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CORONAVIRUS: COVID-19
The Thing That Determines a Country’s Resistance to the
Coronavirus

“The major dividing line in effective crisis response will not place autocracies on one side and democracies on the
che
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HEN THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC now sweeping the world was localized in
‘ )‘ f China in January, many people argued that China’s authoritarian system was
blocking the flow of information about the seriousness of the situation. The
case of Li Wenliang, a physician who was punished for blowing the whistle carly on and
who subsequently died from the disease, was seen as emblematic of authoritarian

dysfuncrion.

The situation now looks less rosy for democratic government. Europe faces a larger
disease burden than China, with Italy alone exceeding the number of deaths officially
reported in China, despite having one-twentieth the population. It turns out that the
lCﬂdErS Ofmal]y dﬁﬂ]ﬂcr&cies fﬁll Siﬂ]ilar PIESSU]'ES to dGW“Play the dangﬂl's OFthE
epidemic, whether to avoid injuring the economy or to protect their personal interests.
‘This was true not just of Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro or Mexicos Lopez Obrador, but also of
President Donald Trump, who until mid-March kept insisting that the U.S. had the
disease under control and thar the epidemic would disappear shortly. This explains why
the U.S. lost two months in preparing for the onslaught, creating persistent shortages of
testing kits and medical suppli&s. China, meanwhile, is reporting a lavelingvoﬁ of new
cases. Chinese students in Britain have reportedly been astonished at the lax approach

taken by Boris Johnson's government.
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When the pandemic subsides, I suspect that we will have to discard simple dichotomies.
The major dividing line in effective crisis response will not place autocracies on one side
and democracies on the other. Rather, there will be some high-performing autocracies,
and some with disastrous outcomes. There will be a similar, though lik&ly smaller,
variance in outcomes among democracies. The crucial determinant in performance will

not be the type of regime, but the state’s capacity and, above all, trust in government.

All political systems need to delegate discretionary authority to executive branches,
especially during times of crisis. No set of preexisting laws or rules can ever anticipate all
of the novel and rapidly changing situations that countries will face. The capacity of

people at the top, and their judgment, determine whether outcomes are good or bad.

And in making that delegation of authority to the executive, trust is the single most
important commodity that will determine the fate of a socicty. In a democracy no less
than in a dictatorship, citizens have to believe that the exccutive knows what it is doing.

And trust, unfortunatcly, is cxac(ly what is missing in America today.
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The U.S. has thus been able to generate huge amounts of state power when necessary.
In Latin America, legislatures have frequently bestowed emergency powers on presidents
who then kept them and became dictators. We see similar power grabs taking place in
Hungary and the Philippines today. By contrast, the U.S. has tended to return power to
society once the emergency has passed. Armies were rapidly demobilized in 1865, 1918,
and 1945; Wilson returned the railroads to private ownership after a couple of years.
The powers granted to the executive branch under the Patriot Act after 9/11 have been
gradually clawed back.

[ David Frum: The coronavirus is demonstrating the value of globalization |

So while America may be slow to acr at first, once it is up to speed, it can probably
match the capabilities of most authoritarian governments, including China’s. Indeed,
one can argue that because power in the U.S. is democratically legitimarted, it is more
durable in the long run than the authority of a dictatorship. In addition, the
government can draw on ideas and information from citizens and civil society in a way
that China cannot. And for all that U.S. federalism fractures authority, it also creates a
50-state laboratory for new ideas. The governors of New York and California have been
willing to move much faster and more decisively in the pandemic than the bogged-

down federal government.

A democracy delegates emergency powers to its executive to deal with fast-moving
threats. But willingness to delegate power and its effective use depend on one thing

above all, which is trust that the executive will use those powers wisely and effectively.

[And this is where the U.S. has a big problem right now.
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‘The intense distrust that Trump and his administration have aroused, and the distrust of
government that they have instilled in their supporters, will have terrible consequences
for policy. The Democrats were insistent on including transparency requirements for
use of the corporate-bailout fund included in the $2 wrillion relief bill passed on Friday.
The Trump administration, in signing it, asserted that it will not be bound by this

P gning Y
provision, just as it refused congressional oversight during the impeachment
proceedings. This guarantees that any future exercise of emergency powers to help
distressed businesses or hard-hir regions will be second-guessed, and subject to
accusations of cronyism on the part of an administration that up to now has been quite

happy to reward cronies.

In the end, I don’t believe that we will be able to reach broad conclusions about whether
dictatorships or democracies are better able to survive a pandemic. Democracies such as
South Korea and Germany have been relatively successful so far in dealing with the
crisis, even if the U.S. is doing less well. What matters in the end is not regime type, but
whether citizens trust their leaders, and whether those leaders preside over a competent
and effective state. And on this score, America’s deepening tribalism leaves few reasons

for optimism.



