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Democracy was tested this week. The evidence for
the health benefits of democracy is well established,
but democracies are being eroded or “autocratised.”
Presidents and ruling cabals use democracy to gain
power and then abuse democracy to retain it. A new
study finds that this autocratisation is bad for health.1
It might partly explain why many democracies are
responding poorly to the coronavirus pandemic.2

then, have much to put right before the next
pandemic surge arrives.
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Accountability and responsibility are also being
tested, nowhere more visibly than in the relations
between scientists and politicians. Politicians trade
on certainty. Often, political conviction is baseless
but inspires followers.
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Doctors can fall into the same patterns of behaviour,
offering treatments with overstated surety. Medicine
was beginning to embrace uncertainty, yet the
pandemic has provoked politicians and health
experts to rely on certainty where little exists. On the
imminent arrival of a vaccine, for example, despite
ongoing doubt about the timing and value of current
trials.3 On asymptomatic transmission of covid-19.4
On behavioural “fatigue.”5 On the disturbing blame
directed at GPs.6
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Acknowledging debate and disagreement strengthens
a politician’s hand,7 but only a few are wise enough
to see it. Differing viewpoints, from across disciplines
and social groups, improve the quality and nuance
of scientific advice, but several democracies have
shut down debate about their pandemic policies or
sought only a narrow caucus of views.

This article is made freely available for use in accordance with BMJ's website
terms and conditions for the duration of the covid-19 pandemic or until otherwise
determined by BMJ. You may use, download and print the article for any lawful,
non-commercial purpose (including text and data mining) provided that all
copyright notices and trade marks are retained.

This political bear pit is not a natural home for a
professorial chief medical officer. Chris Whitty has
the daunting job of providing scientific advice to Boris
Johnson’s government. In a rare interview, he
describes how he navigates the political minefields.8
Readers might not agree with where he draws a line
between science and politics, or whether such a
distinction is possible, but he has a clear view. Whitty
is focusing on science, while politicians must also
consider social factors and the economy, even though
those deliberations, unlike the scientific advice, are
seldom revealed.
Whitty is emphatic on the science of the pandemic.
On the error of the Great Barrington declaration and
other arguments for a population immunity strategy.
On eradication as an implausible approach. On the
enduring nature of the pandemic. On collective
leadership in public health and medicine. On local
leadership at the sharp end. On transparency. On his
independence. On surviving the bear pit. On hope.
Too many democracies are now relying on lockdowns
of last resort to wrench back control of the virus after
their failed pandemic response, in the UK’s case
epitomised by a disastrous test, trace, and isolate
programme.9 Democracies, politicians, and scientists,
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