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Legitimacy Building and the Organizational Survival of Non-State
Armed Actors in the Middle East

LI Ruiheng

Abstract: Non-state armed actors, as a major representation of the resurgence
of global geopolitics, profoundly influence regional security dynamics and even
shape the evolution of the international strategic landscape. Their successful
organizational survival serves as the foundation for their sustained influence. By
effectively constructing legitimacy in three dimensions, i.e. security,
governance and external recognition, numerous non-state armed actors in the
Middle East have achieved long-term organizational survival. Influenced by the
phased evolution of conflicts, the core source of legitimacy for non-state armed
groups in the Middle East during the outbreak and escalation of conflicts lies in
security legitimacy primarily derived from resisting external threats. As
conflicts enter a stalemate phase and security threats diminish, these groups
adjust their logic for the use of violence, expanding it beyond resisting external
threats to include new dimensions, such as combating competitors, normalizing
the use of violence, and advancing the universalization of security provision.
Simultaneously, through measures such as providing public services, reshaping
ideologies and expanding political participation, non-state armed actors in the
Middle East have established corresponding legitimacy in the governance
dimension. On this basis., they gain tactical and even strategic attention from
external forces. Additionally, these actors proactively engage in vigorous
lobbying activities and adopt a more proactive diplomatic stance, thereby
deriving legitimacy through external recognition. The process of constructing
these three layers of legitimacy largely determines the ability of non-state armed
actors in the Middle East to sustain territorial control and maintain order,
thereby influencing their organizational survival.

Key words: the Middle East, non-state armed actor, organizational survival,

legitimacy, state-building, geostrategy
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