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Preface 
 
The regional upheaval that has been shaping the Middle East since 2010 has brought the Arab 

public, especially the Arab youth who have been leading the protests and revolutions, to the fore. 

The Arab Middle East, on its concomitant leaders and populations, has entered a new era. 

Throughout the squares and streets, many young Arabs learn how to re-define the social, political 

and economic reality within which they aspire to live. The regional resurgence of youth activism 

has reached Lebanon relatively late, but as on October 2019 it has manifested its full power, hope 

and determination for change throughout the country.  

The protests that take place in Lebanon (since October 2019) are as unique as the state in which 

they unfold- a state that for many years was considered the pearl of the Arab Middle East. Many 

young Lebanese gathered united under one flag and one melody that plays the fascinating 

unfolding of new Lebanese nationalism. After long decades throughout which the corrupted ruling 

elites have done whatever they could in order to etch factious identity politics, it seems as if the 

Lebanese public embraces the ‘other’ and reconstructs its national – collective – identity. Hence, 

the ongoing protests in Lebanon not only depict a desperate (and some  might even say, recycled) 

attempt to bring about the establishment of a new political system; but rather a gradual 

construction of a new Lebanese order.  

And still, the continuation and further deepening of the square crisis in Lebanon (social, economic, 

political and health) has often tricked the Lebanese public’s confidence in the prospects of 

constructing a new socio-political order in their homeland. The social distance instructions, that 

were ordered due to the outbreak of the Coronavirus in Lebanon has returned the protesting public 

to their homes and a sigh of relief could be heard among the political elites. Nevertheless, the 

protesting public has kept its belief that the worsening of the economic crisis and the disintegration 

of the traditional order in Lebanon are inevitable. Pushing the protests away from the Lebanese 

streets to the social media  was only temporary.  

It was only a matter of time, or trigger, that the protests will prevail the Lebanese landscape again. 

The deteriorating value of the Lebanese currency gradually brought the protesters, once again and 

despite the demand for social distancing, back on the streets. As if all of that did not suffice, the 

tragic explosion in the Lebanese national port (August 2020) seemed to be the last straw; the spark 

that set it all on fire – figuratively and practically. Rather than having the public ‘united around the 

flag’, the explosion amplified the conceptual gap between the public and its leadership and 



 
 
amplified the need for taking the protests to the next level -  the Lebanese people were angry, 

frustrated and all the more determined to bring about change – by themselves. Lebanon’s socio-

political landscape and the dynamics that shape its course have changed.  

The hopeful environment that characterized the Lebanese’s aspiration for constructing a non-

sectarian unity was replaced by an environment filled with desperation, frustration and pessimism. 

The new Lebanese nationality has worn a new face – the face of a warrior that fights for its 

character and future – and this time all means are justified. The unfolding of new Lebanese 

nationality and its (violent) determination to constitute the new organizing principle of the new 

Lebanese order, has started to trouble Hezbollah, which ever since its political institutionalization 

within Lebanon’s political has been holding the country captive without any substantial 

interference. The new phase to which the protests have entered has included turning the ‘flames’ 

to Hezbollah as well and the organization has found itself in complicated strategic trap which 

challenges its ability to sustain the status quo that has allowed it, for decades, to influence the 

political system (‘from behind’) and to keep cultivating its special position as a political party that 

holds a militarized militia. Nonetheless, despite the troubling environment, Hezbollah not only 

keeps functioning within the ongoing disorder, but also further deepens its socio-political hold, 

consciously and practically, alongside its continuous preparation for its future confrontation with 

Israel.  

Hezbollah’s strategic agility has enabled it, throughout the years, to adjust itself to changing 

environments and even shape them in line with its interests and aspirations – both within and 

outside Lebanon. These days, as Lebanon experiences one of its most profound crises, the 

challenges it faces are greater and deeper: as an actor whose legitimacy as a Lebanese constitutes 

its primary objective, the new Lebanese nationalism challenges – if not threatens – Hezbollah as a 

sectarian organization and political actor, which cannot thrive, or simply coexist with secular, non-

sectarian and encompassing national identity; the new socio-political order toward which the 

Lebanese public aims renders its disarmament if it wants to remain a legitimate actor within it; the 

‘fear factor’ that has long characterized its relations with the Lebanese public has been broken, 

and the organizations fierce attempts to restore it  even at the cost of using its force, may eventually 

turn its greatest nightmare – a civil war - into reality. Overall, the ‘state within a state’ that 

Hezbollah has been nurturing for decades has started to close on Nasrallah, as the protesters’ 

demands and calls for change threaten the domestic achievements he has gained throughout the 

years.  



 
 
What is the future of Lebanon and its new nationalism? Can Hezbollah manage the unfolding 

reality on its concomitant challenges and complexities? Will the organization, once again, be able 

to step out of this national crisis as a winner? Will the protests dissipate, as they did in the past, 

or will they succeed in bringing about a new era for the Land of Cedars?  And if so, what is 

Hezbollah’s place in such era? While we do not have the absolute and clear answers for these 

questions, we do have the ability to delineate the strategic dynamics that shape Lebanon’s 

(dis)order and its interaction with the one who pulls its strings – Hezbollah – and connect the dots 

and draw the full picture (as full as possible).  

We spent the past few months discussing, interpreting, analyzing and deciphering the changing 

dynamics and mechanisms that shape and dictate the socio-political environment in our Northern 

neighbor, Lebanon. The synthesis of two analysts who hold a close and deep familiarity with the 

research subjects, yet from divergent analytical angles and perspectives (intelligence and 

academia), has challenged our research process and posited us, not once, in a fascinating intellectual 

friction, from which we gain profoundly. At the end of our year-long work-meetings, we found it 

necessary to put our main insights and findings, drawn from our research process, into this booklet, 

organized by three main drivers that we found imperative to investigate in order to shed light on 

the complex strategic environment for both Lebanon and Hezbollah:  

A.  The first articles deals with Hassan Nasrallah’s operational code, which grants us with a 

unique window into the inner world of Hezbollah’s leader. Through the insights we draw 

from the analysis we can better our understanding of what are the main factors that shape 

Nasrallah’s (and therefore, Hezbollah’s) behavioral proclivities – along with identifying 

patterns of continuity and change among them. Guided by the working assumption, 

according to which Nasrallah sustains and nurtures centralized leadership, we chose to 

employ the analytical framework of the operational code in order to decipher his unique set 

of philosophical and instrumental beliefs and conceptions that can assist us in answering 

certain questions such as: how does Nasrallah perceives the political-strategic reality in 

which he operates and with which he interacts? What does he perceive to constitute the 

organization’s greatest threats and have these changed throughout the years? What drives 

his actions? What is his locus of control? What motivates him to initiate actions and/or to 

avoid risks?  

 



 
 

B. Drawn from the previous article, the second paper in this booklet deals with ‘strategic agility’ 

as an essential mechanism among hybrid violent actors as Hezbollah, which are required 

to manage a rapidly changing environment. The article argues that Hezbollah utilizes its 

strategic agility in a selective fashion, which enables it to translate and modify Nasrallah’s 

set of  instrumental beliefs (as identified in the previous article) and sustain its ideological 

set of perceptions without introducing a significant change to it (using a second-degree 

adaptation). In our view, delineating the organization’s spheres of strategic agility along 

with identifying its constructive an obstructive drivers is of considerable importance if we 

are to better our understanding for the organization’s prospects of surviving, adapting and 

adjusting to the rapidly changing environment within which it operates. Several significant 

questions remained untouched in this paper, for which we strongly encourage further 

research: what can be learned from Hezbollah’s mechanism of strategic agility for assessing 

the prospected of its disengagement from Iran; for the prospects of setting new 

arrangements with Israel; for the question of increasing its accountability as a state actor? 

And of course, for the organization’s course of action and essence after Nasrallah. 

 

C. The third and last article in this booklet deals with the course and prospects of a new 

Lebanese order. Lebanon stands at one of its most significant and existential crossroads in 

its history. Along the rigorous efforts to avoid deteriorating into a ‘failed state’, the State of 

Cedars is at the midst of its struggle over its character. The old order, based in the 

constitutive experiences that Lebanon has known since its independence, and especially 

since its civil war, has been disintegrating as the depth currents in the Lebanese society 

have reached its boiling point with the outbreak of unprecedented protests at October 2019. 

The Lebanese public advances a new Lebanese nationality which defies the sectarian-based 

political and social divisions led and nurtured by the corrupted ruling elites in the country. 

Such nationality challenges and in many ways even threatens Hezbollah, the de-facto ruler 

of Lebanon and the main protector of the old order. This article, then, aims at examining 

how the unfolding new Lebanese order, even if it is still in its infancy, puts the operational 

code of Nasrallah, as well as the organization’s strategic agility, to the test – how do Nasrallah 

and his organization interpret and contextualize the new reality that takes shape in Lebanon? 

How do they think they should act upon such reality? Will Nasrallah and its organization ‘join’ 

the trend and become ‘new Lebanese’ themselves by obscuring the red lines that border 



 
 

their ideological and conceptual compass? Or will they abandon their strategic agility and 

use their might to oppress the protests and secure their rule?  

 

As the only constant thing in the current reality is change, it is by no means an easy task providing 

clear answers to these questions. We can only hope that this booklet can provide scholars with 

conceptual, analytical and methodological tools and frameworks with which they can be addressed.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Guy and Keren  

August 2020 
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Hassan Nasrallah’s Operational Code 

 

Introduction 

Hassan Nasrallah, the un-questionable leader of the Lebanese Hezbollah, has managed in the past 

three decades to base – and even etch- its position within and outside of Lebanon as a political, 

military, economic and strategic figure which challenges the state of Israel more than any other 

enemy. And yet, to many scholars of Terrorism, International Relations, Middle Eastern and Security 

Studies’ scholars, Nasrallah is a riddle. While there is a vast and ever-growing scholarly literature on 

Hezbollah and its multi-layered identity, scant scholastic attention, if any, has been given to the man 

who has been navigating the fascinating transformation of Hezbollah – from a small Shiite militia to 

an army of terror who pulls the strings of Lebanon and who directs the current axis of resistance.  

This paper aims to fill in this empirical lacuna and to better our understanding of one of the aspects 

that are not granted with the sufficient, and even appropriate, attention within the scholarly 

research on Hezbollah – the inner world of the organization’s leader who guides and dictates the 

behavioral proclivities of one of the most central and influential army of terror in the region. To this 

end, we utilize the analytical model of the ‘operational code’, drawn from political psychology, 

through which we identify, map and trace patterns of change and continuity in the main drivers of 

Nasrallah’s world view in his organization’s variegated spheres of influence and actions.  

How does Nasrallah perceive the political and strategic reality with which he interacts and within 

which he operates (among the Shiite community, in Lebanon’s political system, in the Axis of 

Resistance and in the Middle East as a whole)? what are his main threat perceptions? What are the 

values, images and beliefs on which he relies in his organizational decision-making process?  What 

drives his proactivity and/or his reactionary behavioral patterns? What is his locus of control? What 

alters it? These are only part of the questions on which we will try to answer using the operational 

code model. In this context, it is of considerable importance to note the fact that while this model 

cannot provide an obligatory explanation, or prediction, to Nasrallah’s future behavior and choices, 

it does allow us to better identify and understand the thinking patterns that ultimately shape his 

actions and in many ways, the actions of his organization – Hezbollah. 1 

                                                 
1 In many ways then, the application of this analytical model corresponds with Eran Lerman’s  important 
recommendation, according to which in order to support actions at the system and national-strategy-level, 
we need the broadest intelligence which is based on the accumulated understanding of the man on the other 



 
 
We divide this article into two sections: the first one introduces the analytical framework of the 

‘operational code’ and delineates its theoretical and methodological underpinnings. This section will 

also elaborate on the scholastic contribution of the empirical application of this framework. The 

article’s second, and last section will present and discuss Hassan Nasrallah’s operational code.  

Part A – The ‘Operational Code’ – An Analytical Framework  

Throughout the past decades, more and more scholars are growing to acknowledge the vitality of 

exploring cognitive variables in their research on political leaders’ decision-making processes – such 

that encompass the leader’s worldview and proclivities towards a certain political action.  2  

The underlying rationale for this working assumption argues that decision-makers, much like any 

other person, act in accordance to a well-established set of beliefs which include, according to 

Holsti’s definition, all the accumulative  and organized knowledge an organism holds on himself and 

on the world.3  Such set relies upon images crated on the basis of values, personality, political style, 

intellect and past experience and it provides for the decision-maker a diagnostic prism through 

which he can interpret new information and act upon it.4 

In line with these ontological premises, scholars of political psychology have gradually adopted a 

scholarly approach, cognitive in essence, which argues for a causal relationship between the 

decision-makers’ set of values and beliefs and their behavioral proclivities. Such relationship stands 

at the core of the ‘operational code’ model.5 The literature defines the operational code as “the set 

of a political leader’s set of beliefs and conceptions regarding the nature of politics and of political 

conflicts; his perceptions of his ability to shape historical developments and his stances towards the 

appropriate strategies and tactics”.6  

                                                 
side, of the logic behind his actions, his aspirations, his knowledge as well as his human weaknesses. For the 
full citation see : Lerman, E. 1998. Blind in the Battle? Maarachot 355, p.22. 
2 O.R. Holsti. 1968. Cognitive Dynamics and Images of the Enemy. J.C Farrell and A.P Smith (eds.), Age and 
Reality in World Politics. New York, p.18. 
3 O.R. Holsti. 1968. Cognitive Dynamics and Images of the Enemy. J.C Farrell and A.P Smith (eds.), Age and 
Reality in World Politics. New York, p.18 
4 Y.Y Vertzberger. 1990. The World in Their Minds: Information Processing, Cognition and Perception in 
Foreign Policy Decision-Making, p.114; M. Rokeach. 1968. Beliefs, Attitudes and Values: A Theory of 
Organization and Change. San Francisco, p.2-3. 
5  A.L George. 1979. The Causal Nexus between Cognitive Beliefs and Decision-Making Behavior: The 
Operational Code’ Belief System. L.S Falkowski (ed.), Psychological Models in International Politics. Boulder, 
p.95-124 
6 George 1969, p.197. 



 
 
In simpler words, the analytical framework of the operational code enables the hierarchical and 

systematic construction of the decision-maker’s modus operandi. 7  Moreover, this analytical 

framework provides for the decision-maker himself the norms, standards and guidelines that shape 

his choice in dictating one strategy/tactic over another.8 In line with all of the above, we argue that 

‘importing’ the operational code model to the intelligence research sheds important theoretical and 

empirical light on variegated intelligence questions which are essentially different than those that 

are being traditionally addressed.  

The roots of applying the operational code model can be  traced back to Nathan Leites’ research, 

back in the 1960’s when he was requested by the U.S government to create an analytical model that 

will assist the American decision-makers to better understand the guiding rationales and logics that 

shape the Bolsheviks’ behavior after World War II.9 In his research, Leites defined the operational 

code as the set of beliefs which affects the way through which the leader conceives of political 

events in a way that shapes the tactics and strategies he chooses to adopt.  

His research findings argued that we can identify and map consistent patterns in the leader’s foreign 

policy through placing our analytical weight on the cognitive, psycho-analytic and psycho-cultural 

aspects of his behavior.10 Chiefly among these aspects were: ideology, socialization and leadership 

pressures. Still, despite the novelty of Leites’ research, many scholars found his methodological 

design too complicated and therefore, avoided applying it in their research.  

In contrast to what has become a common-wisdom, Alexander George (1969) attributed profound 

importance to the application of the operational code model in any research dealing with foreign 

policy and strategy and decided to redefine it. The primary step he took was focusing on building a 

tighter framework of questions – philosophical and instrumental – which would enable ‘asking’ the 

research object about how he perceives the political world and the most appropriate means 

                                                 
7 George, 1979 ª†Leites, Nathan, 2007. The Operational Code of Politburo. The RAND Corporation. New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Company Inc; George, Alexander L. "The" operational code": A neglected approach to the 
study of political leaders and decision-making." International studies quarterly 13.2 (1969): 190-222; Holsti, 
1968; Walker, Stephen G. "The interface between beliefs and behavior: Henry Kissinger's operational code 
and the Vietnam War." Journal of Conflict Resolution 21.1 (1977): 129-168; Walker, Stephen G. "The 
evolution of operational code analysis." Political Psychology (1990): 403-418 
8 George, 1979. 
9 Leites, Nathan, 1951. The Operational Code of Politburo. The RAND Corporation. New York: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company Inc. 
10 Walker, Stephen G. "The evolution of operational code analysis." Political Psychology (1990): 403-418. 



 
 
necessary to advance his interests.11 The revised analytical framework suggested by George helped 

scholars to focus on two sets of questions (each entails 5 unique questions) which provide the 

‘diagnostic’ phase – mapping and identifying the leader’s perception of the strategic environment 

in which he operates, as well as his perceptions of the other actors (mostly rivals) with whom he 

interacts. These questions facilitate our understanding as to why the leader makes a particular 

choice – strategically and tactically, and therefore, constitute the cornerstone of any research aims 

at analyzing leaders’ operational code.  

“The words people say are related to the thoughts they have, and the thoughts they have are 

related to the actions they take”.12 

The operational code analysis relies, thus, on the calculation of the research object’s answers to this 

set of questions.13 Its scholarly contribution is embedded in, among others, its ability to ‘overcome’ 

the methodological challenges that shape the field of political psychology and decision-making 

analysis, all aim at learning the leader’s consciousness from a far. Its empirical application is closely 

related to the ‘text as data’ approach, which embeds advanced techniques for analyzing the 

cognitive patterns and trends that shape the thinking and action proclivities of leaders.14 While the 

sources for analysis are variegated, chiefly among them adhere to the Jewish notion, according to 

which “those who bring statements in the words of their creator brings redemption to the world”. 

In line with this logic, the most reliable sources used by operational code scholars are primary 

sources such as leaders’ speeches, interviews, statements, auto-biographies, etc.  

Analyzing these sources is done through a unique methodological approach called Verbs-in-Context, 

through which one can code the ‘answers’ to each and every question listed on George’s set of 

questions by creating indexes that enable evaluating, measuring and quantifying the instrumental 

                                                 
11 George, Alexander L. 1969. The ‘Operational Code’: A Neglected Approach to the Study of Political Leaders 
and Decision-Making. International Studies Quarterly. Vol.13, no.2, p.190-222. 
12 Suedfeld, Peter, Karen Guttieri, and Philip E. Tetlock. 2005. Assessing Integrative Complexity at a Distance: 
Archival Analysis of Thinking and Decision Making. In The Psychological Assessment of Political Leaders, 
edited by Jerrold M. Post. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, p.346. 
13 See methodological appendix 
14 Keller, R. 2012. Doing Discourse Research: An Introduction for Social Scientists. London, New York: Sage; 
Milliken, J. 1999. The Study of Discourse in International Relations: A Critique of Research and Methods. 
European Journal of International Relations 5(2): 225–54; Patterson, M., and Monroe, K. R. 1998. Narrative 
in Political Science. Annual Review of Political Science 1: 315–31. 



 
 
and philosophical beliefs of the selected leader for analysis (throughout time or at a particular point 

in time).15 The coding process leads to the identification of three main pillars of analysis –  

A. The Diagnostic Aspect – focuses on the leader’s perception of ‘the other’ – the strategic-

political world, his partners and rivals – and relies on the coded answers for the set of the 

philosophical questions. The questions that constitute this aspect include the leader’s 

perception of the strategic-political environment (P-1), his perception of realizing his political 

values (P-2), his perception of the political future (pessimism/optimism) (P-3), the way the 

leader’s perceives his ability to control and shape reality (P-4) and the weight he attributes 

to the role of chance/fate in shaping the political reality (p-5). 

B. The Choice Aspect – focuses on the leader’s self-perception and corresponds with the set of 

instrumental questions, which delineates the leader’s approach toward the objectives (the 

strategies he develops) – how cooperative/conflictual he needs/is required to be in the 

strategic environment within which he operates (I-1); the tactics he identifies as essential for 

realizing his objectives (I-2) and the way he perceives the tools he has on hand along with 

the benefit he perceives for applying his power (I-5). 

C. The Shift Aspect – includes the remaining instrumental questions whose goal is to identify 

and map the leader’s orientation towards risks (I-3) and the emphases he puts upon certain 

activities in line with the strategies he develops (I-4a, I-4b). 

As a general rule, scholars point to the fact that the most crucial beliefs in the leader’s operational 

code are the first and the fourth in the philosophical questions and the first in the instrumental set 

of questions – what is the nature of the strategic environment and the ‘other’ (P-1)? What is the 

best strategy for advancing the leader’s objectives (I-1) and who has the control (P-4)? 

The following sections of this paper are devoted to applying the operational code model on Hassan 

Nasrallah, the Secretary General of Lebanon’s Hezbollah. To this end we analyzed Nasrallah’s 983 

speeches and interviews from the day he was elected to August 12th, 2020 (over 70’599 words 

analyzed by VICS).16 All the texts were processed and analyzed using Profiler + software which holds 

                                                 
15 20Young, Michael D. and Mark Schafer. 1998. "Is There A Method in Our Madness? Ways of Assessing 
Cognition in International Relations". Mershon International Studies Review. Vol. 42, No.1, pp.:63-96. The 
analysis itself relies upon ‘breaking’ the texts into sentences and focusing on transitive verbs, which 
constitute an indication for action on behalf of the research object. This coding system is done with 
collaboration of World Event Interaction System – WEIS.  
16 This method prioritizes the amount of words over the amount of texts. Therefore, the texts we chose for 
analysis had to meet the familiar and accepted criteria for the operational code analysis: 1000 words 
minimum in each text and dealing with security and foreign policy issues. We manually coded 20% of the 



 
 
a unique dictionary for analyzing the VICS. 17 our main finding is that while Nasrallah tends to modify 

and adapt its set of instrumental beliefs (especially with regards to the tactics he adopts and dictates 

for his organization), his set of philosophical beliefs remains, largely, intact, demarcated by bold red 

lines which prevent any change from taking place. 

Part B – The ‘Operational Code’ of Hassan Nasrallah  

For the past three decades Hassan Nasrallah navigates Lebanon’s Hezbollah through an era of 

unprecedented change – both in the strategic environment of the Middle East and in the troubled 

waters of the fragile and fragmented Lebanese state -  and he does that with much resilience, 

adaptability and survival skills in front of painful personal losses (the former Secretary General 

Abbas Musawi, his oldest son Haddi and his Military Commander, Imad Mughniyeh), intense 

conflicts with his rivals at home (the March-14th Camp) and upheavals in the Northern arena, within 

which he plays a central role. Throughout his years as the leader of Hezbollah, Nasrallah has 

sustained and cultivated his image as a charismatic, un-challenged leader, who constitutes the 

highest source of authority in the organization (both practically and spiritually).18  

Different psychological profiles that were designed and constructed especially for him depict a 

highly intelligent leader with unique personal skills which manifest themselves in a long-term 

strategic thinking based on a clear logic (cause and effect; eye for eye) and a multi-dimensional 

perception (strategic, political and military). Still, observing Nasrallah’s behavioral proclivities 

throughout the years, and especially in line with key events and developments, one cannot help but 

noticing the inherent tension between his strict values-based consciousness, which is deeply rooted 

in his religious faith, the core principles of Hezbollah as an Islamic resistance movement and his 

being a nationalist, patriotic actor who is deeply entrenched within the Lebanese state. 

His behavioral patterns derive mostly from his rational thinking which is sustained and nurtured by 

learning and adapting from engagement, along with maintaining a centralized leadership with 

regards to the organizational decision-making processes. Nasrallah of 2020 is by no means the 

Nasrallah of 1992, when he was appointed to Hezbollah’s secretary General. Nonetheless, the 

tension between his value meticulousness and ideological commitment and his strategic agility and 

                                                 
texts for validity and reliability tests (accuracy score 0.88 for the human inter-coder reliability test and 0.75 
precision call between the human coder and the ‘machine’). We used Arabic ontologies (dictionaries) for 
analyzing the texts in their original language.  
17 Michael Young, 2001 
18 Matar, Dina. 2015. Hassan Nasrallah: The Cultivation of Image and Language in the Making of a Charismatic 
Leader. Communication, Culture and Critique, vol.8, no.3, p. 433-447. https://doi.org/10.1111/cccr.12089 



 
 
his ability to adapt and adjust himself to changing environments and circumstances constitutes the 

main driver behind his thinking patterns and decision-making. How do these characteristics coexist? 

How do they affect his decision-making processes in core and sensitive issues at stake? What drives 

his actions? The operational code model provides a unique opening to Nasrallah’s inner and 

cognitive world and therefore might assist us in answering such questions and in exemplifying the 

influence of variegated tensions in his environments (inner and external) on his leadership style, his 

actions and perhaps even his future in light of the recent developments in Lebanon.  

This section of the paper delineates the core findings of the operational code analysis we applied to 

Hassan Nasrallah, based on his speeches, interviews and declarations throughout the years. These 

findings shed important light on the philosophical and instrumental elements according to which 

Nasrallah acts toward expanding and deepening his control both within and outside the organization 

of Hezbollah. One of the main findings raises that 2006 constitutes a significant turning point that 

reshaped, in many ways, Nasrallah’s set of instrumental perceptions and made the philosophical 

ones stricter. Before we turn to the empirical application of the code, we map the three main 

contexts within which Nasrallah acts that affect and are effected (in changing depths and volumes) 

by the operational code on which he relies: 

A. The strategic context – the strategic context within which Nasrallah acts (ever since its 

youth during the first Lebanon War and the presence of the IDF in the security zone) is 

filled with conflicts and challenges, as uncertainty constitutes the organizing principle 

according to which he navigates his organization. Chiefly among these conflicts and 

challenges are the second Lebanon War which inflicted severe destruction to Lebanon 

and damage to Nasrallah’s personal (and organizational) image; the power-struggles in 

Lebanon’s political arena (which included, among others, the political assassination of 

Rafik Al-Hariri at 2005; the Cedar Revolution at 2005; violent conflicts against the March 

14th Camp at 2008, ongoing political paralysis; an unprecedented regional upheaval 

(2011) which drew Hezbollah into the Syrian Civil War and challenged its status within 

the Shi’ite community due to heavy losses; the rise of ISIS which swept the Middle East 

and shook Sunnis and Shiites altogether (2014); the Israeli ongoing attacks in Syria, which 

challenges Hezbollah’s interests; the uncovering of Hezbollah’s secret tunnel project 

which constituted one of the pillars in the organization’s plans for the future war with 

Israel (2018); the unprecedented wave of protests in Lebanon that has been shaking the 

country since October 2019 in its calls for a new socio-political order; the assassination 



 
 

of Qassem Soleimani (Nasrallah’s strategic partner and close friend) by the United States 

(2020); the Coronavirus pandemic that has deepened the economic crisis in Lebanon; 

and lastly the explosion at the Beirut port (2020) which reignited the mass protests in 

the country in a more violent fashion and challenged Hezbollah’s status and position 

within the state. 

 

B. The personal context – throughout the years Nasrallah had to cope with painful personal 

losses which shaped, among other things, his role perception as the secretary general of 

Hezbollah. For example: the assassination of his mentor Abbas Musawi has deepened 

and etched Nasrallah’s sense of divine duty  to follow his path and lead the resistance 

toward Israel; the death of his oldest son, Haddi has sharpened Nasrallah determination 

to avoid humiliation or weakness; the second Lebanon War has altered its locus of 

control, as well as his image as the one who knows Israel best. Moreover, that war has 

emphasized the discrepancy between how Nasrallah conceives Israel as restrained and 

rational and its being powerful, aggressive, untrosted and above all – unpredictable. The 

assassination of Imad Mughniyeh, Nasrallah’s right hand and Hezbollah military 

commander (2008) and that of Bader Aldin (2016) have left him alone, with no trusted 

person to consult with, leaving the burden of ensuring the organization’s survival and 

success on his shoulders. Nasrallah’s lifestyle has also changed, profoundly – his public 

appearances have become rare and his loneliness in leading the organization has made 

him even more suspicious and centralized than before, who makes decisions by himself.  

His increasingly expanded control over the organization has rendered considerable load 

and fatigue, which inevitably held potential negative implications on the extent of his 

involvement in all that takes place in the organization’s units and mostly in his decision-

making process.  

 

C. The systemic context – The natural difficulties in the behavior of Nasrallah as Hezbollah’s 

Secretary General who is required to balance between his identities and commitments – 

the Shiite, the Lebanese, the military and the political – were considerably affected by 

Nasrallah’s understanding that the place of Resistance in the organization’s essence, its 

role and place within the northern system, the way in which Israel sees Hezbollah and 

acts upon it, especially with regard to its military empowerment along with Hezbollah’s 

place and role in Lebanon, have brought about Nasrallah to redefine its priorities – his 



 
 

system context has changed, as well as his organization’s. In the Lebanese system 

context, his image as “the defender of Lebanon”, and the state’s stability and prosperity 

are ranked the highest for Nasrallah – before Israel, Syria and Iran. Even at the operative 

system context, which corresponds with the former, Nasrallah has grown to understand 

that it would be wrong for him to put all his weight only on preparing for and engaging 

in military confrontations with Israel. Therefore, Nasrallah understands that he has to 

sustain and strengthen his status within the Lebanese arena as the defender of the entire 

Lebanon, along with ensuring the welfare of its core constituencies – the Shi’ite 

community. Recently, a new challenge has been evolving in the Lebanese system  - the 

unfolding of a new Lebanese nationalism, which demands compromises and adaptations, 

deeper than before.19  

Findings 

A. Religion and Ideology 

Nasrallah sees himself first and foremost as a religious leader, who holds and acts in accordance to 

a strict religio-political worldview which is committed to Islamic base-patterns (unlike a secular 

actor). As an Islamic actor (who is also considered radical), Nasrallah sustains a value-based 

consciousness, which is deeply attached to his religious belief and therefore to the principles of 

Islamic resistance. Nevertheless, while Nasrallah’s worldview relies mostly on religious sources 

according to which he interprets reality and his place within it, his choice to engage himself in 

religious-militant actions and not only religious/spiritual ones reflects a pragmatic aspect of his 

personality that has grown to occupy a central place in his overall considerations and factors that 

guide his actions throughout the years. 

 

Nasrallah’s self-image as a religious figure who acts in line with a religious/ideological consciousness 

is deeply entrenched in his public rhetoric, especially when he is required to base his legitimacy and 

to enhance his perception according to which the actions of Hezbollah, under his leadership, 

constitute the realization of a divine mission. As can be seen from the figure below, Nasrallah relies 

on religion as the primary source of authority and legitimacy for his actions. In line with an argument 

raised earlier in the paper, we can identify a change in the extent of which Nasrallah uses religion 

to frame his messages to his audience – especially after 2000, when Israel withdrew from Lebanon 

                                                 
19 Please refer to article 3.  



 
 
and the credit he took for himself, and even more dramatically at 2006, after the second Lebanon 

War, when Nasrallah needed to rehabilitate and reconstruct his position as Lebanon’s defender – 

and not only the Shiites’ – as part of his attempt to redefine himself as a supra-religious and supra-

sectarian actor.  

 

 

Figure 1. Religious framing in Nasrallah’s rhetoric (% of all selected texts for analysis) 

 

An additional value which is granted with a special emphasis in Nasrallah’s philosophical beliefs  and 

corresponds with his religious-cultural-ideological worldview touches upon the Islamic Revolution. 

From its inception, Hezbollah was designed by Iran to export the Islamic Revolution out of the 

latter’s territorial borders.20 Nasrallah, who has cultivated a close personal relationship with the 

Iranian top leadership, even before he was appointed as Hezbollah’s Secretary General, saw his role 

within the organization as closely linked to exporting the Revolution as a religious mission whose 

objective is to spread and enact Shi’i Islam.21 In this context, one of the main values upon which 

Nasrallah’s worldview is based, drawn from the Shiite Islam but is not mentioned that often in his 

public rhetoric, is “the Islamic nation’s interest” (Maslacha).  

 

“We, the sons of Hezbollah’s nation see ourselves as part of the 

Islamic nation in the world. The divine victory in Iran has brought 

                                                 
20 Farida, Mariam. 2019. Religion and Hezbollah: Political Ideology and Legitimacy. New York: Routledge.  
21 Even at the founding document of Hezbollah, the “Open Letter”, the organization has clearly declared his 
goal to constitute an Islamic state in Lebanon, similar to the Islamic Republic of Iran. See: Mishal, Shaul and 
Ori Goldberg. 2014. Understanding Shiite Leadership: the Art of the Middle Ground in Iran and Lebanon; 
Matar 2015. 
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upon the constitution of the biggest Islamic country in the world, 

which obeys the instructions of one leadership, wise and just 

which combines all qualities. On this base, we, in Lebanon, are 

neither a closed and organized nor a narrow political framework, 

but a nation who is linked to Muslims all around the world in an 

ideological and political linkage which is Islam”.22 

 

This interest demands from Nasrallah to cooperate with those who are referred to as “Takfirs” in 

Lebanon (Sunnis, Christians, Druze) as a means to achieve the support necessary for Hezbollah to 

realize one of its core objectives – the constitution of an Islamic State in Lebanon. In order to 

advance the realization of this value Nasrallah utilizes a dual strategy – cooperative, despite its 

conflictual core. With regards to Lebanon, Nasrallah advances the conceptual framework of ‘state 

within a state’ – as a central means through which he can sustain and cultivate his status and reach 

to the Shiite community, on its various concomitants, which constitute a primary source of 

legitimacy and for ensuring survival. Such strategy relies upon Nasrallah’s constant attempt to 

balance his different identities, while ‘playing’ with the weight he attributes to his Shiite identity 

(and its bond with Iran), his Lebanese and Jihadist identities. After all, as a religious figures, Nasrallah 

cannot link himself, his logics and actions only to his Shiite-ideological framework of reference and 

therefore, he adjusts his rhetoric on the organization’s strategy and actions in line with the specific 

message and audience to whom he aims.  

 

                                                 
22 Zisser, Eyal. 2009. Hezbollah and the Struggle over Lebanon. Military and Strategy, Vol.1, 2. P.23. 



 
 

 

identities Nasrallah’s of weight rhetorical The 2. Figure 

 

Along with Nasrallah’s traditional tendency to define himself and to justify his actions through his 

sectarian-religious identity, which stands as his prime center of gravity and legitimation base, 

Nasrallah aspires to find the optimal balance point between it and its national-Lebanese identity 

(and his Jihadist identity to a lesser extent), and such internal struggle is evident in his public rhetoric 

throughout the years. On figure 2 one can see how Nasrallah preserves the significant weight of his 

Shiite identity (although it depicts a gradual decline from 58% in 1992 when he was appointed to 

35% in July 2020); a gradual increase, yet intense, in the weight he attributes to his Lebanese identity 

(19% in 1992 to 56% to July 2020). Here, again we can see that 2006 constitutes a turning point in 

which Nasrallah turns to emphasize his Lebanese identity more than any other identities, as part of 

his attempt to etch his image as a Lebanese actor – politically, militarily and socially.  

 

B. Nasrallah’s Perception of the Strategic Environment and the Enemy (P-1) 

 

As a radical Islamic actor, religion’s significant weight in the set of Nasrallah’s philosophical beliefs 

leads him to perceive his reality (both political and strategic) as conflictual, hostile, filled with 

struggles and dichotomic, which dictates a perception of the actors with whom he needs to interact 

as either victims or aggressors, weak and strong, winners and losers, etc.  Such perception 

constitutes the deep authoritative source through which Nasrallah interprets and contextualizes the 

strategic environment-both the regional (within which he interacts with Israel, the US and other 

actors) and the Lebanese (within which he struggles with his enemies at home). Figure 3 shows that 

Nasrallah’s Main Identities 
(% of their rhetorical weight) 

Shiite Jihadist Lebanese 



 
 
while Nasrallah’s basic perception relies on the premise according to which this environment is 

hostile and conflictual, he manages to navigate its intensity in line with the context and the issues 

that are at stake. Based on a qualitative analysis of his rhetoric we argue that the contarst between 

his conflictual perception and his cooperative one at the regional and/or Lebanese contexts provides 

a sound indication of his strategic agility (at least rhetorically) which allows him to shift, yet mostly 

in the practical, or instrumental aspect of his leadership, rather than the ideological one. 

 

 

In line with his unique perception about the political-strategic reality within which he acts, along 

with the ideological-religious framework which constitute his source of authority and inspiration, 

Nasrallah sustains a deep hostility to two of his primary threats for him, for his organization and for 

his country – Israel and the United States. In his view, these two entities act in a hierarchy and 

collaboration (along with other Sunni countries that assist them) toward realizing a mutual vision of 

constituting a Western hegemony and taking over the Middle East in line with the US’ economic 

interests and the defense interests of Israel through fragmentation and oppression.23 These images 

of the US and Israel (the ‘Great Satan’ and the ‘Small Satan’ respectively) derive from the 

conspirative line of thinking that characterizes the operational code if Islamic actors, which anchors 

                                                 
23 Al-Manar, Nasrallah’s Speech. 23/10/2015. 

Nasrallah’s Perception of his Strategic Environment 

L
eb

an
on

 
R

eg
io

na
l E

nv
. 

Figure 3. Nasrallah’s Perception of the Political-Strategic Environment (Index P-1) 



 
 
a sense of paranoia, which, in turn, renders a continuous effort to expose hidden linkages and plots 

against them in order to ensure survival.24 

 

Resulting of such fears, Nasrallah’s approach towards his enemies, and mostly toward Israel, is 

uncompromised, hostile, violent and escalating, which requires him to enhance and amplify its 

military construction and empowerment in order to minimize the gap between its organization and 

Israel. Such requirement has sharpened even further after the Second Lebanon War, once 

Nasrallah’s strategic approach focused mainly on monitoring and learning the logics that shape and 

drive Israel’s actions, along with its power-building and recovering his status and image as Lebanon’s 

Defender. In his view, the extent of resources and energy directed at his military empowerment 

reflects his commitment to the value of resistance and advancing the project of Lebanonization 

(both his own and his organization’s).25 

 

 

Figure 4. The Weight of ‘hezbollah as Lebanon’s defender’ in Nasrallah’s Rhetoric 

 

Nasrallah adheres to his unique ideological vision of Israel, which was designed at his formative 

years of leadership and guides him until today – a full commitment for Israel’s destruction. The 

resistance to Israel constitutes a central value – socially, politically and militarily – and therefore, 

renders constant behavioral proclivities, which serves, in his view, the righteousness behind the 

organization’s activities as the primary defender of Lebanon in general, and of the Shiites in 

particular.  

                                                 
24 Shapira, Shimon. 2000. Hezbollah: Between Iran and Lebanon. Tel Aviv: Moshe Dayan Center.  
25 Kashan, Hilal. 2013. Hezbollah’s Plans for Lebanon. Middle East Quarterly, Vol.20, no.2, p.81-86 
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“Israel constitutes an eternal threat to Lebanon…. The role of 

resistance is a national needs, as long as Israel’s threats and its 

aspirations to hold onto our lands and waters will sustain…. We 

must take a defense strategy which combines a mass resistance 

that participates in leading the state to the military which 

safeguards the national security”.26 

 

Overall, Israel represents a negative reference point for Nasrallah and the deep hostility addressed 

at it relies upon a sound Islamic principle through which he constructs and nurtures the lack of 

willingness (and ability) to accept any type of compromise or coexistence with it. Such philosophical 

principle/value (P-1 in the operational code model) is accompanied by a conflictual anti-Israeli 

approach which dictates practices of confrontation and challenging (in changing volumes and 

intensities), whose ultimate goal is to bring about Israel’s destruction. In Nasrallah’s view, Israel 

represents an occupying entity, illegal and one that holds territorial aspirations in the Middle East 

in general and in Lebanon in particular.27  

 

 “As for Israel, it will remain in our minds and plans an illegal 

entity, illegitimate, temporary and cancerous that we never 

recognize. Therefore, we should join other factors who resist 

and object any normalization with it, as the struggle against 

normalization is what will fail the evolution of Israel into a 

regional power”.28 

 

Nasrallah deeply fears an Israeli military actions taken against his organization (and himself), which 

might posit him in a state of weakness and humiliation. As a central line of his personality, which 

relies upon religious and cultural (Shiite) principles and his past experiences, Nasrallah attributes a 

                                                 
26  The Political Document (Manifesto) of Hezbollah, November 30th, 2009. See: 
http://sns.sy/sns/?path=news/read/7187. 
27 Nasrallah’s paranoia and sense of persecution,  which is deeply rooted in Nasrallah’s consciousness, further 
amplifies this image. This way, Nasrallah feels almost obligated to constantly monitor Israel’ actions, 
empower militarily prepare for Israel’s plots and conspiracies. In line with such conception, Nasrallah keeps 
emphasizing throughout the years the military, technological and intelligence superiority of Israel. 
28 Al Ahram. Nasrallah’s Statements. Cairo, 16 February 2000 



 
 
considerable weight to cognitive factors as honor in his decision-making processes. At 2000, when 

the IDF withdrew from Lebanon, Nasrallah was filled with self-satisfaction and achievement, a 

feeling that have moderated his need to engage in actions and activities that would prevent 

humiliation from unfolding. The Second Lebanon War of 2007, on the other hand, has damaged his 

self-confidence and has enhanced his preventive actions and discourse from the potential 

reoccurring of such humiliating events.29  

 

Figure 5. Honor and Humiliation as Guiding Principles in Nasrallah’s Rhetoric 

 

Nasrallah’s designs his strategy as he is guided by his clear value-based consciousness. The main 

objective to which his strategy is aimed (which is mostly conflictual – both in the internal and the 

external arena), index I-1, in the operational code model is to make sure the organization is focused 

on specific practices that will maximize its prospects of success in realizing its goals throughout time. 

Nasrallah recognizes that in a world where the pace of change to which organizations and state 

actors need to adjust and adapt themselves is increasingly growing; therefore, an appropriate and 

stable strategy needs to be updated and adapted to the changing reality. Hence, Nasrallah keeps 

‘inventing’ himself and his organizations in line with the unfolding reality as he experiences it. In line 

with this logic, Nasrallah sustains conflictual perceptions and strategies, while keeping a window for 

cooperative actions if they are perceived as advancing his objectives without challenging the set of 

his philosophical beliefs – which are demarcated by red lines. Consequently, one cannot help but 

noticing that Nasrallah’s strategic agility is not deterministic, but selective in its essence, deeply 

                                                 
29 Such pattern relies on the profound importance Nasrallah attributes to his personal image; an image he 
aspires and acts for its cultivation and nurturing.  
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embedded in his philosophical sources of authorities, and especially in how he perceives his locus 

of control and influence over historical developments.  

 

C. Nasrallah’s Locus of Control (P-4) 

 

In his cognitive world, Nasrallah’s self-image is attributed with considerable importance and 

centrality. Nasrallah perceives himself as a strong leader who is able to make strategic changes 

through which he can shape reality and control historical developments (see Figure 6). 30  The 

findings of Nasrallah’s locus of control (P-4 at the operational model) indicate an overall internal 

control mechanism which relies on his perception of himself as controlling his environment without 

any need for external support or confirmation for decision-making.31 Deriving from his locus of 

control Nasrallah avoids leaving reality for change and coincidence (score 0.812 in Index P-5 at the 

operational code model – an especially high score) as far as developments and unfolding events are 

concerned.  

 

 

Figure 6. Nasrallah’s Locus of control (Index P-4, Operational Code) 

 

Figure 6 emphasizes, once again, how the Second Lebanon War constitutes a significant turning 

point for Nasrallah as we can see a dramatic decline in his locus of control and his ability to shape 

                                                 
30 There are several unique points in time – as illustrated in Figure 6 – the death of Nasrallah’s son, the Second 
Lebanon War and October 2019 Protests – where Nasrallah’s locus of control decreased considerably, but it 
did not take long for them to regain his sense of control.  
31 See Farida, 2019. 

Nasrallah’s Locus of Control 

Haddi’s death 

2006 
War 

ISIS and the Syrian 
Civil War 



 
 
reality. And still, this should come as no surprise. The Second Lebanon War has exposed Nasrallah 

to profound gaps between reality and the way he interpreted and evaluated it. The success of the 

kidnapping event at 2000 and Israel’s ‘weak’ reaction has reinforced his self-image as an expert for 

Israeli strategies and predict its future actions. Yet, relying upon Israel’s patterns of past actions, 

Nasrallah decided to initiate an offensive action against Israel, only this time, he was wrong in 

assessing the situation and even publicly admitted it.  

 

“We have not evaluated, not even in one percent, that the 

kidnapping action would bring about a war at such an extent, as 

such war has never happened in the history of wars. Had we 

known that such action would lead to this action, we would have 

never done it”.32 

 

And still, despite variegated challenges throughout the years and his many encounters with Israel, 

Nasrallah’s locus of control has remained relatively steady (supported by the unique patience that 

characterizes the worldview of Islamic leaders), and the extent of optimism toward the future 

corresponds with the events that shape the reality within which he acts (its intensity varies in line 

with the way he interprets reality). For example, in Figure 7, which presents the findings of Index P-

2 in Nasrallah’s operational code, we can see that with the IDF’s retreat from Lebanon, Nasrallah 

was at his peak and 2006 represents an important turning point in his worldview as his optimism 

toward his ability to realize his goals and values has been gradually declining.  

 

The score we received in the analysis of this index, in August 2020, manifests a decrease in 

Nasrallah’s optimism as a result of the major difficulties and stress within which he and his 

organizations are acting, especially with regard to Lebanon (the wave of protests, the harsh criticism 

aimed at him and his organization, the resignation of the government, the explosion in Beirut port, 

the repeated failures in launching an offensive action against Israel and more). It is important to 

stress that while Nasrallah does not express himself explicitly about the decline of his optimism, 

analyzing the latent content in his public rhetoric enables us to identify the significant decline in it 

(even if it is only temporary). 

 

                                                 
32 NTV, an interview with Hassan Nasrallah, 27.8.2006. 



 
 

 

Figure 7. Nasrallah’s Optimism toward the Future (Index P-2) 

 

The shift in Nasrallah’s sense of optimism toward the future finds an additional expression/evidence 

in index I-2 of the operational code model (score 0.712 at a scale of +1/-1). This index represents, 

mostly in analyzing radical Islamic actors, strategic agility and the ability to construct sets of 

adaptation and change. One of the main expressions for that in the literature, especially when 

dealing with hybrid violent actors, is the constitutive interaction between revolutionary and 

pragmatism. In the unique case of Nasrallah, despite his sound perception of his environment as 

conflictual and hostile – both within and outside of Lebanon- his strategic agility permits him to 

demonstrate pragmatism in line with the conditions and circumstances that require it, to constitute 

dialogues (even if only temporary) with rivals for political and military maneuvering, and still, it does 

not bring about a dialogue whose purpose is to foster coexistence between him and others. 

Nasrallah is required to balance between his different identities in order to maximize its power and 

position within Lebanon.  
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Figure 8. Index I-5 – Pragmatism and Revolution for Realizing Goals and values 

 

D. Orientation toward Risks 

 

The relatively high score of the ‘shift’ index in Nasrallah’s operational code constitutes a main pillar 

in his overall orientation and approach toward risk taking – both in the state and the regional 

context. As previously mentioned, Nasrallah is a rational actor who makes his decisions through  

calculated risk-taking of costs and benefits. With the political institutionalization of Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, Nasrallah has devoted much of his efforts to increase the organization’s involvement in 

many civil issue areas in Lebanon (education, religion, culture, medical, economy and more – as part 

of the cooperative approach he chose to advance in Lebanon.33  The variation in the strategic 

approaches Nasrallah advances in the different arenas/realms (the external one against Israel and 

the internal one in his struggle against his enemies from home) reflects his agility and the strength 

of the shift factor (I-3, I-4) in his operational code.  

                                                 
33 This is in a stark contrast to the conflictual approach Nasrallah constantly adopts and advances in the 
external environment (yet, still with some relation to the inner one) for realizing his objectives.  

Nasrallah’s Approach to Realizing his Values and Goals 

Pragmatism Revolutionary 



 
 

 

 Figure 9. Nasrallah’s Approach towards Risks (Index I-3). 

 

As can be inferred from Figure 9, as far as his inclination toward risks in his decision-making process, 

Nasrallah’s operational code permits him to be ‘in-between’ – between the openness to risk taking 

and the tendency to avoid them. All, of course, depends on the context. Hence, as Nasrallah is going 

through a natural growing process within which he aspires and acts to take greater responsibility as 

he is aware of the pressures and challenges with which he deals, which in turn decreases the extent 

of pro-activity and risks, especially with regards to Israel. The findings also show that in current 

times, and in contrast to the past, taking risks represents an essential need/interest for him, 

especially when finds himself pushed to the corner – at the resistance axis (in Syria) in line with 

Israel’s actions, and at Lebanon, in line with the changing socio-political dynamics that drive and 

shape its fragmented society and fragile political system.  

 

In this context, we cannot help but noticing the year of 2006 as a turning point in Nasrallah’s 

leadership. Since his appointment to Secretary General of Hezbollah, Nasrallah has sustained (and 

even enhanced) his willingness to take risks – especially when it comes to actions related with 

Resistance – on its concomitant values and practices. Such willingness has reached its peak in 2006, 

when he decided to launch a kidnap operation against IDF soldiers. Such peak manifested a 

convergence in Nasrallah’s perception of his ability to control reality (as he perceived himself as 

being able to predict Israel’s actions in retaliation for his own), his perception of the strategic 

environment as conflictual and lastly, the centrality of his jihadist-Shiite identity as action-driven.  

 

Nasrallah’s Approach towards Risks 



 
 
In general, Nasrallah’s initiatives, which are involved with significant risks for his organization and 

himself, take place only in cases when they are perceived as necessary for sustaining his core 

interests. Right after the 2006 war, we can see a sharp decline in Nasrallah’s inclination for risks and 

a gradual increase in sustaining a pragmatic balance of opportunities and risks in the Israeli context, 

but mostly in the Lebanese one – which is ranked top at Nasrallah’s priorities. Therefore, even when 

he constitutes a core factor in Lebanon’s political system, Nasrallah favors a weak (but stable) state, 

which allows him to control the state and its society, from behind, and not take governmental 

responsibility, which might limit his freedom of action. In the broader resistance context, the actors’ 

expectations for proactivity on his part as a leading strategist in the system (especially after the 

assassination of Soleimani) constitutes a forceable reality and not a one by choice, which potentially 

jeopardizes his Lebanonization project. In the meanwhile, Nasrallah aims at maintaining the rules of 

the game with Israel in a way that will not escalate and bring about war to his already weak and 

fragile state and society.  

 

Summary 

 

In the past three decades, ever since he was appointed the Secretary General of Hezbollah, 

Nasrallah represents a charismatic and un-challenged leader, which constitutes the primary source 

of authority in the organization; this, in addition to his being an honored religious and spiritual figure 

in the eyes of much of his supporters (and opponents). Nasrallah holds high personal skills and 

unique intelligence which enable long-term, rational strategic thinking, which is mostly pragmatic 

and agile. Analyzing his operational code through his public rhetoric (speeches, interview, etc.) 

provides us with an important means through which we can learn his inner, cognitive world and 

better our understanding of the mechanisms through which Nasrallah cultivates his control and 

position in Lebanon, against Israel and in the Axis arena and keeps changing and reinventing himself.  

 

Nasrallah’s perception of reality and the way it affects his will and ability to act has changed 

throughout the years in line with several constitutive events and developments in his life – both 

personally and organizationally. His strategic agility constitutes the primary tool through which he 

adjust his/his organization’s practices to the reality within which he acts and with which he interacts. 

The main finding deriving from our analysis is Nasrallah’s increasing pragmatism, as he become 

more and more engaged with the Lebanese state (and society): 

 



 
 

A. Lebanon – Nasrallah is the main leader of Hezbollah’s political institutionalization and its 

assimilation into the state’s mechanisms and institutions. His controversial decision in 1992 

to take part at the elections for the Lebanese Parliament have raised fierce emotions at 

Hezbollah’s leadership, which also included challenging and questioning the legitimacy of 

such action taken by a young and inexperienced leader as Nasrallah (arguments raised 

mostly by Al-Tfeili). Years later Nasrallah had to explain the tension created between the 

vision of the Islamic Revolution which stands at the base of Hezbollah (as indicated in the 

open letter of 1985) and the fact that the organizational institutionalization manifests its 

acceptance with the Lebanese political system (despite the realization that its structure and 

essence contradicts the values of Islam).34 Nasrallah’s choice to place his focus on Lebanon, 

does not necessarily indicate a challenge/fracture in his philosophical set of values and 

principles to constitute an Islamic State in Lebanon, in the future. Still, it does indicate his 

strategic dualism – conceptual and practical as part of the process he undergoes 

contemplating upon his/his organization’s future in Lebanon and in the region. In recent 

years Nasrallah takes considerable efforts in positioning himself as Lebanon’s Defender (not 

only the Shiite’s one) and as the responsible leader who sees the best interest of Lebanon in 

front of him.  

 

B. Israel – Nasrallah’s relgio-ideological vision has been, and remain until today, the destruction 

of Israel. Still, since the Israeli retreat from Israel in 2000 and more so since 2006 and the 

Second Lebanon’s War – when he acknowledged the deep discrepancy between his 

perception of reality and the severe damage inflicted upon Lebanon and its infrastructures, 

Nasrallah has been carefully calculating its steps and actions toward Israel. Beyond that, in 

recent years, resulting from the evolution that characterizes Nasrallah’s operational code, it 

is evident that he avoids taking risks or launching new initiatives against its traditional rival 

and remains very cautious – as he acts only if he feels that he is pushed to the corner, or is 

criticized by members of his organization. In the absence of clear rules of games, Nasrallah 

avoids a direct response/action toward Israel. 

 

                                                 
34 According to the principle of ‘dar-al-Islam’, as the existence of the state of Israel is illegitimate, so is the 
existence of an independent Lebanese state, whose leaders are not Muslims, as ‘Takfirs’ cannot rule part of 
this principle.  



 
 

C. The Region – Hezbollah’s regional involvement, especially in the Syrian Civil War, constitutes 

one of the primary shaping factors in recent years. Nasrallah’s decision to deepen his 

organization’s involvement in Syria has unfolded gradually, as he often admitted that that 

was forced on him and followed considerable contemplations and questions. As for staying 

in Syria at “the day after the war”, Nasrallah remains cautious and restrained – an approach 

that stood in sharp contrast to Soleimani’s.  

 

D. The Organization – In recent years Nasrallah faces considerable difficulties in advancing 

processes of deep learning and change as part of the organizational adjustment and 

adaptation to the changing reality. The organizational culture constitutes a major barrier for 

Nasrallah – which is required to enable ‘steam release’ and bottom-up initiatives of the 

younger members in the organization as he aims at balancing the inherent conservativeness 

of the older members which is directed toward initiatives or calls for deep and long-term 

adaptation, the organizational logics and patterns of actions.35  

 

In line with what may be seen as a gap between Nasrallah’s set of philosophical beliefs and 

conceptions and his set of instrumental ones, we can point at two possible (competing) 

explanations. On the one hand, Nasrallah’s operational code and its translation into practices 

express a sober interpretation of his ideological vision (and mission) due to changing conditions and 

circumstances. In line with this logic, out of a long term perception and a different time-conception, 

the organizational policy enables him to fulfill his vision slowly and gradually without causing any 

systemic shocks. In this case, it is only logical that Nasrallah’s strategic logic assumes that 

Hezbollah’s integration within the Lebanese political system and his military empowerment bring 

the organization closer to fulfilling its long-term vision. 

 

On the other hand, it may be that Nasrallah is deeply embarrassed as he faces the sharpening gaps 

between his philosophical and instrumental perceptions , especially with regard to his ability to 

realize the ideological vision of the organization. Such embarrassment is reinforced in the past 

months, with the outbreak of mass protests in Lebanon, wherein loud calls against Hezbollah and 

its weapon are being heard. According to this explanation, Nasrallah has grown to acknowledge his 

inability to realize his long-term vision and changed his instrumental approach to one that relies 

                                                 
35 See article number 2, “Hezbollah’s Strategic agility”. 



 
 
upon a defensive-reactionary logic and not on proactivity and long-term planning. This explanation 

is applicable to both the domestic and the regional realms of Hezbollah’s  actions.  

 

The analysis presented in this article depicts, more than anything, how Nasrallah’s set of 

instrumental perceptions has changed and adapted throughout the years. Such changes constitute 

a derivative of the constitutive experiences that Nasrallah’s has underwent throughout the years, 

alongside different important developments and events that took place in his political and strategic 

environments during the past three decades. Nasrallah has become more cooperative in the 

domestic realm (despite his perception of it as conflictual and hostile), less proactive an more agile 

– as one who seeks to avoid risks that may jeopardize his narrative and image cultivation as 

Lebanon’s Defender and not as one who seeks to take control over the country. In the context of 

his ongoing confrontation with Israel, Nasrallah remains mostly reactionary and acts as one who 

wishes to distance himself from any event or action that may cast shadow on his efforts so far.  

 

In simpler words, the most significant change in Nasrallah’s operational code relates to his risk-

orientation (significant decrease). Nasrallah has grown to realize that the reality that has been 

unfolding in front of him in recent years requires a change in his priorities and in adjusting his 

operational code to the changing reality. Today, at the top of his priority stands Lebanon – before 

Israel, Syria and/or Iran. Such a conceptual change inevitably renders changes to the organization’s 

practices. Therefore, even though resisting Israel still constitutes a central value in his worldview, 

preserving his status in Lebanon stands at the core of Nasrallah’s interests and practices.  

 

The recent years, and especially since 2006, were very difficult and challenging for Nasrallah. His 

behavior during these years – both domestically and regionally – raises broader and deeper 

questions about his leadership and his ability to confront current (or new) challenges. Nasrallah has 

started his leadership when he was determined to lead the resistance toward Israel in a religious 

zealous. The strategic logic that guided his role as Hezbollah’s leader in the first years was offensive. 

In line with the changing reality, and especially in line with the severe damage that the organization 

and Lebanon has suffered at the War, Nasrallah has been pushed to a reactionary policy, has 

experienced profound difficulties in construction a systemic answer to the challenges he faces in 

different arenas and realms.  

 



 
 
And still, as far as Nasrallah’s set of ideological beliefs is concerned (threat perception, religion’s 

centrality, perception of strategic environment), it is evident that such set continues to be marked 

by red lines, unchanged and almost untouchable. Nasrallah’s strategic agility allows for their blurring 

(at best) but not their re-writing. So when will Nasrallah allow himself to take risks? In general, he is 

a rational, cautious and calculated leader who ‘does his best’ to avoid any escalation. Even at times 

when Nasrallah’s reaction was emotional or aggressive, he did not react impulsively, but followed a 

rational decision (one of the most pertinent examples is his actions and reactions after learning of 

his son, Haddi’s, death). This does not mean that Nasrallah had not taken chances and risks 

throughout the years. Only that the trend has changed. In the past months, and especially the past 

weeks, Nasrallah stands, once again, in front of a reality that is filled with uncertainty, changes, 

tension and volatility – strategically, operatively, socially and politically.36  

 

Nasrallah stands at a unique point in time, in which how he perceives his locus of control on the 

unfolding reality and its direction stands to the test – will he act to preserve a conflictual reality, 

hostile and filled with tension within which he will still advocate and advance the resistance toward 

Israel and take the risks of escalation and even a third war with it? Or whether he will choose to 

take part in shaping a cooperative reality within which he assumes a greater governing role and 

responsibility, etching himself deeper into the Lebanese roots, adopts and embraces the new 

Lebanonization as the defender of all of Lebanon – even at the cost of compromising, and perhaps 

even changing, the set of his philosophical beliefs -  with Israel at the top.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
36 See article 3.  
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Hezbollah’s Strategic Agility –  

An Essential Component in an Era of Change 

 

It is not the strongest or the most intelligent ones who survive, but rather those who best react 

to change” (Charles Darwin) 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Over the past three decades, Hezbollah has undergone an unprecedented perceptual and systemic 

transformation in terms a terrorist organization, through which it managed to build and sustain his 

position as one of the most influential actors in the Middle East and one of the most challenging 

ones for Israel. From a small, revolutionary, militia, which acts to undermine the Lebanese stability, 

Hezbollah has become a terror-military who holds tens thousands of fighters and sophisticated 

weapons, and the entity who controls – de-facto- the Lebanese state and society – in addition to 

constituting a leading actor at the northern arena. Such transformation did not happen in void. The 

rapid and dramatic pace of change in the Middle East’s strategic environment has made the set of 

Hezbollah’s identities, his responsibilities, aspirations and interests far more complicated and 

complexed and required a continuous net-assessment in a way that renders strategic agility which 

enables and promotes evolution and learning.  

 

This article aims at identifying, mapping and analyzing the main drivers and characteristics of 

Hezbollah’s strategic agility mechanism, which, in our view, constitutes the guiding principle for the 

organization as a learning and adaptive system. To this end, the paper is divided into two sections:  

the first introduces the theoretical framework which delineates strategic agility as an analytical and 

conceptual framework for studying the behavior of violent-hybrid actors, as Hezbollah. The second 

part of the paper applies this framework on Hezbollah while focusing on several core questions – 

what are the main drivers of strategic agility in Hezbollah? What obstructs is evolution, or in other 

words, what are the red lines of such mechanism? How can this mechanism help the organization 

in coping with crises, challenges and opportunities which it encounters? The working premise is that 

understanding the spheres of strategic agility in Hezbollah enables us with deepen our knowledge 

of the organizational dynamic, which preconditions its patterns of behavior.  

 



 
 
Part A – What is Strategic Agility?  
 
The strategic environment in the Middle East, as in the rest of the world, is going through rapid and 

dramatic changes which are gradually becoming a constant, or a permanent, condition which raises 

new challenges and opportunities along increasing complexities. In line with such reality, actors are 

required to act in light of such changes in order to maximize certainty in the operative, tactic and 

strategic spheres of actions and influence in order to ensure relevance and survive.37 This requires 

an effective mechanism of strategic agility (for both state and non-state actors), which allows for 

developing unique designs  through which they can  adjust and adapt to change.   

 

Organizations’ strategic agility is defined in the literature as “an actor’s ability to adapt itself, or his 

actions, to changing circumstances in a pace that corresponds with the pace of change in order to 

survive”.38 Such ability requires a deep understanding of the environment and the changes that take 

shape within it as early as possible. In many ways, then, the purpose of strategic agility is to enable 

change and adaptation- an essence which further amplifies in front of systemic shocks (major crises 

events, often unpredictable in their nature), which confront traditional conceptions and perceptions 

with patterns of change in reality and render a redefinition of actors’ strategies and priorities.39 

 

In this context, we find it imperative to emphasize that strategic agility (on all its concomitant 

implications) does not necessarily lead to change. This argument relies upon the fact that 

organizations’ mechanism of strategic agility functions more effectively at the organizations’ 

practical spheres of actions and less at the ideational ones (which are often perceived as closed for 

change).40 such complexity has led many scholars to argue that actors express strategic agility only 

when the changes they experience in their immediate environment touch upon their core 

interests.41 

 

                                                 
37 Rosenau, James. 1981. The Study of Political Adaptation. New York: Nichols Publishing.  
38  Brauch H. G. 2003. Coping with Environmental Change, Disasters and Security: Threats, Challenges, 
Vulnerabilities and Risks. New York: Springer. 
39 Frost, P. J., and Egri C. P. (1991) The Political-Process of Innovation. Research in Organizational Behavior 
13, 229-295. 
40  Child, J. 1972. Organizational structure, environment and performance: The role of strategic choice. 
Sociology 6, 1-22. 
41 Ibid. 



 
 
In general, scholars identify three types of drivers for strategic agility:42   

A. Externally-driven agility-  the main driver for strategic agility (through adaptation and 

learning) is the unfolding of an external pressure (for the actor and/or his environment). For 

example: political, technological, social and economic processes and changes at the strategic 

environment of the actor. Alongside these external processes, actors can be required to 

express strategic agility due to external factors with whom they have close relations.43 The 

actor’s ability to resist/deal with the mechanisms that he needs to employ and its red lines 

is heavily influenced by the external actor.  

B. Internally-driven agility – a strategic agility driven from intra-organizational 

expectations/pressures, which ask to change/update an actor’s perceptions, positions and 

behavior. Such pressures and expectation can derive from the leader’s perception of the 

need in adapting the organization to the changes in the different realms and spheres of 

action, as part of his aspiration to leave a certain legacy ‘after him’, or simply as part of his 

reaction to pressures that are placed on him personally. Internally-driven agility can find 

expressions in developing perceptions, doctrines and novel war practices, which emanate 

from an intra-organizational process, led by visionary leaders and commanders who act for 

establishing ‘rules’ that would better the overall functioning of the organization. Often times, 

the organization’s strategic agility will be instigated as a bottom-up process by the junior 

command, which asks to realize self-defined visions and objectives, or responding to 

criticism that rises around certain problems or complexities they identify, which demand 

learning and adaptation from the organization.  

 

C. Mixed agility -  Such agility emanates from a dynamic process of mutual constitution 

between external and internal drivers (both constructive and obstructive) for adaptation. 

This way, the strategic agility mechanism is acting similarly to a wavelet created by throwing 

a stone to a pool. Hence, strategic agility in one area, or sphere of influence/activity, can 

project and instigate agility in additional ones. 

                                                 
42  Farely, L. 1981. Change Processes in International Organizations. Cambridge: Schenkman Publishing; 
Farjoun, M. 2010. Beyond Dualism: Stability and Change as a Duality. Academy of Management Review 
35(2):205–225; Hannan, M. T., and Freeman J. 1984. Structural Inertia and Organizational Change. American 
Sociological Review 49, 149-164. 
43 In the specific case of hybrid violent actors, drivers of strategic agility are expectations and pressures from 
the sponsor-state, or government’s institutions. If the actor is integrated into the state’s mechanisms and 
institutions, the civil population is also a target. 



 
 

  

Still, many researchers argue that the strongest accelerator for strategic agility in political and 

military actors is crisis, which ensures that the change that would follow it would be well 

implemented in the organization’s mechanisms of learning and adaptation.  In other words, distress, 

failure, or a crisis which threatens (or challenges) the survival of an actor constitute the most 

powerful accelerators for agility, adaptation and even change.44  And yet, we cannot treat the 

strategic agility dynamics as a linear process. In any evolutionary process, one can find forces that 

support agility and innovation, but also ones who resist them as they aim to maintain stability and 

continuity (conceptual and practical as one).45 The mechanism of agility and learning of political 

actors function best when there is a mixed activity of enhancing the accelerators and weakening the 

obstructing forces for adaptation. Ignoring the rapid changes that characterize the changing 

strategic environment and the absence of willingness to construct a mixed activity in a short notice, 

are disastrous for every actor.  

 

Among the main obstructive factors for strategic agility we can find:  

 

A. Inherent Conservatism – one of the most common premises in the literature on military 

actors argues that a military organization is inherently conservative and change-resistant, 

especially with regard to changing his doctrine and operative perceptions. Undergirding this 

premise is the assumption according to which the internal resistance to change emanates, 

mostly, from a natural organizational mechanism, which does not support processes of 

change and innovation, mostly due to fearing for stability. Hence, often we can find actors 

adhering to existing norms and practices. In line with all of these is that when voices calling 

for agility will rise – whether through adaptation or change – practical or conceptual – the 

forces resisting it will increase.46 

 

B. Selective Agility – the working assumption is that much like an institutionalized military 

organization, a violent hybrid actor can be strategically agile on certain areas (especially in 

                                                 
44 Rosenau, 1981. 
45 Farely, L. 1981. Change Processes in International Organizations. Cambridge: Schenkman Publishing. 
46 Hannan, M. T., and Freeman J. 1984. Structural Inertia and Organizational Change. American Sociological 
Review 49, 149-164; Farjoun, M. 2010. Beyond Dualism: Stability and Change as a Duality. Academy of 
Management Review 35(2):205–225. 



 
 

all that involves developing and employing new technologies), while sustaining 

conservativeness in others (vision, doctrine). Due to the selective nature of agility, even 

when the actor is under constant pressures for change and adaptation, internal 

characteristics (such as organizational culture or the leader him/herself) might encourage 

agility and adaptation in certain fields of interests and block such trends in others (often 

happens when the pressures for change clash with the ‘mental’ models of the chief 

leadership in the organization).47 

 

C. Limited Agility – dependency in external sources of support (especially from sponsor-states) 

might limit the actor’s extent of strategic agility in different aspects. Damaging the actor’s 

ability to rely on these sources might cause significant damage in a way that will make it 

difficult for him to exist independently (at least in the short-term). Moreover, such 

dependency can render additional meanings and even more substantial for the actor – not 

only in material aspects but also in ideational/conceptual ones. For example, a sponsor state 

which controls an organization’s budget and overall finance can pressure for specific 

actions/directives and thereby prevent, or considerably limit, his independence in decision-

making processes.48  

 

An actor’s patterns of behavior emanate from the interaction between the accelerating and 

obstructing factors of strategic agility, which, in its turn, shape the type and depth of the adaptation 

he/she will choose to adopt in order to manage the changing environment:  

 

A. First-Level Adaptation – the actor’s strategic agility enables learning and adaptation within 

his/her accepted values, norms and interests and constitutes no novelty, or breakthrough, 

as learning and adaptation are taking shape within a given framework that does not change 

in itself. In such type of agility, the extent (and depth) of learning and adaptation tends to 

be relatively limited/narrow and therefore, does not raise any special attention or resistance 

as they project stability and continuity between the past and the present and therefore, 

enhance the actor’s identity and essence.49  

                                                 
47 Farjoun, M., 2010 
48  Child, 1972; Cox, R., and Jacobson H. 1974. Anatomy of Influence: Decision Making in International 
Organization. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
49 Pettigrew, A. M. 1973. The Politics of Organizational Decision Making. London: Tavistock. 



 
 

 

B. Second-Level Adaptation – the actor’s strategic agility allows for learning and adaptation 

which touch upon the core, the foundations and the actor’s paradigm and drive reshaping 

of the conception, structure, assumptions, premises, values, objectives or the actor’s general 

direction. In many ways, then, such agility constitutes a breakthrough and might 

fundamentally change the system itself, and not only the rules within it. Many scholars 

describe the expression of such agility as a penetration into the organization’s genetic code 

which affects not only the actor’s present, but also future generations.  

 

Part B – Strategic Agility in Hezbollah 
 
A lot has been written about Lebanese Hezbollah – from its religious, ideological and political 

aspects and foundations to different aspects of its terrorist activity. And still, it is quite difficult 

defining the organization in univalent terms – Hezbollah is a political party; it is a social movement 

which provides variegated health and social services; it is a terror organization which acts in Lebanon 

and throughout the world; it is a military - organized, sophisticated and efficient; and above all, it is 

Israel’s most meaningful strategic rival. Its range of identities testifies, perhaps more than anything 

else, on the evolution that the organization has passed through in the past three decades. 

Moreover, its identity complex constitutes a prime shaper for its patterns of actions, change, 

adaptation and adjustment that it has developed and employed throughout the years, as it aims to 

balance between Nasrallah’s set of beliefs and perceptions (philosophical and ideological) and the 

needs emanating from the changing strategic context in which the organization operates. Such 

efforts allow for two possible sketches for the organization’s mechanism of strategic agility: 

 

a. Agility emanating from challenges and Crises 

 

Hezbollah’s ability to deal with challenges and crises constitutes an important organizational 

strength. Evidently, numerous are the cases when Hezbollah managed to both identify and analyze 

opportunities within complex crises realities and rise stronger – at least in some aspects. Chiefly 

among the existing examples for the application, or utilization, of the strategic agility mechanism 

one can find the death of Hezbollah’s first Secretary General – Abbas Musawi (1992); the end of the 

Civil War in Lebanon at the late 1980s and the entrance into the Lebanese politics (1992); the retreat 

of IDF from Southern Lebanon (2000) and the adaptation of the doctrine of resistance to the new 



 
 
reality; the retreat of Syria from Lebanon (2005); The Second Lebanon War (2006) and UN decision 

1701; the ongoing struggles with the March 14th Camp in Lebanon; the Arab Spring; the rise of the 

Islamic State and the Syrian Civil War; and in recent years, Israel’s actions in Syria, the wave of mass-

protests in Lebanon since October 2019 (which calls for the constitution of a new socio-political 

order in the country); political paralysis ; and finally the Coronavirus along with a severe economic 

crises.  

 

b. Agility Emanating from future assessment 

In general, Hezbollah’s behavior throughout the years shows that the organization undergoes a 

profound continuous learning process, as part of the evolutionary process of institutionalization and 

maturity, throughout which it develops and holds skills of adaptation to the rapidly changing 

environment (especially with regards to the dynamics that shape and influence processes of 

decision-making in the organization). And still, as a learning system, Hezbollah recognizes the limits 

of his ability to predict the future and advance long-term processes of change, in particular with 

respect to the organizational practices. Therefore, it tends to examine itself and act within the 

conceptual and operational framework of “what if”. A particular example for that can be seen in the 

way the organization has dealt with the Second Lebanon War. Immediately after Nasrallah has 

recognized his failure to ‘read’ Israel and assess precisely its reaction to the kidnapping action at 

2006, the organization has illustrated an impressive ability to adjust itself to the new and changed 

reality (fighting through long periods of time; employing variegated weapons and methods of 

fighting and also – rehabilitate its status within the Lebanese arena).50 

 

The strategic context that has changed dramatically in recent decades, has posited Hezbollah in 

different and important crossroads, where it was expected to respond in agility and relatively fast 

to the risks and opportunities it had faced, without losing its strategic focus. Such expectation has 

sharpened the existing tension that characterizes the behavioral patterns of the organization: on 

the one hand, an agility that enables adaptation, learning and even change in different realms, and 

on the other hand, sound and bounded ideological commitment that does not necessarily 

                                                 
50 Khatib, Lina, Dina Matar and Atef Alshaer. 2014. The Hezbollah Phenomenon: Politics and Communication. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 



 
 
correspond with the set of expectations and pressures addressed at the organization by its 

environment.51 

 

Hezbollah’s transformation further emphasizes its continuous need to manage itself in two 

contradicting vectors: on the one hand, its ideological commitment to Iran and to the religious and 

sectarian foundations on the base of which the organization was formed; and on the other hand, 

the organization’s increasing desire to place most of its attention and focus upon Lebanon, through 

politics and economics, along its aspiration to win the hearts and minds of the fragmented Lebanese 

society. Such organizational management has dictated a two-step process for the organization to 

follow: first, the evolution of Hezbollah from a terrorist organization to a terrorist military which 

empowers significantly with the assistance and support of Iran (and Syria) for enhancing its offensive 

abilities and developing mechanisms of learning, adaptation and re-organization of the 

organizational structure; and second, its transformation from an organization which acts for 

destabilizing Lebanon to a patriotic Lebanese which constitutes a core factor in the socio-political-

economic order in Lebanon. 52  This process indicates, in our view, how the strategic agility 

mechanism in Hezbollah is shaped mostly by the external environment (externally-driven agility) in 

a way that renders mostly, if not only, a second-level adaptation.  

 

In line with such potential sketches, in many ways, Hezbollah’s strategic agility ‘kicks in’ in 

circumstances that are perceived by it as threatening/challenging its core interests and clashing with 

Nasrallah’s set of instrumental (and in some cases even the ideological) beliefs and perceptions. 

Hence, we can model the unfolding and employment of Hezbollah’s strategic agility as emanating 

from the interaction among three main factors – the operational code of Nasrallah (which dictates 

the organizational strategies and practices), the external environment within which the organization 

operates (especially with regards to its sponsor-state, Iran, the interactions with Israel and the 

internal dynamics in Lebanon) and finally, the internal environment of Hezbollah along with its base 

constituencies – the Shiite community.  

 

                                                 
51 Ibrahim, Mohamad. Survival through restrained institutionalization: the case of Hezbollah in Lebanon. Diss. 
2019 
52 Khatib, Lina, Dina Matar and Atef Alshaer. 2014. The Hezbollah Phenomenon: Politics and Communication. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press 



 
 

  
 
 

Figure 1. The strategic interaction that shapes organizational agility. 
 

 
 

A. The External Environment 
 
Iran as a Sponsor State – The continuous involvement of Iran in Hezbollah’s spheres of action and 

influence – economically, ideologically and operatively (especially in the Northern arena) – 

constitutes an important pillar for the organization’s strategic stability and his management of the 

changing environment. And still, Iran is not necessarily an univalent factor in Hezbollah’s strategic 

agility – its involvement may accelerate agility and  innovation and simultaneously obstruct them – 

especially through its financial means.53 As it heavily depends on Iran for financing his operations, 

Hezbollah is needed to grant it a central place in the design of his strategies and practices, especially 

with regard to the northern arena.  

 

Israel – Sustaining Israel as the main threat reference for Hezbollah (and Lebanon) and at the core 

of the resistance project, constitutes a main pillar in the mechanism of strategic agility – especially 

with regard to the operative sphere of action and the design of the strategic logic. Since its 

foundation, Hezbollah has posited the expulsion of Israel’s military forces from Lebanon’s 

territories. In its view, that was the heart of his resistance – the only constant in a changing reality. 
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Hezbollah has learned considerably from his confrontations with Israel during Operation 

Accountability (1993) and arrived better prepared and equipped to the following operation – Grapes 

of Wrath (1996). After those confrontations, the IDF’s retreat from Lebanon (2000) and the Second 

Lebanon War (2006) enabled an amplified process of learning in the organization, which helped it 

becoming more organized, focused and obviously, efficient. In addition to Hezbollah’s learning from 

the ongoing confrontations with Israel, the organization has made considerable efforts in learning 

how Israel acts and reacts to other actors (such as Hamas for example). This way, Hezbollah could 

have deduce conclusions about the strategic logics and operational plans of Israel and adjust its own 

strategies and plans accordingly. In simpler words, the confrontations with Israel constitute an 

important accelerator of agility in Hezbollah.  

 

The State of Lebanon and its population – Lebanon and its society (mostly the Shiite community 

but not only it) constitute an additional pillar of Hezbollah’s strategic agility, in its attempts to 

balance its identities. At its early years, the non-and supra-state identity of Hezbollah were the most 

dominant in its array of identities, as they expressed ideological and religious perceptions and 

conceptions that were broader than the state. Throughout the years, the organization has grown to 

emphasize its state-national identity, as part of his political institutionalization process, which leads 

it to adopt greater responsibility and safeguard its image as Lebanon’s Defender. All of these place 

considerable restraints on it and require it to adapt and adjust rapidly and in variegated spheres and 

realms. This way, the organization can approach the Lebanese politics through a dialogue that allows 

for compromises with different forces in the country. In many ways, then, the Lebanese state and 

its population can simultaneously accelerate and obstruct strategic agility – depending on the 

context with which they interact.  

 

Technology – today’s world is undergoing a unique period of technological innovation in variegated 

issue-areas. The global trend of technological innovation enhances the need for minimizing or 

bridging gaps even among non-state and hybrid organizations as Hezbollah. Israel’s technological 

superiority constitutes a major accelerator of adaptation and learning in Hezbollah, which 

reconstructs and redefines its strategic logics and operational designs accordingly (transforming its 

warfare logic from a “winning by not losing”, to a more advanced engagement with Israel through 

unprecedented technologies). This way, for more than three decades of confrontations between 

Israel and Hezbollah, the organizational process of learning and adaptation has been evident and 

present, mostly in the operative/tactical realm.  Within the framework of its attempts to balance its 



 
 
economic restrains and its need for agility and technological adaptation that would enable a better 

management of Israel’s military superiority, Hezbollah has been actively seeking for developing a-

symmetrical capabilities that will allow it to conduct a ‘worthy’ hybrid warfare against Israel. 

 

The Economy – One of the most significant factors in the mechanism of strategic agility – especially 

that of non-state or hybrid actors – is the economic factor, or even more specifically – the ability to 

rely on independent economic sources for its existence, function and the realization of its objectives. 

The literature embeds the economic factor in the importance attributed to the overall framework – 

the smaller the organization and the less resources it has, the greater its dependency in other actors 

with which it interacts. 54  Hezbollah’s agility, both strategically and operatively, is significantly 

limited in line with its lack of financial independence. Its financial dependence in Iran for its activities 

sustains and deepens Iran’s hold over it and reinforces the organizational economy as an obstructing 

factor for agility. 

 

B. The Internal Environment 

Organizational Culture – Hezbollah, much like its leader, is a growing organization which has to 

adapt its patterns of behavior and its main perceptions to younger generations, which joins (or will 

join in the future) the organization. The inter-generational gap that has been gradually unfolding 

within Hezbollah over the years constitutes, therefore, an important factor shaping the direction of 

strategic agility – constructive and obstructive. For example, the organizational tenure and the 

tendency to avoid appointing new people for trust/senior-ranked positions might ultimately hurt 

the leadership and make it difficult to implement managerial processes and decision-making. In 

general, Hezbollah’s hybridity allows it to be agile and adaptive in certain issue-areas (as technology) 

and conservative in others – especially with regard to the organization’s culture and institutional 

identity.55 Hence, even when it is under constant pressures or expectations for change, such internal 

dynamics and characteristics might obscure and even prevent adaptation. Organizational culture, 

therefore, constitutes a central ingredient in the Hezbollah’s ability to learn and change. This way, 

while some cultural patterns can encourage change and learning in one issue-area, they can obstruct 

and prevent them at others.  
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As we are unable to review and analyze Hezbollah’s vast range of activities throughout the past 

three decades, we have decided to place our analytical focus on major points in time which are 

central to the evolutionary process of the organization and illustrate how Hezbollah’s strategic 

agility is mixed (both externally and internally driven), selective and such that renders mostly (if not 

only) second-level adaptation, which permits Nasrallah to sustain a ’breathing’ operational code 

(harsh and fixed in its ideological/perceptual part and fluid/flexible in its instrumental part). 

 
Entering Lebanese Politics 
 
Three 'external' accelerators led Hezbollah to 'change direction' from guerrilla group's pattern 

aimed at challenging the political order in Lebanon to such in which Hezbollah undergoes a profound 

process of political institutionalization and advances its assimilation to the state mechanisms: the 

end of the civil War in Lebanon and the signing of Ta’ef Agreement (1989), the assassination of 

Hezbollah’s Secretary General Abbas Musawi (1991) and the appointment of Hassan Nasrallah as its 

successor (along with Iran’s strong support).56 The decision to link Hezbollah to the political system 

in Lebanon and take part in the Parliamentary elections reflected Nasrallah’s deep recognition in 

the organization’s  to realize (in the near-future) the Islamic Revolution vision and the constitution 

of an Islamic State in Lebanon, mostly due to the basic characteristics of the Lebanese system and 

society. As a result, the organization is required to undertake a long and complex process of 

adaptation and adjustment to the internal environment in Lebanon for the realization of its 

objectives – increasing the legitimacy of the organization in Lebanon, advancing the status and 

welfare of the Shiite community and preserving its freedom for its military empowerment. With the 

support of Iran and the official approval of its Supreme leader, Nasrallah has started promoting what 

will be later called ‘Hezbollah’s Lebanonization, as at its core stands the transition from a radical, 

revolutionary organization which holds a supra-state identity (jihadist/Shiite) to a political actor, 

pragmatic which holds and advances a nationalist orientation.  

 

Entering the political system in Lebanon has raised intra-organizational discussions and debates, as 

some members of Hezbollah’s leadership thought that political institutionalization will lead the 

organization into deep processes whose potential ramifications were not clear. On the one hand, 

some argued that Hezbollah’s entrance into the political system in Lebanon will signal the 
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organizational retreat from its ideological commitment to constitute an Islamic state and minimize 

the Iranian influence in the country. On the other hand, some argued that in the long run, the 

organization’s involvement in the political system in Lebanon may significantly advance its position 

in the country, the Lebanese legitimacy that would ensure its survival, the welfare of the Shiite 

community and its empowerment. Nasrallah’s decision to advance the Lebanonization process 

indicated, perhaps more than anything else, his ability to perceive the Lebanese reality 

pragmatically and adapt itself and his organization to it – as he realized that it was not ripe for 

fulfilling its ideological vision. By taking such decision, one cannot argue that Nasrallah has broken 

the ideological perceptions in his operational code, but rather blurred their boundaries.  

 

Once the organization has started to be affected by its political involvement, it was required to 

express and sustain organizational agility and adapt itself to sudden challenges and gradually 

changing and unknown circumstances and dynamics. In this context, the political institutionalization 

of Hezbollah indicates a second-level adaptation, as it does not cast shadow, or dismisses, its 

ideological commitment and set of principles (such as its resistance to Israel). In the future, the 

deepening of such institutionalization will place additional, and heavy, restraints and constraints on 

Hezbollah in variegated spheres of action and will shape the trajectory of its strategic agility in 

different contexts.  

 

The IDF Retreat from Lebanon 
 
The IDF's retreat from Lebanon (May 2000) created a new reality to which Hezbollah was required 

to adapt – such that concerned the two pillars of Nasrallah's operational code. The first major issue 

with which the organization was required to deal with was continuing and developing the 

movement's military formation - the resistance - and to repel any attempt to dismantle it from his 

weapon, when it seemed that Hezbollah's argument was used to justify the resistance and its 

activities during the period that preceded the retreat became obsolete. Hezbollah's status grew 

stronger following Israel's retreat from Lebanon. and yet, the 'new' reality led to fears that the 

organization's legitimacy as a resistance movement would be gradually and profoundly undermined. 

Such fear required agility from Nasrallah, but that time, in the aspects of cognition and 

consciousness. As a result, Nasrallah has put considerable efforts in expanding the concept of 

resistance and embed it in a ‘new’ just because that would enable the continuation of an armed 

struggle with Israel and the enhancement of Hezbollah’s image as Lebanon’s defender. One of the 



 
 
solutions Nasrallah came up with was framing Shabaa Farms as a Lebanese territory, from which 

Israel did not retreat when it left Lebanon.  

 

Nasrallah had to come up with new justifications for the necessity of the Armed Resistance project 

and ‘market’ them within the Shiite community and the Lebanese system. The basic tension within 

which the organization has been since the early 1990s has worsened after Israel’s retreat – at the 

one end of the spectrum stood the question about the “day after” the war with Israel, while at the 

other end stood the opportunity to take advantage of such great achievement and promote the 

establishment of an Islamic Republic in Lebanon (one of Hezbollah’s core objective since its 

formation). The synergy between such tension and the understanding that the supporting narrative 

in continuing the traditional confrontations with Israel might become profoundly challenged with 

Israel’s retreat from Lebanon’s territories, led Nasrallah to choose a strategy of “walking on the 

threshold” – which, in the future, will become typical to the organizational strategic culture. It is due 

to such strategy that Nasrallah has succeeded in formulating new arguments which justified the 

continuation of his organization’s armed resistance, minimized the volume of direct confrontations 

with the IDF, expanded the indirect actions and activity through Palestinian terrorist organizations 

and ultimately, defined new rules for his long game with Israel.  

 

Nasrallah’s behavioral proclivity relied on shaping and controlling reality from initiative – Nasrallah 

has cultivated his image as a leader who initiates processes and not one who only reacts to them – 

as he adjusts and adapts himself to the new and changing circumstances and conditions. 

Consequently, Hezbollah has promoted a new policy based on “lowering profile” (in terms of 

military activity), but not its abolishment; placing a special emphasis on deepening Hezbollah’s 

political institutionalization in Lebanon, without neglecting its military actions; and finally, providing 

an indirect assistance to Palestinian resistance movements and organizations for the Second 

Intifadah while avoiding intense military activity along the Lebanese border. Overall, then, one can 

safely argue that the functioning of the adjustment and adaptation mechanisms of Hezbollah to the 

changing reality, the ‘day after’ Israel’s retreat from Lebanon, granted the organization and its 

leader the timeframe needed for enhancing their power and status in Lebanon.57  

                                                 
57 In general, the year of 2000 brought Hezbollah and its leader to four main crossroads: the death of the 
Syrian President Hafez Al-Assad and the appointment of his son, Bashsar (who deeply appreciated and 
admired Nasrallah, unlike his father); the appointment of a new prime minister in Lebanon – Rafik Al-Hariri 
on October 2000, the outbreak of the Palestinian’s Second Intifadah and the Terror Attack on the Twin 
Towers in the United States on September 2001. In line with these developments Nasrallah needed to 



 
 
 

And still, despite its political and military strengthening, after 2000, Hezbollah has gradually 

encountered deep gaps between the reality in the region and Lebanon and its basic perceptions and 

principles. The death of President Assad in June 2000 and his son’s dramatic decision to retreat from 

Lebanon at 2005, has challenged the Syrian-based order in Lebanon and the strengthening of Syria 

and Hezbollah’s opposition forces in Lebanon. Therefore, the organization found itself facing a new 

reality that provided a less-convenient basis to preserve its power and forced it to enter the vacuum 

created in Lebanon.  

 

Syria's retreat from Lebanon has created an ongoing struggle between moderate and pro-Western 

elements in Lebanon and Hezbollah and the supporters of the Syrian regime. As part of this tension, 

former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri was assassinated in 2005. That assassination has led to the 

outbreak of an extraordinary wave of popular protests in Lebanon. The demonstrators demanded a 

new Lebanese order - liberal, democratic and open, similar to what prevailed before the outbreak 

of the Civil War in 1975. Those events marked the beginning of a more disturbing trend for Hezbollah 

in general and for Nasrallah in particular, which was characterized by increasing pressures and 

demands for change from the Lebanese public.  

 
The Second Lebanon War 
 
Another link in the dynamics that shaped Hezbollah's strategic agility was the Second Lebanon War 

that was opened without any prior planning, following a misjudgment by Nasrallah regarding the 

nature of Israel's possible reaction for the abduction of soldiers from the border line. The initiative 

to carry out a kidnapping attack in 2006, which led to the Second Lebanon War, had dire 

consequences for the State of Lebanon and the organization itself (which was already deeply 

embedded in it). Its conduct, and especially its end, constitutes even at the present time, a central 

designer in the mechanism Hezbollah's strategic agility. The outbreak of the conflict was contrary 

to a strategy that Nasrallah had adopted over the years since the IDF left Lebanon and its end has 

demanded a "recalculation" from Nasrallah. The organization’s achievements throughout the war, 

along with the critical discourse that was unfolding in Israel on its limited achievements so far, had 

led Hezbollah to formulate and employ a much more complex and innovative deterrence doctrine, 

                                                 
strengthen its locus of control in order to avoid surprises or conditions on which he would have to react 
without being able to fully think and calculate his steps in advance. Continuing the armed confrontation with 
Israel has granted him the control experience he longed for.  



 
 
which emphasized and advanced the organization’s ability to synthesize forms of warfare 

(conventional with guerilla and terror), to blur the boundaries between military and civilian and 

therefore further challenge Israel’s military answer to Hezbollah.  

 

In many ways, then, the Second Lebanon’s War was a critical accelerator for Hezbollah’s agility as 

with its end, the organization has initiated an extensive process of reorganization in its various 

divisions and units. Such changes also demanded a significant increase of the amount of fighters 

and institutionalizing warfare frames for the local population, including non-Shiite. Additionally, 

following the War, Hezbollah has placed considerable focus and resources on acquiring statistical 

weapons in order to adjust itself to the new reality. As Israel has gradually changed its military 

doctrine and operative plans after the War, Hezbollah has followed the same path. Since 2006 the 

organization keeps clear rules for the game with Israel.58 Moreover, the organization’s operative 

plans have changed dramatically from defensive to offensive, guided by the aspiration to attack and 

conquer Israeli territory.  

 

At the strategic aspect of its confrontation with Israel, we can see how since 2006 Hezbollah has 

become more cautious and calculated. Such transformation reflected Nasrallah’s understanding of 

the extent of damage Israel can inflict upon Lebanon (on its population and infrastructure) without 

any ability to prevent or obstruct it. All of those brought about an indirect, yet significant, threat for 

Hezbollah – a Lebanese heavy pressure on the organization via public opinion and the political 

system as far as Hezbollah’s legitimacy to act in Lebanon. Hence, even since Hezbollah became 

committed to protecting Lebanon and not only the Shiite community and Iran as before, the threat 

on the organization and its potential loss have grown due to its opponents’ ability to pressure it 

through damaging Lebanon’s infrastructure without any ability to prevent that.  

 

Within the strategic environment of Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Second Lebanon War has led to 

severe deterioration in the complex relationship between the Lebanese state and Hezbollah and to 

an existential threat of an additional civil war. The peak of the struggle was at 2008, when violent 

conflicts broke between Hezbollah and the Lebanese army and groups of Christians and Druze after 

the Lebanese government attempted to dismantle Hezbollah independent communication network 

                                                 
58 Jean-Loup Samaan, 2014.  “From War to Deterrence". in: Israel and Hezbollah: Cautious Stability, ed. 
Bullock Grant (Nova Science Publishers). 



 
 
in Beirut.59 Those events have pushed Hezbollah to the wall and made it provide Lebanon with a 

quick preview of a civil war as its members took over Western Beirut. In line with Hezbollah’s 

demonstration of power ‘at home’, the organization has managed, in Doha Agreements (2008) to 

force the Lebanese government grant it with a blocking power in government.  

 

Nonetheless, despite the importance attributed to such achievement, those events indicated the 

limits of Hezbollah’s strategic agility, which takes shape when Nasrallah perceives the core interests 

of his organization are under existential threats.60 After 18 months of struggle, Hezbollah won as 

the various militias in the country were broken and the government has accepted its political 

demands and dictations, which aimed at ensuring its status within the Lebanese order. However, a 

broader and long-term observation on such achievement reveals that it grew to be etched as a 

pressuring factor that limits the organization’s freedom.  In this context, the Second Lebanon War 

stands, without a doubt, as a central shaper of agility in Hezbollah, whose set of calculation in his 

war-games with Israel has been modified and placed Lebanon (and its population) at the forefront. 

Evidently, from the 2006 war until today, Hezbollah’s activity is understood as one that relies on and 

emanates from state-based considerations and calculations, as Hezbollah and his leader aim at 

basing their position and status as a legitimate political, nationalist, actor, through a pragmatic 

dialogue and willingness to compromise with other leaders in the socio-political system. 

 
The 2009 (Renewed) Organizational Treaty 
 
 
From the 1990s onwards, Hezbollah gradually worked to establish its conscious and practical hold 

in Lebanon, in a unique strategic duality within the socio-political system and in terms of building 

its power – economically and military alike. The transition to activities with state characteristics 

required a greater disclosure of responsibility on the part of Hezbollah, due to a variety of new 

considerations added to the decision-making process. All this, along with rapid adaptations and 

demonstrations of strategic agility for the unique needs and pressures directed at the organization 

from different directions. On November 30, 2009, a new ideological treaty was published for 

                                                 
59 A second constitutive event at that year was the assassination of Imad Mughneyia, who was Hezbollah’s 
chief commander and Nasrallah’s right hand, and who enhanced and etched Nasrallah’s centralized 
leadership. Nasrallah has refused to appoint another person after that event and has taken the burden on 
himself. See: Saouli, Adham. 2003. Lebanon’s Hezbollah: The Quest for Survival. World Affairs, Vol.166, no.2, 
p.71-80. 
60 Since those days, Hezbollah continues to perceive the March 14th political camp as an internal threat 
which renders continuous efforts to deepen the organizational hold over state institutions. 



 
 
Hezbollah, this time by Nasrallah. Such treaty constituted a renewed declaration on the 

organization’s policy and agenda, while focusing on Hezbollah’s political and military evolution (not 

mentioning any ideological evolution!) since ‘the open letter’ of 1985.61  

 

The publication of the new treaty was a well-calculated decision which derived from the 

organization’s efforts to posit itself as a National-Lebanese actor. In many ways, the treaty was (and 

still is) a written evidence of the learning and adaptation that Hezbollah has undergone during the 

years and as a clear manifestation of its strategic agility. Moreover, the treaty has indicated, perhaps 

more than anything, the selective nature of Hezbollah’s agility and its inability to employ and apply 

a first-level adaptation, such that enables change and adaptation only in instrumental areas and 

perceptions, but not necessarily on ‘softer’ ones, primarily the ideational ones. For example, the 

organizational bi-polar view of the world (oppressed and oppressors, east and west) remains 

untouched; the resistance to Israel and the essentiality of Hezbollah’s weapon for the continuation 

of resistance remained intact; unlike the treaty of 1985, the 2009 version did not mention the 

ideological or strategic link between Iran and Hezbollah – this as part of Nasrallah’s understanding 

that he needs to emphasize his Lebanese identity and commitment rather than his identity as Iran’s 

proxy.  

 

Therefore, the 2009 treaty aimed at balancing between the need to admit the organization’s close 

relations with Iran and the need to etch the image of Hezbollah as a Lebanese actor at the hearts 

and minds of the Lebanese people, who is, above all, an independent actor. Strikingly absent from 

the treaty was the call, or at least the mentioning of the organization’s traditional aspiration for the 

constitution of an Islamic Republic in Lebanon (unlike the 1985 version). These all illustrate 

Hezbollah’s selective strategic agility.  

 

The Arab Spring and the Syrian Civil War 
 
 
At the end of 2020 an unprecedented wave of mass-protests has swept the Middle East and the 

Arab world. It was a cross-border and cross identities phenomenon, which at its core stood the 

survivability of the traditional leaders and socio-political orders. The regional upheaval, despite the 

fact that it ‘skipped’ Lebanon, has raised a high awareness to the increasing power of the people 

                                                 
61 Even at 1994 Nasrallah has argued that the open letter of 1985 had to be updated and modified in order 
to stand relevant/updated in line with its deepening political institutionalization. 



 
 
and has sharpened for Nasrallah the importance embedded in enhancing and amplifying his efforts 

to gain an all-Lebanese legitimacy for the organization, its actions and position within the Lebanese 

order. Such efforts were severely challenged when the wave of protests has reached Syria and led 

to the outbreak of a horrific civil war that lasts until present days. Nasrallah’s external strategic 

environment has become more and more pressing for him, especially when Iran has joined the 

Syrian arena in an attempt to assist Assad and prevent the fall of his regime. In order to increase 

these attempts’  prospects of success, Iran has called upon Hezbollah and asked it to send his 

warriors to take part at the joint effort to preserve Assad’s regime.62  

 

In many ways, Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria provides a sound evidence to the changing trend 

that started at the organization at 2005/ on the one hand, such involvement is explained by the 

deep ideological basis Hezbollah shares with Iran and Syria; and on the other hand, Hezbollah’s 

involvement in Syria is explained by material interests and the functional needs which derive from 

preserving the strategic alliance with its partners (from day one) in order to manage the threats 

emanating from the radical Sunni-Jihadist organizations directed at Lebanon. The unique 

combination of Lebanon’s weakness and its inability to protect itself from external threats has 

strengthened the link between Hezbollah and the Lebanese state.63 

 

Merging the forces of Hezbollah with Syria’s military forces against the rebels and the Islamic State 

has helped the organization to grow and significantly enhance its military capabilities and weaponry 

systems and has been granted with highly significant experience in running and managing hybrid 

warfare systems through learning from conventional militaries like Russia’s and Syria’s (along with 

the Iranian Quds Force). However, while the fighting in Syria has provided important and positive 

opportunities for learning and change in Hezbollah, it has also challenged Hezbollah – at home.  

 

As the amount of dead Hezbollah fighters began to grow, the fear from the outbreak of a civil war 

in Lebanon has increased as more and more citizens (mostly Shiites) have raised harsh criticism 

about Hezbollah’s presence and actions in Syria. Such calls affected Nasrallah, as they came from 

his traditional and largest base of supporters – the Shiite community – and brought the question of 

                                                 
62 Syria was an important strategic and operative hub at the ‘Axis of resistance’ (Iran-Syria-Lebanon). The fall 
of Assad regime could have rendered significant negative implications on Lebanon which could have seriously 
jeopardize its stability and the Shiites’ welfare. Additionally, Syria fulfills an important role in the military 
empowerment of Hezbollah. 
63 Al-Tufayli. 2016. Hezbollah: and Iran are Mercenaries for Russia.  A-sharq Al-Awsat, February 29, 2016. 



 
 
Hezbollah’s commitment to Iran and its directives. Therefore, along the high value Hezbollah has 

seen in its fighting in Syria (mostly in the operative and strategic realms), Nasrallah feared for the 

high price he and his organizations would have to pay in his Lebanonization project. Hezbollah’s 

deepening involvement in Syria has reinforced the questionable position of Hezbollah within 

Lebanon and has placed additional restraints and constraints on its freedom of action and its ability 

to project power towards its rivals.  

 
Israel’s Activities in the Battle-Between-the-Wars 
 
In the past three decades Hezbollah has consistently reacted to Israel’s ‘irregular’ actions at the 

northern arena in order to demarcate its strategic interaction with it with red lines in order to 

maintain a (mutual) deterrence balance that will enable the continuation of the rivalry between the 

parties in different tools and intensities, and on the other hand, will make sure that there is no spill-

over toward escalation in a way that may jeopardize the organization’s achievements in Lebanon. 

Reviewing the dynamic interaction between the parties in recent years, we can delineate four main 

types of reaction which Nasrallah has promoted and advanced as part of his strategic agility:  

 

a. Restraint – Cases in which Hezbollah has chosen not to react on Israel’s action in order to 

gain more important strategic matters/assets (in its view). It should be emphasized that 

Nasrallah does not use this type of reaction very often, and only employed it when reality 

allowed him to ignore Israel’s actions.  

b. Local Reaction – Cases in which Hezbollah chose a less powerful or ‘telling’ reaction to 

Israel’s action, but such that still allows it to show it had reacted. Nasrallah tends to choose 

this type of reaction when he aspires to react but does not want to take the risk of escalation.  

c. Proportional Reaction – This type of reaction indicates, more than anything, Hezbollah’s 

selective agility and its difficulty to detach itself from its conceptual characteristics and links. 

In most cases, when the organization attributes Israel with an aggressive action, it will seek 

to reach in a similar way – ‘eye for an eye’.  

d. Un-proportional Reaction – Cases in which the organization has chosen to reach in an un-

proportional fashion and much harsher in relation to the Israeli action. The underlying 

rationale in such reaction is often sending the message that the organization is willing to 

take a radical trajectory and therefore, Israel should stop, or change its ways. 

 



 
 
The question of Hezbollah’s strategic agility is further sharpened in recent years, especially in line 

with Israel’s increasing trend of activity and operations in the northern arena. Starting at 2016, once 

Israel has started to act publicly in Syria in an attempt to prevent transfers of strategic weaponry to 

Hezbollah, the organization, and its leader, have grown to perceive Syria as Israel’s offensive 

battlefield that keeps expanding and if he allows it to continue, it will render important negative 

implications on the organization (in case Israel’s attacks will grow quantitively (amount, 

geographical locations) and qualitatively (types of actions, types of targets).  

 

In recent years it shows that Nasrallah understands that his ‘old’ equations of reactions do not serve 

his interests as in the past, mostly due to the changing dynamics in the interaction with Israel. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that he has no clear strategic logic at hand which guides and organizes his 

decision-making, especially in recent times as he is under considerable pressures and expectations 

from different sources and for different trajectories. And yet, Nasrallah’s inherent strategic agility – 

especially with regards to his instrumental beliefs and perceptions – has enabled him to adapt 

himself and his decision-making processes in a way that keeps him “above the water”. Evidently, he 

expresses intra-organizational agility when he allows for bottom-up initiatives and by doing so, he 

draws the ‘grey area’ where he can keep himself free from any obligation to react. And still, even 

Nasrallah cannot deny the change in Hezbollah’s behavioral proclivities as it became more 

reactionary that pro-active and initiating with the challenge that Israel posits at its doorstep.  

 
The Northern Arena After the Assassination of Soleimani 
 
Since 2011, geopolitical developments in the region have led to certain changes in the relationship 

between Iran and Hezbollah and the formation of divergent factors and interests. Main examples 

for that can be find, first, in Iran’s will to reach an agreement with the West with regards to the 

nuclear, along with the heavy economic sanctions imposed by the United States which rendered 

narrowing the direct interaction and relation with Hezbollah  (at least on its surface) – what 

ultimately led to minimizing the financial support of Iran in Hezbollah (leading to limiting Hezbollah’s 

ability to invest more resources in its military and institutional activity in Lebanon).64 In addition to 

that, the voices that were heard in the Lebanese public regarding the ‘price tag’ of the organization’s 

commitment to Iran grew louder and louder in line with the growing number of deaths among 

Hezbollah’s fighters in Syria. That have inevitably led to a certain change in the relationship between 
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Iran and Hezbollah, as Nasrallah could not help but granting the Lebanese factor a greater weight in 

his decision making.  

 

The broader strategic environment, i.e., the Middle East in general and the northern arena in 

particular, stands as an important accelerator for the organization’s strategic agility. The dramatic 

transformation of the strategic environment in the region during the past decade (and mostly since 

2000), rendered profound ramifications on Hezbollah, which had to balance its resistance project as 

the heart of the organization’s essence, the set of demands and expectations of Iran and Syria for 

greater involvement of the organization in their regional and domestic endeavors – especially with 

regard to Israel and the Lebanese state which aspires for stability and security. These factors have 

made the strategic environment of Hezbollah complex and multi-layered and therefore, more prone 

to agility and adaptations. 

 

Iran’s dominance in Hezbollah’s adaptation trajectories returned to the forefront with the dramatic 

assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the head of the Iranian Quds force, by the United States on 

January 3rd, 2020. That event has shaken the ground on which the axis of resistance in general and 

Nasrallah in particular has stood. The Syrian Civil War has brought Nasrallah and Soleimani closer – 

strategically and personally. His death was, therefore, expected to inflict profound impact on 

Nasrallah. “The date of Soleimani’s assassination is a turning-point in the region’s history, not only 

for Iran or Iraq”, Nasrallah argued two days after the assassination in a speech that was entirely 

devoted to Soleimani. But beyond the personal grief and the calculations of the potential 

implications on the organization as a whole, Nasrallah knew well that a new set of pressures and 

expectations awaits him to fill in the vacuum as the strategic leader/architect of the northern arena. 

 

While the nature of the relationship between Iran and Hezbollah has stood at the heart of vast 

academic literature and debates, we argue that as the years went by, Hezbollah has grown more 

independent rom Iran and it is no longer a proxy that acts in a ‘blind adherence’ to its patron. While 

we agree that Hezbollah’s ideological linkage and commitment to Iran is still a strong pillar of its 

existence and actions, the recent decades have shown that Iran’s weight in Nasrallah’s set of 

calculations has changed. In our view, in line with the accumulating pressures and expectations from 

Hezbollah (both from within and outside of Lebanon), Nasrallah can still receive direct instructions 

from Iran, but at the end of the day he will be the one who decides how to realize it – a clear and 

sound indication of its developing strategic agility.  



 
 
 
The Quadrangular Crisis in Lebanon65 
 
The economic, political, social and health crisis in Lebanon has brought it into an unprecedented 

low point in its history as it keeps approaching a dangerous abyss. The social crisis, which, in many 

ways, reflected the peak to which the depth streams in the Lebanese society have reached on 

October 17th 2019, as a dramatic wave of mass protests have swept Lebanon’s streets and squares, 

with hundreds of thousands Lebanese calling for changing the socio-political order in Lebanon. That 

wave was followed by a political crisis as Hariri’s government fell, the state has been unable to pay 

its loans, the new government headed by Hasan Diab on January 2020 resigned (August 2020) and 

the masses cried for replacing the corrupt elite that holds and shapes the broken socio-political 

landscape of Lebanon. While the first wave of protests has been stopped, or at least weakened, with 

the outbreak of the coronavirus in Lebanon, the economic deterioration, and the tragic explosion in 

Beirut port (August 2020), brought the protesters back to the streets to what was later named the 

‘second’ and the ‘third’ waves of demonstrations. Those waves, though, were much more violent 

and led by desperation rather than the hope that characterized the October protests. The public has 

grown frustrated and desperate and cried for change.  

 

An important feature of the last wave of protests was unprecedented in its nature – the collapse of 

the ‘fear bar’ which have long characterized the complex relationship between Hezbollah and the 

Lebanese society. The main expression of such collapse has been the public’s direct and clear 

accusation of Hezbollah in Lebanon’s ills and sound calls for its disarmament. Already in its early 

stages, the mass protest has embarrassed Hezbollah and placed it in a trap which made it difficult 

for it to take a clear stance toward it. Hezbollah, which has always cultivated an image of an 

organization that fights corruption and defends the poor and the weak is required today, when it is 

overwhelmed with strategic and tactical challenges in the northern arena (as well as in Lebanon 

itself) for agility. The only difference is that this time, the strategic agility Hezbollah and its leader 

need to illustrate and employ is not the ‘traditional’ one, in which they adapt and even change their 

instrumental perceptions, strategies and practices, but also their core, ideological perceptions and 

principles, if they want to survive these hectic times.  
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Summary 
 
During the past three decades, Hezbollah has successfully posited itself as a key actor in a changing 

reality. Such position has amplified and reinforced its strategic agility mechanisms through which it 

could have yielded profound impact on the various spheres within which it operates (political social 

and military). In general, despite Nasrallah’s determined adherence to a set of 

philosophical/ideological set of perceptions and principles that often prevented a long-term 

planning, Hezbollah and its leader have shown agility and adaptability when, in their view (or 

understanding) the core interests of the organization were challenged or threatened (especially 

with regard to the organization’s legitimacy and survival). Therefore, while it is evident that the 

organization develops and adapts itself to external and internal pressures and expectations for 

change in certain issue-areas (weaponry, technology, warfare methods and doctrines), in other 

areas, which posit some threat to the organization’s core interests, the organization remains 

unchanged and non-agile (the economic and political crises, the resistance to Israel).  

 

Hezbollah’s agility (whether as a characteristic that is inherent to the organization’s culture or as a 

temporary mechanism which functions in line of a specific need) emanates, in many ways, from the 

broader strategic context within which the organization acts and is directed, mostly in recent years, 

to the Lebanese project/audience. In our view, Hezbollah’s strategic agility, as expressed in recent 

years, results from an evolutionary dynamic that depicts Hezbollah as an instrumentally-driven 

organization, aimed mostly at enhancing its Lebanese, national identity. Hezbollah attributes 

considerable analytical weight to the ‘Lebanese factor’ when it calculates its actions and strategy 

toward Israel and the northern arena. Nasrallah’s priorities have changed. At the top stands the 

state of Lebanon and his Lebanonization project, followed by the resistance to Israel and only then 

followed by Iran and Syria’s needs and expectations.  

 

In general, skimming through the activity of Hezbollah throughout the years, one can safely argue 

that it undergoes a deep and continuous process of learning, as part of an evolutionary 

organizational process of maturity and institutionalization, through which it develops and enhances 

adaptation skills for a rapidly changing reality. Suck skills are pertinent to efficient processes of 

decision-making. In many respects, it is evident that Hezbollah’s strategic agility ‘kicks in’ mostly 

when the changing circumstances or conditions are perceived by Nasrallah as threatening, or 

challenging its ‘red line’ – the core (ideological/conceptual interests of the organization). And yet, 



 
 
delving into Nasrallah’s decisions throughout recent years, it is quite clear that his choices tended 

to reflect the highest priority given to Lebanon in his calculations. 

 

Hezbollah’s strategic agility is clearly Nasrallah’s agility. Nasrallah’s red lines keeps the organization 

in an instrumental trajectory of change and adaptation and prevent it from having a second-level 

adaptation. Moreover, the mechanism of strategic agility fails, and even breaks, when crises push 

Nasrallah to the corner and prevent him from his necessary ‘thinking and contemplating time’. 

When that happens, the organization chooses force. This is how Nasrallah, with his reliance on a 

unique operational code, succeeds in navigating and manipulating the organization’s identities and 

sustain unfolding agility alongside inherent agility, when he leaves the core of the organization 

demarcated by red lines – what in practice, enables adaptation mostly, if not only, in the practical 

behavior of the organization. The current situation in Lebanon, especially the ongoing calls for a new 

Lebanese order, puts Nasrallah and Hezbollah’s strategic agility to the test – perhaps the most 

important and consequential in their lifetime. How will Nasrallah react to the unfolding reality in 

Lebanon? Will he enable the penetration of change to his red-lined perceptions and interests? Will 

he be pushed to the corner and ‘fight’ the streams of change? Time will tell.  
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A New Lebanese Order -  

When Identities, Politics and Organization Collide 

 

Introduction 

In the past year Lebanon has been dealing with a quadruple crisis – political, social, economic and 

health – that puts it in one of the important crossroads of its history in a manner that requires it to 

reshape its image and even existence. The combination of an economic-political decline and a 

desperate population that is tired of the current order and years for a change inches Lebanon to 

the brink. In light of the above this article deals with the emergence of a “new Lebanese order” an 

examines how Hezbollah contends with the changing dynamics. Within this framework the main 

argument we wish to present in this article is that the emergence of the “new Lebanese” makes it 

difficult for Hezbollah and especially its leader to bridge between the operational code of that 

leader, the strategic flexibility and adjument and adaptation mechanisms of Hezbollah vis a vis 

the changes within the internal Lebanese reality and thus enable and even become part of that 

very change. 

The first part of the article will shortly review the Lebanese society and its characteristics. The 

second part will discuss the unprecedented wave of protests that engulfed Lebanon as of October 

2019 and examine its role as an accelerator for dismantling the “old Lebanese order”. The third 

part will deal with Hezbollah’s role in this changing reality and examine its approach and modus 

operandi vis a vis the corner it was backed into – politicly, socially and in terms of public image. 

 

 

Part 1 – Trends and Developments within the Lebanese Society 

The Lebanese society is characterized by contrasts and versatility that is atypical in the Arab world. 

Whereas,  the Lebanese presidents made a point to stress that Lebanon was the “state of all its 

citizens”, de facto, Lebanon conducted itself as a federation of ethnic factions66. Thus, to many, the 

communities that make up the Lebanese societal mosaic are distinct societal entities (with tangent 

dynamics) that challenge its ability to form the “Lebanese nation” and preserves the country’s 

image as the torn Cedar State. The factional heterogony on Lebanon is therefore a built-in weakness 

                                                 
66 Soffer, Arnon. 1986. Lebanon – Where Demography is the Core of Politics and Life. Middle Eastern 
Studies. Vol.22, Issue 2, p.197-205. 



 
 
where, ironically, maintaining the status quo is what provides Lebanon with stability enables its 

functioning67. Thus, in an attempt to produce and maintain socio-political order in the country, the 

only census that took place in Lebanon was held in 1932.  

The latter determined that there were three main ethnic factions (Sunni, Shiite, Christian/Maronite) 

each of which comprise roughly 30% of the population68. Accordingly, and especially since the Taif 

Agreement (1989)69, the key roles in government are reserved for key players within the main 

factions. The president is Maronite, the prime minister Sunni, the chairman of the parliament Shiite 

and army’s chief of staff Druze. While there are no official updated census numbers most 

evaluations point that the ethnic balance in the country has changed over the past decades. This 

change stems from a negative Christian immigration coupled with high procreation rate among the 

Shiite and makes the latter the largest faction in Lebanon followed by the Sunni and Christians 

(correspondingly)70. 

As is evident from many surveys either in Lebanon or in the region, the prominence of the factional 

component as a regulating principle in the Lebanese societal landscape is so strong that for many 

Lebanese  people their factional identity is more dominant than their national one. The above is 

augmented by the bloody ethnic-factional history of Lebanon. The most famous of them was the 

civil war that ravaged the country between 1975 and 1984, erupted over an ethnic background and 

cemented the ethnic-factional issues and volatile and destabilizing in the Lebanese street and 

Lebanese politics71. 

 

This volatility picked up steam with the establishment and development of Hezbollah that was 

perceived as the organization that brought the Shiite community from the fringe of society and 

positioned it in the center of Lebanese social-political order 72 . From its inception, one of 

                                                 
67 Mackey, Sandra. 2006. Lebanon: A House Divided. WW Norton & Company. 
68 In addition to the above factions the census determined that the minorities (Druze and others) comprise 
roughly 10% of the population. 
69 The Taif Agreement or the “The National Reconciliation Treaty” was executed in October 22nd, 1989 in 
Taif, KSA. This agreement specified the political representation (number of parliament members) quota of 
each faction. Additionally, each faction has an agreed upon number of ministers in every government. 
Following the agreement, a national army was formed that officially (at least) is not based on any factional 
division. The agreement was meant to break factional politics that caused the civil war and bring a balanced 
government that could rule the country while conducting factional sharing of powers. 
70For expansion see Yearbook of International Religious Statistics – https://zeit.org 
71 Zakaria, Patty.2019. " Assessing the impact of sectarian patronage in Lebanon." Corruption and Informal 
Practices in the Middle East and North Africa, pp. 83. 
72 Nasr, Vali. 2006. When the Shiites Rise. Foreign Affairs. Vol.85, no.4, p.58-71, 73-74. 

https://zeit.org/


 
 
Hezbollah’s main goals were to improve the political representation and economic wellbeing of the 

Shiites in Lebanon73. With Hezbollah’s political establishment and its entry to the Lebanese political 

arena (1992, 2005) and especially after the Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon (2000), Hezbollah 

became “the defender of Shia”,  major force in Lebanon and over time the puppet master of its 

politics. 

 

Another characteristic of the charged Lebanese demographic fabric is the immigration of over one 

million Syrians, mostly Sunni, who fled the Syrian civil war. The potential assimilation of these 

refugees in the Lebanese society carries with it a potential for a stronger Sunni faction. Yet, since 

such assimilation hasn’t occurred and in light of the fierce opposition by other factions74  it is 

doubtful if it ever will their ability to affect the Lebanese public agenda is limited albeit in terms of 

employment and welfare they do burden the Lebanese economy75. Having described the above, the 

most meaningful component of the contemporary Lebanese society is the growing presence and 

dominance of the younger generation that gains more influence on the public agenda76. This 

segment of the population hasn’t experienced the civil war and wasn’t scarred by it just like they 

haven’t experienced the IDF stay in southern Lebanon, the UNIFIL mandate and the second 

Lebanon war (2006). Therefore it is easier for them to appropriate the “agent of change” status, 

voice their opposition to the sectorial-factional system that cements inequality and strive to break 

the mental and physical barriers that their parents have been living according to and are being 

religiously adhered to by the elites.  

 

Allegedly one could have expected that the major shapers of the Lebanese societal mosaic will be 

translated over time to a change in the societal balance of power and following that to a 

redistribution of the political structure and key roles in government. However, the power centers 

in Lebanon strive to and act to preserve the current factional system that per them preserves 

                                                 
73 To this end, Hezbollah, aided by Iran,  formed a network of critical services to Shiite community that 
included hospitals, schools, clinics and charities. This network highlighted the government’s ineptitude in 
taking care of the community and thus provided Hezbollah wide ranging support among the Shiite. 
74  Such opposition also exists in connection with the assimilation of myriad of Palestinian refugees who are 
allowed to live in Lebanon but are not citizens  
75 The same is applicable to Palestinians (Sunni) who live in Lebanon 
76 As of January 2020, approx. 48% of the Lebanese are under the age of 30. See 
https://populationpyramid.net 

https://populationpyramid.net/


 
 
socio-political stability (albeit a fragile one)77. That said, it was a question of time before the 

undercurrents that chart the course of the Lebanese society in recent decades will converge with 

the changing reality and reach a boiling point. This boiling point came into light in October 2019 

with the eruption of widespread protests of the Lebanese public, most of them led by the younger 

generation, that challenged the “old” societal order and called for the installation of a “new” one. 

 

Part 2 – The Lebanese Autumn 

On October 17th, 2019 the ground shook in Lebanon. Hundreds of thousands of citizens from all 

walks of life and strata of the Lebanese society took to the streets and launched and unprecedented 

wave of protests in the history of the country. The demonstrations expressed spontaneous civil 

protests devoid of an organized leadership that was mainly driven by a cluster of rage, frustration 

and revulsion of the country’s leadership. These sentiments culminated when the government 

decided to raise the taxes including on voice calls in WhatsApp78. In light of the masses in the streets 

and to keep public order the decision was rescinded. 

 

Still, the rage of the protesters remained and within days a more fundamental demand was heard: 

Dismantle the factional-political order that rules the country which has been identified as the root 

cause that led Lebanon to the brink of bankruptcy, paralysis and malfunction. In a rare show of 

protest, with a national character transcending any factional division, hundreds of thousands of 

Lebanese most of them young, took to the streets throughout the country: from the Shiite south 

through Beirut and it various quarters, through the Druze villages in the south and east pf the 

country, through the Christin territories in the mountains through Tripoli with the Sunni majority in 

the north. This was the largest and most meaningful protest in the history of the country since the 

since the Cedar Revolution in 2005 79  and it seemed that the protesters determination was 

unstoppable. 

 

                                                 
77 Per them the current system prevents escalation of the factional tensions and preserves the elites’ status. 
For expansion see Soffer, Arnon. 1986. Lebanon – Where Demography is the Core of Politics and Life. Middle 
Eastern Studies. Vol.22, Issue 2, p.197-205. 
 
78 This decision was made on the backdrop of rapid decline of the Lebanese economy and the declaration of 
an economic state of emergency on September 2nd, 2019. 
79 Which erupted following the assassination of prime minister Rafiq al-Hariri when masses of Lebanese 
took to the streets calling to uproot the Syrian presence in Lebanon. 



 
 
Within a short while the protests served as platforms for wider calls by the protestors who rallied 

against the corruption eating state institutions, the dire economic situation and rising 

unemployment80 and demanded replacing the current government with technocratic government, 

abolishment of the current factional system that serves as a barrier to growth and development 

and the improvement of the wellbeing of the Lebanese citizen struggling against lacking civil an 

social services and inferior infrastructure. These demands manifested the convergence of three 

undercurrents that turned out to be of historical proportions: destabilization of the factional 

system and economy that cannot provide for even the basic needs of the Lebanese citizen, a 

deepening inter-generational gap between the civil war generation and one who hasn’t 

experienced it81 and a societal inter-strata crisis. 

 

“The system in the past thirty years turned the rich richer and the poor poorer. We are furious 

at the ongoing failures of the corrupt system.  

           The streets unite the people against the generals, nepotism, taxes and   more…”82 

 

Even though the public outcry was aimed at the ruling elites in its center was Saad al-Hariri the 

Lebanese premier. In an attempt to lower the flames al-Hariri presented the budget for 2020 

coupled with a “rescue document” that included a series of reforms aimed at recovering the 

economy and civilian well-being. Al-Hariri’s program was summarily rejected as unsatisfactory and 

the protests on the street changed their tune and focused on demands to replace the current 

political-factional system. Correspondingly, the response of the government as well as the heads 

of the factions changed. They rejected the demand to replace the government and cautioned from 

chaos and the collapse of the state. Hassan Nasrallah even sent veiled threats to the Lebanese 

citizens in his speeches, per them Hezbollah will not accept the downfall of the government “and 

                                                 
80 The Lebanese economy at the time has been declining for years and its state became even more dire due 
to accepting the Syrian refugees (approx. 1.5 million). The above only exacerbated in the presence of an 80 
billion USD national debt, deep budgetary deficit, and staggering unemployment rate of the young and 
educated sector of society (37%). 
81 In the past, the factional system was considered a taboo for fear that the country will slide back into a 
bloody civil war. Today many of the younger generation who haven’t experienced the war and feel less 
committed to the Taif Agreement that ended it. moreover, the success of the 2005 Cedar Revolution rather 
than the agony of the civil war is more impactful to the younger generation acting as an agent of change. 
82  A tweet by a Lebanese user, October 20th, 2019. The tweet was retweeted over 120,000 times. 



 
 
take to the streets” to protect the Lebanese people from a civil war that my erupt on the heels of 

the collapse of the current system83.  

 

After almost two weeks of protests al-Hariri resigned from his position. Per him, only this act can 

shake the system, and pull Lebanon from the dead end it marched into84. With this step al-Hariri 

met one of the protesters’ central demands. Yet, they returned to their homes. Per the protesters, 

the protests should continue until there will be a more fundamental change  - of the system – not  

cosmetic change of changing the identity of the person in office. Few Lebanese mourned the al-

Hariri’s resignation as most of the Lebanese, including the Sunni were looking for a different 

leadership than that of the man leading al-Mustaqbal party. Al-Hariri’s resignation reshuffled the 

deck of cards, especially for the Shiite led by Hezbollah. Evidence of that may be found in Nasrallah’s 

frequent speeches during the protests where he made a point of stressing that he was interested 

that the current government would continue to serve in office. the support demonstrations 

organized by Hezbollah immediately after al-Hariri’s resignation attest to the stress it was under 

and the loss of patience by its leader, even with the knowledge that the next government to be 

formed will require his approval. 

 

Some three months after the protests erupted,  a new government was formed, headed by Hassan 

Diab. In his speech, Diab dubbed his government “a rescue team” and branded it a government of 

technocrats so as to meet the protesters demands. Contrary to the expectations, the formation of 

Diab’s government rekindled the protests and turned them more violent. Indeed, the government 

had a lower number of ministers and included politically unaffiliated ministers and in that sense met 

the protesters demands yet its ministers have been selected by the parties in power and in 

agreement only among the members of the March 8th camp. In this sense, the government was 

perceived as monochromatic which contradicted the protesters demands. 

 

The protests kept going on and the rationale behind them was deeper and different. They 

represented the uprising of the generation that refused to accept the corrupt conventions of past 

generations. This generation isn’t interested or wants the eternal present imposed on it. It wants 

                                                 
83 Nasrallah alluded to the 2008 event when Hezbollah fighters took to the streets of Beirut and acted 
violently vis a vis what Nasrallah perceived as a threat to the core interests of Hezbollah (for expansion see 
the strategic flexibility article herein).  
84 See: “Lebanon, Saad al-Hariri announces his resignation as prime minister” www.alakhbar.mr/node/4832 

http://www.alakhbar.mr/node/4832


 
 
a future and therefore it wishes to rewrite the relationship between nationality and communal-

faction and erase the factional dividers/fault lines that seemed not so long ago as written in stone. 

The rapid yet deep transformation the protests underwent – from demands for economic reforms 

to protests that demands political changes reflects the younger generation’s understanding that 

the root causes of their problems lie within the ethnic-factional system, that prevents proper 

governance of the country. The ethnic-factional narrative promoted by the traditional elites since 

the inception of Lebanon fell on deaf ears. The Lebanese society is now in the midst of reorienting 

its perception and civil consciousness goes up against the gap that disconnects the veteran elites 

and the younger generation that searches for a new Lebanese identity. 

 

Part 3 – Hezbollah and The New Lebanese Identity 

The October 2019 riots positioned Hezbollah and its leader, who has been trying to preserve his 

image as defender of the oppressed and corruption fighter85, in a tight spot. Having been part of 

the political establishment for years enabled its stronghold on the Lebanese political system in a 

manner that on the one hand, didn’t allow it to support the protesters calling to replace the 

government it is a major part of and on the other hand deterred it from crushing the protests 

forcefully and thus losing its image as the defender of Lebanon (not just the Shiite) and positioning 

it as the one who oppresses the public. Its strategic flexibility was put (once more) to the test. During 

the first stages of the protests, Nasrallah, the always considered actor, took a cautious stand 

against the protests assuming they would burn out. after all, Lebanon was no stranger to popular 

uprisings. 

 

And yet, the October events which are still going on reflected the breach of several barriers, 

behavioral and perceptional, the most central of which was the public discourse and protests aimed 

directly at the organization. For example, in widely retweeted tweet a Lebanese user wrote: 

“Nasrallah you want us to fight in Yemen and Syria….how can we fight when we are hungry?”. 

Additionally, while it wasn’t surprising to see protesters remove posters of politicians from the 

streets, the removal of Hezbollah affiliated or identified with politicians’ posters was, until the 

protests, an uncommon event in the Lebanese political landscape. “ We are here for the future of 

our children. We don’t have a future, no jobs. We are here to bring down Hezbollah’s government. 

We were silent for too long”. Yet, despite such sporadic references to Hezbollah, Nasrallah was very 

                                                 
85 Khashan, Hilal. 2013. Hezbollah’s Plans for Lebanon. Middle East Quarterly. vol.20, no.2, p.81-86. 



 
 
careful not to get dragged into a direct response to the protesters as it was clear to him that he 

wasn’t the focal point of the protesters86. Beyond that, Nasrallah wanted to be perceived as a 

protests’ insider rather than outsider or opponent of the new Lebanese narrative (should one 

emerge from the protests) and thus preserves his influence leverages. He understood very well that 

going up against the protests and “dismantling” his flexibility (as was in 2008) would be to his 

detriment this time around. 

 

Nasrallah’s cautious demeanor didn’t last long. When he understood that the protesters’ demands 

pose a threat to his organization, interests and his continued chokehold over the country87 he 

started to express his displeasure from the continuing trend and cautioned and warned of its 

consequences88. On October 25th, 2019, Nasrallah went out against protests. He gave a speech that 

will be remembered as the “Three Nos” speech (No – to removing the president from office; No – 

to replacing the government; and No – to early elections to parliament) that summarily rejected the 

main demands of the protesters89. At the core of Nasrallah’s change of attitude was the premise 

that the attempts to redefine the Lebanese societal tone, cracks his natural shield – ethnic faction 

system. Nasrallah knows full well that without Lebanon he cannot exist and per his understanding 

the country redefines itself in a manner that contrasts his views and his organization’s being. The 

New Lebanese experience wasn’t at the core of a political revolution. Rather, it was a perception-

societal one. The protesters didn’t want a new government – they wanted a new mentality.  

 

                                                 
86 The fact that the Shiite public identifies with the protests and their demands made it harder for 
Hezbollah and Nasrallah to go up against it. Nasrallah understood that the participation of the Shiite public 
in the protests and its identification with the calls to remove the corrupt government which he was part of 
might hurt the support he gets from his base. Therefore, in his speeches Nasrallah made a point to call 
upon the Resistance Society to refrain from demonstrating, which reduced the scope of the protests [in fact 
even before the protests erupted many accused Hezbollah of bankrupting Lebanon in the service of the 
Iranian interests]. 
87 Hezbollah was concerned of the fall of president Aoun and prime minister al-Hariri that have been backing 
up the political order that prevailed in Lebanon in recent years until the protests erupted. For expansion see: 
Memri report on the eve of Pompeo’s visit to Lebanon, The Government is Under Complete Political Control 
of Hezbollah. 
88 Therefore, Hezbollah decided to go against the protests, among others, because of concerns it would be 
accused of causing the economic crisis and a reopening of the discussion on its status and right to bear 
arms. For expansion see: Memri report – Hezbollah is Responsible for the Economic Crisis in Lebanon 
89 Nasrallah even claimed that the protest, attended by hundreds of thousands if not millions of Lebanese 
from all walks of the Lebanese society and all over Lebanon, was not authentic and spontaneous but rather 
funded by foreign intelligence services and embassies. These words trickled down to his supporters that 
started to attack protesters on the streets. For the entire speech see https://www.alahednews.com.lb; 
/http://www.memri.org.il/cgi-webaxy/item?5136 

http://www.memri.org.il/cgi-webaxy/item?5136


 
 
The reality that started to shape around Nasrallah and Hezbollah was such that required them one 

more time (and perhaps – the most important one) to stretch the boundaries of their flexibility – 

perceptually and instrumentally. The first manifestation of this stretch was Nasrallah choice to 

remain in a holding pattern, study the lay of the land, the dynamics in play and calculate his moves 

vis a vis what shaped out to be a deep conscious change of the Lebanese perception of itself. 

Hezbollah and its leader therefore, felt threatened by new Lebanese nationality and at the same 

time threaten it.  

 

The wave of protests that washed over the Cedar State was one of the most powerful 

manifestations of the Lebanese society’s rejection of the ethnic faction system as the rule 

regulating their lives and their wishes for a true all factions inclusive national identity. History has 

proven time and again (including twice in Lebanon itself) that nationality and ethnic factions don’t 

go hand in hand. In Lebanon’s history there were two attempts to form all faction inclusive 

nationality – with the rise of the armed Palestinian resistance in the 1970s and following the Israeli 

invasion in 1982. Both attempts failed. In October 2019 another attempt was made. The sources 

of power in the country have traditionally perpetuated the factional division however today the 

Lebanese public is no longer willing to false nationality claims. The “New Lebanese” took to the 

streets to protest against a complete array of archaic ideas and perceptions, disconnected from 

the public sentiment on the street90. They openly declare they want a homeland built on new laws, 

different than the old ones. 

 

The “new Lebanese”, still in the making, is particularly interesting in the Shiite context as many 

young Shiite find in it an opportunity to reframe their story, totally disconnected from Hezbollah. 

The Shite always viewed Lebanon and the Lebanese society as a private club that in large part was 

closed to them for generations91. This new Lebanese founded on a wide national basis rather than 

a narrow factional one provides them the ticket into that club as equal members. To many of them 

the protests represented a deeper issue – above and beyond the fight against corruption and the 

declining economy – to them it was a fight for the right to be Lebanese and form a different kind 

                                                 
90 Hazem Saghia, “Nasrallah Interrupts the New Nationality”, al-Sharq al-Awsat, December 12th, 2019 
91 Siklawi, Rami. 2014. The Social and Political Identities of the Shi’i Community in Lebanon. Arab Studies 
Quarterly, Vol.36, no.4, p.278-291. 
 



 
 
of community, more inclusive – not the narrow and divided one their leadership or organization 

wished to embed and preserve. 

 

The formation of the “new Lebanese” backed Hezbollah into a corner. Nasrallah understand full well 

that it would be difficult for a party that is religious and factional, such as Hezbollah, to come to 

terms with an inclusive nationality and still preserve its leeway and array of interests close to its 

heart. Hezbollah’s strong ties with Iran, is a magnet for a collision with the forming new Lebanese 

nationality. After all, the connection between Hezbollah and its leader and Iran is not just 

manifested by their religious and ideological loyalty to the Ayatollahs’ regime and by the economic 

and ,military aid they receive from Iran. It is a unique connection that transcends any Lebanese 

nationality92. Thus, the new Lebanese nationality, growing from the ground up and cultivated 

democratic and critical thinking clashes with the old Lebanese order and the person that has 

become its leader (despite Hezbollah’s tendency to stay in the background in such cases). 

 

Covid-19 Pandemic – A Life Vest or a Double-Edged Sword for Hezbollah 

Covid-19 pandemic hit Lebanon in February 2020 and charted another side in the Lebanese crisis 

polygon – the healthcare one93. The official Lebanese data showed that only a few hundreds of 

people contracted the virus, however the assessments were that their number is many folds higher 

and rising. The government took aggressive steps to sever the infection chain and called upon the 

people to enlist to the collective struggle94. The plight of the country deepened, the eruption of the 

virus outbreak exacerbated the economic crisis95, which was the main catalyst for the protests in 

the preceding months. Yet, the public concerns about contracting the virus coupled with the 

government’s instructions to keep social distancing led to the decline of the protests. The streets 

were emptied from protesters and the security forces were quick to vacate the protesters 

encampments in the center of Beirut. Since they couldn’t take to the streets the protesters took to 

social media. Among the messages disseminated was one that accused Hezbollah for bringing the 

                                                 
92 Ibid 
93 On February 21st, 2020 the Lebanese government announced the first case of Covid-19 infection in Lebanon 
(a female returning to Lebanon after visiting the city of Qom in Iran) 
94 Among the steps taken, all school activity was halted, all non-essential business closed, air, sea and land 
traffic stopped, and nightly curfew imposed. 
95  Even before the pandemic’s outbreak the World Bank reported in November 2019 that 50% of the 
Lebanese were living below the poverty line and the unemployment was on the rise. The finance minister 
reported that the national debt well above USD $90 billion was equal to 178% of the GDP and the Lebanese 
Lira was devalued by 40% in recent months 



 
 
pandemic to Lebanon due to their close ties with Iran (who has suffered a massive outbreak a few 

months prior). 

 

 

Figure 1: The main “culprits” for the spread of the virus in Lebanon per the discourse on social 

media96 

 

For Hezbollah Covid-19 posed a risk and provided an opportunity, in one. On the one hand the 

outbreak intensified the constrains the organization had to operate within. More and more voices 

accused it of “importing” the virus into Lebanon due to its ties with Iran.  

 

 

                                                 
96 The analysis of Figures 1 and 2 was prepared during Covid-19 outbreak. For the analysis, 268,391 posts 
were harvested from Facebook and 375,679 tweets based on geographic distribution using R programming 
language. The contents underwent computerized analysis and processing to map out the salient points of 
the Lebanese social media users in connection with Covid-19 in Lebanon 
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Figure 2 – The scope of criticism of Lebanese social media users on Hezbollah and its liability for 

the spread of Covid-19 in Lebanon 

 

Moreover, the “new” government was formed as per Hezbollah’s initiative, was under its influence 

and the minister of health was appointed by the organization. As such, it was inevitable that the 

public criticism of the government’s incompetence in contending with the pandemic would be 

aimed at Hezbollah and challenge the internal Lebanese legitimacy it has been always seeking97. On 

the other hand, as someone who can identify the opportunity in any crisis, Nasrallah managed to 

capitalize on the crisis for his benefit. Even though he failed in his attempt to quash the protests 

on the street the pandemic did this for him without him having to resort to use force to quash the 

protests. The protests and demonstrations evaporated in the face of the pandemic. On this crisis 

backdrop Nasrallah hurried to speak to the Lebanese public and position himself as the 

“responsible adult” and demonstrate that he is “the protector of Lebanon” even on internal issues 

(not just regional ones).  

 

In one of his later speeches98 Nasrallah presented the emergency plan for the organization. Per 

Nasrallah, the plan was  meant to assist the government and he stressed it wasn’t meant to replace 

the government. The plan included recruiting 24,500 activists (including doctors, nurses and 

medics), operating hospitals and erecting clinics across Lebanon to fight the pandemic99. Thus, 

Hezbollah alongside the Lebanese political establishment saw the pandemic’s health crisis as an 

opportunity to provide services and prove its capabilities to protect all the Lebanese factions and 

by doing so recover the statute it was losing with the eruption of the protests in October 2019. In 

this campaign, Hezbollah led100. By virtue of it being a hybrid actor Hezbollah was used to multi- 

tasking and juggling a few balls in the air.  

 

Hezbollah’s life became more comfortable considering the backing it got from president Aoun, who 

holds a lot of power. To many Hezbollah was the only entity that could contend with the crisis and 

“save” Lebanon. Thus, paradoxically, the convergence of crises assisted, at least in the beginning 

                                                 
97 Yoram Schweitzer and Orna Mizrachi. 2020. “The Corona Crisis Intensifies Lebanon and Hezbollah’s 
Plight”. Overview, vol.1294, INSS. 
98 Nasrallah consistently gave speeches during the first period when Lebanon contended with Covid-19 
99 That said, Nasrallah made sure that his speeches included frequent promises to take care of Hezbollah, its 
interests, Iran’s interests and the Shiite axis’ interests. 
100 Schweitzer and Mizrachi 2020 



 
 
to preserve Hezbollah’s image as a Lebanese actor that cannot be ignored. The pandemic 

destabilized whatever was left of the fragile political stability in the country and reaffirmed what 

has been public knowledge for quite some time: Hezbollah is a true power in Lebanon, guiding the 

Lebanese government any way it deems fit. the combination between Lebanon’s weakness and 

inability to defend itself from external threats strengthened over time the ties between Hezbollah 

and the state and even brought public opinion closer to the organization and regarding it as the 

major element that prevent anarchy in the country 101 . During Covid-19 crisis, more than 

Hezbollah’s show of force, its opponents’ weaknesses dictated the plays on the ground and 

enabled the former to “win points” but not for long. 

 

The Next Level – The Lira Protest 

 

The anger among the public was mounting while the Lebanese Lira deteriorated to a new low and 

lost approx. 70% of its value since October 2019. Those who thought that the pandemic would end 

the protests, the general plight of the country reignited the protests. Whereas the October 2019 

protests called for a political change, their new iteration in May-June 2020 was driven by hunger 

and despair102. After all, the devaluation of the Lira caused the country to experience the worst 

economic crisis in decades. Rising unemployment coupled with the fact that most Lebanese earn 

wages in local currency, turned buying food and other necessities extremely difficult for many 

families. The turning point in the nature of the protests was described by one of the protesters in a 

BBC interview: “Lebanon has always been chaotic, and it seems that our efforts will not bring any 

change or at least will make it less chaotic”. The description quickly turned into reality. 

 

The most violent protests were in Tripoli where soldiers deployed to restore order but were stoned 

by protesters. The protesters torched banks, smashed ATMs and car windshields and confronted 

security forces with stones and Molotov Cocktails. And still, while the current protest isn’t as wide 

as its predecessor Lebanon now looks, economically and politically, as a dead-end country that 

will have a hard time pulling itself out from the abyss. Diab’s government’s  days are perceived as 

numbered. The political reforms he promised were fulfilled, the hope of ending the factional 

political system is unrealized and the country is at the brink of collapse. Among the main 

                                                 
101  Omri Einav, “The Problem That is Also a Solution: The Lebanese Fears in the Service of Hezbollah”, 
Overview, vol. 642, 2014 
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manifestations of the above are the devaluation of the Lira that has been devalued by 80%, 

worsening liquidity crisis, insolvency and collapse of the banking system, rising poverty rates (45% 

in 2019 to over 75% expected by the end of 2020), severe shortage of electricity and fuel and lack 

of food security103. 

 

It is clear to all the actors in the Lebanese arena, the public included, that the puppet master 

behind the government (and perhaps the future government) is Hezbollah, therefore the 

protesters started to direct most of the criticism toward Nasrallah and his men. The criticism was 

also aimed at the most sensitive issue for Hezbollah – the resistance weapon. It started to become 

evident that the traditional fear of many Lebanese to oppose Hezbollah, its weapons, activities 

and influence on Lebanon was chipping away. One of many examples may be found in a brave and 

important interview given by Sammy Jumail, the leader of the Christian Alqataib party on August 

8th, 2020  to LBCI news network:   

 

“to obtain stability and arrival and sovereignty one must start with disarming Hezbollah as a 

decision of the state. Hezbollah must put itself as an equal among equals like all other citizens 

and under the framework of the law….I have a dream: establishing a new Lebanon. With a 

new regime and without weapons. A stable country where younger people who will be 

elected (to key positions – A”E), those who want to build a homeland without any barriers”104. 

 

The one facing all the above is the Lebanese government and it may very well be that the solution 

is too complex for it to handle. It tries to get the IMF to extricate it out of the financial crisis but 

encounters difficulties in light of the demand for reforms and disarming Hezbollah. The old order 

cracked and in August 4th, 2020 it seemed that its dissolution process picked up steam. 

 

Has the Straw That Broke the Camel’s Back Been Found? 

 

On August 4th, 2020 a strong explosion rocked the Beirut Harbor area and caused tremendous 

damage. The leader of the security services, Abbas Ibrahim, interviewed to local media and declared 

that the lethal explosion occurred in a warehouse containing explosive that have been confiscated 
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off a foreign ship a few months prior. Soon thereafter it turned out that the explosion occurred as a 

result of a fire that took place in a warehouse that contained over 2,700 tons of Ammonium Nitrate 

(a volatile chemical(. The massive explosion shot shockwaves around Beirut and a huge mushroom 

cloud that could be seen from miles away. After the explosion first responders arrived at the scene 

to evacuate the wounded and dead and called the public to donate blood. The doctors’ association 

called all doctors in Lebanon to hurry to ERs that were crumbling under the pressure of so many 

victims.  

 

The Lebanese media widely covered the event and mentioned that over 70% of the harbor was 

damaged with an estimated recovery cost of USD $2-3 billion. Following the explosion, the ability to 

offload bulk carriers which will naturally lead to an increase of food prices. Further, prime minister 

Diab announced three days of national mourning (August 5-7) and vowed to find and punish the 

responsible parties. Alongside Diab’s announcement, the secretary of the Supreme Defense Council, 

headed by president Aoun, announced that an inquiry board to investigate the explosion and draw 

conclusions with regards to the parties responsible for the explosion. Hezbollah too chimed in as 

an integral part of the regime, expressed its condolences and undertook to do anything it its power 

to help the country contend with the event105. 

 

To many, Hezbollah was the chief defender of the old Lebanese order whose dismantling has been 

demanded by the protesters since October 2019. Pointing a finger at Hezbollah put the latter on 

the defensive which was clearly reflected in Nasrallah’s speech on the backdrop of the events where 

he vehemently denied that his organization controlled the harbor, threatened the “deceivers” and 

“war mongers” and stressed that the investigation of the disaster should be conducted by the state 

of Lebanon106. Even though on the face of it Hezbollah projected power there is no doubt that the 

organization was under unprecedented pressure in the various environments it is active in (the 

Shiite axis and the internal Lebanese system). 
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The organization, holding the health ministry and making up a dominant component of the Diab 

government was going to be perceived by the entire public or most of it as identified with the 

government’s incompetence in dealing with Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, Hezbollah was subject to 

harsh public scrutiny for its objection at the beginning of the crisis to halt air traffic with Iran, and 

later when it objected to a declaration of a state of emergency that would have authorized the 

Lebanese army to contend with the crisis on a national level and would therefore weaken 

Hezbollah’s image as the “defender of Lebanon”. Additionally, its reluctance to accept the 

international aid packages and the negotiations with the IMF drew the ire of the public. That said, 

despite the direct criticism, the organization still managed to preserve its power. 

 

For now, it seems that Hezbollah is not directly connected to the explosion in the harbor and indeed 

this was a warehouse accidental fire. However, Hezbollah as an organization and as a political party 

that tied its fate with the state systems in Lebanon cannot remain impervious to the criticism 

aimed at it and at the state institutions for long. The horrible explosion served as reminder to many 

Lebanese that Hezbollah possesses many weapons and ammunition depots that are located as 

matter of course in residential areas in Beirut as well as the Shiite villages which may pose a threat 

to the safety and security of the citizens. 

 

Further, past events reinforce public understanding that Hezbollah will do everything in its power 

to preserve its power and stature in the country and under no circumstance will disarm itself, end 

its involvement in the Syrian civil war and his fight with Israel. However, Hezbollah also has the 

resources to assist with the recovery of Beirut, as it did after the Second Lebanon War in 2006 when 

it led efforts to rebuild complete quarters of the city that have been flattened by Israel. In light of 

the above, the coming weeks are critical for Hezbollah that will try to eat the cake and keep it 

whole as it has been doing for years: position itself as an organization that acts outside state 

institutions while providing services that the country is unable to (security, social services, 

healthcare, construction) and simultaneously as an organization integrated into the state but not 

liable to the latter’s failings. 

 

As soon as Nasrallah finished his speech, Hezbollah opened a media campaign that focused on 

denying any connection to the Beirut harbor explosion107. Hezbollah put the blame on senior 
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members of the Lebanese government since 2014 – which by the way it was a member of. Another 

central motif was expression of solidarity with the victims of the explosion. To reinforce this 

message Hezbollah aided the victims through its own healthcare system (intended only for the Shiite 

community). Its hospitals and the Shahid Institution opened their doors to hundreds of wounded, 

Hezbollah activists in the southern quarter launched a large-scale blood drive and Hezbollah 

municipal elements sent search and rescue teams to the disaster area. Moreover, Hezbollah media 

provided extensive coverage to the Iranian assistance to Lebanon following the disaster and 

expressions of solidarity by states and organizations in the radical axis108. 

 

The Beirut harbor explosion destroyed not only a major part of Beirut but also what was left of the 

Lebanese economy and ignited a third wave of protests that were now more violent than before 

and returned to focus on replacing the political leadership as well the factions leaders and change 

the government system. The fear barrier has been broken. One of the main expressions of that was 

the protesters raids on government offices carrying cardboard images of the political and faction 

leaders with nooses around their necks, calling these people to resign or be hanged. In light of these 

developments Hezbollah decided to highlight in its media campaign, contrary to its demeanor prior 

to the explosion in the harbor, aggressive messages against the protesters. 

 

The main motive behind this media course change were the calls for a complete overhaul of the 

faction system (“revolution”) which Hezbollah is an integral and central part of. The calls against 

Hezbollah and the display featuring Nasrallah’s hanged image added fuel to the fire. Senior 

Hezbollah members and its media apparatus accused the protesters of conspiring with those who 

wish to harm Hezbollah and use the national tragedy to weaken the organization. Hezbollah was 

sending out distress signals alongside show of force and on social media Hezbollah supporters 

blatantly threatened to harm the protesters. As the fear barrier broke Hezbollah’s strategic flexibility 

broke with it. it could no longer stand on the sidelines and the let public blow off steam as the latter 

became too dangerous for the organization and its “Lebanese” image. 

 

About a week after the explosion Diab announced the resignation of his government. In his 

announcement Diab accused the corrupt policy in Lebanon: 
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“I’ve said in the past that the corruption and disarray are everywhere. I learned that they are 

stronger than the state and the latter cannot contend with them or get rid of them. The 

corruption and governmental disarray led to the explosion in the Beirut Harbor. We answer 

the people’s wishes for a true change of a corrupt regime and announce hereby the 

resignation of the government” 

 

Even before Diab’s announcement, ministers in his government resigned. Despite its resignation 

Diab’s government will stay in office as an interim government until a new government will be 

formed under the leadership of the person that will agree to take upon herself what seems like an 

impossible mission: Rehabilitating and stabilizing Lebanon. On the same night Diab announced the 

resignation of his government, tens of thousands of Lebanese took to the streets and cried out for 

a real change, of the first order one. The resignation of the Diab government, that to begin with has 

been perceived as a façade for a Hezbollah government, is a merely a small step in the right direction 

for the protesters however it is perfectly clear that just this step will nit satisfy them. The road to 

building a new order may be long but it seems that under the circumstances Lebanon is in this is 

not an impediment and perhaps even an accelerator for the formation of the “new” Lebanese as 

the guiding principle of the new political system yearned to by the protesters. 

 

Summary  

 

The state of Lebanon rife with ethnic-factional tensions became over the year a divided state in a 

manner that highlights the lack of its national unity. The wave of protests that began in October 

2019 brought to light (and even intensified) the undercurrents running through the societal 

landscape of the Cedar State and started a brave process of dismantling the old order and the 

building new one based on a “new” Lebanese identity. This wave won a few small victories like the 

fall of the al-Hariri government, the appointment and resignation of the Diab government however 

it is yet to bring the fundamental change demanded by the protesters. Proof of that may be found 

in the fact the Lebanese economy’s free fall in recent months didn’t cause the political elite to 

acknowledge its responsibility and make way to competent and responsible leaders from within the 

civilian society; Hezbollah is still being regarded as the one who will cast the deciding vote on the 

identity of the new government and factional system is still alive and kicking in the delicate Lebanese 

social fabric. 

 



 
 
The question we asked immediately after the explosion was whether the horrible disaster in the 

Beirut harbor will be the even that will finally shake the power of the political elite and jump start 

the change so many Lebanese are hoping for? If indeed it will be determined that the blast was 

another (extreme) example of a criminal neglect by state agencies, will it lead to a fundamental 

change of the power structures in the country and the reduction of the ruling elite (Hezbollah 

included)’s power? The time that elapsed since then has proven yet again Hezbollah and Nasrallah’s 

resiliency. The accusing voices in the Lebanese public died down quickly, Hezbollah repositioned 

itself once more as the responsible adult and aided the suffering society and proved, again, that it 

is the only functioning actor – for good or bad. 

 

As a rule, the Lebanese are no strangers to disasters. They become accustomed over the years to 

live in the shadow of this or that violence, either internal or external. However, over the years the 

Lebanese always took pride in their resiliency. This resiliency, whether real or imaginary, is now 

facing an unprecedented test. Will the Beirut harbor disaster be the one that breaks the camel’s 

back and push the country into the abyss it has been facing for over a year and get branded as a 

failed state or will the disaster prove to be the last nail in the coffin of the old order and first in 

the construction of new one? Without addressing the elephant in the room Lebanon has been 

experiencing a preamble for a civil war in recent months. The question Nasrallah is facing now is 

whether he should hurry and demonstrate Hezbollah’s power to deter the voices calling for a change  

in the system he has been a part of and its protector for three decades or wait and see where the 

chips may fall and adapt to the shaping reality under the understanding that unlike previous 

instances, this time he cannot shape it.  

 

As said in this article as well as its predecessors in this compendium, while Hezbollah’s strategic 

flexibility has been deployed over the years mainly in the face of crises, the adaptations of its 

activities and spheres of operations were mostly marginalized and addressed mainly practices. The 

continuing cries for a new Lebanese order may require Hezbollah to compromise on its principles 

and some of its core values that stem from its moral-religious-ideologic rigid compass (its vision, 

being, perception of its role in society and place in the Cedar State), alongside a re-examination of 

its set of alliances – internal and external alike. This kind of flexibility will require it to adapt and 

change, fundamentally. 

 



 
 
For Hezbollah and Nasrallah, the new Lebanese order yearned to by so many Lebanese and the 

“new” Lebanese identity that is the wind in this yearning’s back are shaping a reality that 

Hezbollah will not be able to ignore should the trend continues. If Hezbollah wishes to ensure its 

survival in the changing reality it will have to adapt itself to it and stretch its flexibility to the limit. 

The problem for Hezbollah in terms of such adaptation is the growing resistance within the Lebanese 

society to its weapons and its chokehold over the country. Thus, despite its tendency to adapt to a 

changing reality, as long as Hassan Nasrallah is leading Hezbollah it is hard to imagine his 

willingness to relinquish the two cornerstones of his life’s work – resistance and “Lebanonization”. 

Therefore, should the protests against the system intensify and Hezbollah will feel a real threat to 

its stature or  freedom to bear arms, Nasrallah will choose, out of sense distress  and lack of 

options, to flex his muscles, quash the protests and an extreme case form a new Lebanese order 

– his own. 
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