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356  BOOK REVIEWS

Hezbollah: A Short History, by Augustus Richard Norton, Princeton, NJ, 
Princeton University Press, new edition  2014, 248 pp., $15.95 (paperback), 
ISBN 978-0-691-16081-8

Hezbollah: An Outsiders Inside View, by Brenda Heard, Cagliari, Arkadia 
Editore,  2015, 383 pp., $9.99 (e-book), ISBN: 978-88-68510-701

As the vibrant yellow flag waves through the air in al Dahiya, the predominately 
Shi’a suburb of Beirut, the Arabic words are clear, but their interpretation remains 
contested. The ‘A’ in Allah clenches a gun with the words reading, under its flashy 
calligraphic script, ‘The Islamic Resistance of Lebanon’. The United States and Israel 
firmly classify the Party of God or ‘Hizb-Allah’ as a terrorist organization under the 
umbrella of Iran’s control. Since the 1990s, though, the group has been a dominant 
political party (and today is undoubtedly the dominant party) and the largest militia 
in Lebanon even as it continues to carry out bombings, assassinations, and kidnap-
pings against its number one target: Israel. Thus the question continues to surface: 
just what is Hezbollah, authentic local phenomenon or transplanted Iranian creature?

On the one hand, the group prides itself upon its Islamic credentials, supporting 
a unique social, educational, and religious effort primarily among Lebanese Shi’as 
but not excluding minority groups. Hence it fulfills its religious duty to protect and 
nurture its own communities. On the other hand, best evidence demonstrates that 
it serves as a force responsive to Iranian directives. This perplexing combination of 
protector yet unconventional warfare asset leads authors such as Augustus Richard 
Norton and Brenda Heard to explore not only the question posed above but to add 
the obvious: What does Hezbollah really want?

To make sense of Hezbollah today, it is imperative to understand the history in 
Lebanon that helped create it, particularly the civil war of 1975–1990. Norton pre-
sents a comprehensive, up-to-date primer, drawing from more than three decades 
of research on Hezbollah and the Lebanese Shi’a community, intended to ‘offer a 
more balanced and nuanced account of this complex organization’ (p. 8). A professor 
of international relations and anthropology at Boston University as well as a former 
US army officer, he steps away from the ideologically motivated discourses and 
provides a well-rounded treatment of the group.

He focuses on the origins of the Shi’a community in Lebanon, specifically upon 
developments after the 1979 Iranian Revolution. The latter served as an ‘inspira-
tion to action’ (p. 36) in showing Islam’s power to ignite change. In 1982, Israel 
invaded Lebanon following a ceasefire with the PLO, prompting the deployment of 
a Multinational Force (MNF) of Americans and the French to Beirut to bring about sta-
bility. Within the context of detested foreign intervention, Iranian assistance served 
to jump-start Shi’a resistance. Thus was born Hezbollah.

The fighting that followed served to establish Hezbollah and Israel as mortal 
foes, with the bulk of the actual combat at this time taking place within the Israeli-
occupied territory in Southern Lebanon, as well as in the suburbs of Beirut. Much 
history under the bridge was to culminate in the well-covered 2006 Israeli incursion 
and the later, ongoing, Hezbollah movement into Syria in support of another long-
time patron, the dictator Assad.
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As is to be expected, the questions raised earlier now loom larger than ever, to 
include within Lebanon itself. In the West, answers are too often based upon sup-
position or mirror-imaging. What evidence is readily at hand comes from Hezbollah 
supporters, administrators, and leaders themselves. This leaves hanging the more 
fundamental issues, such as motivation for joining the group’s rank and file, the 
reasons for staying, and – all but absent in discussions – the reasons for leaving, 
assuming such does in fact occur.

Brenda Heard, activist and founder of the UK’s Friends of Lebanon, compiles 
eight years of interviews and relationships into a book meant to address at least 
one dimension of this complex topic even as it challenges the Western perspec-
tive of Hezbollah. For many, the results will be decidedly mixed, focusing upon the 
non-kinetic aspects of the movement while skirting the hard questions concerning 
the necessity of resort to violence, to include its strategic dimensions.

Internally, it is always possible to make a case for Hezbollah. For many Lebanese, 
the memories of warfare, occupation, and violent sectarianism continue to shape 
daily life. As the government stood on the sidelines following the July 2006 war, 
Hezbollah acted and has been successful in rebuilding many parts of the country. 
Through the construction firm Jihad al Binaa, for example, at least 100 health centers 
have been established. Simultaneously, an educational scout camp imparts les-
sons in patriotism and Islamic culture to Al Mahdi scouts in a setting nestled amidst 
Olympic-size swimming pools.

These and numerous other services have expanded the Hezbollah network and 
brand. Heard interviews Ali, a professional with an office position affiliated with 
Hezbollah, who details how ‘resistance had grown within him as had every char-
acteristic of his being’ (p. 306). In such interviews, Heard is able to capture the ‘raw 
ache of injustice that may never heal’ (p. 34) even as she fails to provide a more 
nuanced understanding of Hezbollah. In particular, she leaves out much mention of 
the Iranian connection and Hezbollah’s global terrorist activity. In this area, Norton 
makes the greater contribution.

Still, Norton and Heard both agree that Hezbollah is indeed a power player within 
Lebanese borders and beyond. There is no doubt the group is joined at the hip to 
Iran, often acting as Tehran’s proxy. The Syrian conflict is but the latest example. By 
engaging in a war tied to deadly effects inside and outside Syria’s borders, Hezbollah 
has placed postwar Lebanon back on the hot seat.

Ultimately, Hezbollah’s actions in Syria serve to dramatically complicate its 
 founding mission of resistance, especially when receiving praise from a leader 
such as Nasrallah, who can barely address a crowd in public for fear of his own 
assassination. Foreign adventures therefore place hard-earned domestic position 
at risk. Hezbollah’s emergence as a distinctive proxy – ‘Iran’s Gurkhas’ is a sobriquet 
that comes to mind – will, in a time of uncertain geopolitics, be the salient factor 
determining who stands behind the yellow flag of Hezbollah in the years to come.
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