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T
he Lebanese people 
will make it to the 
polls May 6 after 
seven long years of 
electoral delay and 
political paralysis. 
However, the new 

system of proportional represen-
tation that forms the basis of the 
new elections stands to affect not 
just how Lebanon’s politicians are 
elected but also how they govern.
   It is hard to overstate the scale 
of the change next year’s elections 
will mark. Since gaining independ-
ence in 1943, Lebanon has been 
governed by a majoritarian system. 
The new system of proportional 
representation marks a break with 
the old one and a new direction for 
Lebanon and, hopefully, its histori-
cally dysfunctional parliament.

The difference between the two 
systems is stark. The majoritarian 
system is based upon a concept of 
winner-take-all in which whoever 
wins more than half the votes is 
awarded all the seats. However, 
the proportional system provides 
voters with competing lists of 
candidates and parties, allocated 
through Lebanon’s confessional 
system, from which they select a 

candidate.
Predictably, criticism has been 

quick in coming. Much of it has 

focused on the increase in the 
number of wards available and 
the reduced number of religions 
living within them. For instance, 
under the previous system, a Shia 
seeking election would have had 
to secure a significant number of 
votes from the Sunni and Christian 
population living in the candidate’s 
ward. True, many wards tended to 
vote exclusively with one faction. 
However, to some, the principle of 
cross-confessional appeal has been 
reduced.

Civil society has also proven 
less than impressed with the new 
system. The absence of any elec-
toral monitor, no quotas for female 
candidates and ambiguous rules 
over campaign financing have cast 
doubt on its legitimacy. “It’s akin 
to putting new tyres on an old car,” 
a long-time observer of Lebanese 
elections told the New Yorker 
in June. “New tyres are useful 
when it’s a beloved classic car that 
speeds along but essentially point-
less when the car is a dysfunctional 
old banger.”

The changes to Lebanon’s elec-
toral law have dominated every 
aspect of the country’s political life 
— from the day-to-day operations 
of parliament, to the recent crises 
sparked by the shock resignation 
announcement of Prime Minister 

Saad Hariri. At that time, Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun exploited 
suspicions that Hariri’s allies, the 
Lebanese Forces, had betrayed 
him to his Saudi allies to bring 
him closer to his own axis, thus 
strengthening his own coalition.

In the short term, this may have 
been political opportunism. How-
ever, its implications have been 
far-reaching.

For much of the Lebanese 
political class, Hariri’s resignation 
proved a watershed moment. Prior 
to his announcement, much of the 
discussion focused on efforts to 
build coalitions among Lebanon’s 
various political parties. That 
changed with Hariri’s notional 
departure and his subsequent 
alignment with Aoun.

Since that point, discussion has 
focused almost exclusively on the 
likelihood of rule by a grand coali-
tion of the big five parties: the Fu-
ture Movement (headed by Hariri), 
the Free Patriotic Movement 
(Aoun’s party), Hezbollah, Amal 
Movement (headed by Speaker 
Nabih Berri) and the Progressive 
Socialist Party (headed by Walid 
Jumblatt).

If such a grand coalition were 
achievable — and discipline within 
it maintainable — it could redraw 
the entire parliamentary map and 

mark a volte-face in the distribu-
tion of power throughout the 
country.

The five parties could direct the 
legislative path of the parliament 
and would exert significant influ-
ence over the executive branch. 
Critically, the concentration of 
power in one grand bloc would 
essentially suck much of the air out 
of the rooms occupied by Leba-
non’s smaller parties.

For some, that kind of pluralism 
may seem beneficial. However, for 
Lebanon, choked by endemic cor-
ruption and bureaucratic inertia, 
the delays involved in the rule by 
such a coalition could prove hard 
to predict.

Within that bloc, Hezbollah 
would almost certainly exert the 
most power but the diversification 
of interests would also serve as a 
likely check on the Party of God’s 
ambitions.

Next year’s elections stand to 
mark a paradigm shift for the 
Lebanese political class. A new 
coalition, one able to pass legisla-
tion quickly and effectively, would 
benefit all. However, a coalition 
dominated by Hezbollah and the 
needs of external parties operating 
to agendas of their own risks not 
just imperilling Lebanese democ-
racy but potentially Lebanon, too.
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ebanon and its capital, Bei-
rut, at least to some West-
erners, are synonymous 
with war, destruction and 
the senseless killing of in-

nocents due to the nebulous under-
standing of sectarian differences. 
While this might apply to wartime 
Lebanon, this Levantine republic, 
with its traffic jams, power and wa-
ter cuts, primordial internet service 
and all that comes with it, remains 
home to numerous foreigners.

Among them was Rebecca Dykes, 
a 30-year-old British national who 
worked as a programme and policy 
manager for the Department for 
International Development at the 
British Embassy in Beirut. Dykes, 
who enjoyed the streets of Beirut 
as an avid jogger, had no trouble 
fitting in, nor did she feel under 
threat either as a woman alone in 
a foreign city or as a diplomat in a 
complicated and occasionally con-
tradictory meeting place of nations 
and religions.

This sense of security was shat-
tered when Dykes’s body was dis-
covered December 16 a few kilo-
metres from Beirut on a relatively 
secluded motorway, with indica-
tions she was the victim of a vi-
cious sexual assault.

Within Beirut’s expatriate com-
munity, Dykes’s killing unleashed 
fears that it was its members who 
had been the target of the attack. 
However, within 24 hours of her 
body’s discovery, it was clear that 
many of the implications of her 
death started and ended within 
the forensic detritus of the crime 
scene. The others, from the alacri-
ty with which the police reacted, to 
the negligence of the taxi company, 
Uber, entrusted with driving her 
home, will endure for some time.

“Becky’s death has been a shock 
to everyone in my community,” 
said Stephanie d’Arc Taylor, an 
American journalist and social 
entrepreneur who has lived in 
Lebanon since 2012. D’Arc, who 
cofounded Jaleesa.co, which  
connects families with trusted 
child-care providers, said: “I can’t 

speak for anyone but myself but I 
think many of us believe she was 
simply in the wrong place and [at] 
the wrong time.”

D’Arc agreed that “women are 
murdered every day in cities all 
over the world and those of us who 
live in Beirut are lucky enough to 
usually feel safe working and so-
cialising and going from place to 
place. I’ve found that women in 
Beirut are coming together in new 
ways to be supportive of each other 
and share their experiences with 
sexual harassment and assault, 
which is probably as commonplace 
in Beirut as it is in other cities I’ve 
lived in.”

Reading beyond the tragedy and 
the immediate arrest of Dykes’s al-
leged killer — an Uber driver and 
ex-con, who reportedly confessed 
to the crime — is the endless de-
bate over how this may affect the  
Lebanese state and what this  
tragedy tells us about it.

In reality, it tells us that, in some 
respects, the Lebanese state is 
quite strong. Despite the many  
challenges Lebanon’s Internal Se-
curity Forces (ISF) encounter be-
cause of the political, sectarian and 
tribal make-up of the country, what 
can’t be disputed is that they exhib-
ited remarkable skill in reconstruct-
ing the events after Dykes left a bar 
in east Beirut and making an arrest 
in the case within 24 hours.

Yet for many, the debate sparked 
by Dykes’s death is not so much 
about the civil and political impli-
cations of the tragedy as it is the is-
sues raised over corporate respon-
sibility.

Jasmine el-Gamal, an Ameri-
can-Egyptian who recently made 
Beirut her home, said she is more 
concerned about the lack of re-
sponsibility shown by Uber in hir-
ing an ex-con apparently without  
properly vetting him.

“All I can say is that given the  
level of safety I’ve felt here — com-
parable to living in Washington, 
DC — I was shocked and outraged 
at Uber for risking the safety of its 
riders in such a way.” Gamal, a stra-
tegic communications adviser, said 
that “if anything this entire inci-
dent says more to me about Uber, 
which I will not be using again, 
than the Lebanese state.”

While the Lebanese government 
works diligently in reassuring the 

diplomatic community that the 
streets of Beirut are safe for their 
nationals, it is equally keen to re-
assure foreign donors that money 
spent on the ISF has been well used. 
In this case, sources close to the in-
vestigation told The Arab Weekly 
that the Lebanese state had been es-
pecially concerned about seeking a 
speedy resolution to Dykes’s killing 
to waylay fears the British may have 
entertained over their competence.

Official propaganda notwith-
standing, it can’t be denied that the 
ISF’s solid performance in arrest-
ing a suspect in Dykes’s killing so 
quickly will bolster the country’s 
standing going into the fundraising 
conference for Lebanon in Rome 
in early 2018, aimed at attracting 
exactly the kind of support for the 
Lebanese Army and security forces 
that this case has highlighted.

While much emphasis has been 
given to the army, the real under-
dog, the ISF, has proven itself wor-
thy of support, especially in coun-
terterrorism and domestic security. 
The ISF, contrary to the Lebanese 
armed forces, has been relatively 
immune to Hezbollah’s influence 
and foreign investment in its de-
velopment would likely prove safe 
from the sticky fingers of the Party 
of God.

While Dykes’s friends and family 
must inevitably take time to mourn 
their tragedy, for Lebanon the sorry 
affair raised and resolved a variety 
of questions. The speed in which 
an arrest was made demonstrated 
that the security of Beirut’s foreign 
guests will always take precedence 
over its native population — and 
that way ahead of Lebanon’s Syrian 
refugees.

Critically, while the state has 
been quick to brag about the speed 
in which this matter was resolved, 
it has highlighted the limits of its 
authority beyond the safe streets 
of Beirut, to areas where drug king-
pins and car thieves do not hide 
behind the wheel of an Uber and 
where they are not afraid to show 
their faces.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at 
the American University of Beirut 
and author of “A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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Whether the 
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Assad’s departure 
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of interest for 
Trump.

is a Lebanese writer. 
Follow him on Twitter: 

@RamiRayess.

Tragic fate. An undated family photo shows Rebecca Dykes, a British staffer at the British Embassy in 
Lebanon, who was found strangled by the side of the road east of Beirut, on December 16. 
                                                                                                                                          (Britain’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office)

Within Beirut’s 
expatriate community, 
Dykes’s killing 
unleashed fears that it 
was its members who 
had been the target of 
the attack.
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