Tipping points are being breached towards collapse NOW – post-pandemic studies prove alternatives are MUCH better.
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This pattern of expansion has not only cleft the world into capitalist and socialist economies but ensured that the capitalist world is no seamless or uniform entity but a congeries of national capitalisms, each marked by its distinctive history and struggle to avoid subordination and achieve its own domination. Britain’s original industrial and imperial dominance, based on empire and ‘free trade’, was challenged by contenders pursuing nationally distinct state-directed industrialisation behind protectionist walls, giving each capitalism distinct national and quite statist economic structures. As these struggles intensified in the late nineteenth century, they produced what Karl Polanyi called ‘crustacean’ nations (Polanyi 1944, 202), national economies with hard statist shells.
These capitalisms were also productively more powerful, emerging just when capitalism was entering its monopoly phase which, as Marx and anticipated, and Hilferding had argued (Marx 1894/1981, 567–73; Hilferding 1910/1981, 367–8), ripened and readied capitalism for socialist transition. However, with Britain remaining committed to free trade and the United States seeking to take over its role of imposing economic openness on the world as Britain’s abilities were manifestly declining, capitalism’s life was prolonged, albeit through resort to ‘socialistic’ measures. For a time, they made even the comparatively far more liberal United States and the United Kingdom resemble the statist economies though, as the United States and the United Kingdom led the way in rolling these measures back from the 1980s onwards, the diversity of capitalisms reemerged to be studied by a veritable cottage industry of its models (Coates 2000) and varieties (Hall and Soskice 2001).
Among their many fascinating differences, one was fundamental. The original liberal economy, the United Kingdom, and the United States, which turned increasingly liberal as it continued its quest to emulate British nineteenth century dominance even after the failure of its first post-war attempt in 1971 in new ways, were the countries that advanced farthest down the neoliberal road that was also the road towards financialisation. Many others, while hardly unaffected by neoliberalism and financialisation, continued to prioritise their substantial productive sectors, pre-eminently Japan and Germany (Dore 2000; Hutton 1995; Lapavitsas 2013). This difference was, in turn, rooted in contrasting bank– industry relations, governing the key question of where profits are invested, in production or in predation and speculation.
While capitalist countries did band together in NATO against the Soviet challenge, differences between productively weaker liberal and productively superior statist economies often turned into tensions. For instance, statist France with persisting imperial ambitions and Wirtschaftswunder Germany sought to assert their autonomy in the international sphere, whether during the Cold War—in Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik or in France’s absence from NATO military command structures from 1966 to 2009)—or after (van der Pijl 2006) in European attempts to build an autonomous security structure that, critically, included post-Communist Russia (Gowan 1999, 93). Japan too has often driven hard bargains with the United States, for instance, market access in return for financial support in the 1980s.
The much-trumpeted unity capitalist countries found in their war against Russia may have been aided by the election of compliant governments and unprincipled political leaders, but it papers over these historically rooted cleavages, which the conflict is deepening in critical ways. Capitalist countries have imposed very different sanctions and offered different types of lethal aid and pursued different aims in the conflict, depending on what suited their economies and international ambitions. While these differences prompt the United States to put greater pressure on them to comply, they also prevent them from doing so: Russian gas continued to arrive in Germany and Japan refused to cancel a major gas development with Russia (Lyon 2022). Meanwhile, the United States and the United Kingdom contributed the shrillest rhetoric aided by Baltic and East European countries while German and French preference for a negotiated settlement was expressed in their continued dialogue with Russia (Adams 2022).
Even the more limited unity of an ‘Anglosphere’ is likely to prove elusive. Essentially involving the United States and the United Kingdom pulling Canada, Australia and New Zealand into an alliance tighter than their intelligencesharing Five Eyes alliance that dated back to the 1941 Atlantic Charter, it seemed to acquire greater definition with the formation of AUKUS in late 2021. However, the exclusion of Canada and New Zealand already indicated formative problems and Australia’s willingness to sacrifice a beneficial relationship with China to US aims may prove fickle (Murphy 2021).
The uneven and combined development of capitalism had created a structure of world capitalism considerably more ramshackle than most dominant discourses allow. For decades, the United States, still its weightiest element, has pulled in the direction of neoliberal, financialised and militarised capitalism while most of the capitalist world’s other tenuously articulated components are pulled by the momentum of their own histories and orientations, not to mention the need to maintain some modicum of political legitimacy, if not in the opposite direction, at least at tangents. As capitalism’s crises unfold, this disarticulation can only become jolting.
Pandemic reveals
When the pandemic punched in, it caught societies claiming to be at the forefront of science unawares. Once hit, the leading neoliberal financialised capitalisms, the United States and the United Kingdom, proved so incompetent that ruinous nationwide lockdowns had to be imposed repeatedly, causing the worst economic slumps in decades, in the case of the United Kingdom, the worst ever, and among the worst cumulative death rates. The problems lay in the priorities and capacities of public authorities.
US and UK priorities, articulated as the need to balance ‘saving lives and livelihoods’, lay in protecting the interests of their financialised capitalist classes, chiefly through massive injections of liquidity into the financial sector and parts of the productive sector on which it relied for its choicest assets. After initially considering doing nothing on the public health front, letting the pandemic rip, taking whom it would, they settled for the still-murderous course of ‘flattening the curve’ because doing nothing would prove ruinous for their economies and overwhelm public health infrastructures already weakened by four decades of neoliberal cuts and corporatisation. The historically unprecedented fiscal outlays that led so many to think that neoliberalism had finally been abandoned aimed only to save its essentials without addressing either these economies’ productive debility or their inequality, without even addressing the inadequacies of their public health infrastructure. The funds went chiefly to the biggest corporations and the wealthy, with ordinary workers aided only to repay debts and to keep demand from plunging unacceptably.
Hospital systems creaked and traumatised doctors and nurses had to perform rough and ready triage. Belly-up societies revealed undersides of obscene inequality and disgusting racism and misogyny. Thanks to the decades-long weakness of left forces and government mismanagement and misinformation magnified by unregulated social media, conspiracy theories proliferated and provoked uncomprehending opposition easily manipulated by the well-funded and -organised right. Politically insecure governments sitting atop unstable electoral coalitions—electoral or social—that had only just managed to put them in power were either immobilised before their protests against vaccines and restrictions or responded by invoking emergency powers that smacked of authoritarianism. Amid all this, having come to rely exclusively on vaccines to fight COVID-19, erecting a veritable vaccine apartheid internationally by appropriating the bulk of the world’s vaccines in the process, they nevertheless remained exposed to dangers of new variants, thanks to substantial sections of their own populations and much of the rest of the world remaining unprotected hosts to the still-raging virus.
By the spring of 2022, eager to return to some sort of economic normalcy, that is, to restore capitalist accumulation, most Western capitalisms were lifting restrictions and claiming it was time to learn to ‘live with the virus’ against the warning of leading medical authorities. This was the strategy their capitalist and corporate paymasters now wanted, and they were willing to fund right-wing protests to reinforce their point (see, for instance, Lardner et al. 2022). However, much of the economic damage of the pandemic—disrupted supply chains, business closures, job losses, workforce shrinkage, increased public debt and, not least, the return of inflation—was here to stay.
Moreover, having already witnessed more than a century of attempts to build alternatives to capitalism, humanity was now to witness how the pandemic performance of these alternatives could not have contrasted more.
With a per capita income about a fourth that of the United States, disdained as much by the left as the ruling classes of Western capitalisms, China, the first country to face the full assault of the novel coronavirus not only overcame the initial shock of the outbreak and successfully suppressed COVID-19 in Wuhan city and Hubei province, its ‘dynamic zero COVID strategy’ kept infections to a minimum and eliminated occasional local outbreaks in short order through localised restrictions. With social and political life back to near normal levels, it managed to host a successful Winter Olympics, aid poor countries against the pandemic and, as even the International Monetary Fund (IMF) had to concede, lead world growth (See Figure 1.2).
China, now clearly the world’s economic powerhouse, was not alone. As Table 1.1 shows, as of 22 July 2021, alongside China’s 3.21 deaths per million,
Vietnam, Laos (the most bombed country in the world), Cuba, Venezuela and Nicaragua limited COVID-19 deaths per million to 3.77, 0.68, 188.82, 119.94 and 28.95, respectively. This is despite being far from perfect socialisms, despite some of these societies being quite poor and despite economically debilitating economic sanctions on some of them. Though, thanks to myriad difficulties, including sanctions and lower vaccine access, the performance of some of the socialist countries deteriorated thereafter; they still contrasted starkly with those of the major capitalist countries with 1,824.25, 1,892.27, 703.85 and 1,655.08 for the United States, United Kingdom, Canada and France, respectively, as of 21 July 2021 and 3,043.89, 2634.81, 1,096.75 and 2,211.56 as of 17 June 2022, respectively. Among capitalist countries, only the two major East Asian countries, Japan and South Korea, compared well with the socialist countries though they both performed worse than China. Though this was widely put down to ‘Confucian’ social cohesion, as we will see, their distinct, far more regulated, capitalisms played an important part. Developing capitalist countries, such as Brazil, fared far worse with 2,557.85 (3,124.83) deaths per million.
The pandemic’s damning verdict on capitalism and extolling one on socialism is not incidental. It is deeply rooted in their intertwined history—a history of compulsive imperialism rooted in capitalism’s contradictions and inevitable opposition to it, one that the ongoing war against Russia highlights. That history constitutes the most glaring indication that the more than century-long contest between capitalism and socialism has come to a (another, if one considers the Thirty Years’ Crisis the first) tipping point where people and peoples must choose between reorienting their societies away from capitalism and towards some sort of socialism or endure more instalments of capitalist barbarity. The countries that embody the worst of what capitalism can inflict are the leading neoliberal financialised economies, the United States and the United Kingdom.
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