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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 
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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 
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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.  
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 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). 
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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. 

[…] 



CHAPTER 3 

104 
 

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). 
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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 



NASRALLAH ON THE SCREEN 

113 
 

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. 




