Democracy
withersas ™\
leadership W
20es missing

hen making
sense of the weird
thingshappening
inthe northern
hemisphere one
trend should not
escape our notice: a deepening crisis

..caused by bankers' greedis begin-
ningtorip the guts out of democracy.

Here's what the textbooks say: in
continental Europe, Britain and the
US, democracyis a special way oflife

1| cinwhich citizens govern themselves
through their chosen representatives.
Bossing and bullying are not cool.
Democracyis free and fair elections,
butmuchmore: those who call the
shots in government and business are
kept on their toes, honest and hum-

«ble, making sure their greed for power

- doesnotruin thelives of citizens.

That's the theory. Now look at the
miserable reality. Four years into the

- deepest economic crisis since the
_ Great Depression, governments of
+i -vital parts of the capitalist world are
running on empty. Pessimism has the
upper hand, understandably. Since
¢+ the infamous Dutch tulip craze of the
early 17th century, therehavebeen 10
major panics caused by burst finan-
cialbubbles. Seven have happened
since the early 1970s. Each triggered
.|| economic and political disruption,
but the 2007 blowoutis the worst,

Andit's byno means over. There'sa
palpable sense thatmonetary and

+-fiscal instruments are either too blunt
or politically risky, or downright use-
less. Fears are steadily rising, above
allbecause thelender oflastresort,
the United States, has edged towards

- bankruptcy. Worst of all, the poisons

rof avarice are paralysing the body
politic of democracy. Allergies, fevers
-and convulsions are spreading.

The collapse of political leadership

- is striking. Grave moments like these
cry out for smart democratic leaders—
women and men who display calm
determination and courage, repre-

| sentatives whose unbiddable resolve
tapsinto their conviction that true

¢ leaderslead because they get people
tolook up to them, rather than leading
;thembythe nose.

David Cameron, Jose-Luis Rod-
riguez Zapatero, Angela Merkel,

. George Papandreou and Silvio Berlu-
sconi hardly measure up: flat-footed,
reactive, trapped in double-talk, these

- are second-rate political creatures
unnrenared to deal with those
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responsible for the crisis. Even Barack
Obama has been spineless. Hence the
bluntwords of Jacques Delors, three-
times president of the European Com-
mission: “We don'tjust need firefight-
ers; we need architects too.”

A British bloggerresponding to the
riotsin Britain agreed: “WTF is going
on with this government? Are they
deliberatelytrying to rub our noses in
it, or do theyjusthave a tin ear? What
afrightening bunch ofamateurs.”

The abdication of politicians from
politics strengthens the sense that
“the market” isin charge, its faceless
power unassailable. For many citi-
zens, marketplace dealings have
become a foreign territory that speaks
its own babbling language of spreads,
bonds and yields. Thisis a very dan-

Worst of all, the
poisons of avarice are
paralysing the body
politic of democracy.

gerous trend. It succours belief that if
nobodyis culpable then they're all
bastards, that voting haslost its mean-
ing, that the world’s going to the dogs.

Withdrawal from representative
institutions s the result. Long-
standing disaffection with parlia-
ments, parties and politicians has
reached a tipping point, buttressed by
the feeling that the boom-bust age of
deregulation has produced hourglass-
shaped societies. A few veryrich who
have become evenricher (symbolised
bybankers) stand well above amiddle
class, nervous about tumblinginto the
ranks of the long-term unemployed,
whose numbers are burgeoning,
especially among young people.

It's their own fault, or Ged's will,
say those of the Tea Party persua-
sion. Others reply: whathas become

of the welfare state? When nearly
halfof under-25s are unemployed
(asin Spain) ornearly a third of
under-18s officiallylive in poverty
(asin Britain), is talk of the Big Soci-
ety, democracy and universal access
to healthcare, education and pen-
sions still meaningful?

With injustice now the blighted face
of democracy, cynicism and fatalism
gain ground. “What's thebestway to
dealwith this crisis?”, runs a popular
Japanese joke. The answer: “Let the
system collapse.” The panacealooks
more plausible by the day. Positive
democratic things are happening, cer-
tainly. Spurred on by a slim pamphlet,
Time for Outrage!,which has sold
nearly 2 million copiesin France
alone, the non-violent, newmedia
resistance of indignant citizensin

countries as different as Tunisia and
Egypt, Spain and Greece is exemplary.
But thisis by no means the whole
picture. The crisis hasits dark sides.
It's notjust that disaffection with
centristand social democratic politics
eggs onnasty extra-parliamentary
extremists prepared (like Anders Beh-
ring Breivik) to use terror to publicise
theirxenophobiaand aesthetic
fantasies of violence. Equally worry-
ingis the drift towards the garrison
state. Banking and credit sector exec-
utives who caused the crisis remain
unpunished. No toothyregulatory
structures for countering their greed
have been built. Politicians still
pander to the ratings agencies. And at
notime since 2007, when the latest
market bubble burst, have key deci-
sions on dealing with the greed crisis

been decided democratically, with the
consent of amajority of citizens.

This week's upheavals in Britain
resemble shoppingriotsled by disaf-
fected young people desperate to
grab anythingin their path. They are
the flipside of the garrison state, as
the mayor of London, Boris Johnson,
has made clear. Surrounded by heck-
lers, he minced no words, threaten-
ing those “who'vebeenrobbing and
stealing” with “punishment they'll
bitterly regret”.

We may all regret it, for the strange
vulnerability of democrats and demo-
cracy to authoritarian power should
notbeunderestimated. Gone, for the
moment, are the democratic virtues
of publicly accountable government
and adecent civil society based on the
commitment to empowering the

powerless. Little wonder that Slavoj
Zizek will soon storm the stage of the
Sydney Opera House to play Lenin; or
that the Iranians are weighing in with
publicindictments of the hypocrisy of
British democracy; or that China’s
regime, sensingits primerole in this
crisis, chides the democraticlethargy
of the Obama administration. And lit-
tlewonder as well that huge demon-
strations and street fighting led by
pot-banging young people in Chile
are growing.

The democratic malaise is seeping
into the southern hemisphere.
Where will it strike next? Here?
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