
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The meaning of resistance: Hezbollah’s media strategies and the articulation of
a people

el Houri, W.

Publication date
2012
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
el Houri, W. (2012). The meaning of resistance: Hezbollah’s media strategies and the
articulation of a people. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam]. Rozenberg
Publishers.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-meaning-of-resistance-hezbollahs-media-strategies-and-the-articulation-of-a-people(1b3d837f-09e1-4b3f-8cb5-fa0bb47ed7fe).html


  

 

 

 

 

THE MEANING OF RESISTANCE:  

Hezbollah’s media strategies  

and the articulation of a people 

 

 

 

WALID EL HOURI 
 

 

 



 

 

 

THE MEANING OF RESISTANCE:  

HEZBOLLAH’S MEDIA STRATEGIES AND THE ARTICULATION OF A 
PEOPLE 

 
 
 
 

Walid el Houri 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 
 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 
 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

© Walid el Houri, 2012 

 

All rights reserved. Save exceptions stated by the law, no part of this publication 

maybe reproduced, stored in a retrieval system of any nature, or transmitted in 

any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 

otherwise, included a complete or partial transcription, without the prior written 

permission of the authors, application for which should be addressed to author. 

 

 

 

 

Cover photo:  

Various stages of disintegration, 2007 © Nicolien Kegels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rozenberg Publishers 

Lindengracht 302 d+e 

1015 KN Amsterdam  

The Netherlands 

 

(+) 31 (0) 20 625 54 29 

 

info@rozenbergps.com 

www.rozenbergps.com 

 

 

 

 

 

ISBN 978 90 361 0286 5 

mailto:info@rozenbergps.com
http://www.rozenbergps.com/


 

 
 

THE MEANING OF RESISTANCE: HEZBOLLAH’S MEDIA STRATEGIES AND THE 
ARTICULATION OF A PEOPLE 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 
 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 
 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 
 

op gezag van de Rector Magnificus 
 

prof. dr. D.C. van den Boom 
 

ten overstaan van een door het college voor promoties ingestelde 
 

commissie, in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Agnietenkapel 
 

op vrijdag 9 maart 2012, te 14:00 uur 
 
 
 
 
 
 

door Walid el Houri 
 

geboren te  Beiroet, Libanon 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Promotiecommissie: 
 
 
Promotor: Prof. dr. P.P.R.W. Pisters 
 
 
 
Overige leden: Prof. dr. A.C.A.E. Moors   
 
  Prof. dr. C.P. Lindner 
 
  Prof. dr. J. Arquembourg 
 
  Prof. dr. J. Früchtl 

 
Dr. J. Alagha 
 
Dr. M.M. Leezenberg 

 
 
 
Faculteit der Geesteswetenschappen



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In memory of my grandfather  

And to my loving parents, Sana and Marwan





 

vii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS |xi 

 

NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION | xiii 

 

INTRODUCTION | 1 

 

CHAPTER 1: FROM NASSER TO NASRALLAH: A HISTORICAL CONTEXT | 13 

 

1. The rise and fall of Arab nationalism | 15 

1.1 Consolidating the Arab nation | 16 

1.2 Nationalism, colonialism and Islam | 23 

2. “Islam is the solution” | 26 

2.1 From Arabism to Islam |28 

2.2 Slums and globalization | 30 

3. The emergence of Hezbollah | 35 

3.1 The Lebanese Shiite experience | 37 

3.2 The transformations of Hezbollah | 39 

3.3 The articulation of a multidimensional identity |44 

 

CHAPTER 2: RESISTANCE AND HEGEMONY: SPACE, MEANING, AND THE 

ARTICULATION OF A PEOPLE|49 

 

1. Populism as resistance: the construction of Hezbollah’s populist identity | 50 

1.1 Resistance and hegemony |50 

1.2 Politics as articulation |53 

1.3 From hegemony to populism |55 

1.4 Resistance as an empty signifier |57 

1.5 From object to Thing |60 

2. Strategies of resistance in war and conflict |63 

2.1 On resistance as being heard and seen | 63 

2.2 The role of popular culture in counter-hegemony |65 

2.3 Political Islam, war, and media strategies |67 

2.4 ‘War of signs’: war and the field of perception |69 

2.5 Identification and jouissance |70 

2.6 Resistance and the politics of space |72 

 

CHAPTER 3: NASRALLAH ON THE SCREEN: NAME AND VOICE OF THE 

RESISTANCE |77 

 

1. Charismatic leadership |80 

1.1 Good, evil and empty signifiers |81 



 

viii 
 

1.2 Salvation narratives |83 

1.3 Cultural references|84  

2. Shiite faith in Hezbollah’s discourse: the religious sermons |85  

2.1 A culture of resistance |87  

2.2 Martyrdom, sacrifice, and the victory of blood over the sword |88  

2.3 Beyond the religious scope: Ashura as a universal narrative of resistance |89  

3. Articulating the nation: the public political speech |90  

3.1 A narrative of resistance and victory |91  

3.2 Hezbollah and the Lebanese state: articulating “you” and “they” |94  

3.3 Resistance as a transnational model |97  

4. The spectacle of victory: the 2006 war speeches |98  

4.1 Two Lebanese publics: mobilization and reassurance |100  

4.2 The Arab public: political criticism and the articulation of the nation |102  

4.3 The Israeli public: psychological warfare |104  

5. Media and war from 1967 to 2006 |107  

5.1 Victory and defeat in the Arab context |108  

5.2 Hassan Nasrallah: the emergence of a charismatic narrator |110  

 

IMAGE ANNEX | 115 

 

CHAPTER 4: SPECTACULAR VIOLENCE: FILMING HEZBOLLAH’S MILITARY 

OPERATIONS |123  

 

1. Videotaping Hezbollah’s military operations |125  

1.1 The Dabsheh tank, October 29, 1994 |126  

1.2 Storming the Ahmadyeh outpost, June 29, 1996 |126 

1.3 The Tallouseh operation, January 15, 1993 |127  

1.4 From home movies to military videos |127  

2. Same videos, different message |130  

2.1 The videos as events |131  

2.2 Framing the videos |131  

2.3 The dual audience of the media war |132  

3. On the strategy of showing violence  |134  

3.1 Showing is doing |134  

3.2 Exhibiting power: hegemony and the promise of order |138  

3.3 Playing the military operations  |139  

3.4 Perception and emotions: framing victory and showing martyrdom |141  

4. The videos as archives |143  

4.1 From the event to the archive |143  

4.2 The political function of images |144  

4.3 Re-articulating the archive |146  

 

 



 

ix 
 

CHAPTER 5: THE MUSIC VIDEOS: FROM THE SECT TO THE NATION |149  

 

1. Resistance in sounds and images |150  

1.1 A genealogy: from MTV to Al Manar  |150 

1.2 The grammar of music videos |152 

1.3 Music and war |153  

1.4 The changing context of a practice |155  

2. The changing boundaries of a multidimensional people |156  

2.1 A religious call to duty |156  

2.2 Articulating victory: the Hezbollah anthem  |159  

2.3 The emergence of a national narrative |161  

2.4 Re-articulating the Arab nation |163  

2.5 "The victory of the Arabs": from Lebanon to the Arab nation |166  

 

CHAPTER 6: THE POLITICS OF INHABITATION: MAKING SPACE SPEAK |173  

 

1. Land and identity: Lebanese politics and the Ashura campaigns |174  

1.1 Occupation and resistance  |174  

1.2 Lebanese politics and sectarian (im)balance |176  

1.3 Black turns yellow: colour politics and the changing face of the resistance |178  

2. The faces of resistance: martyrdom and the de-politicization of politics |180  

2.1 Politics and advertisement |180  

2.2 Politics and emotional frames |183  

2.3 Mobilization, commodities, and the faces of martyrs |185  

3. Re-appropriating space: everyday spatial practices of liberation and 

hegemony|189  

3.1 Power and deterrence |189  

3.2 Displays of order and military trophies |192  

3.3 Transgression and the meaning of space: the re-appropriation of Khiam |193  

 

CONCLUSION |199  

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY |207  

 

SUMMARY |219  

 

SAMENVATTING |223  





 

xi 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I would first like to thank the members of my committee for their interest, time and 

surely their patience in reading my project. I would also like to thank the Amsterdam School for 

Cultural Analysis and the University of Amsterdam for providing me with an open and inclusive 

atmosphere to develop my academic interests with seminars and events that shaped both my 

academic and intellectual work.  

My gratitude then goes to my supervisor, Patricia Pisters, who has been involved in my 

academic career and supportive of me ever since I arrived at the University of Amsterdam to do 

my MA in Film Studies in 2005. After supervising my MA thesis she encouraged me to write my 

PhD. Her comments, support, and constant encouragement throughout the long process of 

research and writing were invaluable and without her inconspicuous ways of getting me to 

organize my time this project would have remained a work in progress.   

I would also like to thank Eloe Kingma and Marc van Steekelenburg for all their help 

and for answering my many questions in dealing with the bureaucratic complications that come 

with being a non-EU national in the Netherlands. 

Throughout the last five years, a number of people were there to share and help manage 

(most of the time successfully) the complicated emotions that came with the process of writing a 

PhD. I would like to thank these people who made my life in Amsterdam and Beirut a great 

experience filled with challenging and insightful (late-night) conversations lasting countless hours, 

drinks and topics. These people have become my extended family scattered around the world but 

always present in my heart and life. Each of them has had an impact on me in a unique and 

immutable way and for that I am grateful. Marcin and Dima; Dima; Constanza and Konstantina; 

Andrea, Ilias, Jessica and Juan; Anik and Aylin; Lamia, Ayman, Marwa, Youssef, Tarek, Saad, 

Jamil, Emily, Vasiliki, Diana, and Farah. 

Three people among this created family made this manuscript a (more) legible one and 

had to suffer my seemingly never-ending sentences. Ilias, Jessica and Vasiliki, I promise to use 

more comas and shorter sentences in the future.  

I would also like to thank all my family members in Lebanon and abroad for their love 

and support, as well as all my friends, office mates, and the fellow PhD students at ASCA for all 

the enriching conversations at the Baroness, at various seminars,  borrels and elsewhere.  

My thanks also goes to my Dutch family that I am lucky to have become part of, for 

their love, their company and their warmth. Cyriel, Nenny, Lonneke, Philip and Boudewijn, dank 

jullie wel.  

For their undying and everlasting love and support for my choices at all the junctures of 

my life and for being exceptional role models who made me who I am today, I would like to 

thank my parents, Sana and Marwan, without whom this project would have (really) never 

existed. I am grateful for all the material, emotional and moral support that they have always 

provided me with and the intellectual atmosphere in which they raised me and my sister.   

Finally I would like to thank Nicolien, the wonderful person whom I am lucky to share 

my life with. She had to deal with the ordeals of living in the same house as a PhD student (and 

two amazing but needy cats). Her support, insight (and valuable criticism), love and patience 

throughout the last years have had an impact on me (and on this project) that is impossible to 



 

xii 
 

express in words. Hayateh, thank you for being a great partner and the smart, persistent and 

challenging person that you are.



 

xiii 
 

NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION 

 

The transliteration of Arabic terms and names follows a simplified version of the 

International Journal of Middle East Studies guidelines. When there exists a common English 

spelling of proper names – most notably in the case of Hezbollah (Hizbullah according to IJMES 

guidelines) – I have opted for the commonly used spelling. In direct quotes, I have kept the 

spellings as they appear in the original sources. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

"Human history is made by human beings. Since the struggle for 

control over territory is part of that history, so too is the struggle 

over historical and social meaning. The task for the critical scholar 

is not to separate one struggle from another, but to connect them 

despite the contrast between the overpowering materiality of the 

former and the apparent otherworldly refinements of the latter." 

Edward Said, Orientalism, 331-2. 

 

 

On  May 25th 2000, the Israeli army withdrew from most of Southern Lebanon after 

more than two decades of military occupation. Hezbollah’s leading role in the liberation 

transformed the Shiite group into a symbol and a model of resistance in the Arab world. A few 

years after the liberation, during the war with Israel in the summer of 2006, the portraits of 

Hassan Nasrallah, the movement’s General Secretary, could be seen in demonstrations in major 

capitals in the Arab world. Hezbollah’s declared victory in 2006 consolidated its role as a regional 

force and established Nasrallah as an Arab icon. The emergence of Hezbollah as a regional 

resistance movement was the culmination of decades of struggle where military, political, social 

and economic strategies were carried out alongside a complex and efficient media performance.  

In this dissertation I will draw on theories of discourse to analyze Hezbollah’s media 

strategies as a major element and a central component in the success of their resistance efforts. In 

order to elucidate these strategies, I will first investigate the emergence of Hezbollah in a 

genealogical study that will place this Islamic movement in relation to Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 

post-colonial  Arab nationalist experience (1952 – 1970). I will show how technological, social, 

and political conditions influenced the transformation and expansion of the movement's complex 

identity narrative in relation to Shiite Islam, Lebanese nationalism and Arab nationalism. This 

project, while it relies on much historical contextualization, in no way pretends to be a historical 

document about the movement, nor does it claim to offer an extensive description of the 

historical development of Hezbollah. Much more extensive, accurate and insightful works on the 

history and development of Hezbollah are available, most notably the work of Judith Palmer-

Harik (Harik 2005), Amal Saad-Ghorayeb (Saad-Ghorayeb 2002), and Joseph Alagha (Alagha 

2006; Alagha 2011b). Rather, my aim is to trace the development and transformation of 

Hezbollah’s media strategies and the way in which this movement articulates a complex popular 

identity and advances its hegemonic project. In my analysis of specific media practices, I will trace 

the introduction of new layers to the movement’s political identity. These layers correspond to 

the transformation of the political context which allowed Hezbollah to move from a religious 

militia into a political movement with Lebanese, Arab and Islamic dimensions.  

I will argue that Hezbollah’s political Islam is partly an outcome of the failure of 

Nasser’s Arab nationalist project after its spectacular defeat in the 1967 war with Israel. 

Hezbollah, in this context, represents one of the outcomes of the subsequent rise of political 

Islam as an alternative within the Arab post-colonial liberation movements in the 1980’s. 
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Furthermore, Hezbollah’s discourse re-articulates many aspects of the narrative that Nasser 

turned into the basis of a shared Arab identity. In this sense, the genealogy of Hezbollah's 

discourse is part of a longstanding desire of liberation in the Arab world, a liberation tightly 

linked to the colonial past, the Israeli occupation, and the crises of political identity that have 

never ceased to fuel conflicts and political projects since the fall of the Ottoman Empire. 

The choice of Hezbollah as a subject for my research was a somewhat obvious one. As 

a Lebanese interested in the politics of the Middle East and the politics of resistance in this 

region, I found in Hezbollah a challenging example that was able to articulate a successful and 

complex discourse. As my research was progressing, new events triggered new challenges: to 

write about current issues that are in constant transformation was a task that required making 

choices to limit the scope of my research. Therefore, this dissertation does not tackle the media 

texts produced and events that took place after the parliamentary elections of 2009. However, 

throughout my analysis, I will sometimes refer to the current period and most notably the major 

popular uprisings that have been taking place in the Arab world since the end of 2010 (in Tunis, 

Egypt, and Syria to name a few).  

The choice of Hezbollah necessarily entails a challenge in political positioning especially 

because the movement is involved in an ongoing conflict on both a regional and the local level. 

This makes political interpretation and positioning a difficult and often controversial task. While I 

will often use the movement’s own standpoints and vocabulary in order to translate their message 

from the cultural framework in which it is constructed and to which it is addressed, I will also 

attempt to judge their failure or success according to their own interests and expressed goals in 

specific moments. In this sense, resistance as a process of challenging and changing the prevalent 

system is understood not as necessarily liberal or progressive, but as any movement that acts 

against a dominant force in order to establish new hegemonies and fix new meanings regardless 

of its actual content (Mahmood 2005, 1-39). Thus, the assessment of a resistance strategy should 

be done by looking at the success of this particular movement in advancing its own values, 

meanings and narratives. 

Hezbollah is a movement whose discourse, when looked at from a critical perspective 

and beyond the Western media’s depiction, exemplifies many of the ethical dilemmas concerning 

resistance and its strategies. It is a movement whose strategies and political discourse provide 

insight into both the rise of political Islam as a new global force as well as the growing counter-

hegemonic political movements in the world in general. It is a socially conservative movement 

that succeeds in presenting a model of resistance that appeals to a strikingly wide range of people 

with a variety of political views. The boundaries of what Hezbollah articulates as the “people of 

the resistance”  thus shifts according to transformations that I will attempt to demonstrate by 

analyzing the development of their media discourse. My aim will be to show that resistance in this 

case – and in many cases – is precisely the act of articulating a people around empty signifiers 

that become the name of this people. In order to do so, I will use the concept of hegemony as 

developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantalle Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe 2000), as well as Laclau's 

definition of populism as the articulation of a people around empty signifiers that join hitherto 

scattered groups and individuals in a common frame and within an exclusive boundary (Laclau 

2007a).  
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While Hezbollah as a religious movement clearly advocates socially conservative views 

when it comes to the organization of state and society, it has often advocated – at least verbally – 

a more socially egalitarian economic project. However, as an active political party in Lebanon 

they have often failed to actually advocate these views in the institutions where they could make a 

difference, namely in the Lebanese state institutions. In other words, Hezbollah as a political 

party, while it voices its concerns for the dispossessed, has been consistent in giving priority to 

preserving the status quo and stability in the Lebanese sectarian system. Since its first 

participation in Lebanese political life in the early 1990’s, and especially since its participation in 

the government after 2005, Hezbollah has refrained from taking any assertive steps in order to 

advance a radically different economic project from the one adopted by the consecutive Lebanese 

governments since the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990.  

Such a challenge to the status quo entails a political battle with major political forces – 

some opposed to, and others allied with Hezbollah. In this sense, the movement, which can be 

characterized as revolutionary in some fields, has proven to be not only a proponent of socially 

conservative views but has gradually become part of the mainstream conservative establishment 

in the country. Indeed, Hezbollah has silently espoused the liberal economy in stark opposition 

with its discursive and ideological frames which promote the struggle against oppression and 

support of the downtrodden1. Furthermore, Hezbollah’s political performance in Lebanon since 

the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in 2005 has focused on staying on the 

defensive in the face of growing international and local pressure to disarm.2 The movement has 

been concerned with preserving its weapons and military means to fight Israeli aggression and 

threats, while often ignoring other aspects of the political debate altogether. This singular focus 

has led many – especially on the left – to be disappointed by some of the party’s positions - or 

lack thereof - especially when it comes to corruption, the economy, and social and legal reforms 

(we can think here of the party’s position against civil marriage, domestic violence laws, gay 

rights, and privatization).  

These positions, however, do not necessarily alienate Hezbollah as a Lebanese political 

party from its social and cultural base. The party remains one of the most popular and successful 

in the Lebanese democratic system, presenting an interesting model of a religious movement that 

has succeeded in moving from a guerilla group into a political party in an – imperfect – 

democratic system. This point is made by Youssef Choueiri who argues that it is possible for 

political Islam to accommodate to democratic systems. He writes: “There is evidence of this in 

the case of Hizb Allah in Lebanon. This resistance movement, founded on radical Shia 

revolutionary principles has undergone an ideological evolution in respect of its lived experiences 

not only as part of the national resistance project against the Israeli occupation, but perhaps just 

as importantly, as a political player in Lebanon’s highly confessional and consociational state. In 

this imperfect democracy Hizb Allah – as a Lebanese political player – has demonstrated that 

faith is an important player in the political life of modern nation-states” (Choueiri 2005, 459). 

                                                 
1 The agreement during the 1990’s was that Hezbollah will be allowed to perform its resistance operations 

in the South and in return the movement will leave the Future movement and PM Rafik Hariri to deal with the 
economy and the management of the state. 

2 This refers to the adoption of the controversial UN Resolution 1559 that calls among other things for 
the disarmament of all militias in Lebanon. While some would call Hezbollah a militia, others refuse to include 
Hezbollah as a militia and rather define it as a legitimate armed resistance movement. 
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Along the same lines it is important to note that as opposed to Al Qaida for instance, Hezbollah's 

ideology, albeit universalist in essence, is rooted in a Lebanese nationalism and is not based on 

the categorical rejection of otherness.  

In my dissertation, I try to lay down an understanding of resistance as a hegemonic 

practice where what is at stake is the articulation of new meanings. By looking at the specific case 

of Hezbollah, a political movement that is engaged in what they themselves call resistance, I 

examine a model in which resistance is carried out not only by force but also by means of media 

and discursive practices where the articulation of new political identities and the hegemonization 

of new meanings is a fundamental task.   

Resistance as a category thus becomes a conceptual frame in which the content and the 

form change according to contingent variables in specific situations. When I speak about 

Hezbollah as a resistance movement, it is the very definition of resistance that is at stake – the 

meaning of resistance. In this sense, resistance as a category includes anything practiced by 

extremist right wing movements to progressive queer movements as each of them lays down 

strategies – similar or different – in order to advance meanings in a contested space. 

Following the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe where politics is 

understood as a process of hegemonic contestation (Laclau and Mouffe 2000) and Laclau’s 

theory on populism as a form of hegemony (Laclau 2007a), I will argue that Hezbollah’s 

resistance strategies are part of a hegemonic discourse that aims at articulating a people. 

Hegemony and resistance are in a constant dialectic relation in all Hezbollah’s discursive practices 

and strategies. The two authors break with the economic determinism of previous Marxist 

theorists and instead offer useful theoretical tools for understanding the emergence of new 

political subjects beyond class. Furthermore, Laclau re-claims the term populism from its use in 

reference to a content of a discourse and instead suggests a definition of populism as a form of 

political subject formation. The discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe will therefore guide my 

analysis of Hezbollah as a populist movement and its resistance as a hegemonic project that 

produces new political subjects as it appears in its media strategies.  

In the first chapter, I present a historical context to the emergence of Hezbollah's 

political Islam as a discourse that is part of a genealogy of liberation movements in the Arab 

world. I will present a critical historical analysis that aims at understanding Hezbollah as a 

movement that builds on a long cultural memory of Arab nationalism, anti-colonialism and 

liberation struggles. This chapter is essential in understanding Hezbollah's media discourse in its 

complex cultural, social and political context. With the fall of the Ottoman Empire after the First 

World War and the advent of colonialism, the Arab world was faced with a crisis of identity. 

Colonial divisions created new political identities based on agreements between the British and 

French governments to allocate their influence over the Arab areas of the former Ottoman 

Empire. This event is still at the root of many conflicts in the Middle East.  

In this chapter, I describe the conditions of the emergence of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 

Arab nationalism as a political movement and a discursive force leading to its consequent failure 

and the rise of Islam as an alternative political force. Understanding the rise and fall of the 

Nasser’s discourse, I will argue, is essential for understanding  Hezbollah's political Islam which, 

as it will appear in the analysis of their media, often builds on and re-articulates some of the 

imagery of the Arab nationalist epoch. I will then place Hezbollah’s official birth in 1985 in its 
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historical, social, cultural and political context, relating it to the transformations that occurred in 

the region, most importantly the Iranian Revolution in 1979, the Lebanese Civil War, and the 

Israeli invasion of 1982. 

In the second chapter, I will present a theory of resistance in relation to the concepts of 

hegemony and populism in order to place Hezbollah's discourse within a theoretical framework 

and a larger debate about resistance and political struggle. The Lacanian framework that Laclau 

and Mouffe employ in their political theory establishes political identification as a constant act of 

articulation that aims at partially fixing meanings in order to fill an unbridgeable lack that is 

constitutive of the social (Laclau and Mouffe 2000). I will argue that hegemony and populism as 

defined by Laclau (Laclau 2007a) provide relevant tools for the analysis of power relations and 

political identity formation in conflicts beyond the binary division of domination and resistance. 

Therefore, I will argue that resistance cannot be taken as an act that is not hegemonic in essence. 

Resistance and hegemony, or resistance as hegemony, will become a guideline for my analysis of 

the use of Hezbollah's media as a strategy with the aim of articulating a people around an empty 

signifier. By doing so, I will provide a definition of resistance where liberation, occupation, space 

and self-representation play an essential function in the process of producing political identities. 

Resistance will be understood as an attempt at articulating one’s self by acquiring a voice but also 

as a spatial act, where space itself, as discursive construct, is a mode of resistance.  

The analysis of Hezbollah's media productions and strategies in the later chapters takes 

into consideration the complexity of dealing with the reception of these media texts since they 

are addressed to a dual public: on the one hand, a sympathetic public of supporters or potential 

supporters (in Lebanon and the Arab world), and on the other hand, an unsympathetic public of 

opponents or others (the Israeli and, to a lesser extent, the Western publics). In this framework, 

the mechanisms of power in conflict and war will be understood as a contestation of the 

discursive field, as struggles over narratives and meanings but also, following Virilio, as taking 

place in the field of perception where media technologies allow for strategies of showing to 

become part of the military power struggle (Virilio 1989).   

In the third chapter, I analyze the speeches of Hezbollah’s Secretary General, Hassan 

Nasrallah. I will focus on three forms of speeches: religious sermons, political speeches, and war 

speeches, in order to demonstrate how the movement acquires the ability to narrate through the 

voice of its leader. Nasrallah’s oratory skills have allowed him to establish himself as the face, the 

voice and the name of the movement. The speeches, aside from being a narration, draw an image 

of a people based on resilience, devotion and most of all empowerment of the oppressed. 

Nasrallah’s speeches thus allow for the emergence of a resistance mythology around the values of 

martyrdom, struggle for justice, and devotion to a legitimate cause of liberation. The charismatic 

leader promises and delivers a sense of victory and salvation demonstrating the intrinsic link 

between the discursive and military performance in the success of the movement.  

In the fourth chapter, I analyze another important media form within Hezbollah’s 

military strategy and psychological warfare: the videos of Hezbollah’s military operations. These 

videos address simultaneously sympathetic and hostile audiences and by doing so deliver two 

intrinsically different messages.  A selection of three videos will be analyzed following Daniel 

Dayan’s notion of “gaze acts” (Dayan 2006), where showing becomes an act and a perceptual 

strategy in war. The position of Hezbollah behind the camera allows the movement to challenge 
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the power balance in the military equation on the ground by acquiring the power to see and 

define their enemy and hence exercise discipline and punishment (Foucault 1979). This refers to 

the notion of terrorism not as an ideology but as a strategy of showing violence that pertains to 

the economy of violence (this definition of terrorism will be discussed further below where I 

suggest to re-claim the term terrorism, as Laclau does with populism, to refer to a form and a 

perceptual strategy rather than a content and an ideology). Terrorism, in this sense, aims to cause 

fear and thereby deter the enemy at the lowest possible cost for the attacker. Furthermore, I will 

argue that the act of archiving these videos on various recording media and online allow for these 

images to become a shared memory that serves the narrative and political identity of the 

resistance and their re-articulation in new media texts.  

In the fifth chapter, I will analyze a media form in which the two previous ones are re-

articulated: Hezbollah’s music videos. By analyzing a selection of six music videos produced in 

three periods, I will focus on the multidimensional aspect of Hezbollah’s political identity and its 

transformation from a strictly Shiite one to one that includes Lebanese and Pan-Arab 

dimensions. I will show how the boundaries of the “people of the resistance” change according 

to the political and social contexts. While I do not contend that Hezbollah’s articulation of a 

Lebanese national or Arab identity means they give up on their religious one, I do argue that the 

result is a complex and hybrid political identity that reflects the way in which hegemonic 

struggles, inasmuch as they are a re-articulation of meanings around empty signifiers, are never 

truly sutured or one dimensional. What the music videos reflect is precisely how a political 

discourse re-articulates various signifiers and images into new hegemonic ones according to the 

transformations of the political and historical context.  

In the sixth chapter, I will focus on resistance as a spatial practice where the 

transformation, configuration and inhabitation of space are part of the struggle over meaning and 

power and  central elements in any conflict. Politics of appropriation and inhabitation of space 

form an essential hegemonic strategy on both sides of the conflict in the Middle East. In this 

perspective, I examine scenes from everyday social spaces as media that expose the 

transformation of Hezbollah's discourse and political communication as well as the 

commodification of political signifiers in the Lebanese sectarian system. The study of everyday 

life, I will argue, offers indications about the hegemonic forces in a specific social space inasmuch 

as space itself is a discursive construct (Lefebvre 1974).  

Finally, I will trace the connection between Hezbollah’s discourse and the popular 

uprisings that have been taking place since later 2010 in the Arab world. I will suggest a 

comparison between these movements and evaluate the performance of Hezbollah in relation to 

these events. Can we speak of a line that connects the resistance discourse of Hezbollah to the 

organic movements that swept the Arab streets? And can we understand the events in the Arab 

world and most notably the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia using the same theoretical 

framework used to analyze Hezbollah?   

 

Terrorism, an adjective 

 

“Translating” Hezbollah’s message and analyzing their discourse entails a fundamental 

break with the common perception of the movement as terrorist. I will argue that terrorism as a 
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qualification in both news media and academic discourse is counter-productive to say the least. 

When it comes to understanding the other, the notion of terrorism has hindered much of the 

understanding of Hezbollah as a complex political and social movement that had a deep impact 

on Lebanese and Arab politics. This point is made by Mona Harb and Reinoud Leenders in their 

article “Know thy enemy” (Harb and Leenders 2005). Harb and Leenders argue that "discussing 

terrorism appears to dispense with even the rudimentary onus of proof that is usually expected in 

the production of knowledge about virtually any other phenomenon, including those equally 

abhorred or rejected" (ibid). The authors argue that both academic and intelligence work about 

Hezbollah  that assigns the term terrorism to the movement have failed to achieve an 

understanding of this complex movement. Instead, such works have sustained and re-affirmed 

their own preconceptions by failing to acknowledge and by dismissing available information, 

relying on often “factually incorrect assertions” about the movement (ibid).3  

The two authors argue that Hezbollah's perception as a terrorist organization both in 

the Western mainstream media and in much of the literature about the Middle East and Islam 

presents a dual challenge. Any researcher who seeks to present another picture and a different 

understanding of this movement is faced with the initial need to counter-argue the prevalent 

perception of this movement. In other words, if one wants to analyze Hezbollah as a social, 

political, and cultural movement away from the politically charged and ambiguous notion of 

"terrorism," it is necessary to begin by challenging this notion and deconstructing the arguments 

that have made it an accepted term (ibid). Doing so requires a closer look at the epistemological 

limitations that the common notion of terrorism as an ideology imposes when we attribute it to 

our object of research. Terrorism comes with a set of preconceptions about the terrorist. Thus 

terrorists are seen as simple and de-humanized subjects. Their actions are either derived from a 

blind motivation to destroy anything that is different (us), or a mechanical reactions against our 

culture. In the next few paragraphs I  will briefly demonstrate how terrorism when attributed to 

our object of research as an ideological content hinders our understanding of this object and 

instead deprives it from any ability to speak back. I will then suggest to re-claim the term 

terrorism by limiting its meaning to a strategy or a form of political action with a specific aim 

(this discussion of terrorism as a perceptual strategy of showing violence will be discussed further 

in Chapter 4). 

In his history of madness, Foucault's mad represents the necessary negative according to 

which the attributes of the reasonable person can be defined in a given society or in a given 

system of power (Foucault 2004, 114-126). As long as normality can only be defined in 

opposition to its pathological disorder, the mad becomes the only proof of the reasonable 

person's sanity. The mad person's identity - as mad - is thus imposed by a superstructure, be it 

psychoanalysis, psychiatry or other institutions that have the power and authority to judge who is 

mad in different moments of history. Madness becomes a necessity for any notion of normality. 

The mad functions as a Lacanian other, a negative image that helps sustain an illusion of unity 

and an image of the self consistent with the demands of the dominant system of 

                                                 
3 Hezbollah also employs the term terrorism to designate Israel's violence against Palestinian and 

Lebanese peoples, as well as the violence of the United States of America in Iraq and Afghanistan (amongst other 
places), however, the movement does not fail  to distinguish between governments and peoples . Hezbollah's 
discourse presents a great deal of nuances and as Saad-Ghorayeb argues, the group's discourse presents a 
"multidimensional perception of its enemies" (Harb and Leenders 2005). 
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power/knowledge. The political value of madness in society mirrors another 'pathological 

disorder': terrorism.  

The mechanisms through which the terrorist identity (as the negative image of the non-

terrorist) gets formed are similar to those of madness both in terms of their subjection to the 

dominant discourse (medical in the case of madness, and political/cultural in the case of 

terrorism) and in terms of their role as proof of the self's sanity or normality in accordance with 

the dominant system of values. The terrorist becomes a 'constitutive other' (Zizek 2006b, 258). 

Like madness, terrorism is always negative otherness; the self is never terrorist, nor can it be mad. 

Following Zizek and his reading of Lacan, nationalism, and it would be possible to extend the 

definition to include any form of identification to a group, is a domain of eruption of enjoyment 

into the social field. The aim of the nation becomes the organization of a given community's 

enjoyment through myths of identity or national myths. The other is rejected for its excess of 

enjoyment ('it wants to steal our enjoyment. By ruining our way of life') and/or for its access to a 

secret, perverse enjoyment. The terrorist could be the object of hate for either its excess of 

enjoyment, or its strange and inaccessible way in which it organizes this enjoyment (Zizek 1993, 

202-3).  

Furthermore, terrorism negates dialogue and seeks neither communication nor 

understanding. It is a barbarian other in the sense that it has no language nor is it able to 

articulate and enter into a dialectical relation with us. In this sense, we can say that terrorism is an 

epistemological notion used in order to classify or categorize or even designate a group and by 

doing so hinders our possibilities to understand this other in its complexity and prevents us from 

"listening to our object" since we allow it neither language nor speech. In other words, the notion 

of terrorism as ideology when used in  academic literature and  research about Islamic 

movements is often a barrier for any real understanding of these movements.  

In the last decades the term terrorism has been often coupled with Islam. As Asad 

shows in his book On Suicide Bombing,  terrorism is seen by mainstream theorists such as Bernard 

Lewis and Michael Walzer as the outcome of the “failure of Muslim countries to modernize” 

(Asad 2007, 17). Furthermore, terrorism is seen as an act that is done against a state – by 

individuals or groups outside of the state rather than an adjective to a particular form of violence, 

regardless of the perpetrators, that seeks to instill terror in the minds of the enemy (ibid, 24-29). 

This was not always the case and I will argue that the use of the term terrorist should refer to its 

original meaning as a strategy and a practice, rather than an ideology. Gerry Kearns writes that 

the term terrorist referred to states as well as persons in the early 19th century. He refers to the 

use of the term to describe the Jacobins of 1793 – it was a term they themselves used to describe 

their political strategy. Kearns argues that it was the use of dynamite by Russian nihilists to kill 

Tsar Alexander II in 1881 that brought about the transformation of the term to designate almost 

exclusively violence used by individuals rather than by states. The Fenian bombing campaigns by 

the Irish nationals in 1861-6, Kearns continues, "defined for the British a domestic figure of the 

individual terrorist that almost entirely displaced the earlier notion of state terror." Kearns's 

argument is that this designation of individuals as terrorists lead to their treatment as what 

Agamben calls "bare life" (Kearns 2007, 22-3; Agamben 1998).  

The coupling of terrorism and Islam has made terrorism the absolute other of another 

set of empty signifiers:  the West, democracy and freedom. The way in which Hezbollah - and 
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other Islamic militant groups - are represented in much of the academic, media, and political 

discourse as strictly terrorist reveals the similarities in terms of their treatment - or potential 

treatment - as bare life and the failure to see these groups as more than blind violent networks. I 

will argue that the term terrorist should refer not to an ideology but to a strategy of using 

violence in order to terrorize the other.  A terrorist, Asad writes, “is someone who creates a sense 

of fear and insecurity among a civilian population for political purposes” (Asad 2007, 26). 

Therefore, when a group is considered terrorist it is inevitable that we read their actions as 

pertaining to this one strategy of terrorism, and the same should be valid when a state employs 

similar strategies in order to instill fear.  

Hezbollah’s “terrorism” is then a political predicate as it can be described using the term 

in its original meaning as an adjective for an act of showing with a political goal. If we use the 

term terrorist to designate Hezbollah’s military actions against the Israeli army, it is not terrorism 

as ideology that is meant, but as an instrumental action in war used both by states and by 

subversive groups (Badiou 2005, 108-115). Terrorism refers to war as it pertains to a conflict 

over the field of perception (Virilio 1989) and to violence as both a physical and a symbolic act 

(Zizek 2008b). The latter notion can be understood on the one hand in terms of the economy of 

violence, where terrorism seeks to maximize the effects of a violent act, and in terms of terrorism 

as the transference of the location of the act from the ground onto the screen since terrorism is 

first and foremost an act of showing violence (Dayan 2006).  

 

Empowerment and pragmatic politics 

 

Hezbollah's politics are often described as pragmatic. In fact, the movement's position 

towards Israel in particular is defined by an ultimate and absolute animosity. While it does not 

recognize the State of Israel and considers it an illegitimate occupation of Palestinian land, its 

actual policy towards Israel is marked by an awareness of the material conditions of the conflict 

and the inevitability of an eventual agreement between the different conflicting forces (Israel, the 

Palestinians, Syria and Lebanon). That being said, the movement's mission in this context is to 

provide the best grounds for any negotiation and preserve a balance that guarantees the 

agreement is not completely in favor of Israel but protects the rights of Palestinians, Syrians, and 

Lebanese.  

 This pragmatic approach to politics by Hezbollah also appears in their position towards 

the West in general. Contrary to what is often said in literature that sees Hezbollah as a ‘terrorist 

organization’ or as equivalent to Al Qaida in its desire to destroy the "western way of life," 

Hezbollah leaders often "express their admiration for certain aspects of Western culture, 

including US culture" (Harb and Leenders 2005). The movement's recurrent distinction between 

the people and the governments of countries such as the US and Israel (and the distinction that is 

often made between Jews and Zionists) reflects its efforts to present a discourse that can be 

accepted by much larger groups than its Shiite supporters and introduce its discourse into a 

global movement of dissent. It is in the same framework that we can understand the efforts made 

by the movement's institutions and research centers to understand its enemies.  

 Hezbollah has thus invested greatly in the understanding of its enemies. In fact, this is 

one of the conditions of its success. Whether this is in research centers or in the media, 
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Hezbollah’s efforts to understand and share this understanding of the enemy with its network of 

supporters is visible in the programs produced and broadcast on Al Manar TV channel (for 

example, translations and reports about the Israeli media or Israeli politics are very common) and 

in the research done and published by the movement’s research centers and publications. Harb 

and Leeders write that “in all these endeavours Hizbullah demonstrates a capability to analyse 

and predict its adversaries' behaviour and intentions that is far superior to that offered by those 

insisting on the terrorism label” (Harb and Leenders 2005).  

 Another less counter-productive but still insufficient way to analyze Hezbollah, 

according to Harb and Leenders, is to treat it as a Lebanese party that provides social and 

economic services to its constituency thus consolidating their support and extending their 

influence and appeal among the historically marginalized Shiite community in Lebanon. This 

perspective which they call the "Lebanonization approach" is also limiting, as it correlates 

Hezbollah's success in Lebanese politics and especially among the Shiite community to its role as 

a provider of services to a poor marginalized group (ibid). While Hezbollah's social service 

network is a very influential and highly efficient one in the movement's political and popular 

development, this explanation does not provide any convincing answers and often does not even 

address deeper questions and phenomena about the regional success of its discourse. 

Furthermore, this approach does not provide any answers to the party's success among the Shiite 

upper classes nor among those non-Shiites who do not profit from Hezbollah’s services in 

Lebanon and abroad. It also disregards the deeper influence of Hezbollah as a movement that 

provoked a fundamental transformation in the self-perception of Shiites in Lebanon by 

transforming a society that relied on a discourse of self victimization into one that sees itself as 

the vanguard of resistance and defiance. Hezbollah's social and cultural impact in this sense have 

transformed the Lebanese Shiites from a marginalized group to one that is both active in the 

political struggle and an economically and culturally influential force in the country as a whole 

(ibid).  

The analysis of Hezbollah as a Lebanese political actor often falls in the impasse of 

separating the movement's political and social efforts from its military ones. In this sense, 

Hezbollah has succeeded in constructing a Shiite self by articulating various demands into one 

overarching discourse revolving around the notion of resistance and empowerment. However, it 

is important to realize the links between the party's discursive strategies which include its political 

and social articulations and the institutions that make this discourse possible. In this case, the 

social institutions as well as the media and military infrastructure constitute a set of irreducible 

elements. The development of Hezbollah's political discourse is a consequence and a cause of its 

expanding military success and social influence. The articulated identity - Shiite in essence but 

Lebanese, Arab and Muslim as well – combines, depending on the context, a negotiation of 

religious commitment to the Shiite faith with a Lebanese national identity as well as a pan-Arab 

and pan-Islamic dimension. 

Resistance in Hezbollah's discourse is not merely a military endeavor. Rather, following 

the speeches and sermons delivered by its General Secretary on various occasions (see Chapter 3) 

and according to the party's media and teachings, it is a complex balance of military, social, 

cultural, and political strategies that aim at building a "society of resistance." This is the logic that 

guides Harb and Leenders’ criticism of much of the literature about the movement, and gives 
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meaning to their affirmation that in the case of Hezbollah, it is "virtually impossible to extricate 

the military from the political or vice versa" (ibid). Accordingly, I argue along with the two 

authors that it is both misleading and wrong to reduce the support that Hezbollah has gained 

among the Lebanese Shiite community to the social and economic services provided by the 

party's network of institutions. Harb and Leenders suggest an analysis of Hezbollah as a “holistic 

network” whose different aspects (social, political, military and cultural) are all parts of a 

discourse of resistance. I will therefore suggest looking at Hezbollah's media strategies not as an 

independent component of the movement’s power structure but as part of this holistic discourse.  

Perhaps what constitutes the essence of resistance in Hezbollah’s discourse is the notion 

of empowerment in both military and political terms. In military terms, empowerment is the 

belief in, and demonstration of the power to defeat the superior military force of Israel. Since the 

1967 defeat, the belief in the invincibility of the Israeli army had been almost unshaken until 

Hezbollah demonstrated the opposite in 2000 and then in 2006. Empowerment would be the 

development of new inventive military tactics and constant readiness to face the enemy.4  In 

political terms, empowerment refers to the empowerment of the dispossessed and marginalized 

groups in Lebanon and the Arab world. Hezbollah succeeded in providing a sense of political 

potential for its Shiite supporters in Lebanon to become active members in the Lebanese political 

life by giving them a voice and a powerful representative. The movement also promoted a notion 

of political empowerment in the rest of the Arab world, especially in Palestine where it claimed 

that people must take their destiny into their own hands. Empowerment is expressed in the 

media and discursive strategies of Hezbollah in its efforts to understand its enemy, its inventive 

military tactics, and the articulation of a narrative of resistance by actively producing new 

meanings and challenging old ones. Its ability to articulate a people and redefine its boundaries 

provides the grounds for calling Hezbollah a resistance movement, one that seeks to achieve the 

most difficult of tasks, namely acquiring a voice and a language for self-representation and 

definition. It is precisely this voice and language, and the messages it delivers, that this 

dissertation will shed light on by examining four of Hezbollah’s most widely spread media forms 

and the way they articulate a people named “resistance”.  

                                                 
4 This refers to a verse from the Quran often used by Hezbollah: “And prepare against them whatever you 

are able of power and of steeds of war by which you may terrify the enemy of Allah and your enemy and others 
besides them whom you do not know [but] whom Allah knows” (8:60). 





 

13 
 

CHAPTER 1 

FROM NASSER TO NASRALLAH: A HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

“National liberation, national reawakening, restoration of the 

nation to the people or Commonwealth, whatever the name used, 

whatever the latest expression, decolonization is always a violent 

event.” Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 1. 

 

In order to understand Hezbollah's political and social project it is crucial to start by 

placing the movement within the wider context of Middle Eastern conflicts. The Palestinian 

cause and the failure of the Arab nationalist experience of Gamal Abdel Nasser in the 1950’s and 

1960’s in addition to the colonial experience which determined the region's maps, borders and 

current political identities are all necessary components of Hezbollah’s political discourse. To this 

day, Palestine remains central in Arab political concerns and being Arab remains a political and 

ideological position that is in constant flux.  

 I will argue that the emergence of Hezbollah and subsequently their political discourse 

must be understood in relation to three main issues of contemporary Arab history: the post-

colonial liberation struggle for the establishment of independent political entities and identities 

(with Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Arab Nationalist experience as its most salient example) ; the 

resurgence of Islam as a political force after the failure of secular Arab nationalism; and the 

specifically Shiite political experience from the Iranian Revolution to the emergence of Hezbollah 

out of the Lebanese Shiite condition.  

In this chapter I will present the context for the emergence and development of 

Hezbollah's political discourse. The preceding three conditions will be investigated in order to 

better understand the discourse and identity that this Islamic movement is promoting  in 

Lebanon and the Arab world. After exposing the context of emergence and decline of Arab 

nationalism, the rise of political Islam as a response, and the specific experience of Shiite political 

movements in Lebanon, I will show how Hezbollah’s political discourse transformed from an 

uncompromising Shiite militia in the 1980’s to a Lebanese political party and resistance 

movement in the 1990’s and with the liberation in 2000, to a regional force after the 2006 war.  

Looking at the political landscape in the Middle East today, one can notice that the 

same political divisions of the early post-colonial time remain at the heart of current conflicts 

between the pro-Western “moderate Arab states” and the anti-Western “axis of refusal”. In fact, 

since the end of European direct colonial rule over the Arab world, two opposing camps 

emerged that were to mirror the global division of the Cold War between a revolutionary socialist 

pro-Soviet camp and a reactionary pro-Western one (Kepel 2006, 46). The first group adopted a 

revolutionary rhetoric refusing western influence and preaching armed resistance against the 

Israeli occupation of Arab lands and a refusal of the Western post-colonial influence. This group 

led by Nasser's Egypt in the 1950’s and 1960’s was mobilizing the Arab masses with a discourse 

of Arab nationalism and socialist reforms. On the other side, were the monarchical regimes of 

the Gulf, Jordan, pre-revolutionary Iraq and Tunisia. This pro-Western camp was concerned in 

preserving the status quo and curtailing the advancement of Arab nationalism and socialism into 

their societies. 
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While the revolutionary camp gave way to what is now usually referred to as the "axis of 

refusal"  now formed mainly of the alliance between Iran, Syria, Hezbollah, and Hamas (EL 

Husseini 2010), the monarchical camp gave way to what is now called the "moderate states" 

which now includes in addition to the previous pro-Western states, Egypt1. Since Nasser, the first 

camp has been more successful in representing the popular will and appealing to the general 

populations while the second camp has managed to sustain its interests despite its general lack in 

popularity. The fall of Arab nationalism and the emergence of religious discourses and sectarian 

divisions especially after the Iranian Revolution and the second Gulf war led to this division 

becoming somewhat of a religious war between a Sunni camp (the "moderate" Arab states) and a 

Shiite one (the "axis of refusal" which also includes non-Shiite components). This is not to say 

that religious divisions do characterize the conflict between the two, however, one of the 

mainstream discourses emerging do represent it this way. My argument is that the conflict is 

essentially a political one between two forces with opposite programs and visions of society and 

the relation with the Western other.   

I will argue that Hezbollah as a movement that belongs to the "axis of refusal" is one of 

many movements - religious in most parts - that emerged on the ruins of the Arab nationalist 

experience with a discourse that rejected the secularist ideas of Nasser and re-articulated an anti-

colonial discourse with an Islamic essence. For this reason, I will start my analysis of Hezbollah 

with a historical context that traces the emergence of Arab nationalism and its failure in order to 

better understand the conditions of emergence of political Islam and its Shiite variant in 

Hezbollah.  

The emergence of Hezbollah can be read through a number of socio-political, cultural 

and economic transformations that shaped the conditions for political Islam to emerge as the 

hegemonic force of resistance in various forms. As Mohammed Ayoob contends "Hizbullah and 

Hamas are part of a larger trend that has come to combine nationalism with Islam in the Arab 

world since the 1970’s" (Ayoob 2008, 114). Many scholars have traced the emergence of new 

Islamic political forces as a reaction to the 1967 defeat and the failure of secular Arab 

nationalism. Ayoob continues  "Political Islam thus became a surrogate for nationalist ideologies, 

seamlessly combining nationalist and religious rhetoric in a single whole. Francois Burgat 

observes, ‘Much more than a hypothetical 'resurgence of the religious,' it should be reiterated that 

Islamism is effectively the reincarnation of an older Arab nationalism, clothed in imagery 

considered more indigenous" (ibid, 114). 

 Furthermore, Islamism must be understood not as a movement backwards or as many 

have argued an anti-modern phenomenon, but to the contrary. Political Islam in many of its 

various forms is as Michael Watts argues "a conspicuously modern phenomenon" (Watts 2007, 

192). In fact, Graham Fuller argues that as today's most influential political discourses in the Arab 

world, Islam(s) seem to be preoccupied with the same economic, social, and political issues that 

move much of the political debates in the developing world (Fuller 2004, xix, 67, 81). The author 

writes that "Islamists are struggling, like so much of the rest of the developing world, with the 

genuine dilemmas of modernization: rampant change of daily life and urbanization at all levels, 

                                                 
1 While this dissertation was being written Tunisia and Egypt’s pro-Western dictators were being toppled by 

the first popular revolutions in the Arab world for decades while other regimes in both camps were facing similar 
popular uprisings and revolts.  
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social dislocation and crisis, the destruction of traditional values, the uncertain threats of 

globalization, the need for representative and competent governance, and the need to build just 

societies and to cope with formidable political, economic, and cultural challenges from the West" 

(ibid, xii). Fuller's argument is precisely that political Islam as he says "is not an exotic and distant 

phenomenon, but one intimately linked to contemporary political, social, economic and moral 

issues of near universal concern” (ibid, xii). 

This chapter and my project in general have precisely this aim: to de-exoticize Hezbollah 

by presenting it as a political movement with a complex set of demands and articulations that are 

rooted in economic, political and cultural conditions often shared in many parts of the world.  By 

exposing the conditions that led to the emergence of Hezbollah as a political movement and the 

conditions that led to this movement to adopt the set of demands and political identities that they 

promote, I will argue that looking at militant political Islamic movements only as terrorist groups 

hinders any possibility of understanding these groups.  

  

1. The rise and fall of Arab Nationalism 

 

Being Arab has not always referred to a political group identity for those people living in 

what is called the "Arab world" - the land stretching from the Atlantic Ocean meeting North 

Africa to the Gulf Sea2. Ever since an Islamic Caliphate represented authority in what is now the 

Arab world, it was the power of Islam that consolidated the different groups living under the 

banner of the Islamic Empire3. Within the widely diversified Empire, individual group identities 

took the shape of tribe, clan or ethnic affiliations which were often an obstacle to the emergence 

of national identities (Dawisha 2005, 86). In fact, if any Arab political entity ever existed, it was 

never distinct from Islam as its forging force. Thus, it was not Arabism that constituted the 

identity of the two Arab dynasties that succeeded Mohammed (the Umayyad and the Abbasid), 

but their authority to represent the power of Islam and thus lead the Umma4.  

Therefore, Arabism did not justify any distinct political identity before the notion of 

nationalism as a secular cultural identity, was articulated by Arab intellectuals within the Ottoman 

Empire in late 19th century5. As an idea, the first articulation of Arab nationalism can be linked 

to the emergence of a class of intelligentsia among Arab speaking peoples (mainly in Syria where 

a large number of Christian Arabs live) influenced by European modernity and Enlightenment 

(ibid, 40). These intellectuals were educated in European missionary schools, widely spread in this 

area at the time, or in Europe. Therefore they were influenced by the growing ideas of 

nationalism and modernity spreading there (Zein 1979, 60)6. Zein argues that these articulations 

                                                 
2 One of the most popular slogans of the Arab nationalists was “ummaton khalida mina el mouhit ila el 

khalij” (an immortal umma from the (Atlantic) ocean till the Gulf Sea.  
3 These groups were not necessarily all Muslims, but they all lived under the authority of the Muslim State.  
4 Umma refers to all Muslims regardless of geographical, cultural, and ethnic differences, the Umma is the 

sum of all the faithful (see Nassar 1992).  
5 It has to be added that these articulations were more a demand of a decentralized power structure within 

the Empire giving Arabs more power – within a Turco-Arab Empire - rather than a full detachment from the Islamic 
Caliphate (Zein 1979, 81-83; Hourani 2002, 304-10).  

6 More on the role of Christian Arabs in Syria and Lebanon in the articulation of a secular nationalist 
narrative in relation to sectarian ambitions and European influence see Salibi 1988, Chapters 8 -12.  
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appeared in the late decades of the 19th century as a reaction to the growing Turkification of the 

Ottoman Empire (ibid, 55-80).  

The outcome of the Great War (1914-1918) provided a new motivation for the Arab 

nationalists. The promises of an independent Arab state made to Sharif Hussein of Mecca by the 

British in exchange for him fighting the Ottomans were not kept and the Sykes-Picot7 accord 

between the French and the British - the victors of the war - would introduce a new factor to the 

Arabs and the Arab nationalist narrative: colonialism. The Sykes-Picot accord divided the Arab 

lands of the former Ottoman Empire into nation-states under the authority of one of the two 

victors. Thus, the accords became a symbol of colonial domination over the Arab 'fatherland' and 

the betrayal of the West8. The “Arab Cause” will no longer be independence from Ottoman rule, 

but the re-unification of the [lost] 'Arab nation' and the liberation from colonial domination. In 

other words, the outcome of the Great War was the transformation of the Arab nationalist 

movement into an anti-colonial one something that remains a crucial component of the Arab 

nationalist identity (see also Khalidi et al. 1991).  

However, it was not until the 1950’s that Arab nationalism overcame its status as an 

elitist movement and achieved the status of a mass movement and a hegemonic narrative of 

identity. With the revolution in Egypt (1952) and the rise of Gamal Abdel Nasser to power 

(1954), Arab nationalism assumed a considerably different articulation compared with that of its 

early theorists. One crucial issue that would be added to the anti-colonial stance of the Arab 

nationalist discourse was the emergence of the State of Israel on the ruins of Palestine in 1948 as 

another episode of the colonial project. 

 In the following paragraphs, I will examine the shifts on political, social, economic and 

cultural levels that facilitated Nasser’s articulation of Arab nationalism to make Arab the 

hegemonic identity in the ‘Arab world.’ Nasser’s project of a secular Arab nationalism would 

collapse on the battlefields of the 1967 war with Israel opening the way for the emergence of new 

movements. I will argue that in addition to the transformations on the social and economic fields, 

the radio played a fundamental role in spreading Nasser’s narrative to Arab populations beyond 

the Egyptian borders allowing it to influence the way people in the Arab world defined 

themselves and their identity.  

  

1.1 Consolidating the Arab Nation 

 

In 1952 the Egyptian Khedive was overthrown after a revolution led by the "Free 

Officers" of the Egyptian army. The two leading figures of this group were Muhammad Naguib 

                                                 
7 The Sykes-Picot accord was a secret agreement between the French and the British governments 

represented by their respective diplomats, François George-Picot and Mark Sykes. The agreement defined their 
spheres of influence and control in the Middle East (mainly the Arab lands that were formerly part of the Ottoman 
Empire), and drew the borders between these territories thus creating many of the present Arab nation-states in the 
Middle East and much of the present political map of the region.  

8 The Sykes-Picot accord contradicted the promises made by the British to Sharif Hussein of an 
independent Arab state in exchange of his military help against the Ottoman army. These promises are documented 
in what is called the Hussein-McMahon correspondences held between 1915 and 1916. Furthermore, the Balfour 
promise made to the Zionist movement at the same time provided Palestine for the establishment of a Jewish 
national state: Israel. 
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and Gamal Abdel Nasser. The former would become the first president in 1953 and would be 

replaced in 1954 by Nasser after an internal power struggle. Nasser, a young, dynamic and 

charismatic figure, would quickly become the symbol of the Arab-socialist revolution. The “Free 

Officers” started mainly as a reaction to the corruption of the post-colonial government and its 

failure to provide a social, economic and political independence to the country; these officers 

rejected the continuous exploitation of Egypt's wealth at the hands of the ex-colonizers and their 

local agents. The movement was also motivated by another factor, namely the defeat of the Arab 

armies in the 1948 war against the newly formed state of Israel. Nasser and his companions all 

participated in this war, and their ideals were forged - as Nasser himself later wrote in his book 

The Philosophy of the Revolution - on its battlefields. They blamed the inter-Arab ruling class rivalry 

for the defeat of the Arab armies and the colonizers for their support of their last colony: Israel9 

Once in power, Nasser endorsed a transnational project of Arab nationalism, a message 

that he enthusiastically spread throughout the Arab world. He invested large sums of money to 

create what became the Arab world’s largest broadcasting system. Nasser was clearly aware of the 

power of Radio to gather Arab masses and his aim to reach these masses would take form in the 

station associated with his name: Sawt el Arab (the Voice of the Arabs). The station was launched 

in 1953 as a project supervised by Nasser himself (Boyd 1975, 646). Its goal was to reach all the 

Arabs 'from the ocean till the sea' and propagate the narrative of Arab nationalism and socialism; 

the channel would give Nasser access to Arabs outside of Egypt expanding his power base 

beyond nation-state borders and making him the leading figure for Egyptians and non-Egyptians 

alike. Shortly after its launch, Sawt el Arab became the most popular channel in the Arab world 

with a reach extending from Morocco to the desert of Saudi Arabia (Dawisha 2005, 148-9).  

Adeed Dawisha writes that, "If national identity emerges as a result of purposeful 

narrative, then it is essential to comprehend accurately when the narrative began, for its later 

development and contemporary impact has to have something to do with the intellectual, 

ideological, and political influence under which it emerged" (ibid, 16). The rise of the Arab 

nationalist narrative of Nasser to the forefront of popular movements in the 1950’s and 1960’s is 

a result of multiple transformations that occurred in the Arab territories since the late days of the 

colonial rule. In this context, radio was the medium that for many reasons was bound to be the 

vehicle of the Arab nationalist narrative. Whether for cultural, social or technological reasons 

radio was the perfect medium to articulate an identity itself based on the sound of a common 

Arabic language.  

Technological advancements, mainly in communication technology played an essential 

role in accelerating the spread of a common imaginary in Arab speaking societies. Egypt's cultural 

                                                 
9 Before the 1948 war there was another major episode that contributed to building a common Arab 

consciousness: the events of 1936-9 in Palestine – or the Palestinian revolt – which made the Palestinian issue a 
concern for other Arabs. With the help of radio and more importantly the proliferation of newspapers in 1930s, this 
part of the world became more visible and accessible for Arabs. The revolt helped in developing a political concern 
to what is happening in the land which is home to both Muslim and Christian holy places. The events started in 1936 
when Palestinians carried out a general strike against the continuing Zionist settlements on their lands, the strikes 
became a revolt that would last almost 3 years claiming many lives on the different sides of the conflict (3000 
Palestinians, 2000 Jews, and 600 British). The revolt had a large Arab popular support; demonstrations in the major 
Arab cities broke out and compelled the Arab governments to publicly support the Palestinian Arabs (Dawisha 2005, 
107-17). The result of this episode was a growing nationalist sentiment among Arabs and the rise of a common cause 
and an enemy that would unite them. The issue of Palestine remains a central element in the Arab narrative and in 
the Muslim one; it will be a privileged subject for both Nasser’s nationalism and to the rising Islamic discourses. 
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productions - mainly cinema and music - were and still are the most widespread in the Arab 

world. The emergence of a pan-Arab popular culture, but also pan-Arab literary currents, was 

achieved at a time when cinema, radio, and other forms of communication (roads, airports and 

ports) were being introduced en masse to Arab societies (Hourani 2002, 336-40). Furthermore, 

Arabic language is the fundamental element in any idea of Arab nationalism. It is through this 

language that any such narrative has to be articulated and propagated. The emergence of a new 

form of transnational Arabic during this period is another factor that contributed to the spread of 

the nationalist narrative. Technological breakthroughs in communication were spreading a new 

simplified medial Arabic that would emerge as a transnational language adequate to the message 

of Nasser and his radio broadcast (ibid, 340-2).  

Between 1930 and 1950 changes in the social and economic structure of the Arab states 

led to the emergence of new classes and new notions of belonging, and subsequently created new 

needs on political, social and discursive levels. In this sense, my aim in this section is to explore 

different forces that led to a rise of a common Arab consciousness and a notion of Arabism that 

would take a concrete shape in the discourse of the Egyptian revolution and its Arab-socialist 

system.  

A key force was the rise of a common Arab class consciousness and strong anti-

imperialist feelings among the lower and middle classes that would provide a strong vehicle for 

the message of Arab socialism to spread in urban centers across the Arab world. Prior to the 

revolution, the breach between the ruling class and the population was burgeoning. The intense 

and rapid expansion of urban populations was significant in the formation of new political and 

social trends opposed to the status quo that the ruling classes were aiming to maintain. During 

this era the economies of the Arab states were growing and with them their dependence on the 

West. The discovery of oil in the Gulf increased western interests in this region and subsequently 

western hegemony. Urban societies were subjected to a number of changes and new political 

ideas were emerging to contest Islam’s place as a common identity. A new class of urban 

proletariat was emerging, cities were growing, rural immigration was increasing, education was 

expanding and women were starting to participate in the economy (ibid, 345-79)10. Economic 

growth in the Arab countries depended on aid and investments from industrialized nations. 

Investments and loans from industrialized states were given with a political agenda especially 

once the Cold War reached the Middle East. Aid was not only economic but also military. 

Dependence on the countries which provided aid increased and they remained indebted (ibid, 

366, 377-8).  

One major change in the Arab socio-economic landscape was the discovery and 

exploitation of oil in the Gulf States. This had two major effects: transforming these states from 

poor tribal desert regions into industrialized oil producers which meant a growing need for work 

force which came mainly from Egypt, Syria and other countries of the Arab world; and 

transforming these states into a vital strategic target for the industrialized countries (ibid, 378). 

The discovery of oil drastically changed the geopolitical and strategic value of these states. Thus, 

as the time of direct colonialism was over, different approaches of control were needed: friendly 

regimes had to be supported, or put in place by the industrialized states whether European, 

                                                 
10 For a more detailed account of this period see Hourani 2002, 299-416 and Dawisha 2005. 
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American or Soviet. The end of direct colonialism was clearly not an end to colonial domination 

or imperialist hegemony, which made a strong case for anti-imperialist narratives to gain ground 

in Arab societies11.  

During these two decades a fast mutation on technological level was visible throughout 

the Arab world. The Arab nation-states were introducing new techniques of mass-

communication triggering transformations on social, economic and cultural levels. These 

developments reduced distances in the Arab world, allowing a faster and easier spread of cultural 

goods. Transportation, publishing, and media were the main fields of change. Developments in 

transportation and air travel made the distances between hitherto remote quarters of the Arab 

world smaller. Travel from one city, or country to another became more frequent with the 

further development in road building and railroads. Immigration of workers from Egypt and 

other Arab countries where workforce was abundant to the Gulf States provided further contact 

and exchange between Arabs from different states (ibid, 338-9; Sharabi 1966, 13).  

Publishing flourished in Cairo and Beirut where intellectual circles gathered thinkers, 

writers and poets from all Arab states due to the relative political freedom and diversity, as well as 

the presence of established educational institutions. New means of expression and media 

provided a space for discussion which united educated Arabs more than ever before (Hourani 

2002, 338). With the quick educational revolution a new market of readers was growing in most 

of the Arab countries providing these publications with a transnational readership of students 

and literate Arabs (ibid, 392-7). New media was also gaining ground in both entertainment and 

information. Apart from newspapers which had a growing number of circulation and a more 

regional appeal, radio and cinema had become by the late 1940’s a popular entertainment 

accessible for a large part of urban populations (ibid, 393).  

Since the 1950’s, transistor receivers were relatively inexpensive, a factor that enabled 

lower income people to purchase them and have access to radio broadcasting (Boyd 1993, 4). 

Often, whole villages would have one radio receiver and listening would be a group ceremony 

(Hourani 2002, 393). The spread of radio among populations of all classes enhanced the social 

influence of the medium and popular, recognizable voices appeared such as Umm Kulthum, 

Nasser and Ahmad Said (presenter and manager of Sawt el Arab) (ibid, 393).  

In fact, the creation of the Sawt el Arab channel and in more general terms the Egyptian 

broadcasting system was part of Nasser's revolutionary project. It was an intrinsic part of the 

revolution and its exportation to the other Arab states. Nasser envisioned Egypt as playing a 

central role in the Middle East and the Arab world under his leadership. This is apparent in his 

book, The Philosophy of the Revolution where he makes hints to his political designs and indications 

of radio broadcasting services which he would serve political goals (Boyd 1975, 645). Nasser's 

awareness of radio's strategic power was thus reflected by his personal role in launching Sawt el 

Arab and defining its agenda. The channel succeeded in its goal and quickly became a major 

medium in the Arab world through which Nasser would disseminate his ideas of Arab unity and 

incite revolutions outside of Egypt (Dawisha 2005, 147).  

The radio also presented new paradigms: simultaneity, entertainment and 

sensationalism. It was able to transmit Nasser’s speeches with all their emotional connotations 

                                                 
11 A great literary account of this historical period is Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt.   
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and richness simultaneously to the listeners and the crowds; it could unite a transnational public 

listening to the same voice at the same time while being aware that across the political frontiers 

many other Arabs were hearing the same voice. Nasser’s speeches became group or radio 

ceremonies similar to what Katz and Dayan call media events and television ceremonies where 

viewers are sharing the same live images of an event broadcast on their television screens (Dayan 

and Katz 1992, 14-17). These were events in which Arabs were able to participate in and 

consolidate a nationalist sentiment. Radio was an ideal medium; it could bypass the problem of 

illiteracy and appeal to a wide range of listeners in various cities in the Arab world (Boyd 1993, 

28; Boyd 1975, 648).  

The efficiency and the importance of the radio in Nasser’s strategy was such that during 

the 1956 war, the British army attacked Egyptian radio transmitters in the hope of silencing the 

Voice of the Arabs making way for their station broadcasting from Cyprus to take its place and 

propose Nasser's ouster. The bombing was not successful and neither was the Voice of Britain. 

The Arab staff of the British station resigned once the programming became counter 

propaganda. This episode gave way for new strategies: the need for more transmitters and 

decentralization of their locations was now necessary to protect the radio broadcast. At this 

juncture radio had become a strategic weapon (Boyd 1975, 649).12  

In his Cairo Documents, Muhammad Heykal, a prominent Arab journalist and consultant 

to Nasser, recalled a meeting between the UN Secretary General Hammarskjold and Nasser. The 

first had asked Nasser: “Can we disarm the radio?" to which Nasser replied: "How can I reach 

my power base? My power lies in the Arab masses. The only way I can reach my people is by 

radio. If you ask me for radio disarmament, it means that you are asking me for complete 

disarmament" (Boyd 1975, 650-1). 

Furthermore, apart from the radio, cinema houses were spreading in Arab cities and 

movie going quickly became accessible to poor urban classes as well as to rural communities. 

Egypt was by far the largest film producer and Egyptian films were popular in all Arab countries, 

competing with Hollywood productions. Egyptian films, shown in cinemas in all Arab cities, 

spread common images about society and national struggle. Simultaneously, these films were 

spreading a familiarity with Egyptian voices and movie stars, Egyptian colloquial Arabic and 

Egyptian popular music. As a result, these were becoming a shared Arab culture par excellence 

(Hourani 2002, 392-3). 

These developments in mass-communication contributed to the social mutation in the 

Arab world. Arabs in different nation-states now had access to a shared world they could move 

in and a common imagination thanks to books, newspapers and new media (ibid, 338-9). Hourani 

writes that at this time "there was an increasing mass of material to feed the minds of those who 

saw the world through the medium of the Arabic language and most of it was material which was 

common to all Arab countries" (ibid, 392). It would be hard to imagine the emergence of Arab 

nationalism as a mass movement in the Arab world and its appeal to people in distant quarters of 

                                                 
12 This episode also mirrors a similar one occurring in the 2006 Lebanese-Israeli war, when the Israeli air 

force attacked and destroyed the studios and transmitters of Al-Manar TV and Al-Nour Radio, Hezbollah’s 
television and radio channels. However, the transmission never stopped, those responsible for the broadcasting had 
already taken measures against any possible attack and the transmission was carried on from an unknown location.  
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the Arab world without the earlier presence of a common culture, or a common imaginary that 

was made possible by technological and cultural advancements.  

Several currents in literature and popular culture appeared during this period. This 

resulted in the introduction of a common imaginary and a common cultural heritage for the 

Arabs in different nation-states. In this sense a common popular culture, which was Egyptian in 

most cases, became accessible to all Arabs and shared by most of them (Dawisha 2005, 143-4, 

148). Moreover, some of the notions of identity and modernization that were articulated and 

discussed by intellectual currents of the period would reappear in Nasser's narrative of Arab 

nationalism. The technological advancements in media and communication made it easier for 

these literary currents and popular culture to achieve a regional influence and transnational 

reach13. The intellectuals were in most cases familiar with both the culture of the colonizer and 

their own. They were concerned with possibilities of change and reform in the status of their 

societies and identities. With the emergence of Arab nationalism as a discourse of change that 

was concerned with social justice and the articulation of a local cultural identity this generation of 

intellectuals would join the ranks of Nasser’s revolution and provide the intellectual basis for it 

(Hourani 2002, 395). 

Another central aspect in this period was urbanization and the rise of a class of urban 

proletariat in the larger cities. The rise of an Arab proletariat and the appearance of trade and 

labor organizations would be essential for the subsequent rise of a class consciousness and of 

socialist trends among these increasingly numerous groups in most Arab states. A new urban 

educated class was starting to accept the ideas of Arab nationalism propagated mainly by the 

Syrian Ba'th party, the first Arab nationalist party to have a social impact in the 1940’s. The rise 

of local education created a new class of educated urban professionals who had a less westernized 

social background. It was this class that was oriented towards Arabism and Islam (Sharabi 1966, 

13; Dawisha 2005, 124-7). The importance of local education as opposed to the colonial 

educational systems was to introduce a new individual whose ideas derived from its local Arab 

roots. The colonial system of education was sustaining an educated class during the colonial 

period whose ideas are taken from the West, thus creating a colonial, hybrid individual who 

knows only to assimilate the teachings of the West and once faced with the local culture would 

find themselves alienated. In a way Arab nationalism was the product of this hybrid class 

(Hourani 2002, 389-97). 

As the Arabic nations had substantial agrarian populations, the peasantry represented a 

considerable force of support for the revolutionary movements. The intellectual vanguard came 

from the small bourgeoisie and the professional classes. It was a consequence of the educational 

development described above and would have a crucial role in rallying the rural populations 

around the Arab nationalist movement. In fact, these intellectuals were in part rural immigrants 

to the cities and assumed the role of "translating" the political and ideological foundations of 

                                                 
13 Hourani writes that fiction novels were the largest genre but also novels of social criticism were very 

popular. The common themes were the alienation of the educated middle class between their societies and those of 
Europe (Hourani 2002, 395). The articulation of this theme in novels with transnational circulation created a 
common link between these educated, bilingual middle classes around the Arab world who are sharing similar 
preoccupations, and provided a common ground for a Pan-Arab discussion about the issues of modernity and 
national identity.  
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nationalism and socialism to the illiterate peasants and workers in villages as well as in cities. A 

recurrent theme in Arab engaged cinema and theatre is the character of the young rural 

immigrant who comes back to his village after he had acquired education in the city to spread the 

ideas of nationalism and socialism encountered in the city.  

The spread of Arab nationalism could not be achieved without a modernization and a 

popularization of the Arabic language. After all, it was this language that formed the foundations 

of the emerging Arab identity and the raison d'être of Arab nationalism. As long as it remained 

secluded within the borders of the educated classes it could not consolidate the masses that every 

revolution had to address. Arabs in different quarters of the region speak very different forms of 

colloquial Arabic and often so different that communication is impossible between them without 

the use of an intermediary form of Arabic. The common Arabic is the literary or classical Arabic, 

the language of the Quran and written texts, itself inaccessible for illiterates (Sharabi 1966, 4).  

Arabic language as such plays a central role in Arab politics as the language of political 

discourse. As the language of the Quran it carries religious undertones and Islamic imagery (ibid, 

93). The language had been going through a process of modernization since the late 19th century 

with the intellectual movement of Al-Nahda (the Arab renaissance in late 19th century and early 

20th) to meet the requirements of modernity, notably in the novel and the press. This simplified 

version of Arabic (a mixture of classical language and colloquial tones) remains the official 

language of political discourse (ibid, 93-4). In the first half of the 20th century namely during the 

1930’s, Taha Hussein, one of the most important thinkers and writers in the Arab world 

demonstrated that Arabic “could be used to express all the nuances of a modern mind and 

sensibility.” Even though Taha Hussein, an Egyptian, was hostile to the idea of an Arab nation 

and rather emphasized on the distinctiveness of Egypt as an entity, his work on Arabic had an 

important effect on the later development of it as the language of the modern Arab Nation 

(Hourani 2002, 341-2). New literary formats like the novel and the journalistic article introduced 

a simple construction and a more accessible vocabulary. Newspapers, radio and films spread a 

modern and simplified version of literary Arabic throughout the Arab world. Thanks to the 

widespread of Egyptian music and films, Egyptian voices and intonations were already familiar 

everywhere (ibid, 340).  

During the revolution in Egypt a 'medial Arabic' would rise chiefly with Nasser and 

Naguib. This language would characterize radio broadcasts and political discourse (an oral 

combination of a simplified Arabic and spoken colloquial tones and intonations). This language 

had an unprecedented impact on people “who were addressed for the first time in their own 

spoken language” (Sharabi 1966, 94), in a simplified discourse which created a close link between 

them and the leader. Sharabi notes that “the revolution itself brought this new facility and ease to 

the Arabic language and enabled the rise of a truly mass press and popular literature. […] it 

removed a profound psychological barrier separating the illiterate masses from the educated 

classes of society and created on the political plane a new sense of unity and belonging” (ibid, 94).  

 Nasser himself had a great influence in establishing a new style in political speeches. He 

had a talent for using the Arabic language effectively and he helped popularize modern Arabic 

which is widely used in mass media. His live-transmitted public speeches combined elements of 

Egyptian colloquial, which was already widely understood by Arabs, with classical Arabic (Boyd 

1975, 646; Dawisha 2005, 149). As will be examined in Chapter 3, Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah’s 
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Secretary General, employs a similar style combining literary Arabic and Lebanese colloquial 

language in his speeches. This oratory skill is a component of Nasser's charisma. What resulted 

was a political discourse which could be understood by the illiterate and the educated alike and 

which as Sharabi notes gave the people a sense of "unprecedented kinship with the new 

leadership" (Sharabi 1966, 94).  

 Nasser’s public speeches, his charisma and oratory skills, reached the Arab public on 

the waves of the Sawt el Arab radio station and became an essential component of his strategy to 

propagate Arab nationalism. In his speeches Nasser utilized terms and imagery that addressed the 

concerns and daily experience of the common people. His common use of the word “Karameh” 

(dignity) is an example. Dawisha writes: “for the millions of common folk in Egypt and the rest 

of the Arab world who for years had suffered untold indignities at the hands of the colonizers, 

karameh would find a sure resonance in their hearts” (Dawisha 2005, 149). Nasser would also 

refer to the great Arab history in order to root the Arab identity in a historical ground. Nasser's 

claims were accompanied with practical policies to make his narrative credible. Focusing on 

education, he would enhance Egypt's influence by encouraging the export of Egyptian teachers to 

other Arab countries who would spread the ideals of Arab nationalism (ibid, 150).  

 

1.2 Nationalism, colonialism and Islam 

  

Political life and ideas of governance in the Arab world have been influenced by two 

major forces: Islam on one hand and colonial domination on the other (Sharabi 1966, 15; 

Hourani 2002, 345-9). Arab nationalism and political Islam both share these influences. It is not 

the intention of this chapter to map out the development of Islamic political thought and 

philosophy or the details of the colonial experience, however, it is essential to mention the impact 

of the colonial experience on the post-colonial political projects that will emerge in the Arab 

states.  

While Islamic political thought had little influence over the nationalist projects that were 

primarily influenced by the European ideas of modernity, it would appear more clearly in the 

articulation of the emerging political Islamic groups in the 1970’s and 1980’s. Emerging Islamic 

movements were preoccupied with different interpretations of the Islamic state. They built on 

earlier theological work and Islamic political thought as well as the ideas of modernity in order to 

provide state building projects that met the requirements of the present while being faithful to 

Islam. The Iranian Revolution and Khomeini’s theory of the “rule of the Jurist” in the Islamic 

Republic and Sayyid Qutb’s Muslim Brotherhood are prime examples.  

The colonial experience had an influence on the development of both secular Arab 

nationalism and political Islam. Colonialism was linked to the establishment of a new political 

system of parliamentary democracy. Under French or British rule, parliamentary life produced a 

strong sense of disillusionment for the Arab intellectuals and common people alike. Local 

governments were in all cases composed of the corrupt ruling elites who succeeded in gaining the 

acceptance of the colonizers by acting as their local agents against popular will. The failure of 

colonial parliamentary democracy in the Arab countries was attributed not only to its application 

by the dominant power but to the system itself. It came to be associated with corruption and the 

plundering of local resources by ruling elites and foreign occupiers, foreign interference and 
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exploitation (Sharabi 1966, 57-8). Sharabi puts forth three factors that contributed to the failure 

of political democracy in the Arab world and its transformation into a synonym of corruption 

and the domination of foreign interests in the minds of many Arabs. The first reason was “the 

continued existence of foreign domination during the delicate phase in which parliamentary 

institutions were being established.” The second was the fact that “the monopoly of power” 

remained in the hands of “a privileged class.” The third was “the exclusion from political 

responsibility of the younger generation, particularly as it was represented by the doctrinal parties 

of the 1930’s and 1940’s” most of which were nationalist or socialist (ibid, 56-7).  

Similarly, Hourani claims that the sought independence in most of the countries of the 

Middle East resulted from “manipulation of political forces.” Ruling families and educated elites 

immediately came to power through their “social position and political skill which had been 

needed during the period of transfer of power.” However, these groups failed to get any popular 

support or to create a state in the full sense of the term. The new/old ruling classes did not, 

according to Hourani, “speak the same political language as those whom they claimed to 

represent” nor did they come from a similar social background. They were mainly preoccupied in 

preserving their own social positions rather than developing the country. This opened the way for 

revolutionary movements which would articulate the growing needs of their societies by calling 

for three important demands: strong national identity, social justice and religious revival. Such 

movements varied ideologically from the Muslim Brotherhood, Arab nationalism, communism or 

socialism (Hourani 2002, 403). 

The revolutionary movements in all their forms (such as Ba’th, Nasserism, Syrian 

Nationalism, Muslim Brotherhood) were addressing the "popular masses" (Al-jamahir) which 

were composed of the peasants and the workers - the proletariat (Sharabi 1966, 84). As I will 

address in the next section these would be the target of political Muslim groups that would 

emerge on the ruins of Arab nationalism. In the 1950’s and 1960’s, Nasser's narrative of Arab 

nationalism was successful in gathering these "popular masses" in different Arab states around an 

idea of Arab socialism and was more successful than any other revolutionary movement of its 

time. In fact some of these movements like the Ba’th will seek to ally themselves with Nasser to 

increase their popular support and sustain their political power (Dawisha 2005, 155-6). The 

Nasserist narrative thus hegemonized three major demands into one single discourse of Arab 

socialism: anti-colonialism/anti-imperialism, social justice/socialism and Arab unity. 

 With the rise of the revolutionary discourse appeared a deep division among two camps 

in the Arab world: the revolutionary states (Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Algeria) and the monarchical 

ones (Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco, and Libya) and in between were states such as Lebanon 

and Tunisia who were liable to influence from both sides of the political divide. In Nasser’s 

discourse "liberation" acquired a new meaning; it was no longer the liberation from foreign rule 

but from the corrupt ruling regimes as well. Nasser’s rhetoric placed "revolution" against 

"reaction" (Sharabi 1966, 11-2). Sharabi writes: "Al Thawriyah [revolutionary ideology] is not just 

a political revolution, but represents a comprehensive attitude toward social and economic life, 

including new values and criteria of thought” (ibid, 82). The revolutionary movement was in this 

sense reflecting a new dominant discursive force, which would re-define values and truths in the 

Arab societies, revolutionary and non-revolutionary alike. As I will expose throughout this 

project, this articulation of resistance is also present in Hezbollah’s discourse where a chain of 
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equivalence is also made between political and economic liberation and the ideological stance 

towards imperialism. 

In conclusion, the failure of liberal democracy under colonial rule in the Arab countries 

resulted in a social injustice that the revolutionary movements that emerged sought to oppose. 

This movement, as Sharabi notes, resembled in many respects “the rebellion of the ideological 

and socialist revolutionaries in early 19th century Europe”. The new system of values believed 

that oppression in the Arab states is “the perpetuation of the social and economic systems 

created under European domination and represents an extension of European capitalist 

exploitation”. Independence after the end of the mandates becomes “the economic and social 

liberation of the masses and as a second step, their integration into the political order of society” 

(ibid, 83). 

The opposition between the revolutionary and monarchical camps, became one of the 

central aspects of the discourse of the revolutionary ideology of Nasser: the dichotomy between 

"progressive revolutionary" (taqadoumya el thawrya), and the "reactionary opportunistic" (raj'ya 

el intihazya) supported by "imperialism and colonialism". This radical opposition between the 

two was based on the revolution's expanding aspect to the "non-liberated" countries. “The 

mission of the revolutionary states” was after all to export the revolution and fight imperialism 

wherever it might appear (ibid, 86).  

Outside of Egypt, Nasserism, was gaining ground partly because of the personality of 

Nasser and because of his successes namely the 1956 war, the High Dam, social reform and his 

defense of the Palestinian cause14. These achievements provided a sense of hope and 

empowerment to Arabs everywhere. They were delivered to the Arabs by the transnational press 

and radio which appealed to “Al jamahir” which ironically means both the masses and the 

audiences (Hourani 2002, 407-9; Dawisha 2005, 147-8). While the expanding audience of Nasser 

“deepened conflicts between Arab governments” – which at present are divided between the 

“moderate states” and the “axis of refusal” – Nasserism “remained a potent symbol of unity and 

revolution” (Hourani 2002, 407); in this sense it created an imaginary self for Arab peoples to 

identify with.  

While Arab nationalism was gaining ground in many quarters of the Arab world, in 

many countries  it was still the idea of Islamic brotherhood that remained at the forefront of 

forces of change. Islamic brotherhood with its pan-Islamic scope was a natural opponent of Arab 

nationalism. These two articulations of political identity have been in a constant competition and 

conflict (the hostility between the Muslim brotherhood and Nasser is one major example, but 

also in Syria between the Muslim brotherhood and the Ba’th) (Sharabi 1966, 6; Dawisha 2005, 

188-9; Hourani 2002, 398-400). 

Sharabi argues that the revolutionary ideology did not fully succeed in giving legitimacy 

to the regimes which represented it in the revolutionary states and ultimately failed to achieve its 

ideals of unity and social justice. Nonetheless even though the revolutionary ideology did not 

succeed in uniting the Arab world, it did succeed “in transforming the political environment” and 

                                                 
14 The 1956 war was the episode that transformed Nasser into a symbol of Arab resistance and 

independence (Hourani 2002, 368-9). The war deepened the split between his supporters and opponents who saw 
his policies as too dangerous and "adventurous" (the later represent the same dynamics as what is now called the 
“Arab moderates”, and during the 2006 Lebanese-Israeli war they re-appropriated similar terms in describing the 
Hezbollah tactics as too “dangerous” and “adventurous”). 
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in creating a new notion of identity – being Arab – whose impact is still felt to a certain degree 

today (Sharabi 1966, 87-91; Dawisha 2005, 153).  

In the next sections, I will analyze the impact of the failure of Arab nationalism after the 

1967 defeat of Nasser – “al Naksa” (the setback) – on the emergence of political Islam. This 

episode is essential for understanding the conditions of emergence of Hezbollah out of the 

growing Islamic revolutionary movements that appeared in the 1970’s and for understanding the 

discursive strategies of Hezbollah and the meanings and narratives that will be analyzed in the 

following chapters.   

 

2. “Islam is the solution” 

  

In his book La Question Religieuse au XXIe Siecle, Georges Corm analyzes the conditions 

that led to the return of the religious to the forefront of the political sphere around the world. 

Corm argues that In the last three decades more and more people identify with and are being 

identified by their religious belonging (Corm 2006, 5). Religion has come to stand for more than 

personal belief and has become a political identity. Muslims are no longer only those who 

practice Islam, they are treated as an ethnic group, or a 'culture' - and as a political group. One 

can thus be identified as a Muslim or even identify as a Muslim while being an atheist for 

instance15.   

In fact during the 16 years of Nasser's rule (1954-1970), Arab nationalism while it failed 

to unite the Arab world under one nation, succeeded in marginalizing all other ideologies 

(Choueiri 2005, 308). In other words, even though Nasser's project of a united Arab nation failed 

and the experience turned into an authoritarian single party rule, the legacy of Arab nationalism 

inasmuch as it formulated a sense of being Arab became and remains influential until today.  

The analysis of nationalism in the Arab world is often described in terms of a 

movement that neutralized the role of religion, or as the outcome of the decline in the influence 

of the religious institutions on a population that is becoming more educated and "modern" (ibid, 

294). The secular nature of the hegemonic experience of Arab nationalism, while being opposed 

to the Islamic tendencies that were contesting the political field at the time (The Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt for instance), did not mean that religion was uprooted from the Arab 

societies. In fact Gilles Kepel writes that: "theoreticians of ‘developmentalism’ have tended to 

equate modernization with secularization. But nowhere in the Muslim world of the late 1960’s did 

religion vanish from popular culture, social life, or day-to-day politics. Islam was merely handled 

in different ways by different regimes and was combined with nationalism in ways that varied 

according to the social class of those who had seized power at the moment of independence" 

(Kepel 2006, 47). In fact, as Kepel recounts, even during the heyday of secular nationalism, 

education in Egypt, Syria and Iraq stressed on the socialist character of Islam. Official 

                                                 
15 Corm writes that when the Arab league was formed in 1945, the founding pact made no reference to the 

common religious identity between these countries who all had with the exception of Lebanon at the time, a Muslim 
majority (Corm 2006, 23). Islam was not seen as a political identity and was not articulated as a political force. In 
other words, being Arab had nothing to do with being a Muslim.  
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educational material claimed that if "properly understood" Islam would promote socialism (ibid, 

47). 

Choueiri proposes four common points between religion and nationalism: they are both 

"spontaneous or involuntary responses to sociological factors and psychological dilemmas"; " 

universal, in the sense that all societies have had to adopt one or the other in their historical 

development"; "sublimate ‘male dominance’"; and "are emotionally charged and often shot 

through with the energy of constant endeavour and self-sacrifice. The concept and practice of 

martyrdom often straddle their inner dynamics" (Choueiri 2005, 295). 

Choueiri goes on to suggest an understanding of these identities as based on an 

experience of loss - a lack in the Lacanian vocabulary (ibid, 295). Such an experience of loss 

allows religion or nationalism to provide a discourse that would provide the promise of restoring 

the previous state of fullness. Nonetheless, Choueiri argues, religion and nationalism present 

essential differences. The main difference pertains to geographical limits. While nationalism is 

founded on a clear and defined geographical border that the nationalist discourse will endow with 

"a cherished national legacy, political religion abhors borders, decries national identification and 

tries to soar above human ties centered on defined territories" (ibid, 296).  

Choueiri identifies another difference between the two political projects in the tendency 

of religious discourse to demarcate clear distinctions between "believers and non-believers, men 

and women, God and the community of the select, the chosen and the true representatives of the 

divine will as opposed to a collection of errant groups of people" (ibid, 296). However, I would 

argue that this, rather than being a difference, is more of a similarity between the two inasmuch 

as nationalist discourses tend to equally classify the population into those who are faithful to the 

nation and those - "traitors" - who act against the national will.  

 Thus, religion has always played a part in the national struggles in the Middle East - 

albeit superseded by the hegemonic status of secular Arab nationalism during a specific period. 

Watts, on the other hand, argues that the experience of secular nationalism in Turkey, Egypt or 

Iran, "exposed the superficial rooting that secular nationalism had developed within Muslim civil 

society" (Watts 2007, 194). In fact, secularism was seen by religious groups as an extension of the 

colonial project and after the failure of Nasser,  religious movements "demonstrated that they 

have now gained ground in terms of populist politics at the expense of those that champion 

secular nationalist ideologies” (Choueiri 2005, 459). 

In this framework Watts argues that Islamic movements have been the most active on 

the political and social levels in filling the gap left by Arab nationalism. In other words, Islamic 

movements have proved to be very active and efficient in their presence and organization of civil 

society and providing alternative institutions to the state that support the masses of poor 

marginalized people (Watts 2007, 192). 

 According to Milton-Edwards, "The resurgence and revival of faith in the 1970’s has 

traditionally been tied to explanations of the ‘watershed defeat’ of the Arabs against Israel in the 

Six Day War of 1967 and the emergence of a ‘crisis of identity’ in Muslim majority states in the 

region" (Choueiri 2005, 455). The defeat of 1967 and Nasser's resignation almost immediately 

after it (which was later retracted) was, in the words of Kepel "a major symbolic rupture" (Kepel 

2006, 63). Rather than defeating Israel as repeatedly promised by Nasser, in 1967 the Arab armies 

were the ones to be humiliated and more Arab land was lost. With this material and symbolic 
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loss, the aura of Nasser and his Arab nationalism collapsed, leaving the terrain ripe for the 

Islamist movements (ibid, 63). Arabs and Muslims were quickly disenchanted with the promises 

of Arab nationalism which led to increasing "political activism in the name of Islam" (Choueiri 

2005, 456). 

Indeed the defeat of 1967 caused a great "disturbance of spirits" and questions about 

whether there was a moral cause for it erupted (Hourani 2002, 442; Choueiri 2005, 455). The 

defeat, it was later argued by Islamists, was precisely the result of a lack of faith in the secular 

regime of Nasser. Kepel writes that "conservative Saudis would call 1967 a form of divine 

punishment for forgetting religion. They would contrast that war, in which Egyptian soldiers 

went into battle shouting "Land! Sea! Air!" with the struggle of 1973, in which the same soldiers 

cried "Allah Akhbar!" and were consequently more successful" (Kepel 2006, 63). 

The defeat of 1967 changed the balance of power between the ruling regimes and 

Islamist movements. While Nasser's nationalism was in power, Islam was kept away from the 

political field even though it remained an essential aspect of people's day to day lives and personal 

identities. Once nationalism was defeated, Islamic groups were able to enter the political field and 

challenge the weakened states. Furthermore, the disenchantment of people allowed these groups 

to gather more recruits than at any time during the reign of the nationalists (Dawisha 2005, 278). 

At that moment the slogan of Muslim groups became "al-Islam huwa al-hal, ‘the only solution is 

Islam’, and they could have added, the only permissible identity was Islamic" (ibid, 279). By the 

mid 1980’s, Arab nationalism had been long gone between the strengthening State-nationalisms 

in all Arab states and the predominance of Islamic opposition to the Arab regimes from Syria, 

Iraq, Egypt and Algeria. Indeed, "the rejuvenation of Islam as a radical political alternative 

robbed nationalism of whatever chance of recovery it might have entertained after 1967" (ibid, 

296-7). 

   

2.1 From Arabism to Islam  

  

It is true that Arab nationalism as a political project of uniting Arab states into one 

nation had died, however, Arabism inasmuch as it is a cultural proximity established between the 

different Arabic speaking peoples during the decades of Nasser's message kept on living. This 

meant that citizens of different Arab states were expected to voice their opinion about the 

conduct of regimes anywhere in the Arab world. Arab regimes were aware that their policies 

spilled over the linguistic borders even if these borders became more significant to national 

identities than ever before. This tendency Dawisha would call Arabism as opposed to Arab 

nationalism (Dawisha 2005, 252-4). This Arab public sphere would be the field where emerging 

Islamic discourses operated, and, as we will see later in this chapter, in Hezbollah’s case, the 

movement adopted a discourse that establishes the interests of the Arab nation as identical to 

those of the Muslim one especially in reference to the Palestinian cause and the struggle against 

imperialism.  

 Islam however had become a major factor of legitimacy for any regime. By the late 

1970’s and early 1980’s "any Arab government which wished to survive had to be able to claim 

legitimacy in terms of three political languages - those of nationalism, social justice and Islam" 

(Hourani 2002, 451). Thus, secular and non secular regimes alike had to start using Islam in 
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varying ways (as a cultural heritage or as a religious doctrine) to justify their rule and in self-

defense against growing Islamist groups who themselves were successful in articulating a political 

discourse that combines the three elements (ibid, 452-3). "In the 1980’s and 1990’s, radical Islam 

had become for the Arab regimes what Arab nationalism was in the 1950’s and 1960’s” (Dawisha 

2005, 277).16  

While the 1967 defeat had a crucial effect on the rise of Islam as an alternative 

discourse, it was not the only factor in this resurgence. Islamists argued that the post-colonial 

secular nationalist experience was "untrue to Islam and lacking ‘authenticity’" (Fuller 2004, 69). In 

fact, even the most anti-imperialist regimes of the post-colonial period - Nasser being a 

characteristic example - were based on a "Western model of state building" (ibid, 69) and were 

soon caught in the whirlpool of structural problems left by the colonial years and became mere 

authoritarian regimes imposing policies from the top down (Turkey, Iran and Egypt are the 

typical examples).  

Once these authoritarian nationalist regimes failed in the face of Israel and the 

Imperialist other, Islamists were quick to claim both authenticity and a hostility both to the 

Western and the Communist other for that matter. The Islamists were naturally opposed to the 

ruling elite which in most cases was either secular or in other cases allied with the West. While 

they did speak for the poorer segments of society, Islamists did not adopt class based discourses, 

rather - as was the case in other parts of the world where a religious revival was succeeding to the 

post-colonial secularist regimes (Fuller offers India, Israel, Sri Lanka, and Latin America as other 

examples in this case) – Islamists adopted a discourse that was directed against the established 

order (ibid, 70).  

The language of Islam was able to mobilize and appeal to Arab people in a way that 

Arab nationalism had succeeded a decade before. Hourani writes that "Islam could provide an 

effective language of opposition: to western power and influence, and those who could be 

accused of being subservient to them; to governments regarded as corrupt and ineffective, the 

instruments of private interests, or devoid of morality; and to a society which seemed to have lost 

its unity with its moral principles and direction" (Hourani 2002, 452). Islamic groups were taking 

advantage of two important factors that ensued from the defeat of nationalism: on the one hand 

the uncertainty of the ruling forces after the 1967 defeat and the disappointment among both 

intellectuals and masses. Thus, Kepel writes, "conservative governments, on the Saudi model, 

encouraged Islamism as a counterweight to the Marxists on university campuses, whom they 

feared. And some of the young leftist intellectuals, as they took stock of their failure to impress 

the masses, began to convert to Islamism because it seemed a more genuine discourse" (Kepel 

2006, 64). 

What gave Islamists and especially the militant movements among them, another 

ideological impetus was the success of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 (Choueiri 2005, 457; Kepel 

                                                 
16 A most telling example of this new supremacy of Islamic identification as opposed to the Arab one 

appears in this statement of Dawisha: "In reality, there were probably less “real volunteers” from Arab countries 
helping “Arab” Iraq in its war effort (which at times, particularly 1982–1983 and 1986–1987, was pretty desperate) 
than those who participated in non-Arab Afghanistan’s war against the Soviet Union. Naturally Islam had something 
to do with this, but that was precisely the measure of the decline of Arab nationalism against other competitive 
identities” (Dawisha 2005, 275).  

 



CHAPTER 1 

30 
 

2006, 61). The revolution provided the model for Islamists whether Sunni or Shiite, in order to 

establish a modern Islamic state (Dawisha 2005, 278). Watts states that "Iran provided an 

imagined community of immeasurable power for all the Muslims that resonated across sectarian 

and political lines" (Watts 2007, 192). The years that followed the revolution were marked by 

unrest in many parts of the Arab world, all of which were instigated by Islamist movements: 

Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Algeria, Tunisia, Bahrain in addition to Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and 

Morocco (Dawisha 2005, 279). 

While much of the Islamist movements of today are - at least in words - revolutionary 

and anti-imperialist, this cannot be said about the Islamists of the 1970’s. Kepel writes that "The 

Islamic upsurge of the 1970’s was not merely a revolutionary, anti-imperialist movement that 

roused the impoverished masses by the skillful use of religious slogans, as in Iran. Nor was it 

simply an anti-communist alliance forged by the Americans and the Saudis. To measure its full 

impact we need to identify its many dimensions and investigate the different periods of gestation, 

the networks, the lines of communication, the tendencies and ideas that composed it, with the 

context of the demographic, cultural, economic, and social realities of the decade" (Kepel 2006, 

62). In the next section I will attempt to provide an overview of these dimensions before 

providing a more specific context that pertains to the emergence of Hezbollah as a Shiite 

religious movement.  

  

2.2 Slums and globalization 

  

The rise of political Islam has its roots in many different grounds. Apart from the crisis 

of identity, the trauma of the 1967 defeat of Arab nationalism and the failure of the secular 

nationalist state model, the economic and technological transformations in the Arab world were 

of equal importance. Watts argues that the rise of political Islam must be read along the lines of 

the failure of the Arab nationalist model and the "poisonous political-economic conjuncture (oil, 

primitive accumulation, and cold war geopolitics are its coordinates)" (Watts 2007, 193).  

Indeed with the 1967 defeat, the "crashing waves of petro-capitalism, neoliberal 

austerity, and recession" the effects of the nationalist experience led the way to a collapsing of the 

link between the "political classes and the urban poor" (ibid, 194). Social and economic crisis 

were essential to the emergence of new means of articulating demands of new groups of people, 

most notably the urban poor. These were the first target of Islamist movements in addition to a 

religious bourgeoisie who had different interests and expectations but both agreed on an 

opposition to the current ruling elite (Kepel 2006, 67). Thus, Islamist movements took two 

opposing forms: on one hand a conservative reactionary one supported by Saudi Arabia and the 

US against communism and socialist reforms and whose aims were not the empowerment of the 

urban poor. On the other hand, a revolutionary one supported by leftist movements and the 

USSR as an anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist trend, namely the early days of the Iranian 

revolution (ibid, 68). 

The 1970’s and 1980’s witnessed some of the most important political events for the 

emergence of political Islam in its present form. The rising oil prices made Saudi Arabia one of 

the biggest regional powers after the 1973 war and the death of Nasser in 1970. The Iranian 

revolution had a great influence on the existing Muslim movements in the Arab world. 
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Furthermore, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the American-Saudi support of 

fundamentalist Islamic resistance against the Soviets (today’s Al Qaeda) and the Iran-Iraq war 

(1980-1988) were major events that reshuffled the geopolitical field to the advantage of the 

Islamists (Choueiri 2005, 311; Ali 2002). 

Like many others, Watts relates the ascension of political Islam to the growing slums 

around the big cities in the developing Muslim world (Kepel 2006; Fuller 2004; Choueiri 2005; 

Watts 2007; Hourani 2002). After all, Watts argues, "Islamic cities have always been the theatres 

in which the complex dialectics of ruler and ruled, man and woman, and space and identity have 

been performed" (Watts 2007, 193). The population growth in the Muslim world presented "a 

demographic change of spectacular proportions" (Kepel 2006, 66). By the mid-1970’s, Kepel 

writes that those under 24 years old "represented over 60 percent of the total population" (ibid, 

66). The populations were growing increasingly urban and the movement towards the cities and 

their outskirts led to the growth of massive urban slums.  

 While the living conditions in these slums deteriorated, education accelerated and the 

proportion of literate and university students of both genders was growing with Arabic as the 

language of education (Hourani 2002, 424). The developments in education meant that more and 

more of these poor urbanites had access to "newspapers and books but also great expectations of 

upward mobility" (Kepel 2006, 66). The upward mobility did not happen, instead unemployment, 

frustration and anger against the ruling elites meant that "social and political discontent was most 

commonly expressed in the cultural sphere, through rejection of the nationalist ideologies of the 

ruling cliques in favor of Islamist ideology. This process began on the once left-leaning university 

campuses which were now, in the early 1970’s, controlled by Islamist movements" (ibid, 66). 

According to Hourani, two factors led to Islam having a greater role within the political 

discourse in the 1980’s: "on the one hand, there was the vast and rapid extension of the area of 

political involvement, because of the growth of population and of cities, and the extension of the 

mass media. The rural migrants into the cities brought their own political culture and language 

with them. There had been an urbanization of the migrants, but there was also a 'ruralization' of 

the cities. […] The sense of alienation [of these migrants] could be counterbalanced by that of 

belonging to a universal community of Islam. […] those who wished to arouse them to action 

had to use the same language" (Hourani 2002, 452). From the deteriorating living conditions of 

the growing urban population, to the increasing education and the new means of communication 

and expression grew a new group of people who were articulate and able to express themselves in 

a language different from that of the traditional educated elite (ibid, 442-3). Thus, a growing 

discussion about the role of religion in the organization of society appeared from the slums and 

new voices emerged claiming the need for a religious thought that could establish a basis for a 

revolutionary party (ibid, 443-5).  

Most of the Arab states were authoritarian regimes where the division of wealth was 

radically uneven. In other words, these were states that had failed on both economic and political 

levels leading people to demand more democratic forms of representation and an economic 

structure that would provide a solution to the growing unemployment and poverty (Fuller 2004, 

77). A constellation of demands from the economic to the political were to be articulated around 

a chain of equivalence with Islam at its center. As Fuller argues, such states were "adept at 

developing empty forms of quasi-democratic governance, basically institutional shells that 
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continue to deny political power to all but the elite.” For Fuller, this condition did nothing but 

intensify the sense of frustration that would be picked up by Islamic groups who would provide 

both a means of voicing this frustration and palpable social and economic support networks to 

alleviate the suffering of the poor urban populations. Furthermore, since most of these regimes 

were supported by the United States (Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia, Morocco, Saudi Arabia) it was only 

logical for the opposing Islamic groups to adopt an anti-Western stance (ibid, 69). It is therefore 

no surprise that in most Arab countries the Islamists have become the strongest forces of 

democratic opposition to established authoritarian regimes (ibid, 77).   

Another important factor of the emergence of political Islamic groups was the 

weakening of the state structure. In this framework Fuller writes that “as the state’s sovereignty is 

weakened, it comes under assault across much of the Third World: from above by globalization, 

international organizations, the spread of new global norms, global interdependency, ease of 

transportation reducing isolation, loss of control over internal communications due to satellite 

communications and the Internet; and from below by rising regionalism, ethnicity, criminal 

organizations, and the breakdown of state control and authority at local levels” (ibid, 76). 

Islamic movements, as I have argued before, are universalist in nature, as opposed to 

the geographically delimited nationalisms. And while Islamist movements are generally anti-

globalist in the vague sense of the word, they are both a reaction to and a product of the 

processes of globalization. This is not specific to Islam but as Fuller argues, pertains to the 

increasing role of religions in general: “the combination of the disruptive effects of globalization 

and the desire to establish moral foundations for authority have contributed to the increasing role 

of religion in politics. Islam is just one of many religions to engage in political and social 

involvement” (ibid, 78). 

The destructive effect of globalization on the economies of many developing countries 

is clearly seen in the unbalanced development between Arab countries and within them. The 

growth of slums around the big cities is one example. Globalization has come to stand for an 

"essentially Western project containing its own ideology and agenda, whose challenge generates 

new threats, dangers, discontents, and reactions. Globalization to many is simply a new form of 

Western or American hegemony in a massive economic, political, and cultural package of 

questionable benefit" (ibid, 73). This leads to the emergence of various articulations of anti-

globalist movements that are essentially anti-American. In the Muslim world, as this chapter 

argues, Islamism has come to stand for this position, however, this is nothing particular to the 

Muslim world but seems to be shared by most developing countries with movements adopting 

different articulations and ideologies in different places. Going back to Fuller, "Islam need not be 

anti-Western or anti global by definition, but it functions as guardian and repository of cultural 

tradition that emerges from Islamic faith, culture, and tradition. The voices raised against the 

negative impact that globalization and its assumptions may inflict are not only Muslim" (ibid, 73). 

This attitude against, or critical of, globalization and its negative effects is one that is 

shared by Islamists, nationalists, leftists, and other political groups. They perceive globalization as 

a cultural attack on local traditions with the increasing influence of Western or American culture. 

The process of globalization is seen as a threat to the sovereignty of states and the economic 

interests of the marginalized  classes (ibid, 74).   
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The effects of globalization are paradoxical. On the one hand it allows for connections 

to emerge across boundaries, thus extending interaction between identities and groups. 

Transnational Islam and Islamic movements are good examples of such a globalization of 

identity. Globalization also prompts local reactions of self protection by emphasizing particularity 

and local identities. Islam inasmuch as it becomes a reaction to the "westernization" of local 

culture is indicative of this as well. In this sense, it is precisely globalization and its discontents 

that will allow a movement such as Hezbollah to extend its discourse to many international leftist 

groups as we will see later in this chapter. As Fuller writes "we cannot all be simply ‘global 

citizens’; cultural homogenization does not furnish warm and fuzzy feelings of belonging. The 

more our identities are exposed to powerful international influences, the more we seek comfort 

and meaning in our local culture, mother tongue, customs, food, clothing, and identity as well. 

When globalization is seen as foreign and threatening (witness popular early American derision at 

the idea of Japanese car imports) local identities quickly rise to the defense. Islam is one such 

identity. Islam particularly strengthens identity when arrayed against non-Muslim power” (ibid, 

75). 

While the effects of globalization engendered an impoverished mass of Muslims, the oil 

boom of the 1970’s established Saudi Arabia as a major force in the region with the availability of 

funds that would be used to sponsor Islamic groups to serve the interests of the kingdom and its 

American ally. Saudi Arabia was already engaged in a common war against communism and 

socialism with the US since the times of Nasser (Kepel 2006, 51-2) and after the Iranian 

Revolution petro-dollars flowed in order to sponsor a Wahhabi form of Islam that would fight 

the Communists (most notably in Afghanistan) and provide a Sunni counter force to Iranian style 

Shiite Islamism in the region. The growing Wahhabi sponsored Islamism was soon to prove 

uncontrollable when Saddam Hussein denounced the alliance between Saudi monarchy and the 

West during the Gulf war (Kepel 2006, 73).  

It was not only the sponsoring of Islamist movements outside of Saudi Arabia that was 

a consequence of the oil boom. The growing immigration from Arab and Muslim countries 

towards the oil rich Gulf where work and money were plenty (Watts 2007, 195; Hourani 2002, 

425) meant that for many of the immigrants who amassed fortune in the Gulf "social ascent went 

hand in hand with an intensification of religious practice" (Kepel 2006, 71). While the 

immigration of Egyptians to the Gulf was not a new phenomenon, it should be noted that before 

1967, this was largely focused on educated young individuals. After 1967, this was a "mass 

migration of workers at every level of skill" (Hourani 2002, 425-6). These workers were much 

more susceptible to ideological influence and what was before a migration of teachers to spread 

Arab nationalism in the Gulf became a reversed movement.  

 A final factor essential to the emergence of political Islam as a hegemonic force 

pertains to the development in media and communication technology. As I have argued earlier in 

the chapter, radio played a central role in propagating Arab nationalism, it would be the new 

electronic media (audio and VHS tapes), satellite television and later the internet that would 

provide the communicative tools for the propagation of political Islamic discourses. A new 

medium, television, was by the early 1970’s part of most Arab households and became "scarcely 

less important than the cooker and the refrigerator" (ibid, 425). 
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Watts argues that in order to account for the success of revolutionary Islam, it is 

necessary to look at three conditions of possibility that "lend it its almost unprecedented anti-

imperialist powers." These conditions are: "the virtual, the incendiary, and the spectacular" (Watts 

2007, 188). The virtual relates to the emergence of new media technologies (satellite TV, 

newspapers distributed free on the internet, chat rooms, and text messaging in addition to the 

traffic of CDs and DVDs which can "circumvent state censorship". This is what Watts would call 

a "mediatic architecture capable of sustaining a transnational Arab public sphere" and help form 

what he calls the "virtual Umma" (ibid, 189). The growing sense of a shared Islamic community 

was thus nourished by shared images of suffering Muslim peoples. Regional and global media 

allowed "the creation of a profound sense of collective suffering" that is propagated by images of 

dead Muslims from Palestine, to Iraq to Afghanistan (ibid, 189). The incendiary effect of these 

images is central to the powers of Islamic movements to mobilize people who are emotionally 

affected by these images. Furthermore, Islamic movements were not only extremely efficient in 

the spectacular use of images of suffering  but also and most importantly in the use of images of 

violence perpetrated against the enemy which both adds to the incendiary nature of the message 

and demonstrates the ability of these groups to challenge their enemies (ibid, 191).  

The ability to efficiently use media technologies by Islamic groups has been one of the 

major factors in their growing influence. Whether it is the violent sectarian discourse of Al 

Qaeda-like groups who promote a discourse of violence against anyone who does not conform 

to their interpretation of the faith, or the political mobilization and recruitment discourse of 

groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt whose project is of a political nature in 

opposition to the ruling dictatorship, or the resistance message of Hezbollah in Lebanon which 

aims at addressing a more balanced discourse of opposition to occupation and Western 

involvement in the region, these groups have all demonstrated a significant ability to use new 

media technologies in ways to advance their claims and articulate their different political 

discourses.  

Having described some of the most important factors in the genesis of political Islam in 

its general forms I will suggest in the next section a context to the emergence of Hezbollah as a 

particular case within the larger trend of political Islamism. Hezbollah’s particularity stems from 

several factors: first its religious identity being Shiite rather than Sunni as is the case for the vast 

majority of Arab Islamic groups; second its emergence in the Lebanese context where the 

demographic and political reality of the country where Christians represent one essential 

community in both numbers and political power has pushed the movement to adopt a distinctive 

discourse when it comes to dealing with religious difference and state building; third its 

emergence as a military movement fighting the Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon which 

established the movement as primarily a military one that had to later establish itself as a political 

party as well; fourth the emergence of the movement out of an environment where leftist 

activism was predominant. Thus, in order to account for the discursive strategies and the 

development of Hezbollah’s political discourse and identity it is important to first investigate the 

conditions of emergence of the movement out of a specifically Shiite and Lebanese condition.  
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3. The emergence of Hezbollah 

 

The emergence of Hezbollah can be traced to two essential transformations that 

occurred during the decades following the failure of the Arab nationalist movement. On the one 

hand, the emergence of Islam as a new hegemonic identity in the Arab world as discussed in the 

previous section and on the other, the developments that took place within the Shiite faith in 

Lebanon and Iran17. These two transformations were the result of political and economic 

changes, exposed in the previous section that redrew the demographic map of the Arab world 

and the Middle East. 

 Historically, the Shiites have always been dominated if not often oppressed by the 

Sunni political power in the Arab world. For this reason, the Shiite narrative of history is imbued 

with a sense of victimization and an experience of oppression and varying degrees of 

acquiescence to, or revolt against oppression (Nasr 2006, 90-91). While it is true that Arab 

nationalism was articulated as a secular Arab discourse, Nasr argues that for many Shiite Arabs 

the experience of Arab nationalist governments was one of being ruled by "the same Sunni elites 

- landowners, tribal elders, top soldiers, and senior bureaucrats" (ibid, 90). Nasr writes that "Arab 

nationalism, which defined national and regional identity for most of the post-independence 

period, is at its heart a Sunni phenomenon - although many of the thinkers who gave shape to the 

idea, and especially its most virulent expression, Ba'thism, were Christian" (ibid, 91).  

Nasser's discourse presented a narrative of a lost Arab glory that must be regained 

through the defeat of imperialism and the residues of colonial power. This particularly referred to 

Israel, western interests as well as the corrupt monarchies and regimes friendly to the West still 

ruling some of the Arab countries especially in the Gulf. The image of this golden Arab past, 

which is essential to any national formation, was criticized by Nasr as being associated to a Sunni 

past. Nasr argues that Arab nationalism "inherits the mantle of the Umayyad and Abbasid 

empires and the Ayubid and Mamluk monarchies - the historical expressions of Muslim and Arab 

power. Arab nationalism's promise of triumph and glory evoked memories of medieval Islamic 

power and drew on that legacy to rally the masses to its cause. The flag-bearer states of Arab 

nationalism - Egypt, Syria, and Iraq - had all been seats of Sunni power" (ibid, 91). 

While many Shiites were indeed drawn by Nasser's discourse, they remained essentially 

outside of the ruling elite. In Lebanon, Nasser's discourse proved to be very attractive to the 

Shiites. As Shaery-Eisenlohr argues "Lebanese Shi‘ites were among the most committed 

supporters of Nasser, the political mood among Shi‘ites in that period was [secular] nationalist, 

nationalist, nationalist ( qawmi, qawmi, qawmi ), in all its forms" (qtd. in Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, 

59). 

The success of the Iranian revolution after the failure of the Arab nationalist discourse, 

provided a new framework of political identification for Shiites everywhere (Hourani 2002, 435-

6). The revolution's influence on the Shiites would prove to be crucial for the emergence of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. A prime example being the ideas of Ali Shariati which combined Shiite 

frames with Marxist class struggle (Nasr 2006, 128-9; El Husseini 2010). 

                                                 
17 On the relations between Iran and Lebanon see Chehabi 2006. 
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 After the Iranian revolution, Shiites everywhere were empowered like never before; in 

Sunni majority countries, Shiites were now able to demand more representation and sometimes 

even challenge the political system with the underlying hope that Khomeini 's Iran would provide 

political and material support. Nasr writes that "the Shia world welcomed the Iranian revolution 

with great pride. After all, Shias had achieved the lofty goals of Islamic revolution and Islamic 

statehood that Sunni activists in the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jamaat-e Islami had talked 

about for so long" (Nasr 2006, 138).  

Nasr argues that Lebanon was the only place where the Iranian revolution would have a 

"lasting influence" (ibid, 141). Indeed Shaery-Eisenlohr supports this claim by arguing that "the 

Iranian revolution altered Lebanese Shi‘ite identity politics and forced Shi‘ites to experiment with 

new modes of political mobilization and identification" (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, xiv). The effect 

of the revolution was felt in all the countries with a sizeable Shiite population. The revolution in 

Iran thus provided these minorities with a model to identify with and a force that they hoped 

would support their demands. Nasr writes that: "during the decade following the Iranian 

revolution, Shia politics in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Iraq and 

Lebanon began to stir. Shias started to abandon Arab nationalism or leftist ideologies to join the 

ranks of avowedly Shia political movements - many of which received financial and political 

support from Tehran - in order to push for specifically Shia agendas" (Nasr 2006, 139). 

Hezbollah's discourse - like the Iranian Revolution discourse of Khomeini - adopted the 

Ashura or Karbala narrative18 as a central element in their political ideology. In this sense, 

Karbala's symbolic value in resisting oppression became in Hezbollah's discourse a resistance 

against the Israeli  invader (El Husseini 2010). The regional split between the Arab nationalist 

camp and the conservative pro-Western camp that was characterized by the conflict between 

Saudi Arabia and Nasser was now between Saudi Arabia and Khomeini. Thus, it acquired 

sectarian undertones of Shiites against Sunnis (Nasr 2006, 153-8). Khomeini's revolution and 

ideas succeeded in attracting many of the leftists around the Muslim world and most notably in 

Lebanon, where Shiites were mostly part of existing leftist parties. Thus, since "Islam had 

succeeded where leftist ideologies had failed. Islam had proven its worth as a successful ideology 

of resistance" (ibid, 148). 

While the Iranian revolution was the first instance that announced the rise of Shiite 

politics in the region for the decades to come, Hezbollah would have a similar effect a few 

decades later when it succeeded in liberating the occupied South of Lebanon in 2000. Thus, we 

can say that the growing role of Shiite Islam was characterized by the two major 

accomplishments: establishing the first Islamic state and defeating Israel where the Palestinians 

had failed (ibid, 142). The emergence of Hezbollah is certainly - at least in part - a result of the 

Iranian Revolution and the Iranian desire to export the Islamic Revolution. However, while 

Hezbollah was indeed established after the Iranian Revolution, it cannot be said that the 

movement is simply a product of this revolution. Rather, both Hezbollah and the Iranian 

                                                 
18 Ashura is the tragedy around which the Shiite identity is constructed. It is the commemoration of the 

martyrdom of Hussein, the Prophet Mohammed’s grandson and Imam Ali’s son, in Karbala (modern-day Iraq) on 
the tenth of the month of Muharram AD 680 at the hands of Caliph Yazid’s army. For Shiites this is the most 
important religious day and represents the final split of Islam in two major branches (Shiite and Sunni). The narrative 
of Hussein’s gruesome death is remembered in written and spoken texts as well as in some re-enactments of the 
events that led to the final martyrdom as a reminder of the Shiite values and principles of sacrifice and justice. 
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Revolution should be seen as the products of the emergence of Shiite clerical and political 

activism since the 1960’s with figures like Khomeini in Iran, Musa el Sadr in Lebanon, and Baqer 

el Sadr in Iraq (Qassem 2010, 55 -66; Ayoob 2008, 115; Alagha 2006).  

   

3.1 The Lebanese Shiite experience 

   

In Lebanon, Shiites were mainly peasant communities living in the South of the country 

and in the Bekaa valley under a pseudo-feudal system where landlords constituted the main 

political power (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, xii). The Lebanese political system and narrative left the 

Shiites on the outskirts of the system with little influence on the political life. This led this 

community to feel "as third-class citizens" (Alagha 2006, 23). In fact, since the creation of 

Lebanon in 1920, Shiites "were often seen by others as somewhat extraneous to Lebanon and 

lacking the sort of full recognition one might call cultural citizenship. Maronites thus became the 

initial political and cultural producers of Lebanon, positioning other religious sects, especially the 

Shi‘ites, both structurally and symbolically on the margins" (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, xi).  

By the beginning of the 1960’s, the modernization and the emergence of many political 

discourses of change that started spreading outside of the cities, allowed for a growing political 

consciousness of the Shiite population. Many Shiites joined the leftist and nationalist parties that 

were gaining ground at the time (Arab nationalism, communism, socialism)19. Furthermore, the 

growing insecurity in the South of Lebanon since the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, led to 

a massive movement of Shiites from the South to the suburbs of Beirut. "By 1971, nearly half the 

Lebanese Shi'a population was found concentrated in the Greater Beirut area" (qtd. in Alagha 

2006, 25). Alagha argues that this movement of Shiites from the Bekaa and the South towards 

Beirut shows both the impact of the Palestinian Israeli conflict on the Shiite political history and 

the emergence of  “a single national Shi‘i constituency” due to the interaction in the slums of 

Shiites from the Bekaa and the South (ibid, 25). 

By the mid 1960’s, Lebanese Shiites were both conscious of their situation in the country 

as a marginalized community suffering the toll of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict with no 

protection from the Lebanese state. A large part of the community had moved from peasant life 

to the life of the slums around Beirut. The ground was fertile for the emergence of the Shiites as 

an organized political force in opposition to the ruling elite. According to Alagha, "Shiites 

became Lebanon's fastest growing community, with the highest birth rate and lowest emigration 

rate compared to the other communities " (ibid, 23). While their numbers were growing, their 

political influence and economic situation was far from ameliorating. The extreme difference 

between Beirut's wealth and the poverty of the Shiite areas is characterized by two opposite 

narratives of pre-war Lebanon.  

 While Sunni and Maronite narratives evoke the memory of a golden age in the 1960’s 

interrupted by the eruption of the civil war in 1975, Shiite narratives of that period are marked 

with dark memories of being excluded from the state and suffering from many episodes of Israeli 

                                                 
19 In this sense Shaery-Eisenlohr writes that "the many rural and lower-class Shi‘ites (but also some ex-

students of religion trained in Najaf) were drawn to secular and leftist parties who opposed both the Maronite state 
as well as the Shi‘ite feudal lords. In fact, even in the 1970s, numerically at least, Shi‘ites dominated in the Lebanese 
Communist Party" (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, xii). 
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aggression. Alagha writes that according to Sayyid Ibrahim al Musawi "between 1948 till the 

creation of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1964 there was not a single attack 

carried out against Israel from the Lebanese borders, yet Israel killed more than 100 civilians and 

wounded many others. The conflict was yet to worsen after the “Naksa” (the setback) of the June 

4, 1967 war where Israel annexed by military force Gaza, the West bank, Sinai, and the Syrian 

Golan Heights. Since then, Lebanon has been the target of arbitrary Israeli aggressions, in the 

sense that they were not necessarily provoked by or retaliatory measures against PLO or 

Lebanese resistance attacks" (ibid, 24-5).  

The most important transformation of the Shiite condition in Lebanon occurred when 

Musa al Sadr, an Iranian Lebanese cleric arrived to Lebanon in 1958 and soon became the leader 

of the Shiite community in Lebanon (Qassem 2010; Alagha 2006, 26; Chehabi 2006, 162-179). In 

the 1960’s Lebanese Shiites who were until then excluded from the Lebanese national narrative 

and the power structure, found in Musa el Sadr a leader who succeeded in organizing the 

community at a time when a civil war seemed imminent. As the next section will show, Sadr's 

“Harakat al Mahrumin” (the movement of the deprived) was essential for the development of the 

growing numbers of Shiite urban poor around Beirut and would later provide the foundation out 

of which Hezbollah would be formed.  

Imam Musa el Sadr succeeded in providing the leadership needed for the mobilization of 

the growing Shiite urban poor. Alagha argues that Sadr's project was twofold: "he started to 

lobby and exerted pressure on the Lebanese state to adopt a more just approach to the demands 

of the Shi‘ites calling for more representation for them in the Lebanese political structure20; At 

the same time he challenged the large land-holding Shi‘ite zu‘ama (leaders)" (Alagha 2006, 

27). Most important in Sadr's achievements was the foundation of “the movement of the 

deprived” in 1974 together with Grégoire Haddad, a Greek Catholic archbishop. The movement, 

Alagha writes, aimed to "alleviate the suffering of the deprived people regardless of their sectarian 

or ethnic affiliation, as such it was open for all downtrodden people from all sects and not 

restricted to the Shi‘ites. However, this inter-community openness did not last long enough, as 

the ruling elites (zu‘ama) were afraid this would undermine the community’s patronage system. 

As time passed, Harakat Al-Mahrumin soon developed into a Shi‘ite based movement under the 

leadership of al-Sadr" (ibid, 29).  

Sadr acquired a popularity that was not limited to the Shiites, even if his "charismatic 

leadership over the Shi‘ite community transformed it into one of rebellion and social protest" 

(ibid, 30). Sadr's political efforts culminated in 1975 when he founded a militia group called Afwaj 

Al-Muqawama Al-Lubnaniyya (“The Brigades of the Lebanese Resistance”), or AMAL whose 

aim would be to protect the Shiite community from repeated Israeli aggressions and prepare to 

defend the community in the expected civil war that was to erupt the same year (ibid, 29-30)21.  

Alagha argues that during this period a growing interconnection between the Palestinian 

struggle, the Iranian Revolution and the Shiite mobilization in Lebanon was occurring (ibid, 28). 

Different currents of Shiite mobilization were developing simultaneously within and beyond the 

                                                 
20 One important achievement in this context was Sadr’s establishment in 1969 of the first Islamic Shiite 

Higher Council "which aimed at representing Shiite demands before the state on an equal footing with other 
Lebanese sects" (Alagha 2006, 27).  

21 For a short account of the context of the eruption of the Lebanese civil war see Hourani 2002, 429-432. 
And for a detailed account see Traboulsi 2007.  
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AMAL movement. On the one hand, Sadr's political and social project aimed at working 

peacefully within the Lebanese state and with the Christian community and on the other hand, a 

more revolutionary current that would eventually find its most efficient expression in Hezbollah 

when, after the 1982 Israeli invasion, some of the cadres of AMAL would form a new group, 

“Islamic AMAL”, that would later become Hezbollah.  

Musa el Sadr's leadership ended when he disappeared while on a visit to Libya on the 31st 

of August 1978. His disappearance left a vacuum in the leadership of the Shiite community that 

would soon be filled - at least in part - by another charismatic cleric, Imam Khomeini. The later 

was in favor of the revolutionary discourse within the Shiite community as well as AMAL and 

was soon to succeed in his own revolution in Iran (ibid, 31).  

The Israeli invasion of 1982 was the first major test of AMAL after the disappearance of 

its charismatic leader. Nasr writes that when "Israel delayed its withdrawal from Southern 

Lebanon and began asserting authority over Shia towns and villages […], fearing a Palestinian 

fate, Shia resistance rose" (Nasr 2006, 142). Clerics such as Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah and 

Muhammad Mahdi Shamsuddine evoked the narrative of Ashura in order to motivate the Shiite 

uprising (ibid, 142). It was soon after the invasion that AMAL split into two currents. On the one 

hand, the current of Nabih Berry (the present speaker of parliament) who chose a moderate 

stance that opted for the participation in the National Salvation Committee that was aimed at 

dealing with the invasion and on the other a radical current that opted for Khomeini's 

revolutionary stance against any dealing with the Israeli occupation (Alagha 2006, 32). Hezbollah 

thus was the institutional result of the second current, which came to official public existence on 

February 16, 1985 with the publication of their “open letter to the oppressed” (ibid, 37; Alagha 

2011a, 39-55). 

The new group was the culmination of Khomeini's project of exporting the revolution. 

The new Islamic group started with spectacular suicide operations against the Israeli army in 

Lebanon killing in the period of two years around 600 Israeli soldiers and providing the Shiites 

with yet another boost among the Arab populations after the Iranian revolution (Nasr 2006, 142). 

Nasr writes that "Hezbollah's victory and its vociferous rhetorical sallies against Israel lionized 

the group in the Arab lore from Jordan to Syria and Lebanon in years to come, and its methods 

became a model for Hamas's fight against Israel in the Palestinian territories" (ibid, 142). 

   

3.2 The transformations of Hezbollah  

  

Among the available literature relating to the history of Hezbollah (Harik 2005; Norton 

2007; Hamzeh 2004; Saad-Ghorayeb 2002; Alagha 2006; Alagha 2011b), Alagha presents one of 

the most detailed and informed histories of the movement. While most have argued that 

Hezbollah's emergence is a result of the Iranian Revolution and the 1982 Israeli invasion, Alagha 

argues that Hezbollah cannot be simply understood as a reaction to or a result of the Iranian 

Revolution but that it was the product of similar interconnected movement of Shiite political 

activism since the 1960’s and has been undergoing a constant process of transformation ever 

since (Alagha 2006; Alagha 2011b). Thus, Alagha posits that Hezbollah was founded in 1978 "as 
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an Islamic movement of social and political protest by various sectors of the Lebanese Shiite 

clergy and cadres, with Iranian ideological backing" (Alagha 2006, 13).22  

Since its official emergence as a military, social, and political force in Lebanon in 1985, 

Hezbollah has gone through major transformations that can be read in terms of the movement’s 

accommodation to the requirements dictated by several events in Lebanon and the region. The 

following paragraphs will outline the different stages of this transformation in their 

corresponding contexts.  

Until 1985, the publication date of the “open letter” which officially announced the 

formation of the movement, Hezbollah operated as a clandestine group that was not yet 

institutionalized. After 1985, Hezbollah would engage in the construction of a social movement 

whose influence would extend beyond the Shiite community.  

In this section I will examine some of the major transformations of the movement's 

discourse and political program: from its uncompromising revolutionary and religious rhetoric in 

the 1980’s to the pragmatic regional one after the 2006 war. This will be essential for the analysis 

of the development of Hezbollah’s media discourse in the later chapters and the way different 

media productions and genres have reflected the political transformations and represented 

specific events that are mentioned below. In his detailed analysis of Hezbollah’s ideology, Alagha 

argues that the movement went through three stages of transformation in their identity: "(1) from 

propagating an exclusivist religious ideology; (2) to a more encompassing political ideology; and 

(3) to what can be considered a pragmatic political program" (ibid, 13). 

While the party's manifesto that announced its official formation stated the goal as being 

the liberation of Lebanese soil from all colonial presence (American, Israeli), it also contained a 

strong religious program promoting the establishment of an Islamic state in Lebanon. This part 

of Hezbollah’s project was later revised after the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990 and in 

their new manifesto issued in November 2009 the party "cut some of the Islamic rhetoric, 

dropping any reference to an Islamic republic in Lebanon, which seems to reflect the group's 

'lebanonisation'" (El Husseini 2010; Alagha 2011b, 171-2). 

 It is often claimed that Hezbollah did not participate in the Lebanese civil war. During 

the 1980’s, the movement was focused on the resistance of the Israeli occupation of Southern 

Lebanon. However, Hezbollah's contribution to the internal Lebanese violence occurred in 1988 

with an intra-sectarian war against AMAL over the control of the Shiite areas. This war would 

end two years later in 1990 (Alagha 2006, 38). Simultaneously, as Alagha reports "the 

                                                 
22 Alagha writes that "Hizbullah’s religious ideology could be traced back to 1978, the date of the arrival 

from Najaf of one of its primary founders and the teacher of Sayyid Hasan Nasrallah, the late Sayyid ‘Abbas al-
Musawi who established Hawzat al-Imam al-Mutazar and started his da‘wa in B‘albak, in the Biqa‘. This also 
coincided with the arrival of dissident Iranian clergy and military personnel who established religious and military 
training centres with substantial material and spiritual backing from Imam Khumayni who was himself banished to 
Najaf for a period of 13 years" (Alagha 2006, 33). Hezbollah's ancestry can thus be traced to the establishment in 
1979 – just before the Iranian revolution – of a cultural organization under the name of  “the Committee Supportive 
of the Islamic Revolution" (ibid, 34). Alagha writes that "In order to coalesce the newly emerging social movement, 
after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, Sayyid Abbas Al-Musawi along with his students and other leading ‘ulama 
officially founded “The Hizbullah of Lebanon”. Thus, Sayyid Abbas personally coined the name Hizbullah based on 
the Qur’anic verse (5:56): “Whoever takes Allah, His Apostle and those who believe as friends [must know] that 
Allah’s party [Hizbullah] is indeed the triumphant”. However, Hizbullah’s “leadership nucleus had been formed 
before the Islamic Revolution unfolded. Hizbu’allah was therefore the organizational manifestation of a religious 
current [religious ideology] that can be traced back to the 1960s” (ibid, 34). 



FROM NASSER TO NASRALLAH 

41 
 

Consultative Centre for Studies and Documentation (CCSD), Hizbullah’s think tank, was 

created" and "in May 1988 Hizbullah’s al-Nour radio station started broadcasting" (ibid, 38). 

 With the death of Khomeini on June 3, 1989 and the end of the civil war (a process 

that occurred between 1989 and 1991), Hezbollah went through its first transition period into a 

Lebanese political party (ibid, 39-49). The Taef accord that ended the civil war stipulated that 

Hezbollah was the only military force that could keep its weapons to fight the Israeli occupation 

while not being allowed to carry weapons or wear uniforms outside the occupied territories: "the 

Islamic Resistance, [Hezbollah's] military wing, was classified as a resistance movement, and not 

as a militia; as such it was allowed to keep up its arms and continue its resistance against Israel" 

(ibid, 41). This move Alagha writes, angered both the Christian militias and the leftist and secular 

ones (ibid, 41).  

After the end of the civil war, Hezbollah continued its war against the Israeli occupation 

of South Lebanon targeting the Israeli army and its collaborators, the South Lebanon Army 

(SLA). Hezbollah's strategies consisted of guerilla tactics that "standardized the practice of 

videotaping military operations against Israeli forces in order to convey the exact number of the 

Israeli dead and wounded to the Israeli public, thus belying Israeli claims of low casualties" (ibid, 

38). This practice will be addressed in more detail in Chapter 4 where I present an analysis of 

some of these videos as part of Hezbollah’s media and military strategy23. Hezbollah's military 

campaign grew in intensity with suicide attacks against Israeli soldiers and tactical attacks which 

targeted outposts of the Israeli army and the SLA.   

It is widely agreed that Hezbollah's political ideology went through a shift after the end 

of the Lebanese civil war from a rather uncompromising religious militia in the 1980’s to an 

increasingly pragmatic political party in the 1990’s (El Husseini 2010; Alagha 2006; Saad-

Ghorayeb 2002; Norton 2007). This change was evidenced by the group's participation in the 

first parliamentary elections in 1992. While Hezbollah was establishing itself as part of the 

Lebanese political landscape, it was also acknowledged as a legitimate resistance force against the 

Israeli occupation. The group's military wing, "the Islamic resistance" thus pursued a long 

campaign to liberate the occupied South until this liberation was achieved in May 200024. 

Husseini notes that "during this time, a broad consensus developed in Lebanon in support of 

Hezbollah's doctrine of resistance" (El Husseini 2010). 

After the Taef accord, Hezbollah was faced with a new form of political challenge. The 

movement had to accommodate to differences between the Iranian condition, where Shiites 

constitute the vast majority and the Lebanese, where they are one minority among others. Thus, 

"while the Iranian Hizbullah was instrumental in building a state, the Lebanese Hizbullah cannot 

go beyond being a political party operating within the Lebanese public sphere" (Alagha 2008). 

The movement had to adapt to the Lebanese demographic and political sphere and adopted a 

policy of gradual openness. Alagha writes that with "a new interpretation of wilayat al-faqih [Rule 

                                                 
23 The use of video cameras to document military operations and later broadcasting them on their television 

station Al Manar (itself launched in 1991) showed Hezbollah's emphasis on psychological warfare. In 1994, details of 
Hezbollah’s fighters storming the Dabsheh outpost were broadcast on Al Manar, and with these images Hezbollah 
announced the role of the video camera as a weapon in the confrontation (Alagha 2006, 45). 

24 Alagha reports that "the confrontation between Hizbullah and Israel continued. From 1992 till 2000, “14 
Israeli civilians have died as a direct or indirect result of Hizbullah’s attacks, while over 500 Lebanese and Palestinian 
civilians have died”(Alagha 2006, 49-50). 
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of the Jurist], Hizbullah altered its discourse, priorities, and overall political outlook" (ibid). The 

process of openness was finally established with Hezbollah's decision to participate in the first 

parliamentary elections in 1992 with 12 successful candidates: 8 Shiite members of the party, 2 

Sunnis and 2 Christians (Alagha 2006, 43). The party "developed a down-to-earth, pragmatic 

political program, concentrating on broad problems and concerns that were deeply embedded 

society and worrisome to the majority of the voters irrespective of their denomination or political 

orientation” (Alagha 2008). 

During the decade between the end of the civil war and the liberation of Southern 

Lebanon, Hezbollah's military and media strategies witnessed rapid developments in reaction to 

many key events which I will briefly discuss in subsequent paragraphs25. The first of these events 

occurred on February 16, 1992 when Hezbollah's Secretary General and leading figure, Sayyid 

Abbas al Moussawi was assassinated with his wife and son by an Israeli helicopter. The 

movement was quick to elect a new Secretary General, Hassan Nasrallah, who would prove to be 

more charismatic and successful in promoting the movement than his predecessor. During the 

same period, in retaliation to an Israeli attack on some Southern villages, Hezbollah used 

Katyusha rockets, which would become a crucial weapon of deterrence against Israeli attacks, and 

would later become a symbol of the Islamic resistance (Alagha 2006, 42)26.  

 The process of legitimization of Hezbollah's military resistance began in 199327, when 

Israel waged the "seven days war" or "Operation Accountability" in reaction to Hezbollah killing 

seven Israeli soldiers. The war lasted from the 23rd until the 31st of July. Alagha reports that it 

"led to the death of 130 people, mostly Lebanese civilians, and it displaced around 300,000. 

‘Operation Accountability’ resulted in an unwritten (oral) agreement between Hizbullah and 

Israel to sideline the civilians on both sides of the border" (ibid, 45). While the 1993 war led to an 

unwritten agreement, it was the 1996 Israeli war, "Operation Grapes of Wrath," which led to the 

written agreement between the two warring parties. Alagha reports that "from April 11 till April 

18, 1996, Israel launched a massive attack against southern Lebanon killing more than 150 

civilians – including 102 civilians seeking shelter in the UN headquarters in the Lebanese village 

of Qana – and displacing around half a million others. Also, Israel bombed heavily the Lebanese 

infrastructure. The ‘Grapes of Wrath’ resulted in an unprecedented national solidarity with 

Hizbullah. Along with other denominations, Christians, most notably, donated gold and money 

so that Hizbullah can buy Katyusha rockets to be fired at Israel as a deterrent strategy in an 

endeavour to halt the attack. Thus, after the Grapes of Wrath there seems to be a consensus 

                                                 
25 During the 1990’s another important dimension to the transformation of Shiite political thought now 

dominated by Hezbollah was Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah's - who is not affiliated to Hezbollah but holds a great 
influence on the movement's followers - articulation of a progressive and more liberal Shiite religious discourse (see 
Nasr 2006, 181-2). 

26 After the liberation in 2000, Katyusha replicas will be placed in various locations in the South of Lebanon 
as warning and as a sign of power (these spatial practices will be investigated further in Chapter 6). 

27 In 1993 the Oslo accords between the Israeli government and the Palestinian Liberation Organization 
was signed. The agreement was met with much opposition and criticism from a wide range of opinions: intellectuals 
like Edward Said, leftist groups and Islamic movements such as Hamas and Hezbollah all claimed that the accords 
were a blow to the Palestinian cause.  In Lebanon, Hezbollah organized a demonstration in opposition to the 
accords despite the ban on such demonstrations by the Lebanese government.  The peaceful demonstration, Alagha 
writes, "turned out bloody when the Internal Security Forces (ISF) or the Police and Lebanese Army fired at the 
demonstrations killing thirteen, including two women, and wounding around forty" (Alagha 2006, 45). 
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among most Lebanese parties on Hizbullah’s resistance legitimacy" (ibid, 46). The war ended 

with the "April 1996 Understanding/Agreement," which intended to protect the civilians on both 

sides from any attacks. The agreement sponsored by the UN, France, Syria and the US was the 

first instance in which Hezbollah was recognized as a resistance force against the occupation by 

both Israel and the international community (ibid, 46). 

The last event during the “liberation decade” was one that established Hassan 

Nasrallah's popularity and image among the Lebanese public, Shiite and non-Shiite alike. This 

was the death of Nasrallah's eldest son, Hadi, during a battle with a group of Israeli soldiers on 

September 12, 1997 (ibid, 47). Nasrallah's subsequent speech on the occasion, as a father of a 

martyred son placed him on an equal footing with the fighters and their families, distinguishing 

him from other Lebanese leaders and politicians. Nasrallah refused to consider his son's body - 

captured by the Israelis - any differently or as more valuable than his companions (see Noe 2007, 

169-179 for the full speech). After the death of Hadi Nasrallah, who died along with two other 

Hezbollah fighters and other non-Muslim army soldiers (Alagha 2006, 109), Hezbollah formed 

"Al Saraya al Lubnaniyya Li-Muqawamat Al-Ihtilal Al-Israeli or the Multi-confessional Lebanese 

Brigades to Fighting the Israeli Occupation (LMCB), which marks the ‘Lebanonisation’ of the 

resistance" (ibid, 47). According to Alagha, this initiative was "an attempt to revive something like 

the secular al-Muqawama al-Wataniyya al-Lubnaniyya (‘Lebanese National Resistance’) that 

became defunct as of early 1991 as a result of the disbanding of militias in accordance with the 

Ta’if Agreement. LMCB was based on the nationalist and secular dimension of the resistance to 

occupation, while the Islamic Resistance is based on the Islamist ideology" (ibid, 47). 

The 1990’s were a decade of military confrontations between Israel and Hezbollah that 

left hundreds of civilians dead and hundreds of thousands displaced in addition to the economic 

losses mainly due to Israeli attacks on power plants in 1996, 1999 and 2000 (ibid, 50). However, 

by the beginning of 2000, Hezbollah escalated their attacks on the Israeli army and the SLA 

which culminated in the withdrawal of the Israeli army from most of the South, except for the 

Sheb’a farms, which the Israelis considered Syrian land. The liberation of Southern Lebanon was 

a great accomplishment for Hezbollah for two reasons: On the one hand, the Islamic resistance 

had succeeded in achieving what no other Arab army had done before, namely to liberate 

occupied land without any concessions (Karagiannis 2009). On the other hand the withdrawal, 

contrary to expectations, did not lead to any sectarian killings or attacks against collaborators and 

their families. Instead, Alagha writes "only civil peace prevailed and stability reigned since 

Hizbullah acted under the Lebanese state laws and left to it to deal with ex-collaborators and ex-

SLA members" (Alagha 2006, 50). 

The liberation further legitimized and consolidated the party’s support among most 

Lebanese across sectarian lines. Furthermore, the end of the Israeli occupation did not have a 

negative effect on Hezbollah by depriving them of their main struggle as some commentators 

had predicted. Rather, as Karagiannis writes, "following the Israeli retreat from South Lebanon in 

2000, Hizballah’s sustainability has proved that it is far from being a single-issue party likely to 

fade as political circumstances change. On the contrary, the Party of God has managed to gain 

political ground in the Lebanese parliament and to increase its popularity outside its Shia 

constituency" (Karagiannis) Indeed, in the summer of 2000, Hezbollah won twelve seats in the 



CHAPTER 1 

44 
 

parliamentary elections. The party's "nine candidates, along with two Sunnis, and one Maronite 

Christian, received the highest number of votes in the country" (Alagha 2006, 52).  

The liberation had its biggest effect on extending the party's popularity beyond the 

borders of Lebanon and mainly in the Palestinian territories where the second Intifada erupted in 

September 2000. Husseini reports that at this time "Hezbollah concentrated its efforts on helping 

the Palestinians. Its TV station, Al-Manar—also called Qanat al-Muqawama (the Channel of 

Resistance)—began every nightly newscast with the story of the Palestinian conflict" (El Husseini 

2010). After the liberation the party appointed Nasrallah to direct their media institutions, a move 

which Alagha proclaims was "to upgrade the role of Hizbullah’s media, and pursue its ideological 

hegemony" (Alagha 2006, 52). 

One event that was to further Hezbollah's regional standing, was the prisoner exchange 

with Israel in 2004. In exchange for an Israeli colonel and the bodies of three soldiers captured in 

2000, Israel released 400 Palestinians, 23 Lebanese and Arabs in addition to the remains of 59 

Lebanese fighters of various political affiliations (ibid, 54). According to Alagha, the prisoner 

exchange "was a groundbreaking operation since it was the first time that Israel acquiesced to 

Hizbullah’s demands and released Palestinians, setting a precedent and bestowing Hizbullah with 

an unprecedented role in the Intifada, thus regionalizing the conflict. By this move, Israel granted 

Hizbullah a de facto recognition as a legitimate resistance movement, which has managed to 

release all it cadres from Israeli prisons, as Nasrallah has repeatedly promised" (ibid, 54). 

While the liberation boosted the group's popularity in Lebanon and Palestine, it was the 

2006 war subsequently baptized the "Divine Victory" that provided the Islamic party with its 

exceptional regional standing as the defenders of the Umma (El Husseini 2010). The war, 

broadcast live on almost every Arab satellite news channel, resulted in more than a thousand 

Lebanese civilians killed and an almost complete destruction of Lebanese infrastructure. 

However, Hezbollah prevented the Israeli army from reoccupying the South of the country and 

inflicted sizeable damage on the Israeli military which led it to claim victory. The details of the 

2006 war will be exposed in Chapter 3 when I present an analysis of Nasrallah's speeches during 

and after the war. At this point I will argue that the 2006 war was a turning point which 

transformed Nasrallah into an Arab leader with a standing equivalent to Nasser’s and whose 

victory redeemed the trauma of the 1967 defeat. The war also established Hezbollah as a regional 

military and political force whose influence extends far beyond the borders of Lebanon28. 

 

3.3 The articulation of a multidimensional identity 

   

Throughout its existence, Hezbollah, as we have seen in the previous section has evolved 

from a religious militia to a regional force that articulates a complex political identity. In this 

concluding section I will expose how Hezbollah has articulated different political identities in its 

discourse of resistance. I will argue, following Karagiannis' insightful article, that Hezbollah 

succeeded in advancing different frames in order to mobilize both Shiites and non-Shiites alike. 

Karagiannis argues that Hezbollah can be understood as a social movement organization that he 

                                                 
28 On the impact of Hezbollah's Image in the Muslim world after 2006 see Nasr 2006, 255-273.  
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defines following Klandermans as “collective challenges by people with common purposes and 

solidarity in sustained interaction with elites and authorities” (qtd. in Karagiannis 2009). 

Karagiannis suggests an examination of the success of Hezbollah in gathering support 

among and beyond the Lebanese Shiite constituency by a framing approach. In this sense, 

framing shows how Hezbollah's discursive strategies allow for specific issues to surface and 

others to be hidden according to a specific political agenda. Following David Snow and Robert 

Benford, Karagiannis explains that framing analysis relies on three categories of framing: 

diagnostic, prognostic and motivational (ibid). The first aims to expose a narrative of what the 

movement diagnoses as society’s main challenge. The second aims to provide a solution that is 

presented as the only possibility, while the last establishes the frames by which society can be 

mobilized in order to achieve the sought change.  

 Karagiannis argues that the wide array of political Islamic groups can in most part be 

understood as social movements if understood through Nazih Ayubi's description "as an attempt 

to link religion and politics by way of resisting, rather than legitimizing, government; therefore, it 

is essentially a protest movement" (Ayubi 1991, 123 qtd. in Karagiannis 2009). Accordingly, 

framing theory is mainly concerned with the way social movements "construct, articulate and 

disseminate their messages to recruit members and mobilize support" (Karagiannis 2009). Thus, a 

frame both defines the way people see themselves and their surroundings and by doing so 

provides a means to interpret reality and organize action accordingly. In Karagiannis' words, 

"frames give new meaning to people’s lives. More importantly, successful frames encourage 

solidarity and transform mobilization potential into actual mobilization" (ibid). 

In the case of Hezbollah, the dissemination of their frames and understanding of reality 

was first limited to individual interaction before the movement's focus on mass media that took 

place mainly at the end of the civil war with the launching of their TV station and other media. In 

fact, after the Taef accord, Hezbollah's process of openness was characterized by a focus on 

political discourse rather than military confrontation. In this sense, they  "abandoned military 

jihad and adopted jihad bil lisan (jihad by tongue) as the preferred method. In Nasrallah’s words, 

‘the conflict in Lebanon 

today is a political conflict so let us talk politics’" (ibid). Perhaps the most important aspect of 

this "talking politics" was to address an audience that is not limited to the Shiite community but 

included in a first instance the wider Lebanese population and would later include Arabs, 

Muslims and a global audience who share the movement's anti-globalization stance.  In the 

following paragraphs, I will briefly expose these five dimensions of the movement's discourse 

and frames.  

First, when it comes to the Shiite community, Hezbollah relies on Shiite religious 

narratives and images in order to mobilize and legitimize their struggle in religious terms. These 

narratives revolve mainly around Ashura, the story of Imam Hussein and the centrality of justice 

in Shiite struggle (Dabashi 2008). In addition to this religious dimension, the movement attracts 

Shiites by providing a sense of social, economic, and political empowerment to the community in 

relation to the other communities in Lebanon. This is achieved by Hezbollah’s strong presence in 

the Lebanese political scene in addition to their many welfare and support organizations which 

include health, educational institutions, social services, and agricultural projects. 
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Second, when it comes to the Lebanese dimension of the movement's identity, this is 

usually associated with the process of "Lebanonization" that took place in the 1990’s. While the 

movement did indeed adopt a more inclusive stance after the Taef accord, the term 

Lebanonization itself is problematic. As Shaery-Eisenlohr argues, the term, when used in a 

context other than the participation in the 1992 parliamentary elections, "takes as its starting 

point a rather fixed and inflexible notion of Lebanese nationalism to which Hizbullah has to 

adapt. However, far from submitting to this historically Maronite-dominated national narrative, 

Shi‘ites are engaged in producing competing visions of Lebanon" (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, xiv). 

That being said, Hezbollah's articulation of a Lebanese identity should not be understood as 

simply adopting the pre-existing Lebanese identity which usually excluded the Shiite component. 

Rather, it means an active participation in re-inventing and articulating a Lebanese identity in 

which "Lebanese Shi‘ites break with the dominant national narrative of Maronite Lebanon, with 

which most of them do not identify, and aim to establish a national narrative dominated by 

Lebanese Shi‘ite visions of morality, themes, and symbolism” (ibid, 3). 

By articulating or contributing to the production of the post-civil war Lebanese identity, 

the Shiites were asserting their position in the national identity, where their historical experience 

of economic and political marginalization was recognized and accepted by the other components 

of the Lebanese society. Hezbollah's entrance into Lebanese politics in the 1990’s occurred 

simultaneously with their adoption of a social and economic discourse that addressed the poor 

(Shiite or not) thus, re-articulating many frames that had been common to the leftist secular 

parties in Lebanon. Karagiannis writes that "as surprising and ironic as it may seem, though, 

Hizballah’s diagnostic framing resembled that of the Communist Party of Lebanon (CPL). 

Generally speaking, Islam and communism advocate emphasis on group goals over individual 

interests" (Karagiannis 2009) In reality, this is neither surprising nor ironic since Hezbollah shares 

with the CPL the same popular base and two essential causes. In fact before the emergence of 

Hezbollah, Shiites constituted the large majority of CPL members before the revolutionary Shiite 

movement came to contest the popularity of the communists. Furthermore, the two groups share 

their preoccupation with social justice and a commitment to fighting Israeli occupation in 

Lebanon and Palestine.  

 Hezbollah's Lebanese nationalism was articulated on several levels: the inclusion of the 

Shiites into the national narrative, a focus on the social disparities in the country, liberating and 

later defending the country from Israel. Thus, as Karagiannis writes "the group has framed itself 

as a watchdog of Lebanon’s territorial integrity and independence." Karagiannis quotes Nasrallah: 

" ‘Hizballah, along with its friends and allies, is the first defender of genuine sovereignty, genuine 

independence, and genuine freedom – and I add to them national dignity, honor, and pride’ (Noe 

2007, 403). Since the early 1990s, the group’s leadership has been very keen to stress Hizballah’s 

Lebanese character and origin, which is hardly a surprise given the accusations about Iranian 

patronage" (Karagiannis 2009). 

 Furthermore, Hezbollah’s definition of Lebanese nationalism relate to the next two 

dimensions: the third being the Arab one and the fourth being the Islamic (ibid). The Arab 

dimension of Hezbollah's discourse relates to the framing of their war with Israel as an Arab 

issue rather than one that is strictly Lebanese. Thus, throughout the 1990’s and until today, 

Hezbollah has presented itself in the words of Shaery-Eisenlohr "as a champion of Arab 
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nationalism, and as a religious group worthy of emulation among both Sunnis and Shi‘ites in the 

Arab world and beyond" (Shaery-Eisenlohr 2008, 208).  

In the next chapters, I will explicate the relation between Hezbollah's discourse of 

resistance and Arab nationalism. At this point, however, it is worthy to note that the movement's 

military achievements against Israel have been articulated by the movement as Arab achievements 

but also as Muslim ones allowing them to adopt a pan-Islamic dimension especially with 

references to the centrality of Jerusalem and its religious value in their struggle (Karagiannis 

2009).  

As I have argued earlier in this chapter, after the failure of Arab nationalism Islamism 

became the discourse most active and successful in promoting social, political, and economic 

change in the Arab world in addition to its status as the legitimate force fighting Israeli 

occupation and western hegemony. While Arab Islamism is almost exclusively Sunni, Hezbollah's 

Shiite Islamist discourse has sought to attract support from these Sunni movements by 

presenting itself as a non-sectarian group and a true Islamic group29. This is achieved by adopting 

a pan-Islamic discourse that addresses Muslims regardless of sect and language. Hezbollah sought 

to legitimize its relation with the Iranian Islamic republic while consolidating support from Sunni 

Arabs who constitute the vast majority of the Arab populations (ibid). 

The fifth dimension of Hezbollah's political discourse relates to a global audience who 

share with the movement its anti-globalization stance. By targeting this audience, Hezbollah was 

able to address and "attract sympathy and support from leftist and human rights groups, which 

view the group as a bastion against ‘capitalist domination’" (ibid). In this framework, Karagiannis 

refers to Hezbollah's participation in anti-globalization conferences and meetings where the 

movement has successfully distanced itself from the image of the radical Islamic terrorist group 

and established partnerships with international leftist groups on the basis of anti-globalization 

activism.30  

In conclusion, Hezbollah has successfully articulated these different dimensions of 

identity in an overarching discourse of resistance. In fact, “resistance” in their discourse will 

come to stand for a wide range of demands for Shiites, Lebanese, Arabs and Muslims. In my 

analysis of Hezbollah’s media in later chapters I will expose the strategies by which the discourse 

of resistance became hegemonic and subsequently allowed the movement to claim its influential 

role in Lebanon and the region. Hezbollah constructed and re-articulated a shared memory that 

stretches from the early anti-colonial movements and Arab nationalism to the various political 

ideologies from Marxism to Islam. However, before getting to the analysis of Hezbollah’s media 

strategies and texts I will present in the next chapter a theoretical framework for the analysis of 

                                                 
29 Karagiannis writes that: "according to the former secretary-general Abbas Mussawi, Hizballah is not a 

‘party in the traditional sense of the term. Every Muslim is automatically a member of Hizballah, thus it is impossible 
to list our membership’ (al-Musawi 1985). The very adoption of the name Hizballah derived from the Quranic verse 
56 ‘And whosoever taketh Allah and His messenger and those who believe for friends (will know that), lo! the party 
of Allah, they are the victorious’." 

30 Hezbollah's international anti-globalization audience is demonstrated according to Karagiannis  on the 
one hand in Nasrallah's first anniversary speech of the July 2006 war in which he dedicated "Hezbollah's victory to 
all those oppressed in the world" (qtd. in Karagiannis) and on the other by the "pro-Hizballah banners in leftist 
demonstrations in European cities". Furthermore, Hezbollah’s standing among Lebanese leftists was already 
enjoying support due to their role in fighting ‘American Imperialism and Israeli colonialism’ (ibid).  
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resistance and hegemony in relation to the notions of populism, space and perception. In this 

sense, I will argue that resistance pertains to the  construction of a popular identity by contesting 

discursive, physical and perceptual spaces. This allows for the articulation of a hegemonic identity 

around empty signifiers – such as resistance – that will construct out of previously scattered 

groups, a people. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RESISTANCE AND HEGEMONY: SPACE, MEANING, AND THE 

ARTICULATION OF A PEOPLE 

  

"In the animal kingdom the rule is, eat or be eaten; In the 

human kingdom, define or be defined." Thomas Szasz, 

The Second Sin, 20.  

 

My argument in this project is that Hezbollah has succeeded in articulating a hegemonic 

identity with their efficient use of media and political discourse and established "resistance" as the 

name of a people whose boundaries go beyond the sectarian limits of Hezbollah's Shiite 

constituency. In order to investigate how this process of hegemony has taken place I make use of 

Ernesto Laclau's notion of populism inasmuch as it refers to the articulation of a people by 

investing in an empty signifiers and establishing new boundaries of inclusion and exclusion in the 

political sphere (Laclau 2007a). I will argue that populism as understood by Laclau can refer to 

strategies of resistance and change, and a model of political action that seeks to redraw the power 

balance through the contestation of meanings and spaces. In this context, I will argue that 

resistance should be understood away from the western liberal conception of it as necessarily 

emancipatory. In this sense, I draw first on Saba Mahmood's argument that resistance in certain 

contexts is an act of re-signification that can aim towards an emancipated subject as understood 

by liberals or to another form of subjectivity altogether (Mahmood 2005, 1-39). In this sense, 

resistance in the context of Hezbollah and in many parts of the Arab and Muslim world pertains 

to a notion of liberation from Western economic and political domination while being in many 

cases a carrier of conservative social norms.  

Hezbollah is a movement that calls itself “the resistance” (al muqawama), and it is even 

called resistance by large segments of the left. But Hezbollah carries not an agenda of social 

liberation; it is not a progressive party in the common - western - understanding of the word. 

Their resistance is political and military and in many aspects social and cultural. What applies to 

Hezbollah's religious ideology also applies to the secular Arab nationalist movements for whom 

freedom and liberation were articulated not as the individual freedoms of citizens in a state, but 

as the freedom of the political entity from colonial and post-colonial influence. Freedom and 

liberation in this framework could be achieved under an authoritarian system as well as under a 

democratic one.  

In order to expose Hezbollah's strategies of resistance in the following chapters, I will 

suggest a definition of resistance  as a hegemonic process that requires the articulation of a 

people as seen in Laclau's argument on populism where politics takes place in the realm of 

meanings and signifiers (Laclau and Mouffe 2000; Laclau 2007a). Furthermore, I will argue that 

resistance is an act that pertains to the contestation of space - be it material or discursive. In other 

words resistance takes place in the field of meanings but also in streets and on the ground where a 

resistance movement is required to acquire the material conditions for contesting the power 

structure in a given space. Finally, I will argue that resistance is an act – an agency – that requires 

the construction of a speaking subject. Agency in this framework becomes about acquiring a 

voice that is able to speak and articulate an identity in a specific context.  
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In the following paragraphs I will introduce the concept of hegemony as a useful 

category for the analysis of power and politics before exposing Laclau's theory of populism as 

one form of hegemonic articulation. I will then establish the role of space in any resistance 

strategy. Finally, after establishing my theoretical framework of resistance I will expose the 

different strategies that appear in Hezbollah's hegemonic project in the context of war and 

conflict.  

  

1. Populism as resistance: the construction of Hezbollah's populist identity 

   

1.1 Resistance and hegemony 

  

To start with, the use of the word resistance to designate a group that is officially 

recognized as terrorist by a number of states, must first be justified. The problem with qualifying 

or defining revolutionary, or political Islamic groups, starts with the very essence of the political 

disagreement over their aims and proclaimed causes and the use and misuse of the term 

terrorism. It is a typical example of the aphorism "one man's terrorist is another man's freedom 

fighter". While the word resistance carries a heavy ethical burden in the political field, it primarily 

denotes a certain notion of agency. According to Badiou, for instance, resistance is precisely 

about agency. And agency in this framework is the condition of the subject; resistance is what 

initiates events that disrupt the prevalent order (Badiou 2005, 4-5). In such a framework 

Hezbollah become subjects precisely by their agency - by acting "in fidelity to a chance encounter 

with an event which disrupts the situation they find themselves in" (ibid, 4). Resistance can 

therefore be understood as a struggle for change carried out against a dominant power.  

If we assume as a start that the term resistance can be used without reference to any 

ethical value - as in resistance can be both "good or bad" - it becomes just an intrinsic part of any 

struggle: resistance is first a reaction to power. This is the case in the term transgression for 

instance, which designates a crossing of boundaries, a movement between an outside and an 

inside - or yet a disturbance of the separation between outside and inside (Cresswell 1996, 21). 

Resistance in Foucault is not reducible to transgression. It cannot be seen without the power that 

is both constituted by and constitutive of it. Resistance is then the possibility of creating spaces 

of struggle against power. However, power and resistance should not be seen as successive, 

rather, they both exist simultaneously and, in Foucault, the relation between power and resistance 

is described in terms of strategies and tactics (Foucault 1994, 222-243; Foucault 1971).  

 The strategies of resistance must be as efficient as those of power. In this sense 

resistance must look like power and is not entirely exterior to it. Resistance seeks to create new 

powers and thus leads to the formation of new forms of resistance against this new power. 

Foucault draws an image of a never-ending physical movement. What is instructive in this picture 

of power relations, is that power and resistance are two sides of the same coin. There exists no 

power without resistance and, obviously, vice-versa. Moreover, resistance is also a desire to take 

power by means of various tactics and strategies that often make use of similar strategies to those 

of the dominant power (Foucault 1976, 121-35). This brings us closer to the hegemonic 

formation as understood by Laclau and Mouffe. I will argue that this concept is more instructive 

for a theory of resistance as agency especially that in Foucault agency seems to be almost absent – 
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at least ambiguous – since subjects are always described as subjects of or subjected to discourse 

(Foucault 1971). Following Laclau and Mouffe, resistance – and power – are understood in terms 

of hegemony. The two consist in the articulation of a certain discourse of truth (or common 

sense for Gramsci) that seeks to hide its contingency (Martin 2002; Lalcau and Mouffe 2000, 7; 

111-4). The two employ  strategies and tactics that are mutually instructive (Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 152-171). 

 The advantage of using the notion of hegemony as opposed to Foucault’s notion of 

domination or subordination lies in the fact that hegemony is "active, dynamic and changing". In 

this sense hegemony implies a constant movement of forces that does not fix actors in rigid 

positions of domination or subordination (Critchley 2008, 101). In my analysis of Hezbollah's 

strategies of resistance I will therefore call resistance a hegemonic project that takes place in the 

discursive field. Moreover, the discursive field will be defined following Laclau and Mouffe who 

establish a break from the Foucauldian distinction between discursive and non-discursive (Laclau 

and Mouffe 2000, 107-10). As Martin explains, for Laclau and Mouffe, "the realm of the 

‘discursive’ consists in the totality of linguistic and non-linguistic practices that structure thought 

and action into a relatively meaningful whole" (Martin 2002). In other words I understand 

resistance as taking place in both language and institutions which, in this sense, constitute a 

discursive whole. It is in this framework that resistance can be understood as a form of 

hegemony which will allow me to analyze Hezbollah’s media texts and institutions as one 

discursive whole.  

 The discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe suggests reading discourse as inseparable 

from power and conflict. Discourses are about hegemonizing one interpretation or meaning over 

another in a world where meaning cannot be completely fixed or sutured (Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 113-115). In this sense, the production of meaning becomes an act of power and the play 

of power is one that takes place over what Gramsci calls 'common sense': " Dominant discourses 

succeed by displacing alternative modes of argument and forms of activity; by marginalising 

radically different discourses; by naturalising their hierarchies and exclusions presenting them in 

the form of ‘common sense’; and by effacing the traces of their own contingency. A successful 

hegemony will seek to render itself incontestable" (Martin 2002). 

 While any hegemonic discourse seeks to fix its own meaning and temporarily limit what 

Derrida calls the "play" of meaning, it can never achieve a complete suture of the meaning (ibid; 

Derrida 1978, 278-94). Since the social cannot be truly sutured - which is the very condition of 

possibility of hegemonic contestation (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 109-114) - a hegemonic 

discourse is a partial fixation that presents itself as a complete one. In other words it is a 

contingent meaning that hides its own contingency. Resistance or hegemony (and the two terms 

will often be used interchangeably in the case of Hezbollah especially that their very discourse 

articulates the term "resistance" as the hegemonic signifier), then, are about articulation. And 

hegemony inasmuch as it pertains to the construction of political subjects, is a political act first 

and foremost.  

 For Laclau and Mouffe hegemony is understood as an 'articulatory practice' that 

provides partial fixation of meanings of specific signifiers in specific contexts (ibid, 134-45). In 

this sense Laclau and Mouffe  break with Gramsci's understanding of hegemony and the 

economic determinism that considers hegemony as eventually necessarily pertaining to class 
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struggle. Instead, they open up the field of political struggle to include any number of subject 

positions whether class based or not. Hegemony thus pertains to the articulation of a hegemonic 

discourse that provides temporary hegemonic subject positions regardless of their content. Later 

in this chapter I will introduce the process of political identification and Laclau's theory on the 

construction of a people as one of the pillars of a hegemonic discourse1.  

 To understand Hezbollah it is therefore important to break from the essentialist class 

based idea of struggle where class is the fundamental identification that joins people in struggle 

against the capitalist order. While Hezbollah's discourse carries many economic and class 

dimensions inasmuch as it is one that addresses the urban poor and the marginalized peasants, 

the hegemonizing character of their discourse is not class-based but articulates a number of 

various subject positions that I will attempt to expose in my analysis of their media discourse in 

the next chapters. Hezbollah is somehow a prototype of the hegemonic discourse that we see 

emerging in Laclau and Mouffe's work and that of Simon Critchley in their effort to articulate 

political strategies for a new left, though the Islamic movement is far from being a representation 

of what these authors imagine to be a new left.  

In his articulation of a politics of resistance, Critchley departs from Laclau and Mouffe's 

break with the classical Marxist conception of the economic or class based political subject, and 

extends the political field of resistance into the articulation of various subjectivities that can be 

economic, cultural or otherwise (Critchley 2008, 91; 98-9). In this framework, Critchley uses 

Gramsci's idea of hegemony "understood as the formation of collective will and political 

associations out of the divergent groupings that make up civil society" to argue that the 

formation of political subjects must break with the economic determinism of classical Marxism 

and incorporate the "various social struggles of the present". This idea that we see recurring in 

many of the "post-Marxist" literature is essential for the understanding of Hezbollah's political 

articulation inasmuch as it represents an example of a hegemonic discourse of resistance that has 

re-articulated a subject through various economic, social, religious and cultural demands.  

In his work, Critchley is arguing for an ethics of commitment for an anarchist left that 

carries a cause of social liberation, political change and economic break with the global capitalist 

system. In fact, Laclau, Mouffe, and Critchley are all arguing for specific programs of radical 

democracy that Hezbollah's political ideology does not easily fit into. My argument, however, is 

that the political insight of these authors - and others from the Marxist or radical democratic left 

- especially when it comes to the processes of political identification and the strategies of 

resistance and counter-hegemony (or simply hegemony understood as a form of politics (Laclau 

and Mouffe 2000, 139)) and on the political operation as a whole - are instructive for the 

understanding of other forms of resistance and counter-hegemony – such as Hezbollah in this 

project – that articulate different conceptions of freedom, democracy and politics in contexts 

different from those found in the Western parliamentary democracies.  

 Critchley writes that "politics requires subjective invention, imagination and endurance, 

not to mention cunning" (Critchley 2005, 234). It is all these characteristics of politics that have 

allowed Hezbollah to provide an efficient form of political counter-hegemony and become a 

hegemonic discourse in the Arab and Lebanese spaces. In Lebanon, a country that had a rich 

                                                 
1 In his insightful review of Laclau's On Populist Reason, Benjamin Arditi argues that Laclau's notion of populism 

is synonymous to hegemony and the two can in this sense be used interchangeably (Arditi 2010). 
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history and experience of leftist politics, it is not the left that succeeded in occupying the space of 

counter-hegemony against global capitalism, and in constructing an identity of resistance against 

Israeli occupation and the corruption of the political and economic system. It is rather 

Hezbollah's religious discourse that succeeded in articulating a hegemonic discourse that is based 

on liberation as both a territorial and a political demand. In fact Hezbollah has precisely re-

articulated much of the left's economic demands into a discourse that is religious at heart and did 

the same with the anti-colonial discourse of Arab nationalism.  

In other words, my argument is not that a leftist component (the term is ambiguous 

enough) must be present in order to call a movement counter-hegemonic or one of resistance, 

but that Hezbollah's strategies have been successful in doing precisely what authors like Critchley, 

Mouffe, and Laclau are demanding from the left to do in order to be a successful movement of 

resistance. In that sense this might act as both a verification of these authors' theories in terms of 

how political identification and resistance takes place and as an extension of these theories as 

ones of political action tout-court that can be applied to any political discourse.  

 

1.2 Politics as articulation  

 

Laclau defines hegemony as a terrain for the construction of political relations (Butler et 

al., 44). This statement is coupled with the understanding of the political as contingency that is 

defined by specific articulations in specific contexts. This understanding of the political is laid out 

in detail in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy where the political is defined in relation to the 

impossibility of social suture; it is precisely because of the impossibility of society - and the lack 

that is inherent to any identity - that politics is possible and hegemony as a category of analysis 

becomes a valid tool. In this sense, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the impossibility of society 

refers to the impossibility of completely fixing a meaning (a concept that according to the authors 

coincides with Derrida’s) (Laclau and Mouffe 2000; Laclau 1990, 89-93). Excess is here essential 

for the understanding of the "proliferation of signifieds" (Norval 2005, 92 ; Laclau and Mouffe 

2000, 111-3), which is the condition that allows for the constant attempts to achieve a relative 

fixity of meaning that characterizes the very act of politics. This is the act of hegemony which 

consists in a "partial and incomplete act of articulation of this excess of the social" (Norval 2005, 

92). It is this framework that defines any identity whether this pertains to a group or an 

individual.  

It is therefore the undecidability and the constant unfixity of meaning that constitutes 

the conditions for a theory of hegemony. In Emancipation(s), Laclau defines the subject as one that 

is constituted by the act of decision in a situation of undecidability. "[The structure] is inhabited 

by an original lack, by a radical undecidability that needs to be constantly superseded by acts of 

decision. These acts are precisely what constitute the subject" (Laclau 2007b, 92). It is by 

grounding the subject in the undecidability of the social terrain and the lack that is at the heart of 

identity that the concepts of articulation and identification become the only ways to understand 

the subject as the subject of lack (Butler et al., 58) and leads us to a definition of strategies of 

hegemony as ones that pertain to the articulation of a ‘people’ and a subject.  

 In this sense, Aletta Norval writes that for Laclau "a hegemonic account of politics and 

ideology focuses attention on the logic of articulation: it seeks to make visible the contingency of 
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political structures (institutions, discourses, identities and ideologies are all treated as sedimented 

structures of different sorts on this account) and provides us with theoretical and methodological 

tools that allows us to break with both topographical and essentialist assumptions concerning the 

character of such institutions and ideologies" (Norval 2005, 87). The contingency of the objects 

which will become hegemonic must be understood through the political context in which they 

operate. In this sense the object - even though contingent - is the result of a struggle to become 

hegemonic - in other words a hegemonic discourse must include a certain degree of agency. 

This leads us to another aspect of Laclau’s political theory, namely the notions of order 

and crisis which can provide an insight into what is seen as the conditions of success of a political 

struggle. For Laclau a hegemonic discourse must succeed in subverting the existing power by 

presenting itself as an alternative order (Laclau 1994). And here the assumption is that in a 

situation of crisis the need for order is more important than the ontic form of this order – its 

content. Laclau writes that “when people are confronted with radical anomie, the need for some 

kind of order becomes more important than the actual ontic order that brings it about” (Laclau 

2007a, 88). In this sense Laclau takes for granted the necessity of order regardless of its nature 

however he does at the same time argue for the necessity of crisis as one of the conditions of a 

populist discourse and of a counter-hegemonic movement: “some degree of crisis in the old 

structure is a necessary precondition of populism” (ibid, 177). In this sense in a stable and 

institutionalized society there is not much room for the equivalential logic to operate by 

hegemonizing unfulfilled demands (as claims) into a popular demand unless the prevalent order is 

destabilized (ibid, 191). This leads us to the question whether in political action one either waits 

for the adequate conditions of the crisis to happen or to act in order to create these conditions.  

In his insightful review of Laclau’s book, Benjamin Arditi writes that “It is difficult to 

hold on to the argument that politics-as-populism has a constitutive force –that it has the 

capacity to subvert and reconstruct the given – and at the same time claim that populist 

interventions are dependent on the prior crisis in the existing order, for then the political would 

be subservient to those junctures, and, therefore, its status would be derivative rather than 

constitutive” (Arditi 2010). Arditi argues that in order for the political to be faithful to its role it 

must “be able to trigger a de-institutionalization of the given system instead of depending of the 

presence of a crisis to generate its subversive and reconstructive effects” (ibid). In this context 

Arditi refers to Ranciere’s notion of political subjectivication which requires the presence of a 

political agency and “consists of naming a subject to reveal a wrong and create a community 

around a particular dispute. The part of the no-part seeks to demonstrate that the community 

does not exist because not everyone is counted as a part. Politics thus inscribes dissensus in the 

space of the given: the part of the no-part seeks to show the presence of two worlds in one and 

modify the existing order or partition of the sensible” (ibid).  

The role of the analyst in this framework is therefore to clarify the way in which a 

particular identity becomes hegemonic in a particular context by investigating the "contingent 

articulation of elements" (Norval 2005, 87; Butler et al., 53) and the strategies used by the agents 

to make a certain discourse hegemonic. In my investigation of Hezbollah's media discourse, the 

central question of how Hezbollah's "resistance" came to be so 'popular' in the specific historical 

period that I am observing and how the movement established this hegemony can be addressed 

by an analysis of the processes by which hegemony is achieved through the construction of a 
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people and what Laclau will call a populist discourse. In this framework Laclau makes use of the 

Lacanian theory of identification, lack and naming as the central guidelines for his theory. In the 

following paragraphs I will expose this theory of populism and the way it can be relevant to the 

understanding of Hezbollah as a hegemonic discourse that articulates a ‘people’ around 

"resistance" as an empty signifier. The hegemonization of Hezbollah's people is apparent when 

we realize that while Hezbollah’s "people" is primarily a religious one, it is extended to include 

those who do not necessarily share the religious aspect of the movement's ideology with a 

process of partial secularization of the religious that I will expose in later chapters (this argument 

will be clearly exposed in the discussion of music videos in Chapter 5).  

Going back to the idea of resistance and hegemony, the process of resistance in 

Critchley arises out of disappointment; out of a situation of injustice or suffering that a group will 

refuse by articulating a new political subjectivity - a name that such a group will seek to make 

hegemonic. On this initial level of hegemonic formation of political subjects, we see that both 

Laclau and Critchley describe the same process. However, Critchley's argument is imbued with a 

more ethical dimension. For him "politics is an ethical practice that arises in a situation of 

injustice which exerts a demand for responsibility" (Critchley 2008, 92).  

Critchley argues that politics starts with disappointment which "provokes an experience 

of injustice or indeed a feeling of anger" (Critchley 2005, 232). Following the experience that led 

to the emergence of Hezbollah, and for that matter, any movement of resistance, liberation or 

opposition in a post-colonial context, disappointment has been the essential feeling whether 

towards the secular nationalist experience or the pro-western post-colonial governments (as we 

have seen in Chapter 1). The feeling of disappointment has been also one of anger towards the 

images and actions that are seen and suffered when it comes to the war with Israel and the 

American wars in the Middle East or the repression experienced by people living under 

authoritarian regimes. In fact, for Critchley, anger is the "first political emotion, it is what moves 

the subject to action, it is the emotion that produces motion, that literally e-motes" (ibid, 232). 

While Critchley is talking about a leftist idea of resistance and criticizes the self-defeating 

discourse of the intellectual left (in the West) and calls for a conception of politics that has 

empowerment at its center, I will show that contrary to the left, Hezbollah have succeeded 

precisely in providing this sense of empowerment in the prevailing context of disappointment 

and defeatism that characterized the official Arab discourse since 1967. Having established a 

definition of hegemony and resistance in relation to the discourse of Hezbollah, I will now 

introduce Laclau's theory of populism as a form of hegemony that can provide a useful tool for 

understanding the way in which Hezbollah have succeeded in articulating a people around the 

empty signifier "resistance".  

  

1.3 From hegemony to populism 

 

In his book, On Populist Reason, Ernesto Laclau seeks to redeem the notion of populism 

from its ontic frame and understand it as an ontological category. In this sense, Laclau's argument 

is that populism should not refer to the content of a certain movement or discourse but should 

be understood as a form. Laclau writes that “populism is an ontological and not an ontic category 

- i.e. its meaning is not to be found in any political or ideological content entering into the 
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description of the practices of any particular group, but in a particular mode of articulation of 

whatever social, political or ideological contents” (Laclau 2005, 34). 

 In this section I argue that for a discourse  to become hegemonic it must articulate a 

hegemonic popular identity - in other words, articulate a people. In fact the relation between 

hegemony and populism can be seen as a synonymous one (Arditi 2010). In this framework the 

notion of lack and the articulation of a populist discourse are the central elements for the 

construction of Hezbollah's resistance identity as a hegemonic one.  

Laclau's theory of populism starts from the notion of "demand" as the smallest unit of 

analysis of populism. Demand has two connotations: request and claim, and it is precisely this 

double meaning that pertains to the construction of a populist discourse out of what he calls 

democratic demands. In this sense, Laclau suggest a narrative for the construction of a populist 

discourse that starts with the moment when certain social demands (in the meaning of request 

made to the established system through the institutional channels) are not met by those in power. 

This frustration leads to the transformation of these requests into claims. Laclau writes: “the 

frustration of a series of social demands makes possible the movement from isolated democratic 

demands to equivalential popular ones. One first dimension of the break is that, at its root, there 

is the experience of lack, a gap which has emerged in the harmonious continuity of the social. 

There is a fullness of the community which is missing. This is decisive: the construction of the 

‘people’ will be the attempt to give a name to that absent fullness” (Laclau 2007a, 85). The 

different claims can then enter into an equivalential chain and eventually cluster around common 

signifiers. One of these claims can become hegemonic through a process of articulation and 

come to stand for all the rest. It is at this moment that popular identification takes place: when 

those making the different claims identify as one group around an empty signifier that stands for 

all of them - this is the moment of emergence of the "people" of populism in opposition to the 

established order.  

In Laclau's theory of populism, the construction of a populist discourse pertains to the 

articulation of frontiers that define the "people" and its others. These frontiers are set by and 

define the articulation of an empty signifier that will stand for the "people". Being that frontiers 

are never stable, Laclau will introduce the notion of floating signifiers which refers to the 

displacement of the frontiers by the creation of contested domains where different discourses 

attempt to inscribe and hegemonize as empty signifiers. This contested terrain is constituted by 

the inherent heterogeneity of the social, making it possible for floating signifiers to emerge and 

political articulation to construct (temporary) empty signifiers. For Laclau three variables 

represent the conditions of emergence of a people and the definition of populism: "equivalential 

relations hegemonically represented through empty signifiers; displacement of the internal 

frontiers through the production of floating signifiers; and a constitutive heterogeneity which 

makes dialectical retrievals impossible and gives its true centrality to political articulation" (ibid, 

156). 

Laclau rejects any notion of an immobile frontier. Therefore, his theory of the political 

is based on the constant movement between "floating" and "empty" signifiers or what he will call 

"the undecidability between the homogeneous and the heterogeneous" (ibid, 153). The 

construction of a "people" becomes in this play of frontiers, the fundamental role of the political. 

This construction therefore involves not only the articulation of a chain of equivalences around 
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an empty signifier that would be articulated by a hegemonic discursive strategy, but also the 

construction of a frontier that would define the limits of any given notion of the "people". This 

construction of a frontier requires a discursive strategy that will establish the hegemonic 

transformation of a floating signifier into an empty one. This implies the inclusion and exclusion 

of new actors and demands into the notion of people (ibid, 153-4) something that we will see 

taking place in Hezbollah’s notion of the people and who is included in it.  

Any struggle is then political by definition. In fact the definition of populism as an 

articulation of an empty signifier that would unify a number of heterogeneous demands in order 

to construct a people, is synonymous to the political inasmuch as "the construction of a 'people' 

is the political act par excellence", therefore, Laclau writes, "there is no political intervention 

which is not populistic to some extent" (ibid, 154).  

In Hezbollah's case, the movement's emergence and existence within a structurally 

unstable social, political and geographical context means that the presence of a crisis has always 

been underlying their political action. In this sense while in the first instance the movement was 

born amid civil war and foreign occupation, the development of the movement was always 

accompanied by other instances of instability. Occupation continued until the year 2000. After 

five years of relative stability (2000-2005), Lebanon entered another period of crisis following the 

assassination of its former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February 2005. Soon after, the full 

fledged war with Israel in 2006 took place. These instabilities can be read as periods of organic 

crisis in the sense that the political and social fields are structurally destabilized and internal 

frontiers are displaced which allows for the emergence of floating signifiers such as "liberation", 

"resistance", and "nation" in the case of Lebanon (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 130-145; A. Smith 

1998, 164-5).  

 Hezbollah's articulation of the empty signifier "resistance" thus emerges from this 

contested field and as an answer to the disintegration of the nation into irreconcilable 

heterogeneous groups. Resistance is thus articulated as a new frontier that would define the 

Lebanese people and its others, one that seeks a displacement of the previous destabilized 

frontiers and construct a new hegemonic identity and a populist discourse which will articulate 

new frontiers of inclusion and exclusion.  

  

1.4 Resistance as an empty signifier 

  

While Hezbollah preaches a specific ideology when it comes to social, political and 

cultural identities it has been active in articulating a more vague discourse that addresses and 

appeals to people who are not necessarily attracted to the movement's religious ideology. In this 

sense, Hezbollah's discourse revolves around a number of specific demands when it comes to 

internal politics and the conflict with Israel. However, the movement's discourse is propagated 

through a number of empty signifiers that refer to the chain of specific demands which allows 

Hezbollah's discourse to appeal to a broad range of groups who become linked through the 

articulated chain of equivalence between these demands. In other words, Hezbollah's empty 

signifiers appeal to a large group of heterogeneous people that include, but are not limited to, the 

movement's active members. The essential notions that act as empty signifiers in Hezbollah's 

political and media discourse and which will be articulated in a way to form the chain of 
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equivalence that joins the different specific demands of heterogeneous groups can be summed up 

in the following list: resistance, liberation, Palestine/Jerusalem, justice, and pride. These words 

are the empty signifiers that will define Hezbollah's popular identity and will be exposed in the 

following chapters.  

Resistance, the most important empty signifier in Hezbollah's discourse, pertains to a 

military act but also to a way of life, and a political position opposed to Western hegemony and 

Israeli occupation and threats. It is an essential cultural position vis a vis the globalization of 

society and the power struggle that is inherent to this transformation. In this sense, resistance 

resonates for leftist secular groups and activists who are involved in the Palestinian rights struggle 

or opposed to American hegemony, marginalized groups in various Arab countries, the 

mainstream Arab population sympathetic with the Palestinians, Muslims who see the liberation of 

Jerusalem as a religious duty, and groups who see Western hegemony as synonymous with the 

rampant corruption in the economy and politics of Arab states.  

In this sense Lara Deeb writes that “the party's popularity is based in part on its 

dedication to the poor, but also on its political platforms and record in Lebanon, its Islamist 

ideologies, and its resistance to Israeli occupation and violations of Lebanese 

sovereignty. Hizballah's popularity is based on a combination of ideology, resistance and an 

approach to political-economic development.” Deeb continues that “Hezbollah supporter” is a 

vague designation and the party’s constituency is not limited to the Shiite poor “but increasingly 

come from the middle classes and include many upwardly mobile, highly educated Lebanese. 

Many of its supporters are Shi'i Muslim, but there are also many Lebanese of other religious 

backgrounds who support the party and/or the Islamic Resistance” (Deeb 2006).   

 The notions of liberation and resistance, the symbolic value of Palestine and Jerusalem 

in Arab culture all appeal to a wide array of people in Lebanon and the Arab world making 

Hezbollah's discourse one that is able to join groups as different as leftist secular movements, 

Arab nationalists, and Islamic religious groups of various sects around one popular discourse that 

Hezbollah will articulate around the term "resistance". This does not mean that all the groups 

which fall under the aforementioned categories are attracted to Hezbollah's discourse since many 

liberals, religious and leftists are strongly opposed to Hezbollah's discourse. But it does present us 

with a discourse that is able to address and appeal to a heterogeneous group of people 

nonetheless.  

Resistance, as it appears in the speeches of Hassan Nasrallah (an in depth analysis of 

Nasrallah’s speeches will be presented in Chapter 3) and also in the mission statements of 

Hezbollah's educational institutions for instance, is a culture - an attitude that is applied in all 

layers of one's life. Thus resistance is a military, social and political act. Hezbollah's mission in 

this framework is to propagate this "culture of resistance" and to create a "society of resistance". 

This is achieved through various institutions that educate the youth accordingly and others that 

organize activities, exhibitions, and events to spread the same message – it is part of the role of 

the media and military network of Hezbollah as it will be described later in this chapter through 

Der Derian’s notion of "Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment Network, or MIME-NET" 

(Der Derian 2001, 126; in Curtis 2005, 146). Harb and Leenders write that "the resistance 

'identity' and 'culture' are thus essential products of Hizbullah's institutions" (Harb and Leenders 
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2005). Moreover, the movement’s various media productions all form a major part in the task of 

constructing the society of resistance.  

Resistance in Hezbollah's discourse is presented as a religious duty and a righteous 

struggle that will inevitably lead to victory since it is a struggle for good and God. Harb and 

Leenders note that the liberation of Southern Lebanon was presented as evidence of the success 

of this strategy. The authors go on to argue that Hezbollah's resistance discourse "modified the 

perception of the Shia individuals as 'disinherited'(mahrumin) to one of being 

'disempowered'(mustad'afin)." This nuance, they argue, is essential "as the latter invokes an 

opportunity for transformation and change, whereas the former involves stagnation" (ibid). In 

this sense it is a transformation from a state of submission to one of agency, a transition that I 

will argue is essential for any definition of resistance as agency or as the articulation of political 

subjects able to speak for themselves.  

This transformation is also essential for understanding the shift brought about by 

Hezbollah to Shiite political and social attitudes and actions. As was stated in the first chapter, the 

Lebanese Shiites had been historically marginalized in the economic, social and political realities 

of Lebanon. Until the emergence of some Shiite political and social movements in the 1960’s and 

1970’s, Shiites were excluded both from the Lebanese national self (and narrative) and the 

political decision making process in the country. The later emergence of Hezbollah in the 1980’s 

as a major political and military force in Lebanon and the region in the 1990’s and 2000’s, 

brought the Shiites to the forefront of the Lebanese political and cultural debates. Hezbollah in 

this sense succeeded not only in "empowering the Shiites but also in introducing a Shiite 

dimension to Lebanese national identity, a dimension that had been absent for decades since the 

creation of the country" (ibid).  

Furthermore, the liberation of Southern Lebanon and the 2006 war with Israel gave the 

Shiites a sense of pride in their choice (of supporting Hezbollah's resistance strategy) and in their 

accomplishments. Harb and Leenders add that "through its holistic approach Hizbullah 

transforms the typical Shia victimization complex into meaningful values of justice, solidarity, 

community, sacrifice, progress, etc-which, in turn, instigates high self-esteem and solid sense of 

pride" (ibid). 

The resistance identity and culture are thus produced and maintained by Hezbollah's 

holistic strategy based on institutions, activities such as religious commemorations and 

celebrations of martyrdom, media productions, and the inhabitation of space with a "carefully 

designed iconography that exhibits in the streets and in public spaces images of martyrs, religious 

leaders' images, as well as Palestinian symbols. It depicts physically the core elements of 

Hizbullah's resistance society: martyrdom, Shiism, and the Israeli occupation of Palestine" (ibid). 

All these spatial strategies work in order to create a place - or a territory - where resistance is 

enacted and performed. People are constantly reminded of their identity and the identity of the 

space they live in. This spatial dimension of the movement's discourse will be explored in more 

detail later in Chapter 6.  

Harb and Leenders write that "Hizbullah views and carries out its actions through a 

material lens-the delivery of services and resources, but also through a symbolic lens-inscribing 

these services in a framework of meanings relating the Shi'a individual to an identity and 

endowing him/her with a sense of belonging. Consequently, we cannot understand Hizbullah 
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otherwise than through the interplay of both its material and symbolic actions" (ibid). Following 

this logic, the movement’s media production are there to produce the meaning and the symbols 

that place the material elements in a narrative of resistance and liberation. This process in which 

meaning production is achieved and in which various media genres contribute to the articulation 

of a hegemonic narrative can be better understood by introducing the affective dimension of 

populist discourses. This refers to the notion and the role of naming as an affective dimension of 

the construction of a “people”. 

  

1.5 From object to Thing 

  

Following Laclau's theory, the notion of affect is essential since it is at the heart of 

populism as an affective identification with a name. According to Laclau "any social whole results 

from an indissociable articulation between signifying and affective dimensions" (Laclau 2007a, 

111). To understand the role of affect in the construction of a populist discourse Laclau refers to 

Lacanian theory as developed by Joan Copjec. In this system "lack" is the essential component 

that will be the drive for any populist desire. Following the Lacanian model, the moment of entry 

into the symbolic order is defined by a moment of essential loss of the "Thing" defined as the 

“irretrievable fullness”.  This loss introduces an unfulfillable lack that the subject constantly 

strives to fulfill throughout her life. The impossibility to fill this lack leaves the subject with 

partial objects - Lacan's objet petit a - one of which becomes itself a totality by a movement that 

will be defined as hegemonic in the political translation of this system. The partial object - like the 

democratic demand - will come to signify the whole or a popular demand (ibid, 112-3). Copjec 

calls this function of the object when it is elevated to the status of the Thing - "the breast value" 

which depends on the object becoming the object of satisfaction (Copjec 2002, 60; in Laclau 

2007a, 114). Furthermore, Copjec argues along Lacanian lines that desire and drive are two 

different forces. While desire is essentially unfulfillable and refers to a constitutive lack, drive is 

invested in an object - the objet petit a - and can be satisfied (Laclau 2007a, 226).  

Thus, affect is about "exaggerating the difference between two objects" and elevating 

one object (for circumstantial reasons or contingent reasons) to the level of Thing. In the 

Lacanian logic of the lost real, a democratic demand will become a popular demand, standing for 

the desire of fullness; it then acquires a "breast value" and "it is only then that the 'name' 

becomes detached from the 'concept', the signifier from the signified. Without this detachment, 

there would be no populism"(ibid, 120). In other words, in the psychoanalytical model the 

subject’s entry into the symbolic order – or the social – is defined by the loss of a mythical 

fullness (the Thing) thus inflicting a lack that the subject will constantly strive to fill with partial 

objects. In the political model of populism a similar dynamic is at play with partial democratic 

demands becoming popular ones.  

Hegemony in this model is precisely the investment in a partial object where the object 

is elevated to the level of the Thing; where one demand becomes an empty signifier and the name 

of the people; where resistance becomes the name of a people. It is here that the affective 

dimension of a populist discourse lies. The conditions for the emergence of a 'people' are 

precisely in the unfulfillable lack that is constitutive of the social (ibid, 116-7). It is what Laclau 

will call "radical investment", the process that makes "an object the embodiment of a mythical 
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fullness. Affect (that it, enjoyment) is the very essence of investment, while its contingent 

character accounts for the 'radical' component of the formula" (ibid, 115). 

Read in political terms this process is the same as the one in which a people is 

constructed out of the hegemonization of one demand that will stand for all the others: “A truly 

hegemonic discourse will suppress its literal content – its specific demands, its specific origins as 

a single issue movement – in favor of its metaphorical dimension – its self representation as the 

principle of order itself” (A. Smith 1998, 167). This applies to popular identities inasmuch as the 

lack stands for an unfulfilled demand - a desire to achieve a "people" and find the lost Thing. It is 

brought about by the articulation of a hegemonic discourse which will hegemonize one demand 

to become the name of all the others in the articulated chain of equivalence: this demand in 

Hezbollah’s case has been articulated as liberation until the year 2000 when liberation was actually 

achieved. And since then, “resistance” inasmuch as it represents an empty signifier that is often 

referred to as the “culture of resistance” has become the hegemonic demand.  

Laclau compares this process in which the part comes to signify the whole to the 

definition of close up that Deleuze makes in The Movement Image (Deleuze 1986, 87-101). The 

close up as the “affection image” in this case is not part of the scene - a fragment of a totality - 

rather it contains all the scene. A similar process occurs for instance in the recurring images of 

Nasrallah delivering a speech. Nasrallah's recurring position sitting in front of the camera or 

standing in front of a podium designates the whole scene of Hezbollah's prise de parole. In this 

sense there is a meaning that precedes the spoken words or the content of the speeches and it is 

contained in the very image of him on the podium. In other words, Nasrallah's face establishes a 

meaning that precedes his words, this meaning is part of the charismatic function of Nasrallah as 

the leader – a function that will be exposed in more details in Chapter 3.  

The name in Laclau's theory becomes the ground of the Thing through signifying 

operations which are required for this role to be achieved. The name is what holds the identity of 

the object regardless of the descriptive features of this object. In other words the name is the 

performative dimension that constitutes the object and defines it despite the changes in the 

descriptive elements of this object. In the Lacanian model "the identity and the unity of the 

object result from the very operation of naming" (Laclau 2007a, 104). The naming in this 

statement requires the presence of an empty signifier which will refer not to a signifier without a 

signified but to the moment when a partial content/demand will stand for the totality of the 

demands in an equivalential chain. It is at this moment that the name itself becomes the ground 

of the Thing. This Thing in the case of populist discourses is the "people".  

Furthermore, it is now possible to relate this definition of the empty signifier to the 

Lacanian notion of the Objet petit a or the "point de capiton". In Zizek, the "point de capiton" 

constitutes the word which "on the level of the signifier itself, unifies a given field, constitutes its 

identity: it is, so to speak, the word to which 'things' themselves refer to recognize themselves in 

their unity" (Zizek 2008a, 105). In this sense, it is what plays the role of the name in the symbolic 

system of a popular discourse. It refers to nothing and everything at the same time. It is an empty 

signifier that stands for the identity of the people and the equivalential chain of demands that 

determines the identity of a heterogeneous group of people united around one hegemonic 

popular demand in a specific historical moment. In the words of Zizek, the empty signifier "is an 
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objectification of a void" (ibid, 104), a void which refers to an unattainable unity and a constantly 

escaping object of desire: It is the articulated unity of the people.  

Laclau argues that it is not only in words and images that the construction of a "people" 

takes place but any popular discourse - or any discourse for that matter - "is also sedimented in 

practices and institutions" (Laclau 2007a, 106). Comparing his notion of discourse to 

Wittgenstein's language games, Laclau argues that discourse is about the articulation of not only 

verbal operations but material practices as well. In contrast with Foucault's separation between 

the discursive and the non-discursive (Deleuze 2004, 38-40; Foucault 2006), the notion of 

discourse for Laclau refers to institutions and discourses alike; both are inherent to the discursive 

field and cannot be seen beyond discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 107-10).  

In this framework, the name carries a retroactive quality. Naming is a performative 

action with a retroactive effect on what is named - it retroactively unifies the object that it 

designates. In a populist discourse, the name will come to designate and unify all the demands 

that are left unfulfilled by the system that the populist discourse emerged in opposition to. It is in 

this movement that the empty signifier becomes the signifier for any unfulfilled demand that can 

be articulated around it. The name is therefore constitutive of the object that it designates. In 

Hezbollah’s discourse resistance will come to stand not only for the resistance against Israeli 

occupation but also to economic empowerment, cultural resistance, and to various political, 

social and economic demands that various groups of people will come to view as part of the 

“resistance” in retrospect.  

Thus, an empty signifier can be articulated in any which way and becomes a field that is 

contested by competing articulations each assigning a number of demands and attributes to it. In 

other words, the signified is not contained in the signifier and the content to which the empty 

signifier of a populist discourse refers depends on the articulation of it in any specific historical, 

social and cultural context. This is why history in Laclau's theory is characterized by discontinuity. 

It is "a discontinuous succession of hegemonic formations that cannot be ordered by a script 

transcending their contingent historicity"(Laclau 2007a, 226). The name that will emerge as the 

empty signifier of a certain people is contingent and is constantly unstable. Whether nationalism, 

religious identity, race, class or gender will be the signifier of a popular identity "depends on a 

contingent history impossible to determine through a priori means" (ibid, 227). The meaning of 

any given popular identity or signifier is not contained in an a priori object (since it is an empty 

signifier), it depends on the articulation of it and "the chain of equivalences that will be associated 

with it" (ibid, 227).  

For instance, the empty signifier "resistance" in the Lebanese context has come to 

signify different things for different groups in different historical moments. While Hezbollah has 

hegemonized the term at least in the last decade, it would be interesting to note the articulation of 

the same empty signifier by the Lebanese Forces, a Christian neo-fascist group that was allied 

with Israel during the Lebanese civil war and represents the very opposite ideological position 

adopted by Hezbollah. During the Lebanese civil war, the Lebanese Forces called themselves the 

"Lebanese resistance front" and articulated "resistance" as signifying the opposition to the Syrian, 

Palestinian and Muslim others and pertaining to a pure resisting Christian identity. The 

equivalential chain produced in this articulation of "resistance" is different from the one present 
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in Hezbollah's articulation of the same empty signifier. The equivalential chain of a popular 

discourse is therefore a product of the contingent articulation of a given empty signifier.  

At this point rhetoric becomes central to the definition of the equivalential chain and 

the meaning attributed to an empty signifier. What Laclau will call a "rhetorical displacement" 

(ibid, 109) constitutes the movement from a relation of metonymy where one demand can stand 

for another, to one of analogy where the relation becomes metaphorical - one demand will 

represent another - it will signify the other and become its name. Hezbollah for instance becomes 

the name of the resistance and Nasrallah – their leader - becomes the name of Hezbollah. This 

process of analogy is essential for the understanding of the role of the leader in a populist 

discourse and will be exposed in more detail in Chapter 3. It is precisely this process in which 

Hezbollah becomes the name of resistance that we can call hegemonic and it is by understanding 

this process of naming that we can better understand the role of Nasrallah – as the charismatic 

leader – in the articulation of resistance as a hegemonic demand and how media productions 

contribute to fixing a specific meaning of resistance as the name of the people in different 

historical moments.  

Having exposed the way in which a populist discourse emerges, on the one hand, out of 

contingent conditions and, on the other hand, with the agency of those who articulate a 

hegemonic meaning in these conditions, my analysis of Hezbollah's discourse as a populist one 

will focus on the media strategies that the movement has employed in order to articulate a 

discourse of resistance and hegemonize its people as an empty signifier. As we have seen the 

articulation of a populist discourse is partly a rhetorical effort to articulate and hegemonize an 

empty signifier. While rhetoric is one important aspect for any populist discourse, in the next 

section I will expose some of the other strategies that have allowed Hezbollah's resistance to 

emerge as a hegemonic one in the context of war and conflict. As I have argued, resistance is 

about the articulation and promotion of a hegemonic identity and in this framework media 

represents an essential aspect of any resistance movement. In the next section I will argue that 

resistance requires the possession of the material conditions that allow a group to have a voice 

and produce images that challenge the power structure against which it operates. I will then 

conclude that resistance pertains to a spatial act where boundaries are constructed between the 

people and its other and where the occupation of material and discursive space is an essential 

aspect of the exercise of power.  

  

2. Strategies of resistance in war and conflict 

  

2.1 On resistance as being heard and seen  

  

In his short essay, “Ten theses on Politics”, Ranciere suggests a definition of politics as 

something that is different from police. While the police is understood as the process by which 

the state exercises its exclusions and inclusions - and thus organizes the social, political struggle 

consists in separating politics from police by intervening "upon the visible and the sayable". The 

function of politics is therefore a "configuration of its proper space" and a creation of a "space 

for the appearance of a subject." The political subject for Ranciere must possess the logos. It is 

this need for language that places the act of politics as an act of articulation. The Aristotelian 
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opposition between human - who possess the logos - and animal - who have only phone 

"appropriate only for expressing the feelings of pleasure and displeasure” - is a separation 

between a political subject and one who is excluded from the realm of the political (Ranciere 

2001). This strategy of exclusion by not recognizing or understanding what a group is saying is 

what we find happening when the word terrorism is used for instance. The word automatically 

deprives the "terrorist" from the logos, from the power of language and political subjectivity. What 

is left is an empty noise expressing the instinctive noises of pleasure and displeasure.  

Following Ranciere's argument on the power of the logos in political exclusion and 

inclusion, resistance as a political act can be understood as the act of acquiring the power of the 

logos, the power of articulation and of having a language. A politics of resistance becomes about 

the redefinition of spaces, and of making oneself "heard as a speaking subject"; "in making what 

was unseen visible; in getting what was only audible as noise to be heard as speech" (ibid).  

This is how a strategy of resistance is about disturbing the discursive space - or creating 

a new space for one's discourse and articulating a discourse that seeks to be understood as such. 

In other words, resistance is about creating a political subject where previously only noise existed. 

It is, in short, the power to speak. Ranciere writes: "politics thus has no 'proper' place nor does it 

possess any 'natural' subjects.[…] A political subject is not a group of interests or ideas: It is the 

operator of a particular mode of subjectification and litigation through which politics has its 

existence. Political demonstrations are thus always of the moment and their subjects are always 

provisional" (ibid).  

Like Ranciere, Critchley proposes a definition of politics of resistance that is based on 

the articulation of new political subjectivities and the control of space where such an articulation 

is made possible. He writes: "resistance begins by occupying and controlling the terrain upon 

which one stands, where one lives, works, acts and thinks" (Critchley 2008, 114). Furthermore, 

for Critchley the starting point of politics is disappointment and anger. Critchley's proposition 

that "anger is the first political emotion" (ibid, 130) bring us back to the distinction that Ranciere 

makes between logos and phone. The movement from the expression of anger to that of 

articulating a political subject is precisely the movement from the level of phone which consists in 

expressing displeasure (and anger as a form of displeasure), to the level of logos by the articulation 

of a political subjectivity that departs from this anger. Critchley writes that "politics […] is praxis 

in a situation that articulates an interstitial distance from the state and allows for the emergence 

of new political subjects who exert a universal claim" (ibid, 92).  

This universal claim pertains to the notion of hegemony inasmuch as hegemony is about 

the construction of chains of equivalence that will join a number of previously unrelated political 

subjectivities or demands into one hegemonic demand that stands for all of them. It is, as 

Critchley describes in a rather spatial vocabulary, "the formation of a new ideological terrain, a 

new space of myth in the sense of Georges Sorel" (ibid, 101). In this framework, Critchley 

establishes the task of politics - as Laclau does - as one of naming; "of naming a political subject 

and organizing politically around that name. That is, the logic of political nomination consists in 

identifying a determinate particularity in society and then hegemonically constructing that 

particularity into a generality that exerts a universal claim"(ibid, 91). A resistance must invent a 

name around which political subjects will unite - for Hezbollah that name was precisely 

"resistance" but also "liberation", "the dispossessed", and other names that will constantly be 
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articulated and re-articulated as particularities that stand for a universality and create out of these 

names political subjects (Critchley 2005, 224-5). In this sense "the political task is one of 

inventing a name around which a political subject can be aggregated from various social struggles 

through which we are living. This act of aggregation of the political subject is the moment of 

hegemony" (Critchley 2008, 103-4).  

A political name - like the indigenous in the example given by Critchley - "is a 

contingently articulated subject made possible at a determinate and transient historical point and 

making possible an intervention and a new dynamic political sequence" (ibid, 108).  Furthermore, 

as we have seen, the political name retroactively constructs the group and thus gives this group 

an existence as one that is able to speak. This logic helps us understand how a political subject 

such as Shiite, Arab, Lebanese, or resistant must be seen as a "political achievement" (ibid, 105). 

These subjects are constructed by means of an articulation in context that re-formulates already 

present subject positions and construct new ones in opposition to new and old threats. 

Hegemonic discourses re-articulate pre-existent signifiers and build on them. Following this same 

logic, A. Smith quotes McClintock who argues that "the deployment of archaic signifiers can 

paradoxically play a key role in this process insofar as they effectively symbolize what is new in 

the emerging hegemonic formation, while simultaneously creating the sense that that formation is 

nothing more than a return to an imaginary golden age” (McClintock 1995, 376; in A. Smith 

1998, 168). This will appear in my analysis of Hezbollah’s appropriation of Lebanese, Islamic and 

Arab nationalist signifiers in order to re-articulate a new political identity (see Chapter 5).   

   

2.2 The role of popular culture in counter-hegemony 

  

In this project I argue that media is a central element in the strategies that allow 

Hezbollah to contend for the discursive space and to articulate a political subject that becomes 

hegemonic precisely by acquiring a voice. My analysis of Hezbollah's media departs from a 

Foucauldian conception of media as means of control and governmentality that are implicated in 

the constitution of political subjects while at the same time being constituted by them (Simons 

2005, 162-3). The role of media is therefore essential for the construction of Hezbollah's political 

subjectivity.  In his analysis of the role of popular culture in radical democratic theory, Simons 

argues that for "Lacanian theorists of lack […] [the media] enthral the populace with idols, with 

unfulfillable fantasies of collective and personal satisfaction. The media lure the populace into 

unrealisable attempts to fill the lack and attain the Real (of fullness of identity, of satisfaction of 

needs, of popular sovereignty, of freedom) by re-presenting the absent Real" (ibid, 154).  

However, by attesting that hegemony is always contingent, Simons can claim that the 

articulation of hegemony "is always contestable by counter-hegemony" (ibid, 157). And following 

Stuart Hall, another conception of popular culture can be adopted whereas the hegemonic 

"culture industry cannot completely dominate popular culture" rather it is precisely within 

popular culture that a counter-hegemony can arise (ibid, 157). For Hall, popular culture is "a site 

of a struggle" (ibid, 162) and my argument in reading Hezbollah's media production builds 

precisely on this view of popular culture as a space where power and hegemony are contested. In 

this sense, Hezbollah's media operate within popular culture as a counter-hegemonic and/or a 

hegemonic power.  
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This potential of popular culture provides the ground for the understanding of 

Hezbollah's media discourse as a counter-hegemonic one. It is here that the undecidability of 

meanings becomes essential to the articulation of hegemonic discourses through popular culture. 

Simons writes that "according to the 'populist' perspective, the apparent one-way technological 

flow of mediation of culture is resisted by active interpretation of messages by people who retain 

their ideological or cultural agency" (ibid, 158). This agency is both able to produce floating 

signifiers out of the hegemonic popular culture (resistance, freedom, or democracy in the case of 

Hezbollah for instance) that are then re-articulated as empty signifiers that will refer to a different 

chain of equivalence and come to stand for a counter-hegemonic meaning (freedom becomes 

freedom from Western domination and imposed democratization for instance).  

It is, however, important not to undermine the economic and material conditions for 

such a conflict within  popular culture. In my analysis of Hezbollah's media productions - which 

constitute a counter-hegemonic popular culture - the material conditions will be seen as an 

essential component for the construction of this media discourse as a hegemonic one. One basic 

example in this case is that without the availability of Al Manar television station, Hezbollah's 

satellite channel, it would not be possible for the movement to have access to a pan-Arab 

audience for instance. And the presence of their media apparatus allows the movement to 

produce the music, music videos, video operations, DVDs, and websites that will be investigated 

in the following chapters.  

The role of media in the strategies of Hezbollah is most visible when we look at the war 

between Hezbollah and Israel as a typical example of one between an organized army with 

abundant resources and a group of fighters with far less resources and military power. Aware of 

this balance of powers, Hezbollah, like many other militant and revolutionary groups in China, 

Vietnam, Cuba, and Algeria, has adopted guerilla warfare as a strategic choice to face the superior 

military force. Following Leninist and Maoist theories of guerilla warfare, where the inferior 

military force can prevail against the superior one with a tactics that aims at draining the 

resources of the superior enemy, this tactic relies on inflicting the most damage against the enemy 

lines and retreating without aiming to hold any ground (Mao 2000, 94-115). The strategic aim is 

therefore to neutralize the domains in which the organized army has the upper hand and shift the 

battle on to the grounds in which the guerilla has the advantage. This strategy aims at making the 

occupation costly for the superior army and far less for the guerilla – it is literally about 

controlling the occupied space in which war is fought and shifting the balance of power in it. 

While guerilla warfare has Marxist-Leninist roots, it was successfully used by groups with little to 

do with Marxist ideology in Afghanistan, Algeria, Palestine and Lebanon. And while it succeeded 

in some places (Bolshevik revolution, Chinese revolution, Vietnam, Cuba, Afghanistan, and 

Algeria) it failed in others (Yemen, Bolivia, Gulf States). This leads us to the question of what 

makes the conditions of success of this strategy, and in the case of Hezbollah, why did it 

succeed? One way to answer this question is to look, on the one hand, at the military and 

practical conditions of the war and, on the other hand, at the other elements of the confrontation 

such as mobilization, psychological warfare, media, and discursive strategies.  

Guerilla warfare pertains to an economy of violence in which media can provide a tool 

to exaggerate the impact of military violence by the use of spectacular images that will accentuate 

the impact of a violent act. In this sense, speaking about the act of videotaping and then 
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broadcasting their military operations against the Israeli army, a Hezbollah official quoted by 

Andrew Exum says: “On the field, we hit one Israeli soldier, but a tape of him crying for help 

affects thousands of Israelis” (Exum 2008).  

 

2.3 Political Islam, war, and media strategies 

 

 In his investigation of Islamic revolutionary groups within what he defines as Islamism 

(or political Islam and he states his use of the two terms interchangeably), Michael Watts engages 

in an analysis of the emergence and strategies of groups such as Al Qaida as vanguard 

revolutionary movements (Watts 2007, 180). While I claim that Watts' analysis at some points 

conflates the different forms of political Islam with groups like Al Qaida who represent but one - 

albeit dark - face of political Islam, his analysis is very revealing in terms of both the strategies of 

these groups, and some of their theoretical, social, economic and political backgrounds (see also 

Retort 2005). 

On political and social levels, Islam has come to be seen as a political ideology and an 

alternative by large numbers of Muslims. Watts argues that there is "a global discursive shift in 

which large numbers of believers have come to see Islam as political ideology - as providing the 

only political alternative to the actually existing postcolonial realities as understood (or perhaps 

we should say experienced) by the broad swath of Muslims of the Quran Belt: namely secularism 

as a form of oppression for the community of believers" (Watts 2007, 178). 

 This statement is valid in many parts of what Watts calls the Quran Belt (the 

geographical delimitations of this term are left vague and I am not sure whether Lebanon is 

included within this Belt), and, in the Arab world, this can apply to the states that were or still are 

ruled by a secular Arab nationalist ideology (at least in theory) such as Egypt, Syria, Iraq (during 

Saddam's rule), Algeria, and Tunisia. Yet, it is unable to explain the emergence of Hezbollah in 

Lebanon. Watts’ account does, nonetheless, provide an insightful explanation for the success of 

Hezbollah's Islamic political discourse - and other political Islamic groups for that matter - in 

attracting large support among Arabs and Muslims around the world. In this sense, Hezbollah's 

articulation of a specific Islamic political ideology corresponded to the rising appeal of Islam as a 

universal project awaiting specific articulations (Al Qaida provided another hegemonizing 

discourse that equally profited from the fertile ground that is seeking a political articulation of 

Islamic identity - even though the two movements opted for often radically different projects in 

terms of their relation to the individual, the State and the other). Nonetheless, it can be claimed 

that within the Arab world, Islam is currently the only discourse that can "claim to provide a 

political project that is global in reach and ambition, anti-imperialist in thrust, and, in some of its 

expressions at least, revolutionary in practice" (ibid, 179).  

Watts posits that political Islam currently represents "the most powerful anti-imperialist 

force field confronting military neoliberalism and American empire" (ibid, 179). This status, as we 

have seen, was achieved by the failure of secular Arab nationalism that was quickly superseded by 

the disciplined organizations of political Islam - "Islam is the Solution" being the motto of the 

rising Islamic movements of the post Arab nationalist era. Islam drew much of its revolutionary 

potential from the frustration of the nationalist period and its failed experience in the face of 

Israel in 1967 – something that refers us back to the role of disappointment and anger in 
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Critchley. The success of the Iranian Revolution further gave the various Muslim groups that 

hope and inspiration. In this sense, the Iranian Revolution has had an important impact on the 

development of political Islam by providing a model and a proof that a revolutionary Islam can 

succeed in creating a powerful state (ibid, 192-3).  

Watts’ analysis of the success of political Islam sheds light on the central role of media 

technologies in the dissemination of a virtual Umma and the creation of an Arab public sphere 

that both allowed and was a product of the rising Islamic identities (ibid, 188-9). He argues that 

revolutionary Muslim groups have succeeded in taming and efficiently using new media and 

communication technologies in order to organize themselves and propagate their message. They 

have thus created, for instance, a virtual Umma thanks to the internet and satellite technology, 

while also using these technologies in order to establish a wide network for the propagation of 

spectacular images of the horrors of American (and Israeli) violence and the spectacular deeds of 

Islamic militants as well. That being said, Watts concludes that these groups (and both Hezbollah 

and Al Qaeda being prototypes in this context) "understand that twenty-first century wars are 

spectacular encounters in which the dissemination of images is a core strategy" (Gray 2003, 76; in 

Watts 2007, 191).  

While I contend that Hezbollah represents a very different form of political Islam than 

the one that is articulated by Al Qaeda if only in Hezbollah's refusal of gratuitously targeting 

civilians or in not categorically seeing anyone who does not share their breed of extremist 

religious zeal as an enemy that must be destroyed. Al Qaeda in this sense becomes the mirror 

image of the use of the term terrorism inasmuch as both are complete rejections of the other 

which turn this other into what Agamben calls "bare life". The two Islamic groups despite 

ideological differences share an understanding of the power of images in present day warfare. 

Hezbollah has understood this since the mid 1980’s, as exemplified in their documentation of 

their military operations and their broadcasts (this will be exposed in Chapter 4 where I will 

analyze these videos and their role within the movement's military strategy). Hezbollah succeeded 

in taming the images of war and in producing their own spectacles of defeat of the Israeli army in 

these videos. No matter how destructive the military response by the Israeli army would be it 

could not defeat these images. In fact, the more violent the Israeli military response got, the more 

images of dead Lebanese or Palestinian children and massacred civilians were produced to further 

strengthen Hezbollah's spectacle of Israeli brutality and thus justify their actions (Watts 2007, 

191). 

What we conclude from Watts's accounts about political Islam's strategies is first the 

awareness of these groups of the power of images in conflict, and second the efficiency of these 

groups in using these images in fostering their influence among Arab and Muslim peoples and in 

exercising power over the other by means of physical and symbolic violence. These strategies 

thus pertain to the act of resistance inasmuch as they are about taking control of discursive space 

and the exercise of power. In this sense, "spaces do not just provide a context, they provide a 

medium and a means and a momentum, as well as a measure [for certain forms of violence]" 

(Thrift 2007, 274). According to Thrift "violence is employed to create political acquiescence; it is 

intended to create terror, and thus political inertia; it is intended to create hierarchies of 

domination and submission based on the control of force" (ibid, 275). Violence is a means of 

contesting pre-existing power relations. The fact that violence is not limited to the physical aspect 
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but is also symbolic, gives significance to the discussion of Hezbollah's media strategies and the 

role of images in their hegemonic project. "Violence is, after all, performative” (ibid, 277).  

  

2.4 ‘War of signs’: war and the field of perception 

  

When we analyze Hezbollah's media strategies in the context of conflict and war, the 

notion of space gets intermingled with the perceptual field. Following Virilio's analysis of war as 

an act that can no longer be separated from the field of perception and the production of 

spectacle (Virilio 1989, 5), Curtis argues that "war as the logistics of perception means the ability 

to control every space while being absent from any particular place” (Curtis 2005, 144). Curtis 

refers to Der Derian's notion of the "Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment Network, or 

MIME-NET" in order to explain the way in which war and media become part of one network - 

or apparatus - whose role is to both legitimize and reproduce the discourse and spectacle of war 

thus becoming intrinsic to war as the exercise of physical violence (Curtis, 146-8; Shapiro 1997, 

73-106).  

For Der Derian, this network, "runs on video-game imagery, twenty-four-hour news 

cycles, multiple modes of military, corporate, university, and media power, and microchips, 

embedded in everything but human flesh (so far)" (Der Derian 2001, 126; in Curtis 2005, 146). 

While Hezbollah's media and war network is not as sophisticated and powerful as the American 

one that is mostly the subject of Der Derian’s accounts, it is nonetheless present - as this project 

will attempt to show - and is essential to the movement’s legitimization and exercise of power. 

Hezbollah's network comprises a radio station, a TV station, publications, internet websites, 

universities, schools, research centers, video games, various genres of visual productions from 

music videos, to movies, TV series, installations, and various other elements that serve to 

advance the discourse of the movement and support it in war and conflict.  

Curtis argues that the MIME-NET "produces a qualitatively new form of power" that 

disturbs the separation of what is real and what is reproduced. In this sense, "while the MIME-

NET does not have a monopoly over the generation and circulation of information, it is 

significant that this military-inspired network has an increasing foothold in the varying divisions 

required for a successful war machine" (Curtis 2005, 146). The various elements of the network 

have different roles within the war effort. In this project, such an understanding of the 

connection between media and the military allows us to understand the role of media as an 

intrinsic part of the exercise of power in war and conflict which, in turn, makes  articulation a 

strategy that is as vital in war as weapons are. The production of images and media discourse is 

not only useful but it is essential to any efficient war machine - something that the following 

chapters will try to show that Hezbollah – as agents - are very aware of.  

 Hezbollah has understood early on that war is not only about guns and physical force, 

but it is what Der Derian calls a "contest of signs" (Der Derian 2001, 118; in Curtis 2005, 150). 

This notion of contested signs brings us straight back to Laclau and Mouffe's notion of 

hegemony as the conflict over the partial fixation of floating signifiers. Signs are never truly 

sutured and are in that sense fields of conflict over meaning where different actors seek to 

attribute different chains of equivalence in order to advance a certain hegemonic reading. This is 

exactly what Hall argued about the role of popular culture as a site of counter-hegemony. Curtis 
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thus writes that the "spectacle is also a site of resistance, refusal and subversion” (Curtis 2005, 

150-1). This leads him to deduce that "because the meaning of an image is always actualized in 

the process of reading, it is certain that future war as a conflict of signs will also be a conflict over 

the capacity to produce semiotic closure" (ibid, 152). 

In this context of conflict over signs, the function of a counter-hegemonic discourse 

becomes about acquiring the empirical capacity to produce meanings, and about the articulation 

of hegemonic meanings and narratives. Each side of the hegemonic conflict thus seeks to 

establish its own interpretation as common sense "in this instance the interpretive confrontation 

to win a world actually enters into the logistics of warfare itself. When war becomes a conflict of 

signs, interpretive confrontation becomes the very means of waging war" (ibid, 155).  

 For Laclau and Mouffe, a hegemonic discourse must present itself as common sense (as 

in Bourdieu and in Gramsci), it must naturalize its boundaries and hide its contingency behind a 

narrative of history that presents it as the inevitable reality or the only possible outcome in a 

specific situation. A successful hegemonic discourse must therefore become the representation of 

a promised order or salvation of a group (Laclau 1994; A. Smith 1998, 166). The partial fixing of 

meaning that takes place is constantly threatened by an 'outside'. This threatening outside - or the 

excluded other - can function within the discourse in order to sustain the identity of those 

included in opposition to the threatening other. This is the mechanism by which identification 

functions in the Lacanian theory of identification. It is also the way charismatic discourses 

operate as will be shown in more detail in Chapter 3. 

The importance of media in the strategies of resistance and counter-hegemony is here at 

its clearest: it is about acquiring the power of producing meanings and making these meanings 

hegemonic. It is one that acts on both the self and the other - it both consolidates the group and 

exercises power over the other (this will be exposed in more details in Chapter 4). In this sense, 

Curtis concludes that " the interpretive confrontation over the attempt to achieve closure in the 

future warfare of signs will, as has always been the case with war, be based on strong identities 

that wish to overcome and eradicate the other" (Curtis 2005, 155).  

  

2.5 Identification and jouissance 

 

This leads us to the importance of identity and identification in warfare. In this sense, 

the production of hegemonic and strong identities in times of conflict occupies an equal function 

to the control of the means to wage war. In other words, identification is as essential to war as are 

weapons. In Violent Cartographies, Shapiro argues that "the other face of warfare is ontological 

rather than strategic; […] it is focused more on the affirmation of identity than on the 

instrumental effects of the use of deadly force” (Shapiro 1997, 48). 

Shapiro develops his argument that war is as much about the "outward reaching role as 

a projection of the state" as it is about its "inward-reaching role as part of the constitution of 

identity" (ibid, 48-9). In this sense, war is an essential part of the consolidation of group identities 

inasmuch as it provides the negative identification with a threatening other which allows for the 

consolidation of the group as a unity that hides its inherent contradictions. This role of war as 

constitutive of groups is not new and war has been essential in history in providing an enemy 

against which a group will unite (See also Thomassen 2005, 109-111). This is precisely what 
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Lacanian psychoanalysis, when applied to the construction of political identities, shows; the 

antagonistic other "supplies the object against which the warring body maintains unity and 

consistency" (Shapiro 1997, 57). 

 The importance of identification in conflict and therefore in hegemonic formations 

thus pertains to resistance as a strategy of articulating a people and creating a strong identification 

that consolidates this group in the face of a threatening other by raising boundaries between us 

and them. The process of populism as hegemony and resistance is precisely about the articulation 

of a “people” that seeks to fill the unbridgeable lack that is at the heart of the social. As we have 

seen earlier in this chapter, in Laclau's theory, which adopts the Lacanian understanding of 

identification, the construction (or articulation) of a political subject stems from the very 

impossibility of the social. This impossibility which is based on the subject being a subject of 

lack, makes of identification the only means for the subject to constitute itself and an essential 

aspect of any resistance strategy.  

The ontology of lack in formerly colonized spaces is a central element in the articulation 

of post-colonial identities inasmuch as the colonizer is often articulated as the one who stole our 

enjoyment (Zizek 1993, 200-38), and discourses such as Hezbollah's present themselves as the 

alternative that will fill this lack. It is in this framework that empty signifiers and nodal points are 

articulated in order to fulfill a desire for unity of the group (or identification) in opposition to a 

Western other. Resistance in this sense alludes to a desire for self-representation, or the 

articulation of a self that challenges the established power of representation of the dominant 

other. In my analysis of Hezbollah's discourse, the concepts of hegemony and identification, 

inasmuch as they are based on an ontology of lack, can be ascribed to this movement as a 

postcolonial discourse. In other words, Hezbollah's discourse seeks the articulation of a counter-

hegemonic political identity and can be understood using much of the concepts and terminology 

of the hegemonic theory and its insight on the political strategies of change (or counter-

hegemony).  

 In his investigation of the difference between the two ontologies that constitute the 

fundamentals of radical democratic theory, namely that of lack, which builds on Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, and that of abundance, which builds on the work of Deleuze, Marchart argues 

that the two ontologies, although they are not necessarily incompatible, lead to two different 

political conclusions and attitudes towards the political, and the construction of political identities 

(Marchart 2005, 17). Marchart writes that "for Lacan the irresolvable lack-of-being constitutes the 

ontological ground of the subject's desire for being. It is on the premise of the subject's lack-of-

being - and 'subject' in Lacan is just the very name of that lack - that the dialectics of desire is set 

in motion" (ibid, 20). 

For Lacan desire is always a desire of the Other - a desire of the symbolic order. This 

means that desire stems not from the subject herself but from an outside which will stand for the 

desire of the subject. In this sense, the desire is a desire for an object that will fill - or promise to 

fill - the lack that is constitutive of the subject. "This objet petit a, " Marchart writes, "serves as a 

positive incarnation of what is absent" (ibid, 21). This is where the concept of jouissance becomes 

central. Jouissance thus stands for the "real enjoyment that was lost when the subject entered into 

the symbolic order" (ibid, 21; Zizek 1993, 200-38).  
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 In political terms, jouissance corresponds to the promise of the articulated identity to 

bridge the essential lack of the political subjects. In a post-colonial context, the lack brought 

about by the entrance into the symbolic order of the colonizing other is articulated by emerging 

counter-hegemonic identities into a promise of a "national jouissance” that would bring back the 

lost enjoyment of the real (the mythical pre-colonial time for instance). In this same framework, 

Yannis Stravrakakis makes use of the notion of fantasy and its role in the construction of a social 

group that incarnates negativity (Evil) (Stravrakakis 2005, 188-9). He writes that: "[Fantasy] 

involves the dream of a state without disturbances and dislocations, a state in which we are 

supposed to get back the enjoyment (jouissance) sacrificed upon entering the symbolic order, 

while at the same time it relies on the production of a 'scapegoat' to be stigmatised as the one 

who is to blame for our lack, the Evil force that stole our previous jouissance" (ibid, 189). This is 

a process we see clearly in Nasser’s Arab nationalist discourse which promises a resurgence of a 

golden age of Arab civilization lost by the entrance of the colonizer and a similar process 

happens in political Islamic discourses which build on a lost glory of Islamic civilization and the 

evils of the Israeli and western others. 

In other words, if we are to follow Laclau and Mouffe's understanding of the hegemonic 

discourse, enjoyment becomes the necessary product which needs to conceal the impossibility of 

the social being actually sutured and present itself precisely as this possibility - this is in fact what 

Laclau and Mouffe will call politics: "If the social does not manage to fix itself in the intelligible 

and instituted forms of a society, the social only exists, however, as an effort to construct that 

impossible object" (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 112).  

 

2.6 Resistance and the politics of space 

  

While, as I have argued, identification with a hegemonic articulation of a people 

represents the ultimate goal of a resistance discourse, in this section I will argue that resistance 

and hegemony operate in spaces inasmuch as space according to Lefebvre is a discursive 

construct (Lefebvre 1974). In this sense, hegemony and counter-hegemony are about the creation 

and control of spaces where specific articulations are made possible or contested. These are the 

spaces where narratives are re-articulated and new identities are formed and made possible.  

Following Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse where discourse is both about 

language and institutions - I argue that in this system space is constructed through discourse and 

is part of discourse. I will therefore consider space as produced rather than pre-given; space is 

thus a product of articulation (Dikec 2007, 170). In this framework, I will argue that Hezbollah's 

strategies consist in seizing power over space. Resistance is understood as a spatial politics that 

pertains to controlling and contesting space. 

 Laclau and Mouffe posit that the production of meaning is a task that involves the 

social space as a whole. It is therefore impossible to separate discursive and non-discursive since 

practice has no meaning beyond discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 100-7). Based on this, my 

conception of space puts forth the importance of contingency in the construction of spaces and 

the role of articulatory practices and "particular regimes of representation" in such a construction. 

In Badlands of the Republic, Dikec refers to Ranciere's concept of police which is "a symbolically 

constituted organization of social space" (Dikec 2007, 171). Resistance to this police is "as much 
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about place-making as the police itself; the confrontation of the police and politics, in this sense, 

is a contestation for space" (ibid, 173). In this context it would be instructive to think about the 

construction of Hezbollah's space by both the Israeli selective bombing in 2006 (which targeted 

what the Israeli army considered spaces dominated by Hezbollah), the media (Lebanese and 

international) who designate certain places as “Hezbollah strongholds” and Hezbollah themselves 

who build on this definition of their space in order to consolidate it and re-articulate it. We can 

also think about the recent revolution in Egypt and the role of the “Tahrir square” as a re-

articulated space during the revolution.  

In Foucault, space is understood as a means for the exercise of power and of 

maintaining power relations. This was the case most notably in his analysis of the panopticon as a 

technology that allows the use of space - and gaze - in the exercise of power over individuals. 

Foucault writes: “whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or a 

particular form of behavior must be imposed, the panoptic schema may be used." He concludes 

that the panopticon inasmuch as it is more than a structure "is the diagram of a mechanism of 

power reduced to its ideal form” (Foucault 1979, 205). This understanding of space as both the 

location of power and as a means of exercising power will be extended to include both the 

physical space where the power of the "police" is exercised as a means of governmentality by 

technologies such as the panopticon (see Chapter 4), and the discursive space where space is both 

articulated and subjects are constructed by a contestation of meaning that consists in a 

hegemonic operation. As Lefebvre writes “hegemony is exercised by means of space” (my 

translation, Lefebvre 1974, 18). 

Understanding space as a political product that is contested by conflicting hegemonic 

discourses refers to space inasmuch as it is a mean of control, domination and power but also of 

conflict (ibid, 35). Lefebvre understands space as a social product that is intrinsically political 

(Lefebvre 1978, 341-345). In this sense he writes that "there is a politics of space because space is 

political" (ibid, 345). Understanding space as the locus of conflict and power allows me to 

formulate an analysis of Hezbollah’s strategies of resistance as ones that involve the articulation 

of space as a means to establish hegemony. In this sense space is the ground for the articulation 

of hegemonic meanings of the social. In this framework, place becomes a partially fixed meaning 

of space. Accordingly, Cresswell writes that "place is a powerful force in the ongoing hegemonic 

and counter-hegemonic struggles" (Cresswell 1996, 13). 

Cresswell makes use of the word transgression in order to further stress on the spatial 

dimension of power. The very idea of transgression refers to a crossing of boundaries. In this 

sense, transgression is about questioning boundaries by making them visible and revealing their 

contingency (ibid, 21); this also refers back to the role of populist discourses in constructing new 

boundaries and de-constructing established ones. While transgression does not amount to 

resistance, transgressive acts are part of what a strategy of resistance might employ. Cresswell 

makes the distinction between the two in terms of intentionality. He writes that "transgression is 

judged by those who react to it, while resistance rests on the intentions of the actor(s)" in this 

sense "transgressive acts provide ‘potentials’ for resistance” (ibid, 23).  

 In cases of conflict, in order to better understand the opposing groups it is therefore 

interesting and informative to look at the acts of transgression, of what is considered "out of 

place" in Cresswell's terms, and by whom they are categorized as such, and on the play of power 
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in appropriating spaces and control over the definition of "common sense". Transgression in 

cases of conflict is therefore twofold: two groups transgress in relation to each others. In this 

case the idea of resistance might be helpful in order to establish such a vision in terms of the 

power balance as an intentional act of hegemony - an intentional transgression of mutual 

boundaries (ibid, 146). Resistance is then about creating new boundaries and transgressing 

established ones. This production of new boundaries will be exposed in my analysis of actual 

media productions of Hezbollah where I will argue that new boundaries of the social and new 

frames of identification are created and contested both in relation to the boundaries set by the 

Israeli other and the pre-existing boundaries within the Lebanese society.  

Cresswell argues that "the unintended consequence of making space a means of control 

is to simultaneously make it a site of meaningful resistance" (ibid, 163). This is the case in Israel's 

occupation of Southern Lebanon for instance which automatically transforms this space into a 

contested one and a locus of resistance (De Certeau 1984, 30; in Cresswell 1996, 164). I argue 

that the role of space in the context of hegemonic struggle revolves around the articulation of 

meanings of specific spaces and the naturalization of these meanings. This conception of space 

refers to two central concepts that we see in Lefebvre, Blanchot and Bourdieu: common sense 

and the everyday. The struggle over space for Blanchot and Lefebvre pertains to strategies of 

everyday life (Blanchot 1987; Lefebvre 1991b, 130-138; also see Scott 1985), this will be seen in 

more details in Chapter 6 where I will analyze the spatial practices that are present in Lebanese 

everyday life and the way these contribute to Hezbollah’s hegemonic project. For Bourdieu, 

hegemony acts in order to sustain power structures by making these structures seem like 

common sense (Bourdieu 1984, 468-480): "every established order tends to produce (to very 

different degrees and with different means) the naturalization of its own arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 

1977, 164). Seen from the other side, every counter-hegemonic project seeks to establish this 

naturalization - or if we use Laclau's terminology, it seeks to hide its contingency.  

In this struggle over common sense - or what I will refer to as the hegemonic struggle 

over meaning and discursive space, every dominant group will seek to preserve the common 

sensical perception of its order while the resistance groups will try to establish new boundaries 

and notions of common sense or, as Cresswell writes, "the constitution of common sense is a 

major stake in all kinds of struggle" (Cresswell 1996, 20). This is what Bourdieu calls Doxa: a 

system which succeeds in presenting itself as the only common sense as opposed to orthodoxy 

which connotes the existence of other beliefs. In this framework Cresswell explains that 

"questioning a doxa is one of the most fundamental and effective forms of struggle. To make the 

established order come out on the side of one set of classifications against another (heretical) one 

is a major victory for those in any particular context, who are dominated” (ibid, 20-1). Thus what 

Bourdieu calls the "symbolic struggle over common sense" is this effort to define and articulate 

spaces and establish meanings in a “polysemic world”.  

For instance, the appropriation of the language of the colonizer (and its transformation 

or inversion) by the colonized is a strategy of resistance to the domination by the contestation of 

the field of definition (or categorization) that make the colonizer able to exercise its power 

(Brown 1993). Hezbollah’s media strategies as will be shown in the next chapters act on this 

discursive level in order to gain the power of categorization and self definition as well as the re-

appropriation of the ground on which the war is fought. Resistance in this sense is about "control 
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of the place from which one speaks and acts"; "it is a question of the political articulation of these 

spaces into a common front" (Cresswell, 229). It is in this context of spatial politics that the 

people can be understood in terms of a space that requires articulation of an "empty space" in 

which a popular identity can emerge (ibid, 231). 

Similarly, the importance of space in any discussion of resistance is expressed by 

Critchley in his description of resistance against the force of capitalist globalization when he 

writes that "resistance begins by occupying and controlling the terrain upon which one stands, 

where one lives, works, acts and thinks." This is a process that involves "just a few [people] at 

first". Critchley continues, "the art of politics consists in weaving such cells of resistance together 

into a common front, a shared political subjectivity. What is going to allow for the formation of 

such a political subjectivity - the hegemonic glue, if you like - is an appeal to universality, whether 

equality, freedom, legality or whatever" (Critchley 2005, 226-7). Throughout the following 

chapters I will argue and show how this process of hegemonic articulation of a universal demand 

allows Hezbollah to establish a new hegemonic political identification and consolidate its power 

over specific spaces2.  

The articulation of space inasmuch as it is a discursive formation therefore pertains to 

the articulation of political subjects. Subject positions are not seen as rigid, quite to the contrary 

they are constantly contested and the interplay between power and resistance is one that is 

constitutive of the very existence of discourse; the construction of resistance remains one that is 

always already there. In other words while in Foucault, the agency of subjects is either absent or 

reduced to them being subjects of discourses that are always already there (Foucault 1994, 222-

243), Laclau and Mouffe's theory of hegemony presents a way out of this deadlock by conceding 

that power is the product of articulation of new subject positions by contingent agents (Muller 

2008). This position allows for a necessary agency of the subject in contesting its own subjectivity 

and articulating new discourses that hegemonize different meanings and identities. And as 

Torfing makes clear, the concept of hegemony presents a limit to the undecidability of the social 

by providing a hegemonic meaning that will exclude the other meanings - albeit temporarily 

(Torfing 1999, 102; in Muller 2008). 

In doing so, discourse theory allows us to go beyond both the textual and political 

limitations of Foucault's analysis and opens up the way for the inclusion of other forms of 

productions in order to understand identities as discursive constructs and subjects as agents. In 

this sense practices become "an integral part of discourse and in so doing open up a fuller view 

of the social than is possible when drawing on Foucault alone. Specifically, it recognises that, 

while drawing on all scale levels, identities are situated productions that need to be analysed as 

such" (Muller 2008). But how does this hegemonic operation function in the case of Hezbollah? 

In the following chapters I will argue that this occurs on two levels of practice by analyzing four 

genres within Hezbollah’s media productions : Nasrallah’s public speeches, videotaped military 

operations, music videos and the spatial media. On the one hand these media strategies operate 

                                                 
2 Muller argues for a reconceptualization of geopolitics through the concept of discourse. In this framework 

space is essential for the exercise of power. Muller quotes Sharp: ‘‘Strategies of power always require the use of space 
and, thus, the use of discourses to create particular spatial images, primarily of territory and boundaries in statecraft, 
is inseparable from the formation and use of power. […] [S]trategies of power [that] always require the use of space 
and, thus, the use of discourse’’ (Sharp 1993, 492; in Muller 2008). 

 



CHAPTER 2 

76 
 

on the military level, and on the other hand on the level of identification. Hezbollah's 

contestation of space is therefore one that occurs through strategies that aim at controlling space 

by creating and articulating new meanings and places where the emergence of a resistance identity 

can occur, and by contesting the perceptual field of power through strategies that pertain to war 

and conflict both in the media and on the ground.  
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CHAPTER 3 

NASRALLAH ON THE SCREEN: NAME AND VOICE OF THE RESISTANCE 

“As each man’s strength gives out, as it no longer responds 

to his will, the inertia of the whole gradually comes to rest 

on the commander’s will alone.” Carl Von Clausewitz, 

On War, 104. 

 

 The scene consists of a vast sea of people cheering and celebrating, the red and white 

of the Lebanese flag mixed with the yellow of Hezbollah’s banners and those of other factions 

who participated directly or indirectly in the war: the Lebanese communist party, the Amal 

movement, the Syrian Social Nationalist Party and the orange colour of the Free Patriotic 

Movement are ubiquitous in the Southern suburbs of Beirut. It is the 22nd of September 2006, 

over a month has passed since the 33 day war between Lebanon and Israel ended with a ceasefire 

and the deployment of additional United Nations peace keeping troops. Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah 

will be delivering a speech soon and the crowd is waiting to greet the man who promised them 

victory and delivered it. Loud speakers blast a song “Nasrak Hazz el Dini” (your victory shook 

the world) – and the leader appears suddenly among the crowds, smiling with pride. Moments 

later he will re-appear from an unknown location to address the euphoric crowd. Nasrallah will 

deliver a speech to the hundreds of thousands gathered in the destroyed Southern suburbs of 

Beirut, to a Lebanese and Arab public and to an Israeli one as well. The speech will be broadcast 

live on Al Jazeera and many other satellite and local TV channels. In this speech Nasrallah will 

once again declare the “Divine Victory” of the resistance against all the odds and reassert his 

newly acquired position as the regional leader of the resistance.  

In a country long accustomed to leadership resulting from bloodlines or financial 

wealth, Hassan Nasrallah was one of the few to break the trend. Born to a poor Shiite family in 

the suburbs of Beirut, the young Nasrallah joined the ranks of the Amal movement before going 

to Najaf, Iraq to study religion. There, he met Abbas el Moussawi who would become his teacher 

and mentor. The young religious scholar would later return to Lebanon where Hezbollah would 

be created by former Amal members. Nasrallah would succeed Moussawi after the latter’s 

assassination in 1992 and become Hezbollah’s third Secretary General. Through the course of his 

leadership, Nasrallah would rise as a talented and charismatic speaker devoted to the resistance 

and to the movement’s message both in its religious and political aspect. The movement 

burgeoned under his leadership growing beyond the communitarian limits by articulating a 

discourse of empowerment that with his oratory skills resonated with the aspirations of many 

people in the Arab world. 

The "Nasrallah phenomenon," exemplified by the rise of a charismatic leader who had 

access to people through satellite TV and other media, was one of the major conditions for the 

popular success of Hezbollah in Lebanon throughout the 1990’s and in the Arab world as a 

whole. Following the liberation of Southern Lebanon in 2000 and especially after the 2006 war 

with Israel, Nasrallah consolidated his status as the leader of the most successful armed resistance 

movement in decades. Satellite television allowed Nasrallah to extend his public beyond the 

Lebanese borders and construct a more Arab and regional discourse (Al Manar always broadcast 



CHAPTER 3 

78 
 

his speeches in their entirety as does Al Jazeera on important occasions in addition to many other 

Arab and Lebanese satellite channels). 

 By the year 2000, Hezbollah was associated with its charismatic leader. This gave the 

movement substantial credibility and turned it into an engine of social and cultural 

transformation within the Shiite  population of Lebanon in particular and in the Arab region in 

general. Nasrallah's influence outside of Lebanon was strongest in Palestine and the occupied 

territories where following his famous speech on the occasion of the liberation of Southern 

Lebanon, a second intifada erupted and Hezbollah became a symbol of successful military 

resistance against Israeli occupation (Noe 2007, 213).  

 That being said, Nasrallah's speeches represent the compass of Hezbollah's political 

discourse. They summarize the party's internal decisions and explain them to the public. His 

speeches are the verbal translation of the party's strategic and political decisions. Constituting an 

essential part of the discursive strategy of Hezbollah, Nasrallah's speeches so widely present in 

the Arab media, are usually misquoted, disregarded, taken out of context, or most commonly 

misunderstood in the western media. This leads to the limited understanding of Hezbollah as a 

social, cultural and political movement. In this chapter, I will attempt to shed light on the 

complex social, political and cultural message of Hezbollah as it is articulated by their most 

important figure, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah.  

Similar to the military video operations, which will be analyzed in the next chapter, the 

speeches of Nasrallah are used and re-used in other media genres. In that respect, the two forms 

are the primary visual and vocal material that are re-articulated in the rest of Hezbollah’s media 

and narrative as we will see for instance in the music videos in Chapter 5. In this chapter, I argue 

that Hassan Nasrallah articulates a popular identity and constructs a people whose boundaries 

shift according to the political context that determines the shifting ideology of Hezbollah. In 

other words, I argue that Nasrallah's public speeches are essential to the representation of the 

party's identity, while his position as a charismatic leader makes him the name of the "people" 

that is articulated in Hezbollah's populist discourse around the empty signifier “resistance”. 

 In order to expose this process of identification and identity construction I will make 

use of Ernesto Laclau's theory of populism (Laclau 2007a) in combination with the notion of 

charisma and charismatic leadership as seen in the work of Max Weber and some of the later 

literature on charisma (P. Smith 2000; Barnes 1978; Weber 1978). I will analyze three formats of 

Nasrallah's public speeches in order to expose the different functions and strategies that appear 

in these speeches where the religious, national and Arab identities are articulated into a complex 

political identity, a people whose boundaries will shift far beyond those of Hezbollah’s Shiite 

community. I have chosen three important moments that correspond to three formats of public 

speaking. The selection is guided by the historical and political importance of these speeches in 

the narrative of Hezbollah and most notably the period in which the movement was acquiring its 

transnational Arab popularity and influence. The first format is the religious sermon and in this 

case I will analyze the Ashura sermons delivered in the years 2007 and 2008 and how the religious 

narrative of Ashura is articulated in a national discourse. The second format is the public political 

speech. In this case, I will analyze the speech delivered on the occasion of the liberation of 

Southern Lebanon in May 2000, which marked one of the most important moments in the 

transformation of Hezbollah from a Shiite militia to a regional force. The third format is the war 



NASRALLAH ON THE SCREEN 

79 
 

speech, in this case I will examine the speeches delivered during the 2006 war with Israel and 

how these were employed in the military strategy of the movement. Each of these formats fulfills 

a specific function within the overall strategy of Hezbollah and contributes to the perception of 

Nasrallah as the charismatic leader of a heterogeneous group of supporters, thereby allowing the 

construction of a popular discourse and the articulation of a 'people'1.  

The "Nasrallah phenomenon" in that respect, refers to the emergence of Hezbollah's 

Secretary General as one of the most influential political figures in the region. Nasrallah has 

become both a political and religious leader and a role model and respected figure that influences 

Lebanese Shiites' behavior. In the almost two decades of his leadership of Hezbollah, Nasrallah 

has become both the symbol of Hezbollah and of resistance against Israel (in Lebanon, among 

the Shiite community and outside of it, but also in the Arab world as a whole). Nasrallah's 

credibility for both Arabs, Lebanese as well as Israelis has been an essential element in 

Hezbollah's hegemonic strategy. This credibility was first established in Lebanon after the death 

of Hady, his eldest son, in combat against the Israeli army in the south of Lebanon. This death 

placed Nasrallah closer to his supporters by making him another father of a martyr, one who can 

speak from a personal experience of losing a member of his family for the cause he is preaching 

for. In his speech on the occasion of the death of his son - whose body was captured by the 

Israeli army - Nasrallah clearly expressed his pride in the martyrdom of his son and refused any 

special treatment for his son's body exclaiming that it is not worth more than the bodies of any 

other fighter (Noe 2007, 169-179): "I thank God Almighty for [...] accepting me and my family as members 

of the blessed and sacred group of martyrs’ families. [...] I wish to tell these families that there is now something in 

common between us in this domain” (ibid, 173). This event distinguished Nasrallah from the Lebanese 

political elite and boosted his credibility among the Lebanese population in general as a man 

devoted to a cause. “Today”, Nasrallah would declare, “we wish to tell this enemy: we are not a resistance 

movement whose leaders want to enjoy their private lives and fight you through the sons of their loyal followers and 

their good and true supporters from among the ordinary citizens. The martyr Hadi’s martyrdom is the proof that 

we in Hezbollah’s leadership do not spare our own sons; we take pride in them when they go to the frontlines, and 

hold our head high when they fall as martyrs” (ibid, 172-3). This credibility would later extend 

regionally, after the liberation of the South of Lebanon in May 2000 and further to include the 

Israeli public especially during the 2006 war (see Breshkovsky 2006; Harel 2010).   

 Furthermore, Nasrallah's scarce media appearances transformed his speeches into 

important awaited media and political events. His hours long speeches are always well prepared 

and structured according to an outline that is exposed in the beginning of every speech. Like a 

pedagogue, Nasrallah organizes his arguments according to a well designed schema in order to 

advance his ideas to a wide ranging audience of sympathizers and enemies, academics and 

illiterates, as well as politicians and voters. Utilizing an oratory style first employed by Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, Nasrallah makes use of a combination of classical Arabic and colloquial Arabic 

(Egyptian in the case of Nasser and Lebanese in the case of Nasrallah). Thus, his message can  be 

understood by a large Arab public while the use of colloquial Lebanese and local sayings enforces 

                                                 
1 Two other important formats that I have chosen not to include in this chapter are the television interview 

and the press conference. The choice of omitting these two formats is partly because of prioritizing and lack of space 
and partly since the later – the press conference – has gained its most interesting form in a period that does not fit in 
my corpus, namely in Nasrallah’s press conferences about the International tribunal dealing with the assassination of 
Rafik Hariri.  
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his image of "a man of the people" and allows for his perception as a spontaneous and honest 

man. 

 

1. Charismatic leadership 

 

Hassan Nasrallah is more than the leader of Hezbollah. It is impossible to speak about 

the movement's popular success without analyzing the role that the figure of Nasrallah has played 

in articulating, guiding and representing Hezbollah's discourse and program. Nasrallah's influence 

and role as a symbolic and actual leader of a group corresponds to the vast notion of charisma 

that many political, social and cultural scholars have been preoccupied with.  

 How does representation as a concept relate to the construction of a people and to the 

role of the leader? In the case of Hezbollah, how does Nasrallah represent the people? And how 

does the empty signifier "resistance" consolidate the identity of the group? Understanding this 

process of representation requires a reformulation of the relation between the empty signifier and 

the equivalential chain as constitutive of the "totality" named the "people".  

The notion of representation becomes another way to understand the emergence of a 

people. Laclau argues that "the empty signifier can operate as a point of identification only 

because it represents an equivalential chain" (Laclau 2007a, 162). This empty signifier however is a 

retroactive name of the group. The empty signifier therefore "represents" the equivalential chain 

and becomes the name of the people. This process is made clear in the psychoanalytical model 

where we see that representation - in the workings of the unconscious - becomes “ontologically 

primary" (ibid, 159-164): in this sense "names retrospectively constitute the unity of the object" 

(ibid, 163). 

In other words, it is only when it represents a totality that this totality emerges - and when 

the leader stands as the name of this empty signifier, that they become constitutive of the group. 

This is why the empty signifier both represents and constitutes the chain. The name does not 

come to designate a preexisting object but it is precisely by naming that an object comes to be. 

This logic applies to political identities inasmuch as they are only constituted when they are 

articulated. It is according to this logic that we can understand the role of Nasrallah as a 

charismatic leader in the consolidation of the unified identity of Hezbollah and its supporters and 

in constituting this identity by representing it.   

Laclau argues, following Pitkin's theory of symbolic representation, that when the goal of 

a discourse is to consolidate a nation or a unified group, a single leader is more efficient than a 

"legislature of representatives." In this sense, he states "real representation is charisma" (ibid, 

160). This pertains to the role of the leader as the representation of the people; the leader 

becomes the name of the people by invoking the emotions and what Pitkin will call "emotional 

loyalties and identification in his followers, the same irrational and effective elements produced 

by flags and hymns and marching bands" (ibid, 159). This portrayal is an accurate description of 

the emotional identification and investment that occurs during the public speeches of Nasrallah. 

The speeches establish an emotional connection and bond that joins the leader to his followers 

and joins his followers together in a shared emotional experience.  

 

  



NASRALLAH ON THE SCREEN 

81 
 

 1.1 Good, evil and empty signifiers 

  

Charismatic leadership in the work of Weber is understood as a quality of an individual 

leader (Weber 1978, 241-51; 1111-58) and in some of the later theory on the subject it is often 

associated with periods of turmoil, crisis, and change (P. Smith 2000; Tucker 1968; Barnes 1978; 

Willner & Willner 1965; Schweitzer 1974; Bligh et al. 2004). Charisma pertains not to an inherent 

character of an individual (or only to that), but is (also) a product of the social or political and 

cultural context (Willner 1984; P. Smith 2000). In this sense, to adopt some of Laclau and 

Mouffe's terminology we can say that periods of organic crisis are more likely to produce 

antagonisms and hegemonic formations than periods of stability when the hegemony of a group 

is not contested (A. Smith 1998, 164-5). They write: "the chains of equivalence do not construct 

the communitarian space; rather, they operate on pre-existing communitarian spaces. Thus, the 

two conditions of a hegemonic articulation are the presence of antagonistic forces and the 

instability of the frontiers which separate them. Only the presence of a vast area of floating 

elements and the possibility of their articulation to opposite camps - which implies a constant 

definition of the latter - is what constitutes the terrain permitting us to define a practice as 

hegemonic" (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 136).  

In this section, I will argue that this hegemonic character of a discursive formation 

pertains to the notion of charismatic discourses inasmuch as the charismatic character of a leader 

is a component of a populist discourse. Building on Laclau's theory of populism, it is possible to 

define charisma as a category that relates to the emergence of a counter-hegemonic discourse in a 

period of organic crisis. In this sense, the charismatic leader provides a narrative and articulates a 

new system that promises order when society is facing extreme instability (Laclau 1994, 16). The 

relation between charisma and populism can be made inasmuch as they are two terms that are 

often misused and confused. Both terms are often used as judgments of value when it comes to a 

political movement, system, leader, or ideology while they should refer rather to a form. 

Following Laclau's understanding of populism as a discursive strategy, we can place charisma as 

one attribute of the populist leader in their ability to articulate various democratic or 

differentiated demands of a wide array of people into one popular demand that will be 

constitutive of a popular identity. What is essential in both populist and charismatic discourses is 

their overdertemined and contingent emergence in periods of crisis and instability. Such 

discourses consolidate a heterogeneous groups around a signifier that can be a word or a leader 

that will come to represent a moral bond in a narrative of us and them or good and evil.  

In his article "Culture and charisma: outline of a theory," Philip Smith argues that the 

concept of charisma has become a floating signifier. Moving away from the original formulation 

of Weber whereas charisma is seen as a sacred quality defining the relation between the leader 

and those who follow him/her (Weber 1978, 241-245), Philip Smith suggests a definition of 

charisma as follows:  "A moral bond of duty linking followers to leaders.  This bond, however, 

should not be understood in micro terms as the product of personality and group process, but 

rather in a cultural way as the product of symbolic structures. It is founded on the collective 

sentiment that the fate of society with regard to 'ultimate concerns' is dependent upon the 

actions, powers and moral worth of the leader. Although subjectively located, this moral bond is 
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sustained by objectively identifiable culture forms amenable to comparative social scientific 

investigation" (P. Smith 2000). 

P. Smith proposes an understanding of charisma in cultural terms, employing the notion 

of narrative as a fundamental aspect of charismatic leadership. Narratives inasmuch as they 

establish the symbolic structures that give meanings to ontic practices provide the mythologies 

(to borrow the term from Barthes) that define the roles of actors, events and values and give 

meaning to present and past. In this sense, culture can be read as a structure "maintained by 

internal grammars." P. Smith writes that, "like language, its systems of meaning are generated by 

internal systems of resemblance and difference between symbols rather than merely echoing 

wider social structural forces" (ibid).   

Thus, narrating is one of the attributes of charisma if read in a cultural perspective. The 

leader is a narrator whose role is to give meanings to events, actors and moral codes. The 

charismatic authority, according to P. Smith, is defined by the opposition of "sacred and evil 

grammars of motivation along with narratives which employ events within a salvation 

framework" (ibid). If we are to apply this description to Nasrallah's leadership, we will see that 

the narrative presented in the speeches builds on a clear moral argument. The absolute evil 

represented by Israel as an occupation force, racial segregation and illegitimate colonial project, is 

opposed to an absolute good represented by resistance and the righteous struggle of Hezbollah 

and other militant groups notably in Palestine. Nasrallah's narrative is nourished by a promise of 

inevitable victory of the good against evil. This promise relies on a religious logic of the inevitable 

victory of good and on materialist presentation of Hezbollah's military and strategic might in the 

face of Israel as is the case also in the military video operations that will be analyzed in the next 

chapter.  

The moral dimension of charismatic discourses is a recurrent theme in literature about 

charisma. P. Smith refers to Tiryakian's argument that "charismatic communities feel themselves 

to be moral communities fighting for some kind of transcendence" (Tiryakian 1995; in P. Smith 

2000). This is also the case for Weber, to whom charisma relies on a good and evil binary. In fact, 

evil is essential to any charismatic discourse inasmuch as it is constitutive of the image of good. 

The evil is what unites the charismatic community - it is the necessary other that is the condition 

of existence of the good and whose destruction represents the sought salvation. This evil can be a 

concrete other as well as an empty signifier to which the charismatic leader will attribute a set of 

meanings that would consolidate the group around a common desire to fight this overarching 

evil.  

It is possible to adapt Laclau's theory of populism where the notion of the empty 

signifier is that with which the people will identify, to speak of a negative dimension of 

identification where a people will unite against a necessary evil. The charismatic leader will 

articulate all the different individual evils (as opposed to demands in Laclau) in an equivalential 

chain around one empty signifier. In Hezbollah’s discourse Israel will represent the name of the 

necessary evil around which the people of the resistance will unite. In this manner, good and evil 

become two necessary facets of a charismatic discourse. As P. Smith argues: "Because the 

symbolic logic of charisma hangs upon binary codings and salvation narratives, images of 'evil' 

must be present in the forest of symbols surrounding each charismatic leader. There must be 
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something for them to fight against, something from which their followers can be saved" 

(P.Smith 2000). 

 The charismatic leader's role is to provide the narrative proof of the inevitable 

salvation. In other words they must provide the promise of a hegemonic order as we see in 

Laclau (Laclau 1994; Laclau 2007a). In this framework, rhetoric to which Weber gives a central 

role in charismatic discourse, appears as an essential quality.  

 Good and evil are both empty signifiers such as liberty, justice, injustice or oppression.  

Evil can also be another group, a state, a person or a natural force. In this case we can talk about 

what 'negative charisma' where "love of the charismatic leader often seems to be predicated on 

hatred of the evil against which they fight, and, indeed will be magnified as this perceived evil 

intensifies and is incarnated in a specific 'folk devil'" (P. Smith 2000). This is the case in 

Hezbollah's representation of the Israeli other where the more threatening this other is, the more 

indispensable it is to identify with those who fight it. This is not to say that the threat is existent 

or not, but that the way a threat is articulated determines the way in which people will react to it. 

Accordingly, it is important to note that Nasrallah’s charisma was at its highest during the 2006 

war with Israel for instance.  

Another approach to this negative identification can be articulated using Zizek’s 

Lacanian framework. For Zizek a community is held together by its members’ shared relationship 

toward a Thing. In the context of nationalism, the nation itself is the Thing that is materialized by 

a set of beliefs, rituals, and practices. In this framework, the Other is always the one who steals 

the object of our enjoyment – the Thing . The Other in Zizek’s system pertains to the originary 

lack at the heart of any identification and pertains to the negative identification that was 

described above in terms of negative charisma (Zizek 1993, 200-10; Zizek 2008a). 

 

1.2 Salvation narratives 

  

The notion of charisma embodies within it a range of religious and mythical imageries. As 

presented, good and evil as well as the semantic fields of salvation are essential components of a 

charismatic discourse. Following Weber's understanding of charisma and P. Smith's elaboration 

of a theory of charisma, the role of culture and cultural frames both expose and construct a 

model for the understanding of charisma as a social, political, and cultural phenomenon. P. Smith 

moves on from analyzing individual cases where charisma is at work to attempting to articulate a 

cultural theory that places narratives of salvation and their reliance on the clear distinction 

between good and evil at the heart of charismatic discourses. Tucker, for instance, describes 

charismatic leadership as "specifically salvationist or messianic in nature” (Tucker 1968). In other 

words, charismatic leadership relies on a discourse of salvation where the articulation of the 

threatening evil is as vital as the articulation of the promised order that Laclau establishes as 

essential to the construction of political identities (Laclau 1994). P. Smith writes: "Historical 

events and the charismatic leader will be framed within a salvation narrative where strong binary 

themes contrast images of evil with those of the good. As a general rule of thumb, charismatic 

authority will attain its greatest force when images of evil are at their most threatening" (P. Smith 

2000). 



CHAPTER 3 

84 
 

Charisma is not a product of the individual but of the cultural system. In this sense, the 

historical, social and political context places the charismatic leader "within a salvation narrative 

where strong binary themes contrast images of evil with those of the good" (ibid). Accordingly 

charisma - as a quality - lies not in the leader herself but is more a product of the society that sees 

this quality in a given individual. In other words, charisma is what a given society projects or 

agrees to see in a specific individual at a given time - usually at times of crisis (ibid; Barnes 1978).  

Following the same logic, P. Smith shows how charismatic leaders such as Hitler, 

Churchill, or Martin Luther King only became charismatic when the historical, social, political 

context allowed for their charisma to emerge - or for them to be seen as charismatic. Prior to the 

emergence of these conditions, the three examples were regarded as average, at best, in their 

social and oratory skills. What we deduce is that charisma as a trait of a leader is not something 

that is inherent to the specific individual, but is a contextual phenomenon that depends on the 

social and political structures that define the conditions of emergence of a charismatic leader - or 

the need for a charismatic leader (see also Bligh et al.).  

In summary, a charismatic leader appears when the group is facing threats and challenges 

to its very existence. In this context she is the one who is capable of articulating a narrative of 

salvation, providing re-assurance, explanation or a solution to the perceived threat. The content 

of the charismatic discourse and the appeal of the articulated narrative are a product of the 

cultural field to which the charismatic discourse will be addressed. Thus, in order to understand 

the charismatic leadership of Nasrallah it is essential to first expose the cultural framework in 

which it is articulated: the Shiite faith and Hezbollah’s interpretation of it in particular.  

 

 1.3 Cultural references 

  

While culture has a significant role in the construction and maintenance of a charismatic 

discourse, social and political structures are no less important. In other words, while the cultural 

domain helps us understand the narrative structures that define a charismatic discourse in a 

specific cultural field, the social and political contexts and structures determine the conditions of 

emergence of such a discourse/leader in any given time. While charismatic leadership is 

contingent, periods of crisis are more likely to witness the emergence of a charismatic leader than 

periods of stability. This however does not mean that crisis leads to the emergence of charismatic 

leadership or vice versa. P. Smith states that "only when these structural conditions are supported 

in a combinatorial way by the availability of appropriate cultural structures can the charismatic 

figure arise" (P. Smith 2000). 

Returning to Laclau, who argues that the historical conditions provide the possibility for 

the emergence of a populist discourse in times of organic crises, we can argue that charismatic 

leadership is an attribute of populist discourses inasmuch as it provides an articulation of a 

narrative of salvation. In other words, like populist discourse, a charismatic one hegemonizes an 

empty signifier that would stand for the salvation of the group - a promise of an order where 

society is facing the threat of disorder (Laclau 1994; Laclau 2007a). This discourse in both cases 

relies on an equivalential chain that joins a number of different demands and fears into one 

popular or charismatic signifier that stands for all of them. It is not to say that charisma and 

populism are synonymous but that the two act as agents of social and political power and can 
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often be seen to coexist. A populist discourse often relies on a leader that articulates it and this 

leader's appeal is what we define as charisma. To quote P. Smith again: "Whilst it is anticipated 

that salvation narratives will be a universal feature of political charisma, it is likely that they will 

draw up local religious traditions in other cultural settings. Willner (1984), for example, points to 

the way the Ayatollah Khomeini made use of Islamic mythologies of the 'heroic Imam'" (P. 

Smith 2000). 

Indeed, Hezbollah's narrative draws on strong cultural references within the Shiite 

tradition in order to construct a narrative of salvation that is characteristic of their cultural and 

social roots (Dakake 2007, 125-176; Dabashi 1989, 95-120). This aspect will be explored in depth 

by examining the way Nasrallah articulated victory in his speech delivered on the occasion of the 

liberation of Southern Lebanon. In this speech Nasrallah would present the withdrawal of the 

Israeli army from the South of Lebanon as an inevitable triumph of good against evil and as the 

first episode in an era of further victories that would provide the promised salvation. In the 

victory speech I will show that Nasrallah articulated a Lebanese national identity constructed 

around a promise of a "strong Lebanon" that consolidates Hezbollah's narrative of resistance. 

However, I will start with the religious dimension of Nasrallah’s speeches by looking at the 

Ashura sermons and the re-articulation of the religious into a political discourse. 

 

2. Shiite faith in Hezbollah's discourse: the religious sermons 

 

To understand Hezbollah's discourse as a hegemonic project that constructs an identity 

and a group - or a people, it is essential to elaborate on some of the fundamental aspects of their 

political, religious and cultural beliefs. These cultural elements of the discourse are central for the 

narrative dimension of their charismatic discourse. 

 The first notion to be clarified in Hezbollah's ideology is that of "wilayat al-faqih" - 

translated as the rule of the jurist. This theory, or interpretation of the Shiite faith, which 

Hezbollah follows, involves both politics and religion. It was developed by Ayatollah Khomeini 

and constitutes the foundation of the Islamic republic in Iran both in constitutional terms relating 

to the institutionalization of the republic and in religious terms in the way it relates to the practice 

of the Shiite faith (see Nasr et al. 1989, 332-367). Until Khomeini's theory emerged as one major 

current in Shiite religious thought, especially after the Iranian Revolution, Shiites did not believe 

in the institutionalized central religious power. Shiites were almost absent from the political field 

for centuries. This is likely a result of their belief in the return of the 12th Imam (al Mahdi) and 

the illegitimacy of any form of rule or political activity before this return.  

As a result, politically active movements either adopted a religious figure as the 

returning Imam (Al Kateb 2008, 100-107) or argued for the possibility of political activity before 

the reappearance of the Mahdi (ibid, 192-8). The latter group, pioneered by the cleric Al Naraqi 

constituted the root for Khomeini's theory of the "rule of the jurist" which argued for the 

necessity of political activity and the establishment of a state in the period of absence of the 

Imam (ibid, 200-208; Nasr et al., 287-300). Khomeini argued that the faithful should not wait for 

the Imam to manage their lives and society but that a just rule and state could and must be 

established in the period of absence. The role of the Imam in this system should be assumed by a 

jurist whose knowledge (of religion) and justice are the only pre-requisite to assume the role of 
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guiding the state of the faithful (Khomeini). The essential breakthrough in Khomeini's thought 

was the break with the notion that the Imam - who was unerring and a descendent of the 

Prophet - is the only legitimate ruler and instead it was deemed sufficient for the ruler to be wise 

and just.  

This breakthrough introduced the notion of council (al Shura) into the concept of rule 

in Shiite Islam, a notion that represents an acceptance of democratic means of governance where 

the ruler is a political leader capable of error rather than a divine power that cannot be questioned 

(Al Kateb 2008, 206-7). Thus, the "rule of the jurist" provided Shiite Islam (at least the current 

that adopted Khomeini's theory) with an institutionalized location of religious and political power 

represented by the jurist, appointed by a council of clerics,  who managed the religious issues of 

his followers while being subjected – to limited – questioning. In other words, Khomeini 

established the Shiite equivalent of the Vatican on both political and religious levels.   

Another pillar in Shiite thought and culture is the centrality of the notion of resistance 

against injustice and oppression. As a historically oppressed minority within the Islamic Empires, 

many Shiite currents have articulated resistance as a duty for all the disempowered. In fact, 

Hezbollah's “open letter” published in 1985 announcing the movement's official creation is one 

that is directed to all the oppressed people in Lebanon and the world (Alagha 2006, 223-4; Alagha 

2011a, 39-55). In this context and as was stated in the first chapter, the roots of many of the 

party's founders are in the earlier movement called "the movement of the deprived" started by 

one of the major Shiite clerics and political figures, Imam Musa al-Sadr (ibid, 19-36).  

In more recent years, oppression has been synonymous to the colonial experience of the 

Muslim and Arab world - or what would be called the Umma (the totality of the believers). This 

leads us to Hezbollah's relation to the Western other and their position as one among many post-

colonial movements of liberation in the region. In fact, in Hezbollah’s discourse  as it was for the 

Arab nationalist movement of Nasser, colonialism and imperialism summarize the Arab people's 

relation with the Western powers - namely France and Britain, and at a later stage, the United 

States. The colonial experience has been characterized by exploitation, injustice and violence 

against the Muslims and the Arabs and this - in the party's views - is the case as the United States 

attempts to exercise its control and hegemony over the Muslim countries and their resources. In 

this narrative, Israel is one colonial project – the most violent for that matter – among others. 

This political and historical narrative is essential to the understanding of Hezbollah's 

characterization of Israel as one of the major colonial projects imposed brutally on the people of 

Palestine and the region. Israel's existence is seen as a colonial structure that advances the 

Western domination over the region by fostering instability and violence against the indigenous 

population and its neighbors. This is one reason for the centrality of Israel as the "greatest evil" 

in the party's discourse and the relentless support it receives from the United States extends this 

animosity to include the two countries as the two sides of one imperialist project to control the 

wealth of the region.  

Hezbollah's discourse in its religious, social, political and cultural dimensions provides 

the Shiite constituency and more broadly the Lebanese and Arab ones, with a sense of belonging 

to an identity that is described as resistant. This is achieved by a process of meaning production. 

A process that Bourdieu holds as central for the construction of the social inasmuch as society 

should be seen as "a mechanism for the generation of meanings for life" (in Harb and Leenders 
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2005). Hezbollah achieves this by providing meanings to people's suffering and actions as part of 

a struggle for justice and freedom that is presented in a religious and political narrative in which 

Ashura2 and Shiite history are central. In order to show the centrality of Ashura as a religious and 

political guiding principle for Hezbollah's narrative, I will expose some of the meanings that are 

articulated in Nasrallah's Ashura sermons delivered in the two years following the 2006 war at the 

height of Nasrallah's and Hezbollah's popularity and visibility in the Arab world.  

   

2.1 A culture of resistance 

  

Every year during Ashura, Hassan Nasrallah delivers a series of sermons for the 

occasion. Usually every other evening during the ten days leading to the Ashura day, Nasrallah 

speaks in front of an audience usually composed of Shiite Muslims but the reach of these 

sermons and most notably the final speech on the 10th day is a national one and after 2006, with 

Nasrallah's emergence as a popular Arab leader, a regional one. The sermons are religious in 

nature but touch on political, social, and cultural issues inasmuch as the religious in Hezbollah's 

discourse is not separate from the political.  

The Ashura sermons are an occasion for Nasrallah and Hezbollah, to elaborate on their 

political views, ideologies and comment on current issues. The sermons inasmuch as they are 

religious, carry an important didactic dimension. In this sense, Nasrallah speaks as a cleric to his 

congregation, advising them on matters ranging from purely religious subjects, to social, political 

and civil behavior. For example, in his speech on the 5th night of Ashura 2008, Nasrallah 

commented on the escalating internal tension in Lebanon between supporters of Hezbollah (and 

the Lebanese opposition) and the supporters of the government. Stating that "we must remain calm 

and patient and refuse to be dragged into any violent confrontation with other Lebanese." Through such 

statements, Nasrallah speaks both as a political leader and a cleric. He reminds his audience that 

being faithful to the "culture of resistance" requires that "we" do not lose focus on who the 

enemy is and that "we" learn from "our" experience in the conflict with Israel by remaining 

patient and not getting provoked into internal fighting. On the 7th night in 2008, Nasrallah would 

criticize those who perceive the conflict in the region as a religious one. The Christian extremists 

in the United States, that he would call the Zionist Christians are not representative of the 

Christian faith nor of the Christian people. “What this extremist Christian current is committing must not 

be attributed by anyone in the Arab and Muslim world to Christians as Christians […] Jesus Christ will not be 

a supporter of Israel, the big oil companies, nor the big arms manufacturers or the oppressors, dictators and unjust 

rulers in the world, rather he will be a great ally of the oppressed, the downtrodden and those suffering in the 

world.”   

The period following the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri 

in February 2005 and later the 2006 war with Israel was marked by a radical polarization of the 

Lebanese political spectrum and intense political and civil unrest. Nasrallah's Ashura sermons 

would be an occasion for the party to articulate its political program and discourse within the 

emerging Lebanese opposition (an alliance of mainly Christian and Shiite parties in addition to 

                                                 
2 The 10th day of the month of Muharram in the Hijra calendar, and the day in which after 10 days of being 

besieged in the desert of Karbala, Hussein, son of Ali and grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, along with most of 
his family and followers are massacred by the army of Yazid. 
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some smaller Leftist and Sunni ones)3. The sermons focused increasingly on the existential 

conflict that the party was facing especially after the mounting international and internal pressure 

for it to disarm (UN resolution 15594). Nasrallah would be often preoccupied with presenting 

views and commentaries directly pertaining to the political situation in Lebanon.  

Soon after the 2006 war, Hezbollah would withdraw its ministers from the government 

and - along with the FPM - focus on articulating the discourse of the opposition which would 

establish "resistance" as a Lebanese national demand and the "opposition" as the alternative for 

the ongoing instability of the country. In the Ashura sermons, Nasrallah would define the 

movement's vision of Lebanon as a "nation for all its citizens; one that provides the Lebanese with 

protection, safety and dignity" (2007 10th day) and most importantly one that is unified against the 

common existential enemy: Israel. In the Ashura sermons, Nasrallah would articulate a vision of 

Lebanon that pertains to the movement’s discourse of empowerment. Hezbollah’s vision in this 

sense is in stark opposition to what used to be called by the Christian right “Lebanon’s strength is 

in its weakness.” Instead, Hezbollah called for a strong nation that is able to defend itself:  

 

On the 10th day of Muharram 1428, today, me and you and for the whole world to hear 

we pledge again that Lebanon will not be defeated and we will not allow it to be invaded, 

occupied or controlled. We are able to defeat the undefeatable army and we already have. 

We have defeated it and destroyed its morale. This is Lebanon, a land that cannot be 

defeated and does not fall under occupation and humiliation. (Ashura 10th day 2007) 

  

2.2 Martyrdom, sacrifice and the victory of blood over the sword 

 

Ashura represents the founding narrative of Shiite Islam. The story of Hussein's 

martyrdom evokes all the meanings of justice, sacrifice, martyrdom, devotion to a cause and 

resistance in the Shiite faith in general and for Hezbollah's articulation of Shiite identity in 

particular as one that is essentially about resistance against oppression and injustice. Ashura and 

the narrative of Karbala in Hezbollah's discourse is given a current political meaning and is 

presented as both a historical lesson and a moral one. The expression often used by Nasrallah in 

his speeches and sermons "the victory of blood over the sword" or the "eye that resists the pin" is a central 

lesson of Ashura inasmuch as Hussein's death was a moral and strategic victory for his message. 

Furthermore, Ashura is essential for the understanding of the concept of martyrdom in 

Hezbollah's ideology.  

Martyrdom as Nasrallah explains in his 10th day Ashura speech in 2007 - the last in a 

series of sermons entitled "the victory of the oppressed" - a few months after the end of the 

Lebanese Israeli war of 2006, is not about "seeking death for the sake of death", or "seeking death for a 

                                                 
3 After the 2006 war, Hezbollah and the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) - the biggest Christian party in 

Lebanon – two of the largest in the country - will form with a group of smaller parties what will be called the 
Lebanese national opposition. 

4 UN resolution 1559 adopted in 2004 called for all foreign forces to withdraw from Lebanon (mainly 
referring to the Syrian military presence in the country) and for the disarmament of all militias (in reference to the 
Palestinian armed groups and the Hezbollah among others). The resolution provoked a deep polarization in 
Lebanon and was rejected by Hezbollah and many others. Following the assassination of Rafik Hariri a few months 
later, the Syrian troops will withdraw and the discussion will be focused on the weapons of Hezbollah. 
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reward in the afterlife." Rather, it is the sacrifice of one person for the sake of the group. In this 

sense, martyrdom becomes about the "love of life  in dignity and freedom." In fact, the martyrdom of 

one provides life for everyone else (Ashura 2007, 10th day). Therefore, martyrdom in Hezbollah's 

discourse is one that pertains to the worldly life rather than the afterlife; the reward of martyrdom 

is not only in heaven but also on earth. This statement is essential for the understanding of 

Hezbollah's strategy and religious ideology as one that is rooted in pragmatic aspirations and a 

worldly struggle that is motivated by religious zeal.  

Furthermore, in the Ashura narrative, martyrdom is presented as a choice between life 

under oppression and injustice and death for a cause and justice. This refers to the other central 

exclamation that is tightly associated with Ashura and Hezbollah's discourse, one that is 

attributed to Hussein when responding to the choice of surrendering to the vast army of Yazid or 

dying in battle; Hussein responds that if forced to choose between humiliation and the sword 

then: "away from us is humiliation" (hayhat menna el zolla). The meaning of this exclamation, which 

has become a motto for Hezbollah, is that dying is an obvious choice when one faces a choice 

between humiliation and death. In his Ashura speech in 2007 Nasrallah called his supporters "the 

nation of hayhat menna el zolla." In 2008 "hayhat menna el zolla" was chosen as the title of the year's 

Ashura celebrations and featured on the banners, posters, and on the podium where Nasrallah 

would deliver his sermons. Ashura’s centrality as a historical lesson is clearly laid out by Nasrallah 

when he says:  

 

Hussein who was given the choice between martyrdom and life in humiliation, willingly 

chose death and proved with his blood for history and the generations to come  the principle 

of ‘hayhat menna el zolla’. Hussein and Karbala became a lesson to history… and we 

gather here to learn from Hussein, his followers, men and women, how we refuse injustice, 

humiliation, disgrace and we learn that martyrdom is life for all of us. We learn how to be 

patient and how to endure and the mothers, wives of the martyrs learn from the mothers and 

wives of martyrs in Karbala and the men from the men and the children from the children. 

We learn from this historical lesson and every year we pledge not to forget. (Ashura 10th 

day, 2007). 

 

2.3 Beyond the religious scope: Ashura as a universal narrative of resistance 

  

I have argued that Ashura and the Karbala narrative constitute the foundation of 

Hezbollah's discourse of resistance and are articulated as the moral and political framework of 

the party's ideology. Furthermore, Ashura is articulated as both a model of resistance that 

characterizes the strategies of Hezbollah but is also, in Nasrallah's sermons and speeches, a model 

for any struggle regardless of religious or geographical limits.  

In this sense, Nasrallah's 2008 and 2009 Ashura speeches titled "hayhat menna el zolla" 

and "kounou ahraran" (be free) respectively, provided a universal articulation of Ashura. The 

speeches emphasized that the values to be learned from Hussein's struggle are essentially human 

and should be seen in any struggle of an oppressed people against an oppressor. In 2009, Ashura 

coincided with the Israeli war on Gaza. On this occasion Nasrallah's speeches focused on Gaza 

as a mirror of Karbala: “Today we meet again in the days of Hussein, the days of martyrdom to take pride in 
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the martyrs of Gaza. We are proud of them and we condole them at the same time. We and you are both a nation 

of martyrs and we carry the culture of martyrdom. The culture of martyrdom is the true culture of life, life with 

pride and life with dignity, the culture of living steadfast with our heads high.” (Ashura 1st night 2009) 

Ashura's religious value is then transformed into a symbol of struggle that addresses struggles in 

the Muslim world and the world in general. By articulating the narrative of Ashura as one of 

resistance beyond the religious dimension, Nasrallah is attempting to both promote this model of 

resistance beyond the movement's religious social base and re-articulate this discourse in order to 

appeal to Lebanese, Arabs and oppressed groups throughout the world. This is part of 

Hezbollah's presentation of their discourse as one that does not only represent the Shiites but 

one that is carrying essentially social and class components as well. Ashura becomes the symbol 

of the culture of resistance and on this occasion Nasrallah will repeatedly call for Muslim unity in 

Iraq and the region:  

 

The biggest crisis our Umma is facing these days is the threat of disunity and conflict 

between Sunnis and Shiites. I call on the 10th day of Muharram, on the memory of 

Hussein’s blood who was martyred for the Umma of his grandfather to remain united and 

faithful to the teachings of the Prophet. I call for the creation of serious frameworks of 

religious scholars and leader to deal with all the points of disagreement and conflict. For 

example: the situation in Iraq and what people call the Shiite crescent and the accusations 

of spreading Shiism in addition to the extremist factions who call everyone who does not 

agree with them heretics and kill them. We have to work on solving these issues or else the 

Umma and the message of the Prophet will be lost. (Ashura 10th day, 2007). 

 

Lara Deeb argues that Hezbollah does not only have a sectarian platform but "has a 

social platform as well." In this sense, Hezbollah "views itself as representing not only Shi'i 

Lebanese, but also the poor more generally" (Deeb 2006). The Ashura narrative, in its political 

articulation corresponds to the struggle of any oppressed group whether religious, national, or 

class struggle. In this framework, Hezbollah's economic and social discourse represents the 

Lebanese Shiites both as a religious group and as a class. This group consisting mainly of 

peasants and urban poor constitutes an economic class that has the same objective interests as 

the poor regardless of their religious or national identity.  

 

3. Articulating the nation: the public political speech 

  

The "liberation" speech, also known as the "spider web speech,"5 marked the end of the 

22 year long Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon. On May 26 2000, one day after the 

liberation, Nasrallah delivered a speech in the Hezbollah stronghold border town of Bint Jbeil6, a 

town situated a few kilometers away from the Lebanese-Israeli borders. The withdrawal of the 

Israeli army the day before was a media event of its own. Coinciding with Al Manar's launching 

                                                 
5 The spider web is a reference to Nasrallah’s statement that Hezbollah has proved Israel to be weaker than 

a spider’s web (Noe 2007, 242). 
6 The English translation of this speech can be found in Noe. The quotes in the following paragraphs are 

taken from this translation.  
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of its satellite broadcast, the liberation day was an important media event for the channel which 

along with other Lebanese television channels devoted a full day of live coverage with news 

teams spread around the liberated villages recording scenes that would become iconic for 

Hezbollah's Lebanese narrative.  

 The withdrawal itself was not a surprise as Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak had 

planned a withdrawal of his troops from the South of Lebanon after the failure of the Syrian-

Israeli negotiations in Geneva in March 2000 (Noe 2007, 232). During this period, Hezbollah 

escalated its operations against the occupying army and on the 22nd of May "masses of Lebanese 

civilians pushed southwards, with some attempting to locate long-imprisoned family members 

held in joint SLA-Israeli jails. The IDF, faced at one point with a crowd near the small southern 

village of Meiss al-Jabal overflowing with emotions, fired, killing several Lebanese" (ibid, 232). 

After this unexpected event, Barak announced that his troops would withdraw within 24 hours.  

The Israeli army's hasty withdrawal was seen as a victory for Hezbollah especially with 

the Israeli troops leaving behind them ammunition, weapons and army vehicles. These were 

immediately seized by Hezbollah fighters who were quickly taking control of the areas left by the 

Israeli army. What constituted another victory for the party was the images of the South 

Lebanese Army (SLA) militiamen and their family members who had long collaborated with the 

Israeli  occupation, pleading to be let into Israel to escape what they expected would be a violent 

retribution of their victims. The images exposed the price of collaboration and the fate of 

collaborators left behind by those who they expected would protect them – namely Israel.  

 Finally, it was the peacefulness of the liberation day that provided Hezbollah with their 

biggest victory. Many had expected retribution against the SLA militiamen and their families to 

take a violent turn with Hezbollah fighters or villagers executing or attacking those who stayed or 

were not able to escape to Israel. Instead, Hezbollah members were quickly deployed to protect 

the SLA members announcing the party's refusal to be vengeful. All these points would be 

addressed by Nasrallah during his speech and articulated into a Lebanese national narrative with a 

regional scope.  

  

3.1 A narrative of resistance and victory 

  

In the opening of the liberation speech, Nasrallah presented a hierarchical list of those 

who must be thanked for the victory that was being celebrated. This list highlighted the political 

and religious foundation of Hezbollah's resistance narrative. It began with God: "First of all and 

last of all, we, the believers in God, declare to the whole world that this victory is a gift from God Almighty, who 

has led us to the path of resistance" (ibid, 233). Then, in order: the martyrs (of Hezbollah, Amal, the 

Lebanese National Forces7, the Lebanese and Syrian armies and the Palestinian resistance). Then 

he mentioned a list of Hezbollah's notable martyred figures (Abbas Al Musawi, Ragheb Harb and 

Ahmad Yahya along with the first martyrs Ahmad Kassir, Bilal Fahs, and Ammar Hammoud). 

                                                 
7 In Noe, this term is said to refer to the Lebanese army, however this is an inaccurate translation. The 

Lebanese National Forces designates the alliance of Lebanese leftist parties who launched the resistance against 
Israeli occupation. These parties are mainly the Lebanese Communist Party, the Socialist Party, and the Syrian Social 
Nationalist Party. This alliance was called the Lebanese National Forces. A further proof of the mistake in Noe's 
translation is that Nasrallah mentions the Lebanese army in name along with the Syrian one when he says: "martyrs 
of the Lebanese and Syrian Arab armies" (Noe 2007, 233). 
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After this list of martyrs came the families of martyrs, the prisoners, along with the wounded and 

their families. The list continued with the religious figures who hold a great symbolic and cultural 

value for the Shiite constituency of Hezbollah and Lebanon: Ayatollah Khomeini and Sayyid 

Musa al Sadr. The citizens of the frontier zone came next, those "who suffered, bore the pain, and 

witnessed tragedy." The list continued with the political groups and figures starting with the 

Lebanese ones, the Lebanese President Emile Lahoud and the Prime Minister Salim el Hoss and 

ended with two states and figures which place the resistance in its regional and geostrategic 

context: Iran and its spiritual leader Khamenei and Syria and its President Hafez al-Assad (ibid, 

234). Nasrallah then extended his thanks to include a much wider audience when he stated: 

"Today, on this day of victory, on the day of resistance and liberation, I say thank you in all your names to every 

Lebanese, Arab, Muslim, and free human being who supported and stood by the resistance through his words, 

attitude, pen, money, prayers, endorsements, and smile" (ibid, 235).    

 This opening segment is not a randomly collected list of names to be thanked and 

mentioned for their roles in the day's achievement, rather the way the list is presented and 

organized exposes the narrative of resistance as Hezbollah perceive it and aim to present it. It is a 

religious narrative first and foremost, but it is one that is placed within the larger narrative of the 

sect, the nation and the region. It is a narrative that presents Hezbollah as just one force among 

many other resistance forces who share a common goal and a common enemy - a force whose 

added characteristic is its devotion to God. In this narrative, Hezbollah is - after being a religious 

group - a Lebanese party that is connected for ideological and political reasons to a larger - 

regional - force of resistance represented here in the alliance with Syria and Iran.  

The aforementioned list thus designates the boundaries of the group that Hezbollah 

would be addressing as its own, as the self and as the "people." This list, in other words, 

represents the limits of the "you" that Nasrallah would address in the remainder of his speech. 

This "you," as we will later see, designates any person who "supported and stood by the resistance 

through his words, attitude, pen, money, prayers, endorsements, and smile" (ibid, 235).  

Having established those who need to be thanked and those who are placed under the 

discursive umbrella of the "resistance," Nasrallah  defined and described - briefly - the others. 

These others include the enemy - Israel and the American government - and those who are not 

presented as enemies but as complicit with the enemy or at best unconcerned with the suffering 

of the occupied people of Lebanon and Palestine: these include the various western governments 

and institutions such as the Security Council and the United Nations "which for 22 years failed to 

implement its own Resolution 425" (ibid, 235).8 With this statement Nasrallah completed the 

positioning of the resistance as a force that is opposed to Israeli and Western domination over 

the "nation"9 and that is motivated by the complacency and failure of International organizations 

in safeguarding the rights of Lebanese and Palestinian victims of Israeli aggression.   

Nasrallah's speech in Bint Jbeil is, in his own words, a further confirmation of the 

"triumph of blood over the sword" (ibid, 233). This statement must be read in light of its value in the 

                                                 
8 UN Resolution 425 dating from the year 1978 called upon Israel "immediately to cease its military action 

against Lebanese territorial integrity and withdraw forthwith its forces from all Lebanese territory" (Noe 2007, 68). 
9 The word nation refers here to the Arabic word “Umma”, a notion that, in Islamic terms, designates the 

totality of believers in God beyond borders. However, the term was appropriated in Arab nationalist discourse in the 
form of the Arab Umma, which in this case designates the Arab Nation, the land and people who are united by their 
Arabic linguistic and cultural heritage (on the Umma in Islamic thought see Nassar 1992). 
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Shiite faith and narrative as was described above. The triumph of blood against the sword refers 

first to the triumph of Imam Hussein in Ashura, the triumph of martyrdom and justice over 

injustice and excessive power. Imam Hussein and most of his followers were massacred in 

Karbala by the army of the Caliph Yazid. The narrative of the spectacular death of Hussein for 

his principles is seen as both a tragedy and a victory in Shiite culture. The massacre provided a 

proof of the tyranny of Yazid and the truthfulness of Hussein. In other words, it is a moral 

triumph on the one hand, but also a historical one on the other. The martyrdom of Hussein set 

the ground for Shiite Islam to have a founding myth and a tragic narrative that will gather the 

faithful around it and bring more Muslims into the Shiite faith while establishing a close link 

between Shiism and the act of martyrdom and self sacrifice. It is in this context that Nasrallah 

compares the struggle of any oppressed group - most notably their own and the Palestinians' - to 

the narrative of Ashura. Ashura in Hezbollah’s discourse, as we have seen above, is a narrative 

for all the deprived and oppressed people in the world. 

The victory can now be described and explained; in fact the narrative of the celebrated 

victory can now be enounced. The first aspect of the victory for Nasrallah pertains to the party's 

choice of armed resistance as opposed to the failure of the United Nations and other diplomatic 

means in liberating the South of Lebanon. Thus it is "thanks to jihad, resistance, steadfastness, and 

sacrifice" that "today we enjoy freedom and security, and enemy warplanes dare not fly above your heads." This 

victory "achieved by martyrdom and blood" (ibid, 233) was achieved by "people who needed no one's help, 

neither the United Nations' [help], which for 22 years failed to implement its own Resolution 425, the Security 

Council, the impure government [the United States of America], or [the help of] negotiations" (ibid, 235).  

 The second aspect of the victory lies in the form of the withdrawal and its timing which 

were imposed on the Israeli army forcing it to leave the SLA militia behind and lose any 

bargaining card in future negotiations with the Lebanese state. The occupation ended, Nasrallah 

explains, "in the most humiliating way for these agents whose pictures you have seen - pictures of their humiliation 

at the gate of occupied Palestine. You have seen how the enemy has abandoned them" (ibid, 236). The victory 

here is both a symbolic and an real one: it is the victory achieved by the televised  images of 

humiliation of the collaborating other and the enemy and of the celebrating self.  

The third aspect of the victory is a moral one that pertains to the way in which 

Hezbollah and its supporters reacted to the withdrawal of the Israeli army. In the days leading to 

the withdrawal fears of a possible violent outbreak in retribution against the SLA members and 

their families were widely expressed both in Lebanon and in Israel. "But you proved," Nasrallah 

stated, "as did the resistance in perfect harmony with the Lebanese state, that the people, state, resistance, and 

sects of Lebanon are deserving of the victory they are celebrating today" (ibid, 237). Nasrallah further stresses 

on this moral victory by making the comparison between the way in which the French resistance 

acted after the liberation of France from the Nazi occupation and the way in which Hezbollah 

acted. Playing on the Western notion of the "civilized" Nasrallah says: "when the Nazi army collapsed 

in France, the civilized French resistance executed 10,000 agents without trial. The resistance in Lebanon, and 

Lebanon itself, is more civilized than France and the whole world. Was anyone killed here? Was anyone beaten? 

Was one drop of blood spilled on the entire land? This is the ideal image that stunned the world; this is our second 

victory" (ibid, 237).  

Here Nasrallah is both contesting Western discourse of moral superiority and the 

representation of the party as an irrational violent "barbarian other" and providing his public with 
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a sense of moral superiority that is essential to any populist/charismatic discourse inasmuch as it 

articulates a narrative of good and evil.  

  

3.2 Hezbollah and the Lebanese state: articulating "you" and "they" 

  

The victory speech is an excellent example for understanding the way in which 

Nasrallah articulates a "people."The identification process and the emotional investment that 

appears in Nasrallah's speech can be seen in the use of the pronouns "you" and "they" 

throughout his speech. On the one hand, "they" refers to the Israeli enemy who is described as 

cowardly and defeated: "those who are afraid of dummy armaments, a toy, and a phony Katyusha platform in 

Kafr Kila, are so cowardly that they do not dare come to you on a day like today" (ibid, 235). The "you" on 

the other hand, refers to the 'people' of the resistance. It is a group that is defined by the list of 

those whom Nasrallah thanks for the victory and speaks on their behalf. In fact, the "you" 

designates a fluid group; on the one hand it comprises all those who "supported and stood by the 

resistance through [their] words, attitude, pen, money, prayers, endorsements, and smile" (ibid, 235), and on the 

other hand it designates Hezbollah's articulation of the Lebanese people - those Lebanese who 

embrace the resistance discourse or more generally all those who see the liberation of Southern 

Lebanon as a victory that concerns them. Furthermore, Nasrallah addresses his public as the 

agents of this victory: "you dictated the time, tactics, and manner of this retreat, and after it withdrew you 

proved that you are a people deserving of victory" (ibid, 236).  

The withdrawal of the Israeli army from Southern Lebanon marked a shift in 

Hezbollah's discourse, a shift that is explicitly articulated in the victory speech. May 2000 was the 

transition of Hezbollah from being an armed Shiite group seeking the liberation of Southern 

Lebanon to a Lebanese national party concerned with preserving and extending its resistance 

from the strictly military field to the political one (see Alagha 2006). After 2000, Hezbollah's 

resistance no longer designated a military struggle but a "culture of resistance." It became a 

complex political discourse that placed "resistance" as an empty signifier designating a large set of 

economic, political, cultural and social demands. Additionally, it aimed to appeal to a public that 

transcended the Shiite religious group. It is in this context that Nasrallah's "you" must be read. 

The "you" goes from designating Hezbollah's partisans and their families - from being a religious 

"you"  - to designate Hezbollah's emerging notion of the Lebanese self. This self will emerge in 

Nasrallah's articulation of the relation between Hezbollah and the state and between the different 

Lebanese religious components within it as we will see in the rest of his speech.  

The articulation of the Lebanese identity in the “victory speech” is based on an 

opposition between the "Lebanese" and its internal other. The internal other is clearly 

represented by the collaborators, those whose fate must be "a lesson to all the Lebanese" (Noe 2007, 

237). This group is not associated with one religious group or the other but represents all those 

who betray their country and serve the interests of the enemy. Nasrallah explains that the lesson 

to be learned from the images of the SLA militia men and their families is that "Israel does not care 

about anyone in Lebanon; it lies to the Christians and lies to the Muslims, while pretending to care about them" 

(ibid, 238). In this sense, the internal other is the agent of the Israeli other, the one who - 

knowingly or unknowingly - serves the interest of this other.  
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In contrast, the Lebanese 'people' is represented as a harmonious multi-religious society  

where Christians and Muslims live in peace and share a common Israeli enemy. "No one among you, 

neither Christian nor Muslim should be fearful," Nasrallah says in reference to the challenges of national 

reconciliation after the Israeli withdrawal. "This responsibility should be shouldered by its Christian and 

Muslim religious leaders, and by its political forces, institutions, personalities, intellectuals, and families; they 

should heal the wounds of every town and every family in this region" (ibid, 237). In fact, the liberation in 

Nasrallah's discourse  should be seen as a constitutive event for the Lebanese nation: "I would like 

to say to all the Lebanese people: you have to see this victory as a victory for all the Lebanese, not only for 

Hezbollah or for any other movement. This is not a victory for one sect and a defeat for another: he who believes or 

says that is wrong and ignorant. This is Lebanon's victory" (ibid, 239).     

The liberation is constitutive in the sense that it sets Hezbollah's discourse of resistance 

as a hegemonic articulation of Lebanon, one in which resistance becomes a term that refers and 

stands for demands that go far beyond the armed resistance against Israel. After this date "no 

Muslim or Christian will ever again allow the Zionists to toy at will with us, with our next generations, or with 

our youth" (ibid, 241). It is a prelude to a new Lebanon that will from now on be at the heart of 

Hezbollah's new political and social discourse: "The new Lebanon is the homeland of strength in the face 

of invaders, and of mercy in the way its citizens, groups, and sects deal with one another" (ibid, 241). This last 

statement sums up Nasrallah's articulation of this emerging hegemonic discourse. It is a discourse 

that on the one hand breaks with the previous frontiers of Hezbollah's 'people' as strictly Shiite, 

and displaces these frontiers to include Lebanon as a whole. On the other hand, it presents itself 

as a hegemonic order promising strength, safety and peace in a country where people's political 

aspirations revolve mainly around the need for security in the face of the external enemy (Israel 

or Syria for some) and the internal ones (the underlying inter-religious/political conflicts between 

the different Lebanese religious communities). This brings us back to Laclau's notions of political 

identity and hegemonic discourse inasmuch as they must provide the promise of a certain order 

and be able to present themselves as a viable alternative (Laclau 1994, 16).  

Having established Hezbollah's resistance discourse as a hegemonic one, Nasrallah 

would place it within the internal and pragmatic Lebanese political context. In this sense, 

Hezbollah's hegemonic discourse needs to act within the limits set by the Lebanese condition, 

namely within the religious divisions of society and power. Hezbollah's discursive strategy 

corresponded to an understanding of the Lebanese political sphere where political power was 

exercised within the limits of the religious group and where the state represented the field where 

different religious groups were allowed to contest each other's influence10. Thus, in order to 

advance "resistance" as a national identity, Nasrallah and Hezbollah in general, would present it 

as one that does not give power to one religious or political group at the expense of others, but 

one that concerns the state as a whole inasmuch as the state is the alliance of the different - 

competing - religious groups. 

 Thus, Nasrallah is adamant in re-assuring his audience about Hezbollah's humility and 

its future position vis a vis the state on the one hand, and the other components of the state on 

the other: "When this resistance was victorious it became humble, and when it gave up martyrs it became humble. 

I am telling you: You will find Hezbollah, and in particular the Islamic Resistance, more humble than ever before" 

                                                 
10 For a critical history and analysis of the Lebanese political and social context see Corm 1992 and 

Traboulsi 2008. 
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(Noe 2007, 239). Here Nasrallah establishes Hezbollah's future relation with the state by 

expressing the intention of the movement not to act as the replacement of the state in the 

liberated areas, "we neither are a security force nor aspire to be one, neither are a security authority nor aspire to 

be one. The state is in charge here; this region has turned to its control, and it alone can decide what to do" (ibid, 

238).  

In these statements Nasrallah both redefines Hezbollah as a party within the Lebanese 

state, and announces this party's transition from one that acts in place of the state (in fighting a 

foreign occupation army) to one that acts within it. Lara Deeb argues along the same lines, that 

"the nationalist outlook of the party has grown throughout Hizballah's transition from resistance 

militia to political party and more. After the Syrian withdrawal [in 2005], it became evident that 

the party would play a larger role in the Lebanese government" (Deeb 2006). In the years 

following the liberation, Hezbollah would place increasing attention on the political and social 

dimension of its movement, becoming more present in government, municipalities and social 

institutions (see Alagha 2006).  

Resistance after the liberation of Southern Lebanon became about the reconstruction 

and protection of the country. In fact, it is precisely once resistance ceases being about the 

liberation of the land that it gains its function as an empty signifier for Hezbollah's populist 

discourse and as one that will define a "Lebanon of resistance" as a national identity. Nasrallah 

thus defines the next challenges and responsibilities of the resistance - as a state and as a 

discourse - in liberating the remaining occupied land (the Sheb’a farms) and liberating the 

remaining Lebanese prisoners in Israeli jails. These future challenges are expressed by means of a 

promise11: "I tell you: […] every prisoner in Israeli jails will soon, God willing, be back home among you" 

(Noe 2007, 240). 

Resistance in this new stage is not limited to these two tasks but becomes an existential 

conflict with a threatening other or better, a constitutive other. The resistance after 2000 

becomes a state of being. Nasrallah makes this point clear towards the end of his speech when he 

articulates a vision of the "Lebanon of resistance," Hezbollah's image of Lebanon that they will 

from now on promote among Lebanese societies and which they will call "the project of 

resistance." Balibar defines a national formation as “a community which recognizes that state as 

its own in opposition to other states and, in particular, inscribes its political struggles within the 

horizons of that state” (Balibar and Wallerstein 2002, 93). Following this definition, what 

Hezbollah’s project of resistance after 2000 does is to precisely transform their project into one 

that is defined and contained within the framework of the state:  

 

My fellow Lebanese, you deserve a great deal. You deserve liberation, the return of the 

prisoners, the establishment of state institutions, this harmony between the resistance and 

the state, this sense of national responsibility, and this unity behind the nation. With our 

national unity we can confront all that is to come, and build for ourselves and for the next 

generations a nation called Lebanon - a new Lebanon whose strength emanates from its 

                                                 
11 In 2006 war broke out between Lebanon and Israel after an operation to kidnap Israeli soldiers and 

exchange them with the remaining Lebanese prisoners in Israeli jails. After the war ended a prisoner exchange took 
place and the Lebanese prisoners were returned to Lebanon. The operation was called "the truthful pledge" in 
reference to the pledge made by Nasrallah to liberate these prisoners in his May 2000 speech. 
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own strength, from its blood and its steadfastness. We can build a Lebanon whose strength 

is in its might, in its dignity and its stubbornness in the face of hurricanes and storms; a 

new Lebanon for real communal living (Noe 2007, 241). 

 

 Deeb argues that while Hezbollah is in fact a Lebanese nationalist party, it is one that 

holds Lebanese nationalism as synonymous to its regional and cultural position. She writes: 

"There is no doubt that Hizballah is a nationalist party. Its view of nationalism differs from that 

of many Lebanese, especially from the Phoenician-origins nationalism espoused by the Maronite 

Christian right, and from the neo-liberal, US-backed nationalism of Hariri's party. Hizballah 

offers a nationalism that views Lebanon as an Arab state that cannot distance itself from causes 

like the Palestine question. Its political ideology maintains an Islamic outlook" (Deeb 2006). In 

this sense, Hezbollah's Lebanese nationalism is defined by its regional reach and its relation to the 

Arab and Islamic component of Lebanese identity as it is understood by Hezbollah. This is how 

Nasrallah's message to the Palestinians and Arabs can be understood as a part of, rather than in 

opposition to, the party's articulation of a Lebanese national identity.   

This was also seen in Nasser’s Arab nationalist discourse that articulated the Palestinian 

struggle as essentially an Arab one and succeeded in consolidating his Arab nationalist people 

around this common cause. The similarities between Hezbollah’s and Nasser’s Arab nationalism 

pertain to their articulation of a transnational identity and a people around a shared economic 

reality (poverty and dispossession) and a moral mission (liberation and the Palestinian cause) both 

of which are seen as the work of the colonial or Israeli other.  

  

3.3  Resistance as a transnational model 

  

While the victory speech established resistance as a hegemonic discourse that sets up the 

field for the articulation and emergence of a new Lebanese national identity, it also establishes the 

emergence of resistance as a model to be exported beyond the Lebanese borders. Resistance 

would be articulated as a model of struggle, to be applied first in the Palestinian case and later to 

become a discourse that carries a universal dimension addressed to "all the oppressed people in the 

world" (Noe 2007, 243). Towards the end of his speech Nasrallah addresses his Palestinian 

audience: "Our dear people in Palestine: your fate is in your hands, you can regain your land with your own will 

[…] O, people of Palestine, the road to Palestine and your road to freedom follows the path of resistance and 

intifada12" (ibid, 241-2).  

Nasrallah presents his model to the Palestinians and Arabs as one that was successful in 

inverting the power relation between a defeated Arab nation and an omnipotent Israel. This 

relation had not been challenged since Nasser succeeded in the two decades leading to the 1967 

war in giving Arabs a sense of hope and empowerment in the face of Israel and the imperialist 

West. However, following the spectacular defeat of Nasser and Arab nationalism in the 1967 war 

with Israel, the sense of powerlessness has been ingrained in the Arab political discourse which 

never managed to rearticulate the hegemonic discourse of Arab nationalism and its success in 

                                                 
12 Indeed the second Palestinian intifada erupted soon after this speech and established Nasrallah as a key 

figure of influence in the Palestinian territories. 
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appealing to people all around the "Arab nation" (see Dawisha 2005 and Chapter 1).13 For the 

first time since this traumatic historical moment, Hezbollah was able to invert this relation of 

power with the articulation of a victorious discourse and the defeat of Israel. "To our Arab and 

Muslim people, I say: O, Arab nation, dear Arab and Islamic nation, shame, defeat, and humiliation are a thing 

of the past. This victory paves the way for a new historical era, and closes the door on what is past." (Noe 2007, 

242) 

This is the moment in which Nasrallah's speech comes to its telling conclusion and 

sums up the essence of the movement's discourse and its articulation of resistance as a 

hegemonic strategy that can defeat the powerful Israeli other and disturb the very representation 

of this other as a powerful dominant one. "The Israel that owns nuclear weapons and has the strongest air 

force in the region" Nasrallah exclaims, "is weaker than a spider's web." (ibid, 242).  

With this conclusion Nasrallah would become the figure that established a new narrative 

that would prove to be almost as appealing to Arabs, as that of Nasser. This would finally  be 

achieved and confirmed during the 2006 war with Israel when Nasrallah would gain the status of 

the first Arab leader to defeat the Israeli other in war. While the 2006 war, broadcast live by most 

Arab satellite TV stations, brought Nasrallah's speeches to every Arab television set, it also 

established him as a media strategist whose appearances would play a central role in the military 

confrontation. In the next section I will analyze the function of these speeches within the military 

and discursive strategy of Hezbollah and as the element that transformed Nasrallah from a 

Lebanese leader to an Arab one.  

   

4. The spectacle of victory: the 2006 war speeches 

 

The 2006 war erupted after Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers in an operation 

they called "the truthful pledge" in reference to the pledge made by Nasrallah in his year 2000 

victory speech when he promised to liberate all the Lebanese prisoners in Israeli prisons. The war 

lasted 33 days during which Hezbollah operated on military, political, social and media levels with 

great efficiency. Hezbollah's media performance proved to be one of the major reasons for their 

success at the military level. While their television station, Al Manar, was bombed during the first 

days of the war, the transmission and the programming was never interrupted and Al Manar 

continued to broadcast from an unknown location for the whole duration of the war (Cochrane 

2007). The station would feature  live coverage of the aggression, with talk shows, news bulletins, 

advertisements and most importantly clips and music videos produced daily to include the latest 

footage from the ground and the latest Nasrallah speech or "surprise."14 Nasrallah’s speeches 

                                                 
13 It was perhaps the Palestinian Liberation Organization that was the only force after 1967 that succeeded 

in articulating a militant culture that challenged the defeatist aspect of the mainstream Arab discourse and gained a 
regional following. The PLO’s militant strategies and framework can also be seen as one of Hezbollah’s roots both 
when it comes to militant strategies and when it comes to the background of some of Hezbollah’s military cadres 
who were affiliated to the PLO before it was defeated in Beirut after the Israeli invasion in 1982.  

14 Throughout the whole duration of the war Hezbollah's media and military strategy relied on what they 
called the surprises. Since the beginning of the war Nasrallah warned the Israeli government of surprises that await 
them if they decide to go to war. These would be announced during Nasrallah's recurrent war speeches and would 
include the introduction of new weapon technologies that were not known to be in the party’s hands (land to sea 
rockets, sophisticated anti-tank weapons, land to air rockets, and long range rockets), new targets within Israel 
(Haifa, Affoula, and Tel Aviv) or new ways of fighting the invasion. 
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during the war were broadcast live on Al Manar and most satellite TV stations in the region. The 

speeches constituted a highlight for Lebanese, Arabs and Israelis alike especially that they were 

broadcast in their totality with Hebrew translation by Israeli TV channels. This access to the 

Israeli public, allowed Nasrallah to become the main narrator of the war for both Lebanese and 

Israelis. As one Israeli columnist will write: “During the Second Lebanon War, the media opted 

to hide behind the excuse of ‘clear and present danger.’ Even when it was clear to media outlets 

that Nasrallah was using them for propaganda purposes, they were unable to withstand to the 

temptation. Promos were screened before every expected speech; a team of senior analysts was 

gathered in the studio; the nation was invited to watch the rare event, for the umpteenth time; 

and the feeling was that we were witnessing a live broadcast of the giving of the Torah on Mount 

Sinai” (Barzel 2008). 

In fact, according to an Israeli study conducted after the war, the Hezbollah General 

Secretary was considered the most reliable and credible source of information among the Israeli 

public scoring much higher than any Israeli official (Breshkovsky 2006). On average, Nasrallah 

delivered one speech every five days. These will be the subject of a close analysis in the following 

paragraphs. 

Apart from the speeches of Nasrallah, the media performance of Hezbollah during the 

2006 war was marked by their satellite TV channel, Al Manar. For 33 days, Al Manar was 

covering the war with a vast network of correspondents and camera crews, talk shows hosting 

analysts and politicians, in addition to producing and broadcasting music videos and short clips 

to raise the morale of the viewers15. Despite the headquarters of the channel being destroyed by 

an Israeli air raid on the second day of the war and their transmission points being targeted, Al 

Manar continued to broadcast without interruption from an undisclosed location. The fact that 

Hezbollah had predicted an attack on the channel and had arranged for a plan to transmit from a 

secret location shows the centrality and the importance that Hezbollah accords to media and 

communication in their war with Israel perhaps a reminder of the way Nasser dealt with the radio 

as a strategic asset in war. In addition to the relatively professional news coverage - and despite 

the propaganda nature of much of the channel's broadcast material - Al Manar succeeded in 

presenting a balanced view in comparison to the classic Arab militant media especially in the talk 

shows where it hosted personalities both sympathetic and unsympathetic to Hezbollah (Balqiz 

2006, 87). 

The war speeches inasmuch as they were broadcast on local, satellite, Israeli and 

international media had a wide range of audiences with opposing cultural, political and social 

frames of reference. Nasrallah was clearly aware of this diversity and consciously addressed the 

different audiences in his speeches. By directly stating who he is addressing in each part of his 

message: "to the Lebanese people I say…" ; "to the Israeli public I say…"; "to the Israeli government I say..."; 

"to the Arabs I say…." Nasrallah was delivering different messages to the movement's fighters, the 

sympathetic public, the general Lebanese public, the Israeli population, the Israeli leaders, the 

international community, the Arab public and the Arab leaders. 

                                                 
15 One of these clips was a countdown with the surprises that await the Israeli army. The count will start 

with the surprises that have already been announced and end with a number and a question mark. Another one 
featured the voice of Nasrallah promising victory. 
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Furthermore, Nasrallah's live appearances during the war gave the Lebanese audience a 

grip on the events. The Hezbollah leader would narrate the latest developments and political 

impact of the war situation and reassure the Lebanese audience of the imminent victorious 

outcome of the war for the country while warning the Israeli government and people of the high 

price of this war. In his analysis of the performance of Hezbollah during the 2006 war Balqiz 

argues that Narsrallah's speeches acted on four levels: mobilization, reassurance, political criticism 

and psychological warfare (Balqiz 2006). In the following analysis I will show how these four 

levels of the war speeches are addressed to four different publics and construct the discursive 

strategy that establishes Hezbollah as a hegemonic regional force.  

  

4.1 Two Lebanese publics: mobilization and reassurance 

  

The first function of the speeches concerns the Lebanese and non-Lebanese publics 

who are sympathetic with Hezbollah. This aspect of the speeches is about mobilization and is 

addressed to those who are directly concerned with the war. Nasrallah was adamant to provide a 

sense of power and control to these people showing that their efforts, steadfastness and will are 

the source of the imminent victory. Nasrallah argued that the mere fact that the people in 

Lebanon remain resilient is a victory in itself while enticing the direct supporters of Hezbollah to 

remain mobilized and not give in to the hardships of being displaced because of the Israeli 

bombardment of their neighborhoods.16  

 Nasrallah's mobilization relied on showing Hezbollah's control over the war efforts and 

that the movement's military wing had the upper hand in the military confrontation, which was 

meant to keep the morale of the population high despite the large number of victims and the size 

of the destruction of Lebanese infrastructure and residential areas. Nasrallah's speeches also acted 

as a way to take charge of the war narrative by assuming the position of the story teller. Nasrallah 

would start his address with a summary of the events and an analysis of the military situation 

presented in technical terms in order to give an objective value to Hezbollah's reading of the 

events.  

 Another essential element of mobilization in the war speeches is the direct address to 

the party's fighters. In his speech delivered on July 29, Nasrallah delivered a message to the 

fighters on the front17:  

  

To the mujahideen I say, [...] you are the true promise and you are the imminent victory, 

God willing. You are the freedom of the prisoners, the liberation of the land, the defenders 

of the homeland, honor and dignity. Brothers, you are the authenticity of the history of this 

nation and you are the salvation of its soul. You are its civilization, culture, value, love and 

gratitude. [...] You are the self-esteemed people like the high mountains of Lebanon that 

empowers the powerful and overcomes the haughty. After God, you are the hope and bet. 

                                                 
16 Estimates of the Lebanese casualties during the war vary between 1000 and 1200 civilians, the large 

majority being Shiite Muslims in addition to an estimated 1 million mainly Shiite refugees - about a quarter of the 
country's population - most of them returned after the war ended. 

17 The letter was adapted and turned into a song and a music video by Lebanese singer Julia Butros under 
the title "ahiba'i", translated as "my beloved ones". The lyrics of the song are mostly taken from the letter of 
Nasrallah to the Hezbollah fighters on the front. 
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You have been and will remain the hope and bet. I kiss your heads that made all heads 

high. I kiss your hands that get the grip on the firelock [...] I kiss your feet that are sinking 

in the earth without trembling or swaying from their positions even if the mountains had to 

sway.  

Brothers; [...] my reply to you is my thanks to you because you accepted me as one of you, a 

brother of yours. This is because you are the leaders, you are the lords, and you are the 

crown on the head and the pride of this nation. You are the men of God through whom we 

will triumph (July 29). 

  

These messages, in which the leader addresses his fighters as the leaders, are meant to 

strengthen the will of the fighters and express the importance of their position and the 

responsibility they are carrying towards their nation, people and history while placing Nasrallah 

himself as a humble leader. Nasrallah thus placed these fighters as those who are fighting on 

behalf of the Shiite population, Lebanon and the Arab world as a whole.  

 Furthermore, Nasrallah addressed the large population of Shiite supporters who lost 

their homes and were stranded in refugee locations in Beirut and its surroundings. He  provided 

them the reassurance and sense of pride in order to keep their morale high. By promising victory 

and the reconstruction of the destroyed homes once the war is over, Nasrallah established a 

balance between the material losses and the moral victory that is brought about by sacrifice. On 

July 16 he stated: 

 

You are truly a great people. I am not just saying this out of pride, arrogance, or flattery. 

This is a people of historic [greatness], on whom hopes are pinned to save Lebanon and 

the nation - the entire nation - from its state of degradation and humiliation, and to instil 

new hope in the nation. 

[…]  

I say to you: Do not worry about what the Israeli war machine can destroy. All we wish 

is that the wounded be healed, and that the living have a long and healthy life. As for 

what is being destroyed - with the help of God, and by cooperation with the Lebanese 

state... We too, as an interested party, are determined to be serious in rebuilding what is 

being destroyed. 

 […] 

There is nothing to worry about regarding the rebuilding of our country. What is 

important is that we persevere now and emerge victorious from this battle.  

  

On July 29 he remarked: 

  

To the good people who are steadfast in their villages and cities, to those forcedly displaced, 

to those enduring and trusting in victory, to those who amazed the world with their 

patience, steadfastness, trust and tenacity, to the old men and women, children and sick 

people, to the families that are seeking refuge outdoors under the sky while they maintain 

their will and courage without any damage, I cannot find the words that may compensate 

for your rights and positions.  
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I say to you that my brethren and I will defend you with our souls, blood and spirits. We 

will defend your tears, wounds, steadfastness and pride. My loved ones, you will return to 

your homes with your noses up, proud as ever and forever. 

   

The second function of the war speeches is reassurance for the Lebanese population 

and concerns the Lebanese public whether or not they support Hezbollah. Nasrallah constantly 

stresses the importance of Lebanese solidarity in the war arguing that solidarity itself is enough to 

claim victory. The Lebanese society in 2006 was extremely polarized about Hezbollah in general, 

the war in particular and the responsibility of the party in its engagement.18 In this perspective, 

Nasrallah had to balance his speeches to appeal to two opposing camps within Lebanon. On the 

one hand he encouraged the party's supporters and allies to give as much support as possible on 

the home front and on the war front (helping the refugees, civil actions of protest, diplomatic 

actions, and military support). In response, various groups organized rallies to oppose the Israeli 

aggression and call for the United Nations to call for a seize fire while other groups joined in the 

military confrontation (notably, the Lebanese Communist party, Amal party, and the Syrian Social 

Nationalist party). On the other hand, Nasrallah had to address the audience who opposed the 

party by assuring them that Hezbollah's victory will be a national one and not a victory for one 

group to be used against the other Lebanese constituencies (see speech delivered on 30/7/2006).  

Nasrallah called upon all layers of the Lebanese political spectrum to keep the national 

unity and avoid internal tensions which might lead to a civil war and only serve the Israeli 

interests. With this response, Nasrallah expressed his party's willingness to be judged and to take 

responsibility once the war is over expressing Hezbollah’s willingness to accept any criticism in 

the future but only once the fighting stops.   

  

4.2 The Arab public: political criticism and the articulation of the nation 

  

The third function of the speeches pertains to political criticism and relates to the 

general Arab public inasmuch as they are concerned with the wider political context of the war 

and the position of their own governments in it. While most of Nasrallah's criticism went to 

attack the American position in the war (The United States refused to call for a seize fire and 

provided further military aid for the Israeli army to destroy more Lebanese infrastructure. The 

war was referred to by American secretary of State Condoleezza Rice as the “birth pangs of the 

new Middle East”), his criticism of the moderate Arab states represents the most important 

aspect of Hezbollah's post 2006 discourse.  

The 2006 war was broadcast live on most Arab satellite news channel and was the 

concern of Arabs all over the region. In fact, demonstrations against the Israeli aggression 

erupted in every Arab capital and exposed the deep schism between the moderate Arab regimes 

and their populations. While Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and other Arab moderate states 

expressed their condemnation of Hezbollah and a latent support of Israel, the populations in 

these countries were outraged by the size of the destruction and human loses in Lebanon. In this 

                                                 
18 The war erupted after Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers, some people argued that the war was 

Hezbollah's responsibility for providing the excuse for Israel to launch a war, others argued that the war was an 
extreme response to a border incident and said that Israel was the only one responsible. 
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context, Hezbollah, and Nasrallah in particular, managed to gain the support of the popular base 

around the Arab world. 

Nasrallah quickly became a familiar figure for any Arab watching Al-Jazeera or any 

other Arab news channel. In Egypt, demonstrations featured the pictures of Nasrallah alongside 

Nasser in a symbolic gesture that expressed the emergence of a new Arab leader. Nasrallah did 

not launch his staunchest criticism against the Arab regimes until the late stage of the war when 

the party had gained the upper hand in the military and political confrontation (see the speeches 

delivered  on the 17/7/2006 and 4/8/2006). Nasrallah moved from calling the Arab regimes to 

remain neutral to blaming them for providing the political and diplomatic cover for the Israeli 

attack.  

On the 14th of July:  

 

As to the Arab rulers, I don’t want to ask you about your history. I just want to say a few 

words. We are adventurers. We in Hizballah are adventurers, yes. But we have been 

adventurers since 1982. And we have brought to our country only victory, freedom, 

liberation, dignity, honour, and pride. This is our history. This is our experience. This is 

our adventure.  

In the year 1982 you said and the world said that we were crazy. But we proved that we 

were the rational ones, so who then was crazy? This is something else and I don’t want to 

get into a quarrel with anyone. So I tell them simply: go bet on your reason and we will bet 

on our adventure, with God as our supporter and benefactor. We have never for one day 

counted on you. We have trusted in God, our people, our hearts, our hands, and our 

children. Today we do the same, and God willing, victory will follow.  

  

By placing the Arab moderate states in the same camp as Israel, Nasrallah succeeded in 

mobilizing their populations to express their discord with their governments (for instance, 

protesters in Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia were suppressed by their governments). Nasrallah's 

articulation of the general Arab popular desire when it comes to the post colonial conflict with 

the West and Israel made him the charismatic leader of the Arab world, the first figure to succeed 

in mobilizing a transnational Arab population since Nasser (Fielder 2006;  MacFarquhar 2006;  

Ghattas 2008).  

 In his speech on the 16th of July, Nasrallah addressed the Arab and Muslim audience 

directly and called on them to take responsibility for their destiny. In this speech, Nasrallah would 

present the ongoing war as one that Hezbollah is waging on behalf of all the Arabs and Muslims, 

thereby establishing the party as one that is representing the whole "Umma." This is articulated in 

this long fragment: 

 

I would like to turn to the peoples of the Arab and Islamic world. I turn to them only to 

make things clear to them, and to face them up to their responsibility. I have no intention to 

appeal to them, to call upon them, or to request anything from them. I and my brothers 

have taken upon ourselves and have agreed that in this confrontation we would not ask for 

anything from any human being. 

[…] 
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it has become clear that (Arab governments) are incapable - as governments, leaders, and 

regimes - of doing anything. 

[...] You, the Arab and Islamic peoples, have an interest in taking a stand for the sake of 

your place in the world to come, if you believe in it, and for the sake of your life in this 

world, your honour, your strength, your future, and the future or your children and 

grandchildren. […]If, in this conflict, God forbid, Israel succeeds in defeating the resistance 

in Palestine or in Lebanon, [...] the American and Israeli interference in the affairs of [the 

Arab governments] and peoples will only increase, along with the plundering of our 

resources, the eradication of our culture and civilization, and the disintegration and division 

of this region, which will be drawn into internal strife. 

Today, the Arab and Islamic nation is facing an historic opportunity to unite, to release 

themselves from the plan of disintegration, sectarian and civil wars, to which America is 

pushing the peoples of the region. 

[...]In 2000, we in Lebanon, with modest capabilities and efforts, and with a small 

number of fighters, with few supplies and little equipment, presented a model of how 

resistance can overcome an occupation army. 

Today, [...] we are trying to present another model - a model of steadfastness, resistance, 

perseverance, courage, and of the ability to defeat the enemy. We do this in a battle that is 

unbalanced in material terms, but in spirit, morale, determination, wisdom, planning, and 

in placing our trust in God, this battle is unbalanced in our favour. 

Where are you, oh Arab and Islamic peoples? What are you doing? How will you act? 

That is up to you. As far as we are concerned, when we began the resistance in 1982, we 

did not look beyond our borders at all. We looked only to God. We relied only upon our 

people and our fighters. Today, we are the same. But what I wanted to tell you at this 

sensitive moment, and following many military successes in recent days, and following many 

surprises - and more surprises are yet to come, God willing - is that Hezbollah is not 

waging the battle of Hezbollah or of Lebanon. We are waging the battle of the nation, 

whether we like it or not, whether the Lebanese like it or not. Lebanon and the resistance 

of Lebanon are waging the battle of the nation. Where does the nation stand with regard to 

this battle? This question is directed at you, for the sake of your life in this world and in the 

world to come (July 16). 

  

4.3 The Israeli public: psychological warfare 

  

The fourth function of the speeches concerns psychological warfare. This function is 

relevant inasmuch as the speeches (or part of them) are addressed to the Israeli population and 

the Israeli leaders. In 2006, Nasrallah's speeches were broadcast for the first time, live in their 

totality on Israeli TV channels with instant translation (Balqiz 2006, 84; Barzel 2008). This meant 

that his messages could reach not only policy makers but the general Israeli public as well. The 

impact of the war speeches in Israel was an important part of the overall war strategy of 

Hezbollah. Nasrallah made use of two main strategies in this regard. On the one hand, he 

addressed the Israeli public directly and separately from the Israeli government and leadership in 

order to incite opposition to the government's management of the war. In this sense, Nasrallah 
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called for the Israeli public to oppose the government and exercise pressure on it to stop the war 

which was bringing destruction on both Israeli and Lebanese people. On the 14th of July 

Nasrallah addresses the Israeli public: 

  

To the Zionists, to the people of the Zionist entity at this hour I say to them: you will soon 

discover how foolish and stupid are your new rulers, your new leaders. They do not know 

how to assess reality. They have no experience in this area. You Zionists say in opinion 

polls that you believe me more than you believe your officials. So now I call on you to listen 

well and believe me. Today we have persevered despite the attack that took place last night 

in the southern suburbs. However the attacks multiply in every village, neighbourhood, 

street, and home in Lebanon, there is no difference between the southern suburbs of Beirut, 

the city of Beirut, or any home in the south Lebanon, in the Beqaa, or the north, or Mount 

Lebanon, or any corner of Lebanon. 

  

On the other hand, Nasrallah addressed the Israeli leadership as a one that lacks the 

skills and ability to win this war, calling the Prime Minister and the minister of defense 

incompetent and advising them to learn from their predecessors and stop the war: 

  

I remind the Zionists that they have only one choice, stop the aggression and return to the 

political approach. No one will save you from your trouble. If you are betting on the US 

administration thinking it is capable of saving you, I must tell you that it is too weak to 

even save itself in Iraq and Afghanistan. It will not come to save you in Lebanon. What 

can it do? It can only dictate. We refuse dictations; we refuse to accept any term. We said 

this issue and we repeat it. I leave the matter to be politically solved through the internal 

discussions. And we are careful regarding this framework. But I must say to the Israelis, 

your gamble on the Americans is futile. Your gamble on continuing the war and aggression 

is fruitless. Your gamble on the retreat of our will or the will of our nation in Lebanon is 

also fruitless. The only right and correct bet is by stopping the aggression and listening to the 

political approach and ending this stupidity which you committed and will only end in 

Lebanon's victory. Lebanon is a country in a great nation. Lebanon is a great country. 

Lebanon is the country of the resistance. Lebanon is the country of unity. 

 […] 

At this point, I wish to point out the stupidity, arrogance and ignorance of the leadership of 

this enemy. Look to the mistake it has committed. This of course is evidence to us. Olmert 

read a speech of victory and announced that "Israel" won the battle. He also said that he 

indeed managed to destroy the entire military infrastructure of Hezbollah. Perhaps, he 

mainly relied on the 48 hours during which the shelling of the Zionist settlements stopped. 

These same words were repeated by Shimon Peres, the "stupid" prime minister; also his 

"senile" deputy said the same words adding that the military infrastructure of Hezbollah 

has been completely destroyed and that its Secretary-General fled the country. This 

arrogance and this ignorance prevented them from approaching the truth about which 

Lebanese and Israeli military experts talked. Even news reporters can understand more 

than this arrogant political and military leadership of the Zionist enemy (August 3rd). 



CHAPTER 3 

106 
 

  

Another strategy in the psychological war launched by Nasrallah relied on his credibility 

among the Israeli public, to instill fear and take control of the war narrative.19 In his speeches 

Nasrallah would promise surprises that would change the course of the fighting and these 

military surprises - when successful - would boost Nasrallah's credibility and damage the morale 

of the Israeli army and public alike. Perhaps the most notable example appears in Nasrallah's 

second speech - an audio broadcast - delivered two days into the war on the 14th of July 2006. 

This was one of Hezbollah's most spectacular media stunts and announced the important role of 

media and psychological warfare in this confrontation. At the end of his speech and after having 

promised surprises to come if Israel carries on with the war, Nasrallah stated:  

  

The surprises that I promised you will begin starting now. Now, out at sea off the coast of 

Beirut an Israeli military vessel that attacked our infrastructure, that struck the homes of 

our people, our civilians; you can see it burning. It will sink and with it dozens of Zionist 

Israeli troops. This is the beginning. There will be a lot more said before the end. 

  

As this sentence was uttered, a land to sea missile was indeed heading towards the vessel 

and would shortly strike it. This marked a turning point in the war inasmuch as it placed 

Nasrallah as the narrator and  director of the war  – two components that are at the heart of 

charismatic leadership described above.20 The surprises would continue for 33 days and increase 

Nasrallah's influence on the Israeli public, army and government. They constituted an essential 

component of Hezbollah's military action to be added to the actual fighting strategies that 

challenged the classic definition of guerilla warfare as opposed to regular army warfare.  

 A further example is in Nasrallah's speech on the 3rd of August, when he threatened 

the Israeli government that if Beirut was  bombed Hezbollah would bomb Tel Aviv. This was a 

threat that carried both actual and symbolic values inasmuch as it placed for the first time the 

Lebanese capital – or any Arab capital for that matter – at an equal footing to the Israeli one in 

terms of its liability to military acts: 

  

Regarding the city of Beirut, knowing that the entire Lebanese people are one nation, one 

blood, one dignity, and one security, where no area is different from the other, yet Beirut's 

                                                 
19 A study conducted in 2006 by Dr. Uri Lebel of the Ben Gurion Institute, Beer Sheva University, showed 

that the Israeli public was relying on Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, rather than Israeli sources, for accurate 
information about the war. Lebel is quoted in Israeli Website, Ynetnews, as saying: “The public perceived the enemy 
leader against whom we fought as having those characteristics [i.e., as believable and able to minimize the chaos], and 
waited impatiently for his speeches. Nasrallah contradicted the Israeli spokespeople more than once, many times 
contradicting the minister of defense — he was the first to announce the deaths of Israeli soldiers and the sad 
circumstances which led to them. . . This isn’t the first time that a bereaved mother found out the truth of the death 
of her son in recordings released by Hizbullah, where a totally different picture is shown to what the IDF and its 
spokespeople have provided” (Breshkovsky 2006). 

20 Since the 2006 war with the escalating threat to Nasrallah’s life – who had been a primary target for 
assassination by Israel – and the growing importance of his person to the movement, Nasrallah will address the 
public through video link rather than being personally present (his physical presence during the victory rally after the 
war was in itself a statement in this sense). This standard practice of speaking from an undisclosed location and 
through a screen amplified the cult around his personality and to a certain extent provided him with a messianic 
nature and a mystification of his person; his presence on the screen becomes a sort of apparition. 
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particularity is that it remains the capital. Hence, [Olmert] is threatening to strike the 

capital city. At this point, I will not use the same terms which I used in the past, like when 

I said Haifa and beyond Haifa. I do not want to leave any margin for interpretation. As 

long as the enemy says it is studying the method that it will employ to reach the end, I want 

it to hear from me very clear words. If you bomb our capital city we will bomb the capital 

city of your usurping entity. If you bomb the city of Beirut, the Islamic Resistance will bomb 

the city of Tel Aviv, knowing that they can with the help of God (August 3rd). 

  

5. Media and war from 1967 to 2006 

 

The comparison - and opposition - between Nasser's Arab nationalist media 

performance in the 1967 war and Hezbollah's in 2006 is one aspect that can help us understand 

the success of the later in precisely breaking with the trauma of 1967. The difference between the 

two performances lies precisely in the concordance between the actual performance on the 

ground and the media performance. The conditions of Hezbollah's success in their media 

strategies were provided by the media spectacles being successful on the ground and by the 

promises of victory and the news about the fighting being realistic and mostly precise. In other 

words, the success of Hezbollah's discourse within Arab societies during the 2006 war 

corresponds to the results they succeeded in achieving on the ground and in the actual military 

confrontation and the way they successfully presented them in the war narrative in the media. 

This led to  the emergence of Hezbollah as the powerful model that was able to prevail against 

the dominant Israeli other and also presented Hezbollah’s resistance as the hegemonic discourse 

that would satisfy the desire of the Arab populations with a narrative of victory.  

In contrast, the 1967 defeat of the Arab nationalist movement at the hands of the same 

Israeli army was accentuated and made traumatic by the very opposite media performance. While 

the Egyptian army was losing on the ground and in the air, Nasser's radio channel Sawt el Arab 

was broadcasting news about imminent victory and claiming massive destruction on the side of 

the Israeli army. In reality though, the massive destruction was being sustained by the Egyptian 

army. Laura James describes this episode in the following paragraph: 

 

The Voice of the Arabs radio station began preparing for a war on May 20,1967, 

when the regime ordered staff to “heat it up.” Five days later, Nasser’s 

military chief, Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer, allegedly told Ahmed al-Said that 

an Egyptian first strike was imminent, so they needed to be prepared to 

relocate if their transmitters were targeted. The radio station’s military liaison 

officer informed Said two hours before the planned strike on May 27 that it 

had been called off, on Soviet orders. Once the war actually began, following 

the Israeli attack at dawn on June 5, the military continued to keep The Voice 

of the Arabs updated on the number of Israeli planes shot down, and other 

useful—if fictitious—morsels of information.(BBC-SWB:ME2473, 22/5/67) 

While the Egyptian air force lay in ruins on its runways, and Arab armies 

retreated on every front, The Voice of the Arabs clung to the fantasy world it 

had created so painstakingly over fourteen years. It continued to boast of 
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great victories even after Western media had made the scale of the disaster—

Israel rapidly took the Sinai Peninsula, Gaza, East Jerusalem, the West Bank 

and the Golan Heights—quite apparent. Its credibility would never recover 

(James 2006).  

 

As the declaration of the State of Israel and the expulsion of Palestinians in May 1948 

earned its name of Al Nakba (the catastrophe), the 1967 war also acquired a name of its own: Al 

Naksa (the setback). The Egyptian and Arab publics who until the end of the 1967 war believed 

that they were the victors had to suddenly realize that they had been defeated in less than a week 

of fighting and had lost land and casualties but most of all they had lost the faith in the Arab 

nationalist promise of Nasser and themselves. The 1967 war has often been described as a 

transnational trauma for the Arab nationalist movement and the Arab peoples as a whole. The 

defeat left Nasser, who until then was the charismatic leader of the Arab world and represented 

the promise of national liberation and victory, a sad figure deprived of his previous vitality and 

capacity to move the Arab societies. 

 After decades in which defeat was a dominant semantic field when it regarded the Arab 

relation to Israel and in which the image of Israel was that of an invincible other, Hezbollah 

succeeded in precisely breaking this image. In fact, it is precisely at this point that Hezbollah's 

transnational success can be explained. As I will argue in the next chapter about the message of 

the video military operations, Hezbollah have been insistent in their attempt to destroy the image 

of invincibility instilled on the Israeli army. Their media strategies starting with the filmed military 

operations, were an important early aspect in this regard; showing the small defeats of Israeli 

outposts and the small scale successes of the Hezbollah fighters in the South of Lebanon was 

meant to precisely perturb the balance of power. In the year 2000, with the withdrawal of the 

Israeli army from the occupied territories in Lebanon, Nasrallah had his first opportunity to 

declare to the Arab people - this time on satellite TV - from the border town of Bint Jbeil that 

Israel is as vulnerable as a “spider web” (Noe 2007, 241). However, it was only in 2006 that this 

was put into practice and at the end of the war, when Hezbollah declared victory - the first Arab 

victory in a war against Israel21 - they had in fact finally broken the trauma of 1967. It is at this 

moment that Nasrallah replaced Nasser in the Arab psyche - the Nasser of before 1967, the 

victorious leader that would redeem the lost real. 

  

5.1 Victory and defeat in the Arab context 

  

While the defeat of Nasser in 1967 is not a subject of debate, the outcome of the 2006 

war in terms of identifying the victors is not as clear. My argument that Hezbollah were the 

victors in the war is based on two levels, the strategic and military level on the one hand, and the 

political and social level on the other. When it comes to the first level, Hezbollah's victory in the 

military confrontation can be summed up in their success in achieving their declared goals and 

                                                 
21 The 1973 Arab-Israeli war is also claimed to be a victory for the Arabs, one that partly healed the trauma 

of the 1967 defeat and led to the negotiations that brought the Sinai desert back to Egypt. However, while the war 
had its effects on the balance of power in the region, it did little to challenge the Israeli military superiority and its 
long lasting effects would be to remove Egypt from the direct conflict with Israel and establish a new status quo.   
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the failure of the Israeli army in achieving theirs. Hezbollah's declared goals were to keep the two 

Israeli soldiers in captivity in order to exchange them with Lebanese detainees in Israel (and most 

importantly Samir al Qontar), to prevent the Israeli army from re-occupying Lebanese land, 

establishing a balance of force with Israel (deterrence) and to safeguard their military capacities 

and infrastructure. Israel's declared goals were to release the two captured soldiers, destroy 

Hezbollah's military capacity (namely their missile arsenal) and reach the Litani river in the South 

of Lebanon.  

 At the end of the war Hezbollah had succeeded in achieving all their goals despite the 

immense losses in infrastructure and Lebanese civilian casualties (the responsibility for which was 

a subject of debate). The captured soldiers - who eventually turned out to be dead - were 

exchanged with the Lebanese detainees. The Israeli army was unable to invade Lebanese 

territories and sustained unexpected amounts of causalities and losses on the ground, while the 

military capacity of Hezbollah to launch missiles on Israel remained intact until the end of the 

war. On the Israeli side a commission was formed to investigate the course of the war and 

concluded - in the Winograd report - that Israel had lost the war (Alagha 2008).  

Inasmuch as war is a political act that seeks to achieve political goals, the 2006 war was a 

victory for Hezbollah. On political and social levels, Hezbollah emerged from the 2006 war as the 

heroes of the Arab world and Nasrallah as the most popular figure in the region. In this sense, 

the 2006 war provided both a political and a social victory for the movement in Lebanon but 

most notably in the Arab world. On the other side, the Israeli government suffered a political and 

social defeat after the end of the war and eventually resigned.  

The political victory of Hezbollah in the Arab world must be understood in its historical 

context inasmuch as it represents one episode in a long lasting ideological and political division 

within the Arab world. Inter Arab relations have been characterized by intense divisions among 

the Arab states since the creation of the different regimes ruling different Arab countries. The 

division between revolutionary and monarchical or reactionary states that defined the Arab 

relations in the two decades after the Egyptian revolution (1952-1970) was one between two 

opposing ideologies regarding the issue of imperialism and identity. On the one hand the 

revolutionary states opted for a socialist ideology and a republican Arab nationalism and rejected 

local state affiliations and monarchical rule that relied mainly on western support. They were 

engaged in a struggle against the European and American post-colonial influence, an influence 

that the colonial states kept after the ceremonial independence of their previous colonies.  

At the time, the Cold War was already defining much of the world's conflicts and 

Nasser's Egypt along with the other revolutionary states (most notably Algeria, Syria and later 

Iraq) sought support from the Soviet Union while the monarchical states sought American 

support. The Arab division continued and was marked by sharp conflicts during various episodes 

of Nasser's rule (the Bagdad pact, the Lebanese civil war and the Iraqi revolution in 1958, and the 

1967 war). Following the death of Nasser (1970) and the 1979 peace agreement between Egypt 

and Israel, a new framework of Arab disagreement emerged where Syria – and Iran after the 
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Islamic revolution22 - inherited the role and political position of Nasser while Saudi Arabia and 

Egypt became the main players on the opposing camp – the “moderate states.”  

The context of the 2006 war was one where the opposing camps in the region were 

defined by the Syrian-Iranian alliance supporting Hezbollah on the one hand and the "moderate" 

Arab camp that found its interests to be in concordance with the Israeli and American ones, on 

the other. The “moderate” Arab states sought the preservation of the Arab regimes and the 

limitation of the growing Iranian political and economic influence in the Middle East. In this 

regard, the 2006 war exposed the sharp political conflict between the Arab states and became 

reminiscent of the Nasserist era. The structural problems of the Arab regimes (on both camps) 

appeared in a ruling class that was composed of Army cadres in some countries, or the clan 

leaders in others and where sharp economic divisions existed both within each country and 

between the different nations.  

The 2006 war exposed the failure of the Arab countries to exercise political influence on 

the events in their own region. In this regard, the war was a field for two competing discourses 

that are sharply polarized in both strategy and values. On the one hand, the moderate Arab states 

propagated a sectarian discourse that played on an Arab Sunni identity opposed to an Iranian 

Shiite one that defined all the currents and states that are allied with Iran (in addition to the Shiite 

Hezbollah these include Sunni Hamas and secular Syria). This discourse argued for status quo 

politics which placed passive resistance and diplomatic means as the only viable options for the 

Palestinian, Lebanese and Syrian conflicts with Israel. On the other hand, a discourse of 

"resistance" was claiming a political and ideological identity that groups Muslims, Arabs and 

secular movements in a struggle for "justice" and "liberation" where the other is Israeli and in 

some instances American. This resistance discourse was however motivated by deeply religious 

values and a response to the challenges of globalization with its economic, cultural and social 

disparities and impacts. 

The war was a success for the "resistance" camp inasmuch as it placed Hezbollah as a 

leading popular force among the people of both the moderate and the opposing states. 

Nasrallah's attacks against Arab rulers in his war speeches should be understood in this context; 

as a discourse that is reminiscent of Nasser's radio broadcasts during the "radio wars" during the 

1950’s with Iraq for instance (Boyd 1975) and his rhetoric calling for Arabs to stand up against 

their corrupt and complacent leaders and the imperialist west. Nasrallah's accusation of Arab 

rulers of being complicit in the war against Lebanon and against the larger Arab cause is no 

different and pertains to the same Arab desire that Nasser managed to mobilize in order to 

consolidate an Arab identity based on the opposition to colonial influence, corrupt regimes and 

Israeli occupation.  

  

5.2 Hassan Nasrallah: the emergence of a charismatic narrator 

 

Nasrallah's speeches present us with a "prise de parole" - an act of self expression that 

challenges the dominant narrative dictated by the western media - where the Israeli narrative is 

predominant. Nasrallah's media appearances and his discursive events are means to challenge the 

                                                 
22 The Iranian role announced a transition from a nationalist resistance discourse where Arab identity 

occupied the forefront to an Islamic one where religious identity became the main motivation for resistance.  
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imbalance present in the narrativization of the conflict. These speeches are in this sense an act of 

self representation; an act of empowerment by means of representation. Nasrallah's speeches 

place Hezbollah as a contributor to the representation of its own reality; it provides them with 

the power of self representation and articulation, an access to the contested discursive field or in 

other words, a voice (see Chapter 2). 

 The speeches themselves and their different contexts reflect their different strategic 

functions. As I will show in the next chapter, different “speech acts” have different strategic 

functions, and similarly different formats of Nasrallah's media appearances have different 

functions within the overall media strategy of the movement. A public speech is an occasion to 

deliver warnings in addition to the analysis of the current political, strategic and military situation. 

Public speeches are emotionally charged and addressed to large crowds of people gathered in one 

place and since they are transmitted live via satellite TV, they become media events witnessed by 

all the people watching them on the screen (Dayan and Katz 1992). Furthermore, a religious 

sermon has a different audience and a different function. Sermons are addressed to the faithful in 

different settings and are meant to deliver a message - moral or political in general - about issues 

that pertain to one's faith and its application but also about one's values in a more educational 

tone that characterizes preaching in general. The speeches delivered in times of war present yet 

another function and relate to military strategy - as part of psychological warfare – in addition to 

political and social functions. The war speeches are there to mobilize and maintain the morale of 

Hezbollah's supporters and the Lebanese people in general while presenting an intimidating 

discourse to the Israeli government and to Israeli people at large. Moreover, television interviews 

- which were not addressed in this chapter - are yet another format that is based on a staged 

dialogue. A television interview is calm and structured differently; it can revolve around a specific 

topic and is guided by the interviewer's questions with a similar tone to the press conference.  

 I have argued that the speeches during the 2006 war targeted Arab rulers and addressed 

the Arab people in order to consolidate a transnational support against their governments, 

providing the movement with a transnational Arab dimension and reach. This split between the 

appeal to the people and the political conflict with the governments is reminiscent of Nasser's 

strategies and the sociopolitical context of the 1950’s and 1960’s when Nasser's radio station Sawt 

el Arab was able to motivate people in the Arab world to support him and oppose their 

"reactionary" governments. Nasser's speeches broadcast on Sawt el Arab often triggered massive 

demonstrations and in some instances threatened to overthrow some regimes.23 This relation 

between a popular leader and Arab regimes is one that we find in both Nasser and Nasrallah as 

two charismatic leaders who were successful in articulating an "Arab people” in opposition to 

their regimes.  

Moreover, Nasrallah does not only address his local and Arab audience in his speeches 

but addresses the Israeli public, the Israeli governments and the international public as well. It is 

certainly the case that Hezbollah's access to the western media is still limited making it difficult 

for the message to the western public opinion to be actually heard or at least heard in the way it is 

                                                 
23 Boyd describes the influence of Sawt el Arab radio in the Arab world and recounts a telling episode that 

occurred in 1955 in Jordan. Nasser appealed to Jordanians to oppose their government's decision to sign the Bagdad 
pact. Massive demonstrations erupted around the country in response. Another example is the three year long radio 
war between Egypt and Iraq in which Nasser's radio attacked the Iraqi government of Nuri Said for its collaboration 
with the Western powers and incited a revolution that toppled the Iraqi regime (Boyd 1975). 
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intended by Hezbollah. In this sense, Nasrallah's speeches are part of a conflict over the media 

space, over the representation of events and the narrative of history. Nasrallah is a story teller, 

attempting to get his narration to be acknowledged and understood by his targets. 

 Nasrallah's speeches constitute three different functions within the media strategy of 

Hezbollah. His role as the "name" of the movement is to speak on its behalf.  Nasrallah is indeed 

the " voice of Hezbollah" as Noe’s book title evokes but he is also the voice of "resistance" 

inasmuch as “resistance” – as an empty signifier – stands for a populist identity. On the one hand 

his speeches are articulations of the group's identity in specific political contexts - a definition of 

frontiers between the self and the other. On the other hand, these speeches are there to present a 

hegemonic discourse that represents the potential order in a state of organic crisis. Finally, these 

speeches are part of a military strategy inasmuch as they are used in times of conflict as means of 

psychological warfare and have an impact on the outcome of war.  

By articulating a hegemonic "we" and constructing a 'people' that extends beyond the 

limits of the religious group and the Lebanese nation, Nasrallah emerged as a charismatic leader 

in the Arab world and succeeded in articulating a discourse that appealed to Arabs who gathered 

to listen to Hezbollah's message. Just as Sawt el Arab had delivered Nasser’s  voice and discourse 

to Arabs from Morocco to Bahrain, in 2006 Al Manar and Al Jazeera  - among others – were 

now broadcasting the words of the new charismatic leader. Nasrallah's address of Arabs and 

Muslims as part of one large oppressed nation that must adopt the "culture of resistance" in 

order to regain its freedom and pride is in this sense reminiscent of Nasser's post-colonial Arab 

nationalist discourse. As previously mentioned, during the 2006 war, the Lebanese Shiite cleric's 

pictures were carried alongside those of Nasser in demonstrations in Egypt and other Arab 

countries. Placing the two figures alongside each other highlighted the position that Nasrallah 

established as the successor of Nasser and as the new icon of “Arab resistance”.    

 I have presented an analysis of the speeches of Nasrallah as media events whose 

primary function is defined by their live broadcast on satellite TV. In other words, I have 

presented these speeches as collective media events shared by people watching their television 

screens. This function of the speeches has a specific impact inasmuch as these speeches are 

experienced as a shared emotional event that provides people who are addressed as "you" a sense 

of belonging to an imagined group. However, like the military video operations to be discussed in 

the next chapter, the speeches exist in another field - the archive - namely in online archives such 

as DVDs, tapes, and on the internet. This form of existence of the speeches carry a very different 

function than when they are broadcast on live TV.  

Nasrallah's speeches when recorded and published in such archives become a collective 

memory that fixes what was once spoken and volatile (Maingueneau 2002). In this sense the 

speeches become part of a large mass of texts, images and material that constitute the memory 

and history of the movement. This mass of archives is precisely the documentation that 

constitutes the living narrative of Hezbollah. Nasrallah's speeches are then re-articulated to 

constitute parts of other texts produced by Hezbollah officially or, unofficially, by supporters and 

random people on the internet. The speeches become parts that are edited into various clips 

produced by YouTube users for instance who take parts of these speeches to produce new texts 
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and canalize the meaning in new directions.24 On a more institutionalized level, the speeches are 

re-articulated and re-used by the movement in music videos as we will see in Chapter 5, short 

clips and compilations of Nasrallah's "best of."  In this sense, the life of the speeches becomes a 

multiple one; they become – like the videos of military operations – a primary material for the 

construction and circulation of a complex ideology that can be articulated and re-articulated in 

many different forms and meanings.  

                                                 
24 A quick search with the key word Nasrallah or Hezbollah on YouTube delivers a wide range of clips that 

use fragments of Nasrallah's speeches in order to advance the party's ideology or to do precisely the opposite and 
demonize the party and its leader. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SPECTACULAR VIOLENCE: FILMING HEZBOLLAH’S MILITARY 

OPERATIONS1 

 

“Our time is one of hypothesis rather than of thesis, a 

time of works in progress - 

unfinished, unordered, violent works made with the 

camera in one hand and a rock in the other” –

Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, Towards 

a Third Cinema. 

 

 

A group of militants walk through the bushes, giving a complicit smile to the camera 

and making victory signs; they are about to give their first show. We are in 1986 in the village of 

Soujoud in occupied Southern Lebanon. The camera now turns toward a structure on a hill; we 

see an Israeli outpost. Inside, we recognize the same militants firing their weapons and shouting 

“Allah Akbar.” The camera briefly catches two dead bodies, two enemy soldiers. The militants 

take over an enemy tank; arms are raised in a sign of victory. Their mission is accomplished; the 

outpost has been secured, and a first video of a military operation is now ready to be broadcast.2  

This video is the first in a long series of Hezbollah videos documenting the group’s 

military operations in Southern Lebanon. The videos were initially broadcast on television 

screens in Lebanon, Israel, and the Arab world as journalistic material, establishing their indexical 

value, and were later also made available on VHS tapes, CDVs, DVDs, and various video 

streaming websites online.  

Since its emergence in the 1980’s, Hezbollah has become one of the main forces in the 

Middle East. The movement has sparked countless controversies regarding its legitimacy, politics, 

and military actions. Through it all, Hezbollah has attempted to use the medium of video to 

influence public opinion, disseminate its message, and advance its military goals.  

After the Taif Agreement3 officially ended the Lebanese Civil War in 1990, Hezbollah 

was on its way to being recognized as a legitimate force of resistance against the Israeli 

occupation of Southern Lebanon, even though this legitimacy remains contested to this day by 

parts of the Lebanese and Arab publics (Traboulsi 2008, 423).4 This newfound legitimacy was, in 

part, the result of a shift in Hezbollah’s strategic approach. After the end of the civil war, 

                                                 
1 A version of this chapter was published as a paper co-authored with Dima Saber under the title “Filming 

Resistance: A Hezbollah Strategy.” in Radical History Review 106: Winter 2010.  
2 This is a description of the first Hezbollah videotaped military operation: the storming of the Soujoud 

outpost that took place in 1986. The video can be found on DVD as part of several compilations of military 
operation videos.  

3 The Taif Agreement, also known as the Document of National Accord, ended the Lebanese civil war 
and introduced amendments to the Lebanese political system along a new sectarian division of power. Whether the 
agreement represents a sustainable solution to the instability of Lebanon’s political system or only a temporary 
solution remains a point of debate (Krayem 1997, 411-35).  

4 After the Taif Agreement the legitimization of Hezbollah as a resistance force followed a two-stage 
process. The first stage was the official recognition of the struggle to liberate the occupied southern part of the 
country after the July 1993 accords; the second stage was the 1996 April agreement, which recognized Hezbollah as a 
legitimate resistance force (Fayad 2007). 
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Hezbollah introduced major changes to their revolutionary and uncompromising strategies of the 

1980’s. This new strategy emphasized making Hezbollah’s voice heard and advancing their own 

narrative in an attempt to gather support in Lebanon and the Arab world as a model of resistance 

(Alagha 2006; Ranstorp 1998). The filmed military operations5 discussed in this chapter represent 

an intrinsic and important part of Hezbollah’s media strategy in these efforts to advance its self-

image (see Mohsen and Mzannar 2001; Ajemian 2008).  

In addition to enhancing the public’s perception of its legitimacy, Hezbollah has also 

used video to promote its political message and military goals. During the 1990’s, support for 

Hezbollah grew immensely among the Shiite community in Lebanon, especially after the 

assassination of their former Secretary-General, Abbas al-Musawi, and the rise of the charismatic 

Hassan Nasrallah to power. The military group intensified its attacks against Israeli targets in 

Southern Lebanon, carrying out a new and efficient strategy of representation by videotaping 

their military operations and exposing these images to the public (Nasr 2006, 112-117; Mohsen 

and Mzannar 2001, 71-103; Alagha 2006, 38). Hezbollah exploited the power of these videos in 

order to reshape prevailing political, cultural, and military realities. In this sense, one cannot talk 

about these videos without inserting them into the larger context of a complex discourse that has 

been growing since the late 1980’s, a discourse that the party itself calls “the culture of resistance” 

and has been preaching and articulating for the last two decades. Hezbollah’s videotaped military 

operations, I argue, form a part of the movement’s overall strategy of resistance that seeks to 

articulate a hegemonic discourse.  

As I argued in Chapter 2, a populist or a hegemonic discourse requires the construction 

of a people and the promise of order in a state of disorder or crisis. In this chapter I will show 

how Hezbollah’s video operations - one of the movement’s earliest media productions - have 

been used to exercise power and establish the movement as a force capable of defeating the 

outside threat - as military tools. In this way, Hezbollah’s videos present the movement as 

capable of hegemony. They articulate a narrative of the conflict, and create a common memory 

that contributes to the construction of a notion of people on the basis of the narrative of 

resistance against the Israeli other. In order to do so, I will look at two modes of presentation of 

these videos: first, as journalistic material – where the videos become an event and an act – and 

second, as archive. These videos play both a military role, in which the act of showing violence 

becomes central to the exercise of power against the enemy and the exhibition of power for the 

community, and a political role, in which the videos become tools to articulate a political identity 

and sustain a narrative of resistance.  

I will start by presenting the videos, and explaining the selection of these three primary 

texts as typifying three modes of representation that recur in the rest of the videos. I will then 

suggest a genealogy of these videos, before moving on to discuss the different meanings and 

impacts of the images when addressed to different audiences on the two sides of the conflict: the 

Israeli audience on the one hand, and the Lebanese and Arab audiences on the other. Having 

established the differences in reception, I will suggest a reading of the videos as a military strategy 

                                                 
5 The filmed operations are edited video footage shot by what the party designates as their “military 

media,” depicting military operations carried out by Hezbollah fighters against the Israeli army and its collaborators 
in occupied southern Lebanon. 
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where the exhibition of violence will be seen as an act following Daniel Dayan’s theory of “actes 

de regard” or “gaze acts” (Dayan 2006). I will then argue that these operations act within the 

perceptual field in order to establish a new power balance, and will conclude by discussing the 

role of the videos – which are placed in online archives – in articulating a narrative of resistance 

and a memory to be shared by the “people of the resistance.”  

 

1. Videotaping Hezbollah’s military operations 

 

If you were to take a walk around Beirut’s southern suburbs, commonly referred to in 

the media as “Hezbollah’s stronghold,” you would come across several shops selling pirated 

DVDs. The videos available at these shops range from Hollywood’s latest blockbusters to old 

Arab and Egyptian movies and TV series. But they also carry a wide range of Hezbollah media 

productions: Hassan Nasrallah’s latest speeches, music videos, and compilations of filmed 

military operations. The prices are very affordable. The original releases of these videos can also 

be purchased through telemarketing on Hezbollah’s Al Manar Television or in Hezbollah’s 

memorabilia shops spread around Lebanon in towns such as Baalbek, Khiam, Nabatyeh, and Tyr. 

In these shops, alongside high-quality Hezbollah DVD collections, you can find party flags, key 

chains, and coffee mugs with a picture of Nasrallah or some other symbol of the movement.  

Among the wide selection of videos in the genre, I have chosen to focus on three that 

can be found on some pro-Hezbollah websites as well as on YouTube and Google Video. These 

three videos typify three different genres of representation that can be seen operating in the 

totality of Hezbollah’s video operations:  

(1) footage showing Israeli soldiers or vehicles falling prey to Hezbollah explosive 

attacks (in which we only see the other, from a voyeuristic perspective);  

(2) footage of Hezbollah combatants attacking Israeli outposts (in which we only see the 

Hezbollah combatants); and  

(3) footage of Hezbollah combatants facing Israeli or enemy soldiers (in which both 

Hezbollah combatants and the other are present in the image).  

These three videos were all produced during the 1990’s, when Hezbollah was 

constructing the discourse of “resistance” that was rapidly gaining ground among the Lebanese 

and Arab publics. This period was central to the emergence of the Hezbollah discourse of 

“resistance” under the leadership of Hassan Nasrallah. Throughout this decade, Hezbollah 

focused on promoting a narrative of resistance and developing their media capacities by 

introducing Al Manar or the “Channel of the Resistance” in 1991.  

Two technical similarities should also be noted in these videos: first, the music, a 

revolutionary rhythmic common to war themes; and second, the poor quality of the images. Both 

grainy and shaky, these images seem to remind us every second that we are witnessing “reality.” 

In this reality two actors are at play: a self versus an other. It is this motion from the 

representation of the other to that of the self, all the while depicting a constant confrontation 

between the two, that I will attempt to expose in the rest of this chapter.  
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1.1 The Dabsheh Tank, October 29, 19946 

 

In the first video, the other is seemingly the object to be seen (image 1). There is an 

explosion, and two Israeli soldiers are killed (image 2). But one detail, a circle, tells us there is 

another presence to be sought: the eye of the moving camera -- the gaze of Hezbollah. Initially, 

the circle tells us where to look (image 3) — a first “speech act.” Then the slow motion adds a 

dramatic aspect to the video and shows us precisely what to look at. This meeting of fiction (with 

the circle and the slow motion) and reality (the grainy quality of the image) transforms all 

representations into what Daniel Dayan calls “monstrations” or “showing” (Dayan 2006, 165-

169). At this moment, we can substitute, for Austin’s “saying is doing,” Dayan’s “showing is 

doing.” In this sense, reality only exists through the way it is shown. 

In this reality, the self is shown as “omniscient and omnipotent.” It secretly films the 

other in a clear relation of power, as it is the only one who knows the other will soon die. But the 

circle also implies another presence: that of Hezbollah’s gaze, and that of its addressed public. 

This public is invited to witness a particular moment in the spectacle of Hezbollah’s war against 

Israel: the moment where the occupied self defeats the dominant other. In this sense, the public 

is drawn closer to the confrontation, invited to share the emotions of the one looking through 

the camera as they watch the screen. This is when the public becomes what Dayan calls an 

“extension or even a manifestation of an us,” composed of those who choose to identify with the 

man holding the camera (ibid, 183). 

 

1.2 Storming the Ahmadyeh outpost, June 29, 19967 

 

If in the first video, the explosion and the death of the two Israeli soldiers imply a 

victory of the self over the other, in the second we are invited to accompany the self on its 

passage toward victory (image 4). At the end of a long path filled with dust, shrieking bullets, 

detonations, and all the noises of war (image 5), we can distinguish a fighter making his way 

toward the light emanating from an explosion (image 6). Three men approach what seems to be 

their target. There is an explosion; a voice claims victory by shouting “Allah Akbar,” and a flag is 

raised (image 7). The other is absent from the picture. The semantic field of victory leaves no 

space for anything but the victorious self. Articulated on two symbolic layers -- the religious 

(“Allah Akbar”), and the nationalist (the flag) --Hezbollah’s self-representation confirms what 

was sensed but not seen in the first video: a self celebrating its moment of victory over the 

dominant other. It is a moment the public is invited to share. 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
6 This video is found in one of Hezbollah’s DVD compilations. Similar videos can also be found online: 

<http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-5383573172225996233&emb=1&hl=en> or 
<http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-6369190483326495865&emb=1&hl=en> or 
<http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=1950883238590161118&emb=1&hl=en> 

7 The video can be found following these links: <http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-
2020361975416684750&emb=1&hl=en> or <http://video.moqawama.org/details.php?cid=6&linkid=292> 

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-5383573172225996233&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-6369190483326495865&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=1950883238590161118&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-2020361975416684750&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-2020361975416684750&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.moqawama.org/details.php?cid=6&linkid=292
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1.3 The Tallouseh operation, January 15, 19938 

 

Now that we have seen self and other in their visually isolated presence, the third video 

captures the moment when the first confronts the second in the same image. The visual rhetoric 

allows the celebration of a dominant self, and thereby a dominant us. The militants are shown 

wearing arms, well prepared, confident, and severe (images 8 and 9). The enemy soldiers are, by 

contrast, disarmed, docile, and howling (image 10). Obviously taken by surprise on their own 

ground, the soldiers are seen subdued by the Hezbollah militants; the video ends with Hezbollah 

fighters piling the captured soldiers on the ground (image 11). The contrast is obvious and 

striking; it shows explicitly the meaning that the two previous videos had implied. However, there 

is always an absent image haunting these frames (Lambert 1986, 103): the image of a self 

dominated by the other, a militia dominated by an organized army, Hezbollah dominated by 

Israel. In these videos it is precisely this relation of power that is inverted, since Hezbollah is the 

one who sees and allows to see. 

 

1.4 From home movies to military videos 

 

The emergence of the Hezbollah videos can be read as part of the video revolution that 

took place in the 1980’s. The year 1982 is perhaps the most significant date in the genealogy of 

these videos, from both a political and technological perspective. During that year, two major 

developments took place, each of which was to have a great influence on the subsequent rise of 

Hezbollah and their media. The first was Israel’s large-scale invasion of Lebanon, which led to 

the occupation of Beirut and the expulsion of the PLO9. The violent invasion triggered new 

forms of resistance that were based on religious zeal rather than leftist and nationalist ideals, 

leading shortly to the birth of Hezbollah as a military resistance in reaction to Israel’s 1982 

invasion (Corm 2006, 32-37).  

The second was JVC’s introduction of the new VHS-C video format, and later, Sony’s 

introduction of the Betacam and Betamax video formats. The new video technology sparked a 

revolution in the production of images, which were previously limited to the expensive and 

limited availability and flexibility of film. Its impacts were both economic and technical. Video, 

unlike film, is cheap and easy to handle. The video revolution democratized the production of 

images and led to the birth of new forms of expression that were to flourish in the 1980’s. 

Camcorders also led to new political uses of images. The fact that videotaping did not require 

advanced skills and was not subject to the financial constraints of film made it possible to 

transform the camcorder into a moving witness whose voice could easily be broadcast. The use 

of video cameras by different kinds of political protesters became more and more common; it 

was a form of “citizen journalism” that Hezbollah turned into “militant journalism”. 

Hezbollah’s filmed operations represent the meeting point between these two 

developments: a rising religious discourse that introduced new strategies of communication and 

                                                 
8 The video can be found following these links: 

<http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=1641108501602754721&emb=1&hl=en> or 
<http://video.moqawama.org/details.php?cid=6&linkid=304> 

9 An account of this period is found in Robert Fisk’s book Pity the Nation (Fisk 2001, 160-584). 

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=1641108501602754721&emb=1&hl=en
http://video.moqawama.org/details.php?cid=6&linkid=304
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resistance, and the role of new media in providing the tools for the propagation of this discourse. 

Hezbollah is, of course, not the only movement to use this type of media strategy. There is 

significant evidence that new technologies have provided means for rebel groups, subversive 

movements, and activists from Chiapas to Seattle to Prague to organize actions and events on a 

local and global scale (Khiabany 2003; Main 2001). This was dramatically apparent in the recent 

demonstrations in the Arab World, where online social networking websites such as Twitter and 

Facebook and video streaming websites such as YouTube and Google video played a significant 

role in both organizing and broadcasting the events. These movements form part of a genealogy 

of communication and resistance, one that can be described by means of a number of 

overlapping tendencies and strategic behaviours. 

To begin with, one thing that these dominated and resistance groups have in common, 

and for which video is a particularly useful tool, is the necessity of writing their own texts and 

narrating an alternative history. Articulating these stories is part of the process of resistance, and 

an inseparable aspect of revolt against the dominant group and narrative. This corresponds to an 

equation Edward Said points out in Orientalism when quoting Marx’s epigraph “they cannot 

represent themselves; they must be represented” (Said 2003, 293). Representing becomes a form 

of power and domination that can be exercised over the represented. 

This doubling of representation can be clearly seen in Hezbollah’s video productions. In 

each act of self-representation, Hezbollah both represents itself, and also provides a different 

representation of the other. A new balance of power thus arises, or at least is negotiated through 

discourse and discursive practices. The struggle becomes a conflict of images and narratives 

between two opponents trying to win the battle of representation that is taking place in the realm 

of media. These “exchanged” images speak to at least two audiences – the sympathetic Lebanese 

audience and the unsympathetic Israeli audience. As Castells claims, increasingly “the battle of 

the human mind is largely played out in the processes of communication.” Politics and power 

relations become about “the capacity to influence people’s minds” by the use of media and 

communication processes (Castells 2007). I will return to this point below. 

In addition to sharing with other resistance groups the need to articulate a narrative of 

self-representation, Hezbollah’s guerrilla video tactics also present great similarities with an earlier 

cinema movement, the “third cinema.” Solanas and Getino, two Argentinean filmmakers, 

proposed the third cinema in 1969 as a new alternative to the first (Hollywood) and second 

(European author cinema). The filmmakers argued for an activist revolutionary cinema that 

would break with the modes of production, distribution, and meaning production of classical 

cinema and be involved directly in the struggles of liberation and anti-colonialism. In this sense, 

third cinema would become a tool and a weapon in the war against colonialism:  

 

In this long war, with the camera as our rifle, we do in fact move into a 

guerrilla activity. This is why the work of a film-guerrilla group is governed 

by strict disciplinary norms as to both work methods and security. A 

revolutionary film group is in the same situation as a guerrilla unit: it cannot 

grow strong without military structures and command concepts (Solanas 

and Getino 1969).  
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This description of the “film-guerrilla” group seems to accurately describe the 

Hezbollah film units who produce the military videos. These units become precisely part of a 

disciplined military structure that contributes to the overall military effort. As Solanas and Getino 

write, “the watchwords 'constant vigilance, constant wariness, constant mobility' have profound 

validity for guerrilla cinema” (ibid). This vigilance, wariness and mobility are mirrored in 

Hezbollah’s guerrilla tactics, both in the strict military sense and in the production of the videos 

as subversive activities that are undertaken in secrecy, away from the watchful eyes of the enemy.  

Third, Hezbollah’s activities have much in common with those of other revolutionary 

groups that have used “small media” to help promote their ideology. In their book Small Media, 

Big Revolution, A. Sreberny-Mohammadi and A. Mohammadi point out the close ties between 

“small media” and revolutionary or resistance activities. Through a reading of the use of “small 

media” in preparation for the Iranian revolution and other examples, the authors argue that 

revolutions are “communicative processes” that maintain, through the use of media, alternative 

histories and oppositional cultures (Sreberny-Mohammadi and Mohammadi 1994, 19-26). These 

communicative processes have been central to Hezbollah’s media strategy. In 1986, Hezbollah 

used the new video technology to record its first operation and broadcast it on Lebanese 

television screens. By the early 1990’s, videotaping military operations was an established practice 

that was seen as essential to the movement’s military strategy.  

The broadcasting of these images and their circulation via networks of supporters who 

copy and share tapes and other recording media propagates the movement’s message, and 

contributes to the continued expansion of the support groups. The same practice was used in 

Iran prior to the revolution, with the subversive use of audiotapes to spread recorded sermons 

and speeches by Ayatollah Khomeini and other clerics. Sreberny-Mohammadi and Mohammadi 

argue that this use of “small media” had a central role in creating the conditions for the 

revolution (ibid, 19 – 30). Similarly, Hezbollah’s use of small media was instrumental for the 

spread of their ideology and discourse, especially within the confines of the Shiite community in 

Lebanon during the 1990’s. 

Solanas and Getino also argue that technological and social conditions have an 

important influence on the development of film as a revolutionary tool and on the delay of its 

emergence. The description that two Argentinean filmmakers offer about the technical 

developments that allowed cinema to become more accessible for amateur producers also applies 

to the case of Hezbollah about video technologies:  

 

Some of the circumstances that delayed the use of films as a revolutionary 

tool until a short time ago were lack of equipment, technical difficulties, the 

compulsory specialisation of each phase of work, and high costs. The 

advances that have taken place within each specialisation; the simplification 

of movie cameras and tape recorders; improvements in the medium itself, 

such as rapid film that can be shot in normal light; automatic light meters; 

improved audiovisual synchronisation; and the spread of know-how by 

means of specialised magazines with large circulations and even through 

nonspecialised media, have helped to demystify film-making and divest it of 
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that almost magic aura that made it seem that films were only within the 

reach of 'artists', 'geniuses', and 'the privileged' (Solanas and Getino 1969). 

 

Since the first use of the primitive VHS format, the “military media” of Hezbollah has 

been actively following the newest technological advancements in video and broadcasting in 

order to develop better and more efficient methods of media creation and distribution.  In that 

same vein, the party has been efficient in using the new capacities provided by the Internet to 

promote its media products and discourse. Hezbollah’s filmed operations, along with numerous 

other media products, can be found on the party’s official websites, as well as on video-sharing 

websites such as YouTube and Google video, where they are posted by amateurs and supporters. 

The party’s Internet media strategy is not limited to such videos, however. Al Manar TV also 

broadcasts live on the Internet for free in an attempt to get around national bans on the channel 

in several Western countries, and to reach their audience living outside of Lebanon.  

While the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon can be considered as the direct cause for the 

emergence of Hezbollah, the new video technology and the subsequent technological 

advancements introduced new ways of manipulating and using images. These more accessible 

and easily handled technologies would become ‘the Kalashnikov of image production’, providing 

the tools and conditions for the movement to grow in power and reach. The less expensive and 

poorer-quality video camera, like the Kalashnikov, seems particularly well suited for guerrilla 

action, and since their introduction, both have been associated with guerrilla warfare all around 

the world.10 Solanas and Getino also make the comparison of camera and gun in their manifesto 

for third cinema, where they write that “the camera is the inexhaustible expropriator of image-

weapons; the projector, a gun that can shoot 24 frames per second.” Moreover, Hezbollah’s 

pioneering use of new video and image technologies reflects the attention the party gives to, and 

the awareness that the party has of, the power of small-scale media production and alternative 

means of broadcasting to subvert and defy the imbalance that characterizes the global 

mediascape (Exum 2008). Like other resistance movements, Hezbollah has used the power of 

new media to craft narratives of self-representation, disseminate ideology, and support their 

guerrilla tactics.  

 

2. Same videos, different message 

 

The videos discussed in this chapter have multiple modes of existence. As discussed 

earlier, they function in at least two distinct ways: first, as a documentation of military operations, 

highlighting their role as journalistic material and their indexical value; and second, as archival 

material, documenting events that took place in the past. As documentation of military 

operations, the videos concern the workings of power in a military context. They are part of a 

war strategy that makes use of what Virilio calls the strategies and logistics of perception in 

warfare (Virilio 1989; Virilio 1994). In the following paragraphs I will try to expose the different 

functions of the videos in different contexts of reception and broadcast, as they are read by both 

the hostile Israeli audience, and a Lebanese audience sympathetic to Hezbollah. I will do this by 

                                                 
10 Indeed, Hezbollah’s flag features a hand holding a Kalashnikov.  



SPECTACULAR VIOLENCE 

131 
 

arguing first, that the videos should be seen as events in themselves, rather than as mere forms of 

documentation; second, that the videos instrumentalize different affective frames depending on 

the audiences they address; and third, that they therefore perform different military functions 

with respect to these different audiences. 

 

2.1 The videos as events  

 

Before going into the idea of the videos as acts of violence, I would like to suggest that 

we consider these videos as events in their own right, rather than mere documentations of 

military events. One definition of an event is that it has the capacity to initiate and generate 

something new and unpredictable; in this sense the event represents a rupture. This rupture 

impels the reconstruction of a frame; a transition from the unpredictable possibility to a 

predictable possibility that perturbs the prevailing relation of power in a conflict (Foucault 2004, 

410-413). In this sense, Hezbollah’s filmed operations represent an event inasmuch as they are a 

rupture in the course of the conflict’s representation. They do not merely record a happening, but 

are rather one component in this happening.  

Furthermore, Jocelyne Arquembourg argues that the event opens up the indeterminacy 

of meaning and calls actors to try to fix one meaning over another (in Dayan 2006, 82). Read in 

light of the process of hegemony, this means that these videos, by intervening in and destabilizing 

the preexisting order, open up the field for re-articulation and thereby establish the possibility for 

a hegemonic contestation of the representation of the war between Hezbollah and Israel and the 

preexisting power balance.  

Seeing the videos as events in and of themselves helps to explain their effect as part of 

Hezbollah’s media strategies. But these events are not freestanding or univocal. For Dayan, the 

event does not exist as an independent entity; rather, it is always constructed and its meaning is 

always the result of a certain reading (ibid, 52). In this sense, while the videos can be read as 

events inasmuch as they disturb the existing order and provoke a rupture in the course of events, 

their meaning – and therefore their impact – depends on the reading that different actors ascribe 

to them.  

 

2.2 Framing the videos 

  

Hezbollah’s videos, as events, do not speak with only one voice: they mean different 

things to different audiences. Distinguishing between the different audiences to whom the videos 

are presented is central to understanding the different – often conflicting – meanings of these 

videos and the events they trigger. In particular, this section examines how the videos acquire 

different affective frames depending on the audience they aim to address. 

The conflicting meanings of the videos can be understood in comparison with what 

Nigel Thrift suggests about the reception of suicide bombing. Thrift argues that these acts "are 

playing on two intermingled audiences; their own polity, often sympathetic to some of the 

bombers' causes (if not necessarily the bombings) and a Western audience that tends to be mainly 

indifferent to these causes, but is vexed by the issue of terrorism's ability to disrupt their everyday 

lives, to make them vulnerable" (Thrift 2007, 282). This argument applies equally to other forms 
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of spectacular violence. Hezbollah’s filmed and broadcast military operations also play on (at 

least) two audiences. The first is the sympathetic one (the Lebanese audience), and the second is 

hostile, rather than indifferent to their cause (the Israeli audience). Despite this difference in the 

latter audience, Hezbollah’s videos resemble Thrift’s bombers both in their awareness of the 

presence of an audience, and their awareness that the performance of violence is as important, if not 

more important, than the act of violence itself.  

 Thrift, in his investigation of the reception of news about suicide bombing in the West, 

argues that the "affective framing of the general media spectacle prevents populations in Western 

liberal democracies from forming an idea of the suffering of the unfortunate, even when they 

may be in close geographical proximity. In certain senses, events like suicide bombings are simply 

assimilated into a particular media paratext that has already prepared a place for them - meaning 

that they can only figure in very limited ways as part of an already prepared affective template" 

(ibid, 286). In the case of Hezbollah's media practices and the events that the movement initiates, 

Thrift’s arguments imply the determination of a prepared affective template, whether this be in 

Israel or in Lebanon.11 In other words, the reception is always already affectively framed within a 

paratext and an affective template that will determine the way in which the different audiences 

will react to these events. Castells, helpfully, uses the notion of affective framing to talk about 

emotional framing in political communication, and argues that the reception of information and 

the way media influences people’s political decisions relies on addressing the audience’s 

emotional frames in order to produce specific reactions (Castells 2009).   

These different affective and emotional framings lead the videos to have very different 

effects on their audiences. For example, the last scene in the Tallouseh operation video, in which 

the Hezbollah fighters are rounding up their captives, will be read as a defeat – an image that 

provokes a range of negative feelings – in the Israeli context, while it will be celebrated as a 

success by the Hezbollah audience. In the first video – the Dabsheh tank – the image of the 

Israeli soldiers dying after their tank detonates will be framed as a terrorist attack or at least an act 

of aggression by the Israeli media, while the Lebanese media will present it as a successful military 

operation. This dual perception is the product of the cultural, political, and social positions of the 

two groups at war with each other, as well as the media framing within the paratext that Thrift 

describes or the emotional frames that Castells discusses. The role and meaning of the videos 

here depends on the subject positions of the receivers.   

  

2.3 The dual audience of the media war 

  

Because each audience’s subject position influences its perception of the videos, the 

videos are able to play multiple strategic roles in Hezbollah’s military operations. Hezbollah’s 

media productions are an explicit component of its war with Israel, and the party officials and 

speakers seem to be well aware of the power that media can provide. In fact, the party’s official 

discourse speaks of “psychological warfare” (al harb al nafsia), and even of “media war” (al harb 

el e’lamia). From this viewpoint, it is possible to argue that the videos are intentionally made for a 

                                                 
11 Alagha reports that since its creation, Hezbollah has executed a total of twelve martyrdom operations, 

the last of which took place in 1999. In all of them, Hezbollah never targeted Israeli civilians (See Alagha 2006; 361; 
Alagha 2011b, 61-86; Harik 2005, 2, 168) 
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double purpose, with distinct impacts on - at least - two audiences with radically different frames 

of reference.  

On the one hand, the videos address the Israeli public. Hezbollah’s strategy here is part 

of a specific instrumentalization of the power of the gaze, the spectacle of power and the 

exhibition of violence. In this context, the videos are meant to reflect a public punishment or a 

public exercise of punitive and warning “justice” (a public display of the power to punish). This 

public performance of punishment functions similarly to the spectacle of the scaffold described 

by Foucault (Foucault 1979, 32-69) as a practice of exhibiting power in a ceremony “by which a 

momentarily injured sovereignty is reconstituted” (ibid, 48). For Foucault, the public torture of 

criminals is a “policy of terror: to make everyone aware, through the body of the criminal, of the 

unrestrained presence of the sovereign” (ibid, 49). The videos featuring the “execution” of the 

Israeli soldiers thus establish Hezbollah’s sovereignty, and the “invincibility” of their power (ibid, 

63).  

When it comes to the Israeli public, we can distinguish three different modes of 

reception of the videos that are all marked by the function of the videos as an exhibition of 

power, and as acts of violence. The three Israeli audiences are: the general Israeli public, the 

military public, and the media producers. The general Israeli public watches these images as part 

of the news section on Israeli TV channels. It receives the images after they have been 

incorporated in a large institutionalized system, an apparatus that will insert the videos into a 

discourse very different from that of Hezbollah. The military public sees these videos through a 

different lens and looks at them for their military value, studying the military and psychological 

effects and strategies these videos represent and expose. Finally, the media producers remediate 

the videos by transforming them into an event or a representation of an event when other visual 

support is unavailable.  

On the other hand, the videos also address the Lebanese and Arab publics. Here, the 

military role of the videos is twofold, encouraging both empowerment and group consolidation. 

Because this audience is mostly already in favour of the party’s struggle, the videos exercise their 

force by establishing Hezbollah’s sovereignty as a hegemonic order. This empowers both 

Hezbollah and its constituents by demonstrating the ability to defeat a superior enemy with little 

resources (a point to which I will return later in this chapter). In addition, the videos consolidate 

the party and its supporters by rearticulating the group’s narrative of common suffering and 

struggle. This is particularly so when the videos address Hezbollah’s Shiite constituency, whose 

frames of reference are marked by the narrative of Ashura and a view of the Arab-Israeli conflict 

that emphasizes Shiite victimization. The videos reassemble the group around a ritual of looking 

at themselves and at the others and remembering the values and narrative that Hezbollah 

reasserts. This foregrounds a paradox often present in the discourses of movements facing larger 

and more powerful enemies: to show themselves as both victims and powerful at the same time.  

Each of these audiences is addressed differently by Hezbollah’s videos. The videos, 

which function as events in themselves, utilize multiple affective frames to accomplish different 

military objectives with respect to their multiple audiences. In the next section, I will elaborate on 

these different roles and functions of the videos, starting with their role as part of the military 

confrontation and later with respect to their role in the consolidation of a shared memory. 

 



CHAPTER 4 

134 
 

3. On the strategy of showing violence 

 

The military operations videos are part of Hezbollah’s war strategy. As such, they 

understand war as taking place – also – in the field of perception (Virilio 1989, 5-10). This section 

argues that the videos, as military strategy, function in at least two distinct ways in the field of 

perception. First, the videos operate by exhibiting power and violence in a strategy that can be 

called one of ‘terrorism’. This is not terrorism as an ideology, but rather terrorism as a strategy of 

perception (Dayan 2006, 11-22). Terrorism as an act of perception is the embodiment of Daniel 

Dayan’s equation “showing is doing.” Second, the videos instrumentalize the notion of gaze as 

itself intrinsic to the operation of power. In other words, insofar as the videos feature a gazing 

subject, they establish a new relation of power between the ones who see and the ones who are 

being seen in an equation that is reminiscent of Foucault’s panopticon.  

 

3.1 Showing is doing 

 

Hezbollah’s military videos function as representations of violent acts. In this 

framework, these videos can be seen as part of Hezbollah’s military effort inasmuch as they act in 

the perceptual field itself intrinsic to the act of war. Virilio writes that “war consists not so much 

in scoring territorial, economic or other material victories as in appropriating the ‘immateriality’ 

or perceptual fields” (Virilio 1989, 7). In order to understand the function of the videos, it is 

important to first introduce a notion of ‘terrorism’ understood as a strategy that moves beyond 

the current use of ‘terrorism’ as a term that carries strong ideological connotations (see 

Introduction; Asad 2007).  

Daniel Dayan argues that terrorism is first and foremost a performance (Dayan 2006, 

16). It is a mode of signification that requires the media inasmuch as it is about transferring a 

message – that is, terror (ibid, 11-18). Terrorism is, in other words, the relocation of the violent 

event from the physical space where the event takes place to the media space where the event is 

shown: the screen (ibid, 17-18). In this sense, the act of showing, in Dayan’s theory of “actes de 

regard” (translated in this chapter as “gaze acts” or “monstration”), is itself a doing. Dayan is 

thus reformulating Austin’s notion of “speech acts,” which refers to the workings of language to 

incorporate the act of showing as itself a doing; hence the formula becomes “showing is doing” 

(ibid, 6). This act of showing introduces a new subject on whom the “terror is done”. The 

violence of the image is therefore not only directed at the soldiers against whom the military 

operations are carried out, but is also directed/addressed – primarily – to those who see the 

outcome on their television screens – whether they be in Israel or in Lebanon.  

To reiterate this idea, I will refer back to Thrift, for whom "violence is employed to 

create political acquiescence; it is intended to create terror, and thus political inertia; it is intended 

to create hierarchies of domination and submission based on the control of force" (Thrift 2007, 

275). The role of violence in this framework, as I argued in Chapter 2, is about contesting pre-

existing power relations, and it is precisely because violence is transferred from the physical 

location of the military operation to the virtual realm of the screen that we can talk about these 

videos themselves as acts.   
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The idea of showing violence as itself an act of violence can be understood in relation to 

the idea of war as a conflict that takes place in the field of perception as well as on the field of 

battle. In this sense, Virilio argues that a major component of war is the conflict over the 

perceptual field. War as an act of perception requires the winner not only to occupy the ground 

of physical confrontation, but also to instill fear in the hearts and minds of the enemy. Virilio 

writes that “war can never break free from the magical spectacle because its very purpose is to 

produce that spectacle: to fell the enemy is not so much to capture as to ‘captivate’ him, to instill 

fear of death before he actually dies” (Virilio 1989, 5).  

Hezbollah’s guerilla military strategy demonstrates this concept. Hezbollah frequently 

carries out military acts that do not seek to re-occupy spaces occupied by the Israeli army, but 

instead to drain its resources with tactical guerilla operations. The filming of these operations 

aims at maximizing their effects by acting precisely on the perceptual field to instill a sense of fear 

in the minds of the Israeli soldiers. For example, in the second video – the storming of the 

Ahmadiyeh outpost – we see that the occupation of the military outpost is meant to be 

temporary. The militants are not there to push out the Israeli soldiers and reoccupy the space 

indefinitely, but rather to temporarily occupy the outpost in what seems to be a performance for 

the camera. The performative aspect of the act of occupying the outpost is most obvious in the 

interaction between the militants and the camera. They are smiling and waving signs towards the 

lens, and when their mission is accomplished they raise a flag over the defeated outpost so that 

the camera can capture an image that will outlive the flag’s actual presence on the hill. One 

purpose of the operation – and its documentation – is certainly to inflict military losses on the 

Israeli army. But it intends also to create an image that transforms this small material victory into 

a demonstration of the power of Hezbollah – a big perceptual victory. Similarly, in the Dabsheh 

tank video, where the perpetrators are absent from the picture (occupying a voyeuristic position 

behind the camera), we see an exhibition of power that aims to instill a sense of insecurity among 

the Israeli soldiers by establishing the militant group’s omnipresence and cementing its position 

of power as the subject that is able to see without being seen. This position is that of a 

threatening gaze that can be compared to the mechanism of power at play in the panopticon as 

described by Foucault in Discipline and Punish (a point that will be discussed further below). 

Within the Israeli media discourse, these videos are proof of Hezbollah’s violence, 

aggression, and animosity. They fit into the argument that Hezbollah is a threat that requires the 

deployment of large resources and powers. For the Israeli media, Hezbollah is the other who 

threatens the Israeli self. The videos become a spectacle of power in a double sense: the one who 

exercises this power wants to show its capacities, and the one who is subjected to the power 

wants to justify retaliation.12 The impact that Hezbollah wants to create in the minds of the Israeli 

public is one of fear and threat. Paradoxically, this plays into the image that the Israeli 

mainstream discourse tries to advance: fear and threat of terrorism, where terrorism is an all-

powerful enemy. And what is terrorism if not the spectacle of violence? It is perhaps this 

common interest of Hezbollah and Israel in advancing the same images of violence (albeit with 

two opposing meanings and purposes) that made it possible for these videos to infiltrate the 

Israeli mainstream media and reach the Israeli audience.  

                                                 
12 We can think here of the spectacle of 9/11 and the way it reflects this aspect of the spectacle of war 

and the justification of the war on terror. 
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The videos are an exhibition of power that seeks to create a sense of fear in the minds 

of the Israeli soldiers and army. This exhibition of power is a strategy of terrorism. Terrorism 

thus refers to a strategy of exhibiting power for political purposes, something that reminds us of 

the disciplining mechanisms used in the act of scaffolding as described by Foucault (Foucault 

1979, 32-69). Terror is the way the exhibition of power and violence is perceived by the one on 

whom this power is exercised. It is a visual war strategy. While on the one hand it provokes 

terror, on the other it celebrates power. The filmed operations are thus representative of the 

complex opposition between terrorism and resistance. While one public sees the images as an act 

of terror, the other public sees them as a celebration of justice, resistance, and legitimate power. 

Terror is, in this case, a strategy exercised in the perceptual field of battle, where the resistance of 

some becomes the terror of others.  

The exhibition of power is not limited to the violent content of the images. The act of 

filming itself establishes the subject behind the camera in a position of power over the filmed 

subject. This is clearly the case in the first video, where Hezbollah is the gazing subject who can 

see without being seen. This is reminiscent of the notion of gaze in Foucault, which is intrinsic to 

the discourse of power. To gaze is to enter power politics, to use a technique that allows the 

gazer to exercise power on the one who is gazed at (recall the example of the Dabsheh tank 

video, where the camera is gazing at the tank about to explode). The voyeuristic position here is a 

powerful and threatening gaze. The one who gazes holds a powerful objectifying look. For 

Foucault, the gaze can categorize, define (as an instrument of knowledge), control, subordinate, 

and threaten (as an instrument of power). This is the principle of the panopticon described by 

Foucault in Discipline and Punish. In the panopticon, the one who looks controls the one who is 

looked at through a mechanism that enables the watcher to see without being seen, all the while 

instilling the sense of being constantly watched in order to exercise a disciplining force.  

This form of surveillance — as, for that matter, surveillance in any of its forms — 

makes it possible to qualify, to classify, and to discipline. Foucault writes that “in order to be 

exercised, this power had to be given the instrument of permanent, exhaustive, omnipresent 

surveillance, capable of making all visible, as long as it could itself remain invisible” (ibid, 214). 

The videos in the genre of the Dabshed tank video, where a candid camera documents roadside 

bombs and other military ambushes, act precisely in this way. They are surveillance videos that 

aim at instilling the sense of constant visibility in the minds of the enemy, and by doing so 

communicate that the gaze is present wherever they are. It is, in other words, a threat. Another 

example of this kind is a rather longer video (five minutes) of the assassination of Aqel Hashem 

(30th January 2000, in the village of Debel),13 one of the South Lebanese Army’s14 major officers 

in the South of Lebanon.15 The video is patched together from surveillance footage that follows 

the officer’s movements in his house and around his village with cameras placed to follow all his 

movements and security measures before the assassination is carried out. The Aqel Hashem 

                                                 
13 The video can be found following this link: 

<http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=399926579074689567> 
14 The South Lebanese Army – hereafter SLA – is a Lebanese militia that collaborated with the Israeli 

occupation of the south of Lebanon. 
15 Aqel Hashem was the second in command in the SLA after Antoine Lahed. He also held Israeli 

nationality since 1996. His assassination was a very strong blow and less than four month afterwards the Israeli army 
withdrew from Southern Lebanon and the SLA disintegrated.  

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=399926579074689567
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video is an explicit example of the panoptic relation in the act of filming the operations. It is an 

act of threat to the SLA officers and soldiers that tells them they are constantly watched and can 

be targeted at any time.  

This aspect of the surveillance videos can then be understood as a disciplining power. 

For Foucault, “disciplinary power [...] is exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it 

imposes on those who it subjects a principle of compulsory visibility. In discipline, it is the 

subjects who have to be seen. Their visibility assures the hold of the power that is exercised over 

them. It is the fact of being constantly seen, of being able always to be seen, that maintains the 

disciplined individual in its subjection” (ibid, 187). This is precisely what is taking place in the 

Hezbollah videos of the first genre; the Israeli other and its agents are subjugated by the power of 

the invisible and omnipresent gaze behind the camera. 

In the context of the panopticon, the gaze, its interiorization, and the economy of 

power are three elements that are fundamental to the exercise of power. Whereas in the 

panopticon, the gaze and its interiorization are directed toward inmates who are already 

subjugated to the institutional power, Hezbollah’s gaze in the filmed operations is a resistance 

strategy that seeks to establish this domination, or rather the exercise of power, over a stronger 

other, namely the Israeli army and public. The video viewpoints are telling the other’s public: 

“We can see you wherever you are.” This gaze thus seeks to be interiorized in the mind of the 

other (namely the Israeli public and the collaborators in the SLA) as a way to exercise power or 

counter-power. This is one of the fundamentals of psychological warfare, which is a large part of 

Hezbollah’s strategy.  

Furthermore, surveillance in the context of the panopticon is effective, especially in 

terms of the economy of power and the cost needed to exercise such power. The low cost of 

these videos as small media productions relates directly to the economy of power in which 

Hezbollah attempts to leverage the little resources it has to exercise power over the Israeli other. 

Thus, the videos demonstrate a panoptic relation based on the notion of interiorization of the 

gaze as a way to ensure the exercise of power with the lowest possible material cost both in 

financial terms and in terms of the economy of violence. An act of violence that is shown 

“efficiently” can have a much bigger effect, in terms of instilling fear in the minds of the viewers, 

than a more indiscriminate and costly act of violence. 

In short, when directed toward the Israeli public and army, these videos acquire a 

disciplining force. And discipline is a type of power, a modality for its exercise. It comprises a 

whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, and targets, or, in other 

words, an anatomy of power (ibid, 215). The camcorder thus becomes a “weapon of perception,” 

and its role in the military strategy is no less important than the role of “weapons of destruction” 

(Virilio 1989, 6). As Andrew Exum writes: “Hezbollah soon discovered that its broadcasts had an 

effect not just on the Lebanese population but on the Israelis as well. “On the field, we hit one 

Israeli soldier,” one Hezbollah official explained. “But a tape of him crying for help affects 

thousands of Israelis. . . . We realized the impact of our amateur work on the morale of the 

Israelis” (Exum 2008).  
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3.2 Exhibiting power: hegemony and the promise of order   

 

Hezbollah’s media strategy works as a military tactic to demoralize and terrorize the 

Israeli other. At the same time, however, it also affects a second public that is more sympathetic 

to its goals. The videos address this sympathetic (Lebanese and Arab) public in two ways. First, 

Hezbollah’s media provides a sense of empowerment and the potential for hegemony following 

the success of the resistance. The articulation of a counter-hegemonic discourse of empowered 

resistance can be seen not only in Hezbollah’s operational videos, but also in a pair of video 

games created by the Hezbollah Central Internet Bureau. Military media like these videos and 

games create emotional and perceptual ties to their authors, especially when married to historical 

and cultural tropes of martyrdom and justice. And it is these emotional ties that operate to 

empower and construct Hezbollah’s sympathizers as a people capable of resistance. 

While the videos act as a disciplining mechanism on the Israeli public by exhibiting 

power to terrorize the enemy, when addressed to an audience sympathetic to Hezbollah, the 

videos have an entirely different effect. Here, they present a narrative of empowerment that acts 

to consolidate a hegemonic group identity around “resistance” as an empty signifier (see Chapter 

2).  Videos are a strategic asset in Hezbollah’s discourse of resistance and, more broadly, in a 

larger power structure used to subvert the domination of the other and consolidate a sense of 

belonging among their supporters. One of the fundamental functions of these videos is to 

articulate and sustain a group identity based on the idea of resistance against an Israeli other and 

on presenting this resistance as a potential alternative power. As we have seen above, these 

videos assume a position of power vis-à-vis the Israeli other. They place Hezbollah in the 

panoptic equation as the one who sees, watches, and shows. In addition, they assume power not 

only over the other but also over their own constituency by representing the movement as a 

hegemonic force.  

The videos fulfil this role by propagating a discourse of empowerment to those 

sympathetic with Hezbollah or its opposition to Israel. This sense of empowerment and its 

message relate to a discursive shift that breaks with the 1967 defeat. The defeat of Nasser in 1967 

was not only the defeat of an army. As I argued in Chapters 1 and 3, 1967 was the end of a 

discourse which provided a sense of hope and self esteem to Arab peoples in the wake of the 

colonial experience. Nasser’s discourse was based on propagating a belief in the power of Arabs 

to defeat Western imperialism and Israel as an imperialist project. In this sense, the Nasserist 

discourse broke the self-defeating discourse that dominated the Arab world notably after the 

declaration of the State of Israel and the defeat of the Arab armies in the 1948 war. However, the 

defeat of Nasser in 1967 announced the return of this self-lamenting Arab discourse based on 

beliefs in Israeli invincibility and Arab incapacity (made more pronounced by the presence of 

dictatorial regimes all over the Arab world that suppressed people’s belief in their control over 

their own destiny). Arguably, the interests of the Arab dictatorships – whether of the “moderate” 

or “axis of refusal” camp – coincided with Israeli interests in this regard. They all depended on 

nourishing the sense of popular incapacity and Israeli invincibility to justify the status quo and 

repressive laws. It was only with the rise of movements like the Palestinian Liberation 
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Organization and leftist movements in Lebanon to the religious groups of the like of Hezbollah 

which flourished in the 1980’s16 that these images and discourses began to be broken.  

In this context, Hezbollah’s emerging discourse was based precisely on reviving the 

sense of empowerment that characterized the Nasserist period and breaking with the dominant 

self-defeating discourse of incapacity and Israeli invincibility. Hezbollah’s video operations and 

other media productions must be read in this framework in order to understand the message they 

are communicating to the Arab and Lebanese publics and the reason they succeeded in 

addressing the desires of their Arab viewers. When Hezbollah show images of an Israeli tank 

exploding and its soldiers dying, or when their militants raise their flag over a defeated Israeli 

outpost, or when they capture enemy soldiers, they are primarily demonstrating the ability to 

defeat the Israeli army and the ability of a small group of militants to defeat the massive military 

might of Israel. This visual rhetoric – this exposition of an inverted power balance – is “our” 

power. And the “us” here refers to all those who see Israel – and other oppressive regimes – as 

an enemy that cannot be defeated. The “us” who are the target of Hezbollah’s discourse of 

empowerment that seeks precisely to invert this belief and promote a sense of the power of the 

oppressed (a notion that is essential to Shiite cultural frames of references and to Hezbollah’s 

ideology, as seen in previous chapters).  

The representation of power is therefore part of the conditions for Hezbollah’s 

hegemonic discourse. The visual rhetoric that portrays Hezbollah as the powerful victor, or the 

dominant force, or a force able to defeat the enemy, allows the movement to present itself as a 

potential order and a potential hegemonic force. The potential to provide order in a state of 

disorder is, according to Laclau, an important and essential condition for the construction of a 

hegemonic political identity in times of crisis. By presenting itself as powerful, Hezbollah is able 

to promote itself as an alternative political identity. In Laclau’s Lacanian perspective, this relates 

to the promise of fulfilling the lack at the heart of the social and the desire for the lost real 

(Laclau 2007a). The videos thus offer the sympathetic viewers an image of power with which 

they can identify.  

 

3.3 Playing the military operations 

 

Hezbollah's media strategy for empowering the Arab public is not limited to the 

distribution of video-taped operations. Hezbollah Central Internet Bureau has also produced the 

video games Special Force (2003) and Special Forces 2 (2007). The two war games are set in a 

specific place and time. The first one tells the story of the 2000 liberation, and players are invited 

to execute military operations that took place in reality. The second game is set during the 2006 

war with Israel, and players are again invited to undergo training and then fight specific battles 

that took place during that war. The documentary aspect of the games is represented by their 

settings in historical moments and the re-enactment of real events. In a sense the video games – 

as first person shooter games – allow the players to enact and create their own military video 

operations in a virtual environment. And since it is a game, the only successful outcome in order 

                                                 
16 Arguably, the most important impact of the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions in 2011 was precisely to 

break this sense of the incapacity of Arab peoples towards their own governments, and provide a sense of power of 
peoples over their governments – in other words, to re-establish the notion of the people as a historical agent. 
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to pass a level must be victory, otherwise the player must keep trying. In the two games – like in 

the case of similar American Army games where the player can only be the American soldier 

fighting the evil other17 – the players can only chose to be the Hezbollah fighters and the other is 

always the Israeli army or its collaborators. The video games become not only re-enactments of 

the video operations but also a chance for the players to actually be and not only identify with the 

Hezbollah militants. 

Sisler offers an insightful analysis of representations in video games, especially when it 

comes to Arab and Muslim representations and self-representations. In doing so, he uses 

Reichmuth and Werning’s term ‘neglected media’ (in Sisler 2008), which refers to media that have 

“strong popular appeal and economic relevance” but little “cultural prestige and scientific 

coverage”. He claims that these games present very explicit examples of mainstream 

representations and stereotypes. Sisler argues that “in the digital age, video games have 

established themselves as a form of mainstream media that shapes our comprehension and 

understanding of the world by constructing, conveying and iterating various representations” 

(Sisler 2006). According to Sisler, the enemy fighters in war games, deprived of any background 

or individuality, can be compared to the Agamben’s notion of Homo sacer: “an individual 

foreclosed from the political space proper, whose resistance is regarded as a criminal act” (Sisler 

2008).18 

Hezbollah’s Special Force and Special Forces 2 mirror the dynamics and relations that 

are found within the mainstream American first-person shooter games set in Arab or Muslim (-

like) environments. However, it inverts their roles, making the Muslim and Arab Hezbollah 

fighter the hero and the Israeli soldier the enemy. Sisler argues that:  

 

[The game] constructs two basic types of Arab and Muslim hero. The first is 

a figure controlled by the player, a fearless warrior winning against the odds 

despite being outnumbered by Zionist forces. The second is the fallen 

comrade. Throughout the game these 'real fighters of the Hezbollah' are 

consistently referred to as martyrs (al-shuhada'), and the player character 

finds their photographs at various points throughout the game (Sisler 2008).  

I will come back to this notion of martyrdom as it appears in the video operations and 

in the overall military narrative of Hezbollah later in this chapter. Even though the Hezbollah 

games are, in Sisler’s words, “blatantly ideological and propagandistic” (ibid), they remain 

nonetheless an example of a counter-hegemonic articulation of the conflict between the two 

groups. As such, they essentially offer the players the possibility of becoming the Hezbollah 

fighter and identifying with a game character that is not the American soldier killing Arabs or 

Muslims. In this sense, the Hezbollah video games offer an alternative narrative that corresponds 

                                                 
17 For a discussion of the use of military video games by the American army and their influence on the 

representation of war, see Pisters 2010. On the development of Arab and Muslim counter currents to these 
American games see Sisler 2006 and Sisler 2008. 

18 Sisler argues that one reason for the “simplification and schematization” of the enemy in video games is 
technological: “Non-player characters are depicted often by a limited number of reiterating textures, models and 
other visual signifiers. Thus technological limitations intrinsically promote schematization, which leads to social 
stereotyping” (Sisler 2008). 
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to the one we see in the military video operations in general where empowerment and the values 

of brotherhood and martyrdom are all explicitly articulated.  

3.4 Perception and emotions: framing victory and showing martyrdom 

 

The Hezbollah videos can perhaps be better understood in light of what Patricia Pisters 

has called the “logistics of perception 2.0”. In comparison with the aesthetics of disappearance 

and the de-humanized representation of war found in Virilio and Baudrillard’s accounts of WWI, 

WWII, and the first Gulf War (Virilio 1989; Virilio 1994; Baudrillard 1983; Baudrillard 1991), 

Pisters notes that with the emergence and spread of new media technologies has come a different 

aesthetics of war, in which amateur images are taken by phones or webcams (Pisters 2010). 

Furthermore, unconventional means of broadcasting these images provide a new way of 

representing and documenting war. Pisters constructs her argument using a number of examples 

taken from films made about the Iraq war. In these films, the convergence of different mediums 

and points of view allow for a different narration of the war, one that is in strict contrast to the 

single point of view satellite representations of the first Gulf war. “At the heart of its new 

logistics of perception” she writes, “there is a battle of different screens that translates into a 

conflict of points of views” (ibid). 

The question of points of view is one of the fundamental aspects of the media war; the 

hegemonic struggle in which each party seeks to fix its own point of view and its own narrative. 

The technical possibilities of new media technologies allow less prominent parties to acquire the 

potential to create images, present a point of view through these subversive images, and 

broadcast them to different publics. This is where the affective dimension of such media texts 

becomes essential to the meaning they offer to different audiences. As Pisters writes:  

 

The media has become a gigantic networked battle of screens where perceptual 

and psychological effects become affectively entangled. We can say that in this 

new logistics we are not passive spectators captured by institutional or 

ideological power, even though this remains a power that needs to be taken into 

account. What the Iraq War films of the logistics of perception 2.0 show us is 

that contemporary culture is traversed by multiple desires that are for a large 

part social, collective and unconscious (ibid). 

 

The images of war that Hezbollah creates and broadcasts offer the viewers access to the 

point of view of the fighters and establish an emotional experience of war in its grainy virtual 

reality, rather than the distanced oral description limited to numbers of casualties or satellite 

images that made up the coverage of the first Gulf war. Pisters concludes that: “By making new 

images, or simply by being affected by these images, we can participate in bringing back reality to 

the heart of the vortex of our multiple screens. Paradoxically, it is possible to conclude that in the 

face of the multiplication of ever increasing screens, reality does not disappear but returns with 

an affective vengeance”(ibid). 

The emotional and affective power of the images can be understood in terms of 

Castells’s argument about framing and the way power relations and politics are decided more and 
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more in the realm of the media and communication (Castells 2009; Castells 2007). In his book 

Communication Power, Castells uses research in cognitive science and neuroscience to explain the 

way in which media and framing operate, using the American media and the war on terrorism as 

examples. Castells argues that it is not so much logic and rationality that guides our 

understanding and political decision-making, but rather our affective and the emotional frames. 

In this sense, efficient media strategies rely on the emotional framing that appeal to people's 

cognitive and affective frames (Castells 2009, 154-178). He writes that “when emotional 

mechanisms are triggered in the brain’s surveillance system, higher-level decision capacities are 

activated, leading to more attention to information and a more active information search. This is 

why deliberate framing is typically based on the arousal of emotions” (ibid, 156). This argument is 

related to the idea of populism inasmuch as the emotional framing that Castells talks about can 

create the link between the viewers and the message that Laclau argues is central to the modes of 

identification and inclusion in the category of “people.” The emotional frames that define the 

relation between the videos and their viewers (whether sympathetic or not) determine the 

identification of the viewers with the Hezbollah combatants or the Israeli soldiers and therefore 

their inclusion in or exclusion from the “people of the resistance.” 

Hezbollah’s videos are the work of a special unit of militants whose role is to 

accompany fighters on military missions and film them. What we see – or the videos that we 

eventually get to see – are the videos of successful missions, or at least those that otherwise serve 

the agenda of the producers. In this sense, the videos that are publicized are the ones that 

successfully show the victory of the resistance and have gone through a process of filtering prior 

to their broadcast. The message is therefore pre-determined by the producers to be one that 

precisely shows the ability of the resistance to defeat its enemy, and the form in which the 

confrontation takes place. In other words, the videos show military success, and frame military 

failures (when they are shown) in a narrative of martyrdom that fits into Hezbollah’s overall 

resistance narrative. The importance of martyrdom in this case becomes about framing death, 

and relates back to the importance of emotional framing in Castells. In this sense, the videos are 

intentionally framed to provoke a specific emotional reaction according to the cultural and 

emotional frames of reference of their respective viewers.  

The videos portray not only victory over death, but victory in death. This is where the 

narrative of Ashura becomes central to the understanding of the messages conveyed by the 

videos. Ashura is not simply a ritual enacting the tragedy around which the Shiite identity is 

constructed, but also represents the fundamental system of values that Hezbollah keeps 

reasserting in its media discourse. The meaning of martyrdom, honour, defiance, resistance, and 

self-sacrifice all appear in both Ashura and Hezbollah’s narratives. Shiite political ideologies have 

often used the Ashura narrative as a metaphor for their present suffering. The case of Iran is 

perhaps the most significant example in modern times (Nasr 2006, 132-134). According to the 

traditional narrative, Hussein, son of Ali and grandson of the Prophet Mohammed, willingly 

encountered death when outnumbered in the battle of Karbala. His act resonates in Hezbollah’s 

portrayal of its own struggles against an enemy much larger both in number and equipment (ibid, 

119-145). The men we see in the filmed operations are all “soldiers of Hussein” who chose death 

rather than humiliation, as expressed in the famous Shiite motto that the Hezbollah adopted as 

theirs, “Hayhat menna el zolla” (literally, “Away from us is humiliation”). This fundamental 
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aspect of the frame of reference of Hezbollah’s audience is of utmost importance in 

understanding the meaning that these videos convey to the party’s public.  

It should perhaps be noted that images from the filmed operations are very often used 

in Hezbollah’s music video clips (which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5) and other 

visual genres as a constant reminder of the successes of the party’s military wing and of the 

power that they try to show to their audiences in Lebanon, the Arab world, and Israel.  

Comparing the way in which the Israeli soldiers encounter death and the way the 

Hezbollah fighters do becomes an essential component in the construction of the group’s 

identity. The representation of the Israeli soldier screaming in pain is juxtaposed with the 

broadcast images of Hezbollah militants delivering their last words before going to a battle from 

which they are aware they might not come back alive. In fact, compilations of these “martyrs’ 

messages” are also available on DVDs and other media. In these videos, Hezbollah militants who 

have died in battle say their last words to their families, the community, and the world before 

departing on their potentially final missions. This notion of a honourable death is one that is 

common to military discourses and does not derive from a specifically Islamic context. In this 

sense, the juxtaposition of videos showing Israeli soldiers wounded in battle crying for help with 

the video messages of the calm and serene Hezbollah fighters provides the basic comparison and 

the essence of the movement’s message about death on the two sides of the war: the cowardly 

enemy versus the courageous resistance fighter.  

What can be concluded in terms of the role of the videos when it comes to the 

sympathetic audience is therefore twofold: First, the videos act as a confirmation of the 

movement’s potential to be hegemonic, and by doing so provide the conditions for political 

identification with the movement, and legitimate it as a possible alternative order in times of 

crisis. Second, the videos articulate a narrative of resistance around the notion of martyrdom and 

death by employing the visual rhetoric of death to sustain the association of Hezbollah’s struggle 

with the cultural recognition of the Ashura narrative and the just struggle against occupation.  

 

4. The videos as archives 

 

The effects of the videos on sympathetic audiences are not, however, limited to their 

presentation as journalistic material. The videos also confirm these narratives of empowerment 

and consolidation as a people when they are placed in archives and re-broadcast in different 

contexts as re-used footage in new media texts. In their role as archival materials, as in their role 

as journalistic and military materials, the videos help to articulate a shared memory and a 

narrative of Hezbollah’s resistance. This section focuses on the videos’ second form of existence 

as archives, focusing on their contribution to the construction of a narrative of resistance. 

 

4.1 From the event to the archive 

 

Every act of speech implies the construction of a self-image, and it was the starting 

point of my analysis to look at these three videos as “speech acts” through which Hezbollah 

constructs its own self-image. I have argued that by showing these videos, Hezbollah is engaging 

in what Dayan calls “gaze acts.” Furthermore, the shift in the presentation of the videos — from 
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being broadcast on TV as part of the news section to being “relegated” to online archives — 

corresponds to a shift of meaning and function of these videos within the discourse of 

Hezbollah.19  

As archival materials, the videos are no longer seen for their newsworthiness, but as 

proof that this happened at one time and can happen again. In other words, they function as a 

constant reminder of Hezbollah’s narrative of empowerment and resistance. The videos thus 

construct and sustain a common memory and a visual rhetoric that consolidates Hezbollah’s 

narrative of constant self-empowerment (Mohsen and Mzannar 2001, 71-103). The videos 

thereby become a representation of a reality that contends for the dominance of the prevalent 

discourse, a site of the struggle over discourse (and truth) and within discourse. In other words, 

the filmed operations are meant to break this inability of self-representation by acquiring an 

“eye,” a “gaze,” and a power to contest the domination of the other. Furthermore, the sense of 

empowerment that the videos provide to the supporters of Hezbollah and the threatening impact 

on the Israeli public shows the affective dimension of and the role of emotional frames in the 

process of identification.  

 

4.2 The political function of images 

Patricia Pisters argues “that images as images (documentary, fiction, analogue, digital) 

operate on the mind, can change our perception and as such are a “political player,” with 

consequences that range from imperceptible to global, from the most liberating to the most 

destructive” (Pisters 2012, Chapter 7). In this sense, producing images is always a political act that 

disrupts or influences the political sphere. Chapter 2 argued that resistance is an attempt to be 

heard and seen. In this sense, producing images is essential to the process of resistance or 

transgression. Solanas and Getino reflect this idea in their description of the revolutionary third 

cinema. The two filmmakers state that “the image of reality is more important than reality itself. 

It is a world peopled with fantasies and phantoms in which what is hideous is clothed in beauty, 

while beauty is disguised as the hideous.” In this context, they claim that a “cinema of the 

revolution” must be both a cinema of “destruction and construction” (Solanas and Getino 1969). 

Such a cinema must destroy the dominant images propagated by neo-colonialism and construct 

new images: “a throbbing, living realty which recaptures truth in any of its expressions” (ibid). 

                                                 
19 By discourse, I mean the various elements from institutions to texts and spaces. In other words, I 

understand discourse with Laclau and Mouffe, who (as mentioned in Chapter 2), break with Foucault’s distinction 
between the discursive and non-discursive, and redefine ‘discourse’ in a way that might more productively be 
compared with Foucault’s notion of ‘dispositive’. Foucault defines a dispositive as “an absolutely heterogeneous 
assembly which involves discourses, institutions, architectural structures, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative 
measures, scientific enunciations, philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions; in short: as much the said as 
the un-said, these are the elements of the dispositive. The dispositive is the network which is arranged between these 
elements (...) with the term dispositive, I understand a type of—so to speak—formation which in a certain historical 
moment had as its essential function to respond to an emergency. The dispositive therefore has an eminently 
strategic function...” (Foucault Dits et Ecrits Vol III, qtd. in Bussolini 2010). The dispositive itself is the net that can 
be woven between these elements. In this sense it is the shell that envelops both discursive and non-discursive 
practices and materializations (Wodak and Meyer 2001, 29-30). In the case of Hezbollah, the dispositive groups the 
party’s military, social, and political institutions (hospitals, schools, universities, scouts, parliamentary bloc, services, 
media, research centres, etc.) alongside the discursive elements present in media, such as these videotapes and other 
productions (music videos, songs, posters, political statements, etc.), and their institutionalized archiving. 
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The cinema of the revolution, like the Hezbollah video operations, is an act of creating new 

alternative images that challenge and contest the dominant ones. Such an act is essentially about 

proposing new ways of showing and narrating reality – or providing a new reality and new 

meanings.20 The idea that resistance is about being heard is also apparent when Solanas and 

Getino write that:  

 

This cinema of the masses, which is prevented from reaching beyond the 

sectors representing the masses, provokes with each showing, as in a 

revolutionary military incursion, a liberated space, a decolonised territory. 

The showing can be turned into a kind of political event, which, according 

to Fanon, could be 'a liturgical act, a privileged occasion for human beings 

to hear and be heard' (ibid). 

 

This bring us back to the practice of videotaping military operations and their broadcast. 

This practice becomes a means to act politically upon the dominant narrative of reality to 

establish new images and new meanings of the struggle and its actors by attempting to articulate 

and broadcast a message that will become a shared memory. Hezbollah’s practice seems to be 

loyal to Solanas and Getino’s statement that “every image that documents, bears witness to, 

refutes or deepens the truth of a situation is something more than a film image or purely artistic 

fact; it becomes something which the System finds indigestible” (ibid).  

The importance and function of the production of such videos and images by 

Hezbollah reflects the initial imbalance in the mediascape (Mattelart 1995), in which the 

dominant narrative is the one propagated by the Western media. Hezbollah’s discursive and 

media strategies are thus aimed at establishing a balance in this field by providing access to new 

ways of meaning and image production and propagation (videotaping, producing content and 

broadcasting this content via various official and unofficial media networks from DVDs and 

VHS tapes to their satellite TV channel), as well as by archiving as an institutionalization of a 

shared memory.  

I want to emphasize one final link between Hezbollah’s media strategies and those 

proposed by the third cinema as a practice that is part of the revolutionary process. It is 

interesting to note that Solanas and Getino insist that a revolutionary movement must be 

invested in all layers of social life in order to prepare for or sustain the revolutionary process. It is 

essential for every aspect of life to serve the needs of the revolution: from the work of art, to 

agriculture, industry, and the organization of society. This aspect of the revolutionary process can 

be also seen in the way in which Hezbollah as a social and political movement has been 

preoccupied not only with propagating a message to an audience, but also with organizing their 

social constituency in a way that can empower and serve their struggle: archiving, education, 

agriculture, production, economy, urban planning and other layers of life are all touched by 

specific institutions run by the party (Harb and Leenders 2005; Fawaz 2009; Early 2006). 

 

 

                                                 
20 And, as I argued earlier in the Chapter following Dayan, reality exists only through the way it is shown. 
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4.3 Re-articulating the archive 

 

In this vast “dispositive” of the revolution mass communication will occupy a special 

place inasmuch as it is considered, in the words of Solanas and Getino, as “more effective for 

neocolonialism than napalm.” However, the efficiency of communication and images can also be 

made to benefit any movement of counter-colonialism or resistance: “The capacity for synthesis 

and the penetration of the film image, the possibilities offered by the living document, and naked 

reality, and the power of enlightenment of audiovisual means make the film far more effective 

than any other tool of communication” (Solanas and Getino 1969).  

Within this framework of the image and communication as means of resistance and 

transgression, the archive is a place where past, present and future are articulated. It therefore has 

a central function in the process of acquiring a voice and articulating a hegemonic discourse that 

fixes a narrative of history and institutionalizes a specific system of power and knowledge. In his 

famous work on the archive, Derrida writes that “there is no political power without control of 

the archive, if not memory” (Derrida 1996, 4). The archive is a location where power imagines 

itself, its past, its present and its future: “The archivist produces more archive, and that is why the 

archive is never closed.  It opens out of the future” (ibid, 68). The archive is by no means a rigid 

or fixed collection of documents, rather it is a space open to re-articulation, where meanings are 

constructed on all levels of the archiving process. From the organization, physical and thematic, 

to the exhibition and the access to a database and its subsequent use in new media texts, the 

archive is a living political being. As Ketelaar argues in relation to Derrida, “archives not merely 

serve to preserve an archivable content of the past. No, life itself and its relation to the future are 

determined by the technique of archiving” (Ketelaar 2001). 

In the same logic, James Scott argues that "the archive reflects realities as perceived by 

the ‘archivers’ ” (Scott 1998; in Ketelaar 2001). The archivers, in this case Hezbollah, present 

reality as they perceive it and want to show it. By building an archive of their images and texts, 

the group actively constructs an archive of the movement’s memory and its perception of reality 

– an archive that challenges the dominant representation of the war. In this sense, Hezbollah 

operate like a state that builds its own history and identity by fixing a specific perception of 

history and present and making it hegemonic. The archives are certainly not fixed, and are subject 

to a constant process of re-articulation in various new texts with different meanings. This is 

evident in the use of these videos as archival material in new videos that demonstrate either the 

power and legitimacy of Hezbollah, or their aggression and terrorism. YouTube is filled with 

such amateur editing of these videos.  

Derrida writes that “the archivization produces as much as it records the event” 

(Derrida 1996, 17). The events depicted in the video operations are re-produced in a different 

guise by the archivization and their subsequent re-articulation produces new events. The archive 

thus produces new spaces of meaning and memory, spaces where these images can be revisited 

and re-read and where new meanings can be produced. Pisters writes of this process that “each 

future use of the archive will change all of its previous meanings, and new meanings will continue 

to be added” (Pisters 2012, Chapter 7).  In fact, as Ketelaar concludes, “once we no longer 

assume that there is only one reality or meaning or truth, but many, no one better than the other, 

we can try to find these multiple meanings by interrogating not only the administrative context, 
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but also the social, cultural, political, religious contexts of record creation, maintenance, and use” 

(Ketelaar 2001). Whether online or on various recording media, the images acquire a new 

function as documents to be incorporated in narratives of the war and the community and in the 

construction of a common visual memory that Hezbollah will attempt to make hegemonic by re-

using and re-articulating these images in other media forms.21 

Technological advancements – most notably digital video and the Internet – have 

provided a new space for archiving as well as for the re-articulation of archives. The limits of 

VHS and other analogue video formats when it comes to the possibilities of editing and 

broadcasting or distributing have been overcome by new video and internet technologies. 

Hezbollah’s video operations and other archival material are available online and on DVDs of 

varying qualities. Furthermore, the ease and accessibility of digital amateur video editing software 

and individual broadcasting potential on websites such as YouTube and Google Video opened 

up the way for the re-use of the archives in new ways and to deliver new messages. These 

technological advancements thus open up the archive for re-articulation by various actors, 

making the internet itself a sort of open and accessible archive where meanings can constantly be 

contested and reframed,22 while also allowing the movement to create and institutionalize a 

shared memory and articulate its own narrative of resistance.  

In sum, what the videos discussed in this chapter show is that the strategies by which 

Hezbollah transgresses the prevalent dominant power build on the strategies of the very power it 

is transgressing: the exhibition of power and the institutionalization of memory. The Israeli 

portrayal of their own military power or the American exhibition of military force in the Iraq war, 

for example, can both be compared to Hezbollah’s filmed operations inasmuch as they aim at 

exhibiting power and military capacities.  

In addition to being acts of showing in the military context, the videos are instrumental 

in advancing new systems of values and truths and in articulating a narrative and an identity of 

what Hezbollah calls “resistance.” The most important aspect of this discursive conflict over 

meanings and hegemony is the differing definitions and meanings of empty signifiers according 

to the social, cultural and political positions of the receivers. In other words, the conflict becomes 

one that pertains to advancing new meanings and chains of equivalence to empty signifiers such 

as freedom, justice, martyrdom, and so on.  For example, within liberal democracies, the notion 

of ‘freedom’ is understood as individual social freedom, whereas within the nationalist and 

Islamic discourses it is understood as the group’s freedom from foreign influence (Dawisha 2005, 

70 – 71). The same goes for democracy, which is a notion that Hezbollah adopted in their 

narrative as being the free choice of people to be represented by what the West calls terrorist 

groups. In these videos, we see that the meaning of violence depends on its reception by 

audiences sympathetic or opposed to Hezbollah and its struggle and the function of the videos 

depends on the address and the political and emotional position of the receivers.  

The issue then becomes one of understanding the relation between resistance and 

terrorism. The videos themselves are reminiscent of this opposition. Their reception, following 

                                                 
21 See Chapters 5 and 6. 
22 Pisters argues “the interpenetration of film´s archival function and its instantaneity and contingency is 

even more evident in contemporary image culture, where anything can be filmed at any time and uploaded to the 
internet—now a giant open archive (or “viral archive,” as opposed to institutional archives which in their openness 
tend to offer more mediation” (Pisters 2012, Chapter 7). 
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the cultural recognition of the two targeted groups, is exemplary. The videos have a double 

discursive power and are addressed to two publics whose understanding of the visual message is 

opposed by the very opposition of terrorism and resistance and the “cultural recognition” of each 

targeted group (Lambert 1986, 95) or their emotional frames (Castells 2009). 

 Furthermore, the videos operate as a common imaginary that sustains and reaffirms the 

group narrative of identity by advancing an image of a powerful self that pertains to a system of 

values proper to the party’s community of supporters and sympathizers. These videos provide 

the visual confirmation of Hezbollah’s discourse of “resistance,” which is constantly trying to 

give the Arab audience a sense of empowerment within a conflict in which they have historically 

seen themselves as the incapable victims. This promise of order provides the conditions for 

Hezbollah’s discourse of resistance to become hegemonic precisely by demonstrating its capacity 

as an alternative power. Finally, inscribing the videos as events in an archive creates a new space 

for memory and new possibilities of articulation and re-articulation. The next chapter will return 

to this re-articulation aspect, examining music videos as examples of media productions that re-

articulate both Nasrallah’s speeches and Hezbollah’s military operations.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE MUSIC VIDEOS: FROM THE SECT TO THE NATION1 

 

"Flags can do nothing without trumpets." Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand 

Plateaus, 348. 

 

 

Hezbollah's music videos are synthetic texts that combine images and sounds taken 

from the movement's various other media productions. Most notably, these music videos draw 

on the two genres dealt with in the previous two chapters: Nasrallah's public speeches and the 

videotaped military operations. While the previous two chapters dealt with two media genres 

involved in the movement's construction of an archive, this chapter deals with the music videos 

as examples of media that re-articulate this archival material.   

From the nineties until today, Hezbollah has been producing songs and music videos to 

be sold, broadcast or heard in various contexts. These songs and videos are consumed mainly by 

the movement's sympathizers on the movement's private television station Al Manar, but also 

through other channels, most notably on the Internet. While the quality of the videos has 

logically evolved in parallel with technical developments and the acquired experience of their 

producers, it is the content and the messages of these videos that seem to have undergone the 

most interesting shifts. This chapter will investigate both aesthetic and discursive transformations 

of Hezbollah's music videos. These transformations expose the deeper shifts that take place 

within Hezbollah's political discourse and ideology, and the role of the political and social 

contexts in defining the party's audience and their articulated identity. I have chosen to focus on 

six music videos pertaining to four moments in Hezbollah's recent history. These videos show 

the transition from a discursive strategy based on the articulation of a specifically Shiite religious 

identity, to one that articulates a Lebanese national identity, to, finally, a narrative that situates 

Hezbollah as a transnational Muslim Arab movement addressing an audience that reaches far 

beyond the Lebanese national borders.  

The music videos reach a vast audience, especially because they are not only available on 

CDs and DVDs and broadcast on television screens and radio channels, but are also featured on 

various video sharing/streaming websites online: the music videos can be posted by amateurs on 

YouTube, for instance, or downloaded from special sections in Hezbollah websites or forums 

that support the movement (Ajemian 2008).2  

In my analysis of the music videos, I will make use of Laclau and Mouffe's theory of 

discourse and hegemony in order to expose the way in which these videos establish new 

meanings of resistance and the nation. Laclau's theory of political identification as developed in 

The Making of Political Identities and his later work on populism (Laclau 1994; Laclau 2007a) will 

provide the theoretical foundation for my argument that these music videos are indicators of the 

social, political and cultural contexts of their emergence and reflect the transformation in the 

                                                 
1 This chapter is based on a paper co-authored with Dima Saber and presented in the ASCA 2010 

Articulation(s) conference. 
2 See Ajemian 2008 on the outreach of Hezbollah's media and their use of new media technologies. 
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party's self-representation and political identity from a Shiite organization, to a Lebanese national 

resistance movement, to the catalyst of the ‘Arab nation's victory’. By building on Laclau's theory 

of political identity formation, I will show how the notions of identification, otherness, and 

hegemony play a central role in the function of these music videos as representations of an 

emerging people and in the construction of a group identity in a constant flux.    

I will start by suggesting a genealogy of the Hezbollah music videos as a genre with 

specific mechanisms of meaning production as well as social, political, and cultural functions that 

pertain to two different practices of mass media: the entertainment-based practice of popular 

music videos, and the propaganda strategies of war media. While Hezbollah's music and music 

videos are deeply rooted in a long tradition of war strategies (of which these specific videos 

constitute only one aspect), they are also part of an entertainment- and advertisement-based 

tradition of popular music videos that emerged as a popular genre with the debut of MTV Music 

television in the 1980’s. Furthermore, Hezbollah's music videos will be seen as part of a 

genealogy of political musical productions related to the Arab-Israeli conflict, in particular, and in 

general to Nasser's Arab nationalist era, in which popular music played an important role in 

spreading this political message.  

After establishing the genealogical context of the music videos, I will suggest an analysis 

of the six selected videos. A comparison between the contexts of production, the political 

contexts and the semiotic structures of these videos will allow me to expose the shifts in the 

representation of identity and the emerging national narrative in four different historical and 

political moments. First, Laka el Bay'a is a video produced prior to the liberation of Southern 

Lebanon in May 2000 and addresses a religious Shiite audience. Second, the Hezbollah anthem 

was made after this liberation and adds celebration to the mobilization of the pre-2000 videos. 

Third, Koulouna lil Watan was produced after 2005 when Hezbollah was reaching out to a newly 

acquired Christian audience. And fourth, the videos Nashid Allahu Akbar and Khalli el Silah sahi 

were re-appropriations of old Arab nationalist war songs and were produced during the 2006 war 

with Israel. Along with the video Nasr el Arab--made a year later—these three videos establish 

the party's pan-Arab shift during and after the 2006 war that ended with what Hezbollah calls the 

‘divine victory’.  

 

1. Resistance in sounds and images 

 

1.1 A genealogy: from MTV to Al Manar  

 

Music videos are some of Hezbollah's most popular media productions. They have 

accompanied the movement in all its turning points, but most notably since the establishment of 

their television station Al Manar in 1991 (Wehrey 2002). The music videos have a strict military 

thematic and are clearly aimed at mobilizing those who are watching them. As will be shown 

later, this thematic appears in both the lyrics of the songs and in the visual elements that 

constitute the videos. 

It is not possible to talk about the music videos without briefly mentioning the other 

media out of which many of the videos are made. In form and structure, Hezbollah music videos 

consist of archival footage of the movement's military operations against the Israeli army and its 
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collaborators in the South of Lebanon,3 news broadcasts from Israeli TV channels showing the 

outcomes of Hezbollah military operations (generally wounded Israeli soldiers crying or in 

distress), as well as segments from speeches delivered by various party leaders, most notably 

current Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah or his assassinated predecessor Abbas al Musawi,4 in 

addition to video messages of the movement's martyrs recorded before they go into battle. The 

other components of the videos are reenactments of Hezbollah militants in action filmed 

specifically for the purpose of being used in these videos,5 various displays of the party's arsenal 

of rockets and other weapons, or footage from the party's massive popular rallies, featuring 

acrobatic shows and disciplined rows of fighters in fast-paced military marches.  

The genealogy of these music videos can be traced through two pathways. On the one 

hand, they grew out of the MTV Music Television revolution in the 1980’s, which transformed 

popular music videos from a promotional tool for selling records into a genre of their own, 

presenting new techniques and modes of communication and expression (see Abt 1987; 

Goodwin 1992). On the other hand, they developed in relation to practices of military 

propaganda and mobilization in music and film.   

Abt describes the development and transformation of music videos, tracing them from 

their earliest roots to their present form after the MTV revolutionized this practice. He writes 

that as a format that combines music with visual elements, music videos represent a cultural 

product that went through various transformations in role, form, and function. The earliest forms 

that could be characterized as the ancestors of music videos consisted of projections of 

transparent colored images onto a screen to accompany a musical piece. These practices of the 

late 1890’s were designed to entertain as part of Vaudeville acts but also as a way to market and 

sell sheet music. Similarly, the more recent history of music videos consists of promotional clips 

intended to sell a group's album or concert tickets. However, with the emergence of MTV, this 

advertisement-based practice became a genre of its own—though they still, of course, sell a 

product, an identity (or a look), and a message, political, social or otherwise (Abt 1987). 

The Hezbollah music videos borrow many aspects from the MTV pop-music video 

genre: typologies, structures, visual and narrative techniques, form, and function. They are, like 

their pop-music counterparts, promotional tools and a specific form of social and cultural 

expression. However, their specificity lies in an additional element absent from most pop-music 

videos: their political function in the context of war or struggle.6  

The Hezbollah music videos are texts produced in times of war and have a specific 

function in this context. They are meant to raise morale, to mobilize, and to promote a specific 

identity. In this sense, the videos must be read as cultural acts, providing a wide range of re-used 

                                                 
3 On this media genre see Exum 2008 and Wehrey 2002 in addition to Chapter 4. This is footage filmed 

by a Hezbollah special unit accompanying the fighters in military operations against the Israeli Army and the SLA in 
Southern Lebanon.  

4 Abbas al Musawi was assassinated in a car explosion which claimed his life along with his wife and 
young child. This assassination elevated him to the rank of martyr and is celebrated yearly as part of Hezbollah's 
martyr week celebrations. Hassan Nasrallah was elected to be his successor. Refer to chapter 3 for an analysis of 
Nasrallah's speeches. 

5 These reenactments are also used in other video productions, such as short TV clips, though these are 
not discussed in this project. 

6 It could be argued, however, that some pop-music videos play a similar role in promoting a political or 
social struggle or acting in a specific conflict, such as feminism, anti-racism, anti-capitalism, or the promotion of 
mainstream consumerist ideology. 
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texts that speak to and are taken from the viewing culture's common memory and shared system 

of values (Rybacki and Rybacki 1999). This cultural specificity determines which rhetorical 

strategies will be used in a given video to signify specific meanings in specific contexts 

(Schwichtenberg 1992). 

The hypothesis that will guide the rest of this chapter is that the music videos are 

rhetorical texts, both in their form as popular music vehicles (often carrying social or cultural 

messages), and in their guise as politically designed propaganda texts. In both cases the videos are 

designed to sell a product, an identity, or a narrative (Gow 1992; Street 2003).  

From a Marxist perspective, the videos are constantly inscribed in a struggle for 

hegemony. In this struggle, media products are used strategically by specific marginalized groups 

to achieve dominance and dominant groups to preserve their position. Following Stuart Hall's 

argument about the role of popular culture as a site of struggle that allows for counter hegemonic 

forces to emerge and hegemonic forces to maintain their power, the music videos can be read 

precisely as an element within this hegemonic struggle (Simons 2005, 157-162). In this sense, to 

use discourse theoretical terminology, the music videos act on the undecidability of meaning of 

floating signifiers such as the nation, resistance, justice and so on in order to fix one reading over 

another and articulate new chains of equivalence that will define the shifting borders of their 

articulated people.  

 

1.2 The grammar of music videos 

 

The roots of the music videos as a visual practice are found first in the marketing world, 

television, and cinema. The original purpose of the music videos - at least when it comes to 

popular music - was to sell albums. This explains the well established use of various 

advertisement techniques in the production of these videos. Abt argues that a music video must 

"gain and hold the viewer's attention amidst other videos; help establish, visualize, or maintain 

the artist's image; sell that image and the products associated with it; and perhaps, carry one or 

several direct or indirect messages" (Abt 1987, 97). This general definition pertains to music 

videos as a communicative practice regardless of the political, cultural, or entertaining content of 

their messages. 

Compared to films, music videos present different techniques and grammar. They are 

characterized by their short duration. In a few minutes, a video presents messages to the viewers 

using various methods of signification often unacceptable in the classical cinema text. As Abt 

describes it in the context of popular music videos of the MTV genre: "Visual techniques 

commonly employed in music videos exaggerate . . . Interest and excitement is stimulated by 

rapid cutting, intercutting, dissolves, superimpositions, and other special effects, that taken 

together with different scenes and characters, make music videos visually and thematically 

dynamic" (ibid, 97-98). We can find these same techniques and formal structures abundantly in 

Hezbollah's music videos.   

As cultural texts that articulate the values, memories, and frames of reference of a given 

culture, music videos act as rhetorical texts that promote specific ideas and articulate short 

narratives in order to hegemonize them. The rhetorical aspect of music videos is therefore 

defined by their cultural specificity. In other words, as rhetorical texts, Hezbollah's music videos 
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must be read according to the group's own system of values, emotional frames, and the shared 

cultural memory of its members in order to expose the meaning that they are articulating. 

To understand their rhetorical properties, therefore, this analysis must deal with the way 

these "music videos are woven into a complex cultural context that includes performers, 

industries, and diverse audiences who attribute a wide variety of meanings to the music and 

visuals" (Schwichtenberg 1992, 117). The context of production (political, social, and cultural), 

the intention of the producer (wartime music has a different purpose than peacetime music or 

entertainment music, for instance), as well as the means and the context of reception all act to 

determine the meanings ascribed to a specific music video in a specific time and place. This is 

what the subsequent analysis of the Hezbollah videos will attempt to expose. 

Music videos as cultural products reflect the social and cultural issues of interest within 

a society. They inform and are informed by the social and cultural context of their production. In 

this sense it is important to read the political context from which the Hezbollah music videos 

emerged and are produced in order to understand them as indicators of social, cultural, and 

political issues being debated within Lebanese and Arab societies. In the case of the "Nasr el 

Arab" music video, for instance, one can discern issues of identity, of diversity and its formal 

representation, the political meaning of war and resistance, as well as issues pertaining to the 

regional aspect of the ‘victory’, and a complex articulation of both cultural and political identity 

that emerged as a quintessential expression of the deep division in the Lebanese political and 

social context caused by the assassination of Rafik Hariri in 2005. In many respects, "Nasr el 

Arab" presents great differences in comparison to the earlier wartime videos. This transformation 

of the Hezbollah music videos consists of changing rhetorical strategies pertaining to the 

changing context of the production in addition to the intentions, contents, and meanings of the 

music videos themselves. This evolution will be exposed in the following paragraphs through the 

analysis of the six mentioned videos. 

  

1.3 Music and war 

  

In addition to their role as artifacts and generators of popular culture, the Hezbollah 

music videos are also inscribed in a genealogy of war media. In both music and images, these 

videos build on old traditions of war songs composed for the war front and/or the home front 

(see Rikard 2004; Campos 2009), as well as traditions of visual representations of war in wartime 

cartoons, fliers, or posters and the practices of early cinema, such as the cinema of the Spanish-

American war. 

In a recent book about war music during the First World War in France, Rémy Campos 

argues that during this war, music had a great impact on public sentiment (Campos 2009, 103). 

Music, he writes, already had a strong association with the military and the nationalist domain, 

with countless examples of songs devoted to the celebration of the nation and its forces. Campos 

notes that in France, songs constituted a “real patriotic weapon that generated an ideological 

consensus where people, France, and the old times are confounded” (ibid, 108, my translation).   

Music and war mobilization have been tightly linked since the earliest use of marching 

songs and drums in order to mobilize soldiers and intimidate enemies. Music contributed to the 

audiovisual and sensationalist aspect of the Spanish-American war films in 1898 as one of the 
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first instances of the use of cinema (combining both music and images) in the direct war effort. It 

played a role during the First World War (sheet music, and war songs), the Second World War, 

and the Vietnam war (American posters, allies and axis propaganda films and radio 

transmissions). And music and war have also been connected in the more recent cases of the 

Gulf war and the Iraq invasion in 2003, with the military media propaganda that accompanied 

these two military campaigns. In this context, it is useful to mention the propagation of American 

army music videos meant to recruit soldiers, foster support for the war and to motivate those 

who are already fighting (see Pisters 2010).  

The close relation between war and images is clearly found in the work of Paul Virilio, 

who argues that in addition to being fought by armies on the ground, war is also fought in the 

field of perception (Virilio 1989). This politics of perception reflects a desire to control the means 

of representation as an intrinsic part of any war effort. In this sense, the power of spectacle as 

well as control over the means of representing reality are essential in any conflict. Control over 

perception functions to deter the enemy, and proclaim victory according to the prevailing 

narrative. Virilio argues that the history of cinema, propaganda and war are intermingled. Many 

techniques of image production and propagation were initially developed for military purposes 

before becoming common practices in the entertainment industry. War requires mobilization on 

the front line and in society. Following this logic, Virilio argues that victory consists in controlling 

the field of perception of both one's own group and of the enemy's (ibid). Music and images have 

proven to be very efficient means of mobilization, and are, accordingly, an indispensable weapon 

of perception. In the same context, the role of producers, singers, and journalists becomes central 

during a war, inasmuch as they are directly involved in the production of music and other 

propaganda material (Campos 2009).  

Apart from physical destruction, war also consists of a conflict over narratives defining 

the meaning of the conflict, of justice, of freedom, and of other empty signifiers, in a way that 

gives a feeling of belonging to a group and helps to construct a notion of people (Laclau 2007a). 

This refers us back to Shapiro and the ontological face of war: identification is as essential to war 

as weapons (Shapiro 1997, 48-9). Conflict and war provide the group with a constitutive other–an 

enemy–against which a group can unite and define itself (ibid, 57). Music and other cultural 

productions that emerge in times of war become means of articulating the identity of the group 

and maintaining its unity around a self-image and against an ‘other’ that incarnates the group's 

notions of evil.   

One of the most important groups involved in the production of Hezbollah songs is the 

Wilaya choir. Al Wilaya is a male choir that composed and sang many of the movement's famous 

songs (most notably Nasr el Arab, Nasrak Hazz Eddini, and the Hezbollah anthem, their first 

song composed in the 1980’s). On its website7, Al Wilaya expresses its adoption of Hezbollah's 

ideology and religious views and positions itself as part of the resistance effort inasmuch as 

music—and more precisely engaged music—are an important part of any movement of 

resistance. Al Wilaya often participates in Hezbollah's events and public celebrations with live 

performances of their songs. 

                                                 
7 <http://welaya-hlb.com/> 

http://welaya-hlb.com/
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In this context, wartime songs and images are texts specifically designed to mobilize 

both soldiers and society, raise the morale of the nation, and re-affirm the national/group 

identity. They also present some specific general characteristics: war music is often characterized 

by particular rhythms and a focus on wind instruments and drums. The semantic fields of war 

and nation are present in the lyrics of such songs. Images, on the other hand, tend to celebrate 

masculine strength8 and the exhibition of weapons, in addition to the presence of national 

symbols such as flags or other symbolic elements of the nation and the group. 

 

1.4 The changing context of a practice 

  

Hezbollah's music videos have evolved and changed according to the political context 

of their production. In the 1990’s, when the movement's main mission was the liberation of the 

occupied Southern part of Lebanon and the gathering of popular support for this endeavor, 

mobilization was the main purpose of the videos. During this period, Hezbollah's political 

discourse and ideology was focused on its Shiite constituency. The themes of martyrdom and 

faith are predominant, and Shiite religious symbols and personalities are present alongside black 

banners and Hezbollah flags. This imagery is characteristic of the video “Laka el Bay'a,” for 

instance, and constitutes a clear contrast with the recent “Nasr el Arab” video where Shiite 

symbols are almost absent in comparison with the overwhelming presence of national and Arab 

ones. The transition from one discursive strategy to the other reflects the changing political and 

social contexts. I will argue that the transformation of Hezbollah's discourse happens gradually, 

with some key events playing the role of catalyst for change.  

It should be noted that when I argue that a Lebanese or Arab dimension appears in the 

movement's political discourse, it does not mean that the Shiite or religious dimension disappears 

either from the articulated identity itself or from the movement's media productions. In other 

words, throughout all these periods examples of strictly religious or Shiite media productions can 

still be found at any given moment. What is of interest in this chapter, however, is the emergence 

of new signifiers that expand and re-articulate the borders of inclusion and exclusion of the 

people of resistance beyond the Shiite community.   

A shift in aesthetics and in the function of the music videos first occurs after the 

liberation of Southern Lebanon in May 2000. At this moment a new theme appears for the first 

time in Hezbollah's media productions in general and in the music videos in particular: 

celebration. Videos celebrating the movement's first big success establish a shift in the military 

aesthetics characteristic of the earlier videos--both in lyrics and in the visual elements. Archival 

footage of people celebrating the liberation in the villages of Southern Lebanon and in the rest of 

the country are added to the strictly militaristic aesthetics of the earlier music videos.  

After 2000, as the party’s discourse began to give the liberation a Lebanese national 

meaning, making it, in the words of the Secretary-General during his famous speech in Bint Jbeil 

in the wake of Liberation Day, not a Hezbollah achievement, but a Lebanese one (see Chapter 3). 

In the videos, the introduction of Lebanese flags now accompanies the party's yellow flags. This 

                                                 
8 We can see the similarities between the filmed images of men preparing the missiles to be launched in 

the Hezbollah music videos to the pictures of men carrying missiles and other weapons on American posters of the 
WWII.  
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reflects a shift in the discourse of identity that Hezbollah adopted more explicitly after the 2005 

assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri. While in the pre-2000 videos there 

was a clear focus on a strictly Shiite identity, with the black flags and the religious thematic of the 

lyrics and the images, after 2005 there is an articulation of a Lebanese national identity, placing 

the party as a Lebanese as well as a Shiite one. While the mobilization function persists in the 

videos produced after 2000 (in the case of the Hezbollah anthem for instance), it can be argued 

that these videos become largely a demonstration of the party's legitimacy, and the credibility of 

their resistance efforts. This legitimization is achieved through a narrative that shows the military 

efforts of the party as the reason for the celebrated liberation—a liberation that belongs to the 

whole country. This move allowed the party to inscribe its struggle into the national narrative. 

In 2006, another war between Lebanon and Israel took place. During the war, which 

lasted for 33 days, the mobilization music videos resurfaced as part of the party's media strategies. 

The music videos during the war can be compared to those produced during the 1990’s, with the 

difference that the Lebanese thematic of the post-2000 was preserved and a new Arab thematic 

appeared (which is the case in the adoption of the Arab nationalist songs Nashid Allahu Akbar 

and Khalli el Silah Sahi). In other words, the videos were mobilizing not only the Shiites but all 

the Lebanese and Arab peoples as well. The war ended with what Hezbollah called the "divine 

victory" and this victory was the context of the production of “Nasr el  Arab” (victory of the 

Arabs), which was produced to celebrate the first anniversary of the 2006 “Divine Victory”. In 

Nasr el Arab two elements represent a new shift in the aesthetics and functions of the music 

video. First, there is the emerging theme of victory and an end to the mobilization aspect of the 

previous music videos. Second, there is the articulation of a hegemonic Arab identity, while 

preserving both the group identity (Shiite) and the national identity (Lebanese). As we will see, 

the articulated identity in this video is threefold: it is Shiite, Lebanese, and Arab—a clear example 

of Hezbollah's multifaceted identity.   

This brief description of the changing modes of representation and contents of the 

videos is meant to show how the political context and the strategic needs of Hezbollah are 

reflected in their media productions. In what follows, a closer analysis of each video will 

demonstrate how the political and social contexts of each text allows the audience and the 

producers to fix one hegemonic meaning and identity that will be closely linked to and a 

reflection of the concerns in each period.  

 

2. The changing boundaries of a multidimensional people 

 

2.1 A religious call to duty 

 

The first video is titled Laka el Bay'a (we will follow you)9. It is one of the music videos 

produced during the “liberation period,” the decade between the end of the Lebanese civil war in 

1990 and the liberation of Southern Lebanon in May 2000. This decade witnessed Hezbollah's 

major military, social, and political expansion. With the end of the civil war and the internal 

fighting that had swamped the country for over a decade and a half, Hezbollah's was able to fully 

                                                 
9 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SHy5Mhr5Nno> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SHy5Mhr5Nno
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devote its efforts to ending the Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon and securing the required 

social and political support for this endeavor. Shortly after the civil war ended, the movement 

went through its first major transformation: Hezbollah recognized the Lebanese state and entered 

the Lebanese political spectrum by participating in the first general elections in 1992 (Alagha 

2006). The Shiite religious group also launched its local television station in 1991, and went on to 

devote much effort to gaining popular support in Lebanon for its battle against the Israeli 

occupation forces. With its growing social network and its increasingly efficient media discourse, 

the movement managed to consolidate the support and adherence of the large majority of Shiites, 

as well as considerable support from Lebanese people of different faiths. By the time the 

liberation was achieved in May 2000, Hezbollah was at the height of its popular success, 

especially among Lebanese Muslims, and Shiites in particular.  

While the party was working to foster national support for its military actions, the bulk 

of their mobilization discourse concerned the Shiite constituency and not the larger Lebanese 

society. In this sense, while the political party was looking for the recognition of their military 

strategy on the national level, it was clearly concerned with keeping the monopoly of the 

resistance within the borders of the Shiite community and more precisely within their own 

military wing: the “Islamic resistance”. This is clear in Laka el Bay'a, where one discerns a 

specifically Shiite identity being articulated and addressed to an equally religious and Shiite 

audience who seems to be the only one concerned with the armed struggle against the Israeli 

occupation. The chain of equivalence is here between the Shiite faith and resistance as a religious 

duty.  

Laka el Bay'a is a song and a video that can be described as primarily religious. While the 

song itself is about the submission to the party's religious leadership and mission, the video is 

filled with various symbols specific to the Shiite community and in particular to the religious 

current represented by Hezbollah which holds Ayatollah Khomeini's “rule of the Jurist” as its 

guiding principle (see Chapter 1 for an explanation of this doctrine).  

The song speaks of a religious struggle, of a promise of victory and of devotion to the 

religious leader. References to the Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem in one line “The party of God will bring 

the blue sky over the Aqsa mosque (in Jerusalem)” gives the song an Islamic dimension that sees the 

liberation of Jerusalem as a religious duty for all Muslims. However, the reference to Ayatollah 

Khomeini and current supreme leader of Iran Ali Khamenei shows the specifically Shiite identity 

of those addressed and their support more particularly for Khomeini’s Shiite doctrine. Khomeini 

and Khamenei are present in the lyrics and also seen in several instances of the clip (images 12 

and 13).  

The song progresses with footage of Hezbollah militants attacking Israeli military 

positions in Lebanon—taken from the party's military video operations (image 14)—and the 

coffins of martyrs wrapped with the party's yellow and black banners carried by rows of 

mourners (image 15). These images are interrupted by three fragments of speeches delivered by 

two of the party's clerics: former Secretary-General Abbas al Mosawi (image 16) and present 

one, Hassan Nasrallah (image 17). The first speech fragment praises the fighters of Hezbollah, 

comparing their steadfastness to a mountain: “These men are stronger than mountains. Their heads are 

raised higher than the highest peaks. Their willpower is incomparable. They are steadfast, motivated, and 

powerful.” The second fragment is of a more explicitly religious nature and deals with the central 
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notion of martyrdom that constitutes a pillar in Hezbollah's religious discourse: “We do not ask for 

death because we want death, death for us is a path to life, it is a way to bring life to the group. Death for us is a 

weapon that we do not shoot in the air but at our enemies.”  In this statement we see resonating the idea 

of victory in death. Death is a weapon; a weapon more powerful than guns. This is also a 

reminder of the notion we saw in Nasrallah's speeches, namely the victory of blood against the 

sword. Martyrdom acquires a meaning both in the afterlife—since the martyrs will be rewarded in 

heaven—as well as, and most importantly, in the worldly existence of the group since, it is an act 

that brings life to the group.  

Martyrdom is a key element in the three speeches. In the last speech, the religious 

dimension is laid out more explicitly when we hear: “Who does not wish to kiss the hands of a resistance 

fighter, a mujahid who carries his weapon to fight Israel? These people who are willing to give up their lives, to 

become martyrs for god.” In this last statement the importance of the social role and standing of the 

martyr in Hezbollah's discourse is clear. The martyr here, like in Nasrallah's address to the 

fighters on the front during the 2006 war (see Chapter 3), is presented as one deserving not only 

respect, but also as the leader and the role model whose hand everyone wishes to kiss.  

The presence of martyrdom in the Hezbollah videos and their media discourse in 

general can also be contrasted with the general tendency of the Israeli army (and the American 

one for that matter) to hide military losses and casualties. Hezbollah, in comparison, presents its 

human losses—the martyrs—proudly, as proof of their devotion and willingness to sacrifice their 

lives for the cause. This is also apparent in the practice of Hezbollah and other Lebanese parties 

to hang posters of their martyrs in the streets, a practice that will be analyzed more closely in 

Chapter 6 (see Maasri 2009). 

The religious dimension of the song also appears in the lyrics, in a verse such as “This 

victory is the victory of God,” which places the struggle explicitly in a religious framework. This clearly 

contrasts with the representation of victory in more recent songs as belonging to the nation, 

rather than to God.  

The religious is predominant in the images as well. The Quran is an important visual 

element in the video, as can be seen in the images of fighters kissing the Quran before going to 

battle (image 18). That being said, the absence of any reference to a Lebanese identity is notable. 

Instead, we see an abundance of Hezbollah flags and black banners that symbolize the Shiite 

faith. The only reference to a geographical identity is reduced to two lines in the song referring to 

the southern part of the country: “You cannot separate the soil of Southern Lebanon from the blood of its 

people fighting for its liberation”, and “We carry good news for the South that is steadfast”. The people of 

Southern Lebanon could refer to all the religious communities living in this area (Christians, 

Sunnis, Druze, and Shiites), or simply to the Shiite population that is actively engaged in the 

liberation struggle under the banner of Hezbollah. However, when we look at the song and the 

video as a whole it is the latter meaning that seems to be more likely.   

Finally, Laka el Bay'a is not just a song about the struggle against the Israeli occupation 

of Lebanon, but also of Jerusalem. The song does not recognize the struggle as a national one but 

as a religious one. The actors in this struggle are soldiers of God, and their victory is a religious 

one. The boundaries of the group in the song and the video are defined by the reference to the 

Shiite religious leaders Khomeini and Khamenei, making it difficult for those who do not affiliate 

with their religious doctrine to identify with the ‘people’ that emerges from the song. 
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2.2 Articulating victory: the Hezbollah anthem  

 

Previously limited to war mobilization in the form described above, the videos made 

after the liberation of Southern Lebanon in May 2000 present two novelties in aesthetics and 

function: the celebration of victory and the national character of the victory. The first semantic 

field of victory is underlined in Hezbollah's anthem clip10, while the national aspect of this victory 

is clearly articulated in "Koulouna lil Watan," made a few years later, when political divisions 

about Hezbollah and its weapons had polarized the Lebanese society and its religious 

communities. As was argued in Chapter 3 in the analysis of Nasrallah's liberation speech, 

Hezbollah insisted on portraying the liberation as a national victory and an achievement that 

would pave the way for more victories and for a national unity around the resistance. That being 

said, the Lebanese nationalist tendency of post-2000 Hezbollah discourse did not mean the 

disappearance of the religious and Shiite dimensions from its media productions. In fact, “Nashid 

Hezbollah” (Hezbollah's anthem), while produced during this period, remains primarily a 

religious video that speaks to a Shiite community first and foremost.11 This video is nonetheless 

interesting in its narrative dimension inasmuch as it articulates a central moment in Hezbollah's 

narrative of its own struggle and of that of the nation as whole: the 2000 liberation of Southern 

Lebanon.     

Produced after the liberation, the music video of Nashid Hezbollah or the Hezbollah 

anthem articulates and celebrates the narrative of the victory of the resistance. The song is 

characterized by a fast pace, played predominantly with wind instruments and loud drums, a 

characteristic common to war songs and anthems in particular. The video is faithful to the 

mobilization videos described earlier, with the same techniques and similar images: martyrdom, 

military themes, the speeches of party leaders, and so on. However, the novelty of the video and 

what sets it apart from the pre-2000 videos is the thematic of celebration, which gave new 

meaning to the images of the military operations and the martyrs.   

In Laka el Bay'a, the fragments of military operations served to mobilize support for the 

ongoing war and to expose the power of the military resistance and its ability to inflict 

destruction on the Israeli army and its collaborators. The use of similar footage from the party’s 

military operations against the Israeli army (Image 19) in the Hezbollah anthem video similarly 

confirms the image of the "victorious self" (image 20) over the "defeated other" (image 21), but 

more importantly situates these military events as essential moments in the narrative of victory. 

The song itself opens with a confirmation of the movement's struggle along the path towards an 

inevitable victory: “we walked towards victory on the day of struggle”. We also see in the lyrics the 

importance of sacrifice as the path to this victory: “our blood will bring salvation”.  

This victory, according to Hezbollah's narrative, will be achieved by armed resistance, 

which the movement sought to legitimize and present as a duty that was only achievable because 

of the party's religious devotion to their cause. This is eventually confirmed with the planting of 

the Hezbollah flag (image 20), a symbolic gesture found in the visual representations of war and 

                                                 
10<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CYHu9i4fm5I&amp;amp;feature=related> 
11 The song itself was composed long before 2000, however, the chosen video of it is produced after that 

year. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CYHu9i4fm5I&amp;amp;feature=related
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victory across time and space. In the video's short narrative, these military operations announce 

the inevitable victory that was achieved when the Israeli army withdrew from Southern Lebanon 

in May 2000. This victory is announced both with the date written on the screen–“May 25th 2000, 

the end of the Zionist occupation” (image 22)—and the footage of liberated villagers celebrating on 

that day (image 23). 

May 25th 2000 marks the transition from the small symbolic victories exemplified by the 

planting of flags during military operations to the actual historical moment of liberation. This is 

not a symbolic image of victory, it is a real victory made historical by the date on the screen: it is 

the moment when the enemy withdraws after twenty years of occupation and when mothers 

celebrate the return of their sons (image 24). This victory marks the end of a historical phase in 

the war narrative—that of mobilization for the armed struggle and the military operations—and 

the beginning of a new one: the re-articulation of resistance as a hegemonic national political 

identity.  

In Minding the Gap, Ernesto Laclau borrows a scene from Thomas Mann's Lotte in 

Weimar describing the changing attitude of the people of Weimar from sympathy with the French 

occupiers to sympathy with the anti-Napoleonic coalition. This change of position, Laclau argues, 

is not opportunistic. Rather, it follows the principle by which identification—and the success of a 

national independence movement—must not be limited to "a spontaneous attractiveness or 

moral superiority," but has to demonstrate its power and ability to be, in Gramscian terms, 

hegemonic (Laclau 1994, 16). Hezbollah's music videos constantly demonstrate the power of the 

party. In the pre-2000 videos this was achieved by the celebration of successful military 

operations. After 2000, the celebration of the liberation demonstrates Hezbollah's hegemonic 

potential by depicting the liberation as an outcome of the armed resistance. At this moment, 

Hezbollah is concerned with articulating a people around the empty signifier ‘resistance’ while 

still demonstrating its religious identity.  

The video makes use of religious symbols similar to those in Laka el Bay'a: coffins of 

the party's martyrs, images of clerics, and footage of men ritually beating their chests during the 

commemoration of Ashura. However, while these visual elements clearly articulate the Shiite 

identity of the party, when read in the context of the video's narrative, the religiosity of the 

images presents the religious devotion of the party as the cause of its success and a condition for 

the celebrated victory. In other words, it was Hezbollah's religious devotion that made their 

victory possible. In fact, the verse “and we keep going according to the words of our Quran: the party of god 

will be victorious” recurs alongside verses such as “the hand of God gave us the weapons” and “the bullets 

were singing Allahu Akbar and Israel you will receive your punishment”. In these verses the relation 

between the military and the religious is made explicit.  

After 2005, however, there is a significant shift in Hezbollah’s music videos. The 

religious dimension fades away, and a new political context introduced a new audience to the 

movement's discourse and presented a new signifier around which the political identity of the 

movement was to be articulated: Lebanon.  
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2.3 The emergence of a national narrative 

 

Following the liberation in 2000 came five years of relative peace, during which the 

South of Lebanon was being reconstructed and re-populated. This period also saw a few other 

Hezbollah achievements, such as the prisoner exchange with Israel in 2004, when the movement 

succeeded in getting almost all of the Lebanese and large numbers of Palestinian prisoners out of 

Israeli detention in exchange for the remains of some Israeli soldiers and the release of an 

intelligence officer detained by the movement (Alagha 2006, 53-4). In 2005, however, a new 

event brought the peaceful times to an end. On February 14 of that year, Rafik Hariri, former 

Prime Minister of Lebanon and leader of the largest Sunni party in the country, was assassinated 

by a large explosion that took his life and those of dozens of passers-by.   

The narrative of events before and after the assassination, and the identification of 

possible suspects, have split along the lines of the radical division of Lebanese society between 

pro-Syrian and anti-Syrian factions. These divisions refer to Lebanese sentiments in relation to 

Syrian military presence and political domination over Lebanon since the end of the civil war and 

the alliance between Syria, Iran and Hezbollah. What can be asserted regardless of political 

opinions, is that the assassination brought two issues to the forefront of the Lebanese political 

discussion: (1) Hezbollah’s weapons and hence its whole narrative of resistance; and (2) the 

identity of the assassins. From that moment, being Lebanese and what it meant to be Lebanese 

became a floating signifier. Two discourses were in competition to give meaning to this floating 

signifier; to prove their Lebaneseness; and to assert the foreign agenda of the other group 

(American-Israeli for one, and Iranian-Syrian for the other).  

At the time of the production of the Koulouna lil Watan video12, the two groups were, 

on the one hand, an allegiance of Hezbollah, Amal and their smaller allies of nationalist and leftist 

groups, and the largest Christian party, the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM); and on the other 

hand, the Future movement (Hariri's party, which after his assassination was led by his son Saad), 

some smaller right wing Christian parties (notably the Phalanges and the Lebanese Forces), and 

the Socialist party, a predominantly Druze party led by Walid Jumblat, the son of its founder and 

one of Lebanon's largest landowners. With their new alliance with the Lebanese Christian FPM, 

Hezbollah had to promote a new image of itself and of resistance that appealed not only to 

Shiites but to Christians as well. This new political context demanded that Hezbollah proves its 

Lebaneseness, as opposed to its Iranian or religious affiliation. This tendency is most clear in the 

music video Koulouna lil Watan (We are all for the Nation), which articulates resistance around 

two essential symbols for Lebanese Christians: Lebanon and the Lebanese national army.13 

The importance of Lebanon is evidenced by the introduction of the Lebanese flag as a 

central element in Koulouna lil watan, as well as by the title of the song, which is the first verse of 

the Lebanese national anthem. The narrative of the video revolves around the equivalence 

between the national army soldier and the resistance fighter. In the video we see the Lebanese 

national army and Hezbollah fighters portrayed as complementary (images 25 and 26), with 

successive images of the national army and Hezbollah military marches. The video constantly 

                                                 
12 <http://somod.shiaweb.org/index.php?show=sounds&action=play&id=63> 
13 Michel Aoun, leader of the Free Patriotic Movement is himself a military man, and was the Lebanese 

Army General during the 1980’s. 

http://somod.shiaweb.org/index.php?show=sounds&action=play&id=63
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features the Lebanese national flag alongside the party's flag (image 27), and the national 

character of the movement's struggle is made clear in a scene in which a soldier gets shot while 

carrying the Lebanese flag (image 28). When the flag falls down, another fighter picks it up.14 

The coffins of martyrs are now covered with a Lebanese flag rather than Hezbollah’s (image 

29). The many juxtapositions of footage of fallen Israeli soldiers (image 30), footage of 

Hezbollah military operations (image 31), and footage of the Lebanese national army (image 

32) express the chain of equivalence established between resistance and Lebanon as a nation.  

In the lyrics, the articulation of a people is established on several levels. On the one 

hand the people—“the young men of the nation”—emerge in opposition to the common enemy—

“the Zionists”--who must be chased from “our land” in order to “wash with our blood the shame of 

discord.” This is the beginning of the song, and it sets the narrative structure of the articulated 

people as a united Lebanese people fighting the common Zionist enemy. Towards the end of the 

song, this same idea is reformulated in the following verses: “Avenge the children of Lebanon. Do not 

forgive the arrogant stealer of land. Destroy him on the borders of the nation. So that the nation remains.” 

This discursive shift reflects Hezbollah's move from a social formation to a national 

one. According to Balibar, it is when a community "recognizes itself in advance in the institution 

of the state" and "recognizes this state as 'its own' in opposition to other states and, in particular, 

inscribes its political struggles within the horizon of that state" that we can talk about a national 

formation (Balibar and Wallerstein 2002, 93). The struggle over Lebaneseness in the post-

assassination period prompted Hezbollah’s entry into direct participation in internal Lebanese 

politics. The movement entered the government for the first time and re-articulated its resistance 

discourse as an intrinsic and necessary part of the Lebanese political identity. The movement 

became concerned with the institution of a state that could adopt resistance as a fundamental 

concept in its self-definition. Even before the assassination of Hariri, Hezbollah's post-2000 

narrative was one that had already begun to inscribe the party's struggle into the national 

narrative (as we saw, for example, in Nasrallah's liberation speech in 2000), and to inscribe itself 

in the construction of the state as the agent of the national liberation (see Chapter 3). In 

articulating this identification with the state as represented by the national flag or the national 

army, Hezbollah re-formulated its struggle and re-articulated its identity within the limits of the 

Lebanese national state establishing a chain of equivalence between resistance and national duty 

that replaced the equivalence between resistance and religious duty.  

While in the previous two videos, there was a clear focus on a strictly Shiite identity with 

black flags, party flags, and the religious thematic of the lyrics and the images, In Koulouna lil 

Watan we see the articulation of a Lebanese national identity placing the party as Lebanese rather 

than Shiite. Mobilization remains a function of the videos produced after 2000. However, it can 

be argued that these videos become largely a demonstration of the party's legitimacy and 

credibility as a national resistance movement, rather than as instruments for the recruitment of 

fighters for a war that had become more of a deterrent than a direct military confrontation. This 

legitimization was achieved by demonstrating the causal link between the liberation and the 

                                                 
14  A similar scene is found in one of the Spanish American war films during the Philippines war. The film 

dated June 5 1899, is entitled "Advance of Kansas Volunteers at Caloocan" and can be found here: 
<http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/r?ammem/papr:@filreq(+@FIELD(NUMBER+@band(sawmp+0973))+@field(COLLID+spanam))> 
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party's military efforts, a theme that was present in Hezbollah’s anthem, and by emphasizing the 

chain of equivalence between the state, its army and the resistance fighter, as in Koulouna lil 

Watan. In fact, Hezbollah's entry into government took place only on the condition that the 

government adopt in its program a clause about preserving the Lebanese right to resist through 

the alliance of its people, army and resistance (and here resistance refers to Hezbollah's military 

wing, the Islamic resistance). In this sense, the equivalence of resistance and nation is explicitly 

laid out in the recurrent verse: “We are all resistance, We are all for the nation.” 

A last aspect of the Koulouna lil Watan video is the near absence of archival images and 

the reliance instead on re-enactments and footage produced specifically for the video. One could 

argue that the reason is that the represented identity is one that is being imagined rather than one 

that already exists or that can be demonstrated by archival footage. In other words, while perhaps 

segments of the Lebanese army indeed supported Hezbollah's military efforts throughout the 

1990’s, the army as an institution did not actively participate in the war against Israel, nor were its 

soldiers really equivalent to the resistance fighters in the way that the video wants to demonstrate.   

 

2.4 Re-articulating the Arab nation  

 

On the morning of the 12th of July 2006 an Israeli patrol on the Lebanese border was 

ambushed by Hezbollah fighters. Two Israeli soldiers were captured and a number of others were 

killed.15 The Israeli army quickly responded with air strikes against targets in Lebanon.16 This was 

the start of a war that would last for 33 days and that would be covered live on all Arab satellite 

news channels. The 2006 war mobilized Arab viewers and constituted a transnational event that 

led it to be called an Arab-Israeli war, rather than a Lebanese-Israeli one.17 The war ended and 

Hezbollah declared its "Divine Victory" after becoming a symbol of resistance for Arabs around 

the world. This is the context of production of the two videos Nashid Allahu Akbar (the God is 

Great Anthem)18 and Khalli el Silah Sahi (Keep the Weapons Ready)19, songs that were originally 

written in 1956 and 1973, respectively, during Nasser's Suez war and the October War (three 

years after the death of Nasser).   

In order to understand the meaning and the function of these two videos, it is important 

to view them within the historical context of earlier practices of mobilization in the Arab-Israeli 

context. The use of music, songs and anthems as modes of mobilization and propaganda is a 

common practice in war, as we have seen earlier in this chapter. 

In an Arab context, Hezbollah's music videos can be compared with and traced to 

historical precedents, namely and most notably the case of Arab nationalist radio songs 

composed and broadcast during the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt (1954-1970) and the 

Arab-Israeli war of 1973. The function of these songs was both to mobilize the Arab public in 

                                                 
15 The two captured soldiers eventually turned out to have also been killed during the operation. 

However, throughout the war and until the prisoner exchange was conducted they were believed to have been alive.  
16 For a detailed account of locations bombed during the July 2006 war see 

http://electronicintifada.net/bytopic/uploads/lebanon-map-12-28.pdf 
17 While the Israeli media called the war the second Lebanon war, Al Jazeera and other Arab satellite 

channels called it the sixth Arab-Israeli war. 
18 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PuwkOuexK-0> 
19 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8C_3BACcU-A> 

http://electronicintifada.net/bytopic/uploads/lebanon-map-12-28.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PuwkOuexK-0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8C_3BACcU-A


CHAPTER 5 

164 
 

relation to the war against Israel and Western imperialism, and to spread an Arab nationalist 

identity throughout the Arab world. Nasser's massive media infrastructure was the largest and the 

most efficient in the region. Sawt el Arab, the Arab world's most popular station at the time, 

featured both political and entertainment programs aimed at promoting Nasser's Arab nationalist 

ideology (Boyd 1975). Egypt's cultural domination over the Arab musical and entertainment 

landscape gave Nasser a great advantage, and contributed to the popular success of political, 

nationalist, and mobilization songs. These songs have become classics in the Arab shared 

memory, especially because they were performed by some of the biggest stars of the time (Abdel 

Halim Hafez, Umm Kulthum, Mohammed Abdel Wahab and others). These songs were 

composed in order to mobilize Arabs in the period between the 1956 Suez war and the 1973 

October war. Many of these songs promoted the Palestinian struggle, mobilizing people around 

the Arab world to support their brethren in the occupied Arab land.  

Militant songs and music continued to flourish in the context of the Arab-Israeli 

struggle even after the decline and subsequent fall of Arab nationalism in the wake of the 

spectacular defeat of 1967 and the death of Nasser in 1970. The Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO) and other Palestinian and Arab resistance groups continued to produce such 

songs during the 1970’s and 1980’s, in order to mobilize people and promote their cause.  

During the war between Lebanon and Israel in 2006, Hezbollah broadcast two music 

videos featuring two of the most famous songs from the time of Arab nationalism. The 2006 

war, covered by all the Arab satellite news channels, had transformed Hezbollah into a 

transnational Arab force popular throughout the Arab world. The two music videos were of the 

songs Khalli el Silah Sahi (“keep the weapons ready,” sung in 1973 by Abdel Halim Hafez, one of 

the Arab world's most popular music and movie stars) and Nashid Allahu Akbar (the God is 

Great anthem, produced by Abdallah Chamseddine and Mahmoud el Cherif in 1956). The fact 

that Hezbollah chose to adopt these two songs into their discourse in the context of the 2006 war 

reflects the party's awareness of their Arab audience and influence.  

The two songs speak to a shared Arab history and identity that was born out of the 

massive success of Arab nationalism in uniting the Arab people around the figure of Gamal 

Abdel Nasser even after his death in 1970. By adopting these songs into their own discourse, 

Hezbollah was clearly re-articulating a shared Arab identity by affirming its relation to a deeply 

rooted Arab nationalist belonging and a transnational struggle that involves Arabs all around the 

world. This strategy reflects Hezbollah's desire during and after 2006 to give its message a 

dimension that would appeal to the Arab peoples and remind them of the “lost glory” of Arab 

nationalism. By doing so, Hezbollah claimed its position as the successors of Arab nationalism in 

its popular and transnational appeal as a liberation movement that could speak for and to the 

Arab peoples beyond state borders.20 

The Hezbollah and Nasser songs also present great similarities on the thematic, formal, 

and strategic levels. On the thematic level, the songs are all about the fight between the self and 

the other (imperialist, Israeli or both) in a struggle that is mainly one of liberation, in the sense 

                                                 
20 The Arab reach of the Hezbollah media is not limited to their Satellite broadcast but also Dar el Manar, 

a Hezbollah production house who produces most of the movement's media merchandise (DVDs, CDs and other 
items containing anything from TV programs to speeches, music and video compilations) distributes its media 
productions not only in Lebanon but in neighboring countries as well at very affordable prices. 
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not of individual freedom but of the nation's liberation from foreign influence. The aim is to 

mobilize the forces necessary for this fight to be successful—by addressing an Arab self, in the 

case of Nasser, and a Shiite, Lebanese, or Arab self in the case of Hezbollah. Arguably, 

Hezbollah's mobilization songs did not address an Arab self, rather, as we have seen in the 

previous videos, we often find a religious identity or a Lebanese national one. The Arab 

dimension only emerges during and after the 2006 war.21 On the formal level the rhythms, voices, 

and instruments are in both cases characteristic of war songs, with mostly male chorus voices, 

wind instruments and drums, and fast-paced repetitive rhythms. Finally, on the strategic level the 

songs are designed to mobilize the group and demonstrate one's own power and righteousness in 

the face of an unjust and treacherous enemy.  

The two videos Khalli el Silah Sahi and Nashid Allahu Akbar share great similarities on 

the visual level. In fact we see the same footage used in both of them: the Hezbollah fighters 

running through the woods and launching rockets (images 33 and 34), as well as the re-used 

military operations footage and the images of Israeli casualties (images 35 and 36). The Allahu 

Akbar song also features the voice of Nasrallah proclaiming the victory of blood against the 

sword while we see images of the coffins of the movement's dead fighters pass by (image 37). 

In the song Allahu Akbar, the title is itself the opening and recurring verse. The 

proclamation Allahu Akbar, “God is great”, speaks to Muslims all around the world. It 

establishes a cultural frame that legitimizes the position of those who are singing by virtue of 

their religious affiliation and the support of God for their cause. In the song, God is the one who 

“defeats the aggressors” and is “mightier than the vicious and arrogant enemy”. The presence of the religious 

frame, however, does not exclude the national one. Although the song carries strong Muslim 

connotations, it was produced in support of an Arab nationalist regime, which was intrinsically 

secular even if it adopted some Muslim symbols in order to appeal to the majority of Arabs.  

In the beginning of the song the chorus addresses the world: “oh world look and be witness, 

the enemy's army wants to take my life”: the war here is legitimate self-defense against an aggressor. 

This aggressor will be defeated by “justice and my weapons. And my death will bring forth its end.” The 

use of the first person singular makes of every person—singing along—a soldier in this just war. 

In fact, the chorus invites the listeners to sing along: “say with me, down with the colonizers! God is 

mightier than the vicious aggressor. Made strong by my confidence and my spirit, I come to sacrifice myself on the 

nation's altar.” As the song progresses we are invited to watch Hezbollah's arsenal in action and 

footage of Israeli soldiers wounded or killed. In other words the images demonstrate the promise 

of victory that the lyrics verbalize and the power of Hezbollah's fighters against the Israeli army. 

Similar to Allahu Akbar in all aspects, Khalli el Silah Sahi—“keep the weapons ready”—

is a call to remain vigilant against the treacherous enemy. The lyrics consist of just two sentences 

that are repeated three times (the song is just two minutes long): “Keep the weapons ready. Even if the 

world falls asleep I will stay awake with my weapons ready. My weapon in my hand, day and night, calling oh 

revolutionaries, our enemy is treacherous. Keep the weapons ready”.  

The video itself is basically an exhibition of the movement's arsenal of weapons that 

must remain ready, shown in contrast with the powerful weapons of the enemy (images of 

battleships and planes) (image 38), and cemented with recurring footage from Hezbollah military 

                                                 
21 It should be noted however, that after the second Intifada, Al Manar was producing and broadcasting 

music videos and other video productions with a strictly Palestinian theme.  
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operations (image 39). The song was produced for the 1973 October war, three years after the 

death of Nasser, and sung by Abdel Halim Hafez, one of Egypt's and the Arab world's most 

popular stars.22 

Hezbollah’s music video practice has one obvious added element in comparison to the 

Nasserist songs: the image. Nasser's songs were mostly broadcast on the radio—the most widely 

available media at the time—although cinema was also an important part of Egypt's media 

apparatus. Hezbollah, however, has at its disposal a variety of audiovisual media such as video, 

television, and the internet. This addition is characteristically seen in the two music videos 

discussed above. In these two videos we have a song that was sung during the era of Arab 

nationalism now re-articulated in order to fit the present occasion. By doing so Hezbollah re-

articulates an existing text that is already inscribed in the cultural memory of Arab people in order 

to associate its own struggle with the struggle that united the Arab peoples several decades before 

and still resonates in Arab popular and political culture. Thus Hezbollah is inscribing its own 

struggle as a continuation of Nasser's Arab nationalist movement. In other words, Hezbollah is 

appropriating this tradition of engaged music, and transforming it into one that is made 

specifically for the present situation as a text of its own. 

In 2006, Hezbollah was articulating a new political subject under the name of the Arab 

people.  As I described in Chapter 2, such subjects are constructed by articulating and 

reformulating already present subject positions, allowing for new identities to emerge in 

opposition to new or old threats. As A. Smith argues, hegemonic discourses re-articulate already 

existing signifiers and give them new meanings. By re-articulating previously hegemonic 

discourses, an emerging discourse presents itself as a “return to an imaginary golden age” (A. 

Smith 1998, 168).  

These videos are clear examples of the re-articulation of a previously hegemonic 

discourse of Arab nationalism because they re-use famous old songs from that period. However, 

the re-articulation of Arab nationalist discourse is not limited to such explicit practices, but also 

appears in songs and videos fully produced by the movement that build on an Arab imaginary 

and shared identity without necessarily using Nasserist songs. The Nasr el Arab video that will be 

discussed in the next section is in this sense also a re-articulation of the Nasser songs. 

 

2.5 "The victory of the Arabs": from Lebanon to the Arab nation 

 

After 33 days, the 2006 war ended and Hezbollah declared its "Divine Victory". Shortly 

after, music videos celebrating the victory were released on the Hezbollah TV channel Al Manar. 

On the first anniversary of the victory, the music video entitled “Nasr el Arab” (Victory of the 

Arabs)23 was broadcast to the Arab public. In addition to Al Manar, the popular Arab satellite 

channel Al Jazeera also decided to broadcast the Nasr el Arab music video, allowing for the song 

to reach a much greater public. Nasr el Arab can be said to belong to the same discursive period 

as the two videos discussed in the previous section inasmuch as it revolves around the 2006 war 

                                                 
22 The singer, Abdel Halim Hafez was throughout the rule of Nasser one of Egypt's most popular music 

and cinema stars. Abdel Halim represented the generation of young Egyptians to whom the revolution of Nasser 
brought some form of social and economic development. He quickly became the “son of the revolution” singing 
praise and mobilization songs for Nasser and his wars. 

23 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOWYGodqO5A> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOWYGodqO5A
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and, more importantly, addresses an Arab public. With the post-2006 videos and notably “Nasr el 

Arab”, however, Hezbollah introduced a new semantic field into its media and political discourse 

that breaks with the patterns seen in the videos produced during the war: the victory that 

becomes an Arab victory.24 

If the other Hezbollah music videos are texts produced in times of war to mobilize the 

public and present it with a certain representation of the war, Nasr el Arab seems to celebrate the 

war's end. War is represented as something in the past, while the present is for celebration only. 

In fact, the first noticeable thing is the near absence of the overwhelming military aesthetics that 

characterized the previous videos. The narrative of this video still revolves around war in the 

sense not of the war itself, but of its victorious outcome: the victory of the Arabs. 

The video opens with a smiling boy looking at a light emanating from behind a 

mountain. Behind the boy hangs a portrait of a fighter. Light emanates from the picture and we 

understand that it is the picture of a martyr, the boy's father perhaps (image 40). We hear the 

voice of Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah saying: "as I always promised you victory, I promise you 

victory once again". It is at this moment that the festival of victory begins with the boy running out 

of his village house filled with joy and carrying a Lebanese flag and knocking on other doors, out 

of which come more happy children carrying flags and running towards a green field (image 41).   

In this festival white is the dominant color, no more black, grief or sorrow. Even 

martyrs are remembered differently: Coffins hitherto black are now yellow with red and white 

roses spread on top of them (image 42)—yellow is the color of Hezbollah while white and red 

are the colors of the Lebanese flag. The coffin is in a forest where all is white. One can't tell if it 

is snow or magic. Martyrs die differently in Nasr al Arab, and their death is also celebrated 

differently. We no longer see the corteges of mourners carrying real coffins and wearing black, 

instead we see this mystical scene set in a fictional world where the coffin symbolizes all the 

martyrs who have fallen for this victory to be possible.   

A main theme in the video is love. While the chorus sings "we were born with love and we 

were raised with love" we see two fighters, both armed, embracing each other on a hill (image 43). 

This is the image with which Hezbollah wants to replace their old one: the fighters are no longer 

at war—the weapons no longer need to be ready—the fighters are also celebrating the end of the 

war. Nasr el Arab is a celebration of love, diversity, and peace. Aside from the few images of 

armed fighters in camouflage, Hezbollah's militants are sitting in a meeting room, wearing army 

costumes, in front of each of them a digital screen (image 44). "Resistance" is no longer 

represented by a wild and heavily armed militia fighting in the woods, it is an organized 

institution that acts as the guarantor and protector of the peace and victory we celebrate in the 

music video.  

                                                 
24 Another notable video produced after the 2006 war was one that is not produced by Hezbollah but a 

song by Lebanese singer Julia Butros who adapted the text of Nasrallah's message in one of his war speeches to the 
fighters in the field (see Chapter 3). The song was called “Ahiba'i” meaning “my loved ones” and features many 
similar aesthetics to the ones found in the Nasr el Arab video most notably in the role of the children as the 
protagonists, the celebration of victory, and the face of Nasrallah. 
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Following Laclau's Hobbesian interpretation of identification,25 'organization' is here the 

substitute to the chaos of the 'state of nature'. It is the possibility of a social organization—not its 

actual content—that constitutes the legitimacy of any social order (Laclau 1994, 3). In this regard, 

Hezbollah's self representation as the agent of peace allows it to "incarnate the very possibility of 

a social organization" whose alternative is the state of war—or 'nothingness' (ibid, 14). The 

incarnation of order is again reminiscent of the hegemonic dimension of Hezbollah's discourse 

after the war. The absent other in the video is the chaos and violence of war. Remnants of the 

destruction of war can be seen in the background: a girl plays the piano under a destroyed 

building (image 45). Military violence is almost excluded from this music video. The Israeli other 

is also absent from the picture, except for a buried tank and a mural that shows the defeat of the 

enemy. Celebration leaves no space for the "other".  

Children are the main protagonists in this video (image 46). They run through green 

fields carrying flags or playing music in battlefields (image 45). Heavy weaponry, missiles, and 

rockets are replaced by a piano and two violins (image 47). These children represent the future 

generation. As part of the same process of political identification, children demonstrate the 

"ability to guarantee the continuity of the community," a continuity which is another name of the 

constitutive lack of identity in Laclau's identification process and a condition for its possibility 

(ibid, 16).  

Women are also present in the video, and they are not veiled: there is a break with the 

previous limitation of the female presence in Hezbollah videos to the role of the veiled mother 

(image 48). This constitutes a break with the militaristic and masculine aesthetics of the older 

music videos, and a break with the religious identity that the veil represents. Until Nasr el Arab, 

images of women in the music videos were limited to the old veiled villager, the mother of the 

fighters. The chorus, which was previously limited to male voices, now features men, women and 

children singing the song of victory together.  

The Lebanese flag inhabits the screen. Small, medium and large Lebanese flags 

accompany the children in their journey of celebration (image 49). Faithful to its post-2000 

discourse, Hezbollah reaffirms the Lebanese national meaning of the 2006 war. However, the 

Lebanese flag is not alone. Nasr el Arab—the victory of the Arabs—also addresses an Arab 

audience that transcends national borders. The war of 2006—a war that was extensively covered 

on Arab satellite channels (among them Hezbollah's Al Manar)—is a victory for all Arabs. From 

the choice of its title to the very last word of its lyrics, Nasr el Arab re-articulates an Arab 

discourse addressed to a wide Arab public of satellite television spectators. This is clear from the 

Egyptian, Qatari and Moroccan flags, among others, that are hoisted alongside the Lebanese flag 

throughout the spectacle of victory while the Hezbollah flag constantly appears alongside them.  

The song's chorus is made of Arab celebrities: famous men and women carrying the 

picture of Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah and singing the victory (image 50). Stars from 

around the Arab world are all here to celebrate their own victory and give Hezbollah a new voice 

                                                 
25 "The key term for understanding [the] process of construction [of social identities]" according to Laclau 

"is the psychoanalytical category of identification, with its explicit assertion of a lack at the root of any identity: one 
needs to identify with something because there is an originary and insurmountable lack of identity" (Laclau 1994, 3). 
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and face.26 In fact, this is the first time we actually see any singers at all. In all the previous videos, 

the male chorus was never present on the screen since their identities were irrelevant. They were 

neither famous singers nor stars, but fighters in their own right, contributing to the institution of 

the resistance in their role as singers of war and mobilization songs.  

Finally, it is the Arab public itself who is the guest of honor in this clip. Whether they 

are shown in their own living rooms watching Nasrallah speaking on their television screens 

(image 51), or in traditional scenes riding on horses or serving tea in the desert (images 52 and 

53), the Arab populations are part of the narrative and are there to celebrate their own victory. 

The Arab people are present in all their diversity, from the Gulf to the Maghreb, on horses and 

camels, in the desert and in urban living rooms. Perhaps the most interesting and self-referential 

scene in the video is precisely the one where we see an Arab family watching and reacting to 

Nasrallah giving a speech on their television screen (image 51).  

The centrality of Nasrallah is clear in another song produced on the occasion of the 

2006 victory, “Nasrak Hazz Eddini” (your victory shook the world)27. The title itself seems to be 

partly a word play on the name of Hezbollah Secretary-General Nasrallah (itself meaning the 

victory of God). In that sense the “your” in “your victory” could refer to God, to Lebanon, or to 

Nasrallah himself. This re-establishes the centrality of the leader in the narrative of the resistance, 

and Nasrallah as the name of the people as seen in Chapter 3. The song was produced very soon 

after the war, and became the soundtrack of the victory played during the victory rally described 

in Chapter 3. Nasrak Hazz Eddini is similar to Nasr el Arab: it opens with a shot of a village boy, 

a young shepherd peacefully playing his flute. Soon we see the fighters coming back from their 

victorious battles and greeted by happy villagers plowing their lands and then a series of scenes of 

people celebrating while carrying Lebanese and Hezbollah flags alongside pictures of a smiling 

Nasrallah.  

Nasr el Arab is a video that celebrates Arab victory against Israel. It is part of 

Hezbollah's struggle to break with the dominant defeatist discourse in the Arab world since the 

1967 defeat. In this sense, the video not only celebrates the outcome of the 2006 war, but the end 

of an era of defeat and the start of an era of Arab empowerment. In this sense, Hezbollah's 

discourse of empowerment was exported to the rest of the Arab world with the 2006 war and its 

aftermath, bringing a sense of potential to Arabs who had lost all hope and belief in their own 

potential to overcome the apparent odds (whether this be against their own regimes or against 

foreign intervention and Israeli aggression).  

It would be relevant here to briefly compare two songs produced after two wars: the 

first one “Nasrak hazz eddini” (your victory shook the world) produced after the 2006 war, and 

“ebqa fa anta el amal” produced after the 1967 defeat. The first one celebrates victory with a 

word play on the name of the leader of Hezbollah while the second, a sad tune sung by Umm 

Kulthum after a military defeat, called for Nasser, another leader, to retract his resignation after 

he lost the war. These two songs are emblematic of the relation between the 1967 defeat and the 

2006 victory. 

                                                 
26 This is similar to one of the songs produced to celebrate Nasser's achievement of the union between 

Egypt and Syria (the United Arab Republic) in 1958, one of his biggest – albeit short lived – political successes . A 
number of famous singers and stars from around the Arab world joined in 1960 to sing a celebration song entitled 
“Watani Habibi, el Watan el Akbar” (my dear nation, my great nation) that was broadcast on Sawt el Arab Radio. 

27 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AhdUrtQkXoE> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AhdUrtQkXoE
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Throughout this chapter I have argued that the transformation of Hezbollah's discourse 

is articulated in their music videos. In this sense, there is a clear thematic transition from war 

propaganda and mobilization to celebration and victory. The transitions in these videos consist of 

changing rhetorical strategies reflecting the changing context of their production and therefore a 

shift in the intentions, contents, and meanings of the music videos as strategies of resistance and 

of hegemony.  

During the liberation of Southern Lebanon (ending in 2000), Hezbollah can be seen as a 

movement seeking the reversal of the balance of power and the hegemonic structure by 

mobilizing the Shiite constituency and articulating a self-image based on religious zeal, military 

prowess and the promise of victory. The achievement of the liberation in May 2000 marks the 

point at which the party transforms from a force of resistance or transgression (Cresswell 1996, 

23) to one of hegemony (A. Smith 1998, 167-8) with the introduction of celebration into their 

discourse of resistance. This is the moment of transition of power from the Israeli occupation 

forces to the social, military, and political force of Hezbollah, which will be the political and 

social force that takes control of the liberated areas and subsequently becomes both a part and a 

replacement of the Lebanese state.  

The paradoxical position of the movement as resistance against the Israeli other, and as 

the dominant system of governance when it comes to its own social constituency, is made more 

complex after the liberation. The need to address a new and wider audience no longer limited to 

those who share the movement's religious values or its institutions led to the introduction of new 

symbols and meanings into the chain of equivalence of resistance: Lebanon and then the Arab 

world.   

In the music videos, the transition was established by the introduction of new visual 

elements that portrayed the movement's narrative as part of a state narrative. This was a 

transition from the representation of a guerrilla in the absence of a State to a political party within 

a sovereign State, represented by the introduction of Lebanese flags and the expressed 

equivalence between the Islamic resistance and the national army. This national aesthetics 

culminated in the articulation of an image of the nation in peacetime after the 2006 war, a peace 

that was not constrained within Lebanese borders, but extended to the whole of the Arab world 

in which Lebanon the State acquire a new symbolic leading position. In other words, there is a 

transition from the celebration of a group's accomplishments (the military operations featured in 

the early music videos), to the celebration of a national accomplishment28 (the liberation of 

occupied Southern Lebanon), to a celebration that transcends national borders and involves the 

Arab world as a whole. With the adoption of an Arab discourse that revives old cultural symbols 

and texts from the era of Nasser's Arab nationalism, Hezbollah attempted to appropriate Nasser's 

role in the leadership of the Arab world in its struggle against colonialism and imperialism.  

Thus, in "Nasr el Arab," Hezbollah clearly articulates a national identity based on an 

image of the nation in peacetime. The aesthetics of the music video represent the party's 

                                                 
28  This transition is confirmed by the accompanying political discourse expressed by the party in public 

speeches and political statements. The liberation is said to be a national achievement, one that is compared in the 
party's narrative to the independence of the country. In other words the liberation pertains to a process of state 
formation by which the entry of the party into the realm of political hegemony is achieved. See Nasrallah speech on 
the 26 May 2000 in Bint Jbeil (Noe 2007, 232-243 and Chapter 3).  
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understanding or imagining of Lebanon as an Arab country. It integrates various religious 

symbols of Islam and Christianity in a national myth that speaks clearly to the image of the multi-

confessional Lebanon, but also to an Arab world that is united in a shared struggle while 

preserving the independent identities of its different states. In other words, Hezbollah's Arab 

nationalist dimension relates more to a notion of Arabism as a shared cultural and political 

solidarity among individual Arab states than to an Arab nationalism that seeks the unification of 

the Arab states into one as was the case in Nasser's project (Dawisha 2005, 252-254).  

In this sense, the “Nasr el Arab” music video presents a narrative where diversity, 

cultural and political identities, and the political and regional meanings of war and resistance are 

visually represented through a state-national lens, rather than through an Arab nationalist one. It 

is a visual event that establishes the first transition towards the re-creation of an Arab discourse 

and the emergence of a new Arab leader—Hassan Nasrallah—who took Hezbollah from a Shiite 

organization celebrating its small military operations, to a Lebanese national resistance movement 

celebrating the end of 20 years of occupation, to finally a Lebanese Arab movement celebrating 

the victory of all Arabs against their constitutive other—Israel.  

The articulation of the Arab victory, which as I have argued breaks with the trauma of 

the 1967 defeat of Arab nationalism, moves away from hegemonizing a discourse of resistance as 

military struggle, and toward one that empowers Arab peoples for the first time since Nasser. In 

other words, the meaning of resistance is no longer limited to the war against Israel, but to a 

belief in the power of Arab people in achieving change of the status quo and of power structures 

that seem to be immobile. This was also clear in Nasrallah's speeches delivered after 2006, where 

resistance takes a universal meaning that pertains to the struggle of the oppressed against any 

oppressor (see Chapter 3). Resistance is, in this sense, a salvation narrative that dictates the need 

for working actively to achieve the belief that good inevitably triumphs against evil. Whether this 

hegemonic meaning of resistance in Hezbollah's discourse had a direct impact on the events that 

took place five years after the 2006 war in Tunisia, Egypt and the rest of the Arab world remains 

a subject of debate and requires further investigation. However, what the two events share is 

precisely the sense of empowerment that leads people to believe in their own potential to change 

an established order and this is precisely what resistance as a strategy—regardless of its political 

and social content—means. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE POLITICS OF INHABITATION: MAKING SPACE SPEAK 

 

"A successful ideology must work both practically and 

theoretically, and discover some way of linking these 

levels. It must extend from an elaborate system of thought 

to the minutiae of everyday life, from a scholarly treatise 

to a shout in the street." Terry Eagleton, Ideology: an 

Introduction, 48.  

  

The previous chapters have dealt with three forms of Hezbollah’s audiovisual media 

that exist on screens and online archives.  In this last chapter, I will argue that resistance, 

inasmuch as it consists in the articulation of a counter-hegemonic discourse that strives to be 

itself hegemonic, pertains also to the occupation of space as much as it is about acquiring a voice 

and contesting the realm of representation in images and words. The appropriation of space is in 

this sense one essential part in Hezbollah's media strategy and space itself is one essential 

medium in this strategy. By describing different scenes featuring Hezbollah's political 

advertisements and other example of their spatial practices, I will investigate the way space is 

used in order to change the power structure, create a memory, an identity, and a political 

statement within the context of a conflict based on land and occupation. I will show how space is 

re-appropriated after decades of occupation in the South of Lebanon and suggest looking at such 

a strategy of inhabitation as an intrinsic part of Hezbollah’s  overall discourse and strategy of 

resistance.  

Unlit road lights stretch on end on the highway from Sidon to Tyr in the South of 

Lebanon. Each season they are decorated with ornaments  designed to preach a message 

adequate to the occasion. Drivers and passengers await the changing roadside campaigns, for on 

these street lights hang the latest slogans describing the program of the “resistance.” Pictures of 

martyrs with their respective party insignia, flags with their respective political colors, posters 

depicting the well known faces of political leaders, plastic life size missile replicas, captured Israeli 

tanks on city entrances, and an abandoned prison make the roads and buildings spaces of 

expression no less important than any other media. They produce and tell us about the identity of 

the place, its past and its potential futures.   

 In order to understand the ways in which Hezbollah constructs and inhabits spaces, I 

will first explore the political communication of the party in the context of the Lebanese political 

and social structures. By first looking at the evolution of Hezbollah's political communication and 

discursive strategies I will show how the party consolidates a specific identity through the 

changing use of various spaces and signs. I will then look at the strategies of inhabitation of space 

departing from Lefebvre's notion of spatial politics and the study of the everyday in order to 

understand the role of spaces in constructing and reflecting social and political relations in a 

specific conflict. Space, I will argue, is a constitutive part of the hegemonic process, it is a 

battlefield and a critical site of power and resistance. 

Space for Lefebvre is a means to control the bodies that live in it. It is produced by 

society and its actors, while at the same time being a reflection of society (Lefebvre 1974; 
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Cresswell 1996, 12). I will argue that following this logic, the re-appropriation of space constitutes 

a message delivered both to the public of Hezbollah as a way to preserve a specific social order, 

and to the Israeli other as a strategy of transgression and resistance. In both cases we have spaces 

that are articulated in order to deliver and fix specific meanings pertaining to the way in which 

Hezbollah is defining the borders and identity of its people.  

The questions that guide this investigation are then about how looking at these streets 

and spaces in their everydayness can inform us about the context, culture, society, and discourse 

of Hezbollah and how  the everyday constructs the identity of a space and its people. The notion 

of the everyday, when coupled with notions of spatial politics and cultural geography, can 

provide the tools to better understand the strategies of resistance as they are realized through a 

politics of inhabitation of space tightly linked to occupation and identity. In this context, space is 

understood as a physical location but also as a discursive field that is simultaneously constructed 

by the social and cultural agency of its inhabitants and reproduces the social relations that make 

this space possible. In this sense, space is both a mechanism of social control and a site of 

political struggle (Butler 2009; Lefebvre 1979; Lefebvre 1974). 

 

1. Land and identity: Lebanese politics and the Ashura campaigns 

 

1.1 Occupation and resistance  

  

The Middle East is the scene of a longstanding conflict over land and territory where 

different identities are played out on a restricted space giving way to encounters marked by both 

real and symbolic violence. In essence, it is a conflict over the identity of specific spaces, and in 

this perspective, the occupation of such spaces acquires a new meaning within a wider politics of 

inhabitation. Occupation and land are therefore fundamental to the Middle East conflicts. 

Whether in Palestine/Israel, or in Lebanon and Syria, the ownership of land has been the guiding 

principle of many wars, struggles, and conflicts in this relatively small region. In this sense we can 

talk about a politics of inhabitation inasmuch as it pertains to the ways in which different groups 

express their ownership of space and land, and assert their identity and the identity of the space 

through the way they inhabit it. Inhabiting thus becomes a form of articulation, a hegemonic 

process, and a claim to a specific area.   

Occupation, colonialism, and land have preoccupied Arab thought and popular culture 

since the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the beginning of the colonial rule over the Middle East 

as a first instance of occupation. With the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948, occupation 

became largely associated with the lost Palestinian land and the newborn Jewish state. Decades of 

Arab-Israeli wars and further losses of Arab land extended the limits of the conflict to include 

land in Syria (the Golan Heights), Lebanon (the South of the country until 2000 and currently the 

Sheb’a Farms), and for some years in Egypt (Sinai desert)1.   

The occupation of land has various social and cultural implications in modern Arab 

history. Occupation is a rich semantic field in Arabic literature, music, and film (Khatib 2006; 

Talima 1986). It is one of the defining elements of modern Arab identity, notably in Palestine but 

                                                 
1 The Sinai desert was lost to the Israeli army during the 1967 war and as part of the Camp David peace 

treaty between Egypt and Israel in 1979 it was returned to Egypt on condition that it remains demilitarized. 
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also elsewhere with the legacy of the colonial and post-colonial experiences. As a category, 

occupation is coupled with and cannot be dissociated from resistance as the struggle to end 

occupation.  

 In occupied territories such as Palestine and for more than two decades in the South of 

Lebanon (1978-2000), the politics of identity have been played out around these two fundamental 

categories: occupation and resistance. In this sense, Hezbollah's raison d'etre was initially to end the 

occupation of Lebanon2 and the movement's discourse is largely centered around the 

occupation/resistance binary. It is often the case that the term "the resistance," in arabic "al 

muqawama," is interchangeably used to designate Hezbollah by the party itself and by some 

layers of the Lebanese and Arab public. The term “al muqawama” also refers to a political and/or 

ideological standpoint towards the dominant West and its political, cultural, and economic 

influence which encompasses States and groups who are opposed to this influence as is the case 

in the geopolitical category “the axis of resistance” or the “the axis of refusal” that includes most 

notably Hezbollah, Syria, Iran and Hamas (El Husseini 2010).  

 The Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon allowed a mythology of resistance and 

occupation to emerge as the fundamental element around which the Shiite identity in the country 

was articulated. In other words, Lebanese Shiite identity – like its Palestinian counterpart - 

revolves around the image of the victim associated with the loss of land and the ordeals of living 

under the brutality of occupation. At the same time, this resistance identity adopts the image of 

the victor associated with steadfastness and the successful military resistance against occupation 

in addition to the relentless attachment to the land (Nasr 2006; Kahil 2006). This binary is 

constantly articulated and maintained in Hezbollah's discourse as the lack that resistance as an 

alternative hegemonic order will promise to fill. It is part of a salvation narrative if we go back to 

the notion of charismatic discourse. The notion of salvation in such discourses can be seen as 

equivalent to what Laclau calls the promise of order (see Chapter 3). Hezbollah will constantly 

employ the narrative of Ashura and its values of martyrdom and sacrifice of the individual for the 

group as a metaphor and a guiding principle for their present struggle. This religious narrative as 

we have seen in Chapter 3 will be given a more universal dimension that will remove it from the 

strictly religious realm to  become a more general guideline of resistance by re-articulating 

martyrdom and devotion as values pertaining to resistance as an act that transcends religion.  

In this context, the notion of liberation cannot be dissociated from the experience of 

occupation and the attachment to the land as the physical space on which the conflict is fought. 

Liberation becomes a re-occupation of land that had been lost – a re-appropriation of the 

formerly occupied space. Furthermore, if the term inhabitation implies a human factor, it would 

be significant to mention the displacement of the Shiite population of Southern Lebanon since 

the 1960’s and especially after the 1978 and 1982 Israeli invasions. Thousands of Shiite families 

moved towards Beirut and settled in its southern suburbs for both economic and security 

reasons. This movement led to a rapid growth of population in this area turning it into one of the 

country's most densely populated. Furthermore, after the liberation of most of Southern 

Lebanon in 2000, the opposite movement of population, though on a smaller scale, led to the re-

inhabitation of previously deserted villages in the occupied South of the country. However, the 

                                                 
2 The open letter published in 1985 announcing the creation of Hezbollah stated the party's mission to be, 

among others,  the liberation of the occupied territories (see Alagha 2011a, 39-55).  
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politics of inhabitation are not limited to the human factor, in fact, they include other forms of 

re-appropriation of occupied space and strategies that the following paragraphs will shed light on.    

In Lefebvre's understanding of spatial politics, the state represents the main power that 

manages and produces space. Space is not only a product of state powers or dominant groups 

designed to maintain and organize social and economic relations, but is also the site of conflict. 

Lefebvre thus argues that “hegemony is exercised by means of space” (Lefebvre 1974, 18, my 

translation). In this sense, space is a political tool used by hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

forces in order to subvert or maintain relations of power.  

Even though  Lefebvre's work focuses  on class conflict,  his approach to space as a tool 

in, and as a site of, conflict provides a valuable insight on how space acts in other forms of 

conflicts where national, cultural, or religious identities are at play (Butler 2009; Lefebvre 1974). It 

is for this reason that I find Lefebvre's definition and analysis of space relevant for investigating 

the way Hezbollah inhabits and manages spaces in Lebanon in the context of a conflict of power. 

Hezbollah's spatial politics shows signs of both state management of space as a political 

instrument to maintain a specific social order (see Fawaz 2009), while at the same time producing 

spaces of transgression, or counter-spaces in relation to the Israeli occupation.    

In other words, while Hezbollah, like all the major political parties in Lebanon, acts as 

the state in its areas of influence3 and accordingly manages space and produces it as a way to 

maintain its social and cultural order, the party after the year 2000 constructs spaces of re-

appropriation in the South of Lebanon. In the later case, these re-appropriated spaces present 

themselves to the Israeli other as spaces of transgression, and to the Lebanese self as the location 

of power and the hegemonic identity within that space4.  

The re-appropriation of space after occupation is not merely the physical ownership of 

land but a political instrument that contributes to the discourse of resistance and to the 

construction and maintenance of its articulated identity. Spaces speak in order to articulate an 

identity, and transgress the dominant power structure, but also in order to draw a narrative about 

certain places: a common memory that consolidates the shared experience of a group of people. 

It is by producing such spaces that Hezbollah succeeds in both mobilizing its public and 

transgressing the power of the Israeli other. In this sense, the production of space and its 

articulation within a complex discursive formation allows Hezbollah to promote a hegemonic 

project that speaks to and acts on both the Lebanese and the Israeli publics.   

  

1. 2 Lebanese politics and sectarian (im)balance 

  

In order to understand the political communication of Hezbollah, it is important to first 

expose the sectarian foundations of Lebanese politics. This understanding will allow me to better 

                                                 
3 Hezbollah has often been called 'state within a state' in the media, however, while this description can be 

held, there is little mention of the party politics in Lebanon. It should be noted that all major political parties in 
Lebanon act as the providers of social services in their areas of influence. In fact it can be argued that to a large 
extent politics in Lebanon are still structured in feudal relations of power where the political party is still closely 
controlled by the wealthy families and landowners.  

4  While the South of Lebanon is a rather religiously diverse area, the predominant religious group is Shiite 
and within this group Hezbollah represents the most influential social, political, and religious authority whose 
institutions far surpass the almost non-existent state institutions 
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establish the relation between the inhabitation and appropriation of space by Hezbollah and the 

hegemonic process of resistance in the Lebanese context. Lebanon is a country that prides itself 

on its political system - a form of governance called "consensual democracy." Compared to the 

rest of the region, Lebanon offers a relatively high amount of political freedom. 5 However, this 

limited margin of freedom can often be misleading;  in the words of former Lebanese Prime 

Minister Salim el-Hoss, “Lebanon is a country that has much freedom but little democracy.” 

Behind the veil of the consensual democracy lies a very strict, and delicate, sectarian balance 

maintained as the status quo by a constellation of social, economic, political, religious, and clan 

relations that have been the engine of the country's modern history ever since the middle of the 

19th century (Salibi 1988; Corm 1992; Traboulsi 2008).  

 Sectarian politics dictate that political life is not played out on national level, but on 

smaller sectarian and regional scales. When it comes to the function of Lebanese political parties, 

their programs and discourses are focused primarily on a regional/sectarian level, and 

secondarily, through co-alliances between different sectarian parties on a national level. In other 

words, a party first  addresses the issues, needs, fears, concerns, and interests of its sectarian 

constituency before presenting a discourse addressing the nation as a whole. However, since 

Lebanon's political and social realities dictate that no one sect/party is able to have a majority or 

rule without a sectarian coalition, this means that party politics also need to make sure that their 

discourse does not provoke the constituency of their allies in other sects and sometimes even 

address the fears and concerns of other competing sects or political groups depending on the 

timely alliances and balance of power between these sects.  

In this framework, Hezbollah's political communication is addressed to the national 

public but in varying degrees and with different purposes. While the party's majority constituency 

of Shiite Muslims represents the main public of the party's discourse, Maronite and Greek 

Orthodox Christians represent a second level of indirect supporters.  These non-Shiite 

supporters are the constituency of Hezbollah's main political allies in Lebanon since 2006; the 

predominantly Christian Maronite "Free Patriotic Movement" and "Al Marada", and the 

predominantly Greek Orthodox "Syrian Social Nationalist Party." This tendency to speak to a 

Christian audience was demonstrated in the previous chapter in the case of the Koulouna lil 

Watan music video, for instance. Hezbollah's political communication is also directed to the 

Muslim Sunni community in an effort to prevent any further increase in the sectarian tension that 

was made more intense between the two Muslim communities in the Middle East after the 

sectarian violence that broke out in Iraq in the wake of the 2003 American invasion. However, 

since the assassination of former Sunni PM Rafik Hariri in 2005 and the polarization of the 

Lebanese society, Hezbollah has been less successful in its appeal to the Sunni Muslim 

community in Lebanon.     

In its discourse, Hezbollah offers the Shiites an image and an identity based on Shiite 

faith (with a focus on the importance of martyrdom in Shiite culture), an empowerment of the 

Shiites as a sect within the Lebanese sectarian system, an image of power and pride in their 

                                                 
5  This political freedom is however not enjoyed by all since the status of workers, especially foreign ones, 

women, as well as lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people remains very inferior to that of the dominant male 
groups in society. In this sense political freedom pertains to the possibility of speaking about political issues if one 
has the capacity to do so within a media landscape controlled by the political and financial elite. 
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victory against Israel, as well as an image of honesty and faith as opposed to the overspread 

corruption in Lebanese politics. On the other hand, the party is adamant in selling another image 

to the Christians of Lebanon: religious tolerance, honesty in dealing with others, respect of 

otherness, and  national pride in the party's accomplishments against Israel (see Mohsen and 

Mzannar 2001; Balqiz 2006).  

As we have seen throughout the previous chapters, since its declaration in 1985 until the 

present, Hezbollah's political and media discourse have gone through important shifts (Alagha 

2006; Alagha 2011b). The image the party presented of itself in the 1980’s and early 1990’s was 

very different from the one of tolerance and patriotism that it sought to present since 2000. The 

party adopted a policy of integration since the early 1990’s and has been trying to project an 

image of moderation to the rest of the Lebanese society ever since (Balqiz 2006; Alagha 2006). 

The evolution of the Ashura campaigns since the early 1990’s until today is a significant example, 

as is the May 2000 liberation celebration. In the previous chapters, I have attempted to show this 

transformation by looking at the movement's audiovisual productions mediated by different 

screens. In the following paragraphs, I will suggest looking at a no less important aspect of 

Hezbollah's discourse where space itself becomes the medium.  

 

1.3 Black turns yellow: color politics and the changing face of the resistance  

 

 Nasrallah’s re-articulation of Ashura as a religious and universal message in his 

speeches, analyzed in Chapter 3, is also apparent in the street campaigns announcing the 

occasion. In fact, changes in language, aesthetics and colors can be noticed in Hezbollah's 

political advertisement campaigns in general. During the 1980’s and throughout much of the 

1990’s, the party had been largely associated with the color black, the color of mourning and a 

symbolic color for the Shiite faith. However, after the year 2000, Hezbollah slowly started 

focusing on the yellow color of their flag as their aesthetic trademark. With the polarization of 

Lebanese politics after the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February 2005, 

a form of "color politics" took over the country's political scene. Each of the major Lebanese 

parties has a color identity used in their flags, signs, symbols, slogans, and memorabilia. The color 

of the Free Patriotic Movement is orange, that of the Future Movement (Rafik Hariri's party) is 

light blue, Amal is green, and Hezbollah is yellow. For the Lebanese public, these colors carry a 

clear political significance and their use is equivalent to the use of a flag.  

With the decreasing use of the black flags and colors that had been the trademark of the 

party for over a decade since its inception, Hezbollah was trying to dissociate its identity from the 

image of mourning and severity that had been attributed to it. The color black is significant for 

the Shiite Muslims since it is related to the fundamental element of their faith, Ashura, and the 

story of the Karbala massacre. Black is the color of mourning, and the mourning of Hussein, 

grandson of the Prophet Mohammed, who was killed in Karbala is an act of faith in Shiite Islam. 

Thus the use of the color black pertains to Hezbollah's Shiite identity. It is a reminder of their 

inscription in the Karbala narrative and the Shiite faith where the sentence "every day is Ashura, 

every land is Karbala" carries great political and social significance (Nasr 2006; Al Kateb 2008; 

Kahil 2006).  
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 By decreasing the use of the color black, Hezbollah was extending its symbolic field to 

the rest of the country, and by emphasizing  the color yellow it was entering the Lebanese 

political scene of "color politics". In other words by becoming one color among many in the 

Lebanese political spectrum Hezbollah were establishing the transition from an armed militia 

acting parallel to the state to a political party within the limits of the state.   

Until recently, the yearly Ashura celebration was announced with the overwhelming 

presence of black flags and banners on street lights, balconies, and electricity poles in the 

predominantly Shiite areas in the country. The Ashura campaigns consisted mainly of signs of 

mourning in the Shiite areas of Lebanon, and sentences reminding people of the tragic memory 

and describing the events that took place in Karbala, in addition to the religious meanings of 

martyrdom, sacrifice, and loss that the Ashura narrative so clearly depicts. The event was one that 

concerned only the Shiites semantically, symbolically, and socially.  

 In recent years, and most notably since the 2006 alliance between Hezbollah and the 

Free Patriotic Movement, Ashura campaigns acquired new aesthetics and semantic fields. While 

previously the slogan pertaining to the occasion would be deeply rooted in a specific religious 

discourse clearly addressed to one segment of the Lebanese population (a quote from the Ashura 

narrative or from the Quran for instance), after 2006 a new emphasis was clear in the party's 

Ashura campaigns. Hezbollah's media campaigns emphasized  the social, cultural, and political 

meanings of the narrative rather than the religious ones. In 2007, 2008 and 2009 the slogans of 

Ashura  addressed a much wider public with slogans such as: "Ashura: Be free", "Ashura: the victory 

of the oppressed", and "Ashura: the eye resists the pin". Sophisticated posters, flags, and banners 

featuring these slogans could be seen on roads, highways and crossroads in all the Shiite areas of 

the country. It was no longer simply white hand written Arabic calligraphy on black backgrounds, 

but elegant graphic designs with modern print fonts and colors. 

Black flags and black handwritten banners gave way to well designed posters and 

sophisticated banners bearing messages accessible to religious and non-religious publics, Shiites 

and other religions alike. Hezbollah was extending the meaning of Ashura to oppression, and 

presenting it as a model of liberation, struggle, and martyrdom regardless of religious belief. The 

universal meanings of Ashura and its expanding public were now visible in the street campaigns 

in addition to being  explicitly articulated in the Ashura speeches delivered by Hezbollah's 

Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah since 2006, as seen in Chapter 3.  

By extending the meaning of Ashura to the general struggle to end any form of 

oppression, and transforming a religious event into a political and social one that speaks to a 

much wider audience, Hezbollah was at the same time extending the limits of its struggle against 

Israel away from one between two conflicting parties. In this sense, Hezbollah is explicitly placing 

its struggle within a long history of liberation movements all around the world, including slavery 

in the United States, Apartheid in South Africa, and revolutions in South America as pertaining 

to the values and meanings of Ashura alongside the liberation of Southern Lebanon and the 

Palestinian cause.    

While this expansion of the addressed public meant an articulation of a more universal 

meaning of martyrdom as one central value in the Ashura narrative, images of Hezbollah martyrs 

have remained one of the movement's most stable forms of expression witnessing very little 

changes if any at all. Martyrdom, as the analysis of the martyr posters will show, is still articulated 



CHAPTER 6 

180 
 

as a primarily religious matter that concerns the local Shiite audience first and foremost and as an 

essential part of the party's political communication process. The role of the martyr posters when 

they become part of the political discourse of the movement pertains to what I will argue is a de-

politicization of politics and turns the image of the martyr to a certain extent into a commodity.  

 

2. The faces of resistance: martyrdom and the de-politicization of politics 

 

2.1 Politics and advertisement 

 

The highway joining the capital, Beirut, to its Southern province is a jungle of billboards: an 

advertisement heaven where the latest fashion trends, gadgets and the latest political trends co-exist in a peace that 

the rest of the country has been seeking for decades.  

A new Colgate toothpaste demonstrates its whitening power on the bright white toothpaste-smile of a 

young healthy citizen. A billboard away is a no less bright smile on the face of the local politician… with a 

sentence demonstrating his "whitening power".  

 

A lot can be seen in this coexistence of the two important "disciplines" of media and 

economy in today's capitalist societies in such a small perimeter: advertisement and political 

communication (or political advertisement). The two disciplines often employ the same strategies 

in order to sell a political program, a politician, or a new toothpaste. The healthy white teeth or 

any other dream are the illusions that media specialists compete on selling to the consumers of 

images and commodities. Castells talks about the process whereby politics and media become 

entangled in what he calls the network society: “To a large extent, political legitimacy has been 

replaced by communication framing of the public mind in the network society” (Castells 2007). 

In this sense, the increasing reliance of politics on the media as the space where political 

discussions are presented to the public of voters and as the medium through which politicians 

and parties are able to deliver their messages, entails that “our societies continue to perform 

socially and politically by shifting the process of formation of the public mind from political 

institutions to the realm of communication, largely organized around the mass media” (ibid). 

Political communication becomes more and more about delivering a message that often 

resembles an advertisement for a commodity. And while Castells does not claim that media are in 

power he does claim that they “constitute by and large the space where power is decided” (ibid).  

“In our society,” Castells writes,  “politics is dependent on media politics. The language of media 

has its rules. It is largely built around images, not necessarily visual, but images” (ibid).  

Political groups in a democratic context need to articulate an image and sell it to the 

consumer. And for Castells “the most powerful message is a simple message attached to an 

image”; It is a human face, and in my example, it is a smiling politician on a billboard with a 

slogan that appeals to those who see it. Politicians, Castells writes, “are the faces of politics” 

(ibid). Going back to Laclau's notions of empty signifiers, political communication aims at 

articulating a group identity around empty signifiers that hegemonize a number of demands 

without necessarily offering actual political programs. In this sense, the political communication 

process aims at advancing a promise of salvation from the problems of the present where the 
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image of the leader becomes that of the savior; an image that needs to inspire confidence and 

trust.  

As Castells argues in his analysis of the role of new media technologies in present day 

politics, since  “politics is based on socialized communication, on the capacity to influence 

people’s minds”  the media – and for him especially mass media and television – acquire a central 

role in the political process (ibid). In this sense, we can speak about media politics which “leads 

to the personalization of politics around leaders that can be adequately sold in the political 

market” (ibid). The politician and the political party become commodities that need to be sold to 

the consumer-voter. In this sense for Castells the role of communication in politics and the 

process of power is a central one for both maintaining and contesting institutionalized power 

relations. He writes that “communication, and particularly socialized communication, the one 

that exists in the public realm, provides the support for the social production of meaning, the 

battle of the human mind is largely played out in the processes of communication” (ibid).  

While this pertains to the importance of mass media and, in the case that Castells is 

dealing with, the new political potential of what he calls mass self communication in the digital 

age, his discussion of the processes of political communication in mass media can also be 

relevant to any form of political communication on the Internet, the television screen or the 

street, and especially when the three co-exist. In fact, Castells holds that the virtual space does 

not become the only location of political struggle or communication, rather any social movement 

in the digital age still needs to exist in the virtual space but also in the “space of places” (ibid; 

Castells 2000). He writes:  

 

Social movements escaped their confinement in the fragmented space of 

places and seized the global space of flows, while not virtualizing 

themselves to death, keeping their local experience and the landing sites 

of their struggle as the material foundation of their ultimate goal: the 

restoration of meaning in the new space/time of our existence, made of 

both flows, places and their interaction. That is building networks of 

meaning in opposition to networks of instrumentality (Castells 2007).  

 

It is here that the value of Hezbollah's spatial media, especially when it comes to their 

overall political communication strategies, becomes important to look at alongside the other 

media forms dealt with in the previous chapters and their social services inasmuch as the totality 

constitutes the holistic discourse of resistance (Harb and Leenders 2005).  

Hezbollah's political advertisement has been evolving considerably since the party 

entered the Lebanese political scene after the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990. Hand in 

hand with the party's discursive and political shifts, the image of Hezbollah has changed from an 

isolated religious militia in the mid-1980’s to become a complex network of political, social, 

cultural and educational institutions with more to offer than armed resistance against Israeli 

occupation (see Alagha 2006; Harb and Leenders 2005). Notably in times of elections Hezbollah 

is adamant on presenting a more national and peaceful image of itself. The peak of this effort 

came after the party's alliance with the main Christian political party in Lebanon, the Free 

Patriotic Movement, in 2006. Since then, the party has had to deal with a new public of indirect 
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(or direct) supporters, culturally different from the Shiite Muslims that until then formed the bulk 

of Hezbollah's supporters (Alagha 2011b; Kahil 2006; Balqiz 2006).   

When analyzing political communication in Lebanon and the strategies of different 

political groups in the country, it is important to first develop two notions that pertain to the way 

the political field is articulated by the different political forces in the country. In other words, it is 

necessary when analyzing Lebanese political communication to identify the de-politicized nature 

of political discourses in the country and the commodification of politics demonstrated by the 

alliance between the political and the advertisement world which is a phenomenon that concerns 

the political process in many democracies around the world.  

The commodification of politics appears through the way political groups present 

themselves and promote their "program" to the citizens as a brand. In this sense, political 

programs become deprived of politics in the sense that they become an image that speaks to the 

people's desires rather than their socio-economic needs. In other words when political discourse 

disregards discussions about the forms of government, laws, economy and issues that pertain to 

the organization of society and the functioning of the state and rather deals with slogans that 

speak to the desires of the group, we can speak of a de-politicizing of politics (Mouffe 2005). In 

this sense the political becomes a commodity like any other within the capitalist framework of 

consumption and desires.  

In the Lebanese context, the political has been linked to identity politics since the 

emergence of the State of Lebanon in the wake of the First World War. While the country's 

electoral system itself promotes political groups that are centered around specific religious and 

regional identities rather than class or ideological grouping, the country did know some moments 

in its history when political discussion took on class issues and ideological conflicts namely prior 

and during the beginning of the civil war (1975-1990) with movements speaking for the lower 

classes (see Traboulsi 2008). However, since the end of the civil war, economic discussion - 

similarly to the process that took place in the post soviet states, was relegated to the extra-

political domain of the "experts".  

 It is in this depoliticized context that we can read the political communication of  post-

civil war Lebanon and most importantly the recent period that followed the withdrawal of the 

Syrian troops from the country in 2005. Two parliamentary elections took place since that date 

and these were the most mediated elections in the country's history. Excessive media spending 

made the Lebanese elections of 2009, for instance, a spectacle of political communication that 

the country had never seen before. The surge in political advertisement was one step forward 

after the successful alliance between the advertisement sector and political activism during the 

major demonstrations that took place after the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik 

Hariri in 2005. Sophisticated slogans, logos, and media campaigns were made by some of the 

major Lebanese advertisement companies and were inspired by the "colored revolutions" that 

were taking place in Georgia and Ukraine during that period: this movement was branded the 

“cedar revolution,” producing a wide array of memorabilia and gadgets from pre-printed t-shirts 

to small pins and lighters.  

 Politics and advertisement were intrinsically connected both financially and structurally. 

Paradoxically, the extreme polarization or political division of the country was perhaps one 

source of the de-politicization of the political discourse itself which became explicitly articulated 
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in sectarian terms since on both sides of the division was a curious alliance between parties  

advocating a liberal economy and others supposedly advocating a more socialist one. While some 

of the private advertisement companies were producing and designing slogans for one or the 

other political camps, these slogans resembled more and more advertisements selling a specific 

commodity and were deprived of any real political content; instead were empty slogans on which 

large and heterogeneous social groups could inscribe whatever meaning they wanted (examples 

from both sides include: “Lebanon first” ; “a strong Lebanon” ; “freedom, sovereignty and 

independence” ; “Lebanon of the resistance” and so on). Rather than promoting a political 

discussion or program, political communication was based on appealing to the desires and 

emotions of already formed groups whose division was about the geopolitical position of the 

country and by extension the status of the Hezbollah weapons as the perceived connection with 

the geopolitical conflict in the Middle East. 

The 2009 parliamentary elections were the culmination of this surge in political 

advertisement. Both in terms of the size of media spending and the form of the media 

campaigns, these elections constituted a major example of the commodification of politics and its 

reduction into an aesthetic and identitarian choice that carries a variety of empty signifiers in 

order to decorate the essential division between the two camps based on their position in relation 

to the conflict with Israel and the larger conflict between the United States and Iran. Most 

important, however, was their competition for power without any specific social or economic 

program6. Sectarian identifications were the main tools deployed in order to attract voters for 

each of the major sectarian parties in both camps. This analysis does not deal with the general 

sectarian politics in Lebanon therefore I will not get into the details of these identifications. 

However, it is important to say that Hezbollah's sectarian identity represents the norm in the 

Lebanese political system rather than the exception and within the overall strategies of political 

communication in the country the challenge of any hegemonic discourse is to articulate an 

identity that can appeal to a widely heterogeneous and divided Lebanese society.    

 

2.2 Politics and emotional frames 

 

In On the political Chantal Mouffe provides an insightful analysis that proves adequate to 

describe the Lebanese political context. She argues that the political is now played out in the 

"moral register" in the sense that it still consists of a we/they discrimination but the two are no 

longer defined with political categories but on a moral ground. This "displacement" of politics, 

Mouffe states, leads to politics becoming a moral confrontation between good and evil thus 

making the other an enemy that can only be destroyed rather than an adversary in the political 

field. This pattern is visible in the Lebanese case where despite the official and formal 

"consensual discourse" that is based on the image of the country as home to different religious 

groups, political discourse in reality relies on a sharp we/they discrimination where the internal 

other is an enemy that is nothing less than a threat to the existence of the “we” (Mouffe 2005, 5; 

15-16; 75).  

                                                 
6 It should be noted that Hezbollah was one of the very few parties that did have a political program for 

the elections of 2005 and 2009, however, little attention was given to such programs and the campaigns and political 
discussions made little reference to anything else but the major regional divisions (see Alagha 2011a, 88-104).  
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 Mouffe also shows the discriminatory nature of any collective identity where the 

we/they dichotomy is essential to any group formation. As is the case in Laclau and in Zizek, 

Mouffe builds on the conception of self as dependent on a constitutive outside – a certain 

otherness as seen in psychoanalysis. The formation of collective identities, in this framework, 

follows this same dynamics (Laclau 2007a; Mouffe 2005; Zizek 1993).  

Laclau, for instance, presents a theory about the construction of political and group 

identities based on the Lacanian theory of subject formation. Political identities are never truly 

sutured, they are constant attempts to fill a lack left by the entrance of the subject into the 

symbolic order. For Laclau, the content of political discourse is not the condition for its success 

in a specific context, but rather, political discourse provides a formal need by presenting itself as a 

substitute for a fundamental lack. Laclau builds on the state of nature described by Hobbes - this 

"disorder" is what the political discourse presents itself as a substitute for. In this sense, Laclau 

argues that a specific political discourse – in order to be hegemonic at a specific historical 

moment - needs to present itself as an order of some sort, an order that is there as a substitute 

for the state of disorder. The content is irrelevant to the legitimacy of this discourse at any 

specific historical moment (Laclau 1994, 11-39).  

Mouffe, however, stresses  the affective character of collective identities. Identities that 

strive for hegemony must speak to people's "desires and fantasies" (Mouffe 2005, 5-6; 23-29). 

This is at the heart of any political discourse strategy when it comes to addressing people and 

presents a perfect description of the political confrontation in the Lebanese context described 

above.   

Furthermore, Castells, relying on cognitive research, argues that emotional framing is an 

essential component in the political communication process. His argument is that people react to 

images that are able to speak to their emotional and cognitive frames: “It appears that 

information per se does not alter attitudes unless there is an extraordinary level of cognitive 

dissonance. This is because people select information according to their cognitive frames” 

(Castells 2009, 169).  

Laclau, on the other hand, speaks of the primacy of the formal character of any political 

discourse in achieving hegemony during an organic crisis. In this sense, it is order itself, any 

order, that is desired by people and the political discourse that succeeds in advancing itself as this 

order has more chances of becoming hegemonic. Laclau also argues that one condition of 

success of a hegemonic discourse is its articulation of previously hegemonic discourses, that are 

already rooted in the people's imaginary. The affective character as well as a clear image of order 

and an articulation of previous discourses are all characteristics that are strongly present in 

Hezbollah's discourse as we have seen. Hezbollah builds on the strong traditions of Arab 

nationalism and socialism that are strongly rooted in the Shiite communities of Southern 

Lebanon and other layers of the Lebanese society while advancing a discourse that centers 

around the deeply rooted Arab-Israeli conflict and the Palestinian cause with strong emotional 

frames.    

Furthermore, a hegemonic discourse needs to provide a "system of narration" that can 

operate as a surface of inscription for a wide variety of demands (Laclau 2007a). In this sense, 

Laclau and Mouffe argue that a truly hegemonic discourse "will suppress its literal content - its 
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specific demands, its specific origins as a single issue movement - in favor of its metaphorical 

dimension - its self representation as the principle of order itself" (A. Smith 1998, 167).  

Hezbollah, in order to become a hegemonic discourse emerging from the Lebanese 

organic crisis of both the post civil war in 1991, and the assassination of Hariri in 2005, had to 

present itself as the principle of order on the one hand (which was the case during the post-civil 

war decades when the party's popularity grew hand in hand with its growing social, economic and 

political infrastructure as well as its military performance), and as a surface of inscription that is 

able to assimilate various struggles and demands apart from its singular cause of liberation or 

resistance in the context of the Lebanese-Israeli war: end of corruption, economic reform, 

political reform, filling the gap after the withdrawal of the Syrian troops in 2005 and so on. In 

this regard, the party's aesthetic transformation as seen in the Ashura campaigns and their 

political discourse as a whole presents a strategy by which the movement is able to comply with 

the previous description of a hegemonic discourse. In this Lebanese context, Hezbollah's 

transformation aims at assimilating a number of internal and external political demands into an 

articulation that includes a large part of the Lebanese multi-confessional population and their 

various demands that are often conflicting.   

As I have mentioned previously,  Castells argues that political power and power in 

general are less the product of force and coercion but rather pertain to a struggle for people’s 

minds – and therefore a struggle over meaning. In this framework, it is not rational arguments 

that necessarily win this struggle but following his research it is rather the affective and emotional 

aspects that constitute the conditions of success of a political discourse (Castells 2009). In other 

words political discourses make use of people's emotional and cultural frames to advance their 

political interests.  

 

2.3 Mobilization, commodities, and the faces of martyrs 

  

One of the conditions of the military and political success of Hezbollah is its focus on 

addressing its supporters and mobilizing people as an intrinsic part of its efforts. This can be 

summarized in the creation of social structures that are committed to the party's struggle and 

political choices, and a cultural structure deeply immersed in the party's discourse and values of 

martyrdom, resistance, and devotion (Balqiz 2006). It is perhaps the striking  ratio of Shiites who 

vote for Hezbollah and see in it the political representative of their interests that exemplifies this 

success. While elections in Lebanon, as mentioned above, take a sectarian form, no other party in 

Lebanon has succeeded in gathering as much support within their religious constituency as has 

Hezbollah7. 

  

The car heads East up the mountains of Jabal Amel in the South of Lebanon, the Mediterranean sea 

is behind and ahead the landscape is mountainous. This is the road to Nabatyeh, a long road populated by two 

                                                 
7 The results of the latest parliamentary elections in 2009 were a clear demonstration of the party’s 

exceptional influence within the Shiite community. The results can be accessed here: 
<http://www.elections.gov.lb/Parliamentary/Elections-Results/2009-Real-time-Results.aspx?lang=ar-lb> Opinion 
polls conducted in Lebanon during the 2006 war showing the overwhelming support of Hezbollah among the Shiite 
community can be found here: 
<http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/brmiddleeastnafricara/236.php>  

http://www.elections.gov.lb/Parliamentary/Elections-Results/2009-Real-time-Results.aspx?lang=ar-lb
http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/brmiddleeastnafricara/236.php
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and three story buildings on the sides, many of them still unpainted  making the contrast between gray cement and 

green trees in the horizon salient. The two sides of the highway are divided by a line of small bushes, flowers, and 

road lights usually unlit at night. These road lights seem to be there for one purpose only: they are poles to hang 

party flags, advertisements, and, most importantly, old pictures of martyrs from the surrounding villages.  

Hundreds of faces decorate posters that have been hanging on these lamp poles for years. The colors lost 

their contrast but what remains clear is the face, the name, and the party insignia of each martyr. Thousands of 

cars pass by every day, and the martyrs are here to greet them all. At night, however, the lamps are off and the 

pictures are hidden in the darkness. 

  

The posters are institutionalized – there are clear designs that are repeated in all of them. 

They inhabit the space and are part in producing the space. The martyrs, long dead, now live on 

the electricity poles re-claiming the space.  In the villages of South Lebanon there is a population 

of martyrs who live alongside the living, sharing the same social space and contributing to the 

political debate. These martyrs represent part of the advertised identity. They are inseparable 

from the billboards, flags and slogans. Together they consolidate the image of the "resistance": an 

image of power in the face of the enemy, devotion to their cause, honesty and faithfulness, but 

most of all martyrdom as the highest form of sacrifice that mirrors the sacrifices of Hezbollah as 

a group. These martyrs represent the resistance and they are there to constantly remind the living 

that they are the "resistance". Their sacrifice is the sacrifice of their party, their devotion is the 

devotion of their party, and their faces are the faces of their party. In the political discourse the 

two are inseparable. 

Martyrdom becomes a commodity when it becomes a brand – its image becomes the 

brand of a party that will employ the cultural frames of martyrdom in order to advance its 

political project in a country where politics is limited to the sectarian sharing of power. Instead, 

like all other Lebanese political parties, Hezbollah promotes a number of images and slogans 

whose meaning is vague enough to make them empty signifiers. This process that transforms a 

political act and substitutes branding to actual political content pertains to what can be called the 

commodification of politics. In this sense, the political act of dying for a cause becomes a 

commodity when the images of martyrs are used as a means to promote a political group. This 

commodification does not necessarily entail hypocrisy but it reflects, on a formal level, the way in 

which politics become a de-politicized competition of images and desires as described by Mouffe.  

Martyrdom is a central factor in the mobilization process of Hezbollah. The image of 

the martyr and the position of the martyr in society has been elevated in Hezbollah's discourse 

through its representation in the media both on the screens and on the streets. In other words, in 

video clips, songs, texts, but also in their constant presence in social spaces through posters, and 

other tributes (such as the party's seasonal exhibitions, the memorials constructed for some 

martyrs in villages and towns and other spatial representations of martyrs) we see the martyrs as 

powerful figures whose self sacrifice for the sake of the group is inspiring for those who have 

sacrificed much less than their own life throughout the ongoing war with Israel. 

Moreover, one of the largest Hezbollah institutions is called Al-Shahid Foundation (the 

Martyr foundation). This institution takes care of the families of martyrs in all layers of life 

(education, healthcare, financial assistance, and so on). One of the aims of this large institution is 

to lay the foundation for a sustainable trust in the outcome of martyrdom within society at large 
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and among the party's fighters in particular. It institutionalizes the responsibility of the party 

towards the families of martyrs and thus elevates the social position of these individuals while 

giving the needed assurances for potential martyrs in the future of their families (Balqiz 2006).     

In the unbalanced war between Hezbollah and Israel, the party has used traditional 

strategies of guerrilla warfare in order to invert the preexisting  balance of power. These strategies 

include tactical military choices such as guerilla fighting techniques aimed at making the enemy's 

occupation of territory harder by inducing as much losses as possible without trying to practically 

take over control of  any territory but by laying claim to it and planting the party flag and 

documenting it as we have seen in Chapter 4. These strategies also include the focus on bridging 

the gap in the military power by looking for the areas in which Hezbollah is superior to Israel. 

This pertains to the principle suggested by Clausewitz in cases where an army is outnumbered: 

“The forces available must be deployed with such skill that even in the absence of an absolute 

superiority, a relative superiority is attained at the decisive point” (Clausewitz 1976, 196). In 

Hezbollah’s case,  the aim is to find the balance of power in other areas than the military one 

where the Israeli army has the upper hand. The party has therefore focused its efforts on shifting 

this imbalance of power by investing in the mobilization of its supporters. In other words, while 

Hezbollah will be the weaker one in the balance of military power, in the "balance of wills" they 

will have the advantage (Balqiz 2006). This is where  media and the war of representation, or 

what the party itself refers to as the “psychological warfare,” become a central element in the war 

strategy (Balqiz 2006; Mohsen and Mzannar 2001; Salameh 2006).  

Mobilization is then an essential factor in the military confrontation between two 

opposing groups. Mobilization is played out on two levels: the mobilization of fighters on the 

battlefield and mobilization of people on the home front, something that we have seen in the use 

of music videos as means of mobilizing society. The articulation of the notion of martyrdom in 

Hezbollah's discourse is an essential element in this mobilization process. The presence of 

martyrs in daily life through posters and other visual representations that inhabit the social space 

is itself an essential strategy in this mobilization process both in order to mobilize potential 

fighters and to mobilize the social groups that embrace the movement.   

The value of martyrdom, despite being an essential notion in the Shiite faith, is not 

something specific to it nor to Hezbollah's political discourse. In fact, martyrdom has had a 

central role in the political  discourse of almost all social and religious groups in the country 

(Maasri 2009, 87-99). The notion of martyrdom in this sense is not a strictly religious one, rather 

the martyr symbolizes devotion and sacrifice for a specific cause whether religious or political. It 

is thus possible to compare the representation of martyrs and martyrdom between groups as 

diverse as the secular Lebanese Communist party, the right wing Christian Phalanges party, 

different Sunni groups and of course Hezbollah (See Maasri 2009 for a collection of martyr 

posters from across the political spectrum in Lebanon during the civil war).   

As discussed above, Lebanese political parties rely mainly on the affective in advancing 

their political influence and expanding their popularity among their respective ideological, 

sectarian or religious communities. The role of the martyr in this regard is to be a symbolic figure 

of sacrifice that seeks to consolidate a group around a cause, thus both promoting the group as 

one that is faithful to its cause and those who sacrifice for it (the sacrifice of the martyr is the 

group's own sacrifice by virtue of his/her affiliation and discursive association with the group's 
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political identity) and promoting the cause itself as one that deserves sacrifice. Maasri writes that 

“the universal language of martyrdom is laden with emotional themes of courage, self sacrifice, 

nobility, purity and righteousness” (ibid, 87). This is true for any cause and any group regardless 

of the actual content of that group's discourse or the values and beliefs that they promote. 

Furthermore, in the context of martyrdom there exists another level of martyrdom that should be 

distinguished from the one described above and it is the figure of the martyred leader as opposed 

to the figure of the “common martyr,” what Maasri will call the “martyr-Hero” (ibid, 91-4; 55-

67).  

With a rich history of civil wars and internal conflicts, Lebanon has had a large number 

of political assassinations that targeted key figures from most of the major political parties and 

sectarian groups. The assassinated figures are referred to as martyrs by their political supporters 

or by the state depending on their status and the contingent political balance. This being said, one 

can count many controversial figures and consensual figures that are among the list of “higher 

rank” martyrs or martyr-heroes. The martyred leader, while having the role of promoting the 

group and the cause, has another value of a lost and mythical figure of power, devotion, and 

hope pertaining to a lost real in the Lacanian sense. Maasri writes that “the poster image [of the 

leader], through a creative mix of iconic and symbolic signs, renders the mythical qualities 

attributed to the leader readily visible and almost factual. The leader appears through the image to 

be ‘naturally’ endowed with those heroic qualities” (ibid, 55). The image of the martyred leader 

will be constructed on the image of the group's desires of a protector in the face of threats. Myths 

are built around the martyr's capacities and his successors will gain much legitimacy by their 

relation to that figure and within the mythical narrative that derives from the martyred leader.8 

Furthermore, the leader is also custodian of wisdom which is perpetuated by often featuring a 

quote from this leader as a reminder of his undying message. As Maasri writes, “a quotation of 

the leader is sometimes used to emphasize certain beliefs that must not be forgotten and so are 

perpetuated in the public realm” (ibid, 57).  

Martyrdom in this sense becomes a common value within the Lebanese political 

discourse. Furthermore, the notion of martyrdom within this framework is one that accentuates 

and draws on the rivalry between the different Lebanese political groups. The fact that martyrs 

were often the result of internal conflict means that one's martyr is often another one's enemy 

and vice versa9. It should be noted that Hezbollah's martyrs do not necessarily fit this description 

as they were killed during their confrontations with Israel – an external enemy and not by internal 

conflict. Nonetheless, since their cause is not a matter of consensus in the country, their status as 

martyrs can be contested on such grounds. While martyrdom is used as a demonstration of a 

political group's sacrifice for the nation or for its constituency, and as a proof of this group's 

devotion to its ideals, it is also used as a means for political competition between groups who try 

to compete over the legitimacy and the size of their own sacrifices. In this sense, martyrdom 

becomes a commodity that competing political discourses try to present to consumers as a 

                                                 
8 Notable examples in this case are Ragheb Harb, Abbas al Musawi and Imad Moghniyeh for Hezbollah, 

Rafik Hariri from the Future movement and Bashir Gemayel for the Lebanese Forces and other Christian parties as 
well as Kamal Jumblat (see Maasri 2009, 55-67). 

9 Bashir Gemayel, leader of the Lebanese Forces who were allied with Israel during the Lebanese civil war 
is a good example in this case. While he is considered a martyr by his own group he is seen as a traitor by other 
groups. 



THE POLITICS OF INHABITATION 

189 
 

representative of a shared identity. Acknowledging a specific dead leader as a martyr signifies the 

adoption of a specific political identity and discourse. Political parties often use these images as a 

promotional tool in the political competition turning martyrs into political commodities in their 

own right.  

 

3. Re-appropriating space: everyday spatial practices of liberation and hegemony 

 

3.1 Power and deterrence  

 

David Harvey writes that, "the first step down the road is to insist that place in whatever 

guise, is like space and time, a social construct. The only interesting question that can be asked is; 

by what process (es) is place constructed?"  (Harvey 1993, 5). 

 

Driving along the mountainous roads of Southern Lebanon, one might lose the sense of direction. From 

village to village mountains and valleys intermingle and every once and a while an item in the landscape indicates 

where South is, and more precisely where Israel is. These are not road signs, nor arrows, these are life-size 

Katyusha missile replicas placed on the sides of the roads in the South of Lebanon.  

 

The plastic replicas are laboriously made to resemble the real missile, in all its details. 

Their tips are cautiously turned in the direction of Israel. In some ways they are a reminder of the 

ongoing war between Lebanon and Israel, in others they are a message directed to Israel as a sign 

of power and readiness; a reminder of the consequences of any attack. These replicas are also one 

of Hezbollah's trademarks in the eyes of its supporters: Katyusha missiles were not only the 

weapon that liberated their occupied land, but also the deterrence force that is supposed to 

prevent any future invasion. The Katyusha missile in this sense carries a significant cultural 

meaning in the Lebanese-Israeli war on both sides of the borders. 

 

South of the river Litany, where the UNIFIL has its mandate, the international peace keeping forces 

run their patrols aimed at detecting any military activity in the area. The patrols pass alongside plastic life-size 

Katyusha missiles without seeming to notice them: they are part of the landscape, just like the trees around them.  

  

In Lefebvre's conception of space and the critique of the everyday, Hezbollah's spatial 

politics can be seen as the ways in which the everyday is mediated and structured according to the 

human and social agency that constructs and inhabits it. In Lefebvre's spatial politics, space is 

both informed by and informative of the social and cultural relations that produce it (Lefebvre 

1991a; Lefebvre 1974). Lefebvre writes:  

 

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics; it has 

always been political and strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and 

indifference with regard to its contents and thus seems to be "purely" 

formal, the epitome of rational abstraction; it is precisely because it has 

already been occupied and used and has always been the focus of past 

processes whose traces are not always evident in the landscape. Space 
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has been shaped and molded from historical and natural elements, but 

this has been a political process. Space is political and ideological. It is a 

product literally filled with ideologies (Lefebvre 1978, 341). 

 

 The study of the everyday, and the study of spaces as they are used within social and 

cultural conflicts and relations, can therefore inform us about the ideological and political 

struggles and powers that constitute a certain space as well as the strategies of transgression, and 

domination that act in these social and physical spaces. Blanchot, borrowing from Lefebvre, 

defines the everyday as follows: "[it is] what we never see for a first time, but only see again, 

having always already seen it by an illusion that is, as it happens, constitutive of the everyday" 

(Blanchot 1987).  The everyday in this case represents the scenes of daily life in the specific areas 

of Lebanon that are mentioned in this chapter. It is the posters that have been there, unnoticed 

as they dissolve in the overall landscape, the political signs that decorate the streets, the missile 

replicas that cars drive by as they drive by the trees on the road, the myriad slogans on walls and 

buildings, and other elements that are "ordinary" and always “already seen”. 

In his article "Everyday Speech," Blanchot builds on Lefebvre's critique of the everyday 

to suggest a study of the everyday as a site of social, political and cultural relations. Blanchot's 

accounts of the everyday in capitalist societies is informative for my study of resistance and 

transgression strategies as they appear through a politics of space. In the case of Hezbollah, the 

everyday is a site of normalization and contestation, it is the location for a constant 

communication that plays on a paradox: The banality, normality and passivity of the signs and 

spaces exposes the subtle and continuous mobilization that normalizes the image of martyrdom, 

war and resistance, while keeping it as an everyday element, an obvious thing, a commonplace, 

and a merging between two opposites. The street is the location of everydayness, a reality; it is a 

mirror of the people (or individuals) who walk it.  

It is when something becomes commonplace, normal or banal that its meaning is no 

longer contested and that we can talk about a certain (temporarily) fixed meaning. Everydayness 

thus pertains to hegemony inasmuch as it establishes a hegemonic meaning of an empty signifier 

and therefore constructs a people. In this sense, the everydayness of such spatial practices are 

indicators of the hegemonic aspect of their articulated meanings 

The study of the everyday informs us about what is normative and what is exceptional 

in a specific social context. Such a study reveals the structures underlying the power balance at 

play in a specific environment. In other words, the conflicts, issues, and meanings in a specific 

environment are revealed in the structure of the normal and the abnormal and the struggle 

between different forces to define these notions in a specific place. When we look at posters that 

seem part of the landscape we can decipher a meaning of martyrdom within their social and 

cultural contexts as an element of latent mobilization on the one hand and as a constant social 

presence on the other. This normalized meaning of martyrdom, for instance, is taken for granted 

in this specific social/spatial context but could also be the site of a discursive struggle aiming to 

redefine or subvert this normalized meaning.  

When employing the notion of everydayness in the analysis of spatial planning and the 

politics of spatial appropriation, Bourdieu's notion of "common sense" can be a useful tool. 

Bourdieu writes that Doxa refers to the “adherence to relations of order which, because they 
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structure inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are accepted as self-evident” 

(Bourdieu 1984: 471). Accordingly, I argue that the politics of space employed by Hezbollah 

establishes  a relation between the inhabitants of these places and a message that promotes a 

specific set of values and meanings that strive to be hegemonic. These values and meanings - or 

the supposed content of the message - such as the importance and centrality of martyrdom, the 

meaning of occupation and liberation, are elements of a narrative that defines the struggle, 

history, and the limits of the group and contributes to the construction of a specific discourse by 

which reality is understood by the people living in these spaces and adopting a specific shared 

identity that Hezbollah will call “resistance”.  

Bourdieu argues that every group seeks to promote its understanding of the world as 

common sense, and thereby regards common sense as a mechanism of domination (see Bourdieu 

1984; Bourdieu 1977). This struggle over common sense could be compared to the notion of 

discursive struggle or the hegemonic struggle in Laclau and Mouffe. Laclau and Mouffe argue 

that meaning cannot be fixed and there can only be partial fixations of meanings. This 

impossibility is the condition for the flow of differences that constitutes the social. Society is 

therefore the impossible object of discourse. They conclude that “any discourse is constituted as 

an attempt to dominate the field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a 

centre” (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 112). While this flow of differences is never really reduced to a 

singular meaning – or properly sutured. This is why every discursive identity is penetrated by the 

floating character of its ‘elements’ acting as floating signifiers that can be relatively fixed only to 

be subverted again (ibid, 112-3). 

In this sense, we find a negotiation of the meaning of death, occupation, liberation, 

resistance and other elements within the discourse of Hezbollah. The political discourse of this 

movement promotes a specific understanding of these "floating signifiers" in order to make it a 

shared "common sense", a relatively fixed meaning that is meant to be shared by the various 

layers of the Lebanese society. In order to do so, Hezbollah has to articulate values found in 

different discourses into one that can appeal to the different heterogeneous groups that form the 

Lebanese society in a chain of equivalence where resistance is the empty signifier.  

While Bourdieu's theory talks about the need for social orders to produce “the 

naturalization of its own arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 1977, 164), in Laclau and Mouffe we find the 

notions of contingency and overdetermination of discursive formations in their role as necessary 

mediums for the understanding of the world. Discourses are always contingent systems of 

constructing the social world. “Naturalization” is substituted by “hegemonization.” In this sense, 

Laclau and Mouffe ascribe to hegemonic discourses the role of providing the lenses through 

which individuals see the world while being unaware of the contingency of these lenses. A 

hegemonic discourse establishes a social order that defines common sense in a given time and 

space and presents itself as the "natural" set of values and truths; such a discourse will present 

itself as the principle of order itself (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 93-148; A. Smith 1998, 167) , as the 

commonplace that is ubiquitous in its everydayness.   

The missile replicas, while  normalizing the space as a space of conflict,  also  

demonstrate the military power and deterrence force of Hezbollah as the guarantors of the 

Lebanese people's safety (and more precisely the safety of the population of Southern Lebanon) 

from Israeli aggression. In this sense they are part of the exhibition of power that we see 
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operating in the military operations videos in their dual function and audience: a demonstration 

of the power to be hegemonic and a warning for the threatening other (see Chapter 4). A similar 

function appears in another spatial practice: the exhibition of captured Israeli vehicles on town 

entrances.   

 

3.2 Displays of order and military trophies 

 

 The tank is placed on a podium, it greets the visitors of Aitaroun, a town in the utmost South of the 

country. On the podium a plaque reads: "Occupation is destined to end… a gift from the Islamic Resistance to the 

Municipality of Aitaroun. May 2005".  

  

It is on a town square that this message is delivered. The tank is one of the Israeli 

vehicles captured by Hezbollah fighters during the liberation of the South of Lebanon in 2000. 

After the liberation, such vehicles were placed in city and town entrances around the country. 

The message at the time was that the liberation does not belong to Hezbollah alone, nor to the 

people of the South, but to the whole country. In Tripoli, a predominantly Sunni city in the 

North of the country, another vehicle greets the visitors, as well as in Saida and other cities.  

As is the case with the missile replicas, the placement of captured military vehicles is an 

exhibition of the movement's power in the face of the enemy. In the latter case, it is a 

demonstration of the movement's success and achievements. The tank is most of all an example 

of a re-articulated object that by changing the context of its presence in space acquires a new 

meaning and delivers a specific message.  

Placing an Israeli military vehicle on a podium under a Lebanese flag, or a Hezbollah 

sign, gives it a new meaning. The tank was a symbol of Israeli force and aggression, and such 

tanks when driving along the country manned by Israeli soldiers were a threat, an exhibition of 

the occupation and a symbol of its domination. Placed on the podiums and exhibited to the 

public gives the tank and the space where it is exhibited a whole new meaning. The military 

vehicles are neutralized, they become something of a relic, a ruin of what once was powerful and 

now simply seems weak and defeated – the location of power is inverted. Placing the tanks and 

other vehicles on podiums in town squares produces spaces of expression and a message to be 

delivered to the people who inhabit the space – it is a representation of victory and order. The 

exhibition of such vehicles reminds us of the exhibition of war prisoners as a demonstration of 

power and an exhibition of the enemy's defeat. It is a silent procession of metal war prisoners 

that tells the story of occupation and its physical end: the tank as the instrument of violence and 

power becomes a decorative item, immobile, docile and harmless. It represents the desired peace 

and order that was lost during the decades of occupation and Hezbollah as the force able to 

produce and preserve such an order. Following Laclau's theory on the making of political identity 

and the process of identification, the condition for the success of a specific political identity is its 

ability to present itself as an order when the alternative is radical disorder. In this context, the 

constitutive lack represented by the suffering and disorder under occupation can be filled by the 

power and order provided by Hezbollah who not only can end the occupation but presents itself 

as a “realistic alternative for the organization and management of the community” (Laclau 1994, 

16).  
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Cresswell argues that ideology can be seen as a set of practices that are derived from 

beliefs and beliefs that are derived from practices. Practice both informs and is informed by 

beliefs that are proper to a specific ideology - "ideologies to be successful connect the 

metaphysical to the everyday" (Cresswell 1996, 156).  

Place in this system contributes to the efficiency of ideological strategies and to the 

maintenance of specific beliefs. As a form of classification, place establishes boundaries and 

denominations. By reference to place  we differentiate between notions of self - we - and other - 

they. In this sense, place produces otherness by a process of inclusion or exclusion similar to the 

hegemonic process that is achieved in Laclau’s understanding of populist discourses. 

Furthermore, it is possible to argue following Cresswell that "the materiality of place gives it the 

aura of nature" which places ideologies in the realm of what strives to seem natural (ibid, 161-2). 

However by being a tool for social control or discursive struggle, space is also a 

fundamental means for transgression and resistance. Space is the site of conflict  (ibid, 163). In 

this sense, by its occupation of Southern Lebanon, Israel made it a site of control as much as a 

site of meaningful resistance.  Cresswell argues that "the powerful in any given context can 

tabulate, build, and create spaces and places while the relatively powerless can only use, 

manipulate and divert these spaces” (ibid, 164). 

It is what makes space an efficient means of social control that makes it an efficient 

means for resistance and the transgression of power. Resistance in this case and following the 

previous reasoning is a challenge to the construction of places and beliefs as natural in a given 

context; it is a challenge to the common sense set up by the hegemonic or dominant group in a 

given social order. As Castells writes, “in all known societies, counter-power exists under 

different forms and with variable intensity, as one of the few natural laws of society, verified 

throughout history, asserts that wherever is domination, there is resistance to domination, be it 

political, cultural, economic, psychological, or otherwise” (Castells 2007).  

 

3.3 Transgression and the meaning of space: the re-appropriation of Khiam  

  

On the 25th of May 2000, the Israeli army and the South Lebanese Army started their 

withdrawal from the occupied Southern Lebanon. Al Manar TV, Hezbollah's television channel, 

took the opportunity to launch its Satellite emission with a full day special coverage of the event. 

Reporters followed the thousands of people who took to their cars and headed south to see their 

villages after more than 20 years of displacement. A network of TV crews were capturing family 

reunions, celebrations, convoys, and more dramatic episodes that would become part of the 

visual mythology associated with the "Liberation Day".  

Khiam, a town a few kilometers away from the Southern borders, was the place where 

one of these scenes will be recorded. Apart from being an occupied town, Khiam hosted an 

infamous detention center, the Khiam prison run by the SLA and the Israeli army where human 

rights reports had recorded serious cases of torture of inmates of both sexes.10 On the top of the 

hill near the center of the town, the prison with its strategic position overlooks the town and its 

surroundings, the vast Khiam valley. 

                                                 
10 To read the Human Rights Watch report about this infamous prison 

see:http://www.hrw.org/en/news/1999/10/27/torture-khiam-prison-responsibility-and-accountability 

http://www.hrw.org/en/news/1999/10/27/torture-khiam-prison-responsibility-and-accountability
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The people in charge of the prison left the place with the prisoners still locked inside 

their cells not knowing what had happened in the outside world. The camera records the scene of 

hands extended through the steel door. Villagers try to break the metal door and release their 

detained compatriots.11 The door breaks and the prisoners are released.12  

The prison was later turned into a museum recording the memory of that place of 

torture. The Khiam prison museum was managed by some of its victims who present to the 

visitor an uncanny reenactment of their ordeals with the different methods of torture in a visit 

that hardly resembles the usual museum visit. A room featuring miniatures of the prison structure 

and exposing tools and gears used by the soldiers in charge of the prison, extends to another 

room where the visitors can buy Hezbollah memorabilia, DVDs, and music CDs or tapes. Khiam 

soon became a “must see” stop for tourists visiting the South of Lebanon. Other stops include 

the Fatima gate (the closed border passage between Lebanon and Israel), the Beaufort castle(a 

crusader fortress perched on top of a beautiful hill that was used as a major Israeli military 

outpost), and other similar locations. 

In July 2006 during the 33 day war between Israel and Lebanon, the Israeli air force 

raided the prison destroying what was left of the structure. It was a clear attempt to erase a dark 

record of the occupation that was turned into a museum for its memory. After the war ended, the 

ruins of the prison were again re-appropriated and turned into a museum this time with a dual 

memory: the prison, and its destruction. Visitors can now walk around the ruins, and what is left 

of the solitary rooms, the torture rooms, and the soldiers' barracks and witness both the suffering 

of confinement and the destructive power of the Israeli war machine. New rooms featuring 

miniatures of the prison and the memorabilia were arranged. Around the ruins one sees relics of 

army vehicles, Hezbollah flags and slogans alongside Lebanese national flags and some of the 

former prisoners who will orally recount to the visitors their vivid memories in this place. The 

reenactment of the torture scenes no longer takes place now that the torture chambers are 

destroyed.   

Cresswell writes that "any social transformation, to be successful, has to be understood 

as a spatial transformation" (Cresswell 1996, 176). In the context of spatial politics, the 

movements of resistance seeking to transgress the dominant forces over a specific space must 

succeed in re-appropriating  and managing the location of the spatial struggle. In other words, 

one judges the political strategies of transgression according to their ability to produce, 

appropriate and organize social and physical space. As Lefebvre writes “groups, classes or 

fractions of classes cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one another as “subjects” unless 

they generate (or produce) a space” (Lefebvre 1991b, 416-7; in Butler 2009). 

In the Khiam prison, the space was previously the location of the most obvious power 

relation: prisoner and guard. In 2000 the re-appropriation of the space was achieved by 

transforming the function of the place while preserving its memory. The process of re-

appropriation could not have been more significant. The transgression is complete with the 

inverted role of the former prisoners now managing the place. Khiam is a transformed space, one 

                                                 
11 This scene can be found in this video:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1hQIy4NEpE 
12 Robert Fisk's account of the scene in the Independent: 

<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-
716267.html> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1hQIy4NEpE
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-716267.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-716267.html
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that summarizes the process by which the politics of inhabitation, and the strategies of re-

appropriation take place within Hezbollah's overall discourse of resistance. The destruction of the 

prison in 2006 led to yet another cycle of re-appropriation and transformation of the space into a 

new message clearly showing the struggle over this space as both a physical and a discursive one.    

 

In this chapter I have suggested a reading of specific places - and spaces - as texts that 

are read by an audience composed  mainly of Hezbollah supporters among a heterogeneous 

Lebanese society but also of an absent Israeli public who is addressed - in absentia - by the same 

Hezbollah media. Various meanings can be attributed to the spatial texts described above and my 

attempt is to reveal one dominant meaning within the discursive formation of Hezbollah. 

 The Hezbollah media has very different meanings for the sympathetic and the 

unsympathetic viewers. It is also the case that the media producer is aware of this differential 

reception and builds the message(s) accordingly. This is one attribute of subversive art as well. 

For instance, Cresswell argues that Graffiti artists are aware of the different and oppositional 

meanings of their art for sympathetic and unsympathetic viewers and design their messages with 

this reception in mind thereby delivering two distinct messages to two (or more) groups 

(Cresswell 1996, 47-8).   

Cresswell also argues that geography is a weapon used in both domination and 

resistance. In this sense, the struggle over the meaning of places is one central element within any 

hegemonic struggle. Transgression, which literally means crossing a boundary, (thus accentuating 

on the spatial dimension of power), is an act that changes the meaning of a specific place and 

thus transforms the place. In other words, transgression is the process of appropriating a place by 

(re)defining its meaning (ibid, 60-1). Cresswell writes that "the meaning of a place is the subject 

of particular discourses of power, which express themselves as discourses of normality. Thus 

discourses ascribe meanings to place in the language of common sense, of normality" (ibid, 60). 

This notion of common sense that Bourdieu treats as an essential aspect of struggle 

over power or what he calls the "symbolic struggle over common sense" can then be related to 

the discursive struggle for hegemony where the disputed terrain is meaning and in this specific 

case the meaning of space(s). Following Lefebvre’s conception of space as a social product whose 

production “can be linked to the production of any given particular type of merchandise" 

(Lefebvre 1978, 341), the struggle over meaning implies the presence of means for spreading 

specific meanings - or normalizing, fixing, and promoting a specific meaning to a specific space. 

In my analysis of the meaning of space in the particular case of Southern Lebanon, it is important 

to ask the question of who controls the means of producing meanings in any given context, and 

how is this space contested by the different forces. In this sense, tracing the discursive elements 

that define the said "normality" and disseminates the dominant meaning, or the "common sense" 

of a specific place pertains to locating the underlying control over the media and other means of 

meaning production present in Southern Lebanon. In other words, if we are talking about media 

and space in particular, the question that we must ask at this point is who controls the space and 

the means of communication that influence its meaning. In the context of occupation and 

liberation of this particular space the control over the means of production passes in the year 

2000 from the Israeli army to Hezbollah.   
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In his insightful analysis of space, Cresswell relies on the expression "in place and out of 

place" as a metaphor exposing the importance of space in conflict. Cresswell defines “out of 

place” as "what the dominant/transgressive discourse ascribes to its other's behavior. A conflict 

of defining what is out of place in a specific space arises when the appropriation of a space by 

different groups is in question; each sees the other as being out of place" (Cresswell 1996, 99). 

Different groups within a conflict strive to define what is in or out of place. In this sense, acts of 

transgression seek to destabilize relatively fixed meanings – floating signifiers - and transform 

them. Power relations can be exposed in a specific context by looking at what is considered out 

of place in a specific space and time. Transgression can then be seen as twofold, two groups 

transgress each others' terrains of meaning, they both attempt to break the boundary set by the 

other, and therefore set their own boundaries. In this case the notion of resistance can be added 

to this understanding of transgression as an intentional transgression that strives to become 

hegemonic. 

For Hezbollah, Israel is out of place as an illegitimate occupying force, while for Israel 

Hezbollah is out of place as an armed ‘terrorist’ organization. The opposition is clear and rather 

simple and the place in this equation can be Lebanon as a whole, the South of Lebanon in 

particular, or even the mere presence of the other in any space. However, what this metaphor 

demonstrates is that the struggle is between two forces fighting to define "what belongs where" - 

or in other words give a meaning to a space and define the rules that define its common sense. It 

is by doing so that each of these discursive forces seeks to appropriate the said space and 

hegemonize its meaning from one of occupation to one where Hezbollah’s identity of resistance 

can be articulated.  

The Khiam prison and the Israeli war vehicles on display are clear cases where the 

transformation of a sign of authority acts as an act of transgression where the appropriation of an 

object in space is achieved by ascribing a new meaning to it by either displacing it or redefining 

its function. These two examples follow the same logic as the protests of the Greenham women 

against an American military base in Greenham described by Cresswell. The Greenham women, 

by using the fence around the military base as part of their protest, transformed the meaning of 

the fence and turned it into a tool of protest thereby appropriating it into their own discourse 

(ibid, 102).  

Occupying a space is a sign of appropriation of this space, it carries a meaning and 

renders this space a message that informs us onlookers about the social relations and culture that 

occupies it. In their article "City as Medium," Griffin and Kittler compare the workings and 

structure of the city to the computer, and vice versa (Griffin and Kittler 1996). The city, like the 

computer, is a medium, a structure that transmits and produces information. The two concepts 

mirror each others, in terminology and in functionality.  

 The social and physical space that constitute the city represents the medium that 

informs the onlookers about the relations, conflicts, and culture present in these spaces. If we see 

the city as a medium we can go further and look at the content that it offers, the messages that it 

delivers, and the meanings it conveys. The walls, the lights, the cars, the buildings, the shops, and 

the fashion trends all contribute to the message delivered by this physical medium.  

In Lefebvre's theory, space is not only a location managed and used by the governing 

power, the space is itself the site of conflict, political or otherwise. Space is understood as a set of 
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relations and networks that allow for social action to take place. In this sense relations of power 

are negotiated through the use of the space itself (Lefebvre 1978; Lefebvre 1974). And resistance 

is an act of producing spaces, or counter-spaces, where the transgression of the dominant power 

is effectively achieved and the relation inverted. It is in this light that we can look at the re-

inhabitation of the previously occupied territories in the South of Lebanon as a re-appropriation 

of a space. The space is reshaped and re-inhabited according to a new system of organization, 

social, cultural and political. The South of Lebanon is turned from the site of military operations 

against the Israeli occupation forces, from a site of transgression where resistance is an act, into a 

site where resistance is a hegemonic identity and the name of the people that inhabit it. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

"The causes of a revolution are usually sought in objective 

conditions - general poverty, oppression, scandalous abuses. But 

this view, while correct, is one sided. After all, such conditions 

exist in a hundred countries, but revolutions erupt rarely. What 

is needed is the consciousness of oppression, and the conviction 

that poverty and oppression are not the natural order of this 

world. It is curious that in this case, experience in and of itself, 

no matter how painful, does not suffice.  

The indispensable catalyst is the word, the explanatory idea. 

More than petards or stilletoes, therefore, words- uncontrolled 

words, circulating freely, underground, rebelliously, not gotten up 

in dress uniforms, uncertified- frighten tyrants. But sometimes it 

is the official, uniformed, certified words that bring the 

revolution."  Ryszard Kapus cin  ski , Shah of Shahs, 103. 

 

Columns of smoke were still rising from the rubble in the Southern suburbs of Beirut. 

Refugees were heading South to devastated villages and towns. Amid the destruction, Hezbollah 

was already preparing its victory rally where Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah would declare – once again 

– victory against Israel. It was during this time that I started this research and it was arguably the 

height of Hezbollah’s popularity and its political and military success. The year was 2006, a few 

weeks after the end of a 33 day war with Israel and the “divine victory” that placed Hezbollah at 

the forefront of the Arab world’s resistance movements. Around the region, the face of Hassan 

Nasrallah became common and could be seen brandished in demonstrations alongside those of 

another iconic Arab leader, the late Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt. Since then, the movement has 

been caught up in an ongoing Lebanese political fistfight. The internal Lebanese situation 

complicated Hezbollah’s stance as an armed resistance movement whose concern transcends the 

mundane vicissitudes of Lebanese politics to be rather focused on its role in the Arab-Israeli 

conflict – or resistance against occupation. The “entry” of Hezbollah into the Lebanese political 

arena meant that the movement – now seen as a party – and its military wing (the Islamic 

Resistance) were no longer separate from the Lebanese political sphere and were part of the 

discussion over national identity, legitimacy and political choices. The recent years have witnessed 

– logically – a decrease in the movement’s regional popularity with new regional conflicts diluting 

the memory of the 2006 war in the minds of many Lebanese and Arabs.  

And then 2011 came with events of massive scale that swept away the status quo in the 

Arab world and caught everyone, not least of all Hezbollah, by surprise. The mass protests - the 

revolutions – in Tunisia and Egypt presented a new model of resistance, different from the one 

preached by Hezbollah. The movement found itself for once on the spectator seat, observing 

while two of its most hated regimes – or at least their faces – collapsed under the pressure in the 

streets. When Egypt’s Mubarak fell, Hassan Nasrallah was quick to congratulate Egyptians but 

also to congratulate his own movement. The choice of resistance had triumphed, he said, and the 

revolutions will sweep all the regimes that were against the resistance. Soon, however, 
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demonstrations broke out in Syria, the primary supporter of Hezbollah in the Arab world. For 

once, Nasrallah had failed in reading the historical moment and the meaning of these revolutions 

that were less about geopolitics and more about oppression, both economic and political, 

regardless of the wider regional stance in regards to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Unable to criticize 

its closest ally, Hezbollah opted to support  the Syrian regime’s conspiracy theory. Hezbollah was 

seemingly overtaken by the people it always seemed to represent.  

These are certainly challenging times to be writing about resistance, hegemony and 

political change. My dissertation was initially about suggesting a definition of resistance that stems 

from situations where war and violence are the main categories of conflict, in places where 

political movements of opposition take the form of armed struggle for liberation with ideas that 

one may or may not agree with. I wanted to understand resistance as an act that is not necessarily 

emancipatory in the liberal sense but that is inherently a challenge to power regardless of its 

content (Mahmood 2005, 1-39).  

The events in the Arab world, namely the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, and the 

ongoing wave of revolt in Yemen, Bahrain, Libya,  and Syria among other places, provided 

another challenge and a different model that also places the articulation of a people at the 

forefront of political struggle. In the last decade or so we have seen many forms of political 

activism and change: from the colorful revolutions (orange, purple, green, cedar and so on) to the 

forced ‘democratization’ in Iraq and Afghanistan, to the worldwide anti-globalization 

demonstrations. And then in 2011 a new model emerged from Tunisia; "people's revolution" 

resurfaced as a used term to describe political change. Calling what took place in Tunisia and 

Egypt a revolution does not mean that the previous regimes, their inequalities and oppressive 

institutions have been defeated, but that a major change, a revolutionary change, has taken place. 

Change is ongoing and revolution is a long process.  

In Tunisia and Egypt, images played a central role with pictures and amateur footage 

circulating on global screens and activists developing strategies to communicate to the world and 

each other as well as to circumvent censorship. The people in these two countries emerged as a 

category that is able to articulate a shared identity around an opposition to the regime and its 

face. A people emerged claiming the space where they live by speaking in, and reorganizing it. 

The people  became an agent in its own history with the ability to speak for and to itself. As I 

have argued earlier, naming, articulation and self representation are the main categories of 

resistance and hegemony or resistance as hegemony. Hezbollah’s strategies can be assessed in this 

same perspective: as having an aim to acquire the ability to speak and define themselves. The 

media texts and the discursive acts that have been analyzed in the previous chapters have this in 

common. All of them establish Hezbollah as the subject that speaks and all of them present a 

desire and a capacity to articulate the frontiers of the people they are speaking for and to. 

Resistance is an act of re-signification that is essentially political inasmuch as it seeks to construct 

or articulate a political subject.  

Media provided tools for communication and mobilization. Whether on the screen or in 

the streets, media can be tools of protest. In the case of Hezbollah,  media technologies were 

tools of communication that allowed the movement to spread its message and refine it 

accordingly. The use of new social media technologies in the Arab revolts and demonstrations 

allowed protesters to organize and communicate in places where other official channels of 
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communication were not as easily accessible for such subversive activities. Hezbollah’s media 

strategies in comparison, and their little use of social media as opposed to other forms of media, 

played a different role since the movement has much more efficient means of interpersonal 

communication and does not need to circumvent censorship in Lebanon. Hezbollah’s use of 

media from posters to websites is characterized by a strong organization and institutions. As 

opposed to the cases of Egypt and Tunisia, where new media and especially social media were 

used both to spread a message  and to organize people, Hezbollah did not need social media to 

organize. Their media strategies were aimed more at propagating a message and mobilizing. 

Nonetheless, in both cases, the efficient use of media was an important component in 

the success of the political struggle. This, however, in no way means that the struggle is reducible 

to the media. Since politics requires communication between political subjects, media is one 

important tool in any form of struggle and political activism. The role of telecommunication and 

audiovisual technologies are all factors that provide the material tools that activism and resistance 

are required to use efficiently in order to challenge power. They are not, however, the conditions 

of its emergence, nor the agents of change as the titles “Facebook revolution”, or “Twitter 

revolution” imply in the cases of Iran, Tunisia or Egypt. In fact, one can argue that the 

virtualization of our lives had the effect of bringing people back to the streets rather than  

confining them to the Facebook wall and the Twitter hash tag. 

Resistance as a counter-hegemonic act (or a hegemonic one for that matter) takes place 

on the level of meaning but also on the level of space inasmuch as it is about the control of 

spaces where a new identity or power can emerge. These are acts that occupy the public space 

and transform it. This is the case in the re-occupation of Southern Lebanon as seen in Chapter 6, 

and  also in the more recent cases of Egypt and Tunisia and other places in the world where the 

occupation of streets by protesters are acts by which the meanings of these streets and the power 

structure in these spaces is negotiated and transformed, albeit temporarily1. 

In Laclau’s theory of politics as hegemony, elements of socio-political life exist only in 

terms of relations of difference and equivalence with each other in a world where meaning can 

never be fixed except partly. In this system, competing hegemonic projects attempt to articulate 

chains of equivalences where a number of previously unrelated demands become united in 

opposition to the status quo. By oppressing all of them, the established power renders the 

oppressed all the same and thus re-enforces the equivalential relations. Populist identities are then 

created by the division of the political space through the establishment of a political frontier 

between what Laclau calls 'unfulfilled democratic demands' on the one side and the status quo on 

the other (Laclau 2007a).    

Populism is then essentially about the construction of internal frontiers between the 

people and its others (us and them; the people and the enemy) – these frontiers are never stable 

and populism is about shifting the frontiers of inclusion and exclusion in the notion of people. 

This argument essentially suggests a move from understanding  populism as something pertaining 

to the content of a specific discourse to one that concerns the form. In other words, it redeems 

                                                 
1 The recent movements of protest in reaction to the financial crisis around the world and most notably in 

Europe and the United States (from Greece, to Spain, to Wall Street among many others), have all been acts of 
occupying public spaces (the title “occupy Wall Street” that was exported to “occupy…” any other place is one 
explicit example). By doing so the protesters are redefining and re-appropriating these spaces where new political 
subjects can emerge.  
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populism from its ontic frame and instead understands it as an ontological category. The populist 

logic can then be put at the service of the most diverse ideological contents, from the radical left 

to the extreme right (Laclau 2005). It is in this sense that we can understand populism –the 

articulation of a people – as the act of politics per se (ibid, 47). In the different media texts that 

were analyzed throughout my dissertation we see a people emerging – a people that has been 

referred to as “the people of the resistance” and whose boundaries are in constant movement.  

In Hezbollah’s case, the media productions and their means of transmission allow the 

movement both to articulate its message and to spread it to a large public depending on the 

ability to broadcast. As McLuhan writes, "Plato, who had old-fashioned tribal ideas of political 

structures, said that the proper size of a city was indicated by the number of people who could 

hear the voice of a public speaker" (McLuhan 1964, 268). Furthermore, I have argued that the 

relation between the media texts and the political context is intertwined. Hezbollah’s media 

productions reflect the transformations of the political context and realities on the ground; the 

success of Hezbollah’s resistance strategies pertains, on the one hand, to the development of its 

ability to articulate its messages in a meaningful way and, on the other, to the ability to spread this 

message in an efficient way.  

When we understand resistance as an act of speaking or a discursive process that 

articulates new political identities, political power struggles become struggles over meanings and 

signifiers. In this case, the role, function and importance of media as a tool becomes a central one 

to any such political conflict or power struggle. However, it is not only the power to define and 

speak that establishes hegemony but  also the ability to articulate and transform spaces: it is the 

occupation of streets and public spaces and the transformation of their meaning that establishes 

the final act of subverting power. In Cairo, the name “Tahrir square” became synonymous with 

the people’s desire to topple an oppressive regime. In Tunisia, the occupation of streets by 

demonstrators transformed the structure of power and the hegemony of the state. In the case of 

Hezbollah, it was the liberation of Southern Lebanon and the politics of inhabitation that 

consolidated their resistance discourse and established the movement’s transition from a force of 

transgression against occupation to a hegemonic one. Resistance and hegemony or resistance as 

hegemony is therefore a contestation of space. Space after all is a discursive construct – and in 

this sense it is an intrinsic part of discourse inasmuch as it is both the location and an object of 

conflict (Lefebvre 1974).  

In the case of Hezbollah, hegemony is achieved by the control of spaces and the power 

to articulate and speak in and through these spaces. In other words, both the military means 

deployed against the Israeli occupation, the political and social ability to organize and inhabit 

specific geographical locations and the practical means demonstrated by their media 

infrastructure and institutions to produce images and messages, constitute the movement’s 

strategy of resistance within a holistic discourse. They all operate together as irreducible parts of a 

whole. The media productions and strategies are instrumental in the movement’s ability to 

articulate and propagate a notion of political identity, a narrative of history and the present that 

contests  competing narratives. The military and social strategies allow the movement to exercise 

and perform its power on the ground in a way consistent with their broadcasted message 

demonstrating the articulated notion of self empowerment. 
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 It is in this perspective that I suggest to use the notions of hegemony and populism in 

order to understand political action and resistance in particular: from calls for overthrowing a 

dictatorship to armed movements against an occupier or an enemy. What such movements of 

resistance have in common is the need to articulate the material conditions and their effects into 

one overarching demand that will stand for a wide range of individual demands. In Tunisia, 

economic, political, and legal demands converged in one slogan: “Ben Ali degage” - a Tunisian 

people emerged out of Islamists, human rights activists, unemployed young individuals and other 

groups – a similar process took place in Egypt.  

In my dissertation, I argued that in Lebanon, Hezbollah's discourse of resistance 

hegemonized calls for the liberation of Lebanon from Israeli occupation, economic reform, 

communitarian conflict, anti-globalization and empowerment into one overarching demand that 

they would call the “resistance.” By doing so they succeeded in attracting a wide range of 

individuals from devout Shiites to Christian middle classes and leftists in addition to a pan-Arab 

audience who saw the discourse of resistance as one that pertains to their own struggles both 

internal (against their regimes) and external (concerning the Palestinian cause and the American 

influence in the region).  

Resistance would be articulated as an alternative order: as the promised order in a state 

of crisis where Nasrallah becomes the name of the people – the leader who speaks for and as the 

people and is able to promise and deliver victory and peace. After all, resistance is about the 

articulation of an alternative political subject in times of crisis and about identification with a 

notion of people that becomes the agent of politics in a specific space. In this context, anger, 

frustration, disappointment and material conditions are all necessary for any political action 

(Critchley 2008, 130).  

In Tunisia and Egypt, we have another model that can also fit into the category of a 

populist discourse. While Hezbollah began as an organized militant group that articulated a 

political discourse in the context of war and occupation, in Tunisia and Egypt we have a civil 

movement that erupted out of scattered non-organized groups calling for economic justice, 

political freedom and honor in a repressive system that humiliates its subjects as a primary 

strategy of domination. With Hezbollah, we see an organized movement with a strong leadership, 

a program, a project and the institutionalized means to produce and spread a message; in Egypt 

and Tunisia, we see a popular movement that erupts from an organic force with no singular 

leadership or program and is united around the demand to overthrow the pre-existing system. 

During the two revolutions, a people emerges out of the empty signifiers Egypt and 

Tunisia. The different demands are joined in a chain of equivalence around one demand to 

overthrow the dictatorship. The slogans in the Arab demonstrations were "the people want to 

overthrow the regime." The people is established as a category and Egypt or Tunisia become the 

names of the people while the regime and its forces are the enemy. The term “people” itself will 

be established as an empty signifier and a political agent as it appears in all the slogans of these 

revolutions which start with “the people want…”2.   

                                                 
2 Perhaps the song chosen by Al Jazeera for its recurrent theme of the post-Mubarak days under the 

slogan “Egypt the people triumphs” can be the best representation of this emergence of the people as agent. The 
fragment is from a song by the Egyptian singer Umm Kulthum, the Arab world’s most well known and historical 
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Furthermore, the cases of Tunisia and Egypt present us with a question within the 

system of populism that refers precisely to the role and function of the leader in Laclau’s theory: 

“The extreme moment of singularity is an individuality. In this way, almost imperceptibly, the 

equivalential logic leads to singularity, and singularity to identification of the unity of the group 

with the name of the leader” (Laclau 2007a, 100). While this seems to be the case for Hezbollah, 

in Tunisia and Egypt the revolutions and the popular uprisings happened without the emergence 

of a singular leader. A question thus arises: Is it then possible to speak of populism without a 

leader? Where the leader/ the name is not an individual but perhaps an empty signifier such as 

freedom, Egypt, Tunisia, or the people?  

Benjamin Arditi criticizes Laclau’s conception of leadership when he writes that the 

attachment to a strong leader has a “potential underside” especially that such attachment can and 

has often led to a “cult of personality.” It transforms the leader into a subject who is “beyond 

good and evil, the role of the leader as indisputable broker among factions, the perception of 

challenges to the leader as treason, the suppression of dissent in the name of the unity of the 

“people,” and so on. This undermines the presumed populist empowerment of the underdogs or 

produces a travesty of empowerment by subjecting the “people” to the dictates of a leader”( 

Arditi 2010, 3-4).  

Interestingly, the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions were precisely against the leader as 

the absolute power that represents the nation and the people. In these cases, no individual face 

appears and instead it is the image of the masses on the streets that becomes the face of the 

people rising against its dictator3. So while there is no leader of the revolution, there is  a face of 

the people’s other: the dictator as the name of the system to be overthrown and as a constitutive 

other. Here we see the construction of the new frontiers of inclusion and exclusion. The frontiers 

separating the people from its other, namely the security forces, the thugs and the corrupt 

politicians who are all represented by the name Mubarak or Ben Ali. The more violent the police 

and thugs got, the more this acted to consolidate the people as a group in opposition to the 

regime4.   

The populist moment when a hegemonic demand erupts into the formation of a people 

could of course lead to a division between different groups once the common demand is 

achieved (the end of the dictatorship or the fall of the dictator, for instance). However, this does 

not necessarily lead to authoritarianism, violent conflict or civil war, but can also be the way to a 

political discussion that should be characteristic of the political sphere. In this case we can evoke 

the notion of agonism suggested by Mouffe where difference is understood not as animosity but 

as political adversity (Mouffe  2005).  

In Lebanon, the articulation of resistance as the empty signifier that can join different 

layers of  Lebanese society and its various religious groups is able to establish resistance as an 

inclusive discourse rather than an exclusive one for Hezbollah’s Shiite community. However, it 

                                                                                                                                                         
singer who sang for Nasser in the 1960’s and 1970’s. The fragment of the song says: “I am the people, I know no 
impossible. I am the people, I will settle for nothing less than immortality. “ 

3 Wael Ghoneim, one young figure of the Egyptian facebook activists, in a TEDx Cairo talk compared the 
revolution in Egypt with Wikipedia where there is no author, and the authors and the readers are the same. In the 
Egyptian revolution the people was its own name.  

4 This is similar to the case of the 2006 war, where the increasing Israeli violence against Shiite 
neighborhoods consolidated the identification of its victims with Hezbollah. 
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can also lead to the exclusion of part of the society that does not identify with resistance as a 

demand and by doing so triggers – as has often been the case – further and deeper polarization 

of  Lebanese society and the political spectrum.   

These resistance movements, whether in Egypt, Tunisia, or Lebanon, can be understood 

as liberation movements that are essentially and primarily anti-colonial. Colonialism in these 

places did not end with the formal declarations of independence, in fact, the overthrown 

dictators or foreign occupation represent precisely the extension of the colonial influence at the 

expense of the local populations. They are all joined in a line of anti-colonial and liberation 

struggles. They are movements that aim precisely at producing and articulating a notion of a  

people and the empowerment of political subjects. What joins these movements is the desire to 

acquire a voice and the ability to speak for and to themselves. It is not a performance for the eyes 

of the international community (which, in the cases of Tunisia and Egypt, it tried hard not to see 

at first), but first for  the people of Egypt, Tunisia and Lebanon and then for the rest of the 

world. It is precisely this aspect of these movements that give them their importance as 

movements of resistance and as the demonstration of the agency of peoples in history and 

politics.  

But resistance goes hand in hand with deprivation, the source of the energy to resist 

something, to resist power and oppression, or force and intimidation, or simply misery. It is on 

this ground that we can assess the possible failure of Hezbollah's discourse in remaining 

consistent since the 2009 Iranian demonstrations and, more importantly, their position on  the 

Syrian demonstrations in 2011. Consistency was one of the most central conditions of 

Hezbollah’s success. The reaction to the Syrian demonstrations failed to be in line with 

Hezbollah’s revolutionary promise, their preached moral values and their narrative of resistance. 

The movement’s position in Syria has partly damaged their image as well as the image, myth and 

charisma of their face and leader, Hassan Nasrallah.  

The success of the resistance discourse that Hezbollah has espoused and articulated 

consistently for decades, currently faces its greatest challenge. Resistance was articulated along 

two equally important lines of empowerment: economic and political. In other words, the 

movement has articulated two major demands: resistance inasmuch as it is a geopolitical choice in 

an ongoing global war or imperialist attack where Israel and the US are the personification of the 

other who stole the group's enjoyment, and resistance inasmuch as it is a movement that defends 

and speaks for the poor and dispossessed in Lebanon and the world. The two positions are both 

essential to Hezbollah’s popular success. The loss of one or the other means the loss of one of 

the two pillars of the resistance as a popular discourse.  

The revolutions that swept the Arab streets in 2011 were the product of an emerging 

generation of Arabs who are educated, middle class, internet savvy, young women and men but 

also, and especially, the massive numbers of urban poor - less educated and certainly with less 

access to the new means of communication. The revolutions were against oppression, security 

apparatuses and corrupt dictators and their cohorts but also and perhaps most of all - and these 

two aspects are inseparable - against the poverty and dispossession in which these regimes have 

drowned their own people while their  elites amassed wealth. Hezbollah were supposed to speak 

for the poor, those same poor who took to the streets in all the Arab cities. Hezbollah’s failure to 

support the Syrian demonstrators was a sign that the movement failed to speak for those poor. 
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Instead, it decided to rely on the geopolitical dimension of resistance perhaps forgetting that the 

two are inseparable in the minds of many of their supporters who identify with those 

demonstrating against corruption and poverty - and are killed and tortured by state apparatuses - 

as much as they identify with those fighting Israeli occupation.  

A central question in my dissertation has been to identify how the notions of hegemony 

and populism can provide a useful tool for understanding the way in which resistance 

movements can operate in order to contest established power structures. I have tried to show 

how this applies to the particular case of Hezbollah where resistance is practiced in a situation 

where war and occupation constitute the foundations of political mobilization and the 

construction of political subjects. The comparison between the cases of Hezbollah and those of 

the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions provides insight into the understanding of hegemony and 

populism as categories to analyze resistance movements and the politics of change beyond one 

specific case but as a versatile model to analyze political activism in general. In the beginning of 

this dissertation, I proposed to look at resistance as a process of articulation and meaning 

production that redefines the boundaries of a people. Media are an essential component in this 

process and therefore in any resistance strategy. Resistance is the desire to acquire the ability to 

control the space from which to speak,  a process by which a group acts in order to acquire the 

voice and language that allows for it to emerge as a political subject speaking for and to itself.  
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SUMMARY 

 

In my dissertation I suggest an understanding of resistance as a hegemonic practice 

where what is at stake is the articulation of new meanings and new political subjects. By looking 

at the specific case of Hezbollah, a Lebanese political movement engaged in the ongoing conflict 

with Israel, I propose a model in which resistance is carried out by various means including media 

and discursive practices.  

When I speak about Hezbollah as a resistance movement, it is the very definition of 

resistance that is at stake – the meaning of resistance. In this sense resistance as a category can 

involve any movement, whether it is the extreme right or progressive queer movements. Each of 

these movements lays down strategies to challenge an established power in order to advance 

meanings in a contested space. 

Following the discourse theoretical approach of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in 

which politics is understood as a process of hegemonic contestation (Laclau and Mouffe 2000) 

and Laclau’s theory on populism as a form of hegemony (Laclau 2007a), I argue that Hezbollah’s 

resistance strategies are part of a hegemonic discourse that aims at articulating a “people of 

resistance” around a number of scattered demands. Hegemony and resistance are in a constant 

dialectic relation in all Hezbollah’s discursive practices and strategies, and the boundaries of the 

“people” will shift according to the changing political context.  

In the first chapter, “From Nasser to Nasrallah: a historical context,” I present a 

historical context to the emergence of Hezbollah's political Islam as a discourse that is part of a 

genealogy of liberation movements in the Arab world. I present a critical historical analysis that 

aims at understanding Hezbollah as a movement that builds on a long cultural memory of Arab 

nationalism, anti-colonialism and liberation struggles. Looking at this part of history is essential 

for understanding Hezbollah's media discourse and its complex cultural, social and political 

context. With the fall of the Ottoman Empire after the First World War and the advent of 

colonialism, the Arab world was met with a crisis of identity. Colonial divisions created new 

political identities based on agreements between the British and French governments to divide 

their influence over the Arab areas of the former Ottoman Empire. This fundamental event is 

still at the root of many conflicts in the Middle East.  

I describe the conditions of emergence of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Arab nationalism, its 

subsequent failure, and the rise of Islam as an alternative political force. Understanding the 

conditions of the rise and fall of Nasser’s Arab nationalist discourse is essential for understanding 

Hezbollah's political Islam which as it will appear in the analysis of their media often builds on 

and re-articulates some of the imagery of the Arab nationalist epoch. By describing the 

conditions of the emergence of Hezbollah I place the movement's official birth in 1985 in its 

historical, social, cultural and political context relating it to the transformations that occurred in 

the region leading most importantly to the Iranian Revolution in 1979, the Lebanese Civil War, 

and the Israeli invasion of 1982. 

In the second chapter, “Resistance and hegemony: space, meaning, and the articulation 

of a people,” I present a theory of resistance in relation to the concepts of hegemony and 

populism in order to place Hezbollah's discourse on theoretical grounds. The Lacanian 

framework that Laclau and Mouffe employ in their political theory establishes political 
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identification as a constant act of articulation that aims at partially fixing meanings in order to fill 

an unbridgeable lack that is constitutive of the social (Laclau and Mouffe 2000). I argue that this 

concept of hegemony and populism as defined by Laclau (Laclau 2007a) provide relevant tools 

for the analysis of power relations and political identity formation in conflicts beyond the binary 

division of domination and resistance. Therefore I argue that resistance cannot be taken as an act 

that is not hegemonic in essence. This will guide my analysis of Hezbollah's media as strategies 

that aim to construct a people by articulating and re-articulating meanings around empty 

signifiers. In this context, liberation, occupation, space and self-representation play an essential 

role in the process of political identification. I take resistance to mean an attempt at articulating 

one’s self by acquiring a voice, but also as a spatial act, where space itself, as a discursive 

construct, is a mode of resistance.  

The analysis of Hezbollah's media productions and strategies takes in consideration the 

complexity of analyzing the reception of these media texts, because they are addressed to a dual 

public: on the one hand a sympathetic public of supporters or potential supporters (in Lebanon 

and the Arab world), and on the other hand an unsympathetic public of opponents or others (the 

Israeli public and to a lesser extent the western publics). In this framework, the mechanisms of 

power in conflict and war will be understood as a contestation of the discursive field, as struggles 

over narratives and meanings but also, following Virilio, as taking place in the field of perception 

where media technologies allow for strategies of showing to become part of the military power 

struggle (Virilio 1989).   

In the third chapter, “Nasrallah on the screen: name and voice of the resistance,” I 

analyze the televised speeches of Hassan Nasrallah, the General Secretary of Hezbollah. I focus 

on the representation of self and other in three forms of speeches: religious sermons, political 

speeches, and the speeches delivered during the 2006 war. My analysis shows the articulation of a 

specific political identity in the language of Nasrallah and the form and content of the messages 

he is conveying. In order to do so I have investigated the social and cultural roles of these 

speeches in the preaching of a system of values and a representation of a self and an other that is 

at the centre of Hezbollah's strategy. I compare Nasrallah's televised speeches to Nasser's radio 

transmitted speeches as two historical forms of collective events that construct a political group 

around a shared experience and a shared symbol or charismatic leader. I argue that satellite 

television broadcasting allowed Nasrallah to become a transnational icon for Arab audiences 

making his speeches regional events just as radio had done for Nasser in the 1950’s and 1960’s.   

I focus on the articulation of victory, promise and empowerment as essential aspects of 

Nasrallah's narrative in addition to exposing his exceptional oratory and rhetorical skills. 

Furthermore, the war speeches are analyzed as spectacles that contribute to the military effort by 

both boosting the morale of Hezbollah's supporters and destroying that of the Israeli public, 

while at the same time taking over the power to narrate the war and impose Hezbollah's reading 

of the events.  

In the fourth chapter, “Spectacular violence: filming Hezbollah’s military operations,” I 

analyze the videos of Hezbollah’s military operations. These are videos taken by special units 

accompanying the fighters during their military operations in Southern Lebanon. They were 

broadcast on television channels in Lebanon and in Israel during news hours and are now 

available online, on DVDs and on other media. I focus on three specific videos made in the 
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period between the end of the Lebanese Civil War and the liberation of Southern Lebanon in 

2000 as a representative sample.  

I present a genealogy of the Hezbollah video operations and the conditions of their 

emergence technically, politically and historically. The analysis focuses on the transition in the 

presentation of the video operations from being broadcast on TV to becoming part of an online 

archive. I argue that this transition has caused a shift in both the meaning and the function of the 

videos, adding a new function of identity formation and shared memory to their initial indexical 

and performative dimensions. I focus on the power relations and the representation of self and 

other in the three videos and expose the discursive strategies present in them: What are they 

saying? How do they contribute to the movement's political and social narrative? And how do 

they contribute to Hezbollah's military effort?  

I conclude that the videos are presented to two different audiences, thus presenting two 

meanings, and two strategies. On the one hand, when addressed to the Israeli public, they operate 

as Daniel Dayan's “gaze acts” (Dayan 2006), as means of inverting the power relations and 

subverting the dominant other. On the other hand, when addressed to the Lebanese public, they 

provide a sense of empowerment, a shared identity, and a means of appropriating the gaze of 

power. The videos in this case also become a means of self representation and consolidation of a 

hegemonic identity. Furthermore, when placed in archives, these videos offer yet another 

function that pertains to the construction of a shared memory and the fixing of a resistance 

narrative.  

In the fifth chapter, “The music videos: from the sect to the nation,” I analyze and 

compare six of Hezbollah’s music videos in order to show the transformation in the party's 

political discourse and narrative of identity from the 1990’s where we see a primarily Shiite 

identity, to the aftermath of the 2000 liberation and the 2006 war where the party espouses a 

Lebanese identity and later incorporates some Arab nationalist dimensions.  

I first provide a genealogy of the Hezbollah music videos in relation to Arab nationalist 

and politically engaged songs and other propaganda practices in sound and image, in addition to 

the development of the music video as both an entertainment genre and a political tool. I then 

describe the transformation of the Hezbollah music videos in accordance with the technological, 

political, and social transformations that took place in the period between the late 1990’s and 

2007. I focus on the growing reach and development of Hezbollah's television station Al Manar 

which I argue plays an essential role in propagating the videos and shaping their messages. In 

other words, Al Manar TV's growing audience and its launching of satellite broadcasting in the 

year 2000 has contributed to the growing reach of the music videos.  

In order to show this transformation, I analyze examples from three main periods of 

Hezbollah's development (pre-2000, post-2000, post-2006). In the analysis I shed light on the 

changing symbols, aesthetics, audience, and aim of these music videos: from the aesthetics of 

resistance and militancy to the celebration of victory. I also argue that the videos made during 

and after the 2006 war re-appropriate and re-articulate Arab imagery and symbols from the times 

of Nasser. Finally, I show the transition in Hezbollah's discourse from militancy and religious 

aesthetics to a hegemonic discourse where celebration and victory are at the forefront and where 

national and transnational symbols replace sectarian ones.  
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In the sixth chapter, “The politics of inhabitation: making space speak,” I discuss 

Hezbollah’s street media and the politics of inhabitation of space. I analyze the transformation of 

previously occupied spaces featuring martyr posters, billboards, flags, captured Israeli vehicles, 

missile replicas, and other elements that are overwhelmingly present in Hezbollah's geographic 

areas of influence, in addition to a former Israeli detention center transformed by Hezbollah into 

a museum. I suggest specific examples in order to show the essential role of space in promoting a 

narrative and a shared memory of the conflict with Israel and the role of space in the 

construction of a hegemonic discourse. Liberation and occupation are constantly articulated in 

the way spaces are inhabited and organized.  

I argue that occupation, land and identity are fundamental to the Middle Eastern 

conflict. Politics of appropriation and inhabitation of space form an essential strategy on both 

sides of the conflict. In this perspective, I look at social spaces as media that expose the 

transformation of Hezbollah's discourse as seen in the re-appropriation of specific areas after 

their liberation in the year 2000. I analyze Hezbollah's political advertisement strategies and 

campaigns and shed light on the constructed image of martyrdom as a Lebanese political 

commodity. My argument is that Hezbollah’s politics of inhabitation constitute strategies of 

liberation inasmuch as they transform and re-appropriate these spaces. By doing so, Hezbollah is 

creating a shared memory and a physical space where resistance is enacted and lived, and a 

collective memory that is constitutive of the identity of resistance that the movement promotes. 

Controlling space, considering that space is itself a discursive construct, is a necessary 

condition for any movement of resistance to establish its hegemony. Space becomes the media 

for the mobilization and articulation of the group and for Hezbollah's hegemonic discourse. In 

other words, the re-appropriation and transformation of space demonstrates the evolution of 

Hezbollah from transgression to hegemony.  

 Finally, I trace the connection between Hezbollah’s discourse and the popular uprisings 

that are taking place in the Arab world since the end of 2010. I suggest a criticism of the 

movement’s reaction to the events in Syria where the two pillars of Hezbollah’s resistance 

discourse namely the economic and the geopolitical, are clashing. Can we speak of a line that 

connects the resistance discourse of Hezbollah to the organic movements that are sweeping the 

Arab streets? In my concluding thoughts I evaluate the performance of Hezbollah in relation to 

these movements and suggest a comparison between the two models. Can we understand the 

events in the Arab world and most notably the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia using the same 

theoretical framework used to analyze Hezbollah?   
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SAMENVATTING 

 

In dit proefschrift breng ik het begrip ‘verzet’ naar voren als een hegemonisch begrip 

[hegemonic practice] dat draait om het creëren van nieuwe betekenissen en politieke subjecten 

[political subjects]. Aan de hand van het specifieke voorbeeld van Hezbollah, de Libanese politieke 

beweging die in een voortdurend conflict met Israël is verwikkeld, stel ik een model voor waarin 

verzet niet alleen plaatsvindt door middel van geweld, maar ook met behulp van media en 

discursieve praktijken [discursive practices]. 

Verzet wordt aldus een conceptueel kader; vorm en inhoud zijn vervolgens afhankelijk 

van de omstandigheden van de specifieke situatie. Als ik Hezbollah een verzetsbeweging noem, 

gaat het juist en vooral om de definitie van ‘verzet’: de betekenis van het begrip ‘verzet’ zelf. Zo 

bekeken kan het begrip verzet elke beweging omvatten, van extreem rechts tot progressieve 

queer bewegingen. Al deze bewegingen kennen strategieën waarmee ze de gevestigde orde 

betwisten om betekenissen te formuleren binnen een omstreden ruimte. 

Gebruikmakend van Laclau en Mouffe’s discours theorie, waarin politiek wordt gezien als 

een hegemonische krachtmeting (Laclau en Mouffe 2000), en Laclau’s theorie betreffende 

populisme als een vorm van hegemonie, stel ik dat de verzetsstrategieën van Hezbollah onderdeel 

uitmaken van een hegemonisch discours met als doel het vormen (de formulering) van een 

populaire (volkse) identiteit. In dit opzicht staan hegemonie en verzet in alle discursieve 

toepassingen en strategieën van Hezbollah in een constante dialectische verhouding tot elkaar, en 

wat precies het ‘volk’ definieert, verandert naar gelang de politieke context. 

In hoofdstuk één, “From Nasser to Nasrallah: a historical context,” begin ik allereerst met het 

geven van een historische context voor de opkomst van Hezbollah’s politieke Islam als een 

discours dat onderdeel uitmaakt van een genealogie van bevrijdingsbewegingen in de Arabische 

wereld. Mijn kritische historische analyse heeft als doel Hezbollah te plaatsen als een beweging 

die voortbouwt op een uitgebreide culturele geschiedenis van Arabisch nationalisme, anti-

kolonialisme en onafhankelijkheidsoorlogen. Deze historische achtergrond is van essentieel 

belang voor een goed begrip van Hezbollah’s media discours en de bijbehorende culturele, sociale 

en politieke context. Na de val van het Ottomaanse Rijk, volgend op de Eerste Wereldoorlog, en 

de opkomst van het kolonialisme, werd de Arabische wereld geconfronteerd met een 

identiteitscrisis. Nieuwe politieke identiteiten ontstonden door de willekeurige opdeling van de 

Franse en Engelse invloedssferen in de Arabische delen van het voormalige Ottomaanse Rijk. 

Deze gebeurtenis ligt nogsteeds aan de wortels van veel conflicten in het Midden Oosten. 

Ik beschrijf ook de omstandigheden van de opkomst en ondergang van Gamal Abdel 

Nasser’s Arabisch nationalisme als een politieke beweging en discours, en de opkomst van de 

Islam als een politiek alternatief. Kennis van deze historische gebeurtenis is van belang om 

Hezbollah’s politieke Islam te kunnen begrijpen, omdat die, zoals mijn analyse van haar media 

uitwijst, voortbouwt op en gebruik maakt van de (soms gewijzigde) beelden en beeldspraak uit 

het tijdperk van het Arabisch nationalisme. Door de omstandigheden van de opkomst van 

Hezbollah te beschrijven, plaats ik het officiële begin van de beweging in 1985 in zijn historische, 

sociale, culturele en politieke context, door verbanden te leggen met de omwentelingen die 

plaatsvonden in de regio en die leidden tot de Iraanse revolutie in 1979, de burgeroorlog in 

Libanon, en de Israëlische invasie in 1982.  
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In hoofdstuk twee, “Resistance and hegemony: space, meaning, and the articulation of a people,” 

presenteer ik een theorie waarin verzet gerelateerd is aan de begrippen hegemonie en populisme, 

om Hezbollah’s discours een theoretische basis te geven. Het op Lacan’s werk gebaseerde kader 

dat Laclau en Mouffe gebruiken in hun politieke theorie zet politieke identificatie neer als een 

constante daad van (her)formulering, bedoeld om betekenissen deels vast te leggen om een 

onoverbrugbare leemte te vullen die aan de basis ligt van the social (Laclau en Mouffe 2000). Mijn 

argument is dat de begrippen hegemonie en populisme zoals Laclau ze definiëert (Laclau 2007a) 

relevant en bruikbaar zijn voor de analyse van machtsverhoudingen en politieke 

identiteitsvorming in conflicten, meer dan een simpele verdeling in overheersing en verzet. 

Daarom, zo stel ik, kan verzet niet gezien worden als een daad die niet in essentie hegemonisch 

is. Verzet en hegemonie komen naar voren in mijn analyse van Hezbollah’s media als strategieën 

die de formulering van een volk rond een empty signifier ten doel hebben. Hierbij geef ik een 

definitie van verzet waarin bevrijding, bezetting, ruimte en zelf-vertegenwoordiging een essentiële 

rol spelen in het proces van politieke identificatie. Ik zie verzet als een poging tot het formuleren 

van een eigen identiteit door het verkrijgen van een stem, maar ook als een ruimtelijke daad 

waarin de ruimte zelf, als een discursieve constructie, een vorm van verzet wordt. 

Ik ben mij uiteraard bewust van de complexiteit verbonden met elke analyse van de 

ontvangst van Hezbollah’s media producties, omdat het publiek waaraan ze gericht zijn tweeledig 

is: aan de ene kant een welwillend publiek van aanhangers of potentiële aanhangers (in Libanon 

en de rest van de Arabische wereld), en aan de andere kant een onwelwillend publiek bestaande 

uit tegenstanders en anderen (de Israëlische toehoorders en in mindere mate de Westerse). In dit 

opzicht moeten de machtsmechanismen tijdens conflict en oorlog gezien worden als twisten in 

het discursieve speelveld, als strijd over verhalen en betekenissen, maar ook, in de trant van 

Virilio, gaand over perceptie: het moment dat de technologie van de media het mogelijk maakt 

om door ‘strategieën van laten zien’ [strategies of showing] onderdeel te worden van de militaire 

(machts)strijd (Virilio 1989). 

Het derde hoofdstuk, “Nasrallah on the screen: name and voice of the resistance,” is gewijd aan 

een analyse van de op televisie uitgezonden toespraken van Hassan Nasrallah, de Secretaris-

Generaal van Hezbollah. Mijn focus ligt daarbij op de manier waarop ‘zelf’ en ‘de ander’ 

geformuleerd en weergegeven worden, in drie soorten toespraken: religieuze preken, politieke 

toespraken, en toespraken gehouden tijdens de oorlog in 2006. Mijn analyse laat zien dat er zowel 

in de taal van Nasrallah als in de vorm en inhoud van zijn boodschappen sprake is van de 

formulering van een specifieke politieke identiteit. Om tot deze analyse te komen, heb ik de 

sociale en culturele rollen onderzocht die deze toespraken spelen in het prediken van een systeem 

van waarden en een formulering van ‘zelf’ en ‘de ander’ die centraal staan binnen de strategie van 

Hezbollah. Ik vergelijk daarnaast Nasrallah’s televisie-toespraken met Nasser’s radio-toespraken, 

als twee historische vormen van collectieve gebeurtenissen waarbij een politieke groep 

geconstrueerd wordt rondom een gezamelijke ervaring en een gedeeld symbool of charismatische 

leider. Ik meen dat sateliet-televisie, doordat het zijn toespraken tot regionale gebeurtenissen 

maakte, Nasrallah in staat stelde een transnationaal icoon voor het Arabische publiek te worden, 

net zoals radio dat deed voor Nasser in de jaren ’50 en ’60.  

Ik benadruk in mijn analyse de uitingen van overwinning, belofte en empowerment, 

essentiële aspecten van Nasrallah’s t boodschap, net als zijn buitengewone retorische 
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vaardigheden. Ook analyseer ik de oorlogstoespraken als schouwspelen [spectacles] die bijdragen 

aan de militaire inspanningen doordat ze het moreel onder de aanhangers van Hezbollah 

hooghouden en dat van het Israëlische publiek een slag toebrengen, en tegelijkertijd de macht in 

handen nemen om de oorlog met eigen woorden te beschrijven en Hezbollah’s versie van de 

gebeurtenissen voor het voetlicht te brengen. 

In hoofdstuk vier, “Spectacular violence: filming Hezbollah’s military operations,” analyseer ik de 

videos van Hezbollah’s militaire operaties. Het gaat hier om videos die gemaakt zijn door speciale 

units van Hezbollah die met de strijders meegaan tijdens militaire acties in Zuid Libanon. Deze 

videos werden uitgezonden tijdens nieuwsuitzendingen op de Libanese en Israëlische televisie en 

zijn nu online en op DVD beschikbaar. Ik beschrijf de videos aan de hand van drie 

representatieve voorbeelden van videos die  gemaakt zijn in de periode tussen het eind van de 

Libanese burgeroorlog en de bevrijding van Zuid Libanon in 2000. Daarbij presenteer ik een 

genealogie van de videos van Hezbollah’s militaire operaties en de technische, politieke en 

historische omstandigheden rondom hun opkomst. Mijn focus ligt daarbij op de overgang in de 

presentatie van de videos: van uitzending op televisie naar onderdeel van een online archief. Ik 

stel dat deze overgang een verschuiving heeft veroorzaakt in zowel de betekenis als de functie 

van de videos; naast de oorspronkelijke indexerende en uitvoerende [performative] dimensies 

hebben de videos nu ook de functie van identiteitsvorming en gedeelde herinnering. 

Ik focus op de machtsrelaties en de manier waarop ‘zelf’ en ‘de ander’ weergegeven 

worden in de drie videos. Zo leg ik de onderliggende discursieve strategieën bloot: wat zeggen ze 

precies? Hoe dragen ze bij aan het politieke en sociale ‘verhaal’ van de beweging? En hoe dragen 

ze bij aan Hezbollah’s militaire campagne? Mijn conclusie is dat de videos bedoeld zijn voor twee 

verschillende groepen toehoorders, en dus twee betekenissen en twee strategieën behelzen. 

Wanneer de videos gericht zijn tot het Israëlische publiek dienen ze als Daniel Dayan’s ‘gaze acts’ 

(Dayan 2006), als een manier om machtsrelaties om te keren en de dominerende ander omver te 

werpen. Aan de andere kant, als ze gericht zijn aan een Libanees publiek, dienen ze een gevoel 

van gedeelde identiteit en empowerment, en als een manier om de gaze of power naar zich toe te 

trekken. De videos worden zo een manier van zelf-vertegenwoordiging [self representation] en 

dienen ook ter consolidatie van een hegemonische identiteit. Wanneer de videos vervolgens in de 

(online) archieven terecht komen, komt daar nog een functie bij: die van de vorming van een 

gedeelde identiteit, onder meer door een gezamelijk verhaal van verzet. 

De zes videoclips van Hezbollah die ik in hoofdstuk vijf, “The music videos: from the sect to 

the nation,” aan een analyse onderwerp laten een duidelijke transformatie zien in het politieke en 

identiteits-discours van de partij: van een voornamelijk Sji’ietische identiteit in de jaren ‘90 naar 

een meer Libanese identiteit met soms wat Arabisch nationalistische dimensies na de bevrijding 

in 2000 en de oorlog in 2006. Ik begin het hoofdstuk met een genealogie van de videoclips van 

Hezbollah in relatie tot Arabisch nationalistische en politiek bewogen nummers en andere 

propaganda-activiteiten in zowel beeld als geluid, en de ontwikkeling van de videoclips als zowel 

een genre van entertainment als een politiek instrument. Vervolgens beschrijf ik de veranderingen 

in de videoclips van Hezbollah die volgden op de technologische, politieke en sociale 

ontwikkelingen die plaatsvonden in de periode tussen eind jaren 90 en 2007. Ik ga daarbij dieper 

in op het steeds groter wordende bereik en de ontwikkelingen binnen Al Manar, Hezbollah’s tv-

omroep, een omroep die naar mijn mening een essentiële rol speelt in de verspreiding van de 
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videos en de vorming van de boodschap ervan. In andere woorden: een stevige groei van het 

publiek van Al Manar TV, tesamen met het lanceren van hun satelliet-omroep in het jaar 2000, 

hebben gezorgd voor een verdere groei in het bereik van de videoclips. 

Om deze transformaties inzichtelijk te maken, analyseer ik voorbeelden uit de drie 

belangrijkste periodes in de ontwikkeling van Hezbollah (pre-2000, post-2000, post-2006). Mijn 

analyse laat de veranderingen in symbolen, esthetiek, publiek, en het doel van de videoclips zien: 

de esthetiek van verzet en strijdbaarheid verandert in zegeviering. Ik stel ook dat de videos die 

gemaakt zijn tijdens en na de oorlog in 2006 laten zien hoe Hezbollah zich Arabische beelden en 

symbolen uit de tijden van Nasser’s Arabische nationalisme toe-eigent. Ik eindig het hoofdstuk 

met de overgang in Hezbollah’s discours van strijdvaardigheid en religieuze esthetiek naar een 

hegemonisch discours waarin zegeviering en overwinning voorop staan en waarin sektarische 

symbolen vervangen worden door nationale en transnationale. 

In het laatste hoofdstuk, “The politics of inhabitation: making space speak,” bespreek ik 

Hezbollah´s gebruik van de ruimte als media en de daarmee samenhangende ‘politiek van 

bewoning’ [politics of inhabitation]. Mijn analyse betreft de transformatie van voormalig bezette 

gebieden door middel van posters met afbeeldingen van martelaren, billboards, buitgenomen 

Israëlische oorlogsvoertuigen, replica’s van projectielen, en andere elementen die in 

overweldigende mate aanwezig zijn in de gebieden waar Hezbollah invloedrijk is, en ook een 

voormalige Israëlische gevangenis die door Hezbollah tot museum omgedoopt is. Aan de hand 

van specifieke voorbeelden laat ik de essentiële rol zien die ruimte speelt in het propageren van 

een gedeelde geschiedenis als het gaat om het conflict met Israël, en de rol van ruimte in het 

construeren van een hegemonisch discours. Bevrijding en bezetting komen constant tot uiting in 

de manier waarop ruimtes worden bewoond en zijn georganiseerd. 

Ik stel dat bezetting, land en identiteit fundamenteel zijn voor het conflict in het Midden 

Oosten. Vanuit dit kader bezien vormen het toe-eigenen en de bewoning van ruimte(s) een 

essentiële strategie voor beide partijen in het conflict. Ik kijk daarom naar ruimtes als media die 

de ontwikkeling van Hezbollah’s discours weergeven, zoals te zien is aan de transformaties van 

specifieke gebieden nadat ze bevrijd waren in mei 2000. Ook analyseer ik de politieke advertentie-

strategieën en campagnes van Hezbollah, en geef ik uitleg over martelaarschap als een Libanees 

politiek product. Mijn argument is dat Hezbollah’s ‘politiek van bewoning’ is zowel een strategie 

voor bevrijding als een manier om zich de ruimtes toe te eigenen en ze te transformeren. Op deze 

manier zorgt Hezbollah voor een gezamelijk gevoel van geschiedenis en een fysieke ruimte waar 

verzet tot uitvoering gebracht en geleefd kan worden, en een collectief gevoel van geschiedenis 

dat de verzets-identiteit die de beweging voorstaat, ondersteunt. 

De beheersing van een bepaalde ruimte, met dien verstande dat ruimte zelf een 

discursieve constructie is, is een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor elke verzetsbeweging om haar 

hegemonie te kunnen vestigen. Ruimte wordt een medium voor de mobilisatie en uiting van de 

groep en voor Hezbollah’s hegemonische discours. In andere woorden, het zich opnieuw toe-

eigenen en de transformatie van ruimte(s) laat de Hezbollah’s ontwikkeling zien van overtreding 

naar hegemonie. 

Ter afsluiting  kijk ik naar het verband tussen het discours van Hezbollah en de 

populaire opstanden in de Arabische wereld die sinds eind 2010 plaatsvinden. Mijn kritiek betreft 

de reactie van Hezbollah op de gebeurtenissen in Syrië, waar twee pijlers van Hezbollah’s verzets-
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discours – namelijk de economische en de geopolitieke – met elkaar botsen. Kunnen we spreken 

van een direct verband tussen het discours van verzet zoals Hezbollah dat voorstaat, en de 

spontane bewegingen die de straten in de Arabische wereld overspoelen? In mijn afsluiting 

evalueer ik de prestaties van Hezbollah in relatie tot deze bewegingen en maak ik een vergelijking 

tussen de twee. Kunnen we de gebeurtenissen in de Arabische wereld, en dan met name de 

revoluties in Egypte en Tunesië, begrijpen, gebruikmakend van hetzelfde theoretisch kader als ik 

gebruikt heb voor de analyse van Hezbollah? 

 



 

 
Since its emergence in the 1980’s, the Lebanese Shiite movement 

Hezbollah has played a leading role in the military struggle against Israeli 
occupation in Lebanon. With the liberation of Southern Lebanon in May 
2000 and the 2006 war with Israel, Hezbollah emerged as a regional 
resistance movement and its leader, Hassan Nasrallah, as a transnational 
figure. During this decades-long conflict, the movement was active not 
only militarily, but also politically, socially, and in the media.   

This book offers a closer look at Hezbollah’s media strategies, 
exploring their development and transformation within a shifting 
political context, by tracing the emergence of Hezbollah in the 
framework of post-colonial liberation movements and in relation to the 
failure of the Arab nationalist experience of Gamal Abdel Nasser. In this 
context, Hezbollah’s media strategies reveal a desire to acquire a voice 
and the ability to define oneself.  

Contesting the discursive space, on screen and in the streets, allows 
Hezbollah to articulate new meanings of resistance within the religious 
community, the nation, and the region as a whole. This study suggests 
an analysis of four of Hezbollah’s most widespread media forms: 
speeches, military videos, music videos, and scenes from everyday life. It 
draws on discourse theory and notions of hegemony and political 
identification in order to better understand the military role of these 
media productions and the way in which the movement articulates a 
versatile popular identity in Lebanon and the Arab world.  

 
 
                                                    

 
 
 
 
 
 

 




