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The Coronavirus has disrupted modern societies on the scale that most living people on this 

planet have never witnessed before. In fact, this is the biggest challenge that the world order 

has faced since WWII, as the global economy is heading towards great collapse not seen since 

the 1930s. What does the record of the last three months since the outbreak of the pandemic tell 

us about the link between political regime types and responses to the pandemic? 

An emerging international narrative on the global pandemic with regard to global leadership is 

that China is rising while the US is declining. As Washington foretells, Beijing is moving 

quickly and strongly to take advantage of the opening created by US mistakes, filling the 

leadership vacuum in order to position itself as a global leader in the response to the pandemic. 

China has provided material assistance to other countries; it has started to organize many 

countries’ responses to the pandemic, while at the same time there exists great tension and chaos 

inside the US. China has sent medical supplies and advisors to various countries around the 

world including to the US and EU. This global leadership role China is assuming implies in a 

subtle way that China’s governance model requires a serious look, particularly in handling big 

global problems such as a pandemic. The World Health Organization (WHO) has continuously 

praised China for its effective and aggressive response to contain the spread of the virus, in 

contrast to democratic governments in Europe and the US, which have been reacting much 

more slowly as they had to consider balancing health checks, limiting human movements, and 

instituting quarantines that seriously impact individual rights and civil liberties during a public 

health crisis. There are deep legal tensions and problems within many countries requiring their  

citizens to engage in lockdowns, undergo quarantines with constitutional implications that  
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restrict their citizens from exercising basic constitutional rights such as freedom of association 

and assembly. In this context, democracies are believed to be less effective and some 

intellectuals and public figures suggest that perhaps China’s style of governance is a better 

model to be applied in the developing countries. This perception is amplified with the recent 

containment efforts and economic success of many East Asian countries that apply authoritarian 

leadership.  

However, it is deeply problematic and disturbing when Muslim countries buy into this 

argument. What actually should matter here is the concept of “social trust” and “good public 

health policies” that don’t require political control, but promote political transparency, public 

trust, collaboration, and good habits (such as social distancing, and good hygiene) that allow 

society to effectively respond to the pandemic. Certainly citizens of democracies can reasonably 

expect higher levels of accountability and honesty from their governments than people living 

under authoritarian regimes. During a health crisis, a government’s credibility is a vital and 

significant national asset. To slow the spread of the virus, the government must convincingly 

inform and instruct the public, which ultimately requires trust that it is following scientific 

advice, and that the government is acting out of the public interest while its measures ensure 

public safety. Trust in turn requires transparency. The government with little transparency can’t 

mobilize its citizens effectively and collectively to deal with a serious national health crisis. A 

regime that lies and uses deception is not viewed as politically legitimate by its citizens and 

will not inspire social trust that results in compliance and collective cooperation. Generally 

speaking, democracies are much better than autocracies in telling the truth through free press, 

civil society, respect of free speech and inquiry, and independent judiciary which in turn better 

inform societies and bring forth truth and relevant facts. For that matter, if societies have free 

press, vibrant civil society, and legitimate opposition political parties, the pandemic we face 

today would have been better contained rather than becoming a global problem. Unfortunately, 

the pandemic is contributing to a global rise of authoritarianism as many governments are 

manipulating it by declaring state of emergencies, increasing surveillance, and curtailing civil 

liberties for political reasons.    
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