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MIDDLE EAST

Edge of Conflict: Hezbollah and Israel’s
Intensifying Standoff

AUGUST 5, 2024
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The October 7th Hamas attacks on Israel not only ignited a war in Gaza but also a severe
escalation along Israel’s northern border with Lebanon. Israeli airstrikes targeting Hezbollah
strongholds in Beirut and killing Hamas’ Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran are heightening regional
tensions. Each strike deepens the fears of a broader conflict, drawing the specter of war closer
to reality. Despite this fraught environment and the near-daily exchanges of fire, which caused
significant casualties and displacement, Hezbollah’'s response has been unexpectedly

measured.

Historically known for its military strength and aggressive posture towards Israel, Hezbollah
now displays a posture of calculated restraint, signaling a potential strategic shift amidst the
current geopolitical tensions. Remarkably, Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah’'s Secretary General,
declared in March that Hezbollah would not join Iran in a war against Israel. This restraint
points to a complex strategic landscape where conventional expectations of imminent conflict

may not hold as straightforwardly as they once did.

Following the escalation triggered by Hamas’ October 7th attacks, Hezbollah, the powerful
Iranian-backed militia and political movement in Lebanon, began its offensive against Israel on
October 8th. These attacks, serving as a symbolic gesture of solidarity, underscore its
alignment with Hamas and its declared support for Palestinians under bombardment in Gaza.
They reinforce Hezbollah's commitment to the Palestinian cause without committing to the
larger conflict. Secretary General Nasrallah has been clear in his public addresses that while
Hezbollah stands with Hamas, its involvement is strategically calibrated to avoid broader

escalation.
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https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hezbollah-tells-iran-it-would-fight-alone-any-war-with-israel-2024-03-15/
https:
https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hezbollah-tells-iran-it-would-fight-alone-any-war-with-israel-2024-03-15/
https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hezbollah-tells-iran-it-would-fight-alone-any-war-with-israel-2024-03-15/
https://https//www.bbc.com/news/articles/c72vg87rzd5o
https://https//www.bbc.com/news/articles/c72vg87rzd5o
https://https//foreignpolicy.com/2023/11/03/nasrallah-speech-hezbollah-lebanon-israel-hamas-war-gaza-escalation-iran/
https://https//foreignpolicy.com/2023/11/03/nasrallah-speech-hezbollah-lebanon-israel-hamas-war-gaza-escalation-iran/
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Despite its formidable capabilities and history of conflict with Israel, Hezbollah has
demonstrated a notable level of restraint. Hezbollah opted for a measured response rather
than engaging fully, which was somewhat expected even by Hamas officials. This restraint is
strategic, influenced by a mix of internal vulnerabilities, regional commitments, and broader

geopolitical considerations rather than an indication of weakness.

Hezbollah is considering Lebanon’s dire financial crisis, aiming to position itself as a legitimate

political player within Lebanon and the region. Maintaining this posture helps Hezbollah avoid
international sanctions or further isolation. Additionally, Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian

conflict and the painful memories of its losses, where over 1,250 Lebanese fighters died, still

resonate deeply across Lebanon, deterring public support for another potentially destructive

war.

Despite the toned-down rhetoric from Hezbollah’ Nasrallah and the group’s evident restraint,
these efforts have not alleviated fears among the Lebanese populace that the Gaza war might
extend into their territory. Moreover, repeated statements from Iranian officials about the

potential spread of hostilities have only worsened these concerns.

In response, Lebanese politicians and civil society groups initiated a substantial campaign,

featured on social media and billboards. Having just returned from Lebanon as part of my
Middle East fieldwork, | directly observed the strong sentiment among the Lebanese population
against engaging in another conflict. This sentiment was vividly displayed through massive
billboards across Lebanon, emphatically stating, “So that the past doesn’t repeat itself,
Lebanon does not want war.” This message was also reinforced through text messages sent to
a wide swath of the population - all advocating for the preservation of peace and urging that

Lebanon be spared from another war.

On the Israeli side, there has been a sustained assertive stance. Israel has carried out

preemptive strikes in Lebanon and Syria aimed at disrupting Hezbollah’s military capabilities.

These attacks targeted key Hezbollah locations in southern Lebanon and the eastern Bekaa

Valley, critical to the group’s operational base, and extended to significant strikes in Lebanese

territory, including Beirut.
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https://https//apnews.com/article/hamas-ghazi-hamad-israel-gaza-hezbollah-iran-ee10f09cf1ffe34ab68cff7987b49f53
https://https//apnews.com/article/hamas-ghazi-hamad-israel-gaza-hezbollah-iran-ee10f09cf1ffe34ab68cff7987b49f53
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/lebanon-economic-crisis-worsened-by-vested-interests-imf-says-2023-06-29/
https:
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/lebanon-economic-crisis-worsened-by-vested-interests-imf-says-2023-06-29/
https://https//www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/hezbollah-fatalities-syrian-war
https://https//www.terrorism-info.org.il/en/estimate-hezbollahs-fatalities-syrian-civil-war-conclusions-arising-analysis-identity/
https:
https://https//english.aawsat.com/features/4669806-massive-media-campaign-expresses-opposition-another-war-lebanon
https://https//english.aawsat.com/features/4669806-massive-media-campaign-expresses-opposition-another-war-lebanon
https://https//www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/07/31/israel-hezbollah-strike-military-base-attack/
https://https//www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/07/31/israel-hezbollah-strike-military-base-attack/
https://https//www.cfr.org/blog/israels-preemptive-strikes-syria-self-defense-under-international-law
https://https//www.voanews.com/a/israel-says-it-hit-hezbollah-sites-in-eastern-lebanon-/7560009.html
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The situation escalated dramatically with a deadly assault on a football field in Majdal Shams, a
Druze town in the Golan Heights, resulting in the deaths of at least 12 people, including
children. Israel attributed this attack to Hezbollah, claiming it was conducted with an Iranian-

made Falaq missile—a charge Hezbollah denied, suggesting a possible misfire.

In response to escalating provocations, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu vowed
forceful retaliation—a promise he acted on with a decisive strike in Beirut on July 30th. This
allegedly resulted in the death of Hezbollah’s Fuad Shukr, a key figure implicated in the 1983

Beirut barracks bombings. The following day, actions continued with the assassination of

Hamas’ Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran on July 31st.

These actions, while escalating tensions and raising the risk of a full-scale conflict, may also
serve as lIsrael’s strategic demonstration of strength on the international stage. This power
projection could represent a final assertive maneuver in their conflict narrative, signaling to the
world that they have achieved their objectives and are ready to conclude hostilities. By making
a strong final showing, Israel could be positioning itself to declare an end to their military
engagements, thereby framing their operations as both decisive and complete. This approach
not only bolsters their security posture but also potentially sets the stage for diplomatic

negotiations or a return to the status quo ante.

Despite its readiness for conflict, Hezbollah demonstrated strategic restraint. Hassan Nasrallah
pledged a “definite” response to Shukr’s killing while emphasizing that the group has yet to
employ its full military strength. He also warned of an unconstrained war if tensions escalate
further. Yet, the group faces an increasingly precarious domestic situation, especially with the
August 4th anniversary of the Beirut blast. Persistent allegations of Hezbollah's involvement in
storing ammonium nitrate at the port, which it has consistently denied, have fueled public
discontent. Demonstrations in Beirut on August 4th, underscored by slogans like “Sayed
Hassan Nasrallah affectionate on the South but harsh on Beirut,” reflect rising scrutiny and
dissent against Hezbollah. Such internal pressure renders Hezbollah even more cautious about
escalating conflict, as it could erode its popular support in Lebanon —a scenario the group is

keen to avoid.
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https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/nine-people-killed-rocket-hits-football-pitch-israeli-occupied-golan-israel-2024-07-27/
https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/nine-people-killed-rocket-hits-football-pitch-israeli-occupied-golan-israel-2024-07-27/
https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/nine-people-killed-rocket-hits-football-pitch-israeli-occupied-golan-israel-2024-07-27/
https:
https://https//www.jpost.com/israel-news/article-812120
https://https//apnews.com/article/lebanon-hezbollah-israel-strike-netanyahu-majdal-shams-2873ea290a1333509e13f0515f4f5c57
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https://https//www.cnn.com/2024/07/30/middleeast/beirut-explosion-hezbollah-stronghold-intl-latam/index.html
https://https//www.cnn.com/2024/07/30/middleeast/beirut-explosion-hezbollah-stronghold-intl-latam/index.html
https://https//www.cbsnews.com/news/lebanon-israel-strikes-hezbollah-commander-beirut-suburb/
https:
https://https//www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/07/30/israel-hamas-war-news-gaza-haniyeh/
https://https//www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/07/30/israel-hamas-war-news-gaza-haniyeh/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/hezbollah-leader-vows-avenge-top-commander-killed-by-israel-2024-08-01/
https://https//www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c72vg87rzd5o
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These Israeli actions, along with concurrent U.S. military activities, could be viewed as a
coordinated effort by the United States and Israel against Hezbollah and Iran’s forces across

the region. This includes the assassination of Shukr and Haniyeh, a U.S. strike on Iraq’s Popular

Mobilization Forces bases in Baghdad, and the deployment of U.S. warships to Lebanese

shores. The United States denied any involvement in Haniyeh’s killing. However, such actions

might trigger a response against U.S. military bases and Israeli targets, potentially leading to a
larger-scale conflict—a situation both parties seek to avoid. However, Hezbollah’s measured

response should not be interpreted as a weakness but as a deliberate strategic choice.

The international community, particularly the United States and the United Nations, is actively
working to mitigate further escalation in the Middle East. Through extensive diplomatic
channels, there is a concerted effort to prevent a major Israeli offensive into Lebanon that
could significantly destabilize the region. Both the United States and other nations underscored

their support for Israel while advocating for restraint and adherence to international law.

To address the escalating tensions, the United States could amplify its involvement through
strategic actions that leverage its relationships with European and Gulf allies. By leading a
diplomatic surge and collaborating closely with European Union (EU) members, the U.S. can
utilize diverse diplomatic channels and perspectives to foster a more unified Western
negotiation approach. Additionally, the U.S. could partner with the EU to launch information
campaigns that dismantle harmful propaganda from all sides, providing accurate and timely
information to shift narratives toward peace. Engaging Gulf allies like the United Arab Emirates
and Saudi Arabia, which have significant stakes in curbing Iranian influence, could further
enhance this effort. This multi-faceted approach aims to mitigate the immediate crisis and

pave the way for a more stable and peaceful regional environment.

In this context, Hezbollah’'s measured response to Israeli actions marks a critical juncture in
Middle Eastern geopolitics. Although fraught with the potential for misinterpretation, this
strategic restraint serves as a linchpin in maintaining the delicate balance of power in the
region. As both sides navigate this high-stakes environment, the international community’s
role becomes increasingly vital in fostering dialogue and deterring a slide into a conflict that

neither the Lebanese populace nor the broader region can afford.


https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/explosions-iraqs-pmf-security-agency-base-south-baghdad-kill-one-member-sources-2024-07-30/
https://https//www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/explosions-iraqs-pmf-security-agency-base-south-baghdad-kill-one-member-sources-2024-07-30/
https://https//uk.news.yahoo.com/us-royal-navy-rescue-forces-114506344.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAADcpPleHD-M1vgRPtf1sg_W0m8oe-azDH4noSsvWPwxwL2fSgR4OFScSl-_I37f6DJiYAgO2CydSwcSkpb1zPQk07TbhnY7Xzjb7jzNowNzo6wkz194EsgDfDBy_zSmGWydfiTd9-cpKxqbrxW7l3gmL3ICQmAL-lnpBEcyXYKjk
https://https//uk.news.yahoo.com/us-royal-navy-rescue-forces-114506344.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAADcpPleHD-M1vgRPtf1sg_W0m8oe-azDH4noSsvWPwxwL2fSgR4OFScSl-_I37f6DJiYAgO2CydSwcSkpb1zPQk07TbhnY7Xzjb7jzNowNzo6wkz194EsgDfDBy_zSmGWydfiTd9-cpKxqbrxW7l3gmL3ICQmAL-lnpBEcyXYKjk
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-denies-involvement-in-killing-of-hamas-leader-ismail-haniyeh/7724493.html
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The ongoing diplomatic efforts must not only continue but intensify, ensuring that the specter
of war does not become a devastating reality. Only through sustained and collaborative
international engagement can a path toward enduring peace be forged, steering the region

away from the brink of further conflict.

Orion Policy Institute (OPI) is an independent, non-profit, tax-exempt think tank focusing on a
broad range of issues at the local, national, and global levels. OPI does not take institutional
policy positions. Accordingly, all views, positions, and conclusions represented herein should
be understood to be solely those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of

OPI.
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