
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
COVID-19 as Cause versus Trigger for the Collapse of Capitalism.

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/75b573vm

Journal
International journal of health services : planning, administration, evaluation, 51(2)

ISSN
0020-7314

Author
Waitzkin, Howard

Publication Date
2021-04-01

DOI
10.1177/0020731420977711
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/75b573vm
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


IV. The Political and Economic Determinants of Health

COVID-19 as Cause versus Trigger for the
Collapse of Capitalism

Howard Waitzkin1

Abstract

According to the official narrative of COVID-19, the pandemic has caused the global capitalist economy to collapse, or at

least to enter a deep recession and possibly a great depression. Assigning blame to a virus takes attention away from the

structural contradictions and instabilities of capitalism that would have led to a crash in any case. This narrative also helps

justify non-evidence-based public health policies, including lockdowns, travel bans, closed schools and factories, and forced

quarantines of large populations rather than individuals and clustered groups who harbor the infection. Advantages of such

drastic measures happen primarily in countries that did not prepare adequately, that did not respond quickly enough with

more focused measures to test and isolate people infected with the virus, and that have health care systems either organized

by capitalist principles or suffering cutbacks and privatization as a result of capitalist economic ideologies, such as austerity.

Authoritarian tactics purportedly intended to protect public health pave the way to antidemocratic rule, militarism, and

fascism. These harsh policies also exert their most adverse effects on poor, minority, incarcerated, immigrant, and otherwise

marginalized populations, who already suffer from the worsening economic inequality that global, financialized capitalism has

fostered.
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Narrative of Economic Collapse During

COVID-19

The official narrative of COVID-19 states that the pan-
demic has caused the global capitalist economy to col-
lapse, or at least to enter a deep recession and possibly a
great depression, but is that correct?

A more accurate interpretation is that the pandemic
has triggered a collapse that was going to happen
anyway. For many years, the global capitalist economy
has been crisis-ridden, unstable, and “bubbly. . .subject
to blowups.”1 In August 2019, the interest yield on a
10-year US Treasury bond fell below that of a two-
year bond. This inversion, indicating a marked decline
in investors’ confidence in long-term earnings, has pre-
ceded every recession since the 1950s. These and other
economic trends led the editors of Monthly Review to
predict: “There is now little doubt that the world econ-
omy is on the verge of a recession after a long sluggish
recovery from the Great Financial Crisis of 2007–
09. . .. In this instance, however, there lurks a bigger
fear, the possibility of a financial Armageddon on the

level of the Great Financial Crisis of 2008—or

worse.”2

Conveniently, the COVID-19 narrative assigns blame

for the economic crash to a virus, taking attention away

from the structural contradictions and instabilities that

would have led to a crash in any case, as predicted for

many months before the pandemic began. The global

capitalist economy has switched to the expansion of

finance capital and away from production of useful

goods and services. Financialization now creates

“fictitious capital” such as packages of risk, derivatives,

and futures. These fictional financial instruments involve

gambles on the future valuation of an imaginary reality
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that does not correspond to any concrete economic

good, service, or property. Global markets in financial

instruments therefore become a more elite version of

gambling that traditionally takes place in poker games,

casinos, and racetracks.
Creation of fictitious capital and accumulation of

capital through gambling create a vulnerability to

burst financial bubbles and crashes like that of 2008.

That particular crash derived from the collapse of col-

lateralized loan obligations: financial instruments that

bundled housing loans for investment in global financial

markets. As the COVID-19 pandemic worsened, large

investors spurred the rapid decline in prices of stocks

and fictional financial instruments, as they rapidly sold

off holdings that had become overvalued. Later, global

stock markets have become more volatile while econom-

ic recession has deepened, throwing millions of people

into unemployment, housing insecurity, and hunger.

Blaming a virus for the crash mystifies the economic

contradictions actually responsible for the abrupt end

of the latest capitalist bubble.3

Non-Evidence-Based Public Health Policies

Versus Epidemiology 101

The false narrative of viral infection as the cause of eco-

nomic collapse also justifies public health policies that

have little or no scientific basis. Such influential but

mostly non-evidence-based public health policies include

lockdowns, travel bans, closed schools and factories, and

forced quarantines of large populations rather than indi-

viduals and clustered groups who harbor the infection.4

For instance, multiple research studies of school closures

during this pandemic and prior epidemics show that

risks for mortality due to loss of health workers who

cannot access alternative childcare balance or outweigh

the benefits of reduced contagion through children.5

The advantages that arise from these drastic measures

happen primarily in countries that did not prepare ade-

quately for the pandemic, that did not respond quickly

enough with more focused measures to test and isolate

people infected with the virus, and that have health care

systems either organized by capitalist principles or suf-

fering cutbacks and privatization in recent years because

of capitalist economic ideologies, such as austerity.

Unprepared countries, especially the United States,

have not even tried to implement the procedures that

we learn in Epidemiology 101:

• Quickly identify individuals and groups at high risk,

especially those who have traveled from specific geo-

graphical areas where an epidemic already has spread.
• Test those individuals and groups to find out if they

have the infection.

• Strictly quarantine individuals and groups who are

waiting for test results and/or who test positive.
• Make sure those in quarantine have enough food,

toilet paper, money, and other necessities of life so

that they do not try to escape from the quarantine.
• Make sure those who test positive receive free or

extremely inexpensive medical treatment and surveil-

lance, with a clearly established end point to deter-

mine when they are ready to leave quarantine.
• Convey honest and transparent information to the

general population about specific geographical loca-

tions with prevalent infection, so people can get tested

if they have been there and can avoid the areas if they

have not been there.
• Provide financial support for anyone who suffers eco-

nomic hardship during an epidemic, especially if a

person becomes unemployed, but also if there are

other sources of vulnerability such as poverty, disabil-

ity, ethnic/racial minority status, young or old age,

recent migration, or chronic illnesses.
• Initiate economic policies that preserve people’s jobs

by paying employers to continue wages and benefits

while people cannot work, rather than allowing large

numbers of people to be laid off and face the insecu-

rity of uncertain future employment.6

Health professionals and politicians who advocate for

more general, population-based interventions, such as

lockdowns, either didn’t take Epidemiology 101 and

therefore do not have a clue how to respond to epidem-

ics, or they did take Epidemiology 101 and understand

that their political–economic system does not provide a

public health infrastructure that permits the above pro-

cedures, either early enough during an epidemic or at

all—for instance, in the United States, which has

lacked a viable public health infrastructure for decades,

at least since the drastic cutbacks achieved as part of

neoliberal policies starting in the 1980s.

Harsh Consequences of Harsh Public

Health Policies

Countries that did prepare, did test and isolate infected

people, and have health care systems organized around

universal access to services and a well-financed and orga-

nized approach to public health have done much better

in controlling the pandemic, at least so far. Complete

lockdowns generally have not occurred in these coun-

tries. Such harsh measures, with their devastating eco-

nomic effects leading to massive unemployment, lost

income and retirement accounts, and worsening food

and housing insecurity, may seem reasonable for coun-

tries whose leaders did not act decisively at an early

stage. But we should not delude ourselves about the

204 International Journal of Health Services 51(2)



scientific evidence for these measures’ effectiveness, nor
about the viral pandemic itself as the cause of the overall
economic collapse.

Although the health benefits of such policies remain
dubious, the benefits for protecting what remains of
global capitalism are substantial. As in 2008, a massive
injection of tax-generated, public-sector funding to pri-
vate corporations creates a socialism for the rich. This
process includes a version of disaster capitalism, in
which corporations receive public subsidies to protect
the capitalist economy.7 Authoritarian tactics applied
by some governments, purportedly to contain the pan-
demic and to protect the economy, pave the way to anti-
democratic rule, militarism, and fascism. This path
becomes especially dangerous when police and military
forces get involved in repressive tactics justified by
public health and humanitarian rationales. These harsh
policies, purportedly implemented to protect the public’s
health, also exert their most adverse effects on poor,
minority, incarcerated, immigrant, and otherwise mar-
ginalized populations, who already suffer from the wors-
ening economic inequality that global, financialized
capitalism has fostered.8
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