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No, that’s not rule by one’s buddies,
but rule by the worst elements of society.

Simon Chesterman

For The Straits Times

United States President Donald
Trump’sadministrationisa
kakistocracy —and no, that does not
mean agovernment of one’s
buddies, or kakiin Singlish,
although Singaporeans might be
inclined to think so.

And to think it was in the
dictionary all along: “Trumpery.
Noun. Worthless nonsense;
tawdry finery. From the French
tromper, to deceive.”

Weare now into the second
month of the three-ring circus that
isthe Trump presidency, as what
seemed inconceivable became

Inan electoral upset that made
the self-inflicted wound of Brexit
appear to be butascratch, the US
choseareality-TV star and
sometimes-bankruptreal estate
mogul asleader of the free world.

Accepted wisdom during the
campaign was thatliberal elites had
taken Mr Trump literally but not
seriously, while his supporters took
him seriously but not literally. As the
past six weeks have shown, he might
not have expected to win - but he
was serious about his campaign
promises and he meant many of

with Mexico,imposingaban on
Muslim immigration, abandoning
America’srole as the champion of
free trade and globalisation.
Hisvictory, like Brexit, was not
merely arejection of established
political custom - though it was
surely that. It was a rejection of
politics itself, meaning the art or
science of government as such.

TWILIGHT OF THEELITES
Inthelead-up to the Brexit vote,
then British Justice Secretary
Michael Gove wasasked tonamea

country’s exit from the European
Union. His revealing answer was
that “people in this country have
had enough of experts”.

Muchas Brexitwas avote for the

¢ abyss, 25 per cent of Americans who
: voted for Mr Trump did so despite

: believing he was not qualified to

¢ hold office. He is the only president

¢ inUS history to enter the Oval Office
: without prior governmental or

: military experience.

Itshows.
Since the inauguration, he has

i sown confusion and fearabroad,

: caused needless suffering in the

¢ roll-out of immigration restrictions
: athome,andtakenaperverse

: pleasurein waging war on

: institutions such as the media and

: thejudicial system.

His presidencyisa challenge to

: thevery notion of reason-based

¢ discourse that makespolitics

i possible. Politicians often play fast

¢ andloose with the truth, but

¢ outrightlies coming from the White
¢ Houseare nowroutine -

¢ prominentlyincluding claims that

* more people attended his

: inauguration thanany other (they

¢ didnot) and assertions that he won

: bymore electoral college votes than
¢ anyrecent president (he didnot).
unbelievable but isnowundeniable. :

Itistelling that theseuntruthsare

¢ among those most repeated,

: because they support the two things
: thatappear mostimportant to Mr

¢ Trump: his ego and his legitimacy as
: president. Other more substantive

¢ challenges, such as the involvement
: of Russiainhiselection, are simply

¢ dismissedasa“ruse” or “fake news”. :
: ¢ the Trumpian moment in which

: we find ourselves, or explains his

: smallbut enthusiastic support

¢ base.Inaworld of “fake news”, his
: supportersvoted him into office

¢ either knowing that he couldn’t

: possibly deliver on many of the

: promises he made - or not caring

: whether he did or not.

: POST-TRUTH

: Notoriously, Trump acolyte

: Kellyanne Conway defended one

: reality-defying statement by saying
: thatthe administration was offering
: “alternative facts”.

them literally: building aborder wall :
¢ exchange, but the use of power to

: definereality isnot new —just take a
¢ lookatNorth Korea's news. Even in
¢ the US, political consultant Karl

: Rove, consigliere to former

: president George W. Bush, once

¢ spoke dismissively of people who

¢ livedin the “reality-based

: community”, whereas those in

i power “create our ownreality”.

Much has been made of this

Mr Rove, at least, was speaking

¢ off the record. Given today’s new

: normal, there islittle wonder that
¢ George Orwell’s1984 hasreturned
: tothebestseller lists.

single economist who supported the :
: Orwell, Plato warned in The

¢ Republic that democracy would

: eventually giverise to tyranny:

: Populist fears of oligarchy would
: enable a demagogue to take

Two thousand years before

i power, establishing the conditions
: fortyranny.

Sound familiar?
Isay all this asan academic

i acutelyaware that I am part of the
i elite discourse sorobustlyrejected
: in Britain, the US and elsewhere.

The dictionary offers alesson

: here, too. Asanoun,an “academic”
: referstoateacherorascholar—-an

: expertwho (one hopes) offers

: relevantinsights and wisdom to his
¢ orherstudents and the wider

: community. Asan adjective,

i however, ifsomethingissaid tobe

: “academic”,itisirrelevant, ofno

i practical orreal-world application.

Certainly, in what passes for

: politics today, academics have

¢ largely become academic. Soon

: after Mr Trump’s victorylast year,
¢ Oxford Dictionaries declared

: “post-truth” to be the word of the
¢ year. Itrefers to the mannerin

¢ which “objective factsare less :
¢ influential in shaping public opinion :
: thanappeals to emotionand :
¢ personal belief”.

i THELESSERANGELS
: OFOURNATURE :
¢ Itistempting todismiss Mr Trump :
: asatyrantoracrook. His disdain =~ :
: for the rule of law supports the

: former view; peddling his

: daughter’s wares from the Oval

i Office while advancing his

! eponymous company’s brand go

: towards the latter. His rule might
¢ then be described asanautocracy
: orakleptocracy.

Yet, neither word fully captures

Moreimportantly, he strucka

i chordwith some Americans who

: feel soabandonedby existing

i political structures that theyvoted
¢ for him precisely because he would
¢ bring those institutions crashing

: downaround him.

Here, the last word of his

: campaign slogan, “Make America
i GreatAgain”,is the most

: important, hearkening back toan
: erawhen American dominance

: wasunquestioned, but also when
: white working-classmenin

: particular enjoyed a dignity now

: seenas threatened by diversity

¢ and globalisation.

Thereis,asithappens,aword that

doesdescribe Mr Trump’s style of
: government. Itis kakistocracy. In

! Singapore, this might havea very

: different connotation of

: government by one’sbuddies. Mr

: Trump’s appointments do suggest

¢ hevaluesloyalty, but kakistocracy

: means government by the worst

. elements ofsociety. It capturesthe

: fear-mongering, the racismand the
i sexism - the visceral rejection of

i reasoned compromises in favour of
¢ abare-knuckled will to power,

{ POST-TRUMP
¢ So,shouldliberal democracy foldup :
i itstentand gohome?

Notjustyet.
Asbad as thingsare, there areat

i leastthree reasons for optimism.

First, the American political

: systemwas designed precisely to

: avoid one man bringing the country
¢ toruin. The US Constitution puts

¢ MrTrump in charge of the

: executive, but he cannot passlaws

: andissubject tojudicial review.

The Republican legislature

: seemsto have no desire to
i question the Faustian bargain they :
: have struck, but at least the courts
: are defending the rule of law.

¢ MrTrump’s attacks on those

¢ courts have been characterised,

¢ quiterightly, by the deans of

: Harvardand Yale law schools as

: attacks on the Republic itself.

Second, America’salliesand the

: restofthe worldarerealising that
: theycannolonger take US

: leadership for granted. US power

: hasbeen in decline for more thana
¢ decade; Mr Trump’s

: neo-isolationismis merely

: acceleratinga trend. His cavalier

i approachto foreign policyis

i certainly destabilising: flirting with
: Taiwan, dropping a two-state

: solution in the Middle East,

: threatening to blow a Russian ship
¢ “rightout of the water”.

But in each case, he movedback

: from the precipice: reverting to the

: orthodoxy of “one China”, adopting
i amore conservative position on the
¢ Arab-Israeli conflict, and sharing

: withmystified reporters thathe had
: been briefed that war with Russia

: would meananuclear holocaust

¢ “likeno other”,

Meanwhile, China has stepped

i intothe breachasapolitical and

¢ economicleader, evenasthe EUis
¢ being forced to re-examine its own
: rolein the world.

Athird cause for hope is that, in

: thing and that quality news is

: worth paying for. Blatant

: falsehoods circulated duringthe  :
: campaign, many from the hundred :
: pro-Trump websites run by
: Macedonian teenagers.

Afteradecade of falling sales,

! newspapersare now seeing

: subscriptions goup (online, at

: least). The New York Times alone

: addedaquarter ofamillion

: subscribersin the months after

{ MrTrump’svictory. Even Fox News,
: longa Trump enabler, appears to

: realise thathe hasgonetoo far, even
: forits credulous viewers.

Mr Trumpis not crazy; norishe

: evil. But his presidencyisa canaryin
: the mineshaft of our public

i discourse. Itsimplosionisan

: indicator of the toxic nature of that

: discourse,and might yet spurusto
: aspire tosomethingbetter.

“Americans will always do the

¢ right thing,” Winston Churchill
: once observed, “after they've
: exhaustedallthealternatives.”

The US and the world will survive

 the Bloviator-in-Chief.

But when he completes his

: term(s), or isimpeached or

: declared unfit for office under the
. 25th Amendment, it would be a

: i mistake toregard him as the cause
¢ Americaand elsewhere, peopleare :
¢ realising that fake newsisareal

ofafailing political system when

: heisonlyasymptom.
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