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CHAPTER 6 

THE POLITICS OF INHABITATION: MAKING SPACE SPEAK 

 

"A successful ideology must work both practically and 

theoretically, and discover some way of linking these 

levels. It must extend from an elaborate system of thought 

to the minutiae of everyday life, from a scholarly treatise 

to a shout in the street." Terry Eagleton, Ideology: an 

Introduction, 48.  

  

The previous chapters have dealt with three forms of Hezbollah’s audiovisual media 

that exist on screens and online archives.  In this last chapter, I will argue that resistance, 

inasmuch as it consists in the articulation of a counter-hegemonic discourse that strives to be 

itself hegemonic, pertains also to the occupation of space as much as it is about acquiring a voice 

and contesting the realm of representation in images and words. The appropriation of space is in 

this sense one essential part in Hezbollah's media strategy and space itself is one essential 

medium in this strategy. By describing different scenes featuring Hezbollah's political 

advertisements and other example of their spatial practices, I will investigate the way space is 

used in order to change the power structure, create a memory, an identity, and a political 

statement within the context of a conflict based on land and occupation. I will show how space is 

re-appropriated after decades of occupation in the South of Lebanon and suggest looking at such 

a strategy of inhabitation as an intrinsic part of Hezbollah’s  overall discourse and strategy of 

resistance.  

Unlit road lights stretch on end on the highway from Sidon to Tyr in the South of 

Lebanon. Each season they are decorated with ornaments  designed to preach a message 

adequate to the occasion. Drivers and passengers await the changing roadside campaigns, for on 

these street lights hang the latest slogans describing the program of the “resistance.” Pictures of 

martyrs with their respective party insignia, flags with their respective political colors, posters 

depicting the well known faces of political leaders, plastic life size missile replicas, captured Israeli 

tanks on city entrances, and an abandoned prison make the roads and buildings spaces of 

expression no less important than any other media. They produce and tell us about the identity of 

the place, its past and its potential futures.   

 In order to understand the ways in which Hezbollah constructs and inhabits spaces, I 

will first explore the political communication of the party in the context of the Lebanese political 

and social structures. By first looking at the evolution of Hezbollah's political communication and 

discursive strategies I will show how the party consolidates a specific identity through the 

changing use of various spaces and signs. I will then look at the strategies of inhabitation of space 

departing from Lefebvre's notion of spatial politics and the study of the everyday in order to 

understand the role of spaces in constructing and reflecting social and political relations in a 

specific conflict. Space, I will argue, is a constitutive part of the hegemonic process, it is a 

battlefield and a critical site of power and resistance. 

Space for Lefebvre is a means to control the bodies that live in it. It is produced by 

society and its actors, while at the same time being a reflection of society (Lefebvre 1974; 
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Cresswell 1996, 12). I will argue that following this logic, the re-appropriation of space constitutes 

a message delivered both to the public of Hezbollah as a way to preserve a specific social order, 

and to the Israeli other as a strategy of transgression and resistance. In both cases we have spaces 

that are articulated in order to deliver and fix specific meanings pertaining to the way in which 

Hezbollah is defining the borders and identity of its people.  

The questions that guide this investigation are then about how looking at these streets 

and spaces in their everydayness can inform us about the context, culture, society, and discourse 

of Hezbollah and how  the everyday constructs the identity of a space and its people. The notion 

of the everyday, when coupled with notions of spatial politics and cultural geography, can 

provide the tools to better understand the strategies of resistance as they are realized through a 

politics of inhabitation of space tightly linked to occupation and identity. In this context, space is 

understood as a physical location but also as a discursive field that is simultaneously constructed 

by the social and cultural agency of its inhabitants and reproduces the social relations that make 

this space possible. In this sense, space is both a mechanism of social control and a site of 

political struggle (Butler 2009; Lefebvre 1979; Lefebvre 1974). 

 

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

 

1.1 Occupation and resistance  

  

The Middle East is the scene of a longstanding conflict over land and territory where 

different identities are played out on a restricted space giving way to encounters marked by both 

real and symbolic violence. In essence, it is a conflict over the identity of specific spaces, and in 

this perspective, the occupation of such spaces acquires a new meaning within a wider politics of 

inhabitation. Occupation and land are therefore fundamental to the Middle East conflicts. 

Whether in Palestine/Israel, or in Lebanon and Syria, the ownership of land has been the guiding 

principle of many wars, struggles, and conflicts in this relatively small region. In this sense we can 

talk about a politics of inhabitation inasmuch as it pertains to the ways in which different groups 

express their ownership of space and land, and assert their identity and the identity of the space 

through the way they inhabit it. Inhabiting thus becomes a form of articulation, a hegemonic 

process, and a claim to a specific area.   

Occupation, colonialism, and land have preoccupied Arab thought and popular culture 

since the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the beginning of the colonial rule over the Middle East 

as a first instance of occupation. With the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948, occupation 

became largely associated with the lost Palestinian land and the newborn Jewish state. Decades of 

Arab-Israeli wars and further losses of Arab land extended the limits of the conflict to include 

land in Syria (the Golan Heights), Lebanon (the South of the country until 2000 and currently the 

Sheb’a Farms), and for some years in Egypt (Sinai desert)1.   

The occupation of land has various social and cultural implications in modern Arab 

history. Occupation is a rich semantic field in Arabic literature, music, and film (Khatib 2006; 

Talima 1986). It is one of the defining elements of modern Arab identity, notably in Palestine but 

                                                 
1 The Sinai desert was lost to the Israeli army during the 1967 war and as part of the Camp David peace 

treaty between Egypt and Israel in 1979 it was returned to Egypt on condition that it remains demilitarized. 



THE POLITICS OF INHABITATION 

175 
 

also elsewhere with the legacy of the colonial and post-colonial experiences. As a category, 

occupation is coupled with and cannot be dissociated from resistance as the struggle to end 

occupation.  

 In occupied territories such as Palestine and for more than two decades in the South of 

Lebanon (1978-2000), the politics of identity have been played out around these two fundamental 

categories: occupation and resistance. In this sense, Hezbollah's raison d'etre was initially to end the 

occupation of Lebanon2 and the movement's discourse is largely centered around the 

occupation/resistance binary. It is often the case that the term "the resistance," in arabic "al 

muqawama," is interchangeably used to designate Hezbollah by the party itself and by some 

layers of the Lebanese and Arab public. The term “al muqawama” also refers to a political and/or 

ideological standpoint towards the dominant West and its political, cultural, and economic 

influence which encompasses States and groups who are opposed to this influence as is the case 

in the geopolitical category “the axis of resistance” or the “the axis of refusal” that includes most 

notably Hezbollah, Syria, Iran and Hamas (El Husseini 2010).  

 The Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon allowed a mythology of resistance and 

occupation to emerge as the fundamental element around which the Shiite identity in the country 

was articulated. In other words, Lebanese Shiite identity – like its Palestinian counterpart - 

revolves around the image of the victim associated with the loss of land and the ordeals of living 

under the brutality of occupation. At the same time, this resistance identity adopts the image of 

the victor associated with steadfastness and the successful military resistance against occupation 

in addition to the relentless attachment to the land (Nasr 2006; Kahil 2006). This binary is 

constantly articulated and maintained in Hezbollah's discourse as the lack that resistance as an 

alternative hegemonic order will promise to fill. It is part of a salvation narrative if we go back to 

the notion of charismatic discourse. The notion of salvation in such discourses can be seen as 

equivalent to what Laclau calls the promise of order (see Chapter 3). Hezbollah will constantly 

employ the narrative of Ashura and its values of martyrdom and sacrifice of the individual for the 

group as a metaphor and a guiding principle for their present struggle. This religious narrative as 

we have seen in Chapter 3 will be given a more universal dimension that will remove it from the 

strictly religious realm to  become a more general guideline of resistance by re-articulating 

martyrdom and devotion as values pertaining to resistance as an act that transcends religion.  

In this context, the notion of liberation cannot be dissociated from the experience of 

occupation and the attachment to the land as the physical space on which the conflict is fought. 

Liberation becomes a re-occupation of land that had been lost – a re-appropriation of the 

formerly occupied space. Furthermore, if the term inhabitation implies a human factor, it would 

be significant to mention the displacement of the Shiite population of Southern Lebanon since 

the 1960’s and especially after the 1978 and 1982 Israeli invasions. Thousands of Shiite families 

moved towards Beirut and settled in its southern suburbs for both economic and security 

reasons. This movement led to a rapid growth of population in this area turning it into one of the 

country's most densely populated. Furthermore, after the liberation of most of Southern 

Lebanon in 2000, the opposite movement of population, though on a smaller scale, led to the re-

inhabitation of previously deserted villages in the occupied South of the country. However, the 

                                                 
2 The open letter published in 1985 announcing the creation of Hezbollah stated the party's mission to be, 

among others,  the liberation of the occupied territories (see Alagha 2011a, 39-55).  
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politics of inhabitation are not limited to the human factor, in fact, they include other forms of 

re-appropriation of occupied space and strategies that the following paragraphs will shed light on.    

In Lefebvre's understanding of spatial politics, the state represents the main power that 

manages and produces space. Space is not only a product of state powers or dominant groups 

designed to maintain and organize social and economic relations, but is also the site of conflict. 

Lefebvre thus argues that “hegemony is exercised by means of space” (Lefebvre 1974, 18, my 

translation). In this sense, space is a political tool used by hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

forces in order to subvert or maintain relations of power.  

Even though  Lefebvre's work focuses  on class conflict,  his approach to space as a tool 

in, and as a site of, conflict provides a valuable insight on how space acts in other forms of 

conflicts where national, cultural, or religious identities are at play (Butler 2009; Lefebvre 1974). It 

is for this reason that I find Lefebvre's definition and analysis of space relevant for investigating 

the way Hezbollah inhabits and manages spaces in Lebanon in the context of a conflict of power. 

Hezbollah's spatial politics shows signs of both state management of space as a political 

instrument to maintain a specific social order (see Fawaz 2009), while at the same time producing 

spaces of transgression, or counter-spaces in relation to the Israeli occupation.    

In other words, while Hezbollah, like all the major political parties in Lebanon, acts as 

the state in its areas of influence3 and accordingly manages space and produces it as a way to 

maintain its social and cultural order, the party after the year 2000 constructs spaces of re-

appropriation in the South of Lebanon. In the later case, these re-appropriated spaces present 

themselves to the Israeli other as spaces of transgression, and to the Lebanese self as the location 

of power and the hegemonic identity within that space4.  

The re-appropriation of space after occupation is not merely the physical ownership of 

land but a political instrument that contributes to the discourse of resistance and to the 

construction and maintenance of its articulated identity. Spaces speak in order to articulate an 

identity, and transgress the dominant power structure, but also in order to draw a narrative about 

certain places: a common memory that consolidates the shared experience of a group of people. 

It is by producing such spaces that Hezbollah succeeds in both mobilizing its public and 

transgressing the power of the Israeli other. In this sense, the production of space and its 

articulation within a complex discursive formation allows Hezbollah to promote a hegemonic 

project that speaks to and acts on both the Lebanese and the Israeli publics.   

  

1. 2 Lebanese politics and sectarian (im)balance 

  

In order to understand the political communication of Hezbollah, it is important to first 

expose the sectarian foundations of Lebanese politics. This understanding will allow me to better 

                                                 
3 Hezbollah has often been called 'state within a state' in the media, however, while this description can be 

held, there is little mention of the party politics in Lebanon. It should be noted that all major political parties in 
Lebanon act as the providers of social services in their areas of influence. In fact it can be argued that to a large 
extent politics in Lebanon are still structured in feudal relations of power where the political party is still closely 
controlled by the wealthy families and landowners.  

4  While the South of Lebanon is a rather religiously diverse area, the predominant religious group is Shiite 
and within this group Hezbollah represents the most influential social, political, and religious authority whose 
institutions far surpass the almost non-existent state institutions 
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establish the relation between the inhabitation and appropriation of space by Hezbollah and the 

hegemonic process of resistance in the Lebanese context. Lebanon is a country that prides itself 

on its political system - a form of governance called "consensual democracy." Compared to the 

rest of the region, Lebanon offers a relatively high amount of political freedom. 5 However, this 

limited margin of freedom can often be misleading;  in the words of former Lebanese Prime 

Minister Salim el-Hoss, “Lebanon is a country that has much freedom but little democracy.” 

Behind the veil of the consensual democracy lies a very strict, and delicate, sectarian balance 

maintained as the status quo by a constellation of social, economic, political, religious, and clan 

relations that have been the engine of the country's modern history ever since the middle of the 

19th century (Salibi 1988; Corm 1992; Traboulsi 2008).  

 Sectarian politics dictate that political life is not played out on national level, but on 

smaller sectarian and regional scales. When it comes to the function of Lebanese political parties, 

their programs and discourses are focused primarily on a regional/sectarian level, and 

secondarily, through co-alliances between different sectarian parties on a national level. In other 

words, a party first  addresses the issues, needs, fears, concerns, and interests of its sectarian 

constituency before presenting a discourse addressing the nation as a whole. However, since 

Lebanon's political and social realities dictate that no one sect/party is able to have a majority or 

rule without a sectarian coalition, this means that party politics also need to make sure that their 

discourse does not provoke the constituency of their allies in other sects and sometimes even 

address the fears and concerns of other competing sects or political groups depending on the 

timely alliances and balance of power between these sects.  

In this framework, Hezbollah's political communication is addressed to the national 

public but in varying degrees and with different purposes. While the party's majority constituency 

of Shiite Muslims represents the main public of the party's discourse, Maronite and Greek 

Orthodox Christians represent a second level of indirect supporters.  These non-Shiite 

supporters are the constituency of Hezbollah's main political allies in Lebanon since 2006; the 

predominantly Christian Maronite "Free Patriotic Movement" and "Al Marada", and the 

predominantly Greek Orthodox "Syrian Social Nationalist Party." This tendency to speak to a 

Christian audience was demonstrated in the previous chapter in the case of the Koulouna lil 

Watan music video, for instance. Hezbollah's political communication is also directed to the 

Muslim Sunni community in an effort to prevent any further increase in the sectarian tension that 

was made more intense between the two Muslim communities in the Middle East after the 

sectarian violence that broke out in Iraq in the wake of the 2003 American invasion. However, 

since the assassination of former Sunni PM Rafik Hariri in 2005 and the polarization of the 

Lebanese society, Hezbollah has been less successful in its appeal to the Sunni Muslim 

community in Lebanon.     

In its discourse, Hezbollah offers the Shiites an image and an identity based on Shiite 

faith (with a focus on the importance of martyrdom in Shiite culture), an empowerment of the 

Shiites as a sect within the Lebanese sectarian system, an image of power and pride in their 

                                                 
5  This political freedom is however not enjoyed by all since the status of workers, especially foreign ones, 

women, as well as lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people remains very inferior to that of the dominant male 
groups in society. In this sense political freedom pertains to the possibility of speaking about political issues if one 
has the capacity to do so within a media landscape controlled by the political and financial elite. 



CHAPTER 6 

178 
 

victory against Israel, as well as an image of honesty and faith as opposed to the overspread 

corruption in Lebanese politics. On the other hand, the party is adamant in selling another image 

to the Christians of Lebanon: religious tolerance, honesty in dealing with others, respect of 

otherness, and  national pride in the party's accomplishments against Israel (see Mohsen and 

Mzannar 2001; Balqiz 2006).  

As we have seen throughout the previous chapters, since its declaration in 1985 until the 

present, Hezbollah's political and media discourse have gone through important shifts (Alagha 

2006; Alagha 2011b). The image the party presented of itself in the 1980’s and early 1990’s was 

very different from the one of tolerance and patriotism that it sought to present since 2000. The 

party adopted a policy of integration since the early 1990’s and has been trying to project an 

image of moderation to the rest of the Lebanese society ever since (Balqiz 2006; Alagha 2006). 

The evolution of the Ashura campaigns since the early 1990’s until today is a significant example, 

as is the May 2000 liberation celebration. In the previous chapters, I have attempted to show this 

transformation by looking at the movement's audiovisual productions mediated by different 

screens. In the following paragraphs, I will suggest looking at a no less important aspect of 

Hezbollah's discourse where space itself becomes the medium.  

 

1.3 Black turns yellow: color politics and the changing face of the resistance  

 

 Nasrallah’s re-articulation of Ashura as a religious and universal message in his 

speeches, analyzed in Chapter 3, is also apparent in the street campaigns announcing the 

occasion. In fact, changes in language, aesthetics and colors can be noticed in Hezbollah's 

political advertisement campaigns in general. During the 1980’s and throughout much of the 

1990’s, the party had been largely associated with the color black, the color of mourning and a 

symbolic color for the Shiite faith. However, after the year 2000, Hezbollah slowly started 

focusing on the yellow color of their flag as their aesthetic trademark. With the polarization of 

Lebanese politics after the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February 2005, 

a form of "color politics" took over the country's political scene. Each of the major Lebanese 

parties has a color identity used in their flags, signs, symbols, slogans, and memorabilia. The color 

of the Free Patriotic Movement is orange, that of the Future Movement (Rafik Hariri's party) is 

light blue, Amal is green, and Hezbollah is yellow. For the Lebanese public, these colors carry a 

clear political significance and their use is equivalent to the use of a flag.  

With the decreasing use of the black flags and colors that had been the trademark of the 

party for over a decade since its inception, Hezbollah was trying to dissociate its identity from the 

image of mourning and severity that had been attributed to it. The color black is significant for 

the Shiite Muslims since it is related to the fundamental element of their faith, Ashura, and the 

story of the Karbala massacre. Black is the color of mourning, and the mourning of Hussein, 

grandson of the Prophet Mohammed, who was killed in Karbala is an act of faith in Shiite Islam. 

Thus the use of the color black pertains to Hezbollah's Shiite identity. It is a reminder of their 

inscription in the Karbala narrative and the Shiite faith where the sentence "every day is Ashura, 

every land is Karbala" carries great political and social significance (Nasr 2006; Al Kateb 2008; 

Kahil 2006).  
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 By decreasing the use of the color black, Hezbollah was extending its symbolic field to 

the rest of the country, and by emphasizing  the color yellow it was entering the Lebanese 

political scene of "color politics". In other words by becoming one color among many in the 

Lebanese political spectrum Hezbollah were establishing the transition from an armed militia 

acting parallel to the state to a political party within the limits of the state.   

Until recently, the yearly Ashura celebration was announced with the overwhelming 

presence of black flags and banners on street lights, balconies, and electricity poles in the 

predominantly Shiite areas in the country. The Ashura campaigns consisted mainly of signs of 

mourning in the Shiite areas of Lebanon, and sentences reminding people of the tragic memory 

and describing the events that took place in Karbala, in addition to the religious meanings of 

martyrdom, sacrifice, and loss that the Ashura narrative so clearly depicts. The event was one that 

concerned only the Shiites semantically, symbolically, and socially.  

 In recent years, and most notably since the 2006 alliance between Hezbollah and the 

Free Patriotic Movement, Ashura campaigns acquired new aesthetics and semantic fields. While 

previously the slogan pertaining to the occasion would be deeply rooted in a specific religious 

discourse clearly addressed to one segment of the Lebanese population (a quote from the Ashura 

narrative or from the Quran for instance), after 2006 a new emphasis was clear in the party's 

Ashura campaigns. Hezbollah's media campaigns emphasized  the social, cultural, and political 

meanings of the narrative rather than the religious ones. In 2007, 2008 and 2009 the slogans of 

Ashura  addressed a much wider public with slogans such as: "Ashura: Be free", "Ashura: the victory 

of the oppressed", and "Ashura: the eye resists the pin". Sophisticated posters, flags, and banners 

featuring these slogans could be seen on roads, highways and crossroads in all the Shiite areas of 

the country. It was no longer simply white hand written Arabic calligraphy on black backgrounds, 

but elegant graphic designs with modern print fonts and colors. 

Black flags and black handwritten banners gave way to well designed posters and 

sophisticated banners bearing messages accessible to religious and non-religious publics, Shiites 

and other religions alike. Hezbollah was extending the meaning of Ashura to oppression, and 

presenting it as a model of liberation, struggle, and martyrdom regardless of religious belief. The 

universal meanings of Ashura and its expanding public were now visible in the street campaigns 

in addition to being  explicitly articulated in the Ashura speeches delivered by Hezbollah's 

Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah since 2006, as seen in Chapter 3.  

By extending the meaning of Ashura to the general struggle to end any form of 

oppression, and transforming a religious event into a political and social one that speaks to a 

much wider audience, Hezbollah was at the same time extending the limits of its struggle against 

Israel away from one between two conflicting parties. In this sense, Hezbollah is explicitly placing 

its struggle within a long history of liberation movements all around the world, including slavery 

in the United States, Apartheid in South Africa, and revolutions in South America as pertaining 

to the values and meanings of Ashura alongside the liberation of Southern Lebanon and the 

Palestinian cause.    

While this expansion of the addressed public meant an articulation of a more universal 

meaning of martyrdom as one central value in the Ashura narrative, images of Hezbollah martyrs 

have remained one of the movement's most stable forms of expression witnessing very little 

changes if any at all. Martyrdom, as the analysis of the martyr posters will show, is still articulated 
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as a primarily religious matter that concerns the local Shiite audience first and foremost and as an 

essential part of the party's political communication process. The role of the martyr posters when 

they become part of the political discourse of the movement pertains to what I will argue is a de-

politicization of politics and turns the image of the martyr to a certain extent into a commodity.  

 

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

 

2.1 Politics and advertisement 

 

The highway joining the capital, Beirut, to its Southern province is a jungle of billboards: an 

advertisement heaven where the latest fashion trends, gadgets and the latest political trends co-exist in a peace that 

the rest of the country has been seeking for decades.  

A new Colgate toothpaste demonstrates its whitening power on the bright white toothpaste-smile of a 

young healthy citizen. A billboard away is a no less bright smile on the face of the local politician… with a 

sentence demonstrating his "whitening power".  

 

A lot can be seen in this coexistence of the two important "disciplines" of media and 

economy in today's capitalist societies in such a small perimeter: advertisement and political 

communication (or political advertisement). The two disciplines often employ the same strategies 

in order to sell a political program, a politician, or a new toothpaste. The healthy white teeth or 

any other dream are the illusions that media specialists compete on selling to the consumers of 

images and commodities. Castells talks about the process whereby politics and media become 

entangled in what he calls the network society: “To a large extent, political legitimacy has been 

replaced by communication framing of the public mind in the network society” (Castells 2007). 

In this sense, the increasing reliance of politics on the media as the space where political 

discussions are presented to the public of voters and as the medium through which politicians 

and parties are able to deliver their messages, entails that “our societies continue to perform 

socially and politically by shifting the process of formation of the public mind from political 

institutions to the realm of communication, largely organized around the mass media” (ibid). 

Political communication becomes more and more about delivering a message that often 

resembles an advertisement for a commodity. And while Castells does not claim that media are in 

power he does claim that they “constitute by and large the space where power is decided” (ibid).  

“In our society,” Castells writes,  “politics is dependent on media politics. The language of media 

has its rules. It is largely built around images, not necessarily visual, but images” (ibid).  

Political groups in a democratic context need to articulate an image and sell it to the 

consumer. And for Castells “the most powerful message is a simple message attached to an 

image”; It is a human face, and in my example, it is a smiling politician on a billboard with a 

slogan that appeals to those who see it. Politicians, Castells writes, “are the faces of politics” 

(ibid). Going back to Laclau's notions of empty signifiers, political communication aims at 

articulating a group identity around empty signifiers that hegemonize a number of demands 

without necessarily offering actual political programs. In this sense, the political communication 

process aims at advancing a promise of salvation from the problems of the present where the 
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image of the leader becomes that of the savior; an image that needs to inspire confidence and 

trust.  

As Castells argues in his analysis of the role of new media technologies in present day 

politics, since  “politics is based on socialized communication, on the capacity to influence 

people’s minds”  the media – and for him especially mass media and television – acquire a central 

role in the political process (ibid). In this sense, we can speak about media politics which “leads 

to the personalization of politics around leaders that can be adequately sold in the political 

market” (ibid). The politician and the political party become commodities that need to be sold to 

the consumer-voter. In this sense for Castells the role of communication in politics and the 

process of power is a central one for both maintaining and contesting institutionalized power 

relations. He writes that “communication, and particularly socialized communication, the one 

that exists in the public realm, provides the support for the social production of meaning, the 

battle of the human mind is largely played out in the processes of communication” (ibid).  

While this pertains to the importance of mass media and, in the case that Castells is 

dealing with, the new political potential of what he calls mass self communication in the digital 

age, his discussion of the processes of political communication in mass media can also be 

relevant to any form of political communication on the Internet, the television screen or the 

street, and especially when the three co-exist. In fact, Castells holds that the virtual space does 

not become the only location of political struggle or communication, rather any social movement 

in the digital age still needs to exist in the virtual space but also in the “space of places” (ibid; 

Castells 2000). He writes:  

 

Social movements escaped their confinement in the fragmented space of 

places and seized the global space of flows, while not virtualizing 

themselves to death, keeping their local experience and the landing sites 

of their struggle as the material foundation of their ultimate goal: the 

restoration of meaning in the new space/time of our existence, made of 

both flows, places and their interaction. That is building networks of 

meaning in opposition to networks of instrumentality (Castells 2007).  

 

It is here that the value of Hezbollah's spatial media, especially when it comes to their 

overall political communication strategies, becomes important to look at alongside the other 

media forms dealt with in the previous chapters and their social services inasmuch as the totality 

constitutes the holistic discourse of resistance (Harb and Leenders 2005).  

Hezbollah's political advertisement has been evolving considerably since the party 

entered the Lebanese political scene after the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990. Hand in 

hand with the party's discursive and political shifts, the image of Hezbollah has changed from an 

isolated religious militia in the mid-1980’s to become a complex network of political, social, 

cultural and educational institutions with more to offer than armed resistance against Israeli 

occupation (see Alagha 2006; Harb and Leenders 2005). Notably in times of elections Hezbollah 

is adamant on presenting a more national and peaceful image of itself. The peak of this effort 

came after the party's alliance with the main Christian political party in Lebanon, the Free 

Patriotic Movement, in 2006. Since then, the party has had to deal with a new public of indirect 
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(or direct) supporters, culturally different from the Shiite Muslims that until then formed the bulk 

of Hezbollah's supporters (Alagha 2011b; Kahil 2006; Balqiz 2006).   

When analyzing political communication in Lebanon and the strategies of different 

political groups in the country, it is important to first develop two notions that pertain to the way 

the political field is articulated by the different political forces in the country. In other words, it is 

necessary when analyzing Lebanese political communication to identify the de-politicized nature 

of political discourses in the country and the commodification of politics demonstrated by the 

alliance between the political and the advertisement world which is a phenomenon that concerns 

the political process in many democracies around the world.  

The commodification of politics appears through the way political groups present 

themselves and promote their "program" to the citizens as a brand. In this sense, political 

programs become deprived of politics in the sense that they become an image that speaks to the 

people's desires rather than their socio-economic needs. In other words when political discourse 

disregards discussions about the forms of government, laws, economy and issues that pertain to 

the organization of society and the functioning of the state and rather deals with slogans that 

speak to the desires of the group, we can speak of a de-politicizing of politics (Mouffe 2005). In 

this sense the political becomes a commodity like any other within the capitalist framework of 

consumption and desires.  

In the Lebanese context, the political has been linked to identity politics since the 

emergence of the State of Lebanon in the wake of the First World War. While the country's 

electoral system itself promotes political groups that are centered around specific religious and 

regional identities rather than class or ideological grouping, the country did know some moments 

in its history when political discussion took on class issues and ideological conflicts namely prior 

and during the beginning of the civil war (1975-1990) with movements speaking for the lower 

classes (see Traboulsi 2008). However, since the end of the civil war, economic discussion - 

similarly to the process that took place in the post soviet states, was relegated to the extra-

political domain of the "experts".  

 It is in this depoliticized context that we can read the political communication of  post-

civil war Lebanon and most importantly the recent period that followed the withdrawal of the 

Syrian troops from the country in 2005. Two parliamentary elections took place since that date 

and these were the most mediated elections in the country's history. Excessive media spending 

made the Lebanese elections of 2009, for instance, a spectacle of political communication that 

the country had never seen before. The surge in political advertisement was one step forward 

after the successful alliance between the advertisement sector and political activism during the 

major demonstrations that took place after the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik 

Hariri in 2005. Sophisticated slogans, logos, and media campaigns were made by some of the 

major Lebanese advertisement companies and were inspired by the "colored revolutions" that 

were taking place in Georgia and Ukraine during that period: this movement was branded the 

“cedar revolution,” producing a wide array of memorabilia and gadgets from pre-printed t-shirts 

to small pins and lighters.  

 Politics and advertisement were intrinsically connected both financially and structurally. 

Paradoxically, the extreme polarization or political division of the country was perhaps one 

source of the de-politicization of the political discourse itself which became explicitly articulated 
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in sectarian terms since on both sides of the division was a curious alliance between parties  

advocating a liberal economy and others supposedly advocating a more socialist one. While some 

of the private advertisement companies were producing and designing slogans for one or the 

other political camps, these slogans resembled more and more advertisements selling a specific 

commodity and were deprived of any real political content; instead were empty slogans on which 

large and heterogeneous social groups could inscribe whatever meaning they wanted (examples 

from both sides include: “Lebanon first” ; “a strong Lebanon” ; “freedom, sovereignty and 

independence” ; “Lebanon of the resistance” and so on). Rather than promoting a political 

discussion or program, political communication was based on appealing to the desires and 

emotions of already formed groups whose division was about the geopolitical position of the 

country and by extension the status of the Hezbollah weapons as the perceived connection with 

the geopolitical conflict in the Middle East. 

The 2009 parliamentary elections were the culmination of this surge in political 

advertisement. Both in terms of the size of media spending and the form of the media 

campaigns, these elections constituted a major example of the commodification of politics and its 

reduction into an aesthetic and identitarian choice that carries a variety of empty signifiers in 

order to decorate the essential division between the two camps based on their position in relation 

to the conflict with Israel and the larger conflict between the United States and Iran. Most 

important, however, was their competition for power without any specific social or economic 

program6. Sectarian identifications were the main tools deployed in order to attract voters for 

each of the major sectarian parties in both camps. This analysis does not deal with the general 

sectarian politics in Lebanon therefore I will not get into the details of these identifications. 

However, it is important to say that Hezbollah's sectarian identity represents the norm in the 

Lebanese political system rather than the exception and within the overall strategies of political 

communication in the country the challenge of any hegemonic discourse is to articulate an 

identity that can appeal to a widely heterogeneous and divided Lebanese society.    

 

2.2 Politics and emotional frames 

 

In On the political Chantal Mouffe provides an insightful analysis that proves adequate to 

describe the Lebanese political context. She argues that the political is now played out in the 

"moral register" in the sense that it still consists of a we/they discrimination but the two are no 

longer defined with political categories but on a moral ground. This "displacement" of politics, 

Mouffe states, leads to politics becoming a moral confrontation between good and evil thus 

making the other an enemy that can only be destroyed rather than an adversary in the political 

field. This pattern is visible in the Lebanese case where despite the official and formal 

"consensual discourse" that is based on the image of the country as home to different religious 

groups, political discourse in reality relies on a sharp we/they discrimination where the internal 

other is an enemy that is nothing less than a threat to the existence of the “we” (Mouffe 2005, 5; 

15-16; 75).  

                                                 
6 It should be noted that Hezbollah was one of the very few parties that did have a political program for 

the elections of 2005 and 2009, however, little attention was given to such programs and the campaigns and political 
discussions made little reference to anything else but the major regional divisions (see Alagha 2011a, 88-104).  
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 Mouffe also shows the discriminatory nature of any collective identity where the 

we/they dichotomy is essential to any group formation. As is the case in Laclau and in Zizek, 

Mouffe builds on the conception of self as dependent on a constitutive outside – a certain 

otherness as seen in psychoanalysis. The formation of collective identities, in this framework, 

follows this same dynamics (Laclau 2007a; Mouffe 2005; Zizek 1993).  

Laclau, for instance, presents a theory about the construction of political and group 

identities based on the Lacanian theory of subject formation. Political identities are never truly 

sutured, they are constant attempts to fill a lack left by the entrance of the subject into the 

symbolic order. For Laclau, the content of political discourse is not the condition for its success 

in a specific context, but rather, political discourse provides a formal need by presenting itself as a 

substitute for a fundamental lack. Laclau builds on the state of nature described by Hobbes - this 

"disorder" is what the political discourse presents itself as a substitute for. In this sense, Laclau 

argues that a specific political discourse – in order to be hegemonic at a specific historical 

moment - needs to present itself as an order of some sort, an order that is there as a substitute 

for the state of disorder. The content is irrelevant to the legitimacy of this discourse at any 

specific historical moment (Laclau 1994, 11-39).  

Mouffe, however, stresses  the affective character of collective identities. Identities that 

strive for hegemony must speak to people's "desires and fantasies" (Mouffe 2005, 5-6; 23-29). 

This is at the heart of any political discourse strategy when it comes to addressing people and 

presents a perfect description of the political confrontation in the Lebanese context described 

above.   

Furthermore, Castells, relying on cognitive research, argues that emotional framing is an 

essential component in the political communication process. His argument is that people react to 

images that are able to speak to their emotional and cognitive frames: “It appears that 

information per se does not alter attitudes unless there is an extraordinary level of cognitive 

dissonance. This is because people select information according to their cognitive frames” 

(Castells 2009, 169).  

Laclau, on the other hand, speaks of the primacy of the formal character of any political 

discourse in achieving hegemony during an organic crisis. In this sense, it is order itself, any 

order, that is desired by people and the political discourse that succeeds in advancing itself as this 

order has more chances of becoming hegemonic. Laclau also argues that one condition of 

success of a hegemonic discourse is its articulation of previously hegemonic discourses, that are 

already rooted in the people's imaginary. The affective character as well as a clear image of order 

and an articulation of previous discourses are all characteristics that are strongly present in 

Hezbollah's discourse as we have seen. Hezbollah builds on the strong traditions of Arab 

nationalism and socialism that are strongly rooted in the Shiite communities of Southern 

Lebanon and other layers of the Lebanese society while advancing a discourse that centers 

around the deeply rooted Arab-Israeli conflict and the Palestinian cause with strong emotional 

frames.    

Furthermore, a hegemonic discourse needs to provide a "system of narration" that can 

operate as a surface of inscription for a wide variety of demands (Laclau 2007a). In this sense, 

Laclau and Mouffe argue that a truly hegemonic discourse "will suppress its literal content - its 
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specific demands, its specific origins as a single issue movement - in favor of its metaphorical 

dimension - its self representation as the principle of order itself" (A. Smith 1998, 167).  

Hezbollah, in order to become a hegemonic discourse emerging from the Lebanese 

organic crisis of both the post civil war in 1991, and the assassination of Hariri in 2005, had to 

present itself as the principle of order on the one hand (which was the case during the post-civil 

war decades when the party's popularity grew hand in hand with its growing social, economic and 

political infrastructure as well as its military performance), and as a surface of inscription that is 

able to assimilate various struggles and demands apart from its singular cause of liberation or 

resistance in the context of the Lebanese-Israeli war: end of corruption, economic reform, 

political reform, filling the gap after the withdrawal of the Syrian troops in 2005 and so on. In 

this regard, the party's aesthetic transformation as seen in the Ashura campaigns and their 

political discourse as a whole presents a strategy by which the movement is able to comply with 

the previous description of a hegemonic discourse. In this Lebanese context, Hezbollah's 

transformation aims at assimilating a number of internal and external political demands into an 

articulation that includes a large part of the Lebanese multi-confessional population and their 

various demands that are often conflicting.   

As I have mentioned previously,  Castells argues that political power and power in 

general are less the product of force and coercion but rather pertain to a struggle for people’s 

minds – and therefore a struggle over meaning. In this framework, it is not rational arguments 

that necessarily win this struggle but following his research it is rather the affective and emotional 

aspects that constitute the conditions of success of a political discourse (Castells 2009). In other 

words political discourses make use of people's emotional and cultural frames to advance their 

political interests.  

 

2.3 Mobilization, commodities, and the faces of martyrs 

  

One of the conditions of the military and political success of Hezbollah is its focus on 

addressing its supporters and mobilizing people as an intrinsic part of its efforts. This can be 

summarized in the creation of social structures that are committed to the party's struggle and 

political choices, and a cultural structure deeply immersed in the party's discourse and values of 

martyrdom, resistance, and devotion (Balqiz 2006). It is perhaps the striking  ratio of Shiites who 

vote for Hezbollah and see in it the political representative of their interests that exemplifies this 

success. While elections in Lebanon, as mentioned above, take a sectarian form, no other party in 

Lebanon has succeeded in gathering as much support within their religious constituency as has 

Hezbollah7. 

  

The car heads East up the mountains of Jabal Amel in the South of Lebanon, the Mediterranean sea 

is behind and ahead the landscape is mountainous. This is the road to Nabatyeh, a long road populated by two 

                                                 
7 The results of the latest parliamentary elections in 2009 were a clear demonstration of the party’s 

exceptional influence within the Shiite community. The results can be accessed here: 
<http://www.elections.gov.lb/Parliamentary/Elections-Results/2009-Real-time-Results.aspx?lang=ar-lb> Opinion 
polls conducted in Lebanon during the 2006 war showing the overwhelming support of Hezbollah among the Shiite 
community can be found here: 
<http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/brmiddleeastnafricara/236.php>  

http://www.elections.gov.lb/Parliamentary/Elections-Results/2009-Real-time-Results.aspx?lang=ar-lb
http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/brmiddleeastnafricara/236.php
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and three story buildings on the sides, many of them still unpainted  making the contrast between gray cement and 

green trees in the horizon salient. The two sides of the highway are divided by a line of small bushes, flowers, and 

road lights usually unlit at night. These road lights seem to be there for one purpose only: they are poles to hang 

party flags, advertisements, and, most importantly, old pictures of martyrs from the surrounding villages.  

Hundreds of faces decorate posters that have been hanging on these lamp poles for years. The colors lost 

their contrast but what remains clear is the face, the name, and the party insignia of each martyr. Thousands of 

cars pass by every day, and the martyrs are here to greet them all. At night, however, the lamps are off and the 

pictures are hidden in the darkness. 

  

The posters are institutionalized – there are clear designs that are repeated in all of them. 

They inhabit the space and are part in producing the space. The martyrs, long dead, now live on 

the electricity poles re-claiming the space.  In the villages of South Lebanon there is a population 

of martyrs who live alongside the living, sharing the same social space and contributing to the 

political debate. These martyrs represent part of the advertised identity. They are inseparable 

from the billboards, flags and slogans. Together they consolidate the image of the "resistance": an 

image of power in the face of the enemy, devotion to their cause, honesty and faithfulness, but 

most of all martyrdom as the highest form of sacrifice that mirrors the sacrifices of Hezbollah as 

a group. These martyrs represent the resistance and they are there to constantly remind the living 

that they are the "resistance". Their sacrifice is the sacrifice of their party, their devotion is the 

devotion of their party, and their faces are the faces of their party. In the political discourse the 

two are inseparable. 

Martyrdom becomes a commodity when it becomes a brand – its image becomes the 

brand of a party that will employ the cultural frames of martyrdom in order to advance its 

political project in a country where politics is limited to the sectarian sharing of power. Instead, 

like all other Lebanese political parties, Hezbollah promotes a number of images and slogans 

whose meaning is vague enough to make them empty signifiers. This process that transforms a 

political act and substitutes branding to actual political content pertains to what can be called the 

commodification of politics. In this sense, the political act of dying for a cause becomes a 

commodity when the images of martyrs are used as a means to promote a political group. This 

commodification does not necessarily entail hypocrisy but it reflects, on a formal level, the way in 

which politics become a de-politicized competition of images and desires as described by Mouffe.  

Martyrdom is a central factor in the mobilization process of Hezbollah. The image of 

the martyr and the position of the martyr in society has been elevated in Hezbollah's discourse 

through its representation in the media both on the screens and on the streets. In other words, in 

video clips, songs, texts, but also in their constant presence in social spaces through posters, and 

other tributes (such as the party's seasonal exhibitions, the memorials constructed for some 

martyrs in villages and towns and other spatial representations of martyrs) we see the martyrs as 

powerful figures whose self sacrifice for the sake of the group is inspiring for those who have 

sacrificed much less than their own life throughout the ongoing war with Israel. 

Moreover, one of the largest Hezbollah institutions is called Al-Shahid Foundation (the 

Martyr foundation). This institution takes care of the families of martyrs in all layers of life 

(education, healthcare, financial assistance, and so on). One of the aims of this large institution is 

to lay the foundation for a sustainable trust in the outcome of martyrdom within society at large 
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and among the party's fighters in particular. It institutionalizes the responsibility of the party 

towards the families of martyrs and thus elevates the social position of these individuals while 

giving the needed assurances for potential martyrs in the future of their families (Balqiz 2006).     

In the unbalanced war between Hezbollah and Israel, the party has used traditional 

strategies of guerrilla warfare in order to invert the preexisting  balance of power. These strategies 

include tactical military choices such as guerilla fighting techniques aimed at making the enemy's 

occupation of territory harder by inducing as much losses as possible without trying to practically 

take over control of  any territory but by laying claim to it and planting the party flag and 

documenting it as we have seen in Chapter 4. These strategies also include the focus on bridging 

the gap in the military power by looking for the areas in which Hezbollah is superior to Israel. 

This pertains to the principle suggested by Clausewitz in cases where an army is outnumbered: 

“The forces available must be deployed with such skill that even in the absence of an absolute 

superiority, a relative superiority is attained at the decisive point” (Clausewitz 1976, 196). In 

Hezbollah’s case,  the aim is to find the balance of power in other areas than the military one 

where the Israeli army has the upper hand. The party has therefore focused its efforts on shifting 

this imbalance of power by investing in the mobilization of its supporters. In other words, while 

Hezbollah will be the weaker one in the balance of military power, in the "balance of wills" they 

will have the advantage (Balqiz 2006). This is where  media and the war of representation, or 

what the party itself refers to as the “psychological warfare,” become a central element in the war 

strategy (Balqiz 2006; Mohsen and Mzannar 2001; Salameh 2006).  

Mobilization is then an essential factor in the military confrontation between two 

opposing groups. Mobilization is played out on two levels: the mobilization of fighters on the 

battlefield and mobilization of people on the home front, something that we have seen in the use 

of music videos as means of mobilizing society. The articulation of the notion of martyrdom in 

Hezbollah's discourse is an essential element in this mobilization process. The presence of 

martyrs in daily life through posters and other visual representations that inhabit the social space 

is itself an essential strategy in this mobilization process both in order to mobilize potential 

fighters and to mobilize the social groups that embrace the movement.   

The value of martyrdom, despite being an essential notion in the Shiite faith, is not 

something specific to it nor to Hezbollah's political discourse. In fact, martyrdom has had a 

central role in the political  discourse of almost all social and religious groups in the country 

(Maasri 2009, 87-99). The notion of martyrdom in this sense is not a strictly religious one, rather 

the martyr symbolizes devotion and sacrifice for a specific cause whether religious or political. It 

is thus possible to compare the representation of martyrs and martyrdom between groups as 

diverse as the secular Lebanese Communist party, the right wing Christian Phalanges party, 

different Sunni groups and of course Hezbollah (See Maasri 2009 for a collection of martyr 

posters from across the political spectrum in Lebanon during the civil war).   

As discussed above, Lebanese political parties rely mainly on the affective in advancing 

their political influence and expanding their popularity among their respective ideological, 

sectarian or religious communities. The role of the martyr in this regard is to be a symbolic figure 

of sacrifice that seeks to consolidate a group around a cause, thus both promoting the group as 

one that is faithful to its cause and those who sacrifice for it (the sacrifice of the martyr is the 

group's own sacrifice by virtue of his/her affiliation and discursive association with the group's 
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political identity) and promoting the cause itself as one that deserves sacrifice. Maasri writes that 

“the universal language of martyrdom is laden with emotional themes of courage, self sacrifice, 

nobility, purity and righteousness” (ibid, 87). This is true for any cause and any group regardless 

of the actual content of that group's discourse or the values and beliefs that they promote. 

Furthermore, in the context of martyrdom there exists another level of martyrdom that should be 

distinguished from the one described above and it is the figure of the martyred leader as opposed 

to the figure of the “common martyr,” what Maasri will call the “martyr-Hero” (ibid, 91-4; 55-

67).  

With a rich history of civil wars and internal conflicts, Lebanon has had a large number 

of political assassinations that targeted key figures from most of the major political parties and 

sectarian groups. The assassinated figures are referred to as martyrs by their political supporters 

or by the state depending on their status and the contingent political balance. This being said, one 

can count many controversial figures and consensual figures that are among the list of “higher 

rank” martyrs or martyr-heroes. The martyred leader, while having the role of promoting the 

group and the cause, has another value of a lost and mythical figure of power, devotion, and 

hope pertaining to a lost real in the Lacanian sense. Maasri writes that “the poster image [of the 

leader], through a creative mix of iconic and symbolic signs, renders the mythical qualities 

attributed to the leader readily visible and almost factual. The leader appears through the image to 

be ‘naturally’ endowed with those heroic qualities” (ibid, 55). The image of the martyred leader 

will be constructed on the image of the group's desires of a protector in the face of threats. Myths 

are built around the martyr's capacities and his successors will gain much legitimacy by their 

relation to that figure and within the mythical narrative that derives from the martyred leader.8 

Furthermore, the leader is also custodian of wisdom which is perpetuated by often featuring a 

quote from this leader as a reminder of his undying message. As Maasri writes, “a quotation of 

the leader is sometimes used to emphasize certain beliefs that must not be forgotten and so are 

perpetuated in the public realm” (ibid, 57).  

Martyrdom in this sense becomes a common value within the Lebanese political 

discourse. Furthermore, the notion of martyrdom within this framework is one that accentuates 

and draws on the rivalry between the different Lebanese political groups. The fact that martyrs 

were often the result of internal conflict means that one's martyr is often another one's enemy 

and vice versa9. It should be noted that Hezbollah's martyrs do not necessarily fit this description 

as they were killed during their confrontations with Israel – an external enemy and not by internal 

conflict. Nonetheless, since their cause is not a matter of consensus in the country, their status as 

martyrs can be contested on such grounds. While martyrdom is used as a demonstration of a 

political group's sacrifice for the nation or for its constituency, and as a proof of this group's 

devotion to its ideals, it is also used as a means for political competition between groups who try 

to compete over the legitimacy and the size of their own sacrifices. In this sense, martyrdom 

becomes a commodity that competing political discourses try to present to consumers as a 

                                                 
8 Notable examples in this case are Ragheb Harb, Abbas al Musawi and Imad Moghniyeh for Hezbollah, 

Rafik Hariri from the Future movement and Bashir Gemayel for the Lebanese Forces and other Christian parties as 
well as Kamal Jumblat (see Maasri 2009, 55-67). 

9 Bashir Gemayel, leader of the Lebanese Forces who were allied with Israel during the Lebanese civil war 
is a good example in this case. While he is considered a martyr by his own group he is seen as a traitor by other 
groups. 
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representative of a shared identity. Acknowledging a specific dead leader as a martyr signifies the 

adoption of a specific political identity and discourse. Political parties often use these images as a 

promotional tool in the political competition turning martyrs into political commodities in their 

own right.  

 

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

 

3.1 Power and deterrence  

 

David Harvey writes that, "the first step down the road is to insist that place in whatever 

guise, is like space and time, a social construct. The only interesting question that can be asked is; 

by what process (es) is place constructed?"  (Harvey 1993, 5). 

 

Driving along the mountainous roads of Southern Lebanon, one might lose the sense of direction. From 

village to village mountains and valleys intermingle and every once and a while an item in the landscape indicates 

where South is, and more precisely where Israel is. These are not road signs, nor arrows, these are life-size 

Katyusha missile replicas placed on the sides of the roads in the South of Lebanon.  

 

The plastic replicas are laboriously made to resemble the real missile, in all its details. 

Their tips are cautiously turned in the direction of Israel. In some ways they are a reminder of the 

ongoing war between Lebanon and Israel, in others they are a message directed to Israel as a sign 

of power and readiness; a reminder of the consequences of any attack. These replicas are also one 

of Hezbollah's trademarks in the eyes of its supporters: Katyusha missiles were not only the 

weapon that liberated their occupied land, but also the deterrence force that is supposed to 

prevent any future invasion. The Katyusha missile in this sense carries a significant cultural 

meaning in the Lebanese-Israeli war on both sides of the borders. 

 

South of the river Litany, where the UNIFIL has its mandate, the international peace keeping forces 

run their patrols aimed at detecting any military activity in the area. The patrols pass alongside plastic life-size 

Katyusha missiles without seeming to notice them: they are part of the landscape, just like the trees around them.  

  

In Lefebvre's conception of space and the critique of the everyday, Hezbollah's spatial 

politics can be seen as the ways in which the everyday is mediated and structured according to the 

human and social agency that constructs and inhabits it. In Lefebvre's spatial politics, space is 

both informed by and informative of the social and cultural relations that produce it (Lefebvre 

1991a; Lefebvre 1974). Lefebvre writes:  

 

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics; it has 

always been political and strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and 

indifference with regard to its contents and thus seems to be "purely" 

formal, the epitome of rational abstraction; it is precisely because it has 

already been occupied and used and has always been the focus of past 

processes whose traces are not always evident in the landscape. Space 
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has been shaped and molded from historical and natural elements, but 

this has been a political process. Space is political and ideological. It is a 

product literally filled with ideologies (Lefebvre 1978, 341). 

 

 The study of the everyday, and the study of spaces as they are used within social and 

cultural conflicts and relations, can therefore inform us about the ideological and political 

struggles and powers that constitute a certain space as well as the strategies of transgression, and 

domination that act in these social and physical spaces. Blanchot, borrowing from Lefebvre, 

defines the everyday as follows: "[it is] what we never see for a first time, but only see again, 

having always already seen it by an illusion that is, as it happens, constitutive of the everyday" 

(Blanchot 1987).  The everyday in this case represents the scenes of daily life in the specific areas 

of Lebanon that are mentioned in this chapter. It is the posters that have been there, unnoticed 

as they dissolve in the overall landscape, the political signs that decorate the streets, the missile 

replicas that cars drive by as they drive by the trees on the road, the myriad slogans on walls and 

buildings, and other elements that are "ordinary" and always “already seen”. 

In his article "Everyday Speech," Blanchot builds on Lefebvre's critique of the everyday 

to suggest a study of the everyday as a site of social, political and cultural relations. Blanchot's 

accounts of the everyday in capitalist societies is informative for my study of resistance and 

transgression strategies as they appear through a politics of space. In the case of Hezbollah, the 

everyday is a site of normalization and contestation, it is the location for a constant 

communication that plays on a paradox: The banality, normality and passivity of the signs and 

spaces exposes the subtle and continuous mobilization that normalizes the image of martyrdom, 

war and resistance, while keeping it as an everyday element, an obvious thing, a commonplace, 

and a merging between two opposites. The street is the location of everydayness, a reality; it is a 

mirror of the people (or individuals) who walk it.  

It is when something becomes commonplace, normal or banal that its meaning is no 

longer contested and that we can talk about a certain (temporarily) fixed meaning. Everydayness 

thus pertains to hegemony inasmuch as it establishes a hegemonic meaning of an empty signifier 

and therefore constructs a people. In this sense, the everydayness of such spatial practices are 

indicators of the hegemonic aspect of their articulated meanings 

The study of the everyday informs us about what is normative and what is exceptional 

in a specific social context. Such a study reveals the structures underlying the power balance at 

play in a specific environment. In other words, the conflicts, issues, and meanings in a specific 

environment are revealed in the structure of the normal and the abnormal and the struggle 

between different forces to define these notions in a specific place. When we look at posters that 

seem part of the landscape we can decipher a meaning of martyrdom within their social and 

cultural contexts as an element of latent mobilization on the one hand and as a constant social 

presence on the other. This normalized meaning of martyrdom, for instance, is taken for granted 

in this specific social/spatial context but could also be the site of a discursive struggle aiming to 

redefine or subvert this normalized meaning.  

When employing the notion of everydayness in the analysis of spatial planning and the 

politics of spatial appropriation, Bourdieu's notion of "common sense" can be a useful tool. 

Bourdieu writes that Doxa refers to the “adherence to relations of order which, because they 
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structure inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are accepted as self-evident” 

(Bourdieu 1984: 471). Accordingly, I argue that the politics of space employed by Hezbollah 

establishes  a relation between the inhabitants of these places and a message that promotes a 

specific set of values and meanings that strive to be hegemonic. These values and meanings - or 

the supposed content of the message - such as the importance and centrality of martyrdom, the 

meaning of occupation and liberation, are elements of a narrative that defines the struggle, 

history, and the limits of the group and contributes to the construction of a specific discourse by 

which reality is understood by the people living in these spaces and adopting a specific shared 

identity that Hezbollah will call “resistance”.  

Bourdieu argues that every group seeks to promote its understanding of the world as 

common sense, and thereby regards common sense as a mechanism of domination (see Bourdieu 

1984; Bourdieu 1977). This struggle over common sense could be compared to the notion of 

discursive struggle or the hegemonic struggle in Laclau and Mouffe. Laclau and Mouffe argue 

that meaning cannot be fixed and there can only be partial fixations of meanings. This 

impossibility is the condition for the flow of differences that constitutes the social. Society is 

therefore the impossible object of discourse. They conclude that “any discourse is constituted as 

an attempt to dominate the field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a 

centre” (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 112). While this flow of differences is never really reduced to a 

singular meaning – or properly sutured. This is why every discursive identity is penetrated by the 

floating character of its ‘elements’ acting as floating signifiers that can be relatively fixed only to 

be subverted again (ibid, 112-3). 

In this sense, we find a negotiation of the meaning of death, occupation, liberation, 

resistance and other elements within the discourse of Hezbollah. The political discourse of this 

movement promotes a specific understanding of these "floating signifiers" in order to make it a 

shared "common sense", a relatively fixed meaning that is meant to be shared by the various 

layers of the Lebanese society. In order to do so, Hezbollah has to articulate values found in 

different discourses into one that can appeal to the different heterogeneous groups that form the 

Lebanese society in a chain of equivalence where resistance is the empty signifier.  

While Bourdieu's theory talks about the need for social orders to produce “the 

naturalization of its own arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 1977, 164), in Laclau and Mouffe we find the 

notions of contingency and overdetermination of discursive formations in their role as necessary 

mediums for the understanding of the world. Discourses are always contingent systems of 

constructing the social world. “Naturalization” is substituted by “hegemonization.” In this sense, 

Laclau and Mouffe ascribe to hegemonic discourses the role of providing the lenses through 

which individuals see the world while being unaware of the contingency of these lenses. A 

hegemonic discourse establishes a social order that defines common sense in a given time and 

space and presents itself as the "natural" set of values and truths; such a discourse will present 

itself as the principle of order itself (Laclau and Mouffe 2000, 93-148; A. Smith 1998, 167) , as the 

commonplace that is ubiquitous in its everydayness.   

The missile replicas, while  normalizing the space as a space of conflict,  also  

demonstrate the military power and deterrence force of Hezbollah as the guarantors of the 

Lebanese people's safety (and more precisely the safety of the population of Southern Lebanon) 

from Israeli aggression. In this sense they are part of the exhibition of power that we see 
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operating in the military operations videos in their dual function and audience: a demonstration 

of the power to be hegemonic and a warning for the threatening other (see Chapter 4). A similar 

function appears in another spatial practice: the exhibition of captured Israeli vehicles on town 

entrances.   

 

3.2 Displays of order and military trophies 

 

 The tank is placed on a podium, it greets the visitors of Aitaroun, a town in the utmost South of the 

country. On the podium a plaque reads: "Occupation is destined to end… a gift from the Islamic Resistance to the 

Municipality of Aitaroun. May 2005".  

  

It is on a town square that this message is delivered. The tank is one of the Israeli 

vehicles captured by Hezbollah fighters during the liberation of the South of Lebanon in 2000. 

After the liberation, such vehicles were placed in city and town entrances around the country. 

The message at the time was that the liberation does not belong to Hezbollah alone, nor to the 

people of the South, but to the whole country. In Tripoli, a predominantly Sunni city in the 

North of the country, another vehicle greets the visitors, as well as in Saida and other cities.  

As is the case with the missile replicas, the placement of captured military vehicles is an 

exhibition of the movement's power in the face of the enemy. In the latter case, it is a 

demonstration of the movement's success and achievements. The tank is most of all an example 

of a re-articulated object that by changing the context of its presence in space acquires a new 

meaning and delivers a specific message.  

Placing an Israeli military vehicle on a podium under a Lebanese flag, or a Hezbollah 

sign, gives it a new meaning. The tank was a symbol of Israeli force and aggression, and such 

tanks when driving along the country manned by Israeli soldiers were a threat, an exhibition of 

the occupation and a symbol of its domination. Placed on the podiums and exhibited to the 

public gives the tank and the space where it is exhibited a whole new meaning. The military 

vehicles are neutralized, they become something of a relic, a ruin of what once was powerful and 

now simply seems weak and defeated – the location of power is inverted. Placing the tanks and 

other vehicles on podiums in town squares produces spaces of expression and a message to be 

delivered to the people who inhabit the space – it is a representation of victory and order. The 

exhibition of such vehicles reminds us of the exhibition of war prisoners as a demonstration of 

power and an exhibition of the enemy's defeat. It is a silent procession of metal war prisoners 

that tells the story of occupation and its physical end: the tank as the instrument of violence and 

power becomes a decorative item, immobile, docile and harmless. It represents the desired peace 

and order that was lost during the decades of occupation and Hezbollah as the force able to 

produce and preserve such an order. Following Laclau's theory on the making of political identity 

and the process of identification, the condition for the success of a specific political identity is its 

ability to present itself as an order when the alternative is radical disorder. In this context, the 

constitutive lack represented by the suffering and disorder under occupation can be filled by the 

power and order provided by Hezbollah who not only can end the occupation but presents itself 

as a “realistic alternative for the organization and management of the community” (Laclau 1994, 

16).  
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Cresswell argues that ideology can be seen as a set of practices that are derived from 

beliefs and beliefs that are derived from practices. Practice both informs and is informed by 

beliefs that are proper to a specific ideology - "ideologies to be successful connect the 

metaphysical to the everyday" (Cresswell 1996, 156).  

Place in this system contributes to the efficiency of ideological strategies and to the 

maintenance of specific beliefs. As a form of classification, place establishes boundaries and 

denominations. By reference to place  we differentiate between notions of self - we - and other - 

they. In this sense, place produces otherness by a process of inclusion or exclusion similar to the 

hegemonic process that is achieved in Laclau’s understanding of populist discourses. 

Furthermore, it is possible to argue following Cresswell that "the materiality of place gives it the 

aura of nature" which places ideologies in the realm of what strives to seem natural (ibid, 161-2). 

However by being a tool for social control or discursive struggle, space is also a 

fundamental means for transgression and resistance. Space is the site of conflict  (ibid, 163). In 

this sense, by its occupation of Southern Lebanon, Israel made it a site of control as much as a 

site of meaningful resistance.  Cresswell argues that "the powerful in any given context can 

tabulate, build, and create spaces and places while the relatively powerless can only use, 

manipulate and divert these spaces” (ibid, 164). 

It is what makes space an efficient means of social control that makes it an efficient 

means for resistance and the transgression of power. Resistance in this case and following the 

previous reasoning is a challenge to the construction of places and beliefs as natural in a given 

context; it is a challenge to the common sense set up by the hegemonic or dominant group in a 

given social order. As Castells writes, “in all known societies, counter-power exists under 

different forms and with variable intensity, as one of the few natural laws of society, verified 

throughout history, asserts that wherever is domination, there is resistance to domination, be it 

political, cultural, economic, psychological, or otherwise” (Castells 2007).  

 

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

  

On the 25th of May 2000, the Israeli army and the South Lebanese Army started their 

withdrawal from the occupied Southern Lebanon. Al Manar TV, Hezbollah's television channel, 

took the opportunity to launch its Satellite emission with a full day special coverage of the event. 

Reporters followed the thousands of people who took to their cars and headed south to see their 

villages after more than 20 years of displacement. A network of TV crews were capturing family 

reunions, celebrations, convoys, and more dramatic episodes that would become part of the 

visual mythology associated with the "Liberation Day".  

Khiam, a town a few kilometers away from the Southern borders, was the place where 

one of these scenes will be recorded. Apart from being an occupied town, Khiam hosted an 

infamous detention center, the Khiam prison run by the SLA and the Israeli army where human 

rights reports had recorded serious cases of torture of inmates of both sexes.10 On the top of the 

hill near the center of the town, the prison with its strategic position overlooks the town and its 

surroundings, the vast Khiam valley. 

                                                 
10 To read the Human Rights Watch report about this infamous prison 

see:http://www.hrw.org/en/news/1999/10/27/torture-khiam-prison-responsibility-and-accountability 

http://www.hrw.org/en/news/1999/10/27/torture-khiam-prison-responsibility-and-accountability
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The people in charge of the prison left the place with the prisoners still locked inside 

their cells not knowing what had happened in the outside world. The camera records the scene of 

hands extended through the steel door. Villagers try to break the metal door and release their 

detained compatriots.11 The door breaks and the prisoners are released.12  

The prison was later turned into a museum recording the memory of that place of 

torture. The Khiam prison museum was managed by some of its victims who present to the 

visitor an uncanny reenactment of their ordeals with the different methods of torture in a visit 

that hardly resembles the usual museum visit. A room featuring miniatures of the prison structure 

and exposing tools and gears used by the soldiers in charge of the prison, extends to another 

room where the visitors can buy Hezbollah memorabilia, DVDs, and music CDs or tapes. Khiam 

soon became a “must see” stop for tourists visiting the South of Lebanon. Other stops include 

the Fatima gate (the closed border passage between Lebanon and Israel), the Beaufort castle(a 

crusader fortress perched on top of a beautiful hill that was used as a major Israeli military 

outpost), and other similar locations. 

In July 2006 during the 33 day war between Israel and Lebanon, the Israeli air force 

raided the prison destroying what was left of the structure. It was a clear attempt to erase a dark 

record of the occupation that was turned into a museum for its memory. After the war ended, the 

ruins of the prison were again re-appropriated and turned into a museum this time with a dual 

memory: the prison, and its destruction. Visitors can now walk around the ruins, and what is left 

of the solitary rooms, the torture rooms, and the soldiers' barracks and witness both the suffering 

of confinement and the destructive power of the Israeli war machine. New rooms featuring 

miniatures of the prison and the memorabilia were arranged. Around the ruins one sees relics of 

army vehicles, Hezbollah flags and slogans alongside Lebanese national flags and some of the 

former prisoners who will orally recount to the visitors their vivid memories in this place. The 

reenactment of the torture scenes no longer takes place now that the torture chambers are 

destroyed.   

Cresswell writes that "any social transformation, to be successful, has to be understood 

as a spatial transformation" (Cresswell 1996, 176). In the context of spatial politics, the 

movements of resistance seeking to transgress the dominant forces over a specific space must 

succeed in re-appropriating  and managing the location of the spatial struggle. In other words, 

one judges the political strategies of transgression according to their ability to produce, 

appropriate and organize social and physical space. As Lefebvre writes “groups, classes or 

fractions of classes cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one another as “subjects” unless 

they generate (or produce) a space” (Lefebvre 1991b, 416-7; in Butler 2009). 

In the Khiam prison, the space was previously the location of the most obvious power 

relation: prisoner and guard. In 2000 the re-appropriation of the space was achieved by 

transforming the function of the place while preserving its memory. The process of re-

appropriation could not have been more significant. The transgression is complete with the 

inverted role of the former prisoners now managing the place. Khiam is a transformed space, one 

                                                 
11 This scene can be found in this video:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1hQIy4NEpE 
12 Robert Fisk's account of the scene in the Independent: 

<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-
716267.html> 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1hQIy4NEpE
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-716267.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/inside-a-torturers-den-manacles-lie-abandoned-716267.html
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that summarizes the process by which the politics of inhabitation, and the strategies of re-

appropriation take place within Hezbollah's overall discourse of resistance. The destruction of the 

prison in 2006 led to yet another cycle of re-appropriation and transformation of the space into a 

new message clearly showing the struggle over this space as both a physical and a discursive one.    

 

In this chapter I have suggested a reading of specific places - and spaces - as texts that 

are read by an audience composed  mainly of Hezbollah supporters among a heterogeneous 

Lebanese society but also of an absent Israeli public who is addressed - in absentia - by the same 

Hezbollah media. Various meanings can be attributed to the spatial texts described above and my 

attempt is to reveal one dominant meaning within the discursive formation of Hezbollah. 

 The Hezbollah media has very different meanings for the sympathetic and the 

unsympathetic viewers. It is also the case that the media producer is aware of this differential 

reception and builds the message(s) accordingly. This is one attribute of subversive art as well. 

For instance, Cresswell argues that Graffiti artists are aware of the different and oppositional 

meanings of their art for sympathetic and unsympathetic viewers and design their messages with 

this reception in mind thereby delivering two distinct messages to two (or more) groups 

(Cresswell 1996, 47-8).   

Cresswell also argues that geography is a weapon used in both domination and 

resistance. In this sense, the struggle over the meaning of places is one central element within any 

hegemonic struggle. Transgression, which literally means crossing a boundary, (thus accentuating 

on the spatial dimension of power), is an act that changes the meaning of a specific place and 

thus transforms the place. In other words, transgression is the process of appropriating a place by 

(re)defining its meaning (ibid, 60-1). Cresswell writes that "the meaning of a place is the subject 

of particular discourses of power, which express themselves as discourses of normality. Thus 

discourses ascribe meanings to place in the language of common sense, of normality" (ibid, 60). 

This notion of common sense that Bourdieu treats as an essential aspect of struggle 

over power or what he calls the "symbolic struggle over common sense" can then be related to 

the discursive struggle for hegemony where the disputed terrain is meaning and in this specific 

case the meaning of space(s). Following Lefebvre’s conception of space as a social product whose 

production “can be linked to the production of any given particular type of merchandise" 

(Lefebvre 1978, 341), the struggle over meaning implies the presence of means for spreading 

specific meanings - or normalizing, fixing, and promoting a specific meaning to a specific space. 

In my analysis of the meaning of space in the particular case of Southern Lebanon, it is important 

to ask the question of who controls the means of producing meanings in any given context, and 

how is this space contested by the different forces. In this sense, tracing the discursive elements 

that define the said "normality" and disseminates the dominant meaning, or the "common sense" 

of a specific place pertains to locating the underlying control over the media and other means of 

meaning production present in Southern Lebanon. In other words, if we are talking about media 

and space in particular, the question that we must ask at this point is who controls the space and 

the means of communication that influence its meaning. In the context of occupation and 

liberation of this particular space the control over the means of production passes in the year 

2000 from the Israeli army to Hezbollah.   
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In his insightful analysis of space, Cresswell relies on the expression "in place and out of 

place" as a metaphor exposing the importance of space in conflict. Cresswell defines “out of 

place” as "what the dominant/transgressive discourse ascribes to its other's behavior. A conflict 

of defining what is out of place in a specific space arises when the appropriation of a space by 

different groups is in question; each sees the other as being out of place" (Cresswell 1996, 99). 

Different groups within a conflict strive to define what is in or out of place. In this sense, acts of 

transgression seek to destabilize relatively fixed meanings – floating signifiers - and transform 

them. Power relations can be exposed in a specific context by looking at what is considered out 

of place in a specific space and time. Transgression can then be seen as twofold, two groups 

transgress each others' terrains of meaning, they both attempt to break the boundary set by the 

other, and therefore set their own boundaries. In this case the notion of resistance can be added 

to this understanding of transgression as an intentional transgression that strives to become 

hegemonic. 

For Hezbollah, Israel is out of place as an illegitimate occupying force, while for Israel 

Hezbollah is out of place as an armed ‘terrorist’ organization. The opposition is clear and rather 

simple and the place in this equation can be Lebanon as a whole, the South of Lebanon in 

particular, or even the mere presence of the other in any space. However, what this metaphor 

demonstrates is that the struggle is between two forces fighting to define "what belongs where" - 

or in other words give a meaning to a space and define the rules that define its common sense. It 

is by doing so that each of these discursive forces seeks to appropriate the said space and 

hegemonize its meaning from one of occupation to one where Hezbollah’s identity of resistance 

can be articulated.  

The Khiam prison and the Israeli war vehicles on display are clear cases where the 

transformation of a sign of authority acts as an act of transgression where the appropriation of an 

object in space is achieved by ascribing a new meaning to it by either displacing it or redefining 

its function. These two examples follow the same logic as the protests of the Greenham women 

against an American military base in Greenham described by Cresswell. The Greenham women, 

by using the fence around the military base as part of their protest, transformed the meaning of 

the fence and turned it into a tool of protest thereby appropriating it into their own discourse 

(ibid, 102).  

Occupying a space is a sign of appropriation of this space, it carries a meaning and 

renders this space a message that informs us onlookers about the social relations and culture that 

occupies it. In their article "City as Medium," Griffin and Kittler compare the workings and 

structure of the city to the computer, and vice versa (Griffin and Kittler 1996). The city, like the 

computer, is a medium, a structure that transmits and produces information. The two concepts 

mirror each others, in terminology and in functionality.  

 The social and physical space that constitute the city represents the medium that 

informs the onlookers about the relations, conflicts, and culture present in these spaces. If we see 

the city as a medium we can go further and look at the content that it offers, the messages that it 

delivers, and the meanings it conveys. The walls, the lights, the cars, the buildings, the shops, and 

the fashion trends all contribute to the message delivered by this physical medium.  

In Lefebvre's theory, space is not only a location managed and used by the governing 

power, the space is itself the site of conflict, political or otherwise. Space is understood as a set of 
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relations and networks that allow for social action to take place. In this sense relations of power 

are negotiated through the use of the space itself (Lefebvre 1978; Lefebvre 1974). And resistance 

is an act of producing spaces, or counter-spaces, where the transgression of the dominant power 

is effectively achieved and the relation inverted. It is in this light that we can look at the re-

inhabitation of the previously occupied territories in the South of Lebanon as a re-appropriation 

of a space. The space is reshaped and re-inhabited according to a new system of organization, 

social, cultural and political. The South of Lebanon is turned from the site of military operations 

against the Israeli occupation forces, from a site of transgression where resistance is an act, into a 

site where resistance is a hegemonic identity and the name of the people that inhabit it. 




