hamas achieves this by organizing regular weekly educational 

meetings for its members to study Islamic texts. The theological interpretation of Hamas’ 
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behavior can also be connected to the Just War Theory, which explains how “just wars”173 

should be waged. 

Keeping Israel’s view of Hamas in mind and looking at the nature of Hamas’ war with Israel, 

it would be more comprehensive and appropriate to look at its fight against Israel though the 

lenses of urban terrorism. Despite Hamas’ view of its actions against Israel as legitimate 

resistance, Israel, and other non-state actors and intergovernmental bodies such as the US 

and the EU view its actions as illegitimate terrorism. A big part of Hamas’ campaign against 

Israel has targeted urban centers including bus stations, restaurants, markets, main squares, 

and more recently major cities.174 To a lesser degree, the FLN, and Hezbollah too have 

targeted urban centers as part of their guerrilla warfare against France and Israel respectively. 

During the Second Palestinian Intifada, Hamas (and other factions) targeted urban centers in 

Israel that proved to be effective, pushing Israel to respond with more violence against the 

Palestinians and to build a new wall that separates the West Bank from Israel. Although 

Hamas’ attacks against Israel considerably threatened its security, they brought international 

condemnation against the group. On the other hand, Israel and France’s targeting of civilians, 

as state-actors, “has the effect of mobilizing other civilians and bringing them into the 

insurgent camp,” as outlined by Walzer.175 Israel has additionally targeted Palestinian urban 

centers to pressure Hamas and other Palestinian factions to cease their attacks against it. Israel 

used the same tactic against Hezbollah in Lebanon, all aiming at distancing the population 

from these non-state actors, which in some cases backfired. 

The Impact of Hamas Designation in Light of The Cold War and The Arab Spring 

Hamas was less impacted by the Cold War politics compared to the FLN and Hezbollah as it 

emerged towards the very end of the fall of the USSR. Its ideology too was critical of any 

approach that is not Islamic, which by extension included the USSR. However, according to 

Michael Herzog, Hamas has been seriously impacted by its designation as a terrorist group 

by Israel, the US, and the EU, especially after it won the 2006 PLC elections, Israel, the US, 
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and the EU, in an attempt to tame the movement, designated it as a terrorist group, seriously 

impacting Hamas (effectiveness, popularity, leadership).176 The fall of the USSR and the 

emergence of the US as the only superpower has further complicated the equation for Hamas, 

with the US, a strong ally of Israel, viewing Hamas as a terrorist group. Hamas has fought 

hard to remove itself off the terror lists of the EU and the US by changing its political and 

religious discourse. Yet, the movement has largely failed to promote itself as a liberation 

movement in the West, despite the limited meetings held between the movement’s leadership 

and EU representatives in 2013177 and former US and EU officials in 2020,178 as explained 

by Harriet Sherwood and Adnan Abu-Amer. In the same context, Glenn E Robinson notes 

that Hamas leaders met with UN officials repeatedly including in 2021 to discuss the most 

recent Gaza ceasefire with Israel.179 This backdoor diplomacy policy by the EU and US, be 

it direct or not, is similar to the EU Good Neighborhood approach towards Hezbollah. 

In the same context, Samuel C. Rajiv adds that Hamas’ refusal to recognize Israel, accept 

agreements signed by the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), and its lack of readiness 

to denounce armed resistance presented Israel with an opportunity to further isolate and 

squeeze the group after its violent takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007.180 Israel’s siege has 

impacted Hamas in two different ways. On the one hand, Robinson notes, it pushed the 

movement to enlarge its military arsenal and stockpile of rockets and anti-tank missiles, 

drones, and tunnels, and on the other hand, it pushed Hamas to present to the world a more 

pragmatic discourse by publishing its 2017 document. 181  The 2017 Hamas document 

emphasized, along with some other issues, the centrality of Islamic theology, its liberation 
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nature, the centrality of nationalism, its willingness to accept a two-state solution without 

recognizing Israel and its adoption of non-armed resistance along with armed resistance. 

Yet, despite Hamas’s attempts to promote itself as an acceptable political actor in the region 

by highlighting its liberation discourse, it continues to be treated as an isolated non-state actor 

by most countries in the Arab world. This will likely continue to be the case as long as Hamas 

adheres to the use of armed resistance/violence and the anti-political Islam discourse in some 

parts of the Arab world continues. Hamas, furthermore, has not shown any concrete steps to 

give up its arms, which further complicates its regional position. The movement has major 

disagreements with the more moderate Fatah movement in Palestine, and the existence of 

moderate Palestinian groups allow for Hamas to be deemed as terrorist. This is especially 

true as long as the Palestinian political rift remains unresolved, as explained by Amour.182 
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CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter aims to outline the relevant theoretical framework for this study and how it is 

related to the empirical part, levels of analysis (units and international), research questions 

and goals. The theories outlined in this chapter include The National Liberation Theory, The 

Just War Theory, and Revolutionary Terrorism. By looking at these theories, the research 

aims to theoretically provide an answer as to why and how specific state-actors view the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation or terrorist groups and how factors such as the Cold 

War and the Arab Spring as well as national interests impact this process of designation and 

non-state actors. Except for the National Liberation Theory, all other theories explain both 

levels of analysis of this study. This chapter, thus, aims to contribute to the main question of 

the research theoretically by examining different theories of liberation and terrorism and their 

relevance to the research questions, objectives, and the units (state and non-state actors) as 

well as the international level of analysis (the Cold War and the Arab Spring) in the context 

of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as well as how these three non-state actors view 

themselves. 

The above theories of liberation and terrorism provide critical theoretical deliberations, 

although mostly state-centric, to explain the debate on what makes a terrorist/liberation group 

in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas from the point of view of relevant state-

actors. This debate is very often controversial,183 merely a reflection of the nature of the two 

concepts that are deeply rooted in intra-state relations, normative debates, and realpolitik. 

The above-mentioned theories, too, highlight the self-view of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

as non-state actors (unit level), and the view of relevant state actors of them, namely Israel, 

France, the EU, the US, Iran, Türkiye, the GCC, and the Arab League (units-level) as well 

as the international level of analysis which examines the role of the Cold War and the Arab 

Spring in the designation process. The theories considered in this study are the Just War 

Theory, the Theory of National Liberation, and Revolutionary Terrorism. 
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The Just War Theory was introduced by Michael Walzer, who divides going to war into three 

phases. Walzer, the most prominent theorist to advocate for just war, in his book Just and 

Unjust Wars, urges that for a war to be just, certain conditions before, during and after war 

breaks out should be met. As for the conditions leading to the outbreak of war (the resort to 

war), which he called Jus Ad Bellum, Walzer notes that a ‘just’ war should be a last resort, 

declared by a legitimate authority, have the right intention, have a chance of success, and 

proportional.184  While waging a war, the rules of just conduct, which Walzer calls Jus In 

Bello, should be discriminate and proportional.185 In Jus post bellum, namely justice after 

war, other scholars such as Orend and Kant, call for the need to treat prisoners fairly and 

engage in reconstruction, as part of bearing responsibility after the end of hostilities.186 In 

addition to the principles of Just War Theory proposed by Walzer, James Childress adds the 

“announcement of intention,” noting that going to war is in itself “prima facie wrong,” noting 

that ‘it is still morally wrong’ but necessary.187 The three stages of just war are all relevant 

to the non-state actors of this study, namely the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

In the same vein, the Theory of National Liberation sheds lights on three major concepts: 

taking arms to end foreign domination, making ideology central to armed struggle, and 

advocating the importance of education as a means to achieve awareness and unity, both 

necessary to achieve victory during a liberation war.188 The Theory of National Liberation 

partially explains the behavior of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as they have advocated the 

use of arms, adopted an ideology and stressed the need for a national education to face foreign 

domination. For this reason, the Theory of National Liberation complements the Theory of 

Just War and contributes to providing the theoretical framework for this study. 

 
184 Daniel Brunstetter and Megan Braun, “From jus ad bellum to jus ad vim: recalibrating our understanding of 

the moral use of force,” Ethics & International Affairs, 27(1), (2013), p.92. 
185 Ruti Teitel, “Rethinking Jus Post Bellum in an Age of Global Transitional Justice: Engaging with Michael 

Walzer and Larry May,” European Journal of International Law, 24(1), (2013), p. 341. 
186 Alex J. Bellamy, “The responsibilities of victory: Jus post bellum and the just war,” Review of International 

Studies, 34(4), (2008), p. 618. 
187 Brian Auten, “James Childress and the Presumption Against War,” Political Theology Network, 5 February 

2015, https://politicaltheology.com/james-childress-and-the-presumption-against-war/ (8 May 2022). 
188 Reiland Rabaka, Concepts of Cabralism: Amilcar Cabral and Africana Critical Theory, Maryland: 

Lexington Books, 2014, p. 219. 



 
 
 

73 
 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have used Revolutionary Terrorism to inflict damages on 

state-actors which have had two consequences. One is creating pressure on France in the case 

of the FLN and Israel in the case of Hezbollah and Hamas. Local guerrilla groups had the 

advantage of knowing the terrain and were able to hit and run, thus having the element of 

surprise. The targeted French and Israeli forces would respond to these attacks, killing many 

civilians, creating an international outcry in favor of the three non-state actors, and pushing 

more people to support the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. The lack of proportional response 

by France and Israel contradicts the principles of just war, which states that the principles of 

discrimination and proportionality should be respected, during the conduct of war or Jus In 

Bello as advocated by Walzer.189 In the same vein, the FLN,190 Hezbollah191 and Hamas192 

used tactics such as shootings, suicide bombings, targeting urban centers and kidnappings, 

which contributed to their terrorist designation by some state-actors. 

The following section provides a critical review of the relevant theories on liberation and 

terrorism in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas used in this study, and the view 

of concerned actors, France, Israel, the US, the EU, Iran, Türkiye, the GCC and the Arab 

League of the three non-state actors as liberation movements or terrorist organizations. This 

section explains how and why state-actors consider them as one or the other from a theoretical 

point of view by looking at the theories of National Liberation, Just War and Revolutionary 

Terrorism and units’ levels of analysis. It also highlights the impact this designation has on 

the three non-state actors, and how they view themselves in light of their statements and 

internal and founding documents. The theories of liberation and terrorism are a reflection of 

the controversial nature of the debate, but as suggested by Finlay, a theory of non-terrorist 

resistance could draw a line between the two sides of the controversiality. 
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Definitions of Terrorism 

The existence of different definitions of terrorism by different bodies and state-actors such 

as the UN and the US suggest the controversial nature of the concept.  The League of Nations 

defined Terrorism in 1937 as  “criminal acts directed against a state which aim, or are of a 

nature, to provide terror.”193 The definition of the League of Nations of terrorism does not 

address the issue of counterinsurgency and state terrorism, which makes it one-sided and 

state centric.  

Unlike the League of Nations, the United Nations defined terrorism using more reflective 

terms vis-a-vis the intentions of terrorism and the targeting of infrastructures to inflict 

economic losses. The UN defined terrorism as threatening to cause:194 

“(a) death or serious bodily injury to any person; or (b) serious damage to public or 

private property, including a place of public use, a State or government facility, a 

public transportation system, an infrastructure facility or the environment; or (c) 

damage to property, places, facilities, or systems [...], resulting or likely to result in 

major economic loss, when the purpose of the conduct, by its nature or context, is to 

intimidate a population, or to compel a Government or an international organization 

to do or abstain from doing any act.” 

The UN definition of terrorism, compared to that of the League of Nations, focuses more on 

intimidation and using force against a government/population, including to cause economic 

losses that could be translated into victories for non-state actors, and inflicting damage 

against infrastructure, such as the cases for the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. Similar to the 

League of Nation’s definition, the UN’s definition of terrorism places the state in a central 

place but still highlights other aspects behind the motivation of waging it.  
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Title 22 of the US Code, published in 1926, defines terrorism as “politically motivated 

violence perpetrated in a clandestine manner against noncombatants.” 195  This definition 

precisely cites political violence against civilians that is carried out in an organized and 

coordinated manner. Part of the tension in these definitions is the nature of their ambiguity 

or how they might be interpreted based on understanding not only the definitions, how they 

are similar and where they depart from one another. For example, defining civilian in a settler 

society or a foreign occupation – as well as any strategic interests that might influence these 

interpretations. Though the scope of this research does not address this, the tension exists in 

the context of foreign occupation.  

The US defines international terrorism as an intentional intimidation of civilian population, 

in order to influence the policy of a government, by assassination or kidnapping. According 

to this US definition of terrorism, it could happen both inside and outside the boundaries of 

the United States.196 For this reason, the United States has two different definitions for 

domestic and international terrorism and scholarly work on terrorism has somehow been 

influenced by the US definition of terrorism following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The 9/11 

attacks have significantly impacted the United States approach towards terrorism as a poll 

suggested that 46% of Americans have expressed that the 9/11 attacks were the most 

important incident that happened during their lifetime. 197  The 9/11 attacks have also 

contributed to enforcing the US-centric view of terrorism. 

Definitions of terrorism are not limited to governments only, but they include academicians 

specializing in terrorism studies. H. H. A. Cooper, following teaching terrorism at 

universities for 25 years, has defined terrorism as “intentional generation of massive fear by 

human beings for the purpose of securing or maintaining control over other human 

beings.”198 He notes that one of the plagues of defining terrorism is the urge to identify who 

 
195 Charles L. Ruby, “The definition of terrorism,” Analyses of social issues and public policy, 2 (1), (2002), 

pp. 9-11. 
196 Gregor Bruce, “Definition of terrorism social and political effects,” Journal of Military and Veterans 

Health, 21(2), (2013), p. 26. 
197 Diana Hess and Jeremy Stoddard, “9/11 and terrorism: The ultimate teachable moment in textbooks and 

supplemental curricula,” Social Education, 71(5), (2007), p. 231. 
198 H. H. A. Cooper, “Terrorism: The problem of definition revisited,” American Behavioral Scientist, 44(6), 

(2001), p. 883. 



 
 
 

76 
 

is responsible for it, especially in the international arena.199 Thus, this definition highlights 

the impact of terrorism by spreading fear, which the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as non-state 

actors make central to their approach, as it resonates in the context of national liberation. In 

the case of the FLN, it targeted markets and popular cafes to spread fear among the settler 

population in Algeria.  

Although brutal, it worked for the benefit of the FLN by drawing international attention to 

their struggle. This particular definition of terrorism also explores the notion of “control” as 

a final end of carrying out terrorism where non-state actors have the final say in the street by 

pushing the masses to protest and design the lifestyle of people it targets. Examples of this 

include the fear the FLN planted among French settlers by targeting public markets, 

Hezbollah’s targeting of Israeli forces and settlers and video-taping its attacks, and Hamas’ 

targeting of Israeli public spaces to spread fear among the settler population.  Waciorski 

makes control and domination central to his definition of terrorism. He defined terrorism as 

“a method of action by which an agent tends to produce terror in order to impose high 

domination.”200  

The FLN was very successful at imposing its control over the French settler population in 

Algeria by making the cost of using public spaces very high for settlers who feared being 

targeted. This also pushed the French authorities to respond with more force to the FLN, 

which served the group by causing an international outcry against French policies. At the 

same time, it pressed more Algerians to support the FLN in response to the French 

violence.201 In the words of Walzer, “In fact, the guerrillas mobilize only a small part of the 

nation, a very small part, when they begin their attacks. They depend on the counter-attacks 

of the enemy to mobilize the rest.”202 Hezbollah’s men, who were well-versed on the terrain 

and used guerrilla tactics against Israeli forces, were able to claim public spaces by making 
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it nearly impossible for Israeli forces to get into populated areas.203 Hamas, on the other hand, 

was successful at making the cost of a ground invasion of Gaza high by coercing Israel to 

invade that would result in a backlash in the Israeli society. 

Regional and international politics (levels of analysis) and self-view have always determined 

the debate over terrorism where state-actors, when deciding on their view of non-state actors 

as terrorist or not, focus on their national and economic interests first. For state-actors, the 

non-state actors’ self-view and their own actions are tied to their own cost-benefit analysis. 

In terms of self-view, the FLN in rare cases referred to its actions as terrorism but this had to 

do with the wave of support of anti-colonial movements across the globe as has been outlined 

in the thesis. They had the support of important regional powers like Egypt, and the FLN 

positioned itself politically by choosing not to ally with the Western bloc or the USSR during 

the Cold War, leading to a less negative view of using political violence at the time. 

Hezbollah and Hamas did not refer to their actions as terrorism as the concept bore a more 

negative connotation and implications in light of the Israel-US alliance and Israel-EU strong 

ties and sectarian politics after the Arab Spring. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have, for 

the most part, viewed their actions as liberation acts and legitimate resistance. 

The discussions around terrorism and liberation involve contrasting views by state and non-

state actors, where they stand on opposite sides of a heated debate vis-à-vis how they perceive 

the use of violence in foreign domination contexts. This applies to the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas and how relevant state-actors view their actions. Groups waging liberation wars or 

revolutionary terrorism very often, except in limited cases, show no interest or rarely make 

policy or discourse changes because of how states perceive them. In the cases of Hezbollah 

and Hamas, they did not use terrorism as a term to describe themselves or their actions, which 

could harm their image and legitimacy in what they perceive as a legitimate liberation war. 

The FLN is an exception in this regard because during the Cold War, anti-colonial struggles 

admittedly used what is understood to be terrorist tactics, for their liberation from colonial 
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powers to balance against global powers at the time and international support for anti-colonial 

struggles, both played into its favor.204 

The same as there are different definitions of terrorism, there are different theories that 

explain both liberation and terrorism. The following section outlines theories of terrorism 

and liberation and their relationship to the thesis’ main question: How and why specific state-

actors view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as liberation or terrorist groups? It also connects 

to the impact this designation has on them as well as the impact the Cold War and the Arab 

Spring on the three non-state actors and on the whole process of designation. This section 

focuses on Revolutionary Terrorism Theory, which includes Psychological and Urban 

Terrorism and overlooks other theories of terrorism. After outlining Revolutionary 

Terrorism, the researcher discusses two Theories of Liberation, which are related to this 

research, The Just War Theory and the National Liberation Theory. 

Theories of Terrorism: Revolutionary Terrorism 

Different theories of terrorism provide the basis to explain the designation of and tactics by 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. For the purpose of this study, the Revolutionary Terrorism 

Theory is used to explain the factors that push state-actors to view the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups. The theory includes two main tactics: Psychological 

and Urban Terrorism. Providing the theoretical framework for this study will help understand 

and explain the empirical part of it, the state view of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as 

terrorist organizations and their own self-view of themselves as liberation movements and 

how this process functions. This includes explaining the causes, objectives, nature, ideology, 

motivations, implications, and tactics of the three groups. Non-state actors apply terrorist 

tactics to achieve political objectives by using violence and intimidation.  

An important theoretical question that needs to be answered is why individuals and groups 

choose terrorism or revolutionary violence. David Webber and Arie W. Kruglanski focus on 

the making and unmaking of a terrorist where three factors contribute to a person choosing 

to become a terrorist/using violence. They are: (1) The individual need that pushes a person 
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to act violently, (2) the ideological narrative that justifies this engagement in violence and 

(3) the social connections that justify such actions.205 In the case of Hamas, for instance, 

dozens of its members have defected and joined other factions using violence during periods 

in which Hamas entered into a ceasefire agreement with Israel. This could mean that some 

of its members have a personal interest in being engaged in violence in addition to other 

motives, be it national or Islamic. Many FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas members have joined 

the groups after their friends or family members were killed. Psychological experiences—

such as terror and helplessness often leave remarkable scars on the psychology of people 

affected.206 Pearlstein conducted a study on terrorists noting that most of those involved have 

suffered from special circumstances in life that inflicted damage on their psychology 

eventually pushing them to join terrorist groups.207 Despite this, it is simplistic to ignore the 

role of nationalism and ideology in revolutionary terrorism. 

For specific acts to be considered terrorism, they have to be intentionally designed to target 

civilians, which contradicts the principle of discrimination of Just War Theory that calls for 

targeting combatants only. 208  Terrorism differs from other political violence by its 

‘extranormality’. 209  For instance, the FLN violence against French rule in Algeria was 

considered by France illegitimate terrorism, due to its exceptional use of violence, including 

throat and nose-cutting, as a punishment for those collaborating with the French 

authorities.210 The violence included targeting cafes and restaurants on a large scale. At the 

same time, French states violence against Algerians exceeded that of the FLN. The FLN saw 

urban terrorism as a necessary tool to achieve liberation even though it resulted in human 

causalities as France refused the path of dialogue with the Front. France then carried out a 

more brutal campaign of terror and bloodshed against the Algerian people for simply calling 

for their independence from France in 1945, which resulted in the killing of some 45,000 
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Algerians in six weeks in 1945.211 An FLN official noted “Urban terrorism like guerrilla 

warfare is the only method of expression of a crushed people.”212 

Revolutionary Terrorism explains the self-view of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas of their 

actions from a theoretical point of view. Revolutionary terrorism applies to certain conditions 

such as in the case of lengthy (and violent) conflicts in which a self-described liberation 

group and a regime fight over control and power distribution including in the cases of foreign 

occupation. Revolutionary Terrorism is often a deliberate strategy, and it is less found in 

coups and internal rebellions. In most cases, Revolutionary Terrorism apply to non-state 

actors rather than the government’s use of violence. For it to be useful, it has to be functional, 

which convinces non-state actors that it is an effective strategy and push state-actors to offer 

concessions. Revolutionary Terrorism is also a subject of influence by the public, who might 

pressure non-state actors to carry out more violence even when these non-state actors are less 

willing to do so at some stages.213 

Revolutionary Terrorism could be a type of violent resistance to the state by harming its 

interests and it could take different forms such as targeting urban centers or suicide terrorism 

such as attacks carried out against cafes and public transportations by Hamas and the FLN.214 

Crenshaw argues that the study of terrorism could be centered around three major questions: 

Why terrorism happens, how it functions and what is its impact, be it political or social?215 

To answer the first question, urban centers have been a main target for terrorist acts and this 

applies to the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, as well as by France and Israel. Urbanization as 

well has been connected to the rise of revolutionary terrorism, where terrorist organizations 

have found it easier to identify targets in cities and urban centers, a concept that is connected 

to the late 1960s Latin America experience and was later applied in the Middle East. 216 

Suicide bombings, which is a form of psychological terrorism, have been an effective tactic 
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used by Hezbollah and Hamas against Israel and was connected to the rise of religious 

terrorism and the Iranian Revolution.  

Revolutionary Terrorism is a tactic that is often dictated by circumstances rather than 

choice.217 Revolutionary Terrorism has been characterized by its political motivation, the 

context, and its variety of space and actors, who aim to practice their social control over a 

population.218 Revolutionary Terrorism is directed often at governmental targets in order to 

inflict fear and bring about change. 219  Yet, the morality of terrorism has always been 

challenged and questioned as terrorist acts cause harm to people who are not involved in the 

conflict. At the same time, when all other means are exhausted, non-state actors find no other 

options. When the issue is related to “political self-determination, democratic living 

conditions, just distribution of goods,” 220  Revolutionary Terrorism does not take into 

consideration ethical values. Increasingly, some non-state actors do not particularly shy away 

when their actions are described as terrorist since they either see no other options or are 

fighting for particular goals; this applies to the FLN and Hezbollah and to a lesser extent to 

Hamas. Thus, the ethical consideration of terrorist actions remains a major challenge for 

normalizing defined terrorist groups at least among ordinary people. 

Examining revolutionary violence by non-state actors without examining state violence, a 

factor which often pushes peoples and groups to take arms, does not do justice to the debate. 

State-terrorism is older and has arguably been more costly than insurgent terrorism. 221 

However, it is less researched for academic and political reasons. Labeling any organization 

terrorist is challenging for different reasons but calling state-actors or their actions as such is 

even harder due to the complications of international politics, state interests and alliances. 

During the Cold War, however, there was more room for researching state terrorism, albeit 

it was ideologically motivated and aimed to criticize Western democracies for supporting 

 
217 Ariel Merari, “Terrorism as a Strategy of Insurgency,” Terrorism and political violence, 5, No. 4, (1993), 

pp. 217. 
218 Donald Black, “Terrorism as social control,” in Mathieu Deflem (Ed.), Terrorism and counter-terrorism, 

Bradford: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, (2004), pp. 14-18. 
219 Horgan, Terrorism Studies: A Reader, pp. 112-114. 
220 Edwin R. Micewaki, “Terror and Terrorism: A History of Ideas and Philosophical-Ethical Reflections,” 

Strategic Insights, Vol. 6, No. 8, (2005), p. 13. 
221  Schmidt-Peterson, p. 203. 



 
 
 

82 
 

dictator regimes elsewhere that practiced terrorism against their own people.222 This includes 

countries such as Libya and Iraq which provided weapons to non-state actors working against 

states that these dictator regimes had political differences with.223  

The use of violence, psychological terrorism, urban terrorism, and revolutionary terrorism 

often results in pushing targeted state actors to use excessive violence and to engage in a 

counter-terrorism campaign. The engagement by state-actors in counterterrorism or 

insurgency often results in more violence that claims more lives and causes an international 

outcry. France’s use of counterterrorism measures to quell the FLN campaign cost the 

Algerian people hundreds of thousands of lives and benefited the FLN in the sense that it 

distanced Algerians from France. Walzer noted that non-state actors’ violence often pushes 

state-actors to use more violence which distance the population from the state and push them 

to join non-state actors.224 A considerable portion of Algerians became more convinced of 

the FLN’s view of taking arms to win Algeria’s long-awaited independence. It also created 

an international opinion against French policies in Algeria, including by the US which was 

more aware that the French strategy in Algeria would eventually hit a dead-end. Israel’s 

excessive use of violence against both the Lebanese and the Palestinian populations have 

resulted in some international criticisms but to a lesser degree than what France faced in the 

case of the FLN, considering Israel’s strategic relations with both the US and the EU. 

More recently, the study of terrorism started including state actions and counterterrorism. 

Counterterrorism is the process in which the state engages in activities that aim to eliminate 

and mitigate terrorism. However, this is not always true, especially when it comes to 

undemocratic regimes that might use counter-terrorism as a cover up to suppress political 

opponents.225 Scholars have on different occasions asserted the failure of counterterrorism 

strategies to combat terrorism especially after the 9/11 attacks.226 This academic critique has 
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contributed to improving tactics and strategies used to combat terrorism especially with the 

rise of ‘new terrorism.’227 An example of this is the use of drone airstrikes as a counter 

terrorism strategy which has caused many civilian losses, raising questions about the legality 

of these drone attacks.228 France’s use of state violence against Algerians because of the 

attacks of the FLN and Israel’s use of state-violence against the Palestinians and the Lebanese 

even with Hamas and Hezbollah attacks, as counterterrorism, have drawn international 

criticism over the use of such disproportionate and discriminatory violence and the lack of a 

last resort, as urged by the Just War Theory.  

There is a link between failing states and the promotion and support of terrorist groups.229 

Terrorism, as a study conducted on 153 states in the world, reveals it arose in places where 

states were weak or failing.230 Looking at the available literature on terrorism, the regime 

type is considered an important factor to determine if states suffer from or support terrorist 

attacks.231 International politics allowed for French actions in Algeria to rarely be described 

as state-terrorism even though “episodes of violence — police repression, torture, and 

terrorism — were often excluded from popular, political and historical accounts on both sides 

of the Mediterranean.”232 Similarly to Israel, whose actions are portrayed as self-defense 

while Hezbollah and Hamas’ actions toward Israel are referred to as terrorism.233  One issue 

that arises when talking about revolutionary terrorism and counter terrorism is the use of 

force, which may fall under the category of the prohibited use of force.234 An example of this 

as part of counterterrorism is the US use of force after 9/11. Whether it meets the 
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requirements of self-defense under international law is debatable.235 Very often, when non-

state actors use excessive force or inflict heavy losses on state-actors, states tend to respond 

with lethal force, and this applies to the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas equally.  

Urban and Psychological Terrorism 

Urban Terrorism suggests that groups aim to target urban centers to inflict economic damages 

against state-actors and to show that they have the ability to paralyze the state by putting its 

vital infrastructure and institutions at threat, a tactic employed by the FLN in Algeria, 

Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine.236 Urban terrorism also includes targeting 

symbolic institutions of the state in order to leave a psychological impact where the state-

actor is weak to protect its subjects, vital interests and infrastructure, and the non-state actor 

is in control. The FLN was successful in conveying this message to French settlers in Algeria 

whereas Hezbollah and Hamas have been less successful in this tactic (except during major 

military confrontations with Israel). The FLN is a prime example of a group using urban 

terrorism deemed indispensable to achieve national liberation. Hezbollah has used urban 

terrorism in Lebanon while also engaging in guerrilla warfare against the Israeli army. Hamas 

targeted urban centers in Israel, mainly public transportation, and entertainment facilities, 

much more than Hezbollah did, especially with the outbreak of the Second Palestinian 

Intifada in 2000.237 These attacks have in particular seen the use of suicide bombing. 

On the other hand, suicide terrorism aims “to coerce modern liberal democracies to make 

significant territorial concessions.”238 He notes that this form of terrorism has risen in the last 

few years because it shows it pays off. Pape notes that military occupation of countries is a 

major reason why suicide terrorism takes place too. 239  As for the FLN, it used suicide 

bombing less, and largely applied planting bombs in urban centers by European-looking FLN 
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members. In the cases of Israel/Palestine, and Lebanon suicide terrorism showed to be 

effective, pushing Israel, in the case of Lebanon, to leave Southern Lebanon. Yet, in the case 

of Türkiye, as an example, the PKK failed to advance its goals,240 especially after 1985 when 

the PKK further isolated itself from Soviet socialism, adopting scientific socialism instead.241 

Psychological terrorism is central to the thinking of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. In order 

to carry out violence, this theory notes, terrorists do a sort of cost-benefit analysis and 

evaluate the extent of success of their actions and take a decision to carry out any act or not. 

Psycho-social theories of terrorism, for example, highlight the role of “planting fear” as a 

main goal of terrorist groups, a concept highlighted by the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas.242 

The Psychological approach suggests that terrorists use violence for “the sake of using 

Violence.” 243  This aspect, however, does not apply to the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

because their violence, according to each group, has been politically motivated with a 

political purpose.  

Psychological terrorism explains the actions of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas from the 

point of view of some state-actors and intergovernmental bodies. The idea of psychological 

terrorism is to engage in actions that might have a psychological impact on the targeted 

state/population. The FLN, by targeting restaurants and cafes, was able to spread fear among 

the French population in Algeria and cause an international outcry about the injustice of 

French colonialism. The FLN used this outcry for their benefit, by exploiting differences 

among the Western bloc and applying a strategy used by the global south to intervene on 

Western powers during the Cold War. It is important to highlight that according to the FLN, 

its use of psychological warfare was a response to France’s use of brutal force against the 

FLN members, including France’s strategy of torture to death to get confessions from FLN 

members, which France still largely denies. This cycle of psychological violence seemed 
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endless as the war continued unbated in Algeria.244 Both Hezbollah and Hamas have invested 

heavily in psychological warfare against Israel in the last two decades by video-taping their 

attacks, sending messages in Hebrew to Israelis, issuing statements and threats, and waging 

cyber-attacks against Israel.245 For the three non-state actors of this study, this was a form of 

revolutionary terrorism for the FLN, and violence deemed necessary by Hamas and 

Hezbollah after other means to achieve independence have failed. 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have all engaged in urban terrorism tactics as part of their 

strategy of using political violence. Attacking city centers, bus stations, markets and public 

spaces aimed at creating fear among civilians (settlers) to push them to leave, creating 

pressure on France and Israel as this translated into more economic losses, and pushed some 

sectors in the settler-society to give up the idea of settler-colonialism. This urban terrorism 

also aimed at creating a deterrence equation to increase attacks by the colonial authorities 

against the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, especially when this involved collective 

punishments and indiscriminate attacks against civilians in violation of the principles of just 

war. Additionally, this strategy focused on showing the weakness of the colonial state as 

opposed to showing the ability of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas to attack strategic sites.246 

Finally, the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have employed psychological warfare tactics to 

impact the morals of French and Israeli forces/settlers. The FLN used “emotional terror” to 

impact the morale of French settlers, which proved to be very effective.247 Hezbollah has 

been very successful too at its psychological or media war against Israel by videotaping its 

attacks, a tactic that gave it much popularity inside and outside Lebanon up until the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring.248 Hamas came late to the game, but starting from 2009, it has heavily 
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used psychological warfare against Israel through speeches, statements, cyberattacks, and 

other means to impact the Israeli public in order to push them to pressure their own 

government.249 Hezbollah’s strategy against Israel proved to be effective and was translated 

into an Israeli withdrawal from Southern Lebanon in 2000. As for Hamas, Israel launched a 

counter-campaign to mitigate the impact of Hamas’ psychological war, which targeted 

Israelis through social media, hacking into their phones and airing propaganda to them 

through Israeli channels in Hebrew. Hezbollah’s experience with psychological warfare has 

encouraged Hamas to invest more in this tactic. 

The Theory of Revolutionary Terrorism provides a common ground that could serve as a 

bridge between the theories of terrorism and liberation. It combines both state-actors’ 

perceptions of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups and the non-

state actors’ self-view as liberation groups. The FLN, because of the politics of the Cold War, 

was more willing than the other non-state actors to accept its actions as terrorism yet still 

without viewing them as illegitimate since Cold War politics provided a different context to 

consider their actions as legitimate. Hezbollah and Hamas, though sometimes accepts its 

actions defined as terrorism, continue to view their actions as legitimate liberation acts and 

refuse their terrorism designation.  

Groups identifying their goals along the lines of national liberation, self-determination and 

freedom have often been described differently such as rebels, terrorists, and freedom 

fighters. 250  Therefore, it is not surprising that the term terrorist, being complex and 

ambiguous, and has repeatedly been connected to the notion of legitimate armed resistance.  

Armed resistance could have “a neighborly” relationship with terrorism according to Quentin 

Skinner put it. 251 “Sometimes the two categories are treated as if they were mutually 

exclusive,”252 by state-actors, although they refer to opposite concepts. For this reason, it is 

important to note that Christopher J. Finlay argues that the first step to address the theory of 
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war is “by offering a theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance to oppression”253 

as existing theories do not provide a full answer to why and how non-state actors are 

considered terrorist or liberation groups, as seen in the cases of FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

The following section outlines Theories of Liberation used in this study: The Just War Theory 

and the National Liberation Theory, which theoretically explain the position of non-state and 

state actors on terrorism and liberation in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. This 

includes the two levels of analysis of this study (units: state and non-state actors, and 

international). 

Theories of Liberation :The Just War Theory 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas along with some state actors too, perceive their actions as 

legitimate to gain national liberation, even through the use of violence. This is the opposite 

view of Israel, France, the US, the EU, some GCC countries. In all/some case studies of this 

study, Türkiye, Iran, and some state-actors of the League of Arab Nations, view the three 

non-state actors as liberation organizations. One way to reconcile these two opposing 

perceptions of terrorism and liberation by state and non-state actors is the theory of 

legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance suggested by Finlay. This would therefore include 

the violence waged by the FLN against France in Algeria from 1954-1962, the violence by 

Hamas against the Israeli state and the violence by Hezbollah against Israel in Lebanon and 

elsewhere in the Middle East.254 This section addresses two types of theories, one that reflects 

the state-centric view of liberation through the Theory of Just War and another that reflects 

the point of view of non-state actors through the Theory of National Liberation. 

The Just War Theory presents conditions that make wars “just,” noting that the end goal of 

wars is to achieve peace, stressing that they should be waged by a legitimate authority, have 

a just justification and be a last resort after attempting all possible peaceful means. In this 

context, the use of violence is viewed as a “cruel necessity.”255 The use of excessive force 
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without a justification too contradicts the principles of just war which calls for a proportional 

use of force. 

For many years, the just war tradition was based on two concepts, Jus ad bellum and Jus in 

bello or the reasons to go to war and the rules of conduct of actions of forces during the war. 

For Jus ad bellum, war has to (1) have a just cause, (2) enjoys comparative justice (the 

suffering of one party has to be much greater than the other party), (3) should be waged by a 

legitimate authority, (4) the right intention, such as stopping a wrong and not taking over the 

resources of other people, (5) the principle of probability of success, (6) war should be a last 

resort, and (7) proportionality, which means the benefit of waging a war should outweighs 

the harms associated with it.256 

 

Figure 2: Justice before war 

In Jus in bello, on the other hand, the conduct of combatants during the war must consist of 

three principles: Distinction, proportionality and military necessity. Forces engaged in a war 

should make a distinction between combatants engaged in a war and civilians. As for the 
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principle of proportionality, it calls for checking if a military action will result in civilian 

casualties that will be much greater than the military advantage of the attack itself. The 

military necessity principle aims to decide if the attack is necessary and could contribute 

significantly to defeating the enemy.257 This stage of the theory aims to control the conduct 

of war, to make sure it is just, by focusing on the necessity of the military action and the 

benefits of it, to provide a better protection for civilians during the times of war. In other 

words, if targeting a place is not necessary to bring about victory or if targeting a military 

site would bring about much civilian causalities, then just war requires halting these attacks. 

 

Figure 3: Justice during war 

According to Walzer, there are two stages and rules for the just war theory, namely Jus ad 

bellum, the right to go to war (before going to war), and Jus in bello, the rules of conduct 

during the war. In recent years, theorists such as Brian Orend, Gary Bass, and Louis Iasiello 

have introduced the concept of Jus post bellum, which handles the post-war period, which 

Walzer did not address in his theory.258 In recent years, and since the just war tradition has 

focused on the reasons that lead to war and the conduct of combatants during it, including 
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contributions by Walzer, scholars such as Gary Bass, Brian Orend, and Louis Iasiello have 

introduced a third category to the just war tradition, Jus post bellum or post-war. This 

includes peace pacts, reconstruction efforts, prosecution for war crimes, and compensating 

people for sustaining losses during the war.259  

Orend introduced five principles for war to be just, after the end of war. This includes (1) the 

just cause for termination, which calls for making sure that the justification of why war was 

launched are terminated, such as the aggression against a group of people or the surrender of 

the enemy. (2) The right intention should be provided, meaning that revenge can’t be justified 

after the end of war. (3) A legitimate authority should accept the terms of the end of war, 

such as pacts and agreements and represent people in this sense. (4) Discrimination between 

military people and non-combatants should be provided. (5) Proportionality of measures 

imposed upon the surrender of the enemy should be reasonable and must be in line with the 

motivations behind waging the war in the first place.260 

The Theory of Just War, notes that non-state-actors engaged in political violence use terror 

tactics at some point to win war or political legitimacy/sovereignty. FLN leaders believed 

that the use of terrorism was a necessary evil which had less impact on the Front because of 

the politics of the Cold War and the sweeping support for national liberation movements 

across the globe in the 1950s and 1960s. As part of the Algerian War of Independence, the 

FLN’s use of guerrilla warfare and revolutionary terrorism was seen by its leaders as the only 

means for a crushed people.261 The FLN was at the heart of the politics of the Cold War 

between the USSR and the US as it chose to be part of the Non-Aligned Movement, which 

provided it with arms, training, and political support.  

In the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, claiming political sovereignty under 

occupation has been central to the discourse of the three non-state actors. The FLN in Algeria 

made reclaiming Algerian sovereignty and a state based on the framework of Islam central 

to its founding documents and discourse. The FLN stressed the importance of “the restoration 
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of the sovereign, democratic and social Algerian State within the framework of Islamic 

principles.”262 Hezbollah’s running for elections, becoming part of the Lebanese state, and 

gradually infiltrating its institutions, is an attempt by the group to assert its political 

sovereignty in Lebanese politics today. Hence, the same applies to the group’s fighting 

Israel’s occupation of Southern Lebanon to claim Lebanese sovereignty. 263  In the same 

lenses, Israel’s occupation of Palestine, and Hamas’ use of arms to end this occupation, and 

its subsequent takeover of the Gaza Strip after it was placed under siege following its winning 

the 2006 elections could be seen as a move to assert its political sovereignty.264 

The Theology of Liberation, which stems from the Just War Theory, has been adopted largely 

in the Middle East by Christian, Islamic and Jewish theologists.265 In the context of this study, 

it is important to note that the FLN made Islam central to its discourse, although it adopted a 

socialist ideology which also made Algerian identity and history central. The FLN’s literature 

is driven by Islamic texts and views French settlers as Nasara, or Christians, as opposed to 

El-Mujahideen, Muslim fighters. The main newspaper of the FLN, El-Moudjahid, was edited 

by Frantz Fanon, which suggests that the meaning is more secular/nationalist than religious. 

Hezbollah too has drawn from the theology and teachings of the Islamic Revolution of Iran 

in 1979, making it the main source of inspiration.266 Lastly, Hamas’ Islamic theology, being 

central to its debate on Israel, has resulted in some accusations against the group of being 

antisemitic, pushing it to change its discourse, where “the theologian had given way to the 

politician.”267  
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As noted earlier, the Theology of Liberation first emerged in Latin America, and was adapted 

to the Middle East by the followers of the three Abrahamic faiths. This is true for both Muslim 

and Christian Palestinians. Palestinian Christians adopted a Christian theology of liberation 

against the Israeli occupation. 268  Islamic parties in Palestine such as Hamas have too 

advocated a theology of liberation rooted in the Islamic faith.269 Palestinian Christian faith 

groups, for example, advocate for the cause of Palestine through the theology of liberation in 

the 2010 Kairos Palestine call, where Palestinian churches called on their counterparts to 

adopt the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement and are supported by 40 

churches across the globe.270 The FLN, although adopting a socialist approach, made Islam 

central to its discourse as evident in its founding letters and documents. Though they were 

engaged in proselytizing, Christian settlers in Algeria drew on Christian theology to justify 

their being in Algeria and engaging in missionary trips to convert Algerians.271 Hezbollah 

has clearly drawn on the Shite Islamic theology since its foundation, seeing in the supreme 

leader of the Islamic Revolution of Iran its source of inspiration.272 

The National Liberation Theory 

Another way to establish the theoretical foundations for the ongoing debate on terrorism and 

liberation is to look at the contributions made to the Theory of National Liberation.273 The 

National Liberation Theory addresses the self-view of the three non-state actors and that’s 

why it is included in the theoretical framework to create a balance with-state centric theories 

of liberation and terrorism, thus addressing the unit-level of analysis. According to Maritza 

Montero and Christopher Sonn, liberation is a process of change that affects both parties that 

produce oppression as well as the oppressed people. It impacts people involved in the process 
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of liberation who change and develop as this process takes place.274 Liberation has developed 

in contexts for people who have been victims and were oppressed due to the historical 

conditions that hindered their transformation. “Liberation is an ethical-critical-empowering 

and democratizing process of a collective and historical condition.”275  

Cabral focuses on the nature and objectives of national liberation movements as well as the 

political dynamics of liberations, based on his own experience of leading national liberation 

in Guinea-Bissau and the Cape Verde Islands.276 In his writings, as in The Weapon of Theory, 

he notes that any study of liberation movements should begin by looking at the history of the 

movement in relation to its social structure, where foreign domination serves as a 

contradiction.277 This relates to the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, which emerged as social 

movements with different wings and structures in the context of foreign domination 

(Francein Algeria) and (Israel in Lebanon and Palestine). This foreign domination was in 

competition and contradiction with the national identities of Algerians, Lebanese, and 

Palestinians.  

The Theory of National Liberation stresses the need to distinguish between the colonial 

authorities and civilians,278 a notion that is also in agreement with the Just War Theory that 

calls for applying the principle of discrimination while carrying out military acts, where 

civilians should not be involved or targeted. Cabral notes that colonized people “have been 

forced to take up arms in order to extirpate from the soil of our African fatherland, the 

shameful Portuguese colonial domination.”279 The FLN and Hamas both note that because 

other peaceful attempts to end foreign domination failed including dialogue, peaceful 

protests, and strikes, they took up arms. Therefore, their justification aligns with the Just War 
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Theory, Jus ad bellum or the reasons to go to war, where one of its main pillars is to make 

war a last resort after exhausting all other options. 

In the Theory of National Liberation, the notions of solidarity and unity occupy a prominent 

place. The theory notes that colonized people should work together and support each other 

to end colonialism and imperialism which is directed at them as a whole. However, Cabral 

notes that despite that the fact that there is one enemy for colonized people, there are different 

local and national contexts and circumstances that govern each liberation movement. The 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas experienced divisions and civil wars amongst themselves, which 

reveal that the three non-state actors do not always have a notion of internal solidarity and 

unity. At the same time, the role of colonial French and Israeli colonial authorities as well as 

regional and international forces, can’t be underestimated in planting the seeds of division 

and civil wars. It is also important to mention that in history non-state actors living under 

colonial rule have more often than not experienced division. 

The FLN saw the importance and relevance of international solidarity, forging ties with the 

Non-Aligned Movement, especially with Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, and other liberation 

groups in Africa and beyond, promoting an approach based on north African solidarity. 

Cabral himself visited Algeria and met with Ahmad bin Bella, one of the leaders of the FLN, 

who later became Algeria’s first president, who was later ousted due to internal differences 

within the FLN.280 The FLN received military, financial and political support from countries 

in North Africa, and achieving North African unity was one of its main goals, which it failed 

to realize.281 The FLN believed not only in the notion of North African unity but beyond, 

forging strong ties with the Palestinians, namely the PLO. Today, Algeria remains a strong 

supporter of the Palestinian cause and it maintains good relations with Hamas, but this 

support is limited to political statements and financial support to the PLO and now the PA. 
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The Palestinians (PLO) has also drawn inspiration from the Algerian War of 

Independence.282 

It is important to consider that the FLN from its inception was non-aligned. This was in part 

because the French Communist Party had been mostly opposed to Algerian independence. In 

1945, it was a French Communist minister, Charles Tillon, who had ordered the massacres 

in Setif, which were a major turning point for many young Algerians who eventually became 

leaders of the revolution/FLN. Although most NATO countries did not openly back the FLN, 

John F. Kennedy as a young Senator came out in favor of Algerian independence in 1957.283 

The mass massacres in Algeria by France, such as Setif in 1945, which claimed the lives of 

45,000 Algerians and 86 Europeans, including 16 soldiers, were an important factor behind 

the change in the world’s public opinion in favor of the FLN. 284 These French massacres 

were not proportional nor discriminate and violated the principles of just war, Jus in bello, 

the rules of conduct during the war that call for the need to have proportional and discriminate 

actions. 

Ideology, Taking Arms and Education 

Cabral calls on non-state actors waging liberation wars to have a united ideology that is aware 

of the historical contexts and the goals they aspire to achieve. He notes that the lack of 

ideology is one of the greatest weaknesses of liberation movements.285 Although having an 

ideology will help guide liberation movements, it is unrealistic to think that all liberation 

movements will have the same ideology as suggested by Cabral. National non-state actors 

have different ideological backgrounds, with nationalism being the leading ideology for 

many, in addition to other ideologies that are motivated by religion and economic and 
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political approaches.286 Ideology for this reason, has played an important role for the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas. 

 

Figure 4: Pillars of the national liberation theory 

Although the notion of being forced to take up arms to confront the colonial authorities is 

true for the FLN (which wanted to engage in a dialogue as a means to end French colonization 

of Algeria and was faced by French rejection), Hamas (which started as a non-violent 

movement with the outbreak of the First Palestinian Intifada in 1987 and turned violent over 

the years), and Hezbollah to a much lesser degree, not all three non-state actors seem to have 

successfully made the needed distinction between civilians and combatants. 287  Walzer 

stresses the importance of making a distinction between civilians and non-civilians during 

war by noting that “civilians on both sides are innocent, equally innocent, and never 

legitimate military targets.”288 At the same time, in many cases, defining combatants and 

civilians, was not possible, as settlers in Palestine and Algeria were also heavily armed.  

Hence, the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas say they took arms, because, as Cabral put it, 

speeches will not liberate people, nor will insults or shouting do. “For us, the worst or best 
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we can say about imperialism, whatever its form, is to take up arms and struggle. This is what 

we are doing and will go on doing until foreign domination has been totally eliminated from 

our African countries.”289 From a French point of view, the FLN’s taking arms against the 

French authorities was a form of civil war because France viewed Algeria as part of the 

French soil and acted as such.290 Walzer too viewed the engagement of the FLN in armed 

struggle against France as terrorism, noting that the FLN “killed Europeans at random.”291 

At the same time, he notes that “there are historical moments when armed struggle is 

necessary for the sake of human freedom.”292 The FLN had the opposite view which saw 

France’s presence in Algeria as a foreign occupation that had to be removed by all possible 

means, a principle Walzer has recognized by stressing that people are “entitled collectively 

to determine their own affairs.”293 In the same vein, Hezbollah taking arms against Israel and 

other international forces on Lebanese soil was seen from the point of view of power politics, 

where countries, including Israel, the US and France, felt their national, political and 

economic interests were threatened by the group; thus they listed it as terrorist for waging a 

campaign of armed attacks against Israeli and Western targets in the country, similar to what 

the FLN and Hamas did with France and Israel respectively.294 

Cabral understood the importance of education in shaping ideology for liberation to take 

place. He heeds that only “detailed knowledge of it (our struggle)” would lead to victory.295 

Therefore, in all his writings, he stressed the importance of national education to realize 

national self-determination, and that knowledge and education given to people outside the 

classrooms are equally important to those given inside.296 For this reason, he stressed that 
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national liberation is just the first step in a process that should end up with creating what he 

called “a new man and a new women,” bearing in mind that it is a complicated process that 

goes beyond the display of national independence symbols. As Cabral put it, “National 

liberation must put an end not only to suffering but also to backwardness.”297 For this to 

happen, he called on Africans to “return[ing] back to the source,” to re-create their own 

tradition and culture.298 The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have all placed a great importance 

to national education in their literature and activities. 

Cabral learnt from understanding the social fabric that various social groups had different 

demands and suffered from various challenges.299 Therefore, his main challenge was to 

convince the population to stand united and fight the very structure that was causing them 

suffering and exploiting them for its colonial project. Yet, convincing them was a challenge, 

and bringing them together to fight colonialism was yet another challenge. The Portuguese 

response to the Pidjiguiti strike was a major factor that mobilized and brought the population 

together against a unified cause, that is fighting foreign domination.300 Based on that, it was 

the Portuguese response to the population’s just demands that awakened their national 

sentiments and sense of self-determination, a task that was facilitated by having a charismatic 

leader like Cabral.301 This awakening speaks similarly to the three case studies of this study 

but more specifically to the FLN in Algeria, which realized the huge impact France had on 

Algeria, culturally, politically, economically and societally. At the same time, the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas’ engagement in civil wars explains that their understanding of the 

social fabrics of their societies were and have not been deep enough making them vulnerable 

to rifts and exploitation. 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have shown a limited understanding of the existence of 

different social, religious, and political groups in their societies. The lack of understanding 

of these social groups and their demands was the trigger that led to civil wars for the FLN 
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(during the Algerian War of Independence and after), Hezbollah and Hamas. This is not to 

negate the role of other factors related to settler-colonialism itself and the principle of divide 

and rule implemented by France and Israel and the intervention of regional and international 

powers in these civil wars. The failure of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas to contain all social 

groups during waging a guerrilla warfare has paved the way for the failure to work with other 

groups politically at later stages.302 In this sense, as Cabral put it, all groups in the society 

must be mobilized to achieve their structural transformation and to realize “the divine force 

of natives.”303 A divided society can hardly defeat a colonial project and unity is the key to 

end foreign domination imposed on a nation by “returning back to the source” that is history 

and tradition.304 

To give a deeper understanding of the unit-level analysis of this study, the research theorizes 

liberation through understanding the structures of non-state actors and how they engage with 

democratization and governance as part of their self-perception. There are mixed reactions 

as to how non-state actors run governments in post-independence periods. Yet, there are 

numerous examples of how a non-state actor could act when in government. There are a 

considerable number of non-state actors who fail at governance such as in South Africa and 

Liberia,305 Zimbabwe,306 Algeria, and Palestine. A clear example of this mixture between 

committing to governance and refusing to give up power/arms applies to Hamas in Palestine, 

the FLN in Algeria and to some extent Hezbollah in Lebanon. Hezbollah in Lebanon has 

ministers in the Lebanese cabinet and a political wing and institutions, and seats in the 

Lebanese parliament.307 However, it still refuses to give up arms, as does Hamas in Palestine, 

while the FLN still uses its liberation legitimacy to govern Algeria even today. 
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The debates surrounding terrorism and liberation and how relevant state-actors view non-

state actors might benefit from accepting that the research points to the fact that most non-

state actors in the context of foreign occupation use terrorist tactics. An approach to reconcile 

this tension is non-terrorist armed resistance as put out by Finlay. The notion of revolutionary 

terrorism could be a middle-ground approach to present the view of the FLN, Hezbollah and 

Hamas of themselves and the view of state-actors of their actions. The FLN, unlike Hezbollah 

and Hamas, was more willing to use this term in reference to its actions. Violence is central 

to this debate and non-state actors’ reluctance to use it will likely improve their image and 

the way they are viewed. Because the nature of settler-colonialism is rooted in excessive 

violence and forms of domination, settler-colonial powers or occupying powers will continue 

to pose a challenge to these non-state actors vis-à-vis not using violence to avoid being listed 

as terrorist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

102 
 

CHAPTER 2: THE FLN OF ALGERIA: BETWEEN COLONIAL 

HISTORY AND MODERN POLITICAL PRACTICE 

This chapter attempts to answer why and how concerned state-actors and intergovernmental 

bodies view the FLN as a liberation or terrorist group by applying a theory-oriented approach. 

Theories used in this chapter are: Revolutionary Terrorism, the Just War Theory, and the 

National Liberation Theory. It also attempts to look at the impact the Cold War and the Arab 

Spring had on this designation. Compared to Hezbollah and Hamas, the FLN benefited the 

most from the politics of the Cold War and that’s why leaders of the Front had (often) referred 

to their actions as revolutionary terrorism. To examine the designation of the FLN, the 

researcher looks at two levels of analysis, units (which includes state actors view of the Front 

and the view of the FLN itself of its actions), and international levels of analysis, which 

focuses on the impact of the Cold War and later the Arab Spring on the Front. This research 

covers the period from 1954-1962, which saw the outbreak of the Algerian War of 

Independence and the post-liberation period up until 2000. The research does not cover the 

period from 2000-2019 as it is not related to the FLN’s designation, but rather discusses the 

post-2019 period, which is connected to the international level of analysis (the Arab Spring) 

of this study. As will be discussed in detail, the FLN saw no contradiction between 

designating its actions as revolutionary terrorism and viewing them as legitimate, thanks to 

the politics of the Cold War. 

Martha Hutchinson asserts that the FLN is an example of revolutionary terrorism. She notes 

that one reason why the FLN engaged in revolutionary terrorism was to gain international 

recognition, including attacks that were carried out during the Battle of Algiers.308 The Just 

War Theory, namely the conditions leading to the outbreak of war, which Walzer called Jus 

Ad Bellum, include having a legitimate authority to wage it, being a last resort, discriminate 

and proportional, and have the right intention, and a chance of success to wage this war. The 

use of urban terrorism served as a double-edged sword for the FLN, with France classifying 

it as a terrorist organization following years of viewing its resistance as a law-and-order issue. 
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At the same time, the international community grew more sympathetic to the cause of the 

FLN.309 Despite the negativity, the FLN was more willing to accept its actions as “necessary” 

terrorism. As Walzer notes, “most political militants, do not regard themselves as assassins 

but rather as executioners.  They are engaged, or they so they claim, in a revolutionary version 

of vigilante justice.”310 

For France, however, they were a group of rioters who wanted to challenge the rule of law 

by creating lawlessness and disorder in the country. Scholars such as Sarte and Walzer noted 

that the FLN actions were terrorism and it took “one dead European to make a free Algerian,” 

adding that the FLN “targeted Europeans at random.”311 The French designation of the 

National Liberation Front (FLN) as a terrorist organization was part of the French efforts to 

delegitimize the Front and push Algerians away from it. The FLN has eventually adopted a 

military strategy to end France’s colonialism of Algeria, but O’balance argues that the 

political and diplomatic efforts that followed were more important in leading to the FLN’s 

victory such as the global solidarity with the Algerian people under French rule which proved 

to be effective in convincing France to end its 132-year settler-colonialism rule in Algeria.312  

The FLN’s War of Independence (1954-1962) was a milestone vis-a-vis the international 

history of the Cold War, which happened soon after the end of the first Indochina war in 

Vietnam. The FLN was successful at mobilizing pro-self-determination forces in the world, 

which greatly influenced the approaches of the Western bloc led by the US, and the Eastern 

bloc led by the USSR. The mobilization of these forces allowed the FLN to neutralize the 

impact of the US and the USSR and gave it more freedom to implement its own agenda by 

applying a strategy of balancing against global powers. Although the leaders of the FLN held 

socialist and leftist views, they did not identify themselves as such and viewed the Algerian 

Communist Party as “counter-revolutionaries,” and the French Communist Party as complicit 
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in the French colonization as they had ministers in the French cabinet.313 In the case of the 

FLN, the Cold War impacted the actions, perceptions and choices of the group, pushing it to 

make use of differences among the Western bloc on Algeria to its benefit, which will be 

discussed in detail throughout the chapter. 

The following section provides an overview of the impact of French on present-day Algeria 

and Algerian politics. This is done by connecting the theoretical and empirical parts of the 

study. It highlights the motivations behind designating the FLN as a terrorist group and how 

it views itself, the impact of the terror designation on the FLN by France and that of the Cold 

War, politically, socially, culturally, and economically. Coupled with this, the section pays 

attention to the role of the FLN in winning Algeria’s independence and how the tactics used, 

which involved much violence, were viewed on a state-level. At the same time, the section 

looks at how the FLN itself viewed the use of revolutionary terrorism. Theoretically, the 

chapter highlights theories of war and terrorism, specifically the Just War Theory, the Theory 

of National Liberation, Revolutionary Terrorism to connect theory with the empirical part of 

the study and the levels of analysis (units and international). This is done by highlighting the 

view of the FLN (unit-non-state actor level) and France, the western bloc, the USSR and the 

Non-Aligned Movement (unit-state-actors-level) in light of the politics of the Cold War vis-

à-vis the actions of the FLN during the Algerian War of Independence (1954-1962) and the 

post-liberation period up until 1991, and from 2019-until 2022. 
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2.1. The French View of the FLN, Internal Documents and the Cold War 

2.1.1. The French View of the FLN 

This section sheds light on how and why France views the FLN, how the FLN views its own 

actions in light of the theories of liberation and terrorism, and the impact of the FLN’s 

designation on the Front in light of the politics of the Cold War. It uses Revolutionary 

Terrorism, the Just War Theory, and the National Liberation Theory as a theoretical 

framework. After France failed to keep its promise to Algerians who fought under its 

command during the Second World War by granting Algeria its independence, national 

organizations started to emerge. One of the most important national organizations that was 

formed in Algeria after the Second World War was the National Liberation Front (FLN) that 

played a crucial role in Algerian politics prior to and after independence.314 The leaders of 

the FLN initially adopted a diplomatic approach to gain more rights from France, yet this 

approach had not been effective, as France failed to keep its promises to Algerians, including 

those who fought with it during the Second World War.315 Despite the fact that the FLN had 

a liberation discourse and tried diplomatic means before it engaged in violence to win 

liberation for Algerians, the Front was dubbed as terrorist by France and was outlawed in 

Algeria.  As  Camus put it, “Even in destruction, there is a right way and a wrong way and 

there are limits.”316 The FLN has largely adhered to the principle of making war a last resort 

as outlined by the Just War Theory before going to war, jus in bello, yet the French authorities 

refused all these calls for dialogue.  

De Gaulle offered Algerians, following five years of gruella warfare, to choose between 

independence or to stay part of France, in line with the French view of Algeria as “French.”317 

This unprecedented French offer faced resistance among the ranks of French army officers 

and settlers in Algeria and led to the formation of the Secret Army Organization (OAS), 

which wanted to keep Algeria French, attempting to assassinate De Gaulle.318 The formation 
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of the OAS resonates with Israeli settlers’ formation of the price tag groups to deter 

Palestinians in the West Bank by carrying out arson attacks against them. 319  Israel’s 

formation of the Southern Lebanon Army (SLA), which was loyal to it and aimed at 

suppressing Lebanese resistance to Israel’s rule in Lebanon, also comes in the same context 

of outsourcing control of another nation.320 Harkis who were under French command in 

Algeria could also be viewed in the same lens of outsourcing suppression of local resistance 

at ‘local’ hands.321 The proportionality of the number of victims on the FLN and the French 

sides can’t be matched or compared, thus the French war in Algeria lacked the principle of 

proportionality, as advocated by Walzer. The May 8, 1945, massacres against Algerians by 

the French authorities claimed the lives of some 45,000 Algerians and 86 European settlers, 

nearly one fourth of them were armed, according to Algerian sources and 1,340 Algerians 

according to French sources, thus lacking two of the most important principles of just war: 

proportionality and distinction.322  

Despite that the FLN has stressed its liberation discourse in its Proclamation of Independence 

in 1954, in addition to its initial commitment to dialogue, negotiations and diplomacy, the 

movement was dubbed as a terrorist group by France. The available literature on the FLN 

reveals that it was listed as terrorist due to its use of revolutionary terrorism in its war of 

independence. 323  As Walzer noted, terrorism is a word used to describe revolutionary 

violence that is characterized by “randomness.” 324  According to Hutchinson, there are 

several elements for a group to be described as a subscriber to revolutionary terrorism 

including seizing political power from an existing government.325  
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Hutchinson notes that another element of revolutionary terrorism “is manifested in acts of 

socially and politically unacceptable violence.”326 He notes that the FLN, for two years, 

fought the French in the countryside, which kept violence away from urban centers, yet this 

has changed. He does not point to the French violence directed at the Algerian people, which 

was at a much larger scale, such as killing protesters who went out to the streets to demand 

France to commit to its promise to grant Algeria its independence after the end of Second 

World War. The mounting violence directed at French settlers and soldiers and Algerians 

loyal to them was accompanied by increasing the number of French troops on Algerian soil 

from 80,000 in 1954 to 400,000 in 1956, which translated into more French violence directed 

at the Algerian people too.327  

Hutchinson, however, has failed to provide a distinction when a group attempts to seize 

political power from a colonial government such as the case of the FLN. Unlike the FLN 

with France, Hezbollah and Hamas have not offered in their founding documents to engage 

in any dialogue to end the conflict with Israel as doing so could be understood as a recognition 

of Israel, which the two groups refuse. The FLN’s readiness to speak to France could be 

understood through the lens of the extent of influence France had on Algerians following 132 

years of colonialism in all spheres. It could also be attributed to the divisions within the ranks 

of the FLN itself with some of its leaders advocating engaging in a dialogue with the French 

authorities such as Farhat Abbas, who eventually abandoned the notion in favor of armed 

struggle. 

France’s view of the FLN did not pressure the Front to change its discourse or self-

perception. It was the FLN’s strategy to fight a conventional war with the French army. In 

the words of Walzer, “In war, terrorism is a way of avoiding engagement with the enemy 

army.”328 On November 1, 1954, the National Liberation Front (FLN) adopted the Algerian 

Proclamation of Independence (API), which outlined its goals, strategies, and aspirations for 

an independent Algeria. In the 1954 Proclamation, the FLN put forward how it views itself 
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as a liberation group. The API launched the Algerian War of Independence and put an end to 

the French rule in the country by 1962. It put forward the ideology of the post-independence 

state as a socialist one led by workers.  

2.1.2. FLN’s Proclamation of Independence 

Unlike other documents, such as the Tripoli Charter and the Charter of El-Soumam, the 

Algerian Proclamation of Independence (API) reflected the general attitudes of the Algerian 

society.329 It, too, aimed at enlightening people around the world of the motivations that 

pushed the FLN to publish its proclamation, program, plan of action, and the eventual goal 

of winning independence. The proclamation was an explanation of the FLN, and at the same 

time, a document that refuted wrong claims maintained by colonial powers about the FLN 

which resulted in “confusion” among the masses. It was addressed to the Algerian people 

and the world, which explains the centrality of the public opinion to the FLN, which 

contributed to the group’s eventual victory against French.330 The API drew parallels with 

the founding documents of Hezbollah and Hamas such as the Hamas Charter of 1988 and its 

Document of General Principles of 2017 as well as Hezbollah’s 1985 Letter as to how the 

three groups perceive themselves as legitimate liberation groups. 

In the API, the FLN noted that the goal of its revolutionary movement is to create favorable 

conditions so that it could start its operations for liberation as the internal and external 

circumstances were in favor of the Algerian people, specifically with the support of Tunisia 

and Morocco, which was crucial during the Cold War. The FLN called for putting aside 

personal interests and differences and to focus on ending colonialism, noting that having the 

FLN, will allow all segments of the Algerian society, regardless of their social class or 

ideology, to integrate into the movement, a claim that has proven to be partially true.331  

The goal of launching the FLN was to achieve national independence through claiming a 

democratic Algerian state and respecting basic liberties, a goal that proved to be rather 
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theoretical after independence. Additionally, the FLN aimed to achieve national reform by 

combating corruption and bringing all parties of the Algerian people together to end the 

French colonial system. According to the API, the FLN sought to internationalize the 

Algerian question and realize the north African unity in addition to supporting all peoples 

who were struggling for freedom under the Charter of the United Nations.332 For this reason, 

the FLN has supported the Palestinians represented by the PLO and it is no surprise that the 

Palestinian Declaration of Independence was made in Algiers on November 15, 1988. 

Algeria today still commits to supporting the Palestinians both politically and financially.333 

To make war a last resort, in line with the just war theory, the FLN has called for negotiations 

with the French colonial authorities based on delegating an authorized French person to speak 

to a representative of the Algerian people, on the grounds of “the recognition of sovereignty 

through Algerian liberation,” 334 and liberating political prisoners, in addition to recognizing 

the Algerian nationality and aborting all laws that calls Algeria a French land.  In return, the 

FLN promised to respect French cultural and economic interests as well as families and 

individuals, unlike Hamas and Hezbollah, which call for a complete departure of Israeli 

settlers. The FLN offered French settlers, who were willing to stay in Algeria, to do so, where 

they would be treated as foreigners in line with Algerian laws and rules. As for settlers who 

wished to obtain Algerian nationality, they could apply, where they would be considered 

Algerian nationals with rights and duties.  

The FLN offering French settlers the option to become Algerians and to stay in the country 

also meets the post just-war principle of treating civilians with dignity, Jus post bellum.335 

Reaching a peace pact with France known as the Évian Accords of 1962 also enforces this 

understanding. However, the FLN’s failure to treat Harkis with dignity and torturing and 

killing many of them in addition to shaming their families violates this principle. The 

Proclamation noted that the relationship between Algeria and France will be outlined in 
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agreements based on mutual respect and equality.336 It could be claimed that the French 

presence (and its length and impact) has partially impacted the FLN’s thinking vis-à-vis 

European settlers, unlike the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas, where the Israeli project does 

not aim to assimilate the population and has not been going on for that long. 

2.1.3. The FN and Political Violence 

This section draws the attention to the FLN’s use and view of political violence. Yacef Saadi, 

an FLN leader and one of the masterminds of the Battle of Algiers, notes that without 

violence that would bring about international attention, the Algerian revolution would not 

have achieved its desired goals.337 In other words, urban terrorism was the FLN’s strategy 

and, to some extent, the preferred choice to reach out to the outside world. Being part of the 

Non-Aligned Movement, the FLN even received support from the USSR, by playing into 

differences among global powers at the time, which greatly contributed to the benefit of the 

group. This explains why the FLN cared less for designating its actions as terrorism than 

Hezbollah and Hamas did. In the same vein, France itself was late to consider the actions of 

the FLN as insurgency, and it only did so in 1957. France for a while considered the actions 

of the FLN as an issue of law and order in line with its view of ‘French Algeria.’ 

In 1957, to draw the attention of world leaders who met at the UN, the FLN successfully 

began a campaign of urban terrorism which grabbed the attention of the world’s leaders. The 

FLN campaign included killing scores of French nationals and detonating bombs on main 

streets as part of the Battle of Algiers, which proved to be determent to the Algerian fight for 

self-determination.338 Walzer described planting bombs in public spaces by the FLN as 

“aimless killing,” a description the FLN cared less about, with Walzer noting that ordinary 

citizens who support laws that oppress people should be immune from these attacks.339 The 

revolutionary terrorism of the FLN, a discourse the group was more willing to accept, seemed 
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effective to end French rule, as it pushed some French leaders to rethink their Algeria 

strategy, especially with the rise to power of Charles de Gaulle in 1957.  

The FLN chose their targets to get the message out the fastest way, regardless of who the 

targets were. This included targeting public busses, clubs, and cafes.340 Walzer notes that “a 

bomb planted on a streetcorner, hidden in a bus station, thrown into a café or pub, this is 

aimless killing.”341 Hutchinson notes that the third element of revolutionary terrorism is the 

systemic selections of objects. Hamas and Hezbollah too have targeted civilian objects but at 

a lower scale than the FLN, due the nature of violence used by Israel and the way the settler 

society is designed to live away from Palestinian communities. The fourth and last element 

in Hutchinson’s definition of revolutionary terrorism is creating a psychological effect that 

might impact the masses and push them to change their attitudes and opinions. Hutchinson 

speaks of anxiety and fear among the population, which the FLN was successful at creating, 

just like Hamas and Hezbollah did, creating a sense of helplessness among the settler 

population. At the same time, state actors in the three case studies inflicted much 

psychological damage and fear among the population. Terrorism, according to Hutchinson, 

is irrational, and therefore people can’t respond to it rationally.342  

2.2. French Violence to Suppress the FLN and The Cold War 

2.2.1. French Violence Against the FLN and Algerians 

States’ calculated reactions, often, keep their interests and how the concerned state-actors, in 

the case of this study France and Israel, would react in mind. Therefore, when states commit 

acts of terrorism, the criticism they receive tend to be less severe compared to when non-state 

actors do so. In the case of France in Algeria, the FLN was not the only party that used 

violence, as the French have used excessive violence against Algerians, manifested in the 

killing of 45,000 Algerians in 1945 for protesting French colonialism. “The French and their 

brutality were some of the reasons the revolution happened in the first place.” 343  This 
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included bombing and burning Algerian villages and urban centers, as well as torturing and 

killing Algerians. Hundreds of thousands of Algerians were subjected to torture to extract 

information about the FLN and its leaders. In contrast, these French acts did not deter 

Algerians and pushed more people to join the revolution.344 

According to Yacef Saadi, the use of violence in the Battle of Algiers made the French 

government authorize General Massu to use torture and killings to end the FLN revolution, 

which in turn drew the attention of the world to the plight of the Algerian people. It has split 

the French government, which eventually led to the independence of Algeria.345 Dubbed as 

“the father of paratroopers,” by French settlers in Algeria, Massu was known for his role in 

the brutal torture of FLN members. “Sometimes I captured high-ranking FLN (National 

Liberation Front) guys, and I said to myself: `That one’s dangerous; he has to be killed.’ And 

I did it, or I had it done, which is the same thing.”346 He challenged the film the Battle of 

Algiers, which exposed French torture in Algeria, including his own role in it, noting, “I am 

not afraid of the word torture, but I think in the majority of cases, the French military men 

[were] obliged to use it to vanquish terrorism were, fortunately, choir boys compared to the 

use to which it was put by the rebels. The latter’s extreme savagery led us to some ferocity, 

it is certain, but we remained within the law of eye for eye, tooth for tooth.”347 He later 

regrated the use of torture. France’s actions and policies of torture violate the principles of 

just war. 

The French violence directed at the Algerian people could be viewed as a major motivation 

why the FLN chose violence over diplomacy, specially that calls for diplomacy did not reap 

fruits at the onset of the Algerian revolution, which also resulted in divisions within the ranks 

of the FLN regarding how to deal with France. The FLN calls for diplomacy and dialogue, 

as the Just War Theory argues, went on deaf ears. Revolutionary terrorism in the case of the 
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FLN in Algeria was the answer, as its benefits outweighed its costs from the FLN perspective. 

Therefore, using violence by the FLN was a last resort in line with the Just War Theory, 

namely the conditions leading to war: Jus ad bellum. As explained by an FLN official, urban 

terrorism was the only option.348 For the FLN, it was more effective to engage revolutionary 

terrorism than in organized guerrilla to force France on its knees and win the independence 

of Algeria.  

In addition to using its own forces, France has also used Algerian forces working under its 

umbrella, known as Harkis, to crush the Algerian resistance to its colonial rule, which sheds 

light on the ethical nature of this act, as the Algerian society is yet to recover from divisions 

resulting from this French tactic.349 In the same context, Israel used the Southern Lebanon 

Army (SLA) against the Lebanese people and Hezbollah, which created similar challenges 

and divisions in Lebanon. It has too created the Villages Unions in the West Bank and is now 

coordinating its security with the Palestinian Authority, which further divides the 

Palestinians. All in all, the divide and rule tactics of settler colonial projects in Palestine, 

Lebanon and Algeria are clearly present. 

Another form of terrorism that emerged in Algeria was at the hands of French settlers. In 

Algeria French settlers, and army officers formed secret organizations to carry out 

assassinations both in France and Algeria against Algerians, to pressure France not to give 

up its colony in Algeria. An example of these groups is the Organization of the Secret Army 

(French: Organisation Armée Secrète) (OAS), which was made of European settlers and 

army officers in Algeria who aimed to prevent a French withdrawal from Algeria through 

using terror tactics. Between May 1961 to January 1962, OAS carried out over 5,000 attacks, 

including attempts to assassinate De Gualle, thus imposing a serious challenge to the Fifth 

French Republic.350 France responded brutally to the OAS as well, viewing it a threat to the 

French territorial integrity and to its political regime. In other words, despite carrying acts of 
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terror, France did not view the OAS as a terrorist organization but rather a group that poses 

a threat to its interests in Algeria.  

This reveals the double standards of the French government when it comes to groups using 

violence in Algeria. The background and ethnicity of people involved in the OAS and their 

goals prevented France from viewing it as a terrorist organization.351 The way France viewed 

the FLN, and the OAS, was similar but not identical and, in both cases, it did consider them 

a security threat. In the case of the FLN, after France was convinced the group’s attacks were 

part of an insurgency, it viewed the Front as a terror group. The French response to the 

insurgency in Algeria was largely influenced by its Vietnam experience, which included 

moving the population out of urban centers, carrying out research-and-destroy and border 

control operations. France made use of ad hoc bodies and extraordinary powers to crush the 

FLN, resulting in mass arrests of Algerians where 40% of males in Casabah were arrested 

and heavily tortured in 1956. The French government has also combed villages, assassinated 

people involved in smuggling arms and attempted to assassinate the Egyptian leader Gamal 

Abdelnasser for his role in supporting the FLN.352 In the case of the OAS, France made sure 

that the OAS’ infiltration of the French army does not harm its own security and it tasked 

agents to infiltrate the ranks of the OAS in response.353 

It could be argued that the involvement of French settlers in OAS and taking part in terrorist 

acts was an important factor that made European settlers leave Algeria once colonialism has 

ended, fearing revenge.354 The French government has rarely punished generals responsible 

for the torture of Algerians and in 1968 it issued a blank amnesty absolving all French 

nationals, who have served in Algeria, of possible crimes that they might have committed, 

which again violates the principles of Just War Theory that calls for brining those responsible 

for crimes during war to justice.355  The French response to OAS was less discriminate 
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compared to the FLN, which reveals that the French government was selective when it came 

to the Algerian victims, giving preference to the French and European ones. The French 

army’s use of violence against the Algerian population aimed at pushing them to abandon 

the FLN and revolt against it. It also aimed at deterring Algerians from joining the FLN in 

the future, which was not a successful strategy.356 It was this French brutal violence that made 

the FLN “mobilize the rest” of the population to fight France.357 The involvement of some 

French settlers in violence against the Algerian people makes applying justice in post-war 

settings more challenging, including revenge attacks, as the post-war phase of the just war 

requires. 

2.2.2. The FLN and The Cold War 

This section addresses the impact of the Cold War on the FLN and its designation. The 

researcher argues that the Cold War had a positive impact on the designation of the FLN, 

which explains why it was more willing to use terrorism to describe its actions. The success 

of the FLN in mobilizing regional and international support, as part of its balancing approach 

against global powers, to garner support for the Algerian people was deeply rooted in the 

politics of the Cold War. Although the FLN officially subscribed to the Non-Aligned 

Movement and counted on the regional support of Egypt and Tunisia, it kept the door open 

for collaboration with the socialist camp, by focusing on common grounds and at the same 

time outlining differences they had with the French Communist Party. The FLN founded in 

1958 the Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic (GPRA) in exile headed by Ferhat 

Abbas, which aimed at internationalizing the FLN struggle and gave it needed legitimacy. 

The FLN won the support and the recognition of the socialist camp and later it started a 

process of engagement with the communist bloc through their diplomatic missions in Egypt 

and Tunisia.358 Thanks to support from Egypt and Tunisia, which by extension brought the 

USSR in, the Algerian War of Independence was a success, although at a very high price. 

 
356 C. Melnik, “Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in Algeria,” Washington DC: RAND Institute, (1964), p. 

243. 
357 Walzer, Just and unjust wars, p. 180. 
358 Asselin, “The Algerian Revolution and the Communist Bloc,” (29 September 2022). 



 
 
 

116 
 

The main supporter of the FLN at the outset of the revolution in 1954 was Egypt under 

Nasser’s rule. Nasser turned to the Soviets for arms, so most weapons from Egypt to Algeria 

by 1956-57 were of Soviet origin. A very small number of Algerians went to the Soviet Union 

for diplomatic work and military training. But there were also major efforts made by the FLN 

to recruit other third-world countries and even to win the Western public opinion. For the 

FLN, Nasser and his model of one-party rule was more important than the Soviet model per 

se. Some argue that Boumediene, Algeria’s second president, was something of a convinced 

socialist, but he mostly saw the advantage of state control over oil and other industrial 

production, as well as a far-reaching effort to collectivize land that had mostly been under 

French control prior to 1962. The fact that Kennedy was president when Algeria won 

independence meant that US-Algeria relations got off to a good start – full recognition right 

away.359  

When Boumediene came to power, he maintained a channel of communication to the United 

States – he even made a visit to the White House and met with Nixon in 1972.  During his 

shuttle diplomacy after the 1973 War, Kissinger would regularly stop in Algiers to brief 

Boumediene. It was the Algerians who helped to free the American hostages in Iran in 1981. 

Thus, Algeria managed to play a successful game of balancing ties with the US and the 

Western camp by maintaining good relations with both the Soviets and Americans. The 

military relationship with Russia is still strong today, but Europe is the market for Algerian 

oil and gas. As for the US, it has been involved in hydrocarbons in Algeria. Meanwhile, 

China has recently been making a play for a share of the large construction market in Algeria.  

There is some remaining importance of the Cold War alignments on Algeria’s international 

relations today, but mostly in the military area. In other areas such as intelligence 

cooperation, the Algerians work discreetly with the French and the Americans on anti-ISIS 

operations in Africa. Algerians remain quite adamant that they will not allow any foreign 

country to establish military bases on their soil and they pride themselves on remaining 

strongly non-aligned on anything resembling NATO-Russia conflicts.360  
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Internal documents of the FLN reveal how the group effectively sought to seek the help of 

the socialist camp where an FLN representative visited world capitals such as Moscow, 

Prague, Budapest, and Sofia to seek help following a UN meeting on Algeria, after which the 

USSR pledged to train Algerian pilots. FLN internal documents show that Czechoslovakia, 

which was “hesitant,” decided to extend the recognition of the FLN government and gave 

military aid and training to the group. The FLN literature reveals that the group stressed the 

necessity to commit to “anti-colonial and anti-imperial struggle,” for this international 

support from the socialist camp to continue.361 The FLN said in one of its internal documents 

that the interest of China in supporting peoples fighting colonialism especially in light of its 

UN admissions requires a close follow-up of its foreign policy. The document draws the 

attention to the possibility of Chinese disengagement from the Algerian question if France 

normalizes relations with the country and recognizes it, calling for the need to establish 

stronger ties with China so that the Sino-Algerian relations become irreversible.362 

A third internal FLN document refers to the importance of establishing ties with China, which 

will allow its representatives to stop in Moscow, and for China to act on behalf of the Front 

before the USSR, by stressing Algerians’ right to self-determination. The document urges 

the need to explain to the USSR that “the fluidity” of their positions allowed enemies to mix 

the positions of workers on Europe and France vis-à-vis “the nature of the Algerian resistance 

and the revolutionary meaning of our quest for independence.” The document also noted to 

the need to “ask that the Chinese and Russian governments intercede on our behalf with the 

governments of popular democracies, especially with the German Democratic Republic and 

Albania, to recognize the Provisional Government of the Algerian Republic (GPRA). 
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Success on that front will not be without rewards on the positions of Federal Germany and 

the countries of the Mediterranean basin (Greece, Türkiye, Yugoslavia, Egypt, etc…).”363 

A fourth Internal document of the FLN reveals its position on the Algerian and French 

Communist Party, noting that they have been directed by opportunists, who only offered to 

recognize the existence of a problem in Algeria, but refused its use of arms, in line with the 

teachings of Lenin. The document directed to the USSR read, “the failure of the Algeria 

Communist Party (French: PCA) to integrate itself into the revolution as an autonomous 

entity, the development of the armed struggle of our people for the cause of independence, 

[and] the anti-imperialist momentum in the Arab countries following the Suez aggression all 

constituted new elements that the USSR could not ignore.”364 The FLN noted in its document 

its caution vis-à-vis the USSR, which acted in line with its interests, adding, “The fear of 

seeing a stronger imperialism replace France in Algeria (yesterday, Germany, today, the 

United States) has for a long time prompted the USSR to have a prudent attitude on the 

Algerian question and to limit the principle of unconditional aid, by prioritizing the necessity 

of a union with France and not the right to a separation, that is, to independence. The profound 

changes that have taken place in the Arab world have made it reconsider its Algerian 

policy.”365 

The FLN used balancing between global powers during the Cold War before and after 

Algeria’s independence to win some leverage for the Algerian people. The United States had 

disagreements with France over Algeria, as American decision-makers were convinced that 

the French strategy in Algeria will eventually collapse, and that France will have to 

eventually withdraw. The Americans refused to let France use NATO as a coverage for its 

military presence in Algeria. Realizing this, the FLN tried to balance its relations with the 

US on one hand and the USSR on the other hand. This balancing continued even after the 

end of the Cold War when, thanks to Algerian mediation, American hostages in Iran were 
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released after 444 days. The US rarely recognizes this Algerian role because of the nature of 

American exceptionalism.366 

Despite the alleged support of John F. Kennedy of Algerian independence, the FLN did not 

rush to establish diplomatic ties with the US, and preferred to establish ties with China and 

Russia, because of the support the FLN received from them. The US chose to maintain its 

strategic interests by supporting France against the FLN because both Eisenhower & 

Kennedy feared that an FLN victory might translate into “a fertile ground for Soviet 

penetration of the Maghreb from which the USSR had hitherto been barred.”367 This explains 

why Algeria had cold ties with the US for almost three decades after Algerian independence 

up until the collapse of the Soviet Union. The strong ties Algeria had with Cuba under Ahmed 

Ben Bella and viewing “Algeria’s socialist struggle as Castro-style socialism,” 368  all 

contributed to this uneasiness. Additionally, Algeria’s anti-Israel attitude resulted in severing 

its ties with the US for seven years after 1967. After Houari Boumediene, Algeria’s second 

president after independence, called for a new economic order, the ties between the two 

countries were restored. Algeria’s opposition to the war in Vietnam and the US’ support for 

Morocco’s position on Western Sahara have added fuel to fire in the US-Algeria relations.369 
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Figure 5: How did the world view the FLN? 

2.2.3. The FLN and Internal Divisions 

This section looks into the impact of the FLN’s designation as a terrorist organization or a 

liberation movement by specific state-actors and its relation to its engagement in civil war. 

Like divisions and assassinations have been part of the history of Hezbollah in Lebanon and 

Hamas in Palestine, the FLN too was not an exception. In 1958, the FLN assassinated 

Mohammed Bellounis, with its propaganda machine accusing France of standing behind the 

assassinations. The FLN and the Algerian National Movement (French: MNA) engaged in 

what seemed to be an Algerian civil war during the French rule of the country, coupled with 

France’s violence against Algerians. 370 This has created a deep fracture in the Algerian 

society but the FLN was eventually able to swiftly take over the discourse due to its strong 

presence and propaganda machine and France’s limited success in promoting the MNA as a 
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representative of the Algerian people, with the conflict extending over to the French territory 

in cities like Paris and Lyon.371  

During this conflict, and due to repression by French police and state bodies, some 4,000 

Algerians lost their lives in France. Unlike the MNA fighters, the FLN fighters were treated 

with respect and dignity and memorials were held for them to mark their contribution to the 

war of independence.372 The violence between the MNA and the FLN can’t be viewed in 

isolation from the French state violence in Algeria as France has facilitated this infighting. 

Terrorist tactics such as torture and assassinations used by France against the FLN were also 

used in the fight between the MNA and the FLN, which reflects the internalization of 

violence used by France against Algerians by the FLN.373 The projection of colonial violence 

by colonial powers against the colonized people often lead to the spread of other forms of 

violence by these people against both colonial powers as well as against their own people. In 

the words of Thomas, “internalization of racial oppression…leads to a devalued self-worth 

among the oppressed.”374 

Division has been a defining feature of the FLN and the Algerian national movement. At the 

start of the Algerian revolution, there was another division within the ranks of the FLN itself, 

with a branch advocating for a political resolution with France and another advocating a 

military one through using guerrilla warfare and revolutionary terrorism, yet it did not turn 

as violent as was the conflict with the MNA. Another division between FLN members living 

in Algeria and those in exile also took place.375 Algeria scholar William Quandt speaks of 

divisions within the FLN, 376  noting that the early generations of Algerian nationalists 

preferred assimilation with France such as Farhat Abbas, while the later generations of 
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Algerian nationalists, dubbed as radical, preferred using arms and violence to gain 

independence. At the start of the Revolution, the Algerian Proclamation of Independence of 

1954 called on France to have “an honorable platform of discussion” to reduce “the amount 

of blood spilled.” 377  At the end of the Second World War, this group was weakened, 

following the mass killings of Algerians in 1945. The core of the FLN was formed then, with 

radical voices within the ranks of the FLN coming to the front of the Algerian scene.378 Terror 

and force were used against other groups to force them to join the FLN which paved the way 

for the outbreak of armed revolution against the French.379 

The division among Algerians, just like the division among Palestinians and Lebanese 

(Hamas and Fatah and Hezbollah and other Lebanese factions) continued to persist over the 

years, even after the declaration of Algeria’s independence in 1962. The Algerian civil war 

of 1991-2002 cannot to be viewed separately from the French settler-colonial history of 

Algeria and the tactics used during the war of independence by both France and the FLN 

including kidnapping, torture and killing. The Algerian people’s supposed transition to 

democratization failed to materialize. State elites, army officers, Islamic elements and 

democrats drew the country to a civil war and a disaster whose impact is still present today. 

The Algerian army at the time failed to maintain order and the political system was unable 

to keep up with the calls for reforms by the impoverished population, thanks to the socialist 

economic model imported to the country from the USSR. The FLN felt it had the right to rule 

the country based on its liberation legacy, an issue both Hamas and Hezbollah still claim. 

The Algerian army heavily applied military tactics to answer social demands, thus pushing 

Islamists to use arms too, halting the democratic transition in December 1991. The country 

went into a civil war that claimed the lives of some 100,000 people.380  

After 132 years of French colonialism in Algeria, Algerians were finally able to claim their 

independence in 1962. A number of factors led to the success of the FLN in winning Algeria’s 
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independence from France; Algeria’s national liberation war led by the FLN from 1954-

1962; France’s geographical location to Algeria and the lack of a land connection between 

both territories; differences within France itself as well as among its settler population in 

Algeria and its failure to create a French majority in Algeria; differences within the western 

bloc over how to deal with Algeria; the unity of large sectors of Algerians behind the FLN 

and the cruelty of France; waging the war of liberation at a time peoples in Asia and Africa 

were gaining their independence from colonial powers as well as having the support of 

international and regional forces such as the Non-Aligned Movement during the Cold War.381 

The politics of the Cold War did not serve Hezbollah and Hamas as much. In addition, some 

French voices, although limited, supported the independence of Algeria such Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, which further strengthened the position of the FLN.382 

Because of the legacy of liberation, which too plagued Hezbollah and Hamas, Algeria has 

slowly fallen into a country that lacks democratic practices after independence. The FLN’s 

refusal of local elections in the early 1990s, which led the country into a civil war for a 

decade, was only a manifestation of this deterioration. The revolutionary (liberation) 

legitimacy of the FLN and its elites were used as a cover-up for these practices. The Algerian 

military’s intervention in municipal elections to prevent the winning of the Islamic Salvation 

Front (French: FSI) in 1991 led to the emergence of terrorism in the country, this time by and 

against the FLN government itself. Hopes of reforms and a democratic transition faded away 

as Bouteflika remained in power up until 2019. The late ailing president only left power 

under huge popular protests calling for his departure, in which young people, who felt 

excluded from the decision-making process, and were worried about their future, participated 

in large numbers.383 
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2.3. Transition to Governance Under The FLN and French History 

Examining the post-liberation period in Algeria, especially in the early years after the end of 

French colonization in 1962 can hardly be done without looking at the liberation discourse 

of the FLN during and after the end of French rule. The FLN post-liberation discourse, which 

propagates and encourages rebellion, made it the duty of each Algerian to rebel and refuse 

any unjust government, which explains why groups such as FSI emerged. 384  The FLN 

introduced itself as the sole and legitimate party in Algeria that have the right to form a 

government. This liberation discourse of the FLN, could be viewed through the Theories of 

Just War (having a legitimate authority) and the Theory of National Liberation’s advocacy 

of introducing national education during and after the end of colonization. The FLN, having 

become the state’s party (state-actor) stopped Revolutionary Terrorism terminology to refer 

to its actions, but rather saw itself as a leading state-actor in the region with multiple relations 

with regional and global powers. These relations have impacted the Algerian state both 

positively and negatively as the same time due to the politics of the Cold War as will be 

outlined in this section. This section aims to address how the FLN’s view of its liberation 

discourse has impacted post-independence Algeria in light of its Cold War ties. 

When Algeria won its independence from France in 1962, the new state was under clear 

French influence represented by a French legacy and institutions inherited by the FLN. This 

meant that the FLN has gone through a massive process of ‘Algerization,’ through national 

education as the Theory of National liberation calls for and as outlined in chapter one, which 

included reshaping governance at different levels including increasing the number of 

governorates in the country. While the French military preferred to have indirect rule in 

Algeria, the civilian leadership preferred a direct control of the country through importing 

French institutions. For the French military, all they cared about was to impose order, which 

was translated into security, while the civilian leadership preferred the rule of law. 385 

Importing French institutions into Algeria meant introducing French as the official language 
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in the educational sector, which Algerians are still recovering from, and which Cabral urged 

should be replaced by national education. It is no exaggeration to say that French became “a 

syndrome” in the country even after independence, where the language is still widely used.386 

In line with the Theory of National Liberation, the FLN has paid much attention to national 

education as a means of both awareness and mobilization. The FLN deemed it indispensable 

to educate the Algerian people to face the impact of French culture and education as was the 

case throughout the War of Independence (1954-1962) and in post-independence Algeria. 

The FLN engaged in a long-term program to teach Arabic at Algerian schools, bringing 

teachers from countries such as Egypt. Despite these ongoing efforts by Algeria, including 

the huge budgets allocated for education soon after the end of the French rule to mitigate the 

influence of France and French in the country, French is still widely spoken in Algeria 

today.387 This reality speaks of two facts: the strong influence of France in Algeria after 132 

years of colonization and the failure of the Algerian government (reads FLN) to adopt 

effective programs to mitigate this influence. 

The Algerian transition to governance after 1962 was barely democratic despite promises 

made in the API in 1954 to form a government based on democratic principles. The liberation 

legitimacy of the FLN was instead used to establish a one-party rule in Algeria after 

independence in light of its liberation legitimacy.388 Not only this, under calls of lacking 

democracy, a coup took place in 1965 against Ahmed Ben Bella, the first elected president 

of independent Algeria, ironically over accusations of dictatorship and the lack of 

democracy.389 Using a liberation discourse that directed accusations against Ben Bella, in 

1965, Colonel Houari Boumedienne, who opposed some terms in the Evans Pact, became 

Algeria’s president and sought to upgrade the Algerian economy from 1965-1978 by 

adopting a socialist model similar to that of the USSR, which proved to catastrophic for 
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Algeria, which reveals the impact of the Cold War ties of the FLN on Algeria. 

Boumedienne’s strategy included investing more in industrialization, centralization and state 

control and agricultural reforms. The politics of the Cold War has meant that Algeria would 

depend largely on the Soviet Union to build its own socialist model of economy which soon 

proved ineffective, as Algeria had different challenges than those of the Soviet Union.390  

The economic reforms of Boumedienne did not sustain Algerians for too long especially 

when the global oil prices fell sharply. When Chadli Bendjedid assumed office in 1978, he 

had to deal with structural problems in the Algerian economy which resulted from importing 

the Soviet-like economic model to Algeria. Additionally, the sharp decline of oil prices in 

1986 impacted Algeria’s budget dramatically. Young Algerians, for the first time in the 

history of post-independent Algeria, took to the streets to protest economic conditions, as the 

Algerian economy plunged into recession following the sharp oil prices decline of 1986-

1988.391 Explanations behind the crisis ranged from attributing it to economic and social 

factors, including a housing and unemployment crisis, as well as the relative democratic 

opening of the country in 1988, especially among young people.392 

The mass protests of 1988 in Algeria prompted the move towards greater political openness 

and participation, including easing restrictions imposed on freedom of expression and 

assembly, which was galvanized by the liberation discourse of the FLN to silence critics.393 

These reforms were regarded as a right step in the direction of democracy. Yet, this 

experience was only short-lived and was followed by a civilian-military coup in January 

1992, which resulted in the suspension of some constitutional rights and the start of brutal 

violence and terrorism that divided the country for a decade to come.394 The following section 

will address how Algeria plunged into violence for a decade and the impact of the ‘Black 

Decade’ on Algerians, who just recovered from French colonialism and economic recession, 
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which saw the Algerian government using terrorism charges used against the FLN by France 

against the Islamic Salvation Front (FSI). The section will also highlight how the one-party 

rule, in light of the FLN’s viewed liberation legitimacy, which introduced itself as the only 

legitimate body after independence by using its liberation history, has contributed to this end. 

The FLN used its post-liberation discourse to rule Algeria which brought the country to its 

knees and created a wave of terrorism and rift. The civil war of the 1990s in Algeria can’t 

too be viewed in isolation from the Algerian infighting during the War of Independence as 

well as French violence against Algerians during the French colonial rule of the country, 

which the FLN internalized and later used against Algerians themselves under the claim it 

had the right to do so due to its liberation history. The FLN is not unique when it comes to 

civil war and internal rift, as both Hezbollah and Hamas have engaged in civil wars and 

internal violence, which provides yet another evidence to the connection between engaging 

in civil wars and the colonial experience and violence of the three non-state actors. Both 

Hamas and Hezbollah, just like the FLN, lacked democratic practices, even though both ran 

for elections and were democratically elected, as both groups grew impatient of critical 

voices.  

The structural failures of the Algerian economy, which was largely dependent on oil 

revenues, and which was built on a soviet model in post-independence Algeria, still impact 

Algerians today. The Algerian economy recovered only for a while following the rise of oil 

prices after the end of the civil war in 2002, which improved the economic situation of 

Algerians, thus bringing about more political stability for a while. The improvement of the 

Algerian economy pushed the Algerian authorities to invest in more housing projects, 

subsidies, and handouts to the youths to gain social peace. This peace, however, did not last 

long as oil prices fell again, and the government started reducing its budget which impacted 

ordinary Algerians. In 2010, oil revenues accounted for 60% of Algeria’s budget, which 

shows the extent the Algerian state has been dependent on oil revenues and how the fall of 

oil prices impacts its budget.395 The USSR provided the FLN with training and arms at some 
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point, and it inspired Algeria to adopt its economic model built by the workers. The FLN’s 

strong interest in establishing ties with the USSR as revealed by its internal documents, 

explains why the Algerian government adopted a USSR-like economic model, which proved 

to be catastrophic to Algerians.396 

The FLN’s failure at governance draws similarities with that of Hezbollah (although the 

group has not officially assumed governance in Lebanon but still controls important junctions 

in the state) and that of Hamas in the Gaza Strip, which was placed under siege in Gaza after 

winning the 2006 legislative elections. In the case of the FLN, it was its mismanagement, 

refusal of elections results, the misuse of its liberation discourse and its ties with the USSR, 

which made it import an economic model that does not meet the needs of the Algerian state 

and people that contributed to these undemocratic practices. In the cases of Hezbollah and 

Hamas, the two groups focused more on building arms than investing in the economy and 

the needs of their people although both emerged as social groups, which made the economic 

situation in both the Gaza Strip and Lebanon miserable, with unemployment and migration 

rates reaching high levels. This illustrates without doubt that building a non-state actor with 

a self-viewed liberation discourse is different than managing a country and building a strong 

economy and this is true to the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, and to many other non-state 

actors across the globe with varying degrees. 

2.4 ‘The Black Decade’ in Algeria and The Calls for Reform 

The Black Decade in Algeria, from 1991-2002, was another manifestation of the post-

independence liberation discourse of the FLN. Late 1991 saw the halting of transition 

towards a democratic system in Algeria after a civilian-military coup which cancelled the 

results of the local council and legislative elections. The Islamic Salvation Front (French: 

FSI) won the first round of parliamentary elections and defeated the FLN. Yet, the results of 

these elections were cancelled by the Algerian army, which saw in itself the legitimate 

authority that led the War of Independence against the French and thus had the right to rule.397 
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The FLN, by encouraging rebellion against France, has made a rebel out of many Algerians, 

which explains the coming to surface of groups such as the Social Forces Front (French: 

FFS), the Algerian Islamic Movement (French: MIA), and the Islamic Salvation Army 

(French: AIS).398 Following 27 years in exile, Muhammad Boudiaf was invited to return back 

to Algeria to head a military-backed council of state, but only for five months, as one of his 

bodyguards killed him while giving a speech despite the fact that his announced reforms won 

him popularity in Algeria.399  

Lembarek Boumaarafi, who assassinated Boudiaf by shooting him in the head from a close 

range, later told the police that he was aware of the heroic past of Boudiaf, yet he assassinated 

him because “he did not do enough against the mafia,” noting that he (Boumaarafi) belongs 

to the Islamic movement. Some speculations suggest that the real reason behind the 

assassination of Boudiaf was his calls for reforms and ending military rule coupled with his 

fight against corruption. People of this opinion includes his wife, who was behind the scenes 

as he recorded his last speech. She suggested that some people in the military were behind 

the assassination and that Boumaarafi was used as a scapegoat to cover up the real 

perpetrators. 400 Using its liberation history, the FLN cancelled the parliamentary elections in 

Algeria in January 1992 which resulted in a civil war that claimed the lives of over 100,000 

Algerians, led by militants from the FIS, which won the first round of the elections. The 

cancelation of elections meant tightening the FLN’s grip on power, which was defeated in 

the first round of elections, making its political and military elites feel threatened.  

The Algerian government has depended on a few tools to keep a tight grip on power using 

its liberation discourse, won during the FLN’s War of Independence against France by 

asserting its liberation role in the country including during the Black Decade of the 1990s. 

This FLN strategy included activating the role of the security apparatus to suppress 

dissidents, using patronage by making use of oil and gas revenues, and reducing restrictions 

of freedoms by allowing some political reforms; these reforms included introducing some 
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laws that allowed some Islamists to reintegrate in the political system, such as the 1999 Civil 

Concord Law and the termination of the state of emergency law in 2011, which has been in 

place since 1992.401 These laws and policies have contributed to improving the security 

situation in Algeria, but the impact of the civil war is yet to be addressed and Algerians still 

keep a largely negative perception of this era in Algerian history. This explains why 

Algerians were reluctant to take to the streets during the Arab Spring of 2011 and why they 

acted more carefully when they did so in 2019. 

The growth of a weak economy imported from the USSR due to the politics of the Cold War 

largely benefited the political elite of the FLN and the Algerian army and those close to 

people in power and has contributed to the outbreak of the civil war of 1991. Algerians have 

expressed their anger at the way the economy was managed even before the 1991 elections. 

The FLN’s use of its revolutionary legitimacy, which was defeated in electoral polls, was 

another important factor in the outbreak of civil war and terrorism in Algeria in 1991. 

Algerian elites were able to maintain their interests even during the relative opening between 

1988-1991.402 To keep the anger of Algerians at a low level, the strategy of the Algerian 

government was to advance a pseudo-democratic system that allows for some reforms that 

do not threaten the existing political elite and the Algerian army.  

Ali Kafi became the president of Algeria for nearly two years with the support of the FLN at 

a time the fight with Islamist insurgents heated. In 1994, he was replaced by Liamine Zéroual, 

who won a five-year-term and left power in 1999 after Bouteflika won the elections. 

Bouteflika was the only candidate in the elections who was supported by the army, winning 

the election following the drop-out of all other candidates. 403  It could be argued that 

Bouteflika was the first Algerian president who did not emerge from the military 

establishment, who both neutralized the Algerian army as the sole broker in Algerian politics, 

and relatively maintained its professionalism, reclaiming control over the FLN.404 Realizing 
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the history of Algeria and the prominent role the Algerian army has played in Algerian 

politics over the years, Bouteflika tried to consolidate his power without making the military 

feel threatened.405 In the same context, he introduced the Charter for Peace and National 

Reconciliation, which aimed at addressing the legacy of civil war in Algeria in an attempt to 

win the hearts and minds of Algerians at a time the country witnessed economic growth and 

a relative political opening.406 The accession of Bouteflika to power in Algeria lasted longer 

than most Algerians anticipated as he served four presidential terms, totaling 20 years. He 

only left office after another serious crisis of popular protests broke out in 2019 against his 

intention to run for a fifth term, which was about to bring the country to another period of 

turmoil and unrest. 

The Algerian government’s ability to pay salaries and buy the loyalty of the elites and the 

Algerian middle class at the start of the Arab Spring, thanks to the rise of oil prices, has saved 

Algeria the implications of the Arab Spring in 2011. The Algerian government was saved the 

2014-drop-out in oil prices, unlike other governments in the MENA region. The sharp drop 

of oil prices in March 2019 due to COVID19 put an end to this gamble as the prices were 

historically low and hard to keep up with.407 Algerians grew inpatient of the polices of the 

Algerian government and the speculations that Bouteflika was going to run for a fifth term 

despite his deteriorating health condition. In protest and keeping the horror of the civil war 

of the 1990s in mind, Algerians took to the streets to demand reforms on the top of which 

was preventing Bouteflika from running for a fifth term. 

The FLN has failed at government, just like Hamas and Hezbollah, for different reasons, and 

using its liberation discourse became no longer an effective strategy that Algerians would 

buy into. Previously accused of waging terrorism by France, the FLN’s government 

accusations of terrorism against members of the FIS who took to the mountains sounded 

baseless at least for some Algerians, especially that these accusations came after the 
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cancelation of the results of the elections in 1991. Over the years, the FLN’s government 

became unable to deal with the growing needs of Algerians, many of whom have had a great 

respect for its liberation role, but now want it to provide much needed jobs and services. 

Algerians took to the streets in mass numbers, but they kept in mind the experience of other 

Arab peoples who took to streets to demand reforms and spilled into civil wars. Algerians’ 

own experience of civil war in the 1990s, which resulted in 100,000 Algerians dead and 

hundreds of others still missing, also impacted their decision to take to the streets in 2019 

and how they did so.408  

Coupled with the fact that Algerian President Bouteflika stayed in power for 20 years and 

was seeking a fifth term, Algerians felt frustrated and took to the streets.409 Despite serious 

challenges and rarely appearing in public since 2015 following suffering from a stroke, 

Bouteflika sought a fifth term, which raged Algerians who protested the move as what 

became known as the Hirak Movement.410 Saïd Bouteflika, who was seen as the real person 

behind the presidency in the country, was brought to trial along with some generals following 

the removal from power of President Bouteflika, in a move that served to put off the anger 

of Algerians. He was acquitted later by an Algerian court and released once the country 

became more stable and protests stopped due to COVID19. The following section covers the 

post-2019 period in Algeria, which saw the outbreak of the Hirak movement in the country 

and Algerians’ call for political reforms, which too can’t be viewed in isolation from the 

claimed liberation legitimacy of the FLN that still rules Algeria today. The section does not 

cover the 1991-201”9 period as it is not connected to international politics (the Cold War) or 

the liberation-terrorism designation of the FLN. 

2.5. The Hirak Movement of 2019 

This section covers the post-liberation phase in Algeria starting from 2019, which was 

directly connected to the Arab Spring and saw the outbreak of the Hirak movement. The 

 
408 Faouzia Zeraoulia, “The memory of the civil war in Algeria: Lessons from the past with reference to the 

Algerian Hirak,” Contemporary Review of the Middle East, 7(1), (2020), p.34 
409 Natalia A. Zherlitsyna, “The Succession Crisis in Algeria,” Asia and Africa Today, (2019), (6), pp.19-23. 
410 Zeraoulia, pp. 25-28. 



 
 
 

133 
 

outbreak of the 2019 protests in Algeria speak of a change of a view Algerians held for long 

of the FLN. Algerians, who took to the streets, and who for long saw the FLN as a liberation 

group which ruled Algeria in the post-independence period, started increasingly viewing it 

as an increasingly authoritarian government which failed to provide a dignified life for them 

after independence.411 This is done by looking at the Theory of National liberation and the 

unit and international levels of analysis (the view of the FLN and the Arab Spring). 

Following a decision by President Bouteflika to run for a fifth term in February 2019, 

millions of mostly young Algerians took to the streets of major cities to protest the move in 

what became known as the Hirak movement, a late wave of the Arab Spring. The movement 

had had huge political, social, and cultural implications for Algerians who reclaimed their 

voice in the streets of Algeria after decades of feeling marginalized and unable to speak 

against the FLN governments which used their liberation and revolutionary history as an 

excuse to remain in power. In February 2019, the streets of Algeria, including that of Algiers, 

were filled with Algerian protesters calling on Bouteflika to step down. Despite orders by the 

police to prohibit protesting in Algiers under ironically terrorism claims, the same 

accusations made by France against the FLN during the War of Independence, the protesters 

filled the streets, and the security forces were unable to stop the protesters.412 Several factors 

have contributed to the relative success of these protests in drawing the attention of the 

Algerian government and pushing it to change its approach, although slightly. 

Algerian protesters adopted non-violent means and sang national songs such as Min 

Djibalina (Arabic: From our Mountains), which recalls the determination of Algerians to free 

their nation from French colonization, which they learnt at school and reminded them of their 

country’s war against French colonialism and the role of the FLN which took arms against 

the French. 413  The Hirak movement drew its strength from the ongoing discourse of 

liberation that Algerians gained during the War of Independence (1954-1962). This liberation 
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discourse has portrayed the regime as an internal challenge that has confiscated Algeria’s 

independence, won by the same FLN, which was originally established to gain Algeria’s 

independence from France. The Hirak movement saw in non-violence an effective strategy 

that would not give the security forces the excuse to target protesters who called for political 

change. The Algerian Spring, albeit late, reached Algeria and it was much less violent than 

it was elsewhere in the Arab world for political, historical, and social reasons exclusive to 

Algeria.414 

The Hirak protests were able to unify different segments of the Algerian society who still 

vividly recall the tragedies of French colonialism and the Algerian civil war inflicted on them. 

Yet this unity initially did not apply to Algerian political parties, including both secular and 

Islamist parties, such as Al-Adala of Djaballah, Islah, New Generation and HAMS. The 

internal Algerian division in post-independence Algeria is a continuation of the political and 

social division created by the French during the War of Independence. When the Algerian 

people saw the political elites were not able to unify behind one program, people chose unity 

on the streets of Algeria, with protests on February 22, 2020, being organized by ordinary 

Algerians without intervention from political parties. After realizing that most Algerians no 

longer wanted Bouteflika to run for office for a fifth time, political parties started to work 

under a relatively united umbrella. Algerians’ lack of unity reminds of Palestinian and 

Lebanese divisions too, where both Hamas and Hezbollah engaged in civil wars.  

Algerian protesters called for sticking to the Algerian Constitution, which the FLN 

introduced where it called for establishing a socialist government “ensured by the 

workers.” 415  In March 2020, the National Coordination for Change, the umbrella 

organization that included both Islamist and non-Islamist movements, which led the Hirak 

movement in Algeria, had one demand and slogan: “The constitution first,”416 calling for the 

resignation of the ailing president. Notable figures, who fought during the War of 
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Independence alongside the FLN such Djamila Bouhired and Zohra Drif, have voiced their 

support for the protest movement. This gave the protests more legitimacy from the ranks of 

the FLN itself and made security forces less willing to suppress it, thus providing it with 

more protection and legitimacy.417 The participation of FLN historical figures, who fought 

during Algeria’s War of Independence, in these protests have weakened the position of the 

Algerian government and the FLN and gave a boost and legitimacy to the demands of the 

Algerian people in the streets. 

Following pressure by protesters, the Algerian army announced holding elections twice, 

which were cancelled after being rejected by the protesters. In the third time, the elections 

took place, but the voting turnout was low as all candidates had links to the former Algerian 

government of the FLN, which hardly if not at all, motivated young Algerians to participate. 

Abdelmadjid Tebboune was elected as a new president in Algeria in December 2019.418 After 

electing Tebboune, the protests continued throughout Algeria with the Hirak urging the 

newly elected president to meet their demands. Yet, with the spread of COVID19 in Algeria, 

the Algerian government decided to ban all protests throughout the country to stop the spread 

of the pandemic and the protests seemed to have come to a relative halt at least for the time 

being.419 The protests would break out later but at a much smaller scale as an indication that 

the Algerian people are still not satisfied with the reforms of Tebboune, yet the COVID19 

pandemic has discouraged many Algerians from taking part in these protests starting from 

2020. 

Whether the Hirak will return to the streets of Algeria is connected more to how the current 

Algerian government will act vis-à-vis the demands of the protesters in the future. 

Additionally, COVID19, which has impacted the world including Algeria, will determine, at 

least for the time being, if Algerians will take to the streets in large numbers again. The late 
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Algerian spring represented by the Hirak movement, despite the divisions and differences, 

have proved that despite the tragedies of colonialism and civil war, and using the legitimacy 

of liberation claim by the FLN government, Algerians would still reclaim the streets and their 

own legitimacy when they feel their government is not doing enough to make their living 

conditions better. The liberation history of the FLN did not matter much to many protesters. 

In fact, protesters reclaimed this legitimacy by their own chants and in light of the support 

they received from some FLN figures. Algerian politicians understand this fact and act 

according to it.  

The FLN’s government handling of protests were not ideal, but more tolerant than how 

Hezbollah and Hamas dealt with protests criticizing their governance, which were met with 

violence and force and accusations of treason. It is true that the politics of the civil war has 

initially played in favor of Algeria and the FLN, but the protests of the Hirak movement, 

which was mainly about political and economic reforms, show too that importing a USSR-

like socialist economic model into Algeria was not an ideal decision. The shadow of the Cold 

War and the Arab Spring still haunts Algeria and the FLN today. 

Conclusion 

Applying the theoretical contributions of Walzer reveals that the FLN committed to some 

extent to the principles of just war, before, during and after the end of war. Despite this 

commitment, the FLN applies terrorist tactics against France on a large scale pushing Walzer 

to describe its actions as terrorism. Speaking of the FLN, Walzer notes that “a bomb planted 

on a streetcorner, hidden in a bus station, thrown into a café or pub, this is aimless killing.”420 

Jus ad bellum urges that war should (1) be waged by a legitimate authority. (2) have a just 

cause. (3) have a chance of success. (4) should be proportional and (5) a last resort. Viewing 

itself as the only legitimate authority and representative of the Algerian people, the FLN 

exhausted all other options for dialogue, which France refused. The FLN fought for the 

independence of their people and to end brutal and long French oppression and colonialism 

in line with the right to self-determination. 
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In the case of the FLN vis-à-vis the right conduct during war or jus in bello, discrimination 

and proportionality were sometimes considered and other times violated. There are examples 

where the FLN made a distinction between civilians and combatants and other examples 

where it targeted both civilians and combatants without discrimination, thus violating the 

principle of discrimination of just war. The same applies to the French colonial authorities 

which used collective punishment and torture repeatedly against the Algerian people, burning 

entire villages and killing thousands of people. The force used by the FLN was largely 

proportional against military targets except for targeting urban centers and cafes, which 

violated the principles of proportionality of just war. The French authorities have also largely 

violated the principle of proportionality by killing hundreds of thousands of Algerians. 

The FLN, which purported itself as the only representative of the Algerian people, as the 

theory of just war requires having a legitimate body to fight war, suffered the least impact 

because of its designation as a terrorist organization by France compared to Hezbollah and 

Hamas. To understand what this means, it is important to navigate the politics of the Cold 

War, namely its Non-Aligned Movement membership and playing on balancing global 

powers such as the Western bloc led by the US, and the Eastern Bloc led by the USSR to the 

benefit of the FLN. The world was divided into two blocs, the western bloc led by the US, 

and the eastern bloc led by the USSR. Siding with the Non-Aligned Movement meant 

receiving its political, economic, and military support in addition to benefiting from 

differences within the Western bloc itself, especially between France and the US. The FLN 

also invested in establishing ties with emerging China which was admitted to the US Security 

Council by using its existing ties with the USSR as its internal documents reveal. 

Without a shadow of doubt, the politics of the Cold War in the 1950s and 1960s have played 

into the benefit of the FLN in the sense that it reduced the pressure it was placed under 

because of its designation as a terrorist organization by France. These politics meant less 

isolation for the FLN, which was able to build alliances and play on global balances of power 

enough to secure its needs of political support and arms to fight the French such as its ties 

with Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco, which allowed it to obtain arms from Czechoslovakia. 

The world was divided into two blocs and the FLN knew that it was in the best interests of 
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the Algerian people to be on the Non-Aligned Movement’s side to win the support of the 

USSR, China, and the Arab League, which neutralize US support for France. This allowed 

the FLN to exploit differences among the western bloc itself on one hand and differences 

between the USSR and western bloc on the other hand. 

The FLN’s ties with China and the USSR were stronger than that of the United States because 

the US was still much supportive of France, although behind the scenes it had reservations 

about the French strategy in Algeria. The USSR and China, on the other hand, provided the 

FLN with political, economic, and military support. The US feared that a French withdrawal 

from Algeria would create a vacuum that could be filled by the USSR. The FLN getting 

closer to Cuba had raised alarms in the US in addition to its support for the Vietnamese 

resistance against the American occupation. Algeria had also viewed the US request from 

Spain to withdraw from Western Sahara as a message of support to Morocco. Algeria has 

had strong ties with the PLO and the Palestinians and maintained a strong anti-Israel attitude 

which made its ties with the US cold. The Algerian government had broken ties with the US 

following the 1967 war for seven years and relations between the two countries only were 

re-established in 1974 after, according to the Algerian president, ‘a new economic order’ was 

established. The Jimmy Carter administration contributed to cooling down ties between 

Algeria and the US, which feared that the country could become a threat to the US. The 

resumption of diplomatic ties between Algeria and the US in 1974 allowed Algeria to 

successfully mediate the Algiers Agreement between Iraq and Iran in 1975 and the release 

of American hostages in Iran in 1981.421 
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CHAPTER 3: HEZBOLLAH’S IDEOLOGY AND POLITICAL 

STRUCTURES: RE-VISITING ITS LIBERATION DISCOURSE 

AND TERRORIST DESIGNATION IN THEORY AND PRACTICE 

This chapter aims to explore how and why specific state-actors view Hezbollah as a liberation 

or terrorist organization and the impact of the Cold War and the Arab Spring on this 

designation, and how the group views itself theoretically and empirically. The chapter reveals 

that the Cold War and the Arab Spring had an impact on Hezbollah in light of its Syria and 

Iran ties and the sectarian tensions in the Middle East region, in which the group was 

involved. This chapter shows how their different military, political, religious, and social 

wings, enforces Hezbollah’s view of itself as a liberation group. The researcher applies a 

theory-oriented case-study comparative approach throughout the chapter. Two levels of 

analysis are included in this chapter, the units (state and non-state actors level) and 

international. The theories applied in this chapter include the National Liberation Theory, the 

Just War Theory and Revolutionary Terrorism. The sub-question of this chapter aims to 

connect with the main question of this research: How and why specific state-actors view the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist or liberation groups and the impact of the Arab Spring 

and Cold war on this designation and how the three groups view themselves. 

Theories of war and terrorism apply to the case of Hezbollah’s fight against Israel and 

western interests in Lebanon and beyond, such as Revolutionary Terrorism (which includes 

Urban and Psychological Terrorism), Just War Theory, and Theory of National Liberation. 

Hezbollah applied psychological terrorism tactics against Israeli forces, which left an impact 

on the public both in Lebanon and Israel.422 These psychological tactics became particularly 

significant in 2000 when Israel decided to withdraw its forces from Southern Lebanon, where 

the Shite-group threatened Israeli forces with facing a similar fate to American soldiers in 

Vietnam.423 Over the years, Hezbollah gave up its desire to create an Islamic republic in 

Lebanon and has engaged more in Lebanese politics starting from 1992, which allowed the 
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group to transform its liberation discourse and theology into political agendas and expand its 

popular base especially in Lebanon in the following years.424  

Compared to the FLN and Hamas, and due to its sectarian ties, Hezbollah has been affected 

the most by the politics of the Arab Spring specially after its intervention in Syria on the side 

of the Syrian government of Bashar al-Assad, and its alleged intervention in Yemen, Bahrain, 

and Saudi Arabia. Hezbollah has also trained Palestinian activists whom Israel deported to 

Lebanon in 1992, including Hamas activists, which made Israel even more suspicious of the 

group, viewing it as a threat to its national security, a relationship that is still going on as of 

now. From the very beginning, Hezbollah had an organic relationship with Iran and expressed 

a desire to create an Islamic Republic in Lebanon, influenced by the Islamic Revolution in 

Iran in 1979,425 which, along with Syria, provided the group with financial, political, and 

military aid. The two countries made use of their ties to Hezbollah to limit western influence 

in the Middle East as part of the politics of the Cold War.426  

Hezbollah was dubbed as a terrorist organization by Israel, the United States, Australia, the 

United Kingdom, and the European Union (although the EU lists the military wing of the 

group as terrorist only), the League of Arab Nations and the GCC. The organic ties Hezbollah 

had with Iran and Syria which was deeply influenced by sectarian politics, especially after 

the outbreak of the Arab Spring, have significantly influenced the way Hezbollah is viewed 

regionally, both on popular and official levels. 427  Iran’s support for Hezbollah and the 

group’s targeting of American and French forces in Lebanon in addition to targeting Israel 

pushed the United States to classify the group as a terrorist organization in 1997.428 The Arab 
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Spring was the straw that broke the camel’s back in relation to the Arab League and the 

GCC’s view of Hezbollah as a terrorist group. 

Despite its negative perception in much of the Middle East, Hezbollah’s base of supporters 

along with some state and non-state actors in the Middle East, such as Hamas, view 

Hezbollah as a resistance movement and a political actor. This also includes Syria and Iran, 

Iraq, Russia, and other non-state actors such as the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) and the 

Houthi group in Yemen. Other countries such as Türkiye and Algeria prefer not to take a 

position on how they perceive the group as part of their balancing strategy, yet Türkiye’s role 

in Syria necessarily makes it at odds with Iran and Hezbollah.429 In the eyes of Hezbollah’s 

supporters, and the Iranian axis or the so-called axis of resistance, Hezbollah’s actions in 

Lebanon, especially those against Israeli forces and its allies, are “legitimate military 

response,” to Israel’s invasion and western interference in Lebanese affairs following the 

civil war.430 

3.1 Hezbollah: Creation, Self-View, and Tactics 

This section aims to examine the impact of the Cold War and the Arab Spring on Hezbollah’s 

designation as a terrorist or liberation group as seen by relevant actors and how the group 

views itself in light of its Open Letter of 1985. It also connects the empirical part of the study 

with the theoretical one by applying theories of Just War, Revolutionary Terrorism and 

National Liberation Theory. 

3.1.1. The Open Letter 

On February 16, 1985, Hezbollah published its first political document titled Open Letter to 

the Downtrodden in Lebanon and the World, in which it outlined its ideology, perception of 

itself, objectives and general guidelines.431 It is crucially important to look at the Open Letter 

of Hezbollah to better understand how the group views itself. The   Hezbollah letter is divided 

into five sections: ‘Our identity, our fight, to the Christians, the world scene, and Israel,’ in 
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each of which the group detailed how it views these pillars of ideology in its own words.432 

The following sections will further explore this letter in which the group has provided some 

detail as to how it views itself and the world, which is in a drastic contract with its view by 

many state actors, many of which view it as a terrorist organization, including Israel, the US, 

the EU, the GCC, and the League of Arab Nations. 

Hezbollah sees itself as “sons of the Muslim (Ummah) Nation, the vanguard of the Islamic 

Revolution in Iran in 1979, that obeys the instruction of the leader of the Islamic Revolution 

in Iran Khomeini.”433 Notably, Hezbollah did not consider itself in the early stages of its 

establishment a political party in Lebanon, linking itself to the Muslim nation and making 

itself an integral part of it. This perception of Hezbollah of the Muslim nation and its role is 

in line with the concept of solidarity of Amilcar Cabral among African nations, yet unlike 

that of Cabral, it is limited to the Muslim world and does not include non-Muslims, except 

those in Lebanon.434 Culturally, Hezbollah stressed that its culture is based on the imitation 

of the rules of the jurist in Iran based on the Holy Quran and Sunnah, calling it crystal and 

accessible. Theoretically, the Theory of National Liberation, the Theology of Liberation, 

which has deep connections with the Just War Theory, along with theory of Revolutionary 

Terrorism best explain Hezbollah. The use of religion as a base for ideology by Hezbollah to 

bring about political and social changes is best explained by the Theology of Liberation, 

which is central to Hezbollah’s discourse.435  

Hezbollah calls every member of the group a fighting soldier under the command of the jurist 

in Iran in line with notions introduced by Cabral of taking arms to end foreign domination.436 

In fact, Hezbollah, unlike the FLN and Hamas, was clear about its belief that only taking 

arms will force Israel and other western forces out of Lebanese soil from the start. Hamas 

and the FLN were partially convinced of taking arms as an approach and resorted to other 

means such as non-violence and dialogue before fully taking arms or combining both. 
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Ideologically, Hezbollah shares a similar ideology to Hamas based on Islam and taking arms, 

although there are some differences between the two groups in the sense that Hamas is a 

Sunni Islam movement and Hezbollah is a Shite Islam group.437 The FLN made Islam central 

to its discourse, but its approach was a mixture of Islam, secularism, and socialism. 

Hezbollah refused claims made by the United States that it is a terrorist organization and a 

group of fanatics, noting that such claims made by the US will not “mislead” the Muslim 

nation and will not deviate the group from its objectives, calling the US “the root of 

abomination.”438 The group stressed that it will not stand oppression carried out by Israel, the 

US, and its Atlantic Pact allies (NATO). This discourse against Israel and the US is in line 

with that of Iran, Hezbollah’s main ally and supporter. The group accused the Lebanese 

Phalangists, Israel and the US of carrying out massacres against the Lebanese and the 

Palestinians, noting that it has no option but “to confront aggression by sacrifice.” 439 

Hezbollah added that people had no option but “to oppose infidelity–- be it French, American 

or Israeli–- by striking at their headquarters and launching a veritable war of resistance 

against the Occupation forces.”440 In this sense, Hezbollah adopts a similar discourse to 

Hamas based on sacrifice, but unlike Hezbollah, Hamas did not engage in fighting against 

regional or international actors. The FLN, on the other hand, made use of international 

differences among major powers, by using balancing as a strategy against China, the USSR, 

and the Western bloc, which benefited the group a great deal. 
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Figure 6: The aims of Hezbollah during the Lebanese civil war 

Hezbollah, unlike Hamas and the FLN, had an international dimension of its enemies, making 

clear in its objectives that its enemies in the Middle East are the Phalanges, Israel, France, 

and the US, noting that the fight against them will continue until: 

1. The Americans and French are kicked out of Lebanon completely.  

2. The Phalanges are brought to justice for “the crimes they have committed against 

Muslims and Christians alike.”441 

3. To allow people to determine their future and choose the government they want. 

The group concluded its letter by calling on the Christians of Lebanon to form a joint 

government, telling them that their fears are unjustified, calling on them to “embrace 

Islam.”442 It explained to them that no one will be hostile to them if they are peaceful.443 The 

FLN, on the other hand, viewed Christian settlers in Algeria as settlers and part of the French 
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To allow people to determine their future and choose the government they want.

To bring the Phalanges to justice for “the crimes they have committed against Muslims and 
Christians alike.”

Hezbollah's fight in Lebanon during the civil war aimed at:

To get the Americans and French forces out of Lebanon completely. 
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colonial project.444 The letter reads, “To the torch that has increased in light and brightness, 

so that it lit the path to a free dignified life for the oppressed mustadafin in Lebanon and 

burned with its pure glittering blood (jihad and martyrdom) the power of the Zionist Entity 

(Israel) and its myth.”445 Hamas, despite adopting an Islamic ideology described Palestine in 

its 2017 document as the birthplace of Jesus Christ, condemning Israeli violations against 

Islamic and Christian sacred sites.446 The context in which the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

have emerged and developed have impacted their view of different segments of the society, 

including Christians and in the case of Hamas, Jews too, where the group made a distinction 

in its 2017 document between Zionism and Judaism and rejected anti-Semitism, in an attempt 

to remove itself of terror lists in the US and the EU and further stress its liberation discourse. 

3.1.2. Hezbollah: Theory and Practice and Israel’s View 

Theoretically, The Just War Theory, namely Jus ad bellum and Jus in bello, apply to the 

Hezbollah’s case and its view by different state actors. From Hezbollah’s point of view, and 

large sectors of the Lebanese society, the presence of western forces in Lebanon, and the 

Israeli occupation of it up until 2000, are fair justifications for the guerrilla campaign the 

Shite group waged against them to force them out of Lebanon. The Hezbollah-Israel war 

meets the first principle of Jus ad bellum of having a just cause and the right intention of 

removing foreign forces from the point of view of Hezbollah.447 From Israeli point of view, 

attacks waged by the PLO and other Lebanese factions gave it the justification to wage a war 

on Lebanon. Hezbollah’s use of force against civilians puts some limitations on the conduct 

of the group during the war and creates further challenges to viewing its war against Israel 

as just. 
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Psychological terrorism has been an integral part of Hezbollah’s overall strategy, where in 

one attack, the group aimed at flying a Hezbollah flag at military post of SLA and filming 

it.448 This includes Hezbollah’s launching rocket warfare from 1993 to 1996 against Israel, 

to force Israeli forces and their proxies out of Lebanon. This Hezbollah campaign has also 

targeted civilians in violation of the principles of the Theory of Just War. The group’s 

strategy also included launching intensified attacks against Israeli and South Lebanon Army 

(SLA) forces, amounting to dozens of attacks a month in 1994 to hundreds of attacks in 1995 

and to 323 attacks during 25 days in May 2000, to imply that the Israeli forces and their allies 

withdrew under fire.449  

The Hezbollah strategy proved to be effective over time, with 62% of Israelis supporting a 

withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, as seven out of eight supported the invasion of southern 

Lebanon in 1982.450 The FLN adopted a similar strategy of attacking multiple targets in a 

short period of time especially during the Battle of Algiers. While Hamas refrained from 

using this strategy because of the different nature of conflict in Palestine, where settler 

communities are separate from Palestinian communities, applying such a tactic is practically 

impossible. Both the FLN and Hamas, the same as Hezbollah, have used psychological 

warfare tactics. 

To achieve its goal of ending Israel’s occupation of Southern Lebanon, Hezbollah has waged 

a guerrilla warfare against Israel and its allies. This guerrilla warfare strategy has also 

targeted the South Lebanon Army (SLA) believing that targeting Israel’s proxies in Lebanon 

will leave Israel in a very difficult position to defend itself. The experience Hezbollah 

militants had in the Lebanese civil war or that received in Iran enabled them to fight Israeli 

forces, including, Imad Mughniyah, who is believed to be the engineer of the group’s war of 

attrition, who previously served as a member in the PLO’s ranks and was assassinated in  

Syria in 2008.451  
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This Hezbollah strategy involved many tactics, such as attack and withdraw, protecting 

fighters, making sure the attack is successful, using surprise, not to get into a pre-planned 

battle, continue moving, patience, keeping the enemy on alert, boosting the morale of the 

fighters, achieving many small victories, using media, nurturing population and hurting the 

enemy but leaving before it loses restrain.452 The group applied guerrilla warfare as a strategy 

to kick the Israeli army out of Lebanon, while adopting a discourse of supporting the 

oppressed and crushed people, as noted by Thornton, “guerrilla warfare is the only method 

of expression of a crushed people.”453 

Table 2: Israeli support for the invasion of Lebanon from 1982-2000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Poll conducted on Israeli support for the war. 

At the same time, Israel viewed its military intervention in Lebanon as an act of self-defense 

to stop attacks carried out by the PLO and other Lebanese factions against Israeli targets and 

to help its Christian allies in addition to reinforcing its presence in the region after the blow 

it received in 1973 at the hands of the Egyptian army. In the same vein, according to the Just 

War Theory, Israel had the right to go to war in Lebanon because its national sovereignty 

was challenged and since it is a recognized state, it was a legitimate authority to wage a war. 

Neither Israel nor the PLO were willing to resolve the issue peacefully. So, for Israel, the war 
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was a last resort, which was not the case in 2006, when Israel attacked Lebanon. Israel had 

also stated “a right intention,” which is the removal of the PLO 40-km away from the UN 

buffer zone. “Israel had an obligation to invade Lebanon, under the umbrella of just war 

theory based on a sovereign authority allowing cross-border activities from within its state 

and take whatever action was required to create peace in the region.”454 

Additionally, the Israeli war in Lebanon was not discriminate or proportional, where 

thousands of Palestinian and Lebanese civilians have lost their lives during the fighting. Israel 

was involved in massacres committed against Palestinians in Sabra and Shatila refugee 

camps by Christian militias in which some 1,700 Palestinians were massacred under the 

watch of the Israeli army, which violates the principles of just war theory, namely Jus in 

bello.455 The 2006 war with Israel, which was launched after Hezbollah kidnapped Israeli 

soldiers to exchange them with Lebanese and Palestinian detainees, could be considered too 

an unjust war, as it was carried out without consultation with Lebanese parties and 

government, although it had the right intention of releasing prisoners.456  

Israel’s Peace for the Galilee Operation against the PLO in Lebanon in 1982 raised many 

legal challenges for Tel Aviv. As Feinstein notes, however, Israel claimed that the operation 

aimed at removing threats posed by the PLO, it threatened the territorial integrity of Lebanon. 

Therefore, the Israeli invasion was contrary to international law and thus in violation of the 

just war theory, Jus ad bellum, as it lacks the principles of just cause and right intention to 

wage a war.457 Not only this, while in Lebanon, Israel carried out or facilitated dozens of 

massacres against Palestinian and Lebanese civilians, such as the infamous Sabra and Shatila 

Massacre in 1982, when Israel gave the Phalanges the green light to slaughter hundreds of 

Palestinian and Lebanese in the two refugee camps.458 Additionally, in the first three months 
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of Israel’s invasion and bombing of Southern Lebanon, nearly 20,000 Lebanese and 

Palestinians were killed.459  

Israel claims that its war in Lebanon, which started in 1978, was a defensive war against the 

PLO. At the same time, it threatened the territorial integrity of Lebanon, which violates the 

UN Charter too.460 Israel’s occupation of Southern Lebanon contradicts the UN principle of 

self-determination as Israel constitutes a foreign occupying power.461 Yet, Hezbollah has too 

targeted Israeli settlers (civilians) by launching rockets into northern Israel, which violates 

international law and could amount to war crimes.462 The presence of international forces in 

Lebanon also adds to the reasoning why Hezbollah targeted international forces and tried to 

combat western influence in Lebanon. The group’s waging of a guerrilla warfare which 

involves firing from among Lebanese civilians contributes to its designation as a terrorist 

group too, which also violates the principles of the Just War Theory, the principle of 

discrimination. In return, Israel’s strong ties with the US has contributed to convincing the 

US early in time to list Hezbollah as a terrorist group. Hezbollah’s long-established ties with 

the Palestinians, including the PLO and Hamas, has also contributed to the same end.463 

Israel was also able to resolve the issues of abducted soldiers peacefully as it did after the 

end of the war by exchanging them with Palestinian and Lebanese prisoners. Israel’s war 

against Lebanon was indiscriminate and not proportional too, where some 1,300 Lebanese 

and 165 Israelis were killed, which violates the principles of Jus in bello. According to the 

same principles of the Just War Theory, namely Jus ad bellum, the PLO’s war against Israel, 

except for targeting civilian subjects, could also be considered a just war. In fact, a portion 

of the Israeli public, whose relatives served in the war against the PLO in Lebanon, 
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considered the war as unjust because “the rate of casualties Israel had to suffer did not justify 

the ends.”464  

3.2. Hezbollah and The Cold War 

During the Cold War too, Hezbollah was heavily involved indirectly to serve Iran and Syria’s 

agendas. Urged by Iran, Hezbollah was known for kidnapping foreign nationals and using 

them for bargaining. Hezbollah’s kidnapping of foreign nationals damaged Syria’s image in 

Lebanon, being the most powerful force there, as per the mandate of the Arab League to end 

the civil war. These kidnappings, in addition to kidnapping American, French, Swiss and 

Western German nationals, have also targeted Soviet diplomats. With the Soviet Union being 

the strongest ally of Syria, and as Hezbollah targeted the offices of the Communist Party and 

the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, Syria had to intervene and pressured Hezbollah to end 

these attacks targeting the USSR and its allies in Lebanon. Hezbollah started to expand from 

the Beqaa Valley to areas known to be under the control of the Amal party, Syria’s strongest 

ally in Lebanon at the time, which caused distress in Damascus.465 

Table 3: The Cold War, the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

SN Non-state 

actor 

Ties Implications 

1. The FLN 

during the Cold 

War 

The Non-Aligned Movement, 

balancing with global powers 

Positive implications for the FLN 

and Algeria 

2. Hezbollah 

during and the 

after the Cold 

War 

Iran, Syria Negative view in the region, and 

global powers tended to be more 

suspicious. This brought about 

anti-Hezbollah moves by global 

and regional powers. 
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3. Hamas after 

the Cold War 

Iran, some Arab and Muslim 

countries 

Negative view especially after the 

Arab Spring. Good ties with Iran 

leaving the anti-Iran bloc 

annoyed and resulting in anti-

Hamas statements and isolation. 

Isolation by Israel, the US, the 

EU, and Arab countries. 

 

Western countries claim that the Shite group stands behind a dozen of attacks against western 

and Arab targets, both in Lebanon and beyond in the 1980s. This includes the bombings of 

the US embassy in 1983, the Beirut barracks bombings in the same year, the Kuwait 

bombings, the bombings of the US embassy in Lebanon in 1984, hijackings of planes in 

1983, 1984 and 1987, and the kidnapping of dozens of western nationals in Lebanon in the 

1980s, dozens of whom were killed, mostly Americans.466 From Hezbollah’s perspective, its 

attacks against western targets in Lebanon and beyond were a legitimate military action to 

reduce the influence of the West in the country and against Israel’s invasion. The western 

intervention in Lebanon in 1982 under the flag of the UN was not perceived well in Iran and 

Syria, which saw in it another western attempt to intervene in the region. Thus, Hezbollah 

was used by these two countries to deter western influence in Lebanon, which supported 

Israel and the west’s allies in Lebanon, a task that was facilitated by the existence of a Shite 

minority ready to be part of the Iran-Syria orbit.467 

Hezbollah’s attacks, mainly the bombings of the American, French, and Kuwaiti targets in 

the early 1980s were seen as an Iranian attempt to get rid of western influence in the region, 

which supported Iraq in its war against Iran. The bombings of the US embassy in 1983 and 

attacks against US marines and French forces in 1983 proved two facts: The ability of 

Hezbollah to inflict damage, and the strength of Hezbollah’s intelligence, as high ranking 

American (CIA) officials along with hundreds of American and French forces were killed, 

 
466 Hänni, Riegler, and Gasztold, p. 194. 
467 Hänni, Riegler, and Gasztold, p. 196. 



 
 
 

152 
 

the largest death toll for the Americans and French since the Vietnam and the Algerian wars. 

By the end of March 1984, American, French, and Italian forces withdrew from Lebanon as 

a result. International forces responded by attacking Hezbollah, Syrian and Iranian targets, 

but the western presence in the country came to an end and policies by these countries vis-à-

vis Lebanon were totally compromised. In 1984, Hezbollah carried out another bombing 

during which the American and British ambassadors were slightly injured.468 

As a result of France’s support for Iraq in the Iraq-Iran war between 1980-1988, Hezbollah 

carried out a series of attacks against French targets between 1986 and 1987 during which 

eleven French people were killed and 220 others were injured. The French authorities were 

able to dismantle the Hezbollah cells responsible for the attacks in 1987, arresting its 

members who were led by Fouad Ben Ali Saleh. Two more networks were dismantled in 

1987 both in Germany and Italy, which also worked for the Lebanese group.469 As shown 

above, Hezbollah acted as an Iranian proxy to support Iran in its war against Iraq by targeting 

western capitals to force them to give up their support for Iraq. The attacks carried out by 

Hezbollah against western targets meant to prove to the west’s Christian allies in Lebanon 

that they are unable to protect them.  

Hezbollah, through these attacks, was able to influence US domestic politics on behalf of 

Iran, which resulted in the resignation of important US officials such as Secretary of Defense 

Caspar Weinberge. Hezbollah’s actions were also an important factor that pushed France to 

adopt more moderate policies towards the Middle East between 1986-1988, which was 

represented in striking a deal with the Syrian regime in 1986 to release French hostages in 

Lebanon, and provide economic aid and arms.470 Hezbollah was clear as to whom were its 

enemies, stating in its 1985 letter that: “Let us put it truthfully: the sons of Hezbollah know 

who are their major enemies in the Middle East–- the Phalanges, Israel, France and the 

US.”471 
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Although Hezbollah did not view the USSR or the US and its allies with favor, it was still 

less impacted by the politics of the Cold War compared to the FLN. However,  the emergence 

of the US as the only superpower after the end of the Cold War has impacted Hezbollah (and 

Hamas) negatively, with Washington listing them as terrorist groups in 1997.472 Israel’s 

strong ties with the US and Hezbollah’s anti-US rhetoric, its relations with Hamas, Syria and 

Iran could also be viewed as contributing factors to its designation as a terrorist group by the 

US. Finally, Hezbollah relations with Iran and Syria have had the most impact on the group 

after the Arab Spring. 

3.3. Hezbollah and The Arab Spring 

3.3.1. Hezbollah’s Ties to Iran 

Hezbollah’s relationship with Syria and Iran has always been distinctive and organic. The 

Hezbollah-Syria relationship was even further strengthened during the presence of Syrian 

forces in Lebanon up until 2005 after the outbreak of Lebanese Civil War as part of a decision 

issued by the Arab League in 1976 to send Arab forces to end the civil war. The Syrian 

intervention in Lebanon in 1976 has given the country the opportunity to have the final say 

over Lebanese politics, stop clashes and infighting and, most importantly to forge a special 

relationship with Hezbollah for many years to come based on mutual interests.473 In addition 

to its military presence in Lebanon, Syrian forces intervened in Lebanese politics, such as 

allying with the Amal Movement during the 2000 parliamentary elections, which allowed the 

bloc to gain two more seats. 474  This special relationship between Hezbollah and Syria 

continued afterwards even when Syria’s civil war broke out in 2011, with Hezbollah siding 

with the Syrian government of Bashar al-Assad, providing it with both fighters and weapons. 

The Hezbollah intervention in Syria in 2013 brought the group to the heart of regional politics 
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in the Middle East and strengthened state actors’ view of it as a terrorist group throughout 

the region with the Arab League and GCC dubbing it as a terrorist in 2016.475 

Iran’s influence over Hezbollah is undeniable, and is deeply rooted in ideology, theology, 

and geopolitics, although the nature of ties the group has with Tehran is still unclear. Without 

external support from Iran and Syria, Hezbollah would not have the influence it has today in 

Lebanon and the region. This assistance includes, but is not limited to, providing the group 

with cash, training, weapons, know-how, political and diplomatic cover, and intelligence and 

logistical support 476 The Quds Force of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) is 

the main responsible body for contacting Hezbollah in line with Iran’s agenda of exporting 

the Iranian revolution to other countries in the region, especially those that have a Shite 

population such as Lebanon, Yemen, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.477 It comes as no surprise 

that Hezbollah fighters killed during infighting, during the first years of the establishment of 

the group, would be covered by Iranian rather than Lebanese flags. When discussing 

Hezbollah’s actions, it is important to draw a line between the period in which Southern 

Lebanon was occupied by Israel and when Israel withdrew from the country in 2000, which 

could be viewed as the start of a new wave of sectarian politics in Lebanon. 

The ideology of Iran’s Islamic Republic Revolution of 1979 was the basis on which 

Hezbollah was founded. Iran’s support for Hezbollah went beyond shared ideology and 

extended to forge a strategic relationship that includes giving the Lebanese group financial 

aid, weapons, sanctuary, and political support, which allowed Iran to have arguably unlimited 

influence over the Shiite group.478 The Iranian financial aid allowed Hezbollah to implement 

its social activities and operate its programs on the ground which contributed to increasing 

its popularity up until the outbreak of the Arab Spring. At the same time, Hezbollah sought 
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to establish its network of finance especially after sanctions imposed on Iran which reduced 

Iran’s support to the group. 

Hezbollah did not shy out from declaring its commitment to the Iranian clergy and theology 

on repeated occasions, seeing itself an extension of the Islamic Revolution in Iran and 

expressing its commitment to spread this theology in Lebanon by establishing an Islamic 

Republic, a notion it gave up later.479 Besides its ideology based on theology, Hezbollah has 

advocated the use of arms and highlighted the importance of spreading the Iranian Revolution 

through education and considered itself a pillar in this Iranian strategy of exporting the 

Revolution to other countries in line with the theology of liberation. Spreading the Iranian 

Revolution through education and based on a specific ideology in addition to taking arms are 

important concepts in the Theory of National Liberation Theory by Amilcar Cabral. 

Subscribing to the teachings of the Iranian jurist also explains the religious and sectarian 

dimensions of the organic relationship Hezbollah has with Iran, which also reveals why the 

group has been affected the most by the Arab Spring compared to Hamas and the FLN. 

3.3.2. Hezbollah’s Relationship with Syria 

Hezbollah’s relationship with Syria’s Hafiz Al-Assad started decades before the outbreak of 

the Arab Spring, as it has always viewed Hezbollah with favor, although there were ups and 

downs in this relationship, forging ties that go back to the Syrian military presence in the 

country, which started in 1976. This relationship was strengthened in 1989 when the Syrian 

regime used Hezbollah to attack Israeli targets in order to keep Israel busy in Southern 

Lebanon especially after the vacuum created by the departure of the PLO from Lebanon. 

With the help of Syria, Hezbollah was able to exclude all other Lebanese parties from the 

scene, including those who were leading resistance against Israel. Syria and Iran wanted to 

keep control of the monopoly of attacks against Israel to use them to achieve some leverage 

from regional and international powers.  
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Syria, along with Iran, urged Hezbollah in 1992 to implement the Taif Agreement of 1989 

by running for parliamentary elections in an attempt to give the group the political legitimacy 

it needed to protect its discourse in Lebanon as a resistance group and translate it 

politically.480 Syria’s support for Hezbollah from 1989-2000 was described as “a loveless 

marriage.”481 In other words, it was based on mutual interests and necessity. Syria was fine 

with Hezbollah attacking Israel as long as the latter occupies the Golan Heights, based on the 

notion that Iran will support Syria in the event a war breaks out with Israel. This relationship 

has gone beyond interests to mere existence over the years, which increased the dependency 

of both Syria and Hezbollah on each other. Yet, this relationship was not without challenges.  

In 2013, Hezbollah announced publicly its intervention in the Syrian war, a major change in 

the role the group played in the region following the outbreak of the Arab Spring. Initially, 

the group voiced support for other Arab revolutions including in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya. 

Yet, when it came to Syria, the group behaved as if the demands for social justice and 

democracy in its neighboring country will threaten its existence. Therefore, it had a different 

position on Syria and by default a very different involvement. This involvement, which was 

viewed by Hezbollah as crucial and critical to its very own existence, resulted in gains and 

losses for the group, mostly in relation to changing the way it is viewed by both Arab peoples 

and governments, from being a resistance group to being a terrorist and sectarian group. As 

the fighting between the Syrian government forces and that of the opposition surged in the 

town of Al-Qusair near the Lebanese border in 2013, Hezbollah officially announced its 

military intervention in Syria, which costed the group an arm and leg. In 2013, according to 

estimates, Hezbollah suffered some 1,000 losses in Syria.482 

Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria not only did cost the group fighters on a different front 

than it has traditionally fought, but also dealt a blow to much of its popularity in the Arab 

and Muslim world, especially in Sunni-majority countries. People, who have previously 

 
480 Marius Deeb, Syria, Iran, and Hezbollah: The unholy alliance and its war on Lebanon, Sandford: 

Hoover Press, 2013, p. 27. 
481 G.C. Gambill, and Z.K., Abdelnour, p. 2. 
482 Chafic Choucair, “Hezbollah in Syria: Gains, losses and changes,” Qatar: Al Jazeera Centre for Studies, 

(2016), p. 2. 



 
 
 

157 
 

viewed the group as a resistance movement against Israel, started seeing it as part of an 

ongoing sectarian battle in the Middle East between two blocs, one led by Iran, which 

Hezbollah is part of, and the other is led by Saudi Arabia. Hezbollah sided with Iran in words 

and deeds, proving once more their organic relationship, thus asserting its very commitment 

in its Open Letter to the Downtrodden in Lebanon and the World.483 Hezbollah decided to 

sacrifice its popularity in the Arab World by choosing its strategic partnership with Iran and 

Syria over this popularity, built over years of fighting Israel.484 Today, many peoples across 

the Middle East, let alone governments, view Hezbollah as yet another sectarian and terrorist 

group. This view ignores the nature and agency of Hezbollah, which operates a complex 

network of services and bodies ranging from the military, politics to social services. Although 

this view has contributed to Hezbollah’s isolation. The group has not shown any signs of 

changing its alliance and discourse and still subscribes to its unshakable alliance with Iran 

and Syria. 

Most recently, due to the politics of the Arab Spring, Hezbollah paid the price of its alliance 

with Iran and Syria after being put on the terror lists of the GCC and the Arab League in 2016 

after being listed as such by Israel in 1996, the US in 1997, and the EU in 2013.485 Following 

the Arab Spring, Hezbollah became ever isolated and viewed as a terrorist group by most 

governments in the Middle East region.486 Viewing Hezbollah as a terrorist group by relevant 

state actors has lightly impacted the group’s discourse, pushing it in 2009 to issue a new 

manifesto, which urged the Eu to adopt a different approach than that of the US, abandoned 

the idea of an Islamic state in Lebanon and showed commitment to give up sectarian politics 

in an attempt to win international legitimacy.487 

The Syrian civil war of 2011 saw the heavy involvement of regional powers in the country 

such as Saudi Arabia, Türkiye, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The GCC 
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involvement in Syria, led by Saudi Arabia, was a translation of this competition that is taking 

place between Iran and Saudi Arabia following the outbreak of popular uprisings in Syria 

and Bahrain. In Syria, Saudi Arabia and its GCC allies turned the protests into an opportunity 

to limit the influence of Iran in the region, especially in Syria, by calling for the departure of 

Al-Assad.488 In Bahrain, Iran has invested much time, energy, and money to support protests 

which broke out in the Shiite-majority country, ruled by a Sunni-minority monarchy loyal to 

Saudi Arabia. The GCC, urged by the Saudis and feeling threatened by these protests, which 

might have spread to other Gulf countries as well, especially to Saudi Arabia, which has a 

Shiite minority in the east, decided to send the GCC’s Peninsula Shield Force to suppress the 

protests. This GCC move has turned this Iranian-seen opportunity into a Saudi victory over 

Iran.489 Hezbollah has voiced support for the protests while opposing protests that broke out 

against its ally in Syria, which contributed to its terrorist view by the GCC in 2016.  

3.3.3. Hezbollah’s Role in Bahrain, Yemen and at Home 

Hezbollah was at the heart of this sectarian competition in Bahrain and Syria, amounting to 

a new cold war in the Middle East, where it actively participated in the fighting in Syria 

starting from 2013 and voiced support, repeatedly, to protests in Bahrain, accusing Saudi 

Arabia and its Gulf allies of suppressing people in Bahrain who call for reforms and more 

representation. The Bahraini government has explicitly accused Hezbollah and other Iran-

supported groups in Iraq of providing training for Bahrainis arrested by the government and 

accused of terrorism.490 Hezbollah’s support for protests in Bahrain and elsewhere in the 

Middle East and its refusal of protests in Syria has revealed to many people and governments 

alike in the Middle East that the group aligns itself with sectarian and regional politics, which 

made the group lose much of its popularity in Sunni-majority countries in the region. This 

paved the way in many Arab countries, that did not have a relationship with Hezbollah in the 

first place, to list it as a terrorist organization in 2016.  

 
488 Benedetta Berti and Yoel Guzansky, “Saudi Arabia's Foreign Policy on Iran and the Proxy War in Syria: 

Toward a New Chapter?”, Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, 8(3), (2014), p. 25. 
489 Yoel Guzansky, “Defence cooperation in the Arabian Gulf: The Peninsula Shield Force put to the test,” 

Middle Eastern Studies, 50(4), (2014), p. 644. 
490  Michael Knights and Matthew Levitt, “The Evolution of Shia Insurgency in Bahrain,” Combatting 

Terrorism Center, (11) 1, (2018), p. 9. 



 
 
 

159 
 

Hezbollah’s involvement in regional politics in the Middle East on the side of Iran was not 

limited to Syria alone, but extended to Bahrain and Yemen, which shares long-geographic 

borders with Saudi Arabia.  Hezbollah has expressed support for the Houthi group in Yemen, 

which, starting from 2015, has been at war with the Arab Coalition led by Saudi Arabia and 

supported by the UAE. Hezbollah and Iran have been accused of providing funding and 

military training to the Houthis in Yemen.491 In other words, the Lebanese group chose to be 

at the heart of the ‘cold war’ between Saudi Arabia and Iran in the region, which pushed 

many to change their view of it, unlike in the past, where they only attached it to resisting 

Israel.492 It is also important to note that the Saudi war in Yemen is of crucial importance 

from a geostrategic point of view, where Saudi interests, including oil facilities and airports, 

have been targeted by the Houthis repeatedly, allegedly by support from Iran and Hezbollah. 

Hezbollah siding with Iran and the alleged support to the Houthis eventually resulted in a 

diplomatic standoff between Lebanon and Saudi Arabia end of 2021. 

Protests broke out in Lebanon in 2019 against the deteriorating economic situation, which 

only worsened due to the recent Arab boycott of Lebanon. Hezbollah, through its 

participation in the Lebanese government and its weight on the ground, has a great influence 

over Lebanese politics. Not surprisingly, chants were directed against Lebanese leaders from 

all political backgrounds, including Hezbollah’s. Lebanese protesters took to the streets 

chanting the slogan ‘killon ya‘ane killon’ (all of them means all of them), expressing their 

desire to topple down all political leaders in Lebanon, including that of Hezbollah.493 The 

group was no longer seen as an exclusively resistance movement in the Arab world but rather 

a party to the post-Arab Spring cold war and sectarian competition in the Middle East 

between Iran and its allies on one hand and Saudi Arabia and its allies on the other hand. In 

Lebanon, Hezbollah was also viewed as part and parcel of corruption and power competition, 
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something that was hard to imagine a few years ago. Hezbollah that supported protests 

outside Lebanon in line with the interests of the Iranian axis now criticized protests at home.  

Along with Amal, Hezbollah supporters attacked protesters, accusing them of chanting 

against the group and its leader Hassan Nasrallah. Hezbollah, which in December 2006 led a 

two-year-long sit-ins and protests in downtown Beirut against the Saudi and American-

backed government of Fouad Siniora now rejected popular demands and protests in 

Lebanon.494 By doing so, the group added yet another paradox to its continuingly changing 

positions towards protests in the region and at home, further distancing itself from some of 

its supporters, who for long viewed it as a resistance movement. The response of Hezbollah 

to these protests was not different from how both the FLN and Hamas governments handled 

unrests against their rule, which reveals that many self-described liberation groups fail at 

governments and view protests against worsening economic conditions from a security point 

of view. The way Hezbollah handled the protests contributed to its further isolation in 

Lebanon and the region at large. So did the Algerian government (reads the FLN) and Hamas 

when protests broke out in Algeria and Palestine challenging their own liberation legitimacy, 

as the three actors stuck to power and rejected calls for reform and democracy. 

3.4. State Actors’ View of Hezbollah 

State actors have different designations of Hezbollah, both, those who see it as a terrorist 

organization or a liberation movement, which again proves the controversial nature of the 

group and the concepts of terrorism and liberation in general. “Since its founding in the early 

1980s, Hezbollah has had many labels, some self-imposed, others provided by outsiders: 

militia, terrorist group, Islamic resistance organization, social services organization, and 

political party.”495 The United States has a different view of Hezbollah than that of the 

European Union, with the latter being late to label Hezbollah’s political wing only as a 

terrorist group in 2013. This could be partially explained by the well-known saying, “One’s 

terrorist is another’s freedom fighter,”496 which explains how states view non-state actors but 

 
494 Norton, p. 490. 
495 Wiegand, p. 669. 
496 Ganor, p. 292. 



 
 
 

161 
 

should not be used to equate terrorism with liberation, which are two different concepts. It 

only speaks to how states drastically differ on terrorism and liberation. 

The United States Department of State listed Hezbollah on the Foreign Terrorist Organization 

(FTO) in 1997 because its “animosity toward the United States has not abated,”497 in addition 

its denouncing of the US policies in the Middle East and its objection to the Palestinian-

Israeli Peace Process, which the US brokers, as detailed in Hezbollah’s 1985 Letter. 

Hezbollah has been accused of training Palestinian groups designated as terrorist, another 

reason why the group was listed as terrorist by the US.498 Aside from its attack against the 

US marines in Lebanon in 1983, which claimed the lives of hundreds of American soldiers, 

Hezbollah has largely focused on targeting Israeli forces in Lebanon and in Israel, in addition 

to targeting Israel’s proxies in the country, the SLA. 

In line with the US foreign policy in Lebanon and its strong alliance with Israel, the US is 

not likely going to take Hezbollah off its terrorism list, especially that the relations between 

the US and Iran, Hezbollah’s main supporter, has only worsened over the recent years, with 

the US still not reaching a nuclear deal with Iran over differences between the two parties, 

including the removal of the IRCG from the US terror list. Hezbollah and Hamas maintain 

strong solidarity ties with each other which goes beyond political support to Hezbollah’s 

providing Hamas with military support and know-how. 499  This relationship has placed 

Hezbollah and Hamas under pressure following the Arab Spring. Today’s Algeria, which is 

the inherent of the FLN, distances itself from having formal ties with Hezbollah too and still 

maintains ties with Hamas as the Palestinian cause is still very popular in the country. 

It could be surprising to some that the European Union listed the military wing of Hezbollah 

as a terrorist organization only in 2013 following an attack that was allegedly carried out by 

the group in Bulgaria against Israeli tourists in 2012.500 Not only this, but the EU still 
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considers the political wing of the group as legitimate and deals with it. This reflects the 

different approaches the EU and the US have towards Hezbollah and the way both parties 

view it. In the same context, Britain, which was in the EU until the early 2020, views and 

lists Hezbollah as a terrorist organization, considering the strong economic and political ties 

it has with Israel in addition to historical connections it has with the Zionist movement and 

Israel.  

Britain opposes Hezbollah for its strong ties to Iran and its ideology based on the teachings 

of the jurist in Iran, which calls for the elimination of Israel. So does Germany, a prominent 

actor in the EU, to this day.501 The history of Jews and the Holocaust play an important role 

in how the EU views Israel and its rival non-state actors, including Hezbollah and Hamas, 

especially in Germany, where anti-Semitism is weaponized against critics of Israel too, 

including those who seek non-violent means to reject Israeli policies. These different views 

on Hezbollah by EU countries reflect the lack of a unified position on Hezbollah, unlike the 

US. This US lack of a unified position on Hezbollah also applies to the League of Arab 

Nations too. 

In 2016, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), not to the surprise of many, designated 

Hezbollah as a terrorist organization due to its intervention in the affairs of some GCC 

countries and its alliance with Iran and Syria, represented in its military intervention in the 

country after 2013. The GCC cited “hostile actions of the militia who recruit the young 

people (of the Gulf) for terrorist acts.”502 The Arab League and the Organization of Islamic 

Conference followed suit shortly after due to Saudi pressure to list the Lebanese group as 

terrorist.503 This can’t be examined in isolation from regional politics as this decision came 

a year after Saudi Arabia, and other Arab allies, have launched a military operation against 

the Houthis in Yemen following mounting tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia. This 

came after President Trump signed a decree withdrawing US support for the Iran Nuclear 

Deal following a visit to Saudi Arabia in 2015 during which a $400-billion deal was signed 
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between the two countries to purchase American weapons and products. Hezbollah has also 

voiced support for the Houthis who have been attacking Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which 

will likely push the GCC to adopt more hawkish positions against Hezbollah and push 

countries such as Türkiye and Malaysia to take harsher stances against the group. 

A major reason why the decision to list Hezbollah as terrorist by the OIC, the Arab League 

and the GCC is more acceptable among Arab masses today is Hezbollah’s involvement and 

support for the Bashar Al-Assad government in Syria. The war against Syrian rebels, which 

resulted in the killing of nearly half a million Syrians and the displacement of millions of 

them have also contributed to the terrorist designation of Hezbollah.504 In addition, Hezbollah 

has publicly expressed support for the Houthis in Yemen, Hamas in Palestine and protesters 

in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bahrain, which was perceived as a threat to the unity of the 

GCC, with its member states such as Saudi Arabia and Bahrain accusing Hezbollah of 

plotting to carry out attacks on their soil. This is especially true considering that the GCC 

countries have Shite minorities, and their mobilization could potentially threaten the unity of 

these countries.  

Hezbollah has been accused in the past of carrying out attacks in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 

which touched old wounds of the GCC. An increasing number of Arab governments and 

peoples alike started viewing Hezbollah after the Arab Spring, its involvement in Syria, and 

suppression of Lebanese protesters, as a sectarian group rather than a liberation movement 

as it was largely perceived by some Arab peoples and governments before 2011. This in a 

way has facilitated the task for many Arab governments to list Hezbollah as a terrorist 

organization.505 In fact, with the assassination of Rafic Hariri in 2005, which Hezbollah was 

accused of standing behind, Hezbollah has started a phase of its political engagement in 

Lebanon at the request of Syria and Iran and began playing a new role in Lebanese and 

regional politics, gradually moving towards Iran after the death of Hafiz Al-Assad in Syria. 
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The nature of Hezbollah, which in addition to being seen as an Iranian proxy by some state-

actors, have a military, political, religious, and educational wings. The group ran for elections 

and have ministers in the Lebanese government. It also runs a network of social services, 

including educational, medical and religious, which pushes some state-actors to view it as a 

legitimate political party. The following section sheds light on the controversial nature of 

Hezbollah through its complex structures. 

3.5 Hezbollah as Social and Political Movement 

The aim of this section is to show the complex structure of Hezbollah which further adds to 

its controversial designation as either a terrorist or liberation group by relevant state-actors. 

Hezbollah has first emerged in 1982 in Lebanon, a critical year in the history of the country, 

where Lebanese parties were actively engaged in a civil war and the ‘Shite house’ was 

divided over how to deal with domestic politics, Israel and other international forces 

(including American and French) in Lebanon.506 The year 1982 also saw Israel’s invasion of 

Southern Lebanon following long years of hostility between Israel and the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO), which was operating from Lebanon, which is a home for a 

large Palestinian refugee population, to target Israel.507 Starting from 1982-2000, Hezbollah 

engaged in an insurgency campaign against the Israeli army in Lebanon, developing its 

tactics and weapons over the years. In the late 1990s, Hezbollah managed to drastically 

improve its performance and weapons, targeting Israeli forces in Southern Lebanon, which 

resulted in Israel’s withdrawal from the region in 2000. This insurgency was interrupted by 

a brief infighting with its rival Shite group Amal in which Iran supported the group.508 

Shiites in Lebanon, especially those who migrated to the outskirts of cities in the 1970s, led 

a poor life. The Lebanese state was in turmoil and civil war and was unable to provide 

services to the needy and poor, a gap that was largely filled by Hezbollah in the 1980s, thanks 

to Iran’s financial support, despite its belief in armed struggle, and the notion of “war to end 
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war,” as presented by Walzer.509 The group made use of the provision of various services, be 

them educational, religious, or social, as a means to recruit more members and spread its 

ideology, based on the theology of liberation of the Iranian jurist. Hezbollah’s desire to 

challenge the Amal movement and address injustices against the Shiite population pushed it 

to invest more in its social structures and services, which further complicates its view by state 

actors. 510  The psychology of terrorism explains the role social connections make in 

making/unmaking of a terrorist, which the group has made use of in a comprehensive manner 

by establishing clinics and educational institutions in addition to NGOs to help the needy and 

build a popular base in Lebanon and beyond, using it to its political and military benefit later 

on.511 

To achieve its reach out goals, Hezbollah employed four strategies: 1. Provide aid to families 

in need, including the families of its own fighters killed during the civil war or in battlefield 

against Israeli, international or Lebanese forces loyal to Israel. This included all types of 

services be them educational, cultural, or vocational. 2. Provide medical services through two 

hospitals and 17 clinics scattered across Shiite-majority areas. 3. Provide education, in line 

with the Theory of National Liberation, and indoctrination at both secular and Islamic 

institutions. 4. Implement a media strategy aimed at recruiting more people through mosques 

and religious centers as well as through its Alahed Newspaper, published weekly starting 

from 1984, its radio station Sawt Al-Musta’adafin, Sawt Al-Islam, Radio Nur; and Al-Manar 

TV.512 This strategy has proved to be effective, helping Hezbollah reach out to its potential 

supporters among the Shiite community in Lebanon, especially in poor areas, and beyond. 

Hezbollah gave importance to national education too by establishing educational institutions 

to spread its ideology where educational institutions served as a platform to recruit students, 

including providing them with religious studies and military training. 513  The Hezbollah 

teachings of Islamic theology was based on and inspired by the Islamic Revolution in Iran. 
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From Israel’s point of view, these educational activities implemented by Hezbollah, aimed 

at “indoctrinating” its members as part of its battle for the hearts and minds of the Shiite of 

Lebanon and the Lebanese at large.514 Hezbollah has spread its ideology and educational 

programs through both secular and religious institutions to reach out to more people. These 

educational programs and ideological initiatives have always revealed the impact Iran had on 

the group throughout the years, even before the outbreak of the Arab Spring. Hezbollah was 

able to reach out to more Lebanese people through these educational programs, gradually 

becoming the most popular Shiite group in Lebanon, replacing the traditional Amal 

movement as the leader of the Shiites of Lebanon.   

Formally, Hezbollah organized itself politically in 1992 when the group ran for parliamentary 

elections  in Lebanon for the first time at the request of Syria and Iran following the Taif 

Agreement of 1989. The political wing of Hezbollah was supposed to act under the umbrella 

of the Lebanese political system and in accordance with its rules. If necessary, it would act 

outside the political system by, for example, creating crises to achieve its interests. Lastly, it 

would use political violence to achieve its goals such as assassinations.515 Walzer notes that 

assassinations, unlike random killing, is what distinguishes terrorism from revolutionary 

violence.516 Hezbollah’s increasing influence could be seen through its mounting ability to 

mobilize and organize rallies and call for conferences using their liberation and resistance 

rhetoric, supported by their regional allies, Syria, and Iran. With hundreds of supporters in 

the early 1980s, the group was able to assemble some 20,000 to each of its political events 

by 1989, thanks to its resistance discourse. 517  In the same context, Hamas was equally 

successful in gathering the masses by using its liberation and resistance discourse in 

Palestine, where Hezbollah flags could even be spotted at its rallies up until the outbreak of 

the Arab Spring. 
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Hezbollah’s involvement in the Lebanese political system revealed its need for recognition 

because, even though it was more powerful than the Lebanese government militarily, it still 

needed political legitimacy and recognition within Lebanon. Syria, which had much 

influence on Lebanon’s weak government due to its military presence in the country from 

1976-2005, brokered negotiations between the group and the Lebanese government, 

according to which Hezbollah became part of the political process.518 Before this, the group 

viewed the Lebanese political system as “corrupt and nonreformable.”519 It also called for 

establishing an Islamic State in Lebanon in line with the teachings of the jurist in Iran, a 

demand the group gave up later on after it felt the need to integrate into the Lebanese political 

system by promoting itself as a Lebanese resistance movement, which was further stressed 

in the 2009 Manifesto. 

Lebanon’s Shiites were, too, in favor of running for elections. They saw in this initiative a 

good start to have more representation and access to resources, thus more legitimacy. 

Hezbollah, in the same context, believed that being in government will allow it to have a say 

over Lebanese politics. That is why 10 out of eleven of Hezbollah’s Shura Council voted in 

favor of running for elections. The result of the 1992 elections meant that Hezbollah would 

win 12 seats along with its other non-Shiite allies, 8 of which were Shiite seats, in addition 

to two major municipalities.520 In addition to employing religion, theology and revolutionary 

discourse in its electoral campaigns, the group spoke of exploitation and underdevelopment, 

two issues that grasped the ears of many Shiite Lebanese who for long felt excluded and 

marginalized.521 They saw in Hezbollah their access card to Lebanese politics and to the 

outside world. This electoral base would later serve as the core for Hezbollah’s guerrilla 

warfare against Israeli, international and SLA forces in Lebanon. Hezbollah would have 

struggled to wage such a war from population centers without enjoying its popular support, 

a tactic that violates the principles of just war. 
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Yet, because Hezbollah initially did not view itself as an independent Lebanese political 

party, but rather an extension of the Iranian Revolution and jurist, it faced some challenges 

within Lebanon and beyond. In fact, the name Hezbollah, which means the Party of God, 

was the name given to a small police force formed in Iran following the Islamic Revolution 

in 1979.522 According to Hezbollah’s leaders and its declared objectives, it seeks, just like 

Iran, to stand with the downtrodden of the world. However, Hezbollah started to get involved 

in Lebanese politics in the early 1990s with its eyes fixed on Israel and the region. And just 

like Iran, its enemies were Israel, the US, France, Britain, and the Lebanese Phalanges 

Party.523 This Iranian influence over Hezbollah never faded away over the years and it has 

only got stronger, impacting the group in many ways especially after the Arab Spring.  

When the Lebanese civil war came to an end in 1989, Hezbollah refused to dismantle its 

militia, named the Islamic Resistance, claiming that the existence of its forces is legitimate 

as long as Israel occupies Lebanese territory by claiming that Shiba farms are Lebanese 

territories that are still occupied by Israel. The terms of the Taif Agreement of 1989 has, as 

May put it, “both tamed aspects of Hezbollah within Lebanon and simultaneously presented 

an opportunity for Hezbollah to influence events beyond its own boundaries.”524 In 1989, 

Iran strengthened its organizational influence over Hezbollah by appointing a seven-member-

Iranian-backed Shura Council, taking responsibility of legal, political, social and military 

affairs, extending as far as Southern Lebanon, Bekaa Valley, and Beirut. 525  The group 

continued its training activities and obtained more weapons from Iran and Syria, which it 

used against western and Israeli forces from 1982-1989, and against Israeli or Israeli-

supported Lebanese forces from 1989-2000. In 2000, Israel decided to leave Southern 

Lebanon, allowing Hezbollah to announce victory on May 25, 2000.526 The group expanded 
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its structures from military, to politics, to aid and services, maintaining what Azani described 

as “hybrid terrorist organization.”527 

It also contributed to the role Hezbollah played after the Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon, 

including during the 2006 war with Israel, which some observers view as a just war from a 

Lebanese perspective, and following the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011, especially in 

Syria. Therefore, the organizational approach of terrorism explains the relationship between 

Iran and Hezbollah partially,528 where Iran had a very strong influence on the group over the 

years since its establishment as noted by DeVore, M. R.529 This relationship with Iran would 

negatively impact Hezbollah after the Arab Spring and with sectarian politics reaching high 

levels of intensity which eventually resulted in the League of Arab Nations and the GCC 

listing Hezbollah as a terrorist group in 2016. 

3.6. Implications for Hezbollah’s Designation as a Terrorist or Liberation 

Organization 

Listing Hezbollah as a terrorist organization has had many implications on the group and the 

Lebanese people at large; political, economic, and legal. The consequences of Hezbollah’s 

terrorist designation varied based on how each state-actor or intergovernmental organization 

perceived Hezbollah. As explained above, the EU and the US adopt different views on the 

designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization or a legitimate political movement, with 

the EU considering the political wing of the group as legitimate.530 Being listed as a Foreign 

Terrorist Organization (FTO) by the United States in 1997, Hezbollah suffered from various 

implications. With Lebanon having one of the largest diasporas in the world, the US 

designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization spread fear of naming and shaming 

among the Lebanese diaspora communities of supporting the group financially or politically. 

This designation, too, encouraged other US allies to follow suit, albeit late, designating the 
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group as terrorist as the GCC and the League of Arab Nations did in 2016.531 Iran, Syria, and 

non-state actors such as Hamas and the Houthis view Hezbollah as a legitimate resistance 

group, but the impact of their view remains limited due to regional and global politics. 

Financially, Hezbollah receives much of its funds from Iran. With the heavy US sanctions 

on Iran and its allies, Hezbollah has been impacted in Lebanon. “We have taken more actions 

recently against Hezbollah than in the history of our counterterrorism program,” said Sigal 

P. Mandelker, undersecretary for terrorism and financial intelligence at the U.S. Treasury.532 

For the first time ever, the new US sanctions against Hezbollah targeted lawmakers and banks 

to dry up the financial resources of the group. 533  Yet, its FTO designation pushed 

governments of the world, especially US allies, such as Paraguay, to investigate money sent 

by the Lebanese diaspora to Hezbollah, with estimates suggesting that dozens of millions of 

dollars have been sent to the group from Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil, known as the Triple 

Frontier.534  

As noted by Matthew Levitt, a senior fellow and Director of Terrorism Studies at the 

Washington Institute for Near East Policy before the United States Senate in 2005, “cracking 

down on Hezbollah’s proactive involvement in criminal enterprises in the United States has 

been and should continue to be a focus of US law enforcement authorities’ strategy for 

combating the group’s presence in this country and its effectiveness abroad.”535 Hezbollah 

has acknowledged the impact of the sanctions but it claimed that it was able to cope with 

them.536 The group has created its own financial safety network by establishing businesses 

in Lebanon such as malls, but the US sanctions on its leaders and Syria by the Trump 
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administration has weakened its ability to maneuver. This has been clearly proved true with 

the falling Lebanese economy and the endless crises in the country in the last few years. 

There is no doubt that the US designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization has 

impacted the Gulf Cooperation Council’s (GCC) decision to list it as a terrorist group in 

2016. Apart from Qatar’s financial support to the reconstruction of Lebanon following the 

Israeli war in 2006, the GCC has always distanced itself from Hezbollah. The strong alliance 

the GCC has with the US, Hezbollah’s links to Iran, accusations made against the group of 

intervening in the affairs of the GCC states and carrying hostile activities against them, and 

the group’s intervention in Syria have altogether contributed to this end.537 The GCC move 

to designate Hezbollah as terrorist in 2016, which was followed by a similar Arab League 

move, has further strengthened the political and financial isolation of Hezbollah in the region. 

Now Hezbollah is left with no friends or allies, except for Iran, Syria, and some non-state 

actors in the Arab world such as the Houthis in Yemen, which is an Iranian-backed group 

and Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, both receive funds from Iran to fight Israel. 

The popular base Hezbollah has enjoyed over the years is no longer the same and it has been 

negatively impacted because of the group’s involvement in sectarian politics of the region 

after the outbreak of the Arab Spring. Following its intervention in Syria and elsewhere in 

the Arab world, Hezbollah has lost much popular support, and governments in the Middle 

East were able to list it as a terrorist organization without much popular uproar.538 

The EU, on the other hand, has adopted a different policy towards Hezbollah than that of the 

United States, Israel and later the Arab League, listing the group’s armed wing, the Islamic 

Resistance, as a terrorist organization in 2013, and viewing its political wing as a legitimate 

political party following an alleged Hezbollah attack on Israeli tourists in Sofia in 2012.539 

This EU perception of Hezbollah was particularly difficult for the US and Israel to 

understand.540 It allowed Hezbollah’s ministers and political officials to have access to the 

 
537 Levitt, “Hezbollah’s Criminal Networks: Useful Idiots, Henchmen, and Organized Criminal Facilitators,” 

pp.11-15. 
538 Eric Lob, “Is Hezbollah confronting a crisis of popular legitimacy” Middle East Brief, 78, (2014). 
539 Margulies, 2016. 
540  Sally McNamara, “EU-US Counterterrorism Relationship: An Agenda for Cooperation,” Heritage 

Foundation, (2011), p. 8. 



 
 
 

172 
 

EU, lessening the isolation of the group even after the military involvement of Hezbollah in 

Syria in 2013, which resulted in a mass influx of refugees from Syria to the EU. In light of 

this EU view of Hezbollah, the EU is most likely going to continue to consider the political 

wing of Hezbollah in Lebanon a legitimate force in line with the European Neighborhood 

Policy. This policy aims at the promotion of democracy to the dissatisfaction of the United 

States and Israel and even some Arab countries, especially in the GCC.541 EU countries are 

not united on the designation of Hezbollah. European countries such Germany, keeping in 

mind their ties with the US and Israel and their own history, will likely continue to adopt 

harsher policies towards Hezbollah. 

Conclusion 

Hezbollah’s emergence came at a time when a considerable portion of Shiites in Lebanon 

felt marginalized in the country due to sectarian politics and the civil war. Hezbollah’s 

discourse was largely based on this narrative of standing with the oppressed and resisting 

oppression, the Downtrodden as the group named them in its letter of 1985. Hezbollah’s 

focus on education resonates with the National Liberation Theory and its call for adopting 

national education.542 From 1982-1991, Hezbollah fought Israeli and international forces in 

Lebanon as part of reducing western influence in Lebanon in light of the politics of the Cold 

War supported by Syria and Iran. From 1991-2000, Hezbollah focused on targeting Israeli 

forces in Lebanon and targeting Israel itself, which prompted the United States, that emerged 

as the only super-power after the end of the Cold War, to list it as a terrorist organization in 

1997, the same as it did with Hamas. 

The “animosity toward the United States,”543 and opposing US policies in the Middle East, 

and Hezbollah’s denouncing of the role of US in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, including in 

the peace process, as stated in the group’s 1985 Letter are the main reasons why the US listed 

the group as terrorist. Additionally, Hezbollah has provided training and know-how to 

Palestinian groups, listed as terrorist by the US and Israel, such as Hamas. Hezbollah has 
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repeatedly targeted American forces in Lebanon and beyond, killing hundreds of American 

forces. The group has too targeted French and Italian forces in Lebanon, both have strong 

ties to the US, which added to the negative terrorist view in the US of Hezbollah. In the 

1980s, Hezbollah was behind the hostage crisis in which hundreds of western nationals were 

kidnapped, including many Americans, with dozens of them tortured to death.  

Unlike the FLN and Hamas, Hezbollah targeted international forces in Lebanon as part of 

limiting western influence. Although most of these attacks happened on Lebanese soil, this 

pattern reveals that Hezbollah was more willing to target other countries than Israel. The 

organic relationship Hezbollah has with Syria and Iran, especially its intervention in Syria in 

2013, and its support for protests against Arab monarchies in the Gulf that are critical of Iran, 

where Shiites live in considerable numbers such as in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and 

Yemen, have pushed the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and the League of Arab Nations 

to list the group as a terrorist organization in 2016. As long as regional politics in the Middle 

East take sectarian nature, the group is likely to stay on the terror lists of the GCC and the 

League of Arab Nations.  

Hezbollah, which emerged at a time the Islamic Revolution in Iran broke out in 1979, has 

maintained an organic relationship with Iran and Syria since day one, which explains the role 

the group played in favor of Iran and Syria during the Cold War and later after the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring. The Islamic Revolution of Iran and jurist are the main sources of 

inspiration for Hezbollah. This relationship is deeply rooted in the teachings of the leader of 

the Islamic Revolution. Hezbollah still tightly holds to the Iranian axis which has to do with 

its very own existence and line of support as well as its theology and ideology. For this 

reason, Hezbollah saw in the war in Syria and the possibility of removing Bashar Al-Assad 

an existential threat that required direct military intervention in the country even if this move 

came at the expense of its popularity in the Arab world. 

Israel, the EU, the US, the GCC, and the Arab League are unlikely to change their view of 

Hezbollah as a terrorist group as long as balances of power in the Middle East remain the 

same. They will continue to view Hezbollah as a terrorist organization in principle with the 



 
 
 

174 
 

EU adopting a less tough approach (listing the military wing of Hezbollah as terrorist only) 

compared to Israel, the US, the GCC and the League of the Arab Nations. The EU will 

maintain this policy as long as Hezbollah does not engage in a civil war in Lebanon or attack 

Israeli targets on EU soil as it did in 2012. On the other hand, Iran and Syria will likely 

continue to view Hezbollah as a resistance group.  

Israel’s growing relations with some Arab countries will likely impact Hezbollah negatively. 

Hezbollah will unlikely adopt a new approach or discourse vis-à-vis its relationship with the 

region or the world. This will most probably translate into more isolation for the group in 

Lebanon and the region, thus harming the institutions of the Lebanese state by default. Israel 

is unlikely to give up the Shiba farms especially after the US recognized its sovereignty over 

the Golan Heights and Israel’s control of the territory will continue to provide Hezbollah 

with the pretext to keep its arms in Lebanon, allowing Hezbollah to use its liberation 

discourse, which was largely shattered after the Arab Spring. 
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CHAPTER 4: HAMAS: A TERRORIST ORGANIZATION OR A 

LIBERATION MOVEMENT? 

Hamas, or the Islamic Resistance Movement (Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiyya), was 

founded in 1987 by a number of Palestinian figures with Islamic backgrounds led by Sheikh 

Ahmad Yassin. Over time, Hamas became one of the most popular Palestinian groups 

influencing the course of both Palestinian domestic politics and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict in the last three decades.544 For nearly two years following its establishment, the 

movement largely acted non-violently, yet this commitment to non-violence did not last long 

as Hamas has engaged in a series of attacks, known as “knives war,”545 which targeted 

individual Israelis and armed forces and urban centers. Hamas’ shift to violence was 

accompanied by Israel’s excessive use of violence against the Palestinians where thousands 

of them were arrested, tortured, lost their lives, or injured. The Israeli authorities responded 

to Hamas’ attacks by deporting 415 of Hamas and Islamic Jihad leaders and members to 

Southern Lebanon in 1992, in an attempt to minimize the impact of the movement and the 

Intifada by extension. For Israel, Hamas’ attacks were merely terrorism, and for Hamas and 

the rest of the Palestinians, they were legitimate actions against an occupying force. In other 

words, Hamas viewed its attacks against Israelis as part of its war against Israel’s military 

occupation and aggression, which represents the view of some state-actors of Hamas and 

answers Walzer‘s question, “Has an act of aggression occurred?”546 

Theoretically, the Just War Theory applies in the context of Israel-Hamas. Advocates of 

Israel note that Hamas’ alleged use of civilians in combat zones exempts the Israeli army 

from the responsibility of abiding by the principle of proportionality of Walzer, namely Jus 

in bello.547 This in fact violates the principles of just war theory itself which maintains 

people’s right to self-determination and self-defense, especially that the UN considers Israel 
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the occupying power in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.548 Hence, the just war theory 

cannot be fully applied to Hamas and Israel as a number of contradictions arise between the 

theory’s commitment to peoples’ right to self-determination and the prohibition of targeting 

civilians, where large sectors of Israeli settlers are armed especially in the West Bank where 

a distinction between combatants and non-combatants can hardly be made. 

In the same vein, targeting urban centers in Israel has always shaped Hamas’ attacks against 

Israel, which is also the case for the FLN, where “urban terrorism became the only method 

of expression of a crushed people.”549 Hamas has focused on targeting urban centers and 

Israeli city centers to maximize the impact of its attacks, which prompted Israel to list it as a 

terrorist organization in 1996 following a series of attacks in retaliation for the assassination 

of Hamas’ commander Yehia Ayyash, who Israel accuses of standing behind a number of 

suicide combings that claimed the lives of dozens of Israelis. 550  Hamas’ theology of 

liberation centered around how to mobilize Islam to serve its agenda by calling for the unity 

of the Muslim nation against Israel, which occupies both Muslim and Christian sites in 

Palestine. According to Hamas, this should be done through the “cultural liberation of 

Muslims” around the world who should be part of the fight against Israel, which should be 

eventually “eliminated,” and a Palestinian-Islamic state should be established.551 

The feeling of being oppressed and crushed, a discourse Hamas still tries to promote, is 

explained by José Simeón Cañas. Based on Cañas’ explanation, people who see themselves 

oppressed get together to gain liberation and they become the center of this theory which 

focuses on their needs.552 Israel’s acceptance of Hamas’ existence, which was linked to 

weakening the PLO at the time, came to an end with the non-state actor trying to have an 
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upper hand through the use of violence as Waciorski put it. 553  Hamas’ sense of being 

oppressed is shared by both the FLN and Hezbollah too. In its internal documents, the FLN 

noted that the French colonization of Algeria has inflicted much damage on the Algerian 

people where its role served as unifying to these oppressed people where the FLN’s ability 

to “unify Muslim Algerians,” in addition to the mounting French opposition to the war as a 

result of French torture of Algerians, eventually led to the French withdrawal from the 

country.554  

The following section aims to explore Hamas’ classification as a terrorist 

organization/liberation movement as seen by Israel, the United States, the European Union, 

Britain, Australia, the League of Arab Nations, Iran, Malaysia, and Türkiye by highlighting 

various relevant international relations perspectives on the issue by applying a theory-

oriented approach. As long as Hamas is concerned, this chapter will shed light on the view 

of Hamas by these state actors and intergovernmental bodies to explore this issue from states’ 

perspective as well as from the point of view of Hamas itself. Before discussing the varying 

views of Hamas, the researcher will highlight Hamas’s perception of itself, and finally draw 

a conclusion. This will be done through reviewing the available literature on Hamas as well 

as by looking at Hamas’ own literature including its 1988 Charter, its 2017 political 

document, and its actions, by connecting the empirical part with theory, namely the theories 

of terrorism and war/liberation. 

4.1. Hamas’ Internal Documents, Mixed Approach and Violence and Non-

Violence 

Looking at Hamas’ history, the movement has a mixed approach which combines both the 

use of violence and non-violence, having political and armed wings, playing social, religious, 

and educational roles in the Palestinian society, and viewing Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim 

unity as three pillars to achieve its goal of liberating Palestine. Amilcar Cabral notes “detailed 

knowledge of it (our struggle)” would lead to victory,”555 where national education plays a 
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role in this realization. So does Hamas’ literature, including its 1988 Charter, which stresses 

the importance of national and religious education. Cabral adds: “National liberation must 

put an end not only to suffering but also to backwardness.”556 Hamas’ Charter calls for using 

‘armed resistance’ against Israel as the only way to liberate Palestine, asserting the 

importance of Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim solidarity to achieve this goal, which reveals 

that armed struggle has been central to Hamas’ thought since its foundation.557  

Hamas’ nature is complex; it runs a network of NGOs that provide educational, health, social 

and economic services to tens of thousands of Palestinians. When Hamas started operating 

in the 1970s through the Islamic Complex (al-Mujam’' al-Islami) in the Gaza Strip, 

established by its late supreme leader Yassin, Israel had facilitated the work of the extended 

network of the Hamas charities, in an attempt to curb the influence of the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO).558 Israel might have seen in Hamas a potential competitor to the PLO 

in the Palestinian Territories, thus giving the group all needed logistical support to start its 

work in the hope that Palestinians would move to support Hamas instead of the PLO. It is 

also important to point out that at the time, Hamas was only engaged in running charities to 

help the needy as well as establishing kindergartens all over the coastal enclave. The 

emergence of Hamas, first with its network of charities and the subsequent political rise of 

the movement in 1987, which led the protests marking the outbreak of a seven-year long 

uprising, known as the First Intifada, was the spark of the continuing rivalry between Hamas 

and the PLO that we see today.559  

Hamas’s Charter was a major reason why the movement was dubbed as terrorist by Israel, 

the US and the EU and other bodies, as it advocated the use of violence as the only way to 

end the conflict. 560 Yet, with Hamas’ increasing engagement in politics and following 

pressure from countries such as Qatar and Egypt, the movement published in 2017 a new 

political document, where it differentiated between Judaism as a religion and Zionism as a 
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political movement. Hamas has also stressed non-violence, along with violence, as a tactic 

to liberate Palestine, offering a ceasefire in return for establishing a Palestinian state on the 

1967 boundaries for ten years but without recognizing Israel, a proposal that did not 

materialize due to the refusal of the Quartet.561 

Hamas, as well, paid much attention in its programs and internal statements to the importance 

of religious and national education based on Islamic principles and Palestinian nationalism. 

Hamas’ religious and national education was influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood’s school 

of thought. Hamas saw education as a means to reignite faith and promote social activism. 

Article 16 of the movement’s Charter highlights the importance of religious education, 

including understanding religious commands such as memorizing verses from the Holy 

Quran, and the history and heritage of the Muslim faith.  

Article 16 of Hamas’s Charter notes:562 

“It is necessary to follow Islamic orientation in educating the Islamic generations in our region by 

teaching the religious duties, comprehensive study of the Quran, the study of the Prophet’s Sunna (his 

sayings and doings) and learning about Islamic history and heritage from their authentic sources. This 

should be done by specialized and learned people, using a curriculum that would healthily form the 

thoughts and faith of the Muslim student. Side by side with this, a comprehensive study of the enemy, 

his human and financial capabilities, learning about his points of weakness and strength, and getting 

to know the forces supporting and helping him, should also be included.” 

Hamas also urged experts to work on materials that would provide a real understanding of 

ideology and faith. When the PLO would call for a strike during the first Palestinian Intifada, 

Hamas would instruct educational institutions under its control to continue despite the strike 

as part of its belief of the importance of education.563 

This approach of Hamas can’t be explained without examining its network of NGOs across 

the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPTs), where the movement has invested much money, 

energy, and efforts to win the hearts of the Palestinians. Giving a helping hand to the needy 
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and poor largely explains why Hamas won the 2005 local and the 2006 legislative 

elections.564 Hamas’ promotion of social services to win legitimacy is similar to Hezbollah’s 

strategy to increase its popularity among the Shiites of Lebanon, who were largely 

marginalized, through the provision of social services at clinics and schools. Scholars of 

social psychology of terrorism stress “the need to the social connections that justify such 

actions.”565 In fact, Hamas made its way to the local council election in 2004/2005, winning 

the majority of municipal councils, through its records of helping the poor, which the 

movement built starting from the 1970s.  

When the first Palestinian Intifada broke out in 1987, Hamas played a major role in 

organizing the protests that broke out following the killing of four Palestinian workers from 

Jabalyia refugee camp in Israel by an Israeli truck driver.566 Yet this commitment to non-

violence and the use of stones against the Israeli army which used live ammunitions did not 

last long. Hamas’ resort to violence after two years of commitment to non-violence and 

exhausting all other means before using violence is in agreement with the Just War Theory, 

jus ad bellum, which stipulates that all other means such as dialogue should be tried before 

going to war, making it a last resort.567  

Two years into the First Intifada, a new war broke out between Israel and Hamas, known as 

the ‘knives war,’ where Palestinians engaged in stabbing attacks against Israeli settlers and 

soldiers.568 Following the ‘knives war,’ the movement started to organize attacks against 

Israeli targets using more sophisticated tactics and weapons, including suicide bombings 

which prompted countries such as the US to list Hamas on its terror list in 1997, a year after 

Israel did so.569 These Israeli and US designations of Hamas as a terrorist group and the 
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regional isolation it created pushed Hamas to publish a new document in 2017 which adopted 

a more pragmatic discourse, which reveals the tolls of sanctions on the group. In this 

document, the movement stressed the importance of non-violence along with violence. 

Hamas’ commitment to non-violence, along with violence, could be best seen in its 

participation in the Great March of Return at the Gaza fence which started in March 2018 

and stopped due to COVID19. 570  At the same time, Hamas’ adoption of non-violent 

resistance was a tactic to win legitimacy and it did not reflect a wide belief in its effectiveness 

as it continued to build its military arsenal in the Gaza Strip with the help of Iran and 

Hezbollah. 

At the same time, the principle of jus ad bellum, namely the just cause of war, could be 

applied to the situation in Palestine given Israel’s ongoing occupation of the territory, which 

all peace talks failed to end. Hamas too claimed a legitimate authority as Walzer calls for. At 

the same time, Hamas violated the principles of proportionality and discrimination in its 

attacks against Israeli targets during the war known as Jus in Bello. At the same time, while 

the Just War Theory maintains the right to self-determination, it prohibits fighting from 

within populated areas, which is the backbone of Hamas’ strategy of guerrilla warfare.571 

From theoretical lenses of just war and national liberation, Hamas’ use of violence could not 

be seen in isolation from Israel’s occupation of Palestine and the impact of its settler colonial 

project on the Palestinians at large. Primoratz argues that Israel might have used state 

terrorism in its counterterrorism campaign against Hamas,572 which, according to Kennedy 

and Sherley, has been unsuccessful.573 Yet, when it comes to state-terrorism, it becomes hard 

to identify it or accuse a state of committing it, as politics and interests play a role in doing 

so, taking dominance over the view of non-state actors and their actions. The same as most 

non-state actors do not call themselves terrorist groups (such as Hamas, Hezbollah and to a 

 
570 Jehad Abusalim, “The Great March of Return: An Organizer's Perspective,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 

47(4), (2018), pp. 90-93. 
571 David Luban, “Just War Theory and the Laws of War as Nonidentical Twins,” Ethics & International 

Affairs, 31(4), (2017), p.433-436. 
572 Igor Primoratz, “State terrorism and counterterrorism,” In Georg Meggle and Andreas Kemmerling et. al., 

Ethics of Terrorism & Counterterrorism (Eds.), London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, p. 119. 
573 Lum, Kennedy, and Sherley, p.1. 



 
 
 

182 
 

large extent the FLN), no state actor would dub itself as such. Scholars, such as Mia M. 

Bloom, have shed doubt on the ability of counterterrorism (which often results in state-

terrorism) in combating terrorism as it results in tit-for-tat attacks that only cause more 

destruction and violence and violates the principles of proportionality and discrimination, as 

Israel did both in Palestine and Lebanon and as France did in Algeria.574 At the same time, 

scholars who suggest an Israeli success in combating terrorism assert the importance of 

reaching a political solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict which is less costly than 

targeted assassinations and killings outside the frame of law.575  

Table 4: Hamas’ attacks against Israel by 2010 

SN Type  Casualties 

1. Hamas armed members killed by Israel 1808 

2. Military operations 1015 

3. Kidnappings 24 

4. Rockets fired at Israel 3506 

5. Israeli casualties 1306 (killed) and 6378 

(injured) 

Source: Hamas’s armed wing internet website. Available at https://buff.ly/3qurOiQ (10 

September 2022). 

Thousands of Lebanese and Palestinian civilians, and dozens of Israelis, the majority of 

whom were soldiers, were killed in these attacks by both state and non-state actors. 
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Table 5: Number of Lebanese/Palestinians and Israelis Killed in the First Israel-Lebanon 

War 

First Israeli war 

in Lebanon 

1978-1982 

Lebanese/Palestinian 

causalities 

Israeli casualties in Lebanon 

Killed 17,825 killed  675 Israelis killed 

Injured 30,203 injured No specific information 

Second Israeli 

War in Lebanon 

Lebanese causalities Israeli casualties 

Killed 1181 killed 157 killed 

Injured 845 inured 860 inured 

Source: Washington Post, Wafa and Aljamal, (2014) 

The complex nature of Hamas, which believes in both violence and non-violence, runs a 

network of charities, has political and educational wings, runs for election, and has a 

considerable base in the Palestinian territories, which makes it difficult to classify Hamas 

from an international relations perspective, including changing the view of state actors such 

as Israel and the US of the group. At the same time, Israel’s continuing occupation of the 

Palestinian Territories challenges Israel’s designation of the group. Meanwhile, regional 

politics in the Middle East, considering Hamas’ siding with Iran, will be the strongest 

determinant in the future of listing (or at least treating) the movement as a terrorist 

organization by countries such as Egypt, UAE, and Saudi Arabia, which we see unfolding 

now.  

The ‘extranormality’ of violence, and who decides what acceptable violence is, remains open 

to state-actors to decide. 576 The term terrorist, being complex and ambiguous, has always 

been used to describe legitimate armed resistance too as Hutchinson put it.577 In today’s 

politics, armed resistance could have “a neighborly” relationship with terrorism. 578 

Christopher J. Finlay argues that the first step to address the theory of war is “by offering a 
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theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance to oppression,”579  which still needs 

structural development. Since resistance to foreign occupation has in most cases been violent, 

the issue is if the use of violence as a political weapon is permissible or not as seen by state-

actors.580 

Theories of war and terrorism explain some aspects of the nature of political violence in the 

case of Hamas-Israel, but no single theory fully explains the nature of Hamas’ fight against 

Israel as these theories are mostly state-centric. This also applies to the FLN in Algeria and 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. The assumption that there should be a new theory that combines both 

war and terrorism, that provides justice and equal rights to peoples under colonial rule, in 

line with international politics and law and self-determination, rather than only international 

politics, interests, regional alliances and state-based interpretations, is the call of time. Such 

a theory should also give the agency to state and non-state actors alike, unlike the existing 

theories of liberation/war and terrorism which focus on state actors and the privilege they 

have to designate non-state actors as terrorist or not. It should also suggest a code of conduct 

to non-state actors to abide by to avoid harming civilians and abide by principles such as such 

as discrimination and proportionality. 

Such a theory should also focus on the use of violence and non-violence alike. The reason 

this theory should also consider international law and not only international politics is 

because it makes it more restrictive to interpret the behavior of state and non-state actors 

before, during and after the end of war in a more objective manner. It will also allow 

colonized people and non-state actors to have their own say in this debate. For this reason, 

the following section examines Hamas’ view of itself in light of its 1988 Charter and its 2017 

Document. 

4.2. The Liberation Discourse of Hamas 

Most state-actors with influence on global politics view Hamas as a terrorist organization. 

Despite this, a look at Hamas’ own internal documents such as the 1988 Charter and the 2017 
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Document reveal that the group views itself as a liberation movement. This section aims to 

explore how Hamas views itself and how this view contradicts the general view of state-

actors of it as terrorist and goes in line with the view of some state-actors of the group as 

liberatory. Theories of Just War and National Liberation are applied to examine Hamas’ own 

view and discourse of itself as a liberation group. At the same time, two levels of analysis 

are applied in this section, units and international levels, where the view of Hamas in light of 

units and international levels (politics) are discussed too. 

The 1988 Hamas Charter has adopted an undeniable religious discourse, based on Hamas’ 

theology of liberation and religious nature, which described the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

as an issue of the Muslim nation. It attributed the failure to resolve the conflict to adopting 

secularism, noting that the only solution to the conflict is by sticking to Islam.581 The Hamas 

1988 Charter noted that the “liberation of Palestine,”582 is an individual duty that brings all 

Muslims, regardless of their differences, together. “The liberation of Palestine,” the Charter 

noted, will be realized if three solidarity circles meet: the Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim.583 

This notion of solidarity in Hamas’ Charter corresponds with that of the National Liberation 

Theory and the writings of Amilcar Cabral, which called for intersectional solidarity of 

colonized people. In this theory, Cabral also stressed the importance of “looking at the history 

of the [liberation] movement in relation to its social structure.”584 In the same vein, the Hamas 

Charter noted that the “war for liberation,” which men and women should take part in equally, 

should be based on the principle of individual duty of Jihad (fighting).585 The Hamas Charter 

added that it is important “to mobilize the Muslim peoples ideologically, educationally and 

culturally in order to fulfil their role in the crucial war of liberation.”586 Ideology, too, is 

central to theorists such as Cabral, Finlay, Braungart, Webber and Kruglanski. In the 1988 
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Charter, Hamas stressed that only armed resistance can lead to liberation and that “only iron 

can blunt iron.”587 

Hamas’ Charter of 1988 and internal documents explain its self-view as a liberation group, 

in addition to outlining its ideology and goals based on its interpretation of Islam. The 

establishment of Hamas was announced through its founding Charter of 1988, in which the 

movement stated its ideology, goals, vision for the settlement of the conflict with Israel as 

well as its liberation discourse and theology.588 In the Charter, Hamas outlines its theology 

of liberation, by claiming that the Palestinian plight was a result of the “absence of Islam” 

from the realities of life, and therefore the failure to reclaim Palestine, the Charter noted, was 

caused by fighting under other banners and flags, stressing its theology of liberation, as 

explained by Dodson.589 For Palestine to be reclaimed, the Charter added, Islam should be 

the reference.590 In Article 11, the movement explains that Palestine is an Islamic Waqf, an 

endowment, which means no one has the authority to give it up.591 The movement noted that 

in order to liberate Palestine, the only means is fighting, Jihad, and that secularism, support 

for two-state solution and peace talks with Israel are “a waste of time.”592 Hamas’ belief in 

the use of armed resistance as the only means for liberation rings a bill with Amilcar Cabral’s 

contributions to the National Liberation Theory, which stresses the importance of “taking 

arms,”593 to end foreign domination. Hamas’ support for armed resistance could also be 

understood through instrumental approaches to terrorism, which suggests that violence is 

intentional.594 

Yet, the Hamas Charter has gone through multiple changes with the publication of the Hamas 

2017 Document of Principles and General Policies in which the movement outlined its new 
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approach and vision to the conflict with Israel, policies and view of armed resistance.595 The 

Document was characterized by two principles: applying non-violence as a tactic to liberate 

Palestine along with violence, asserting that the conflict in Palestine is not religious, and that 

it is with Zionism as a political movement and not with Jews as a religious group.596 Hamas 

has adopted a more practical discourse, introducing itself as an Palestinian Islamic-national 

liberation movement, centering the liberation discourse on its top agenda, and refuting 

accusations of anti-Semitism. It noted that the fight against Israel is because it is an occupying 

force in Palestine and not because it represents a religious group.597 The primary goal of 

Hamas’ 2017 document was to market itself globally in an attempt to refute accusations of 

terrorism and assert its liberation nature and to remove itself off terror lists of Israel (to a 

lesser degree) and the US and Europe (to a larger degree). Despite this tactical change in 

discourse by Hamas, the group remained on the terror lists of Israel, the US, and the EU, and 

more Arab countries started viewing it as terrorist too following the Arab Spring in light of 

its ties with Iran and Hezbollah and its connection to political Islam. The increasing number 

of countries viewing Hamas as terrorist will necessarily increase in light of more state-actors 

normalizing ties with Israel.  

Although Hamas has repeatedly resorted to violence since its foundation, its targeting of 

Israel only, and Israel’s ongoing occupation of Palestine challenges its designation as 

terrorist, although it uses its terrorist tactics in its struggle. According to Levitt, unlike other 

organizations classified as terrorist, such as Al-Qaeda, Hamas “holds resistance” to Israel as 

its highest goal.598 Politically, following its electoral victory in 2006, the movement has 

shown signs of readiness to engage in the political process, but this was cut short because of 

its refusal to accept the Quartet conditions including recognizing Israel. Hamas accepted the 

two-state solution for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but refused to recognize Israel, adopted 

non-violent tactics besides violence and ran a network of social services, which again stresses 
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its complex nature, thus its different view by different state-actors.599 The movement has 

participated in the local as well as legislative Palestinian elections, which makes it 

exceptional compared to other non-state actors in the region listed as terrorist by various 

state-actors.600  

Despite its changing discourse, Hamas’ anti-Israel discourse, relations with Iran and 

Hezbollah and its Islamic background and ideology have contributed to its isolation even in 

the Arab world, albeit to a lesser degree than Hezbollah, following the outbreak of the Arab 

Spring and the rise of political Islam. Hamas has too been impacted by the politics of the 

Cold War at a later stage with the rise of the US as the only superpower in the world, 

especially keeping in mind the strong alliance the US has with Israel, which further 

contributed to its political and financial isolation. Hamas’ ties with some Arab, African, and 

Muslim countries provided it with the life vest to survive sanctions for now, although at a 

high cost. This includes its ties with countries such as Algeria, Türkiye, Malaysia, Qatar, 

Kuwait, and Russia, which contributed to the group’s balancing of international and regional 

politics, although at a much lesser degree than the FLN in Algeria. This limited balancing of 

regional and global politics by Hamas has to do with the end of the Cold War and the outbreak 

of the Arab Spring and its continuing ties to Iran/Hezbollah as well as the anti-political Islam 

sentiments in the region in the post-Arab Spring era. The 1988 Hamas Charter noted that 

Islam is a reference that all Muslims should unite behind to “liberate Palestine” and the 

Muslim Brotherhood as its umbrella organization, which explains why anti-political Islam in 

the post-Arab Spring settings had its toll on Hamas. 601  

State interests, including economic, security and political, impact why some state-actors such 

as Israel, the US and the EU view Hamas as a terrorist group and why they have differences 

over the way they view the group as terrorist. Additionally, regional politics such as the Arab 

Spring has greatly contributed to how some state-actors view Hamas as a terrorist group. In 
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the same vein, the Cold War had an impact on how Hamas is viewed by state-actors, although 

this impact was limited as Hamas emerged towards the end of the Cold War. International 

law, historical and language ties, political and economic factors, the most important of which 

is Israel’s occupation of Palestine, impact why some state actors view Hamas as a liberation 

group. The following section examines how and why some state actors view Hamas as a 

terrorism or liberation movement by applying a theory-oriented approach. 

4.3. State actors’ View of Hamas 

Different state-actors have a different designation of Hamas, which is unlikely to change 

anytime soon. At the same time, Hamas itself, despite limited changes in discourse, still 

views itself as a liberation group. The Arab Spring had the most visible impact on Hamas 

and had increased its terrorist designation due to its Iran ties and connections. The recent 

wave of normalization with Israel and some Arab countries will likely increase this view of 

Hamas in the near future. Hamas is also unlikely to change its discourse as previous attempts 

to do so have proved to be less effective than what Hamas aspired to achieve. The following 

section draws attention to how and why state actors view Hamas and the impact this 

designation has on the group and the Palestinians at large.  
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4.3.1. State Actors’ View of Hamas as A Terrorist Movement 

The Middle East Quartet, made of Russia, the United Nations, the European Union and the 

United States, to resolve the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, refused to cooperate with Hamas,602 

despite its electoral victory in 2006, setting three conditions to deal with the movement: 

Revoking violence, recognizing Israel, and recognizing previous agreements signed between 

the PLO and Israel.603 Hamas has refused the Quartet’s conditions, expressing willingness to 

“respect” deals signed by the PLO and Israel, and going as far as to giving the Palestinian 

Authority President Mahmoud Abbas the mandate to negotiate with Israel to establish a 

Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders.604 This created a debate within Hamas itself with 

one wing calling for adopting a radical position on the issue while the other urging for 

adopting a more moderate stance. Those closer to the political circles of Hamas preferred a 

more pragmatic approach compared to those with stronger ties to the military wing, Iziddeen 

Al-Qassam, but the approach of the military wing has eventually prevailed. Taking arms, as 

suggested by Cabral, was the approach Hamas opted for.605 States and intergovernmental 

bodies concerned with the Palestinian-Israeli conflict have viewed Hamas differently for 

reasons related to economic and political interests, and regional and international politics. 

Feeling threatened by the groups’ attacks, Israel put Hamas on the List of Terrorist 

Organizations and Individuals in 1996, which is issued by the Ministry of Justice in Israel 

after the latter intensified its attacks which included using urban and psychological terrorism 

tactics such as suicide bombings that claimed the lives of dozens of Israelis.606 Hamas’ use 

of violence and targeting Israel, its refusal to recognize Israel and its 1988 Charter that calls 
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for the destruction of Israel explains why Israel considers the movement a terrorist one.607 In 

its many statements, the movement stressed the importance of “planting fear”608 to defeat 

Israel, which is best understood by Psychological Terrorism that calls for using violence to 

achieve psychological goals. Hamas has carried out dozens of attacks, including suicide 

bombings, firing rockets, stabbings, shootings, and kidnappings against Israeli targets since 

its founding in 1987.609 To respond to international pressure, the movement resorted to 

maneuver by refusing to recognize Israel, and instead offered a ceasefire for 10 years, 

providing that Israel agrees to establishing a Palestinian state on the 1967 boundaries.610  

The United States designated Hamas as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) on October 

8, 1997.611 According to the US, the use of psychological and urban terrorism tactics has 

played a role in this designation, “Hamas has conducted anti-Israeli attacks, including suicide 

bombings against civilian targets inside Israel including suicide bombings, rocket launches, 

Improvised Explosive Device (IED) attacks, and shootings. U.S. citizens have died and been 

injured in the group’s attacks.”612 The US view of Hamas and the justification it uses for 

listing it as terrorist could be explained too by political, military, and economic ties to Israel. 

According to the US, the assumption of a peaceful foreign policy cannot include Hamas as it 

is committed to destroying Israel.613 US leaders have always shown disinterest in talking to 

Hamas and were upset at former President Jimmy Carter when he talked to Hamas’ former 

leader Khaled Mishal in Syria prior to the outbreak of the Arab Spring.614 Therefore, it is fair 

to say the US’ position on Hamas would not change as long as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
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is not resolved and without Hamas’ recognition of Israel and renouncing violence, given the 

strong Israeli-American alliance in the region and the strength of Israel-US ties, where Israel 

has become increasingly a domestic issue in US politics. Hamas is unlikely to take such steps 

now. 

The EU included “the terrorist wing of Hamas”  (the military wing) in its terror list in 2001 

as a means of pressuring the movement to adopt a more moderate position.615 Hamas, as part 

of its outreach strategy, sought to engage with the EU, which was not possible while the 

movement was on its terror list. One way to do so was to offer concessions by Hamas in line 

with the EU policy based on accepting a two-state solution, a move that also did not succeed 

in taking Hamas off the EU terror list, due to Hamas’ refusal to recognize Israel. The EU, 

being part of the Quartet, went further by calling on Hamas to abandon violence, recognize 

Israel and commit to previous agreements signed between Israel and the PLO.616 There have 

been several attempts to remove Hamas off the EU terror list the latest of which was in 

September 2019, all of which have failed to materialize, including a 2014 court ruling which 

was revoked in 2017.617 Despite this, the EU has engaged in talks with Hamas indirectly over 

the years in an attempt to bridge the gap between the movement and the PLO on one hand 

and Hamas and Israel on the other hand.618 Despite being part of the Quartet, Russia and 

China  have adopted softer policies towards Hamas compared to the US, and they have been 

critical of Israeli policies, especially settlement construction, as part of Russia and China’s 

competition with the US over global hegemony. China has put Hamas on its terror list in 

2004 and removed the group off the list after it won the PLC election in 2006, which reveals 

that Hamas’ electoral victory pushed some countries to deal with it as legitimate, but ties 

between the group and Beijing have not seen a significant engagement and improvement over 

the years. This has to do with China’s growing ties with Israel in the fields of agriculture, 

water, Information Technology, shipment, and the military. China also has domestic 

 
615 Nathalie Tocci, “Firm in rhetoric, compromising in reality: The EU in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict,” 

Ethnopolitics, 8(3-4), (2009), p. 394. 
616 Tocci, p. 394. 
617 Ján Kapusňak, “Keep the PFLP on the EU Terror List,” Middle East Quarterly, Summer 2019, 3, (2019), 

p. 2. 
618 Michelle Pace, “Paradoxes and contradictions in EU democracy promotion in the Mediterranean: the limits 

of EU normative power,” Democratization, 16(1), (2009), p. 54. 



 
 
 

193 
 

concerns vis-à-vis its Muslim population and engaging with an Islamic group internationally 

would give legitimacy and a sense of recognition to those at home. 

Members of the Arab League such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia have criticized Hamas 

following its violent takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007. They called on Palestinian factions, 

including Hamas, to halt all forms of internal fighting.619 Hamas’ engagement in civil war is 

no exception as the FLN and Hezbollah too engaged in civil wars. Hamas’ engagement in 

civil war has caused its regional isolation the most compared to the FLN and Hezbollah. Most 

Arab countries, except for Qatar, Kuwait, Algeria, and Syria (up until 2011), have adopted 

an isolationist approach towards Hamas, while opening to Palestinian President Mahmoud 

Abbas, due to its approach on taking arms.620 Yet, with the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 

2011 and what it brought of regional changes and sectarian politics, some Arab states such 

as Egypt have adopted a more open policy towards Hamas. This came to an end in 2013, 

when Muhammad Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt   was toppled down, adopting 

an ever-strict policy towards Hamas with Egyptian courts accusing Morsi of spying for 

Hamas, which was declared illegal in Egypt.621 Despite these accusations, Hamas continues 

to have ties with Egypt, mostly through Egypt’s Intelligence, which hosts meetings with its 

rival Fatah to end the Palestinian division as well as talks to keep calmness with Israel in 

Gaza. Despite these Egyptian efforts, the Egyptian state continues to view Hamas from 

security lenses, assigning the Palestinian profile to its intelligence apparatus, where the 

liberation discourse of Hamas hardy counts. 

Although Saudi Arabia has not listed Hamas as a terrorist organization officially, it did so to 

its umbrella organization, the Muslim Brotherhood in 2013. Riyadh has adopted a stricter 

policy towards Hamas, which has strong relations with Iran, the shared enemy of both Saudi 

Arabia and Israel, arresting some of its members in 2018.622 Saudi Arabia, following the 

appointment of Mohammed Bin Salman (MBS) as a crown prince in 2015, adopted a strict 
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policy towards Hamas driven by the Iran-Saudi competition, which saw Iran and its allies, 

including Hamas, and their intervention in the Gulf, including in Saudi Arabia, as acts of 

terrorism. This included banning donations to the movement collected by Palestinians and 

Jordanians residing in the Kingdom, the arrest of dozens of Palestinians and charging them 

with providing material support for a banned organization by a terrorism court in Riyadh.623 

The remarkable change in the Saudi policy towards Hamas reflects the view of the Saudi 

government of the movement and its links to its umbrella organization, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, and its Iran links, as terrorist. The Saudi changing view of Hamas came after 

the Saudi war against the Houthis in Yemen in 2015. It also reflects a Saudi interest in 

establishing closer ties with Israel as part of a larger strategy to confront Iran in the region 

following the emergence of the new cold war in the Middle East following the Arab Spring, 

with Saudi Arabia and Iran being at the heart of it. Hezbollah too has suffered greater 

restrictions and isolation by the GCC due to regional politics and its Iran ties, which greatly 

impacted its terrorist designation. 

The Saudi move of banning and designating the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist 

organization was proceeded by a similar UAE move, yet without designating Hamas as a 

terrorist organization. In the pre-Arab Spring era, the UAE has rarely hosted Hamas leaders 

or engaged with Hamas officials.624 The UAE has always banned Hamas’ activities on its 

soil, and the assassination of Mahmoud Al-Mabhouh, a Hamas leader in Dubai in 2010, 

allegedly by the Israeli Mossad, revealed that Hamas operates, though in secret, in the UAE, 

which made the UAE act with more caution towards the group. 625  The UAE hosts 

Mohammad Dahlan, a well-known Palestinian leader and a former Fatah official, who had 
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been very critical of Hamas and was part of the Palestinian infighting, which led to Hamas’ 

takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007.  

Dahlan’s presence in the UAE has without doubt impacted the way the UAE views Hamas 

as a terrorist group and this has only strengthened after the UAE signed the Abraham Accords 

to normalize ties with Israel. The UAE, along with its Gulf allies, have called on Qatar to 

expel Hamas’ leadership from Doha, including Khaled Mishal, who has been in self-exile in 

Doha since the outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011, accusing Doha of providing material 

support for terrorism.626 The demand to expel Hamas leaders from Doha was at the heart of 

the diplomatic crisis that broke out in 2017 between Qatar on one hand and Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE, Bahrain and Egypt. The Gulf diplomatic crisis came to an end in 2021 without kicking 

Hamas out of Qatar, which reduced pressure on the group in the region for the time being. 

4.3.2. State-Actors’ View of Hamas as A Liberation Movement 

At the same time, other state-actors for historical, economic, cultural, political, and interest-

driven reasons, have considered Hamas a legitimate group, including Türkiye, Iran, Algeria, 

Russia, and Malaysia. These countries have established political economic, diplomatic, and 

cultural ties with the group. In the case of Iran, Hamas’ ties with the country translated into 

political isolation after the Arab Spring, and even in some cases, the group was designated 

as a terrorist group after the Saudi-led bloc felt threatened by Iran’s expansion in Iraq, Syria, 

Lebanon, and Yemen. Hamas became part of the Iranian axis but following the outbreak of 

the Arab Spring, the group would exist Syria, a main ally of Iran and Hezbollah in the region.  

After the anti-Iran axis forces in the Middle East faced more isolation and restrictions, Hamas 

felt more isolated coupled with the setback of political Islam following the Arab Spring 

especially in Egypt, Gaza’s immediate neighbor. Hamas felt the toll of its political, economic, 

and military isolation in the Gaza Strip and as of today, the group is still isolated in the coastal 
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enclave.627 This isolation paved the way for some Arab officials and courts such as in Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia, and the UAE to designate Hamas as a terrorist group too considering their anti-

political Islam approach. The increasing normalization with Israel by Arab countries will 

contribute to the same end of viewing Hamas as a terrorist group in the long run by these 

Arab countries, except for countries such as Algeria (reads the FLN) for historical and anti-

colonial reasons. 

Iran has provided Hamas with extensive political and military aid publicly. Throughout the 

years, Iran with the help of Hezbollah in Lebanon, has provided Hamas in the Gaza Strip 

with arms and technology/know-how in line with an approach based on supporting some 

groups with Islamic ideology that is supportive of its regional policies. Hamas announced 

that they shared “identical view in the strategic outlook toward the Palestinian cause in its 

Islamic dimension.”628 Iran has reportedly trained hundreds of Hamas men who returned 

back to the Gaza Strip, which reveals the nature of the military collaboration and ties between 

the two parties.629 The relationship between Hamas and Iran has been negatively impacted 

by Hamas’ withdrawal from Syria, but Iran, unlike Syria, has continued to maintain a 

relationship with Hamas, although this relationship has gone through ups and downs.630 In a 

statement delivered by the military spokesperson of Hamas’ military wing Izzideen Al-

Qassam following the Arab Spring, he saluted Iran for its support for Palestinian factions, on 

the top of them Hamas. The statement was seen as a thank-you letter to Iran following the 

cracks in the wall in the relationship between the two parties. This public love affair between 

Iran and Hamas, among other statements, have paved the way for some Arab countries to 

adopt a stricter policy towards Hamas, with some Arab governments, officials and courts 

calling Hamas a terror group after the Arab Spring, which saw unprecedented competition 

between the Iranian and Saudi blocs. 
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Along with Iran, Qatar has provided Hamas with political and financial support, which 

allowed the Gulf country to play the role of a broker between Hamas, Israel and the 

Palestinian Authority, to the dissatisfaction of both Saudi Arabia and Egypt.631 Qatar has 

provided the Gaza Strip, which is run by Hamas, with hundreds of millions of dollars in aid, 

in an attempt to have influence over Hamas as part of the competition with its other Gulf 

neighbors, and to bring about calmness in the coastal enclave, with Israeli and US 

approval.632 This has resulted in criticisms for Qatar by Saudi Arabia, Egypt, UAE and 

Bahrain, accusing it of providing support for terrorism, an accusation Qatar has always 

refused, stressing that the role it plays in the Gaza Strip is part of its approach to have a more 

active diplomatic role in the region as part of its soft-power approach.633  

Qatar, by having ties to Hamas, wanted to play a more proactive role in Palestinian politics 

in line with its approach of supporting establishing a Palestinian state, by playing the role of 

a mediator between Hamas and Fatah on one hand and Hamas and Israel on the other hand. 

In addition to historical reasons and connections of language and history, Qatar wants to 

apply its soft-power strategies by gaining popularity in the Arab world and Palestine by 

helping the Palestinians under siege, all done through Israeli approval, which also reduces 

the burden on Israel itself.  

Israel’s ongoing occupation of OPTs and its refusal to grant the Palestinians a state of their 

own is another factor that pushes Doha to play such a role. In addition, Qatar, as part of its 

ongoing competition with its Gulf neighbors, is using the Gaza card to expand its influence 

and limit that of other Gulf countries in the region, such as the UAE. As part of this 

competition, the UAE has also sent medical aid to Gaza during COVID19. Saudi Arabia did 

the same through the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC). As for Türkiye, as part of 
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the new regional order forming after the Arab Spring, which also included Qatar, it wanted 

to play an active political role in Palestine for economic, political, and historic reasons.  

Sudan had a stronger relationship with Hamas during the era of Omar Al-Bashir, the ousted 

president that included sending arms from Iran to Hamas through Sudanese ports, yet this 

relationship came to a halt following the take-over of power in Sudan by the Military Council. 

The Council had closer ties to Saudi Arabia and the UAE and normalized the country’s ties 

with Israel in 2020 in an attempt to end its international isolation.634 Sudan has frozen Hamas’ 

assets in September 2021, which reflects the impact of the Arab Spring on the movement and 

the growing ties between some Arab countries and Israel. Yemen, Lebanon, and Algeria 

allowed Hamas to open a representative office on their soil, which has been viewed as a 

symbolic move. Algeria’s support for the Palestinians and Hamas has to do with its own 

history and the FLN’s discourse of liberation from the French, which saw a brutal war 

breaking out in which the FLN took arms against France from 1954-1962. Tunisia, Morocco, 

Iraq and maintain cold ties to Hamas, the same as, and they refrain from having a public 

position on Hamas to avoid regional and global implications, especially in light of the 

tensions between the GCC and Iran, and these countries ties with the US. 

As for other Arab countries, many did not allow Hamas to officially operate on their soil, 

including Jordan, and Iraq. Following the failed assassination attempt of Khaled Mishal in 

Jordan in 1997, “a political divorce” 635  took place between Hamas and the Jordanian 

government, except for some symbolic and humanitarian visits made by Mishal and other 

Hamas officials to Jordan to take part in family funerals. A rare political visit by Mishal to 

Jordan took place following the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011 and other visits followed 

including in 2022. Jordan’s policy on Hamas has to do with its Israel ties and its role in the 

anti-terror war by the US of which it is an integral part. Many Arab countries support the 

Arab Peace Initiative and therefore oppose Hamas’ approach of taking arms. Due to Hamas’ 

position on the Syrian crisis in 2011, its relationship with Hezbollah has deteriorated and thus 
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the relative flexibility it was given in Lebanon met new challenges that limited its ability to 

operate.636 The outbreak of the Syrian civil war and the implications it brought has shaped 

the relationship between Hamas and the rest of the Arab world in many ways. All in all, the 

terrorist view of Hamas by some Arab governments has increased, but at a lesser degree than 

Hezbollah following the Arab Spring. 

4.4. The Arab Spring and the Cold War and Their Impact on The Designation of 

Hamas 

The Cold War had the least impact on Hamas (compared to the FLN and Hezbollah) as the 

group has emerged towards the end of the Cold War. However, the Israel-US alliance and 

the emergence of the US as the only superpower after the end of the Cold War meant that the 

US would sanction Hamas and view it as a terrorist group. The emergence of new global 

powers such as Russia and China may change the equation in favor of Hamas, but change 

has proven to be limited so far in light of the strong ties these two countries have with Israel. 

On the other hand, due to sectarian politics between the Saudi Arabia and the Iran blocs, the 

Arab Spring had a significant impact on Hamas. The following sections touch on how the 

Cold War and the Arab Spring have impacted the designation of Hamas in light of theories 

of liberation and terrorism.  

4.4.1. Hamas and the Cold War 

One can’t understand the way Israel, the United States, the European Union, and the League 

of Arab Nations view Hamas without understanding the complex international and regional 

politics that govern each party’s view of the movement. It is no surprise that the United States 

listed Hamas on its terror list in 1997 given its strong and well-established alliance with 

Israel. Not only this, but attacks carried out by Hamas’ members have led to the killing of 

some American citizens.637 Title 22 of the U.S. Code has defined terrorism as the use of 

violence against non-combatants to achieve political goals,638 which explains why the US 

views Hamas as such, in addition to Hamas’ opposition to the peace process between Israel 

and the Palestinians, brokered by the US. Hamas also meets the US criteria sat out in its 
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definition of international terrorism, which takes place outside the US.639 The US maintains 

strong political and economic ties with Israel to the extent Tel Aviv became part and parcel 

of internal US debates, including during heated electoral campaigns, where American 

politicians publicly express their support for Israel, thanks to the strength of the Israeli lobby 

in the US. 

The US has adopted a harsher approach towards Hamas following the assassination of 

Ahmad Yassin and Abdilaziiz Alrantisi in 2004 and the subsequent attacks the movement 

carried against Israel in revenge, as the movement engaged in excessive use of violence.640 

The impact of 9/11 on the US thinking towards Islamist movements in the Middle East can’t 

be underestimated in the context of the US’ view of Hamas as a terrorist organization.641 The 

United States has taken effective measures that included the arrest of Muslim Americans and 

shutting down foundations accused of funding NGOs in Palestine run by people close to 

Hamas such as the Holy Land Foundation, where three out of five of its members are still in 

US custody.642 Former US envoy to the Middle East, Dennis Ross, reflected on the complex 

nature of Hamas by noting that it’s hard to judge Hamas that both believes in violence and at 

the same time has a political party that runs a wide network of charitable organizations, 

noting it was brought to power by election in 2006.643 The US’ position towards Hamas and 

its terrorist classification rings a bell with the way the US views Hezbollah too. The US has 

adopted a softer approach towards the FLN, because it knew that the French there would hit 

a deadlock and because the Israeli factor was not present. 

Although Hamas was not impacted by the politics of the Cold War up until the fall of the 

USSR, because it was established just before the USSR had fallen in 1991 (this date is used 

as the date for the fall of the USSR throughout the thesis), the emergence of the US as the 

only superpower in the world has played into Israel’s benefit in the post-Cold War era, thus 
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negatively impacting Hamas, which was designated by the US as a terrorist group in 1997. 

The US’ classification of Hamas as a terrorist organization has further contributed to the 

isolation of the group. The US’ view of Hamas as a terrorist organization has also contributed, 

although indirectly, to some US allies in the Middle East region designating the Muslim 

Brotherhood, the umbrella organization of Hamas, as a terrorist organization in 2016, 

following the outbreak of the Arab Spring, such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the UAE.  

Some Arab officials in these countries have practically named Hamas a terrorist organization 

and criminalized dealings with it. Hamas’ strong ties with Iran and Hezbollah, which were 

negatively impacted by its withdrawal from Syria but were later resumed, have also 

contributed to the isolation of Hamas and thus its terrorist perception in the post-Arab Spring 

era, which saw the emergence of a new cold war between the Saudi and the Iranian blocs.644 

At the same time, Hamas’ economic, political and cultural ties with countries such as China 

and Russia are not as strong as Israel’s relations with the US, or even Russia and China. Not 

only this, but the US also provides Israel with $3.8 billion in military aid a year (at least), 

thus making the task for Hamas to market itself in multi-polar world politics extremely 

hard.645 Compared to the FLN and Hezbollah, Hamas has been impacted the least during the 

Cold War. But the fall of the Soviet Union and the rise of the US as the only superpower has 

complicated the issue of designating Hamas as a terrorist organization and contributed to 

putting it on the terror lists by the US and the EU.  

The emergence of new regional and global powers such as China, Russia and Türkiye will 

give Hamas more room to maneuver especially considering that it maintains relatively good 

ties with these powers. Although Hamas might not be able to have strong ties with Russia 

and China, the same as the FLN did with the Soviet Union and China, Hamas could make 

use of its ties with Türkiye, Russia, and China, to create more favorable conditions globally. 

At the same time, the more Israel normalizes its ties in the region, the more the conditions 

will not be in favor of the group and its terrorist view by some state actors. 
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The Cold War era competition between the USSR and the US created some balance in global 

politics which disappeared after the fall of the USSR. The US and its allies’ adoption of a 

strategy of containment of what they saw as rouge states impacted Hamas’ main supporter, 

Iran, and by extension included non-state actors too. In the case of Israel, the policy of 

containment seems to have been transferred to dealing with non-state actors as well, 

including Hamas and Hezbollah. When it comes to Hamas, Israel has applied two approaches 

of containment against the group: limited and comprehensive containment. In the first, Israel 

looked at the security challenges posed by Hamas and tried to contain and mitigate them. In 

the second approach, Israel aimed at turning security threats posed by Hamas into political 

achievements by placing the group under siege in the Gaza Strip in order to push it to provide 

concessions. This policy of containment goes back to the Cold War era, where the carrot and 

the stick tactic, diplomacy, sanctions, and limited interventions were employed by the US 

against the USSR. A similar strategy has been applied by Israel in Southern Lebanon through 

its withdrawal to deprive Hezbollah of any excuse to carry out cross-border attacks against 

Tel Aviv.646 

The European Union has adopted a more flexible policy towards Hamas than the US, but 

without taking its military wing off its terrorism list. In fact, this proximity with the 

Palestinians including Hamas has to do with the EU’s criticism of Israel rather than its 

acceptance of the movement in its current form. The EU is part of the Quartet after all, but 

most of its member states have adopted a softer policy towards Hamas (compared to the US) 

that aims to contain the movement and make it part of the Palestinian political process which 

has failed so far.647 The EU listed Hamas on its terror list in 2001 and all attempts made by 

Hamas to remove itself off the EU terror list has failed, including in 2014, 2017 and 2019, 

when the European Supreme Court decided to keep Hamas on the list.648 Hamas’ acceptance 

of a two-state solution without recognizing Israel and the subsequent issuance of its 2017 
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document of general principles, all aimed at winning western recognition, mostly from the 

EU. In reality, this did not happen, despite statements made by the EU that is critical of 

Israel’s policy in the OPT.649 The EU refusal of violence, its commitment to support Israel 

due to the Holocaust, its political and economic ties with Israel and the US, in addition to its 

refusal of violence, all contributed to viewing Hamas as terrorist. Hezbollah has suffered less 

than Hamas due to the EU view of its military wing as a terrorist group in 2013, and this EU 

view, which is drastically different from that of Israel and the US, allowed the group to have 

political ties with the EU. 

4.4.2. Hamas and The Arab Spring 

After the Arab Spring, more state-actors, especially in the anti-Iran bloc, started viewing 

Hamas as a terrorist organization due to its Iran ties. For instance, countries such as Egypt, 

the UAE and Saudi Arabia would refer to Hamas as a terrorist organization which was 

unlikely before the Arab Spring. The designation of the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist 

organization has contributed to the same end of isolating Hamas in the post-Arab Spring era. 

At the same time, Hamas being part of specific blocs and orders in the region meant that 

other state-actors such as Iran, Türkiye, Qatar, Algeria, and Tunisia would treat it as a 

liberation group. The following section looks into how the Arab Spring has impacted the 

designation of Hamas. 

The massive political changes the Arab world has gone through since the outbreak of the 

Arab Spring in 2011, which resulted in the rise of sectarian politics between Iran and its Arab 

neighbors, which Hamas was at its heart, have shaped the view of Hamas by different state 

actors in the Middle East.650 For the first time ever, courts in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, UAE and 

Bahrain have publicly called Hamas an illegal terrorist organization, criminalizing any group 

or individuals dealing with it.651 The political change in Egypt, which brought about the rise 

of Hamas’ umbrella organization, the Muslim Brotherhood to power in 2012, meant that 
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Hamas would further distance itself from its traditional allies, Iran and Syria. This came at a 

price where its new allies, Qatar, Türkiye, and the Muslim Brotherhood, only delivered 

financial and humanitarian aid to the group, unlike Iran which delivered military aid to it to 

fight Israel with the help of Hezbollah.652 Ssectarian politics in the Middle East and the 

tensions between the Iran and the Saudi-led blocs translated into a more negative designation 

of both Hamas and Hezbollah in the region. 

The efforts led by Saudi Arabia and the UAE to put an end to political Islam in the Middle 

East region and the strong relationship Hamas maintains with Iran and its proxies, the 

traditional rival of the Saudi-led axis in the region, meant that regional politics would leave 

their toll on Hamas. Israel and most Gulf countries, including Saudi Arabia, had a shared 

enemy: Iran and political Islam, which meant that Hamas would be further isolated by Egypt, 

following toppling down Hamas’ ally there, Mohammad Morsi in 2013.653 The UAE has 

further tightened its grip on Hamas’ neck by stopping donations given to the movement 

through businesspeople and NGOs as did Saudi Arabia. In 2015, the UAE passed a law that 

listed 83 organizations, including NGOs that give aid to the Gaza Strip, as terrorist 

organizations.654 

The Iranian factor was not the only one that shaped Hamas’ relationship and perception by 

Arab governments; the 2017 diplomatic crisis in the Gulf, where dismissing Hamas leaders 

from Doha was one of the demands presented by Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain and Egypt to 

end their boycott of Qatar, accusing Doha of supporting terrorism, only made the political 

landscape more challenging for Hamas.655 The movement has been headquartered in Doha 

since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011 and it could be argued that Qatar, a major 

financial supporter of the movement, and the UAE, through its hosting of the influential 

former Fatah leader Mohammad Dahlan, started to have influence over Palestinian politics. 

Regional politics have also influenced Hamas’ relationship with Egypt, as the former 
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Egyptian president Mohammad Morsi was accused of espionage for Qatar and Hamas, even 

though Egypt maintained a contact line with Hamas through its intelligence services.656 In 

light of this reality, Hamas found itself at a crossroads where it had to make tough decisions, 

hence its 2017 document. The crisis came to an end in 2021 without Hamas leaving Doha, 

easing the mounting pressure on the group in the region in the post-Arab Spring era. 

4.4.3. The Impact of Designation on Hamas 

Hamas’ refusal to accept the conditions of the Quartet placed its Gaza-based government 

under a tight siege starting from 2006. Over the years, Hamas has tried different tactics to 

engage with the international community and get out of this isolation such as offering to 

‘respect’ agreements signed between Israel and the PLO, which the international community 

did not buy into.657 The movement exerted more efforts to assert its liberation discourse, by 

accepting non-violence as a means next to armed resistance to resolve the conflict and to 

establish a Palestinian state. 658  It has accepted two-state solution without recognizing 

Israel.659 In 2017, and in an attempt to outline its new vision, the group issued a new political 

document,660 which stressed its liberation nature and discourse, highlighting liberation as its 

ultimate objective, and describing itself as an Islamic national liberation and resistance 

movement which aims to “liberate Palestine and face the Zionist project” by using all 

possible means, including arms.661  

Despite the movement’s readiness to accept a two-state solution, its commitment to violence 

remained strong, stressing that it “rejects any alternative to the full and complete liberation 

of Palestine, from the River to the Sea.” 662  The movement’s commitment to “the full 
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liberation of Palestine,”663 is best explained by Cabral, who advocated the importance for 

non-state actors in the context of foreign occupation to be aware of the goals they want to 

achieve. For Hamas, establishing an Islamic State in Palestine, following the destruction of 

Israel, is the end goal of the group. By applying Cabral’s deliberations to theory, the 

researcher concludes that Hamas has a sense of shared consensus, goals, vision, and 

identity.664 

Hamas’ participation in and winning of the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) elections 

in 2006 put the movement on the track of a new era in which it had to combine violence with 

governance, which is dubbed by the movement’s well-known saying “A hand that builds and 

another that resists.”665 This strategy did not go well with international and regional powers 

that sought from Hamas’ participation in the Palestinian election to curb the movement and 

make it commit to peace rather than arms. 666  This strategy of combining arms with 

governance has faced many challenges as Hamas found itself under mounting pressures to 

give up violence and so did the efforts made to tame the movement by placing it under a tight 

siege in the Gaza Strip. After 16 years of siege, the movement still refuses to recognize Israel 

and commit to non-violence alone.  

At the same time, the movement could not materialize its strategy of being recognized or 

removed off the terror lists of the US and the EU, nor was it able to combine governance with 

resistance the way it envisioned.667 In fact, the Palestinian civil war of 2007, in which Hamas 

took part, contributed to its international isolation and made it possible for more Arab 

countries to view Hamas as a terrorist group after the Arab Spring. The role of regional and 

international forces, too, in this Palestinian civil war should be kept in consideration. Hamas, 

just like the FLN and Hezbollah, has engaged in civil war, and the role of colonial role in this 

process should not be overlooked. 
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Today, Hamas is still struggling to end its isolation in the Gaza Strip.668 The group has faced 

many challenges, as a result, to promote its approach based on pairing between ‘resistance’ 

and ‘government,’ by advocating itself as a liberation group. As a result of this siege, the 

economic and political situation of Palestinians in the coastal enclave had deteriorated over 

the years and poverty rates reached unpreceded levels. Additionally, Israel launched five 

major military operations in the Gaza Strip, claiming the lives of thousands of Palestinians 

and dozens of Israelis.669 The Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007 and ousting Fatah, 

which most of the world deals with as the legitimate Palestinian government, has contributed 

to isolating Hamas and dealing with it as illegitimate.  

All these events and developments have paved the way to listing Hamas as terrorist by some 

Arab countries, which would be unimaginable prior to 2011. Finally, regional politics and 

Hamas’ siding with Iran and being under the umbrella of the Muslim Brotherhood, have 

contributed to the same negative perception of Hamas by some Arab governments such as 

Egypt, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE.670 At the same time, countries such as 

Türkiye, Algeria, Qatar, Morocco, Lebanon, Malaysia and Russia continue to have ties with 

Hamas, which unlike Hezbollah and the FLN, has benefited less from balancing alliances in 

the region and the world due to the end of the Cold War and the rise of sectarian politics. The 

major factor that pushes the above-mentioned countries to view Hamas as a legitimate 

liberation group and political actor is ongoing Israeli occupation of Palestine. 

Conclusion 

Hamas has emerged under Israel’s military occupation of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 

Understanding the circumstances surrounding its creation helps explain how the group is 

viewed by itself or by non-state actors. Hamas’ complex nature is equally crucial to this 

understanding as it believes in taking arms, but at the same time, runs a network of NGOs 

that provide educational, health, and social services to the Palestinians. Israel, at some point, 
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facilitated the establishment of unions and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the 

Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPTs) hoping that they might reduce the growing influence 

of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). Chapter Four of the thesis examines Hamas’ 

designation as a terrorist organization or a liberation movement as seen by different state-

actors by applying a theory-oriented approach which includes Revolutionary Terrorism, the 

National Liberation Theory and Just War Theory. 

Looking at the theories of terrorism and war, they apply to Hamas in the context of Israel’s 

military occupation of Palestine. The Just War Theory, when applied to Hamas, especially 

its last resort principle, explains how Hamas moved from non-violence to violence with the 

outbreak of the First Palestinian Intifada in 1987, after all international efforts to reach a 

peaceful settlement to the question of Palestine have failed. Hamas was also elected as a 

legitimate authority to lead the Palestinians, as the principles of jus ad bellum calls for, but it 

has taken power in Gaza by the force of arms in 2007.671 At the same time, calling for self-

liberation of the Palestinians meets the conditions of Just War, jus ad bellum, that urges for 

the need to have a just cause and a right intention to wage this war. The proportionality of 

success and balancing between the evils of waging a war and the outcomes of this war against 

Israel by Hamas are minimal, considering Hamas’ military capabilities and isolation in the 

Gaza Strip and Israel’s military might. So, Hamas’ repeated military confrontations with 

Israel in Gaza violate the principle of proportionality and success of the Just War Theory.  

At the same time, Israel has repeatedly violated the principles of Just War, by making no 

distinction between Palestinian civilians and combatants during its repeated attacks on Gaza 

and the West Bank. Thousands of Palestinian civilians have lost their lives in violation of the 

just war, namely Jus in bello’s principles of distinction and proportionality. In these attacks, 

Israel targeted civilian in Palestine.672 The Just War Theory stresses people’s right to self-

determination which gives Hamas the moral justification in this debate. Hamas’ use of 

violence was a last resort after Israel crushed the First Palestinian Intifada in 1987 during 
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which Hamas played a major role in mobilizing the Palestinian masses against Israel through 

mass popular protests. However, Hamas’ lack of commitment to not target civilians deprives 

it of this benefit. 

Hamas is a terrorist group in the eyes of Israel, the EU, the US, Japan, Britain, and Australia. 

In the eyes of Türkiye, Malaysia, Qatar, Algeria, Lebanon, Oman and Kuwait, it is a 

legitimate political group. Looking at Hamas’ internal documents reveals too that the group 

perceives itself as a Palestinian national liberation movement that wages a liberation war 

against Israel and uses Islam as its source of inspiration. When Hamas was created in 1987, 

it published its Charter in 1988 outlining its vision and relationship with Israel. This Charter 

had a more religious discourse and approach than a nationalistic one compared to Hamas’ 

2017 Document of General Principles. It also reflects the interest of Hamas of being removed 

off the terror lists of the EU and the US, unlike the FLN and Hezbollah, two groups that 

exerted less efforts to be removed off international terror lists due to regional and global 

politics, which played into their benefit, unlike Hamas. 

At the same time, a number of state-actors consider Hamas a legitimate political group such 

as Türkiye, Qatar, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Lebanon, Iran and Russia. The reasons why 

these sate-actors view Hamas differently has to do with political and economic interests, 

historical factors, Israel’s ongoing occupation of Palestine, the larger competition between 

Russia and the US, and sectarian politics in the Middle East. In the case of Iran, it views 

Hamas as a legitimate group for political and sectarian politics where the group is considered 

part of the Iran-axis in the region. The ongoing competition between Iran and Israel in the 

region has contributed to the same end. In the case of Qatar and Türkiye, Hamas’ subscription 

to the Türkiye-Qatar axis after the Arab Spring (up until 2016), historical reasons such as the 

case of Türkiye and Palestine, the two countries’ desire to play a broader regional role and 

the competition with other regional powers have all contributed to these countries’ view of 

Hamas as legitimate. 

The Cold War did not impact Hamas initially in the same manner it impacted both Hezbollah 

and the FLN, as Hamas has emerged towards its end. However, Israel’s alliance with the 
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United States, which emerged as the only superpower in the world, greatly contributed to 

isolating the group regionally and globally, considering the US’ influence on many state-

actors. Most Arab countries maintains a careful approach when it comes to dealing with 

Hamas to avoid regional and global ramifications especially that the EU too followed the 

US’ suit and listed Hamas as a terrorist group in 2001. At the same time, it is important to 

note that the EU still engages with Hamas through indirect channels in an attempt to push 

Hamas to change its discourse and meet the conditions of the Middle East Quartet. 

Considering Israel’s ties with the US and the EU and the increasing ties with China and 

Russia (the latter is part of the Quartet), Hamas is likely to remain under regional and global 

isolation in the short run. 

The Arab Spring was the straw that broke the camel’s back in relation to how Hamas is 

viewed in some Arab countries as a terrorist group. The alliance Hamas had with Syria, and 

still has with Iran and Hezbollah, which provide the group with military, financial, political 

support, and know-how, have placed Hamas in a difficult position after the outbreak of a cold 

war between the Saudi-led bloc and the Irani-led bloc in 2011 and the emergence of a new 

regional order in the Middle East. Hamas’ affiliation with the Muslim Brotherhood, which 

was rendered almost banned in the region, has contributed to the group’s isolation and in 

some cases terrorist designation by some Arab countries. This terrorist designation and 

political isolation of Hamas became a reality after Sudan, Bahrain, the UAE, and Morocco 

signed the Abraham Accords to normalize ties with Israel, which views Hamas as a terrorist 

group. This explains why some Arab officials and courts in Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt 

described Hamas as terrorist in the post-Arab Spring era. 
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CHAPTER 5: REFLECTIONS ON LIBERATION, TERRORISM: 

FLN, HEZBOLLAH AND HAMAS 

One reason why some state-actors view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist 

organizations is their commitment to violence. Friedlander noted that “national liberation, 

national renaissance, the restoration of nationhood to the people…is always a violent 

phenomenon.”673 The question is whether violence used by groups as a political weapon is 

permissible or not.674 In the context of settler-colonialism, violence by both state-actors and 

non-state actors is arguably more present as the notion of settler-colonialism is built on the 

negation of the native people and their basic rights, and violence is used excessively to apply 

this; this is the case for the FLN, Hezbollah (to a lesser extent) and Hamas, where the use of 

violence has been a dominant feature of the confrontations between state and non-state 

actors.675 French and Israeli state violence resulted in more violence, and the FLN, Hezbollah 

and Hamas seemed stuck in a cycle of violence and counter violence.  

Some self-perceived liberation groups such as the FLN find it less problematic to use the 

term revolutionary terrorism to describe their actions. For the FLN, revolutionary terrorism 

is a common term in the available literature to describe their own actions against the colonial 

French authorities and Cold War politics and the accompanying global solidarity with 

colonized peoples, have made using the term revolutionary terrorism more acceptable and 

less negative. Among the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, the FLN seems more willing to accept 

the fact that it adopted terrorist tactics to liberate Algeria out of necessity.676 In the words of 

an FLN leader, “urban terrorism like guerrilla warfare is the only method of expression of a 

crushed people.” 677  All the more reason why addressing state-actors’ perceptions of the 

differences and discrepancies between liberation and terrorism is necessary.  
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Alignment with the US or the USSR or the Non-Aligned Movement during the Cold War 

created a network of support to non-state actors, but with the fall of the USSR and emergence 

of the US as the only superpower in a polar world, the concept of terrorism has become more 

negative. Hezbollah and Hamas have viewed themselves as liberation groups and have not 

referred to their actions as terrorism except in very rare cases,678 while Israel, the US, the EU 

view Hezbollah, and Hamas actions as terrorist acts. History, national interests, economic 

ties, and regional and international politics, especially the fall of the USSR and the Arab 

Spring, and the negativity surrounding terrorism in more recent years, all contribute to 

designating their acts in this way. However, this was not the case for the FLN in relation to 

France’s colonial rule in Algeria. Hamas has been affected the most by its terrorist 

designation and has made extensive efforts to remove itself off the terror lists of the EU and 

the US, unlike Hezbollah which the EU and some countries treat its political wing as a 

legitimate force while still condemning its military wing. 

While engaging in revolutionary terrorism, non-state actors use guerrilla warfare as a tactic 

as the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have done. The FLN used many guerrilla warfare tactics 

such as shootings, kidnappings and planting bombs near public transportation and spaces to 

spread fear. Hezbollah has engaged in an intensified campaign of guerrilla warfare against 

Israeli forces pushing Israel out of Lebanon in 2000. This Hezbollah campaign included the 

use of car bombs, shootings, fighting from population centers (in violation of the principles 

of the just war theory), kidnappings, hit and run, and other tactics. This Hezbollah strategy 

of waging guerrilla warfare attacks have proven to be successful against Israel’s conventional 

warfare which lacked the support of the local population, and which too saw indiscriminate 

use of force. Eventually, more casualties were reported on Israel’s side pushing it to withdraw 

from Southern Lebanon in 2000, allowing Hezbollah to claim victory and to engage in 

Lebanese and regional politics more broadly.679 
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Most state-actors are likely to keep their perception of these non-state-actors as terrorist and 

the FLN, Hezbollah Hamas are likely to continue to perceive themselves as liberation groups. 

This is the nature of international politics based mostly on interests and the cost-benefit 

analysis of gains and losses in addition to ideology, history, and other factors. The FLN made 

use of the Cold War to gain more recognition and support by exploiting differences within 

the western bloc to its benefits. However, in the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas, the 

emergence of the US as the only superpower after the end of the Cold War has caused more 

harm than benefit to the two non-state actors vis-à-vis their terrorist designation. The politics 

of the Arab Spring has negatively impacted the FLN’s government, Hezbollah, and Hamas. 

Hezbollah and Hamas have been negatively impacted the most by its outcomes, or the Saudi 

Iranian sectarian politics, which contributed to their further isolation and view as terrorist 

organizations in the region. The anti-government protests in Algeria have further impacted 

the legacy of the FLN as the party that liberated Algeria, creating further challenges to the 

Algerian government.  

5.1. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas Liberation and Just War 

The theoretical debate on terrorism and liberation/war is not only mostly state-centric but 

also controversial. Terrorism and liberation have been the focus of academic discussions for 

decades now. Intra-state relations are complex and state and non-state actors formulate their 

views of each other based on their own histories, interests, ideologies, threat perceptions, 

shared values, individual motivations as well as regional and global politics. Liberation and 

terrorism, in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, have different meanings 

depending on actors and their view considering the above-mentioned factors.  State actors 

deem some non-state actors as terrorist when their interests are threatened, and they feel a 

loss of control. This chapter aims to reflect on how and why specific state-actors view the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas by connecting the National Liberation Theory, the Just War 

Theory and Revolutionary Terrorism with the empirical part of the study and through using 
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a theory-oriented case-study comparative approach. Considering these theories, terrorism 

and liberation could be viewed as having neighborly ties sometimes.680 

The theories of liberation have mostly emerged in the context of the Cold War between the 

western bloc led by the United States and the eastern bloc led by the USSR. The theories of 

liberation such the National Liberation Theory681 and the Just War Theory provide a solid 

base for thinking about liberation/terrorism theoretically, including from the point of view of 

non-state actors, who are often deprived the agency and privilege of expressing themselves, 

rendering them to be defensive. Many aspects of global politics have changed since the 1960s 

and 1970s when the anti-colonial and pro-self-determination discourse gained momentum 

globally. Today, most countries have gained their independence from traditional, and settler-

colonialism and the world’s perception of revolutionary violence has changed drastically, 

making it less appealing, less acceptable, and more negative. Ironically enough, Michael 

Walzer, one of the main defenders of the Just War Theory, considers the Afghanistan war a 

just war. According to him, it was in self-defense of the interests of the United States,682 an 

argument that poses a challenge to the Just War Theory itself, due to the injustices the war 

caused and the civilian losses it resulted in. 

Of the theories of liberation this study detailed, the Just War Theory, advocated by Walzer, 

provides important theoretical grounds from the point of view of state-actors. Revolutionary 

Terrorism also explains the terrorism angle of the study, which is almost entirely state-centric 

However, both theories do not provide a comprehensive picture of liberation and terrorism 

thought, for several reasons. Walzer discusses the importance of unarmed resistance in his 

2005 foreword for Just and Unjust Wars, although his thoughts on non-violence are not part 

of the theory itself. Also, Walzer’s notions on non-violence are limited to the cases of 

invasions, which does not apply to three non-state-actors of this study.683 More theoretical 
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expansion and elaborations are needed to include the agency of non-state actors. Finlay notes 

that this could be done through a theory of legitimate non-terrorist armed resistance as a third 

way debate.684 It should also include state-terrorism and what it entails as the liberation 

literature does not address whether state actor actions help determine whether a movement 

can be seen as terrorist or liberatory.  

The Theory of Just War has also been prominent in providing an explanation to how state-

actors view terrorism and liberation in the cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. The Just 

War Theory has roots in Christian Theology of the Middle Ages,685 and more recently in the 

writings of Kant, Walzer, and Buzan.686 It highlights how state actors are legitimate political 

players who have the right to wage war under certain conditions, including before, during 

and after the end of war. The Just War Theory calls for meeting specific conditions before 

waging a war such as having a legitimate authority to wage the war, making it a last resort, 

assuring that the probability of success and that its outcomes should outweigh its evils.687 

These principles are known as jus ad bellum, or the conditions that lead to war. It also 

provides important principles such as protecting civilians during armed conflicts, through the 

principles of proportionality and discrimination, or the rules of conduct during war, jus in 

bello. It presents principles related to the treatment of civilians and combatants after the end 

of war, jus post bellum, which were introduced by Kant and others.688 

Despite the important theoretical deliberations of the Just War Theory, it is still largely state-

centric, overshadowing the role of non-state actors and their legitimacy. In this debate, where 

non-state actors are central, the Just War Theory does not seem to completely explain the 

role of groups like the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. The issue of having a legitimate authority 

to wage war is a matter of debate as non-state actors might not have a legitimate body to go 

into war sometimes, and that this war could also be waged by individuals in the context of 

foreign occupation. The Just War Theory highlights the importance of self-determination and 
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“the right of people to become free by their own efforts,”689 but at the same time, makes it 

illegitimate for non-state actors to fight from within civilian areas. In the case of Hamas in 

Gaza, for example, it is almost impossible not to fight from civilian areas considering the 

population density, which was created by the flood of refugees resulting from the creation of 

Israel and the mass displacement of the Palestinians in 1948. This is a situation Walzer’s 

theory does not address. 

Placing Hamas under siege in Gaza, which is one of the oldest forms of warfare, violates the 

principles of Just War Theory, which considers siege to be one of “the oldest forms of total 

war.” 690  Walzer highlights the right intention to go to war, which is also open to 

interpretation, which includes imposing siege, thus calling into question the morality of such 

an argument. In this context, the Just War Theory is not without criticism. The principles of 

the Just War Theory, if applied, treat the US Invasion of Afghanistan as a just war too, 

because from the US point of view, they were waged in self-defense and the Iraq war as a 

hardly regime change, which many disagree with.691 Walzer wrote his book, Just and Unjust 

Wars, while on a fellowship in Israel and his treatment of the Six Days War of 1967 as a 

preventive war, Israel’s fear of destruction by its neighbors as “”just fear,”692 and that Israel’s 

first strike is a case of “legitimate anticipation” 693  also might be worthwhile exploring 

whether this sheds doubts or raises questions about some of his theoretical contributions. 

5.1.1. Revolutionary Terrorism 

Of all theories of terrorism, in the context of this study, revolutionary terrorism is the best 

suitable and available theortical bridge that includes both liberation and terrorism to explain 

the use of political violence by the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas.694 The FLN, Hamas and 

Hezbollah have adopted terrorist tactics in their attacks which provided state-actors with the 

excuse to list them as terrorist. Although the FLN and Hamas exist(ed) in the context of 

settler colonialism, regional and global politics such as the Cold War and the Arab Spring 
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have shaped their perceptions as terrorist or liberation groups by state-actors. This is 

especially true in the case of Hezbollah, which was involved in sectarian politics after the 

Arab Spring by being part of the Iran bloc. Hezbollah has left a mixed legacy of fighting 

Israel, carrying out assassinations, and its involvement in the Lebanese and Syrian civil wars. 

Countries decide if a group is a terrorist or a liberation group based on factors such as 

protecting national interests, history, ideology, and threat perception, but one of the major 

differences that distinguish terrorism from liberation is the randomness of terrorism where 

no clear distinction has been made between combatants and non-combatants.695 

There are attempts by scholars such as Finlay to provide an alternative theoretical reading of 

terrorism and liberation, since existing theoretical attempts are either outdated or state-actors 

or non-state actors centric and make states the principal actors of international politics. This 

highlights the need to develop a comprehensive theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist 

resistance that stresses the agency of non-state actors, the narrative of the Global South in the 

context of waging a liberation war as well as the agency and responsibility of both state and 

non-state actors before, during and after the end of war. What the terrorism-liberation debate 

needs today is a theory that explores legitimate resistance and that reconciles the fact that 

non-state actors in the context of foreign occupation use terrorist tactics too, especially in the 

context of settler-colonialism such as the case of the FLN and Hamas. Christopher J. Finlay, 

a scholar, raises this critical argument and explains that the first step to address the theory of 

war is “by offering a theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance to oppression”696 

as existing theories of war and terrorism do not provide a comprehensive answer to why and 

how non-state actors are considered terrorist or liberation groups and they are mostly state 

centric.  

Therefore, there is a need to have a theory of legitimate resistance, as suggested by Finlay, 

where resistance to foreign occupation, which involves using terrorist tactics, is distinguished 

from terrorism. Such a theory could serve as a middle ground between the theories of war 

and terrorism. This theory of legitimate resistance should give agency to non-state and state 
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actors alike in the context of settler-colonialism and foreign occupation. It should make 

international law along with international relations its points of reference. In this theory of 

legitimate resistance, state and non-state actors should abide by the principles of 

proportionality and discrimination. Equally important, restrictions on states and non-state 

actors’ ability to use violence should be applied to ensure more protection of civilians during 

armed conflicts. The post-war period should ensure, within this understanding, access to 

justice and fair trial for people accused of committing wrong doings during war.  

Finlay suggests that there is a need to have a theory of legitimate resistance, to serve as a 

middle ground between the theories of war and terrorism. People under colonization should 

have the right to use all forms of resistance within the restrictions imposed on the conduct 

during war such as protecting civilians, and criteria are set to define what makes a civilian in 

the context of settler colonialism should be introduced too while recognizing people’s right 

to self-determination in the context of foreign occupation.  International law could certainly 

be a point of reference too, however, providing that all actors abide by the principles of 

proportionality and discrimination. Equally important, restrictions on states and non-state 

actors’ ability to use violence could potentially be applied to ensure more protection of 

civilians during armed conflicts. The post-war period should ensure, within this 

understanding, access to justice and fair trial for people accused of committing wrong doings 

during war. People under colonization should have the right to use all forms of resistance 

within the restrictions imposed on the conduct during war such as protecting civilians, and 

criteria are set to define what makes a civilian in the context of settler colonialism should be 

introduced too while recognizing people’s right to self-determination in the context of foreign 

occupation and where revolutionary terrorism could be used such as the cases for the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas. 
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5.2. State-Centric View of Terrorism and Liberation 

Most scholarly contributions to the available literature on the concepts/theories of war and 

terrorism are influenced by state interpretation of terrorism and liberation. This situation is a 

reflection of realpolitik and the general view of terrorism and liberation in the post-9/11 

United States. This is not to say that the available literature on terrorism and liberation lacks 

a critical view of this state-centric view, but to argue that a considerable portion of the 

available literature adopts views in line with that of state-actors. Critical views of terrorism 

from the developing world (the Global South), who have been the main victim of settler-

colonialism and military interventions, seem marginal. Not only this, but theories of 

liberation are mostly state centric, such as the Theory of Just War or non-state actors centric, 

such as the theory of National Liberation. Thus, there is a need for a third debate of a theory 

of non-terrorist resistance to oppression.697 

The state- centric view that equates liberation with terrorism in the context of the FLN in 

Algeria, Hamas in Palestine, and Hezbollah in Lebanon, is unlikely to change anytime soon. 

Thus, regional, and global politics and other factors including but not limited to interests, 

histories, values, ideology, and individual elements shape this heated debate. Terrorism will 

likely continue to be viewed negatively, liberation will be equated to terrorism and vice versa, 

because violence and randomness motivate it, two principles that the West largely reject in 

certain contexts. In addition, whether non-state actors threaten the interests of state-actors or 

support them, this shapes how state-actors view them as terrorist or not. Violence by non-

state actors is unlikely to be normalized and accepted anytime soon in the United States or 

Western Europe even in some cases of military occupation and national liberation struggles. 

Therefore, this perception will continue to pose a dilemma for the FLN, Hezbollah, Hamas 

and other non-state actors using violence to fight foreign occupation in the Global South.  

State-actors view the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist groups or liberation movements 

based on a number of factors including state-interests, economic and political ties, regional 

and global politics. Hamas is a terrorist group in the eyes of Israel, the EU, the US, and 
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Britain. Israel sees in Hamas a threat to its existence as the group is committed to the 

destruction of Israel, refuses to recognize it, carried out hundreds of attacks against Tel Aviv 

which claimed the lives of thousands of Israelis, and maintains strong ties to Iran and 

Hezbollah, Israel’s enemies in the region. As for the US, its strong ties to and support for 

Israel, to the extent Tel Aviv became part of the US domestic politics, Hamas’ refusal to 

recognize Israel and its refusal of the US peace process brokered, Hamas’ commitment to the 

destruction of Israel, and its attacks in Israel that killed Americans, all contributed to the US 

terrorist designation of Hamas in 1997.698  

In the case of Germany and Britain, historical factors related to settler-colonialism, and the 

Holocaust, play a role in their view of Hamas as terrorist, which explains why the two 

countries took harsher stances on Hamas than the rest of the EU. Individual factors too play 

a role such as having pro-Israel politicians such as UK Home Secretary Priti Patel who listed 

Hamas as terrorist in 2021 influenced by her personal strong ties to Israel.699 The EU however 

has adopted a slightly different policy towards Hamas which was open to Hamas’ political 

wing although indirectly, which also applies to Hezbollah’s political wing, as part of the EU 

Good Neighborhood policy. 

The impact of the Cold War and the Arab Spring on the three case studies is vivid. The FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas have clearly identified their discourse, presenting one based on 

liberation despite the view of concerned state-actors of them as liberation movements or 

terrorist organizations. In the case of the FLN, the group recognized the need to use urban 

terrorism as the only option for the Algerian people. In the case of Hezbollah, it did not 

describe its actions as terrorism, but rather legitimate liberation acts which were necessary to 

drive Israeli and foreign forces out of Lebanon. In the case of Hamas, it highlighted its 

liberation nature and Palestinian nationalism. The context in which Hamas exists under siege 

following winning the 2006 PLC elections, has pushed the group to adopt a more pragmatic 

discourse, without giving up its main principles. 
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5.3. The FLN , Hezbollah and Hamas and The Cold War 

The FLN was viewed as a legitimate political group by the Non-Aligned Movement and the 

Arab League as both were supportive of non-state actors waging wars in the context of self-

determination. In addition, these two blocs had economic, political, cultural, and social ties 

to the FLN and the Algerian people, which shaped their views of it. The western bloc, led by 

the US, was not very vocal about criticizing the actions of the FLN fearing that it might get 

closer to the USSR. US president John F. Kennedy, as a young senator, expressed support 

for the FLN and the US refused to provide France with the NATO cover during its war in 

Algeria.700 American officials have criticized the French approach in Algeria, which made 

the FLN reciprocally not adopt a harsh stance on the US, which feared that a French 

withdrawal from Algeria would be filled by the USSR. 

According to FLN’s internal documents, the group paid attention to strengthening its ties 

with China too as an emerging power at the time which was accepted to the UN system with 

the help of Russia, replacing Taiwan. The FLN expressed fear that France’s potential 

diplomatic ties with China would push the latter to take a harsh stance against it, thus the 

need to establish irreversible ties with Beijing at the time.701 Also, The US did not allow 

France to use the NATO cover in Algeria because American politicians knew that the French 

strategy in Algeria would eventually collapse.702 At the same time, the US feared that a 

French withdrawal from Algeria would create a vacuum that might be filled by the USSR. 

The US understood well that pressuring the FLN too hard could further push it towards the 

USSR. The FLN’s ties with the US, therefore, went through ups and down especially after 

the 1967 war. As seen in the FLN case here and with others, global and regional politics have 

played a role in how it is viewed by state-actors.  

Hezbollah, on the other hand, was involved in the politics of the Cold War at Syrian and 

Iranian requests indirectly serving the interests of the USSR. Hezbollah targeted western 

forces in Lebanon in 1980s, including killing hundreds of American and French forces in line 
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with Iran and Syria’s approach of limiting western influence in the region. 703  It also 

kidnapped hundreds of Swiss, German, Italian and American nationals, torturing and killing 

some of them. This alone drew US attention early on to its regional role, and paved the way 

for its terrorist designation, in addition to Hezbollah’s targeting the US’ GCC allies and its 

commitment to the destruction of Israel. Aside from kidnaping Soviet diplomats in 1985, and 

its refusal of both US and USSR hegemony in its Open Letter in the same year, 704 

Hezbollah’s actions during the Cold War, including attacking Israeli targets in France and 

Italy in 1986, still contributed to serving the interests of the USSR. 

Thanks to this balance of power between the US and the USSR, the term terrorism has gone 

through different changes since its onset some 125 years ago in Russia. From being a positive 

term that meant the opposite of being a murderer, i.e., being a political activist, the term today 

has very negative connotations. In the 1950s and 1960s, which was the peak of the military 

actions of the FLN, the term still had its connection to revolution and anti-colonialism despite 

the rise of nation-states after the establishment of the UN. One way to explain this is the 

politics of the Cold War and the balance of power it created, which benefited liberation 

groups the most especially in the context of the FLN. The group seems to have learnt how to 

exploit these differences and balances to its benefit, unlike Hezbollah and Hamas, which 

emerged at times the term terrorism had increasingly gained negative connotations. 

“Terrorism…emerged as a strategy of revolutionary struggle only in the period after World 

War Two.”705 

The concept gained much of the negativity surrounding it after the 1979 Islamic Revolution 

in Iran, which resulted in unleashing the so-called religious terrorism, with which both 

Hezbollah and Hamas have later been associated. Suicide bombings were soon adopted as an 

effective tactic by Hezbollah in Lebanon and later by Hamas in Palestine,706 which largely 

contributed to their terrorist designation. Hezbollah’s training of hundreds of Palestinians 

deported to Lebanon by Israel in 1992 was a major factor that promoted and empowered 
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Hamas members to use suicide bombings against Israel, which contributed to the US and 

Israel’s view of the two groups as terrorist in 1996 and 1997 respectively. The use of suicide 

bombings also contributed to pushing the EU in 2001 to list Hamas as a terrorist group. 

Additionally, Cold War politics placed the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas within regional and 

international blocs, resulting in gains and pains to the three non-state-actors. This helped the 

FLN gain some legitimacy from state-actors and groups associated with the Non-Aligned 

Movement. France’s designation of the FLN as a terrorist group (which did not happen 

immediately as France considered the insurgency of the FLN an issue of law and order at 

first) meant too little for the Front which enjoyed the support of the Non-Aligned Movement 

including Egypt, which supplied it with arms and training.707 The FLN was smarter than 

Hezbollah and Hamas in building regional and international alliances.708 Having to balance 

between the West, the USSR and later China, and enjoying the support of the Non-Aligned 

Movement, allowed the FLN to win international support and legitimacy, thus eventually 

forcing France out of Algeria. This was less the case for Hezbollah, officially founded in 

1985 and which had strong ties to Iran from the very beginning of its emergence in the early 

1982, placing it at the heart of sectarian politics with the outbreak of the Arab Spring.  

The first few years of the establishment of Hezbollah saw the end of the Cold War and the 

start of the change of the world order and its impact on the Middle East. During the Cold 

War, Hezbollah was involved on the side of the USSR, although indirectly and at the request 

of Iran and Syria, despite the fact that the group had rejected both the US and the USSR in 

its Open Letter. Hezbollah had also kidnapped Soviet diplomats in Lebanon in 1985 as part 

of its hostage crises, which lasted for nearly 10 years from 1980-1990.709 Despite kidnapping 

Soviet diplomats at some point, Hezbollah’s approach has always been focused on the West 

by targeting Western interests, embassies, diplomats, and nationals both inside and outside 

Lebanon in line with Iran’s approach of limiting western influence in the region. Hezbollah 

targeting of western diplomats, forces and embassies contributed to it being listed as a 
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terrorist group by the EU and the US. However, the main reason these bodies and state-actors 

listed it as such was because of targeting Israel (in the case of the US), targeting Israel and 

Israeli targets in Europe (in the case of the EU) and its strong ties with Syria and Iran. 

Hezbollah also targeted some GCC and western targets in the Gulf during the Iran-Iraq war 

between 1980-1988 as part of sectarian politics in the Middle East, including targeting 

Kuwait and Saudi Arabia on behalf of Iran.710 The group’s targeting of GCC countries sent 

an early warning to these countries vis-à-vis its ties with Iran and its involvement in sectarian 

politics in the Middle East, which explains why the GCC was the first body in the Arab world 

to list Hezbollah as a terrorist group following its involvement  in the Arab Spring. The Arab 

Spring saw the outbreak of a cold war between Iran and Saudi Arabia, where according to 

the GCC, the group was accused of training GCC nationals to carry out attacks on behalf of 

Iran and Hezbollah and where Hezbollah was directly involved in Syria and Yemen, among 

other countries.711 Hezbollah’s affiliation with Iran meant that Sunni Arab states would view 

the group with suspicion after the Arab Spring, which eventually translated into the GCC and 

Arab League designating it as a terrorist organization. This led to an official Arab boycott of 

Hezbollah, with some exceptions. Hezbollah and Hamas paid the price for their involvement 

in the Arab Spring and with Iran, although their specific involvement and the impact on the 

two groups differ.  

Hamas, on the other hand, was less involved in the Cold War because it emerged towards the 

end of it. However, the emergence of the US as the only superpower meant that Hamas’ 

isolation by the US and its allies, and its terrorist designation, would only increase. Israel’s 

security containment of Hamas, a policy applied by the US against state-actors during the 

Cold War, was applied against Hamas, this time taking a more sophisticated form to push the 

group to offer political concessions. Hamas eventually made some changes to its discourse 

by issuing a new document in 2017 which accepted the two-state solution though it continues 

to refuse to recognize Israel, applied non-violent tactics along with violent ones and made a 

differentiation between Judaism and Zionism. The Hamas 2017 document meant to ease the 
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pressure on Hamas and remove it off terror lists in the EU and the US and make it more 

acceptable regionally especially after the Arab Spring. The shift in designation, however, has 

not yet materialized.712 

It is worth mentioning that the EU and the US have adopted different approaches towards 

Hamas with the EU being more open to indirectly engage with Hamas. The US adopted a 

strict approach towards Hamas compared to the EU for two reasons. Although Hamas has 

not targeted the US, the US-Israel ties has only grown stronger over the years. There is a 

strategic partnership between Israel and the US, and this made the US largely adopt the Israeli 

narrative vis-à-vis Hamas. During Hamas’ attacks against Israel, US nationals were killed, 

including Israeli nationals who held dual citizenships and happened to be in areas targeted 

by Hamas. Hamas has also been committed to the destruction of Israel similarly to Hezbollah 

refusing the peace talks brokered by the US with the Palestinians. Keeping the US’ discourse 

on terror and the 9/11 attacks in mind, and most importantly the US’ strategic relationship 

with Israel, the US will unlikely remove Hamas off its terror list anytime soon. Even if the 

US indirectly engages with Hamas through its Middle East allies, this will unlikely change 

the way the US views Hamas in the short term if Hamas continues to refuse the peace process 

and the two-state solution. 

While the EU still classifies Hamas as a terrorist group, the EU was late to list Hamas as a 

terrorist group compared to Israel and the US. Despite this classification, the EU has 

repeatedly engaged indirectly with Hamas including meetings to resolve the internal 

Palestinian division or to maintain calmness in the Gaza Strip. This is true for both the US 

and the EU which indirectly engaged with Hamas following the May 2021escalation in the 

coastal enclave by calling for reaching a ceasefire and reconstructing Gaza. The EU, too, is 

unlikely to get Hamas off its terror list but it is more likely to get engaged in talks with Hamas 

in the future than the US would. The EU, unlike the US, has repeatedly criticized Israel’s 

policies in the occupied Palestinian territories, which paves the way for talks and 

engagements with Hamas to take place, especially keeping in mind Hamas’ change of 
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discourse and its readiness to accept the two-state solution. The reason the EU still maintains 

diplomatic channels with Hamas is because of Israel’s occupation of Palestine and its Good 

Neighborhood Policy. Another factor that contributed to the isolation of Hamas, and 

Hezbollah for this matter, was the outbreak of the Arab Spring and the re-formation of the 

regional order in the Middle East. 

5.4. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas and The Arab Spring 

Regional politics including the Arab Spring and the increasing number of countries 

normalizing ties with Israel meant that more Arab countries would view Hamas as a terrorist 

group in light of its ties with Iran and Hezbollah. The designation of the Muslim Brotherhood 

as a terrorist organization in 2013 by Egypt, the UAE and Saudi Arabia and the ongoing 

Palestinian division has contributed to the isolation of Hamas and its terrorist designation. A 

similar situation applies to Hezbollah, which has completely sided with the Iran axis during 

the Arab Spring, providing support for groups working against the interests of the GCC such 

as the Houthis in Yemen.713 In 2016, at the request of Saudi Arabia, the GCC listed Hezbollah 

as a terrorist group citing its intervention in the GCC affairs. The involvement of Hezbollah 

in the Iraq-Iran war by targeting Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, sent early warnings to the GCC 

about the sectarian nature of Hezbollah vis-à-vis its involvement in regional politics. The US 

cited that Hezbollah’s attacks against Israel, its refusal of the US brokered peace process and 

its targeting of US forces and diplomats, are behind listing the group as terrorist.714 

The politics of the Arab Spring and more recently the normalization deals signed between 

Israel and four other Arab countries, known as the Abraham Accords, have impacted the 

legitimacy and discourse of Hamas and how some Arab governments view the group. Unlike 

Hezbollah, Hamas was safe, at least on paper, from being classified as a terrorist organization 

by most Arab countries. However, following the outbreak of the Arab Spring and Hamas’ 

siding with Iran, and more recently the Arab normalization waves with Israel, there is a 

growing possibility that some Arab countries might classify Hamas as a terror group as they 

did with Hezbollah in 2016. Now, some Arab countries already deal with Hamas from 
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security lenses and the ground is fertile at least for some of these governments to designate 

Hamas as a terrorist organization. In fact, Saudi Arabia has publicly called Hamas a terrorist 

group, while courts in the UAE and Egypt used the same wording to refer to it after the Arab 

Spring over its Muslim Brotherhood, Iran and Hezbollah ties. 

Iran’s relations with Hamas and Hezbollah and the sectarian regional politics in the Middle 

East will likely continue to shape how countries in the region view the two groups. However, 

Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian territories and Hamas’ lack of involvement in the 

internal affairs of Arab countries will likely mean that some state-actors in the region will 

continue to view Hamas as a legitimate political party too. Countries, such as the UAE, Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia will still view Hamas as part of the Iranian axis due to the public support 

the group receives from the Islamic Republic. Countries such as Türkiye, Malaysia, Algeria, 

and Qatar view Hamas as a legitimate political group due to historical, economic, religious, 

and political reasons. Qatar and Türkiye, as part of maximizing their influence in the Middle 

East, and as part of the ongoing regional competition with other regional blocs after the Arab 

Spring, and due to Israel’s ongoing occupation of Palestine, have ties with Palestinian 

political factions including Hamas, and view it as a legitimate political party. 

The involvement of the FLN in regional politics after the Arab Spring was very limited as 

the FLN had already become a state-actor (Algeria). Over accusations of mismanagement 

and lack of democracy, the Algerian government was faced by popular protests calling for 

reforms in 2019. 715  The FLN, however, because of its earlier establishment, was more 

involved in and influenced by the politics of the Cold War compared to Hezbollah and 

Hamas. By applying a strategy of balancing its relationships between and against global 

powers and due to its Non-Aligned Movement ties, the FLN was able to have multiple ties 

with China, the USSR, the US, Egypt, and Morocco (the Non-Aligned Movement) all at the 

same time. These ties reflect the political maturity of the FLN compared to Hamas and 

Hezbollah, where it eventually led Algerians to victory over France. Though France viewed 

the FLN as terrorist, the US, China, Egypt, Tunisia, and the USSR did not. This FLN 
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relational strategy of balancing led to the role it played in the American hostages’ crisis in 

Iran in 1981 and their eventual release,716 as well as brokering an agreement between Iraq 

and Iran in 1975.717 The FLN’s ties with the US went through ups and downs, especially over 

the US support for Israel and its request from Spain to withdraw from Western Sahara. 

The Arab Spring has greatly impacted Hamas. The siege on Gaza has further tightened and 

Hamas was increasingly suffocated in the Gaza Strip, a siege that contributed a great deal to 

the suffering of the Palestinians at large. Hamas’ departure from Syria has impacted its 

relationship with Iran. This explains why the movement sent a number of thank-you letters 

to Iran to repair its damaged ties with Tehran, its main military supporter, after the Arab 

Spring and its departure from Syria. These thank-you letters succeeded in resuming the ties 

between the two parties, albeit at a smaller scale than they were before the Arab Spring. 

Hamas’ relationship with other countries such as Qatar, Türkiye and Egypt created a dilemma 

for the movement in light of the nature of this relationship and the changing nature of politics 

in the Middle East. For Iran, the group is not clear enough where it stands, and this limits the 

possibility of further improving their ties. It appears that Hamas is satisfied with this equation 

in which it maintains political and military ties with different state-actors, some of which are 

adversaries, at the same time. But this Hamas approach will create challenges for the 

movement the same as it creates opportunities, the least of which is losing some of its 

popularity in the Arab world, as Hezbollah did. 

5.5. The FLN, Hezbollah, Hamas’ View of Terrorism and Liberation 

The FLN Proclamation of Independence, called for launching a “true revolutionary 

struggle,”718 by seeking help from Morocco and Tunisia, which were part of the Non-Aligned 

Movement. The FLN aimed at restoring Algeria and establishing a state based on the 

principles of Islam and promoting freedoms without discrimination. The public opinion was 

central to the Front, where the FLN said it would fight corruption and adopt reforms. It sought 

to internalize the Algerian question, achieve North African unity, and express solidarity with 
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all peoples who support its struggle, a strategy that was largely successful. The FLN initiated 

a dialogue with the French authorities to reduce bloodshed, free detainees, and make null and 

void all laws that made Algeria “French soil.”719 The FLN offered to respect French interests, 

cultural and economic, allow French nationals to remain in Algeria if they wished to, and 

establish ties with France on the basis of equality, which France refused, as it saw the FLN’s 

revolution as an issue of law and order in light of France’s view of Algeria as French.720 

Hezbollah views itself as the “sons of the Muslim (Ummah) Nation, the vanguard of the 

Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979, that obeys the instruction of the leader of the Islamic 

Revolution in Iran Khomeini,”721 and called for bringing to account the Christian Phalanges 

for “crimes,” committed against the Lebanese and Palestinian people, as outlined in the Open 

Letter.722 It made its goal to expel western forces out of Lebanon and establish an Islamic 

Republic, in line with its dedication to the teachings of the jurist of the Islamic evolution in 

Iran, a goal it abandoned in its 2009 manifesto. 723  Hezbollah was very clear from the 

beginning that its ties with and inspiration from Iran are central to its discourse, as is its 

theology of liberation, stressing that it’s a Lebanese group with a liberation discourse that 

emerged during the Lebanese Civil War over differences with the other main Shite group, 

Amal, as to how to deal with the Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon. Its focus on helping 

the downtrodden, the marginalized, and the oppressed, a word that is repeated 31 times, along 

with the word oppressors, in its 1985 letter,724 won it popularity in Lebanon through its 

provision of social services. It has expressed its refusal to both the hegemony of the US and 

the USSR and expressed its commitment to the destruction of Israel by using arms.725 The 

use of a discourse based on supporting the oppressed resonate with the discourse used by 
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Hamas in its 1988 Charter and internal documents,726 as well as with the Philosophy of 

Liberation and the approach of José Simeón in supporting the oppressed.727 

Looking at Hamas’ internal documents reveals too that the group perceives itself as a 

Palestinian national liberation movement with an Islamic foundation that wages “a liberation 

war” against Israel and uses Islam as its source of inspiration. When Hamas was created in 

1987, its 1988 Charter outlined its vision and relationship with Israel. This Charter had a 

more religious discourse and approach than a nationalistic one compared to Hamas’ 2017 

Document of General Principles. It reflected Hamas’ lack of political maturity at the time of 

its inception, while over the decades it has shown to have relatively gained increasing 

political awareness. This is also reflected in Hamas’ interest to be removed off the EU and 

US terror lists, whereas the FLN and Hezbollah are two groups that exerted less effort to be 

removed from international terror lists due to regional and global politics which played into 

their benefit. 

The Hamas document of general principles in 2017 advocated a more moderate approach, 

accepted two-state solution without recognizing Israel and highlighted its liberation nature. 

In an attempt to evade the label of anti- Semitism, the movement highlighted the conflict in 

Palestine is not between Muslims and Jews but rather against Zionism and Israel as a political 

project. The group insisted on the need to keep its arms which goes in line with the 

interpretation of the National Liberation Theory and the contributions of Amilcar Cabral, 

who calls for taking arms against the occupying power, which also goes in line with the 

approaches of both Hezbollah in Lebanon against Israel and the FLN in Algeria against 

France. Along with armed resistance, Hamas has highlighted the importance of non-violent 

resistance, but all these efforts made no state actors change their view of Hamas. Countries 

that view Hamas as terrorist in the past continue to do so and their number has increased after 

the Arab Spring due to the involvement of the group in sectarian politics and the wave of 

normalization with Israel in the Middle East region. 
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5.6. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas: A Comparative Examination 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas share four main characteristics: 1. Being viewed as terrorist 

or liberation groups by different state actors. 2. Taking arms as a strategy to end forms of 

colonialism and occupation. 3. Engaging in civil war. 4. Claiming legitimacy as liberation 

movements to govern and at the same time failing at government. The FLN was about to 

engage in a full-out civil war in Algeria during the Algerian War of Independence (1954-

1962) and later engaged in a civil war following losing the 1991 elections. As for Hezbollah, 

it emerged during the Lebanese civil war and one reason it was created was to fight other 

Lebanese factions such as the Lebanese Forces and the Israel-created South Lebanon Army 

(SLA). Hamas too engaged in a full-out civil war with its main rival, Fatah, after it was placed 

under siege in Gaza in 2006, eventually violently taking over the Gaza Stirp and kicking 

Fatah out in 2007. 

The three groups have advocated taking arms to end foreign domination. Hezbollah was able 

to drive Israeli and other foreign forces out of Lebanon by 2000. Hezbollah still keeps its 

arms today and improves its capabilities under the pretext of Israel’s ongoing occupation of 

Lebanese territories, which the UN considers Syrian. Hamas too adopts a largely armed 

resistance strategy against Israel, and it continues to improve its military capabilities, with 

the help of Iran and Hezbollah, under the pretext of Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian 

territories, a connection that contributes to its negative perception after the Arab Spring. 

Hamas has recently accepted non-armed resistance; however, it has not given up the principle 

of armed resistance on which it was founded and is still central to the movement’s thinking. 

As for the FLN, it has tried the path of dialogue with France, as outlined by the Just War 

Theory, but France’s refusal to recognize the rights of Algerians made the FLN adopt taking 

arms as the only way to gain Algeria’s independence as outlined by the Theory of National 

Liberation. Today, the Algerian army, which was formed by FLN fighters after 

independence, still plays a strong role in Algerian politics due to this historical legacy of 

taking arms against France. The FLN was saved the brunt of the Cold War due to its ties with 

the Non-Aligned Movement and balancing against global powers. The FLN ties with the 
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USSR meant at the same time it would import an economic model from the USSR which still 

have negative implications for Algeria as of today. 

The FLN’s initial approach was to get the French out of Algeria through dialogue, advocated 

by FLN leaders who believed talks could push France to leave Algeria, as Walzer suggests 

in making a war a last resort.728 Yet, after France refused to keep its promises to Algerians, 

by granting them the long-awaited independence after the end of the First World War and 

following the killing of nearly 45,000 Algerians who went to the streets to call for 

independence in 1945 at the hands of French forces,729 the FLN’s approach toward violence 

shifted completely. In response to the French mass killings in May 1945, more FLN leaders 

made calls to adopt armed resistance as a strategy to end the French colonization of Algeria. 

There is no doubt that violence brings about more violence. The more France turned violent 

in Algeria, the more the FLN internalized this violence both against France as well as their 

own people who collaborated with France or held different views than the FLN. The FLN 

became convinced that the (only) way out to gain independence from France was by taking 

arms and facing the French settler-colonial state with violence and fire, bringing both 

international solidarity and condemnation to the FLN. This condemnation of the FLN’s use 

of violence mattered less at the time due to the political context of the Cold War, which 

brought other negative economic implications for the group.730 

Although the use of terrorist tactics came at a high human cost, the FLN’s approach proved 

to be effective. In the same vein, Hamas had initially adopted a non-violent approach when 

it was first created in 1987, leading the protests of the Intifada. These non-violent strategies 

were confronted by Israeli state violence, including adopting a policy of crushing the bones 

of Palestinians, leading Hamas, like the FLN with France, to eventually shift toward violence, 

a principle it highlighted in its 1988 Charter.731 Hezbollah, on the other hand, emerged during 

the Lebanese civil war, which meant that, although it had wings that provided services to 
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those marginalized and, in the words of the group “oppressed (mustad'afin)”732 among the 

Shiites of Lebanon, it also committed to violence from an early stage. Iran’s state sponsorship 

of the group, which was further strengthened with the outbreak of sectarian conflicts in the 

Middle East, meant that Hezbollah’s commitment to violence came much earlier than that of 

the FLN and Hamas. This also explains why Hezbollah was impacted the most by the 

sectarian politics of the Arab Spring compared to Hamas and the FLN. 

Hezbollah had a similar experience when Israeli forces were forced to withdraw from 

Lebanon in May 2000 after a guerrilla warfare campaign in which the group applied 

psychological terrorism tactics.733 In each case for the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, taking 

arms, although it brought the terrorist designation to the three non-state actors, have proven 

to be the path to claim victories, big and small. Hezbollah’s early years too, in which it 

focused on establishing charitable networks in the fields of healthcare and education, was 

initially peaceful. In fact, it was Hezbollah’s discourse that focused on siding with the 

oppressed and its charitable work, just like that of Hamas, that helped the group boost its 

popularity among the Shiites of Lebanon, who were viewed as a marginalized group 

politically, economically, and culturally. The provision of social services by the FLN, 

Hezbollah and Hamas have been largely applied and by other non-state actors as a strategy 

to gain popularity. Besides gaining popularity, they were addressing the basic needs of their 

people – and by doing so, this built a connection with the non-state actors’ political 

motivations as well. In the words of Sageman, “social bonds are the critical element in this 

process [of joining the jihad] and precede ideological commitment.”734 

Another feature that characterizes the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, was the outbreak of civil 

wars. In the case of the FLN, the argument that what happened in Algeria between the French 

settlers and the Algerians was a civil war is simplistic and negates the historical fact that 

Algeria was subject to French settler-colonialism. This notion advocates a one-sided view of 

the French rule of Algeria, which some Algerian elites advocated too in the form of 
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federalism or integration at some point. A civil war happens between the components of one 

nation. Agreeing with this argument means accepting French colonization of Algeria as 

legitimate and denying Algerians their agency and right to end it, in light of the principle of 

self-determination. It also presents an imbalanced view of the war in Algeria and Algerians’ 

view of their struggle against France’s long settler-colonial rule as a liberation war, which is 

critical to the debate on liberation and terrorism. The infighting however, among French 

settlers and the French army, which broke out after France declared its intention to withdraw 

from Algeria, could potentially be viewed as a civil war although some of these assassinations 

took place in Algeria.735  

At the same time, Algerians themselves experienced civil war both during the Algerian War 

of Independence which ended in 1962 and after. This research highlights the symptoms of 

Algerian civil war pre-independence (by stressing the role of the French factor too) 

manifested in massacres and assassinations committed against different Algerian groups and 

those carried out by Algerians themselves over differences how to deal with France. This 

includes the FLN violence inflicted on Algerians working under the command of France 

known as Hirakis.736 These assassinations carried out by the FLN against Algerians who 

wanted integration with France were encouraged by France in line with its policy of divide 

and rule. Additionally, Algerians who fought alongside France have added insult to injury, 

where they and their families are still viewed as traitors as of today, creating more divisions 

within the Algerian society.  

Hezbollah itself was part of the Lebanese civil war which broke out in 1975 partially due to 

the Palestinian militant presence in Lebanon (the PLO) and the sectarian politics that divided 

the country over which international and regional powers (namely France, the US, Iran, and 

Syria) had a strong influence. Hezbollah fought other Lebanese parties, mainly Christian 

groups such as the Lebanese Forces during the civil war, adopting a discourse of defending 

the rights of what it described as oppressed Shiites in Lebanon, as a strategy to expand and 

win more popularity. After the end of the Lebanese civil war, which was facilitated by Israel 
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and other regional and international powers, Hezbollah decided to join politics in 1992 at the 

request of Iran and Syria in an attempt to win legitimacy in the post-civil-war-torn country 

in line with Iran’s theology. 737  The civil war in Lebanon had a significant impact on 

Hezbollah and its involvement in Lebanese politics with the group tightening its grip on 

power over the years with the help of Syria and Iran especially after 2005. Hezbollah has 

become a quasi-state in Lebanon, acquiring arms and increasing its military capabilities by 

using the Israeli control of the disputed Shiba farms as an excuse to build its military arsenal 

and debunk criticisms of its armament by different Lebanese and international actors. 

The Palestinians, too, were not an exception to civil war. In addition to being involved in the 

Lebanese civil war between 1975-1989, Palestinians fought a civil war in Gaza in 2007. 

Following Hamas’ electoral victory in 2006, it was placed under siege in the Gaza Strip by 

different state-actors such as Israel and Egypt, a form of warfare Walzer considers one of the 

oldest forms of warfare and aggression.738 With the gap between Hamas and Fatah, the two 

major Palestinian political parties in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, widening politically 

over Hamas’ refusal to accept the Quartet conditions, specifically the recognition of Israel, 

accepting a two-state solution and previous agreements signed between the PLO and Israel,739 

a civil war broke out in 2006-2007, which ended with Hamas’ violent takeover of the Gaza 

Strip. International interventions adding fuel to the fire of civil war can’t be overlooked, 

where Hamas and Fatah took arms and fought in the streets of Gaza, resulting in the killing 

of hundreds of Palestinians. Hamas’ takeover of the Gaza Strip increased its regional 

isolation especially after the Arab Spring and paved the way for more state-actors, including 

Arab states, to view it increasingly as a terrorist group. 

Hamas was founded as the first Palestinian Intifada broke out in 1987, where it led largely 

peaceful protests of the Intifada that were initially meant to protest the killings of four 

Palestinian laborers from Jabaliya refugee camp in the Gaza Strip by an Israeli truck driver. 

Israel’s violent suppressing of the first Intifada, meant that the protests, and Hamas which 
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evolved along with them, would eventually turn to violent tactics. Though Hamas started as 

a nonviolent group during the First Intifada, by the time they released their 1988 Charter a 

year later, they had started to call for the use of violence because of the repression by the 

Israeli state. It is also true to say that Hamas at that time did not have the means to engage in 

violence and its military structures were not yet mature and were still evolving as it had only 

called for the use of violence in its 1988 Charter.740 The same as France did with the FLN in 

Algeria, Hamas’ violence in Palestine was faced with more Israeli violence that also included 

breaking the bones of the Palestinians and arresting and killing thousands of them throughout 

the years of the Intifada.  

Hamas and Hezbollah have shown little tolerance towards dissent voices. In the case of 

Hamas, its crackdown on Palestinian dissent at some stages cannot be viewed in isolation 

from the crackdown of Israel on the Palestinians on one hand and the Palestinian Authority’s 

crackdown against Hamas’ members on the other hand, especially after the Oslo Accords. 

Hamas was placed under a tight 15-year siege in the Gaza Strip following its violent takeover 

of the coastal enclave in 2007,741 in which the group used much violence against its political 

rivals too.  

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, have expressed mutual solidarity with each other in line 

with the Theory of National Liberation’s deliberations.742 While the FLN came into existence 

much earlier than Hezbollah and Hamas, its political extension and wings today continue to 

express solidarity with the Palestinian people, including with Hamas, whose officials made 

repeated visits to Algeria, for reasons related to the history of settler-colonialism.743 Algeria’s 

position on the Palestinian cause including on Hamas is a reflection of a popular trend in the 

country and a historical position that calls for supporting the Palestinians, because Algerians 

feel that there is a connection between their experience under French settler-colonialism and 

the experience of the Palestinians under Israeli settler-colonialism. Palestinians too share this 
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sentiment, and it is not strange to see Palestinian flags flying at Algerian protests or Algerian 

flags flying at Palestinian protests, which also resonate with the principle of solidarity of the 

National Liberation Theory. 

This sense of solidarity also extends to Hamas (and Palestinian political parties at large) 

towards Hezbollah during the 2006 war with Israel and vice versa. Hezbollah’s media has 

always covered Palestinian confrontations with the Israeli forces during the Intifadas or 

following the outbreak of clashes with Israel. The Israeli withdrawal from Southern Lebanon 

was closely observed and celebrated by the Palestinians in 2000. Not only this, but Hezbollah 

has also fought alongside the Palestinians (PLO) during the Lebanese civil war in which 

Palestinian factions in Lebanon were involved. Some of Hezbollah’s leaders have received 

training at the PLO’s camps in Lebanon and were active members of Palestinian factions 

such as Fatah. When Israel deported 415 Palestinians from the Islamic Jihad and Hamas to 

Southern Lebanon in 1992, Hezbollah provided them with help and trained some of them.744 

This relationship between Hamas and Hezbollah, which contributed to their terrorist 

designation, especially in light of sectarian politics in the Middle East, continues today.  

Hezbollah has publicly said it provided Palestinian factions, including Hamas, with weapons 

and expertise, including the know-how to manufacture drones and missiles. The May 2021 

escalation in the Gaza Strip between Palestinian factions, led by Hamas, has shown once 

again the fruits of this coordination and solidarity at the highest levels between Hezbollah 

and Hamas. Hamas’ leader in Gaza Yihya Alsinwar, who spent nearly 20 years in Israeli 

jails, said rockets fired at Israel from Southern Lebanon during the escalation were a 

coordinated effort between Hamas and Hezbollah, which again speaks of this coordination 

and solidarity among the two non-state actors, which will likely maintain their terrorist view 

by regional and international powers. Hamas has too condemned Israeli attacks against Syria, 

although it officially left the country due to the outbreak of the civil war in 2011, a move that 

reveals the group’s desire to mend its ties with the Iran bloc. Today, Hamas seems in a 

dilemma of balancing its relations with Hezbollah, Iran, and Syria on one hand and losing 
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some of its popularity in the region over the role of Hezbollah and the Syrian government of 

Bashar Al-Assad and Iran in the Syrian civil war on the other hand. The international 

balancing of the FLN against global powers proved to be effective. However, the regional 

balancing of Hezbollah and Hamas today, in light of the ongoing sectarian conflicts in the 

Middle East region, seems increasingly more complicated and less effective. 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas lack a roadmap to move from war to government, which 

impacted their designation, in the case of the FLN recognizing it as a legitimate group after 

independence, and in the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas recognizing them as terrorist after 

winning elections. Liberating a country is one thing and moving into democratic governance 

is another process that many non-state actors might not be able to carry out smoothly.745 In 

the case of FLN, its military leaders were the ones who led the country after independence, 

but unlike their promises of establishing a democracy, they have engaged in a civil war and 

a coup. Thus, the military in Algeria, formed out of the FLN, still has the final say in the 

country over politics. All Algerian presidents have either emerged out of the FLN or had its 

support to run for president. As for Hezbollah and Hamas, although the military leadership 

does not run for government, politicians who have the strong backing of the military have a 

better chance to run for and win the election. Hamas’ military wing still has much influence 

over decisions and governance, especially in the Gaza Strip. The two groups have also 

cracked down on critical dissidents who called for democratic reforms. 

While non-state actors such as the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have been expected to stick 

to non-violence by international actors, settler-colonialism, on the contrary, has always been 

violent and in some cases brutal. This is true to France in Algeria and Israel in Palestine. The 

nature of settler-colonialism thus poses further challenges to the FLN, Hamas and Hezbollah 

and their commitment to non-violence. Settler-colonialism has been built on multiple forms 

of violence including the forced expulsion of the owners or inhabitants of the land, arrest, 

dehumanization, torture, denying people access to medical care, travel restrictions, control 

and surveillance, siege, and deportation. At the same time, settler-colonial states replace 
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indigenous peoples with settlers who, unlike indigenous people, enjoy full rights, which the 

owners of the land lack, such as access to clean water and fertile land. This creates a feeling 

of helplessness among the indigenous population and its political forces, which result in 

forms of resistance, including violence and uprising. Many non-state actors from the Global 

South including the FLN, and Hamas, got involved in non-violent resistance at the start of 

their struggle, as Walzer stipulates in the Just War Theory, and his notion of the “non-

combatant enemy.”746 yet the violent reaction of the colonial settler-states toward them and 

their struggle for freedom has encouraged them to adopt violence and/or terrorist tactics, as 

this is how these groups believe the world will finally listen to them.  

5.7. The Impact of Designation on the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

The designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations by relevant 

state-actors have had significant impacts on their international legitimacy and these groups’ 

ability to have the designation be changed. In the case of the FLN, France’s designation of 

the Front as terrorist had the least impact on it. This had to do with the development of the 

concept of terrorism which initially had a more positive spin when it first emerged some 125 

years ago in modern-day Russia. A Russian anarchist screamed, “I am a terrorist, not a 

murderer,”747 after shooting and injuring the Governor of St. Petersburg in 1878, which 

reveals how the concept has evolved over time especially after World War Two and the rise 

of nation states with the establishment of the UN system. At the time, political violence was 

viewed legitimate and positive and to some extent acceptable targeting of the state. In the 

1950s and 1960s too, when many countries were still fighting to win their independence from 

traditional and settler-colonialism, the concept was not as negative as it is today because the 

fight for self-determination was seen as a legitimate struggle. The shift in seeing struggles 

for liberation as legitimate or negatively explains how and why state-actors have the power 

and privilege to designate non-state actors as terrorist or not. 
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After the Arab Spring, it has proven that getting into sectarian politics, might have negative 

implications for non-state actors, even in the context of military occupation and settler-

colonialism. This has even proven to be increasingly true in light of the normalization deals 

between Israel and some Arab countries, which would make non-state actors such as Hamas, 

feel more isolated and further expand their terrorist designation in the future by more state-

actors. The FLN was saved the implications of the Arab Spring as it became a state-actor, 

but not completely as the Algerian state and ruling party faced protests in 2019 over the lack 

of jobs and the worsening economic conditions in the country. The FLN brought an economic 

model from the USSR to the country that it was not in need of. 

Although the terrorist designation of the FLN had less implications compared to Hezbollah 

and Hamas, the FLN was pushed to forge ties with international and regional powers such as 

Egypt, China, the US, and the USSR. This mitigated the negative implications of the terrorist 

label of the FLN which adopted a strategy of balancing against regional and global powers. 

The ties the FLN had with the USSR in particular had long-term implications on the Algerian 

state and people. This was clearly manifested in importing a Soviet-inspired economic model 

to the country which still have negative economic implications on Algeria, as the FLN aspired 

to establish a government maintained by the workers with Algerians taking to the streets in 

1988 and 2019 to protest economic conditions and the lack of democracy.748 This might 

indicate that once non-state actors become state actors, could they behave in a way that 

internalizes state power and enact similar violence towards their people but within a civil war 

rather than fighting a colonial power?  The Algerian army, an extension of the FLN, did so 

because it considers itself the keeper of the state in light of its liberation legitimacy and 

legacy.749 Keeping the liberation legitimacy of the FLN in consideration, the Algerian army 

saw itself the legitimate power that gained its legitimacy from its liberation war against 

France, thus refusing the election results and dragging the country into a decade of civil war. 

Avoiding the impact of being listed as a terrorist group due to the politics of the Cold War 

did not mean that the FLN was able to mitigate the impact of importing a USSR-inspired 
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economic model into Algeria, which had proved to be catastrophic to the economy, as the 

needs of the Algerian economy were different from that of the USSR. This has paved the 

way for Algerians to take to the streets in the late 1980s to protest their worsening economic 

conditions. These bad economic conditions made it easier for the Islamic Salvation Front 

(FSI) to win the 1991 elections, which were rejected by the Algerian army and resulted in a 

decade-long civil war. The Algerian army, many of its members fought alongside the FLN 

during the War of Independence, considered that the army had the liberation legitimacy to 

govern the country due to its role during the war with France, even though Algerians said 

otherwise in the electoral boxes. This FLN self-perceived liberation legitimacy has resulted 

in a lack of democracy and corruption which Algerians continue to protest as of today, further 

creating instability in the country as exemplified by the Hirak Movement of 2019. 

The international community, although it refused the use of violence, still expressed support 

for the aspirations of the Algerian people. This put France in an uncomfortable position and 

made it eventually lose the international legitimacy of its war in Algeria. Despite this, 

countries such as the US preferred to choose strategic silence because it feared that a French 

withdrawal from Algeria will create a vacuum that might be filled by the USSR. The FLN’s 

strategy to have multiple ties with different regional and global powers allowed Algeria to 

win international solidarity as outlined by Cabral and the Theory of National Liberation,750 

especially that the FLN’s taking arms resulted in more violence in Algeria at the hands of 

France, “allowing the FLN to mobilize the rest” of Algerians.751 

The use of violence by the FLN during the Algerian War of Independence (1954-1962) 

against France was proceeded with a more brutal campaign of violence by the colonial 

authorities against the FLN. The exclusion of some FLN leaders from political life after 

independence and the violence used against Algerians who protested the economic 

conditions in 1988 or those who called for respecting the results of the 1991 election, lost by 

the FLN, are prime examples of the FLN intolerance. At the same time, compared to Hamas 

and Hezbollah, the FLN relatively showed some flexibility at some point towards dissent 
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voices in the country, an approach initiated by former Algerian president Bouteflika, who 

won some popularity for introducing legal reforms and engaging in a process of 

reconciliation to end the scars of the civil war of the 1990s.752 

Hezbollah’s military intervention in Syria in 2013, following the outbreak of the civil war in 

the country in 2011, has had a serious impact on the way Arab peoples and state-actors view 

the group. It could be argued that the group’s intervention in Syria was the straw that broke 

the camel’s back in relation to how Hezbollah is viewed in the Middle East as a terrorist 

group by most state-actors and peoples. Hezbollah’s initial popularity in the Arab world was 

due to the group’s fighting Israel, bringing Israel’s occupation of Southern Lebanon to an 

end in May 2000 and fighting another short war with Israel in 2006. Hezbollah was more 

involved in the politics of the Arab Spring compared to the FLN and Hamas thus the impact 

of the Arab Spring on it was vivid.753 The GCC accuses Hezbollah of intervening in its own 

affairs and carrying out military intervention in Syria after the group sent thousands of 

militants to support Al-Assad government, which most GCC countries wanted to topple 

down at the time.  

The image of Hezbollah has been largely shattered in the Arab world following its military 

involvement in Syria in 2013 and its involvement in Yemen and Bahrain, regardless of its 

anti-Israel discourse. This view and designation have only worsened after Hezbollah's 

military intervention in Yemen to support the Houthis, bringing Lebanese-Saudi ties to a 

complete halt in 2021 and challenging Hezbollah’s claims and discourse. The Iranian factor 

in the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas has shaped how Sunni Arab states view the two non-

state actors, although the impact on Hamas was less than that of Hezbollah. Though 

Hezbollah abandoned its 2009 manifesto calling for an Islamic Republic in Lebanon, it still 

views the Islamic Revolution in Iran as its main source of inspiration and theology and desire 

to export this revolution to the world. 754  Hezbollah’s approach goes in line with using 

ideology and national education to unify the masses as stipulated by the Theory of National 
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Liberation as its active participation in the Arab Spring and ideological connection to Iran is 

connected to unifying the masses.755 Hamas’ ties with Iran and Hezbollah have contributed 

to its increasing perception in the Middle East as a proxy group of Iran after the Arab Spring, 

although it adopted a discourse advocating ties with Sunni Arab countries too.756 

Placing Hamas under siege in the Gaza Strip was a double-edged sword, as it pushed the 

group to improve its military capabilities and fight a total of four wars (military incursions) 

against Israel between 2008 and 2021. The Palestinian political division, which is more 

apparent between Palestinian political elites, has been partially enforced by Israel (through 

geographic separation and other means), and is still unresolved as of 2023. Placing the group 

under siege in Gaza also pushed Hamas to publish its new document of general principles,757 

which adopted a more moderate discourse, accepting a two-state solution and making a 

distinction between Judaism and Zionism, all in an attempt though failed, to get itself of the 

terror lists of the US and the EU. 

Most countries in the anti-Iran bloc in the Middle East still view Hamas with suspicion and 

try to minimize its role and political agency as a representative of the Palestinians. This is 

due to the military and political support Hamas publicly receives from Iran, especially after 

the Arab Spring, despite being a Sunni-Islam group. The normalization of ties between Israel 

and some Arab countries such as the UAE, Bahrain and Sudan have contributed to further 

isolating Hamas and viewing it as illegitimate in the region.758 In the case of the FLN in 

Algeria, France’s view of the group as terrorist did not have the same impact as it has had on 

Hezbollah and Hamas for several reasons outlined in the following paragraphs. 

Similarly, Hamas’ growing arsenal of rockets and weapons have also enabled it to take over 

the Gaza Strip after it won the 2006 election, which the West refused to accept.759 The group 

was faced by international isolation, where the Quartet asked Hamas to recognize Israel and 

agreements signed by the PLO with Israel. Hamas’ isolation has pushed it to adopt less 
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tolerant policies against critical voices within the Palestinian society. Hamas has in many 

instances grown impatient of Palestinians criticizing its governance and the lack of 

employment opportunities resulting from placing the group, and the Palestinians at large, 

under siege in Gaza for 16 years. Placing Hamas under siege had only pushed the group to 

improve its military capabilities which have clearly advanced over the years, thanks to Iran’s 

support that became even more sensitive after the Arab Spring. Hamas’ ties to Iran and 

Hezbollah explains why an increasing number of Arab governments, which are part of the 

Saudi-led bloc, have turned more hostile towards the group, with some Arab governments, 

officials, and courts calling Hamas a terrorist organization more recently, especially with the 

outbreak of the Qatar diplomatic crisis in 2017.760 Hamas and Hezbollah turning into quasi-

states have also impacted their designation by relevant state-actors, which recalls the 

experience of the FLN after it became the ruling party after independence forcing many 

countries to recognize its legitimacy. In the case of Hamas, China took it off its terror list in 

2006, while Russia engaged with both Hamas and Hezbollah after they ran for elections.  

The FLN, unlike Hamas and Hezbollah, was less interested in building a quasi-state because 

its declared objective was to liberate Algeria from the French colonization and it hardly had 

any interests in regional projects except for the North African unity. The vision of the FLN 

was clear: there should be no transition to government before independence, unlike Hamas 

and Hezbollah. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, however, based their rule on what they 

viewed as a legitimacy resulting from their fight against colonization. That is the legitimacy 

of resistance and arms, which in a way explains why, although they had been successful, 

partially, or completely, at winning their countries’ independence and establishing a rule of 

their own, they still had failed at governance due to internal and external factors.  

It is notable that the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas sought international legitimacy in different 

forms. In the case of the FLN, the group was not in much need for international legitimacy 

because it gained enough recognition by balancing against international powers such as the 

USSR, the US and China, in addition to the regional support it enjoyed from countries such 
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as Morocco, Libya and Egypt. The Cold War politics has created the needed balance that to 

some extent decreased the interests of the FLN in avoiding its terrorism label as international 

support for non-state actors waging liberation wars at the time was strong. The FLN made 

use of creating an international outcry in favor of the Algerian people by engaging in violence 

during the Battle of Algiers (1957) and its leaders saw no problem in using violence to create 

international pressure on France because, as its leaders put it, this was the only way out.761 

And this tactic has worked effectively for the benefit of the FLN despite its negative 

implications. 

Unlike Hamas, which changed its founding document in 2017, and Hezbollah which issued 

a new manifesto in 2009, the FLN did not adjust its founding document to sound more 

acceptable internationally, thanks to the politics of the Cold War. Hamas published a new 

document of general principles in 2017, which also did not push relevant actors to change 

their view of the group. The Algerian Proclamation of Independence of the FLN, the General 

Document of Political Principles of Hamas, and the Hezbollah Open Letter explain 

comprehensively the self-perception of the three non-state actors as liberation groups. The 

change of discourse, especially in the case of Hamas, did not push state actors that view the 

group as terrorist to change their view. Self-interests, economic, political historical, religious, 

and regional and global power ties will continue to shape how state-actors view the three 

non-state actors. The post-Cold War power politics have proven to be more challenging for 

Hezbollah and Hamas, which had no international cover the same as the FLN did, where the 

two group were increasingly viewed as terrorist due to sectarian politics after the Arab 

Spring. 

5.8. Realpolitik and The Terrorism and Liberation Designation 

It is beyond doubt that realpolitik, rather than emotions and reactions, largely governs and 

shapes the process of designation of non-state actors as terrorist or liberation groups in the 

cases of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. In this research, two patterns seem to have 

undeniable influence on the way state-actors view the three case studies which are the Cold 
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War and the Arab Spring. This section aims to identify how these two patterns have impacted 

the designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas throughout two historical phases which 

had a great impact on global and regional politics, namely the Cold War and the Arab Spring. 

The Cold War has provided three case studies with a cover (to varying degrees), allowing 

them to navigate their international relations and establish ties with different regional and 

global powers. At the same time, the Cold War has shown how great power politics was 

translated into state-actors using non-state actors to realize their own foreign policy agendas 

in different parts of the world. The USSR understood the enmity the FLN had towards the 

Western Bloc, which France was part of it, thus it provided the group with political and 

military support, which helped it achieve its goals of forcing the French out of Algeria. At 

the same time, being part of the Non-Aligned Movement, the FLN forged ties with Egypt, 

Tunisia, and Morocco, which in return provided it with the needed financial and military 

support. The FLN translated this political maturity during the Cold War by forging ties with 

China, fearing that if it does not fill in the gap, France will build strong ties with China, which 

might harm the Algerian cause. The FLN made use of its long-established ties with the USSR 

to establish diplomatic ties with China. 

The US, although supporting France against the FLN, didn’t do so publicly, because it knew 

that the French strategy in Algeria would collapse. It also did not want the FLN to lean more 

towards the USSR, which will give the bloc a stronghold in Algeria. At the same time, the 

FLN and its government in the future still maintained ties with the US, which allowed Algeria 

in 1981 to successfully mediate the release of American hostages in Iran after 444 days in 

custody. Other issues such as Algeria’s support for the PLO and its refusal of Israel as well 

as its public expression of inspiration of the Cuban model as a successful “social” model for 

government kept the US skeptical of Algeria.  

Hezbollah was at the heart of the Cold War too and it greatly contributed to its events on 

behalf of Iran and Syria. In its Open Letter of 1985, the Shite group refused the hegemony of 

the US and the USSR, which sent an early warning to the US of the intentions of the group. 

Although Hezbollah refused the USSR too and kidnapped four of its diplomats in the late 
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1980s, all of its other actions contributed to the benefit of the USSR, including targeting 

western forces in Lebanon such as American, French, and Italian forces. The group was also 

heavily involved in the hostage crisis in Lebanon, in which hundreds of western nationals 

were kidnapped, tortured, and killed. Hezbollah targeted American and western allies in the 

Gulf as part of the Iran-Iraq war from 1980-1988, including French targets in 1985 and 1986 

because of France’s support for Iraq against Iran during the war. It saw in Israel an extension 

of western influence in Lebanon which needed to come to an end. 

At the same time, state-actors that were part of the USSR, or the Non-Aligned Movement 

viewed the FLN as a liberation group such as Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, and Iraq, which gave 

the group more space to maneuver and gain regional and international legitimacy. Countries 

such as Cuba, most African countries, Arab countries, and the Non-Aligned Movement saw 

in the FLN a legitimate political force especially at a time when the wave of support for 

national liberation movements across the group was prominent. The FLN didn’t change its 

discourse over the years because of its terrorist designation by France and the Western bloc. 

As for Hezbollah, the Arab League, Iran, and some western governments considered the 

group a legitimate political force up until the outbreak of the Arab Spring and Hezbollah’s 

targeting of Israeli tourists in Sofia in 2012. Iran and Syria have seen in Hezbollah a tool to 

promote their own foreign policy in Lebanon and beyond and the organic relationship the 

group had with the two countries allowed for this relationship to exist. Most Muslim and 

Arab countries viewed Hamas as a legitimate force towards the end of the Cold War, but the 

emergence of the US as the only superpower, Hamas’ use of violence and the politics of the 

Arab Spring have pushed some of them to distance themselves from the group or consider it 

a terrorist group. 

Hamas, which emerged towards the end of the Cold War, had a much less involvement in the 

Cold War, but its anti-Israeli and US discourse, and the emergence of the US as the only 

superpower in the world, meant that the US would also list it as a terrorist group in 1997, a 

year after Israel did so. The implications of the Cold War politics such as the US policy of 

containment was also applied to Hamas, where Israel and the US aimed to apply a strategy 

of security-containment of Hamas, which translated into its political and economic isolation 
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in the region including by US allies. This was vivid more during and after the Arab Spring 

in 2011, but also prior due to Hamas’ rejection of peace talks between Israel and the 

Palestinians brokered by the US starting from 1993. 

As for the Arab Spring, it created a significant pattern that impacted the designation of the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas at varying degrees, which also reveals the role of sectarian and 

regional politics in this process of designation. The FLN, which became the ruling party in 

post-independence-Algeria was impacted by the politics of the Arab Spring through the 

Hirak movement protests that broke out in the country in 2018, challenging its liberation 

legitimacy won through years of fighting France. This has pushed the group to adopt new 

economic policies and political measures to mitigate the anger of young peoples in the streets. 

But the fact that the FLN is no longer a non-state actor, and it is the ruling political party in 

Algeria today gave it more political cover compared to Hezbollah and Hamas. 

As for Hezbollah, its involvement in Syria and alleged involvement in GCC affairs, in 

addition to its Iran ties, have all contributed to designating it as a terrorist group by the Arab 

League and the GCC in 2016. Only Iran, Syria, and some non-state actors such as Hamas and 

the Houthi group still view Hezbollah as a legitimate political group. Despite the limited 

change in discourse, such as the 2009 Manifesto of Hezbollah, the group still sticks to its 

discourse and became more open about its Iran ties. 

The politics of the Arab Spring have impacted Hamas and pushed it to change its discourse 

the most compared to the FLN and Hezbollah. Due to its Muslim Brotherhood ties, the group 

suffered isolation in the post-Arab Spring settings, especially after it decided to exit Syria at 

a time when new sub-regional orders started to emerge, of which Turkey and Qatar were part 

of. The two state-actors, in addition to Algeria, have viewed Hamas as legitimate, while the 

Saudi-led bloc tried to delegitimize Hamas and isolate it in the region, with some courts and 

officials in countries such as Egypt, the UAE and Saudi Arabia referring to Hamas as 

terrorist. This has impacted Hamas greatly due to geopolitics and its concentration in the 

Gaza Strip, which eventually resulted in the group’s change of discourse by issuing a new 

political document in 2017 in an attempt to gain regional and international recognition, which 
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was much less the case for Hezbollah and the FLN, which didn’t change their discourse in a 

radical manner. 
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CONCLUSION 

The saying, “one’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter”762 speaks of how state-actors view 

the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas differently than how they might view themselves. This 

debate, whether when non-state actors are viewed as terrorist or liberation groups, is deeply 

rooted in intra-state relations, and the perception of state-actors of political violence in light 

of regional and international politics such as the Arab Spring and the Cold War, thus the 

course of the debate will likely be presented in many cases based on the sole interests of 

state-actors. In this sense, as Skinner notes, liberation could have “a neighborly” relationship 

with terrorism, which suggests that almost all non-state actors waging a war in the context of 

foreign occupation use terrorist tactics too.763 At the same time, non-state actors, which are 

labeled as terrorist organizations by certain state-actors will unlikely, too, change the way 

they perceive themselves as freedom fighters waging guerilla warfare, even if they refer to 

their actions as terrorism in very limited cases, such as the FLN in Algeria.764  

Many non-state actors invest in removing themselves from the terror lists of state-actors and 

intergovernmental bodies. This is because the connotation of terrorism has changed over time 

from being identical to liberation and self-determination (positive), to being a bad and evil 

concept associated with illegitimate acts (negative). This has been particularly the case after 

World War Two and the new world order which was put in place. When modern terrorism 

had first emerged in Russia in 1878, it was only associated with legitimate acts of using 

violence. A Russian anarchist named Vera Zasulich shot and injured General Fyodor Trepov, 

the Governor of St Petersburg, and when captured she screamed, “I am a terrorist, not a 

murderer.”765 She carried out the attack in an effort to get rid of autocracy from the country, 

and she was organized under a group called Land and Liberty. 

The concept of terrorism has evolved over time to a completely negative one. The politics of 

the Cold War played an important role in balancing the narrative and labeling process. With 

the collapse of the USSR, the US, and its allies, had the full freedom to list non-state actors, 

 
762 Ganor, p. 299. 
763 Finlay, Terrorism and the right to resist: a theory of just revolutionary war, p. 3. 
764 Hutchinson, “The concept of revolutionary terrorism,” p. 387. 
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the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist groups, followed by implications that entail 

including negativity and delegitimization. At the same time, other state-actors view these 

non-state actors as legitimate political actors such as Qatar, Türkiye, Russia, Algeria, and 

others do in the case of Hamas, Iran, and Syria in the case of Hezbollah and the Non-Aligned 

Movement, the Arab League, and the USSR and China in the case of the FLN. These state 

actors’ decisions were governed by regional and global politics in addition to historical, 

political, economic, and cultural factors. 

To understand why and how state-actors label a group as terrorist and perceive another as a 

liberation movement, isolating the first and defending the other, one has to dig deep into the 

theoretical debate surrounding terrorism and liberation/war. There are different theories of 

liberation/war and terrorism, which make the discussions surrounding the two concepts both 

interesting and daunting. It makes the debate interesting due to the richness it adds to it. This 

richness involves what it reveals about the interests of state-actors and the self-perception of 

non-state actors of themselves as legitimate liberation movements. This debate is 

complicated, but it is simple: it is governed by interests, history, ideology, shared values, 

self-view, and individual motivations as well as regional and global politics. States decide if 

a group is terrorist or not based on their interests and this debate in many cases is driven by 

intra-state relations rather than international law. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theories of terrorism and liberation/war fairly explain the empirical part of the study. 

The existence of many theoretical frameworks that explain terrorism and liberation could be 

interpreted in different ways. One way to interpret it is that the two concepts are too complex 

and thus they could be explained differently by different theorists as well as by state and non-

state-actors. Having opposite opinions on the subject would enrich the debate. State-actors 

will unlikely give up their interests and continue to be driven by them when they decide to 

label a non-state actor as a terrorist or a liberation group. At the same time, non-state actors 

will likely commit to their self-view as liberation groups, as the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

have done, which makes reconciling the two concepts of terrorism and liberation a daunting 

task. A way forward is to have a theory of non-terrorist resistance that includes both state and 



 
 
 

252 
 

non-state actors and that builds its guiding principles on both intra-state relations, view of 

non-state actors and international law. 

Theories that explain terrorism and liberation, although talking about two opposing concepts, 

have some meeting points. Revolutionary terrorism and just war sound in some cases 

identical in the context of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, although they were intentionally 

meant to speak of two different concepts, where benefits outweigh costs.766 The process of 

labeling the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas has been impacted by a number of regional and 

global structural changes including the Cold War and the Arab Spring. During the Cold War, 

labeling a group as terrorist was not as sensitive as it is today, because the bipolar politics of 

that period provided non-state actors with the ability to negotiate some level of power. For 

this reason, in the available literature during the Cold War, researchers might come across 

guerrilla warfare leaders like in the FLN’s self-describing their actions and groups as 

terrorist, understanding that this was the only way to end the oppression of their people.   

Of the theories that explain terrorism, there are revolutionary terrorism which includes 

psychological terrorism and urban terrorism. Of the theories that explain liberation/war 

theories the Just War Theory, and the National Liberation Theory. Between these opposing 

theories, Revolutionary Terrorism and Just War serve as a bridge between all these theories. 

Revolutionary terrorism advocates taking arms and using violence in the context of foreign 

domination after exhausting all peaceful means to end the conflict.767 This includes the use 

of terrorist tactics to achieve independence, an action that could potentially be increasingly 

reconciled within the debates of liberation and terrorism. Other critical issues to consider are 

limitations on how to use violence that might include targeting civilians during war and 

recognizing and addressing how defining what makes a civilian in the context of settler-

colonialism remains a challenge. This approach seems very much in line with the Theory of 

National Liberation, and the contributions by Amilcar Cabral on taking arms, national 
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767Harb, p. 383. 



 
 
 

253 
 

education, and ideology.768 Education, ideology, and unity matter in this context, but so do 

non-state and state-actors’ view too. 

The Just War Theory too provides critical theoretical explanations in the case studies of the 

FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 769  Main criticisms of the Just War Theory include it being 

state-centric, and leaving some of its main principles, such as the right intention to go to war, 

open to interpretation. Both state and non-state actors could easily claim having the right 

intention to go to war, and this is not limited to our current times, the example of the Catholic 

Church going to war in the Middle Ages is evident. The same applies to having a just cause 

for war, which is equally open to subjective opinions of both state and non-state actors. The 

Crusaders’ declared goal behind waging wars in the East was saving Christians. However, 

the outcomes of war, as the just war doctrine notes, should outnumber its harms.770  

Making war a last resort too is at fault because when a war starts, it is difficult to predict and 

a few could expect its direction or outcomes, especially when global and regional powers are 

involved. The most relevant examples here include the two Great Wars. Making war a last 

resort is a noble notion, but even in the cases of settler-colonialism and military occupation 

such as that of France in Algeria and Israel in Palestine and Lebanon, colonial powers too 

could claim the lack of a partner for dialogue and peace and that they tried all other options 

before going to war. The example of Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians especially in the 

Gaza Strip as well as its view of the PLO over time from being terrorist to being legitimate 

speaks of this reality. The same applies to France’s view of the FLN as an issue of disorder 

then recognizing the group after refusing to set on a dialogue table with it in the 1950s. For 

these reasons, a theory of non-terrorist resistance is even more needed today. 

When the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas are viewed from the lenses of the theories of liberation, 

the existing theories only discuss taking arms such as the National Liberation Theory and the 

Just War Theory. Non-armed resistance seems almost missing from the debate or is presented 

 
768 Cabral, Unity and Struggle: speeches and writings of Amilcar Cabral, p. 121. 
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in the case of a full invasion, or in Walzer’s words, “non-combatant enemy,”771 which does 

not apply to all case studies of this research, which have seen pro-longed military 

occupations. Recently, however, there have been various examples of non-state actors 

adopting non-armed means to express their aspirations, including in the case of prolonged 

occupation in Palestine and Algeria. This includes Hamas, which agreed in its 2017 document 

of general principles, on adopting non-armed resistance, however along with armed 

resistance.  

The theories of liberation should be developed to reflect this reality and agency of non-state 

actors and the development of new tactics such as non-violent resistance. This highlights the 

need to reflect on the complex histories and structures of these non-state actors, thus the need 

for a third way, or in other words, a theory of non-terrorist resistance. Walzer has discussed 

the use of non-violent resistance in his afterword to Just and Unjust wars, under the title 

Afterword: Nonviolence and the Theory of War, but these discussions were limited to the 

cases of invasion.772 The same applies to the FLN, which before engaging in an eight-year 

long war against French colonialism had engaged in dialogues with the French colonial 

authorities to end the French rule in Algeria, which had failed. The three non-state actors are 

much more complex than being liberation or terrorist groups. Hezbollah and Hamas too have 

a wide network of NGOs and services and have political wings which run for elections and 

viewing them from the lenses of violence alone do not provide a full picture of the two non-

state actors. 

Theories of national liberation and terrorism should expand to reflect the growing complex 

nature of non-state actors. Increasingly, especially in the cases of Hezbollah and Hamas, the 

two groups have grown into quasi-states. Hamas and Hezbollah have complex structures of 

educational, religious, social, economic, and societal institutions which are deeply rooted in 

the society and have a strong influence of their base of supporters. Understanding this reality 

will necessarily result in different interpretations of the two groups, and for this matter, the 

concepts and theories of liberation and terrorism. This could be done through having a theory 
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of non-terrorist resistance, which highlights the importance of understanding the social 

contexts in which non-state actors, viewed as terrorist or liberation groups by different state-

actors, emerge, along with equally highlighting the view and agency of these non-state actors. 

As a result, the three non-state actors of this study are not merely urgent phenomenon to the 

societies from which they emerged, but rather an extension of long-term processes and 

changes that are deeply connected to history, culture, religion, politics, society, ideology, and 

national aspirations, among others. 

Finally, the state-centric nature of most theories of terrorism and war/liberation with some 

exceptions of theoretical contributions from the Global South shows the need for a third and 

more inclusive debate. The third-way theory suggested by Finlay could attempt to reconcile 

these two opposing views of non-state actors, the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, and state 

actors’ view of the three groups, a division that will continue to be the defining feature of the 

liberation/terrorism debate. This shows the need to have a third way, a theory of non-terrorist 

resistance that gives agency to both state and non-state actors and bind them legally during 

and after the end of war as Finlay suggested.773 Such a theory should also restrict the use of 

arms under certain conditions to save civilian lives. 

The theory of non-terrorist resistance could call for applying the same rules before, during 

and after waging a war by both state and non-state actors to abide all actors on the ground 

legally. It could highlight the social construct of non-state actors such as ideology and social 

services because non-state actors do not exist and emerge in vacuum or isolation from their 

surroundings. The actions of state-actors including state-terrorism and torture would be 

central to this theory. This translates into recognizing the agency of peoples and non-state 

actors waging a liberation war. At the same time, these peoples and non-state actors, the same 

as state-actors, would have a clear set of principles to abide by before, during and after 

waging a war, such as proportionality and discrimination, as well as treating people with 

dignity and leading construction and transitional justice efforts after the end of war.774 This 

theory of non-terrorist resistance would open the way for contributions by scholars from 
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different backgrounds, thus having a more balanced approach than the theories of terrorism 

and liberation/war. This is not without challenges as international law and realpolitik still 

make state-actors the main actors on the international stage where the role of non-state actors 

is still underrepresented but it gives an opportunity for a more inclusive theoretical 

engagement addressing the critical issues above. 

The Cold War and the Arab Spring 

For non-state actors including the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, when all other options such 

as dialogue and non-violent tactics are exhausted, using political violence is the only means 

to end foreign domination. For state-actors, their regional and international political, 

economic, and strategic interests, shape why they view non-state actors as terrorist or 

liberation groups. Non-state actors like Hamas and to a lesser degree Hezbollah care more 

about their designation, while other non-state actors, like the FLN in Algeria, might barely 

pay attention to their terrorist designation when regional and global politics play into their 

favor as it did during the Cold War.775  

Two major events took place in the world in 1978 and 1989. In 1978, the Islamic Revolution 

broke out in Iran, and it was the catalyst and theological foundation for Hezbollah which 

established itself only four years after the Revolution began and drew its theology from which 

marked the start of sectarian conflicts in the Middle East. 776  Religious terrorism was 

emerging around the same time frame that Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine 

were established, both in 1982 and 1987 respectively, where suicide bombings were 

incorporated in their terror attacks. Terrorist tactics such as suicide bombings, the emergence 

of sectarian politics with the Iran-Iraq war from 1980-1988 and the Arab Spring, contributed 

further to not only the negative perception of terrorism but also to these groups’ terrorist 

designation. These two non-state actors were impacted the most by sectarian politics, 

especially Hezbollah considering its involvement in bombings that targeted Kuwait and 

Saudi Arabia as part of the Iran-Iraq war and due to the nature of Hamas and Hezbollah’s 
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ties with Iran at the time.777 The impact on Hamas came at a much later stage, coupled with 

the end of the Cold War and the rise of the US as the only superpower. 

The Soviet Union was dismantled in 1991, paving the way for the United States to emerge 

as a superpower. The collapse of the USSR had ended decades of a system of bipolar politics 

in the world order, Western world, and the Soviet bloc, and meant that the US and its allies, 

in this case Israel, would have more freedom to both contain non-state actors and label them 

the way it fits its own interests. The United States has become more able to impose its 

perception of non-state actors on the international stage with the absence of the USSR. 

Despite the emergence of more global and regional powers, the US still maintains this 

privilege, with its allies adopting almost identical positions, especially after 9/11.  

The US-led polar world order impacted Hamas and Hezbollah, which were labelled as 

terrorist by Israel in 1996 and the US in 1997.  The US and Israel’s view of the two groups 

were so dominant that the two non-state actors lacked enough power and struggled to present 

their view to the rest of the world. The US cites targeting American and Israeli interests in 

the Middle East and killing American nationals in these attacks, opposition to US brokered 

peace talks with Israel, commitment to violence, anti-American discourse, and refusal to 

recognize Israel, as main reasons for labeling Hamas and Hezbollah as terrorist groups.778 

The two groups’ ties with Iran and Syria (Hamas ended its ties with the Syrian government 

in 2011, while towards the end of 2022 there have been reports suggesting it might mend 

these ties) is also an important factor that pushed the US to label the two groups as terrorist 

in light of Washington’s attempts to contain Tehran. 

The FLN did not care about whether its actions would be considered terrorist, thanks to the 

politics of the Cold War that helped the group build its base of international solidarity based 

on a strategy of balancing against global powers. For this reason, the FLN was more willing 

to accept that it had to carry out terrorist actions and use terrorist tactics because all other 

options had not convinced the French to withdraw from Algeria. Over time, especially at the 
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end of the Cold War, which was proceeded by the rise of nation states and the establishment 

of a new international system through the UN, terrorism gained an increasingly negative 

connotation, and the rise of religious terrorism cemented its negative perception. 779 

France’s designation of the FLN as terrorist pushed the group to apply a strategy of balancing 

against global powers by having multiple ties with different regional and global powers 

including the USSR, from which Algiers imported an economic model, which proved to be 

catastrophic to the country. There were structural differences between the economies of 

Algeria and that of the USSR, which brought social unrest with the drop of oil prices in the 

late 1980s, pushing Algerians to take to the streets to protest the worsening economic 

conditions. The economic hardships resulting from adopting a socialist economic model in 

Algeria paved the way for the 1991 civil war, leaving huge scars on Algerians.  

The FLN’s balancing strategy also cultivated diplomatic ties with China, as recommended 

by FLN letters sent to its government in exile, which replaced Taiwan at the United Nations 

Security Council, with Tunisia and Egypt as regional powers, as well as with the US. The 

FLN noted that a French recognition of China would be irreversible and there was a need to 

establish ties with China through making use of ties established with the USSR.780 Having 

multiple ties with different powers enabled Algeria to protect itself to a certain extent by 

playing a successful role in mediating some important crises at the time such as the territorial 

border dispute between Iran and Iraq in 1975 and the American hostage crisis in Iran in 

1981.781 Algeria also had differences with these powers. For example, when Algiers cut its 

diplomatic ties with the US after the 1967 war, due to US support for Israel, lasting until 

1974. The FLN was the most successful in building diplomatic ties with global powers as 

compared to Hezbollah and Hamas, and the role of the Cold War in this success cannot be 

overlooked. 

In this context of international and regional balancing, which the FLN benefited from the 

most during the Cold War, the FLN’s use of violence to cause an international outrage that 
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would eventually draw the attention of the international community to the plight of the 

Algerian people was more justified than it is today.782 The excessive use of violence by 

France in Algeria,  killing over 45,000 Algerians in the span of six weeks in 1945, which also 

pushed more Algerians to join the FLN, eventually contributed to the FLN’s benefit and its 

cause, by drawing more attention to the plight of the Algerian people. As Walzer put it, “In 

fact, the guerrillas mobilize only a small part of the nation, a very small part, when they begin 

their attacks. They depend on the counterattacks of the enemy to mobilize the rest.”783 The 

FLN proved to have well-understood the importance of balancing against global powers to 

win its war against France by having ties with the USSR, China, the Western bloc led by the 

US, of which France was a part, and the Non-Aligned Movement at the same time. Hezbollah 

and Hamas, which emerged towards the end of the Cold War, did not have the chance to 

apply such balancing, and thus they were involved, against their will or not, in the sectarian 

politics of the Middle East region, which only intensified with the fall of the USSR, which 

contributed to their terrorist designation. 

As terrorism became an all-negative concept towards the end of the 1980s, the politics of 

labeling gained a different meaning and non-state actors started exerting more effort to avoid 

the label, which would bring with it more negative implications, including sanctions and 

isolation. This is especially true in light of sectarian politics prevailing in the Middle East 

with the outbreak of the Arab Spring in which Hezbollah and Hamas as non-state actors, 

played an important role. The two non-state actors, as a result, started putting more emphasis 

on their liberation nature, by highlighting their discourse, roots, and aspirations. This was 

clear in the founding charters and internal documents of the Hezbollah and Hamas alike such 

as the Open Letter of Hezbollah in 1985,784 and the Hamas Charter of 1988.785 
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The Impact of Designating The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as Terrorist or 

Liberatory 

The labelling of a group as terrorist would likely have a negative impact on it, which turned 

more visible after the dissolution of the USSR.786 The existence of two major global powers 

during the Cold War, the US, and the USSR, in addition to the Non-Aligned Movement, 

contributed to balancing this negativity, which to some extent reduced pressures on non-state 

actors at the time, the FLN being a prime example then, compared to Hezbollah and Hamas 

now.787 Non-state actors would simply have the option of siding with one superpower over 

the other, or choosing non-alignment, which would provide them with much needed political, 

economic, and military support critical to their own survival (although siding with one bloc 

over the other would have its negative implications too  as the case of Algeria importing a 

USSR-inspired economic model).788 The negativity of labeling a group as terrorist, however, 

increased over time especially towards the end of the 1970s and the 1980s for several reasons, 

including the rise of religious terrorism and the end of the pro-national liberation wave. 

The designation of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist groups in most cases did not 

push them to drastically change their discourse and, in some cases, pushed them to use more 

violence/terrorist tactics. The FLN, whose members were subjected to French torture, waged 

an urban campaign of guerrilla warfare against the French, using many terrorist tactics such 

as planting bombs in cafes and restaurants, and kidnapping and torturing French settlers and 

armed forces to death.789 The FLN saw using this violence as a necessary evil after France 

refused to grant Algerians their long-awaited independence through dialogue and peaceful 

means, in line with the principle of making war a last resort in Just War Theory.790 Along 

with the FLN’s international balancing against global powers, the FLN’s use of violence in 

Algeria also contributed to internationalizing the Algerian struggle, which created further 

pressure on France to withdraw from Algeria, a tactic that proved effective. This international 
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pressure eventually played into the benefit of the FLN, pushing France to finally leave 

Algeria in 1962 after 132 years of colonization. 

The impact that French colonization had on Algeria was unprecedented in all walks of life; 

socially, political, economically, and culturally. The Algerian society’s fabric was shaken to 

the core by French colonization of the country. Algeria, the same as Palestine and Lebanon, 

was hit hard by societal divisions resulting from the divide and rule tactic of France. France’s 

colonization of Algeria has divided the Algerian society in a deep manner and Algerians are 

still to recover from this division. This division impacted the approach of Algerians towards 

liberation, with the National Liberation Front (FLN) and the Algerian National Movement, 

(French: Mouvement National Algérien), (MNA) engaging in a bloody conflict over 

differences as how to deal with the French presence in Algeria. The FLN ordered 

assassinations of Si Mohammed Bellounis, who led MNA, a great loyal to the Messali Hadj 

Movement. 791  These divisions continued even after independence and figures such as 

Bellounis and Messali continued to be excluded from the Algerian national narrative during 

and after the war of independence in line with the FLN’s view of them as not patriotic enough. 

Not only this, prominent leaders in the FLN itself such as Ahmad Ben Bella were removed 

from governance by a military coup orchestrated by his FLN comrade  Houari Boumédiene 

in 1965 over allegations of “dictatorship and corruption.”792 

In the same vein, the designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization has encouraged the 

group to expand and grow within the Lebanese state, eventually having more influence over 

the state’s institutions and forming a state within the failing Lebanese state. US Sanctions 

imposed on Iran, Hezbollah, and later Syria, have also encouraged the group to build its own 

economy to avert international sanctions. These sanctions have also impacted the Lebanese 

people at home and those in the diaspora for allegedly sending money to Hezbollah. Thus, 

these sanctions have further suffocated Hezbollah, which saw strengthening its ties with Iran 
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and Syria as its only way of survival, but this was not without serious implications. The GCC 

followed by the Arab League’s designation in 2016 of Hezbollah as a terrorist organization 

was one of these implications that hit Hezbollah hard,793 and to a lesser degree Hamas, due 

to their ties to Iran and political Islam. 

Despite Hamas’ attempts to remove itself off terrorism lists in the US and the EU by issuing 

a new document in 2017, adopting a more moderate discourse, accepting a two-state solution 

but without recognizing Israel, and applying non-armed resistance along with armed-

resistance, the group remains on the terror lists of Israel the US, the EU and most recently 

some Arab countries. An additional factor that affects Hamas and Hezbollah’s designation is 

the Saudi-led bloc crackdown on pro-Iran non-state actors and political Islam parties 

following the Arab Spring proved to have impacted Hamas and Hezbollah the most due to 

their Iran ties.794 The FLN and to a lesser degree Hezbollah stuck to their discourse and made 

almost no changes to it. Though there were some changes in how the groups portrayed 

themselves through their discourse, the three non-state actors, especially Hezbollah and 

Hamas, did not see an increase in their regional and international acceptance.  

The political and economic siege imposed on Hamas in the Gaza Strip, due to its refusal to 

accept the Quartet conditions, including recognizing Israel, has paved the way for the 

Palestinian political division and Hamas’ violent takeover of the coastal enclave in 2007, 

which further increased its isolation and that of the Palestinians. The siege was a double-

edged-sword for Hamas as it pushed the group to send mixed messages by engaging in four 

major Israeli assaults on Gaza between 2008-2021 and making policy changes. It also pushed 

Hamas, at some point, to adopt a more pragmatic discourse due to the siege and isolation, 

which was manifested by its 2017 issuing of the Document of General Principles and its 

support for the Great March of Return at the Gaza’s borders with Israel in 2018.795 The 

designation of the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization has only served to increase 

the isolation of Hamas in the Gaza Strip, pushing it closer to the Iranian axis, creating a new 
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dilemma for the group, and a move that mounted its negative perception and its terrorist 

designation by the anti-Iran bloc in the region. Some Arab courts in the UAE, Saudi Arabia 

and Egypt labeling Hamas as a terrorist organization, has also contributed to further isolating 

the group and Palestinians in the Gaza Strip at large. 

Terms such as “national liberation movement,” would be repeated in the founding documents 

of the three groups, in addition to placing emphasis on their ideology and internationalism. 

The battle over labeling became more heated over time as it invited more negative 

implications for these groups, especially as each moved into forms of governance at some 

stage, which required international recognition. This pushed Hamas, for example, to change 

its discourse and issue a new document of political principles in 2017 in an attempt to remove 

itself off the terror lists of the EU and the US, and to stress its liberation nature.796 The three 

non-state actors did not have the privilege of defining their label and they were always on the 

defensive trying to refute accusations of terrorism against them. State-actors viewing these 

non-state actors as liberation groups also were on the defensive, especially in the cases of 

Hezbollah and Hamas, due to the impact of regional politics such as the Arab Spring. 

Final Remarks on FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas 

Although the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas, had different structures, operated in different 

contexts, had the support of different state-actors, used different tactics, and adopted different 

ideologies, some similarities still tie them together. The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas focused 

on their founding letters and charters, on the local population, their regional extension and 

strength, and their international appeal, stressing they were liberation groups who came to 

existence to end the oppression of their peoples at the hands of settler-colonialism/foreign 

occupation. This local grounding of violence mixed with the call for international solidarity 

galvanized by ideology and history by the three non-state actors find appeal and intrigue in 

the Theory of National Liberation.797 Therefore, it is no coincidence that three groups have 

also engaged in civil wars in their countries as they were impacted by the violent nature of 
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settler-colonialism, eventually internalizing violence, and applying similar tactics used by 

colonial powers but this time against their own peoples. 

In the case of Hamas, which bases its theology of liberation on Islamic and national 

principles, making Palestine an Islamic Waqf. 798  The group saw in Islam and Islamic 

teachings, along with Palestinian nationalism, the base for its ideology, calling for the need 

to provide Islamic social services and teachings. Although Hamas has adopted a more 

nationalistic discourse recently, Islam continues to be at the heart of its discourse, and the 

group does not shy away from this. Its 1988 Charter spoke of a religious approach to the 

conflict with Israel based on the group’s theology, in addition to stressing its liberation 

nature, reflecting the lack of political maturity of the movement at the time as the Charter 

was published in 1988, a year after Hamas was established where its political leaders had no 

political history.799 The group’s Charter contained a national discourse that emphasized the 

identity of the Palestinian people and their existence in the Arab surrounding.800 However, 

Hamas’ targeting Israel, Israel’s isolation of the group, the rise of the US as the only 

superpower in the world with the fall of the USSR in 1991, Israel’s strategic ties with the EU 

and the US, the Arab Spring and Hamas’ ties with Iran, have all increased Hamas’ isolation 

in the region and thus its terrorist designation.  

Hezbollah, on the other hand, has based its ideology on Shiite theology, seeing in Iran and 

the teachings of the jurist as the prime source for its discourse.801 Hezbollah has slightly 

changed its discourse, as was the case after the Middle East region became ever divided by 

sectarian politics and the rise of a new regional order following the outbreak of the Arab 

Spring, in which Hezbollah was heavily involved in especially in Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen. 

Just like Hamas, the Islamic liberation theology of Hezbollah has provided the needed 

educational base to indoctrinate the group’s members, although the two groups have adopted 

different Islamic liberation theologies based on their religious sects. These theologies of 
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Hamas and Hezbollah have proven to be the main sources for recruiting members and making 

sure they stay loyal to them. 

The FLN adopted a socialist doctrine that drove and shaped its liberation theology. This 

socialist doctrine has been reflected in its discourse during and after war against France, but 

also in its economic thinking which saw replicating a USSR-economic model in Algeria. 

This is not to say that the theology and discourse of the FLN was only socialist. Islam too 

was part and parcel of the national socialist discourse of the FLN as explained in its 1954 

Proclamation of Independence, which reflects a deep understanding of the FLN of its popular 

base and awareness of its own history. Stressing the Islamic identity of the Algerian society 

was the counter-discourse of French settler-colonialism, where French settlers were referred 

to as Nasara (Christians) as opposed to Algerian fighters, who were referred to as 

Mujahideen, (Muslim fighters). 802  This Algerian socialist and Islamic theology and 

approach, was galvanized by a nationalist discourse that promoted the Algerian national 

identity that sought independence from France, as they found it representative of their 

national aspirations, religion and history. 

The FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas were motivated by ideology as a guiding principle of their 

actions, though each group adopted a different ideology than the other. The FLN adopted a 

socialist ideology based on the teachings of Islam at the core of its approach and was 

officially part of the Non-Aligned movement. The socialist ideology explains why the Front 

imported a USSR-inspired economic model into Algeria, although the country’s economy 

had structural differences with that of the USSR. The Algerian Constitution of 1963 

announced independence from the French and established a socialist government and society 

“ensured by the workers,”803 One of the most important influences of the FLN’s mixture of 

Islamic and socialist teachings in its ideology was because it received support from the USSR 

and regional powers such as Egypt and Tunisia. Islam in Algeria at the time also was 

associated with the Algerian Muslims and Algerian national identity as opposed to the French 

Christian settlers. This is not to say that the FLN was religious, but it adopted a theology that 
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kept the Islamic identity central, viewed as the antagonist of French Christian rule in Algeria, 

at the heart of its discourse. 

The FLN adopted a socialist approach combined with Islam which meant it adopted an 

economic approach similar to that of the USSR after independence, a move that proved to be 

harmful to Algeria.804 Thus, the FLN had somehow a distinctive relationship with the USSR, 

maintaining closer ties with it and with China than the Western bloc. These USSR-FLN ties 

were not without implications too. The FLN’s importing of a USSR-like socialist economist 

had serious negative implications on Algeria as the needs of the Algerian people and 

economy were different than the USSR, which explains why Algerians took to the streets in 

1988 to protest worsening economic conditions as oil prices dropped.805   

As for Hezbollah, its ideology is based on the teachings and the theology of the Islamic jurist 

in Iran, which the group considers its source of inspiration by committing itself to spreading 

the Iranian revolution in the region.806 It has also committed to taking arms as the only way 

to help what the group views as oppressed groups. Hezbollah’s ties to the theologians of the 

Iranian Revolution from day one was clear and so were the implications for this relationship. 

Hezbollah has targeted countries such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia as part of the rise of 

sectarian politics in the region as seen during the Iranian-Iraqi war between 1980-1988. With 

the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011, the Saudi-led bloc grew intolerant of Hezbollah’s 

actions, especially its ties to Syria and Iran. These ties to Iran and Syria translated into a 

military intervention in Syria in 2013 on the side of the Syrian government, which 

significantly contributed to its terrorist designation by the GCC in addition to its intervention 

of the affairs of the GCC. Hezbollah has also been accused of supporting protests and groups 

in countries such as Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Kuwait. Thus, the GCC designated Hezbollah 

as a terrorist organization in 2016, followed by the Arab League in the same year. The GCC 

cited “hostile actions of the militia who recruit the young people (of the Gulf) for terrorist 
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acts.” 807  Increasing tensions between the Saudi and the Iran-led blocs suggests that 

Hezbollah’s isolation and terrorist designation is unlikely to change anytime soon. 

Ideology was not part of Hezbollah’s approach alone in the region, and Hamas, which has 

been enjoying a good relationship with Hezbollah, also gives importance to it, basing its 

theology on Sunni Islam. According to Hamas, secularism and not adopting a national 

religious approach is behind the failure to liberate Palestine. 808 The two groups equated 

western culture and secularism to “de-culturalization, colonialism and exploitation.”809 They 

have stressed the importance of national education in line with the National Liberation 

Theory, by “returning to the source,”810 stressing the role of elites in leading the masses 

through national education, which the FLN applied through its program of Algerization after 

independence. 

Hamas’ ideology is a mixture of both Islamic teachings (Sunni) and Palestinian 

nationalism811. Hamas has stated in its charter that its ultimate goal is to establish an Islamic 

state, considering Palestine a land of Islamic Waqf. The group attributed the failure to 

reaching a settlement of the conflict with Israel to other Palestinian parties, namely those 

under the PLO, adopting a secular approach.812 However, considering Hamas’ willingness to 

accept a two-state solution and its 2017 document that accepts non-armed resistance too, it 

is clear that the group believes in an Islamic state primarily on paper. Hamas still maintains 

taking arms, just like the FLN and Hezbollah, as very central to its approach. This will likely 

push more state-actors in the region, especially in light of the normalization wave with Israel 

by some Arab countries recently, to view Hamas as a terrorist group or at least keep it isolated 

in the coastal enclave. Hamas’ engagement in armed resistance brought more implications 

for the group the same it did to Hezbollah and the FLN. 
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Ideology has been an important landmark in Hamas’ 1988 Charter and political practice. The 

movement has identified its approach to be based on Sunni Islam, Palestinian nationalism, 

and internationalism. The fact that Hamas emerged from the umbrella of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, despite denying organizational connections to it later following the Arab Spring 

due to its terrorist designation by some Arab countries, made many countries in the Arab 

region associate Hamas with political Islam, thus contributing to its terrorist designation after 

the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring has impacted how state-actors such as Egypt and Qatar 

deal with the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. Fearing its increasing international and regional 

isolation, Hamas issued a document of general principles in 2017, stressing the goal of 

attaining national self-determination for the Palestinians.813 

The engagement of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas in guerilla warfare has had impacts on 

them and produced isolated governance systems internationally and  mostly failing 

governments at home. In the case of Algeria and the FLN, the group experienced divisions 

and internal conflicts. The emergence of different and contrasting views within the FLN 

almost ceded the country into civil war prior to independence from France, with two opposing 

views emerging, one calling for taking arms and the other for engaging in a dialogue with 

the French colonial authorities to gain Algeria’s independence,814 in line with the principle 

of last resort of the Just War Theory. Algerians, who advocated taking arms, eventually 

prevailed within the ranks of the FLN, thanks to the French brutal use of force. The FLN’s 

use of arms served as a double-edged sword. It brought international condemnation and 

solidarity to the Algerian people.815 Yet, the politics of the Cold War and international 

support for non-state actors fighting for self-determination at the time such as the FLN and 

the group’s strategy of balancing against global powers have all contributed to its benefit. 

As for Hezbollah, its commitment to keeping arms have contributed to highlighting its 

sectarian politics on one hand and increasing its regional and international isolation 

especially after the Arab Spring on the other hand. Hezbollah’s anti-US and anti-Israel 
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discourse, commitment to taking arms, refusal of the peace process and commitment to the 

destruction of Israel, in addition to targeting western interests in the region, have all 

contributed to its terrorist designation by the US and Israel.816 The group’s targeting of Israeli 

tourists in Sofia in 2012 have pushed the EU to finally designate it as terrorist, but the issue 

goes deeper. It has to do with Hezbollah’s ties to Syria and Iran, its commitment to violence 

and pledge to destroy Israel. Historically, Hezbollah has targeted American, French, and 

Italian forces on Lebanese soil too. The US and EU’s ties with Israel, political, historical, and 

economic, have all contributed to the same end. In the Arab region, however, it was 

Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria and the affairs of some Arab (reads GCC) countries that 

pushed the GCC and the Arab League to designate it as a terrorist group in 2016.817 Despite 

the isolation and political implications, Hezbollah chose to side with its traditional allies, 

Syria, and Iran, who serve as its lifeline as part of the post-Arab Spring cold war and sectarian 

politics. 

Hamas has suffered a considerable isolation because of being labeled as a terrorist 

organization especially after its electoral victory in 2006, its takeover of the Gaza Strip in 

2007, and the outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011. When the group was in the Palestinian 

opposition before running for the PLC elections in 2006, it did not fully feel the full wrath of 

its designation as a terrorist group by Israel, the US, and the EU. However, when Hamas won 

the legislative election of 2006, the group was placed under a tight land, air, and sea Israeli 

siege and to lesser extent Egyptian siege in the Gaza Strip, where its main base is. Placing 

the movement under siege in 2006 pushed it to take over the Gaza Strip by the power of arms 

in 2007, which contributed to its further isolation and terrorist designation. The group’s ties 

to Hezbollah and the Iran bloc have also led to strengthening its terrorist designation.818 

Hamas’ violent takeover of the Gaza Strip also created a deep Palestinian division which 

paved the way for Arab governments to consider it a terrorist group, or at least treat it as such 

after the Arab Spring, due to its affiliation with political Islam, Iran, and Hezbollah. In other 

 
816 Kindt, pp. 127. 
817 Berti and Schweitzer, p.48. 
818 Wiegand, p. 672. 



 
 
 

270 
 

words, Hamas has lived under one of the most gripping isolation in the modern history of the 

Middle East because of its designation as a terrorist organization and its failure to meet the 

demands of the Quartet, including recognizing Israel, denouncing violence and accepting 

previous agreements signed between the PLO and Israel.819 Despite Hamas’ attempts to 

sound moderate, by running for the PLC elections in 2006 and issuing a new political 

document in 2017,820 it remains on the terror lists of Israel, the EU, and the US, and it will 

likely remain so for regional and global political, economic, and historic factors and reasons. 

The group has struggled to combine violence and governance, which has impacted the 

Palestinians at large, politically, and economically, especially those in the Gaza Strip. 

The impact of labeling the three non-state actors as terrorist by concerned states was serious 

for various reasons. The FLN strategy of balancing enabled the group to forge ties with the 

USSR, the US, and China at the same time, while receiving support from the Non-Aligned 

Movement from countries such as Egypt and Tunisia. It also allowed the FLN to present its 

discourse to the world, allowing its leaders to engage with global events and politics by 

attending major conferences taking place at the time such as in Cuba, thus interacting with 

other state and non-state actors at the time, unlike Hezbollah and Hamas. Viewing “Algeria’s 

socialist struggle as Castro-style socialism,”821 has also contributed to the US’ cold ties to 

the FLN. In response to its terrorist designation, one of the leaders of the FLN said that it did 

not matter that his group used terrorism to draw the attention of the international community 

to their plight, especially during the Battle of Algiers, again revealing that the FLN was 

hardly impacted by it. 

The designation by different state-actors such as Israel, France, the US, the EU, and the GCC 

of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist groups so far has been unlikely to push them 

to change their view of themselves as liberation groups. Although it pushed some of them, 

such as Hamas, to modify its discourse. This is to say that placing non-state actors under 

pressure in order to coerce them to give up violence has shown a limited success in the cases 
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of the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. In fact, the three groups, with their designation and 

isolation, have turned more radical, and violence invited more violence, the opposite of what 

state-actors that listed them as terrorist and placed them under pressure aspired to achieve. 

States’ use of violence too should be part and parcel of this debate, in cases of the FLN, 

Hezbollah, and Hamas. 

The theoretical debate over liberation and terrorism seems to ignore the impact of state-

terrorism on colonized people, as labeling state actions as terrorism is even more challenging 

than the designation of non-state actors as such. Meanwhile, most theoretical deliberations 

that center state-actors do not consider state-terrorism as a central part of the debate for 

reasons related to realpolitik and intra-state interests, although it is older and more costly.822 

When a state is associated with terrorism, intrastate relations seem all the more complicated. 

If a state is hesitant to label a group as terrorist, it becomes even more difficult to label other 

state-actors as such when they commit acts of terrorism or counterterrorism along the way. 

The same applies to a state-actor labeling a group as a liberation movement, fearing to anger 

another state-actor or ally. These challenges and parameters are true to the FLN, Hezbollah 

and Hamas and how state-actors view them. In this context, intra-state relations, and interests 

as well as reactions play an important role. For this reason, states seem reluctant to engage 

in describing another state’s actions as terrorism in some cases to avoid the consequences. 

Although complicated, when the concepts of liberation and terrorism involve non-state 

actors, it becomes easier for state-actors to engage in the debate. The process of labeling non-

state actors or state actions as acceptable or not is deeply rooted in the realist view of regional, 

and global politics, and in non-state actors lack the privilege and the agency of being active 

participants in the debate. The role of non-state actors is largely limited to challenging or 

approving state-actors’ perception of them as is the case with the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas. 

As long as the terrorism-liberation debate is concerned, state-terrorism continues to be largely 

overlooked, thanks to realpolitik and regional and global politics. 823 The lack of discussion 

of state-terrorism presents a one-sided narrative, considering that colonial powers could 
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engage in documented crimes such as what France did in Algeria and what Israel did in 

Lebanon and Palestine. In fact, discussing the use of terrorist tactics/violence by non-state 

actors, while overlooking the actions of state-actors, which in many cases outnumber the 

actions of non-state actors and armed groups such as the FLN and France, will unlikely lead 

to a balanced debate. For this reason, there is a need for a new theoretical debate, a third way, 

that reflects the agency of both state and non-state actors, and colonized people, and provides 

rules of conduct that govern their actions during war. This could be presented “by offering a 

theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance to oppression”824 that brings both state 

and non-state actors to account for their actions during and after war. 

Criticizing the actions of a state-actor as terrorist is even more complicated. Both state and 

non-state actors, in the cases of France and Israel and the FLN, Hezbollah and Hamas have 

used terrorist tactics to deliver their messages, however, much of the available literature 

discuss the actions of non-state actors. because revolutionary terrorism is seen as only coming 

from non-state actors. This is the gap the third way debate, namely a theory of legitimate 

resistance, is meant to bridge. In some cases, such as the FLN in Algeria, it was French state-

violence that pushed the FLN to use terrorist tactics.825 For this reason, state-terrorism and 

non-state actors’ terrorism should equally be part of the debate/third way theory. 

The FLN, unlike Hezbollah and Hamas (non-state actors), it is now in charge of and has a 

strong influence over the government in Algeria, turning into a state-actor after 

independence. The FLN and the Algerian government generally faces challenges related to 

the lack of good governance and corruption, its liberation legacy and discourse is not helping 

enough. The Algerian government maintains good ties with Hamas, and it distances itself 

from Lebanese politics. Recently, there have been accusations by Morocco, as part of the 

ongoing hostility between the two governments, against Algeria of allegedly having strong 

ties with Iran, especially after Morocco normalized its ties with Israel as part of the Abraham 

Accords in 2021. 
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The main difference that draws a line between terrorism and liberation is targeting civilians, 

in other words the randomness of attacks that make no distinction between combatants and 

non-combatants a challenge. 826  Nearly all non-state actors use terrorist tactics in their 

struggle. In the case of the FLN in Algeria, despite being more willing to accept its terrorist 

designation, its resistance to France was legitimate despite applying terrorist tactics due to 

the existence of French colonialism in Algeria. In the case of Hamas, it has used violence 

and terrorist tactics, but its emergence under Israeli occupation makes its liberation discourse 

part of the debate too by state-actors that view the group as a legitimate political actor. The 

same applies to Hezbollah until 2000, where Israel occupied parts of Lebanon. Hezbollah’s 

use of violence in Lebanon and Syria is viewed by state actors such as the Gulf countries as 

part of the sectarian politics of the region where its actions are largely viewed as terrorist by 

these state-actors especially its intervention in Syria and in the affairs of GCC countries. 

In today’s world, waging guerrilla warfare and using violence is not enough to win a 

liberation war. Having the legitimacy and the international support to do so is of equal 

importance. Without international support, it becomes hard for non-state actors to win a 

national liberation struggle in the context of foreign occupation. The FLN is a prime example 

of how international support and balancing of international powers led to its victory during 

the Algerian War of Independence against France in 1962. On the other hand, Hamas’ lack 

of state-level military, and in many cases, political support in the Middle East, is a clear 

example of how the lack of such support hinders, delays, or even fails a non-state actor. 

Regional politics also shape this debate for Hezbollah and to a lesser degree Hamas, since 

certain state-actors’ perception of these two groups have changed negatively over their ties 

to Iran, especially in the context of sectarian politics in the post-Arab Spring settings and the 

emergence of a new regional order, where Iran and Saudi Arabia stood on opposite sides.827 

France has not taken concrete steps to recognize its colonial history except for forming a 

commission in 2021 to examine its colonial past in Africa. Paris still holds the remains of 

thousands of Algerian fighters. Soon after the end of its colonial rule in Algeria, France issued 
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a decree pardoning all French officers from crimes they have committed in Algeria. This 

French view of its colonial past and holding the remains of Algerian fighters 60 years after 

the end of French rule in Algeria violates the principles of just war. In fact, only in 1998 did 

France recognize its colonization of Algeria as a war.828 Since the beginning of Algerian 

independence, Paris has shown a staunch unwillingness to admit it's historical mistakes 

against the Algerian people. At the same time, France had to deal with Algerian governments, 

formed by the FLN, which it listed as a terrorist organization earlier, revealing that this 

terrorist classification of the FLN by France was motivated more by power and politics. The 

same applies to Israel which listed the PLO as a terrorist group in the past, and now 

recognizes and deals with it as the legitimate leadership of the Palestinian people, however 

without consent of the Palestinian people themselves. This explains the need to have “a 

theory of legitimate, armed, non-terrorist resistance to oppression” 829   that guarantees 

accountability after the end of war that includes both state and non-state perpetrators of 

possible war crimes and that makes international law and relations its guide. 

As for Israel, Israeli state violence against the Palestinians has been well-documented too. 

Israel has not admitted its historical wrongdoings and settler-colonialism against the 

Palestinians and continues to deny them much of their rights. Israel has not taken 

responsibility for the ongoing expulsion of Palestinians, land confiscation, mass house 

demolitions and arrests, racism, and siege, which mounts to war crimes and violates the 

principles of just war.830 Israel continues to refuse to admit responsibility for crimes against 

the Lebanese and Palestinian peoples such as targeting schools and residential buildings and 

it will continue to list Hezbollah and Hamas as terrorist organizations, because they pose a 

threat to its existence in the region.  
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