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here is much to like and much to disagree with in Karl 

Gerth’s Unending Capitalism. Gerth makes a strong and 

convincing case for the centrality of consumption in the 

history of the People’s Republic of China. In doing so, he shifts 
the focus of attention from abstract, top-down models of 

socialism to the everyday economics of China’s partly-planned 

economy. Gerth shows us a Chinese state that seeks to expand 

the availability of key consumer goods, promotes sales through 

advertisements, and draws millions of consumers into a new 

network of department stores. He also shows a population that 

avidly embraces the material world of Chinese socialism and 

engages with great gusto in the hoarding and bartering of goods 

and in competitive displays of watches, bicycles, cadre suits, 

etc. Gerth’s focus on consumption is welcome not only because 

it roots our understanding of the socialist economy in the 

everyday actions of ordinary people, but also because it puts 

China studies in conversation with scholars of the Soviet Union, 

East Germany, and other Comecon countries who have written 

extensively about socialist consumer cultures.  

 

My disagreement with Gerth is less about substantive issues 

than about what I see as a problematic slippage in his use of 

terms. Gerth starts from the uncontroversial observation that 

commodity consumption was widespread in Mao-era China, 

then argues for the existence of a form of “state consumerism,” 

and finally takes the existence of this state consumerism as 

evidence for the capitalist nature of the People’s Republic – 

hence the “Unending Capitalism” of the title. I agree with Gerth 

that the Chinese state sacrificed the interests of the working 

class – their hopes for higher wages, better living conditions, 

economic justice, and self-determination at work – to relentless 

capital accumulation. I am generally sympathetic to what I take 

to be a leftist critique of Chinese state capitalism. However, I 

find the links he makes between consumption, consumerism, 

and capitalism unconvincing, and expect that the book will be 

read, against the author’s intentions, as arguing that capitalism 

is rooted in human nature and therefore natural and inevitable. 

 

Consumption as a distinct realm did of course exist in Mao-era 

China, as it does in all societies where production is moved out 

of the household and organized in separate institutions – 

factories, offices, collective farms, etc. – that are subject to a 

maximizing logic. Consumerism is different: to me the term 

suggests a set of attitudes and values that promote the 

acquisition of consumer goods and take their possession as the 

yardstick of a person’s worth. One problem with Gerth’s 

argument is that it is never quite clear who holds these attitudes 

and values, and how people come to adopt them. On the one 

hand, the term “state consumerism” suggests that the state is the 

main promoter of consumerist values. Parts of the narrative 

support that view: Gerth describes a state that puts new products 

on the market, promotes their use and purchase, and often 

appeals to the acquisitive instincts of the population. Yet at  

 

different times, the same state bans and curtails consumption: it 

rations most consumer goods, launches fierce attacks on 

bourgeois possessiveness, and promotes austerity and self-

abnegation. This is, as I will argue below, unsurprising. 

Historically, capitalist and socialist states were ambivalent 

about consumption: consumption was needed to sustain 

industry, which was the source of wealth and power, but under 

conditions of scarcity, private consumption used up money and 

resources that were needed by the state.  

 

Gerth uses the same term, state consumerism, to denote both 

pro- and anti-consumerist tendencies, in such a way that state 

rationing or ideological attacks on private luxuries appear to be 

part and parcel of “consumerism.” Given this ambiguity, 

readers may conclude that the impact of the Maoist state on 

consumer attitudes is at best neutral, and that the private 

enthusiasm for consumer goods that Gerth documents results 

not from state actions but from a natural propensity to truck, 

barter, and exchange. This view, I think, is not necessarily 

wrong, but it is uninteresting and limiting; it promotes the lazy 

assumption that Red Guards and danwei workers were 

motivated by the same possessive instincts as American 

consumers. Gerth sees Red Guards who swap and hoard Mao 

badges, movie audiences who deduce fashion trends from Hong 

Kong films, and youths who gussy up their parents’ army 

uniforms as motivated by material, possessive desires. Instead, 

one could see them as engaged in acts of self-fashioning, 

seeking to create communities that cut across the rigid 

administrative grids that shaped most people’s lives.   

 

In a second step of the argument, Gerth claims that widespread 

consumerism “negated” the state’s communist aims and made 

China capitalist. Again, I’m unconvinced: capitalism and 

socialism are, in my view, systems of production and surplus 

appropriation, not systems of consumption. The notion that 

mass consumption and/or consumerism can somehow cause 

capitalist development appears to me a very recent one – it may 

appear intuitive to twenty-first century North Americans and 

Europeans, but it did not to earlier generations. For Marx, mass 

consumption is a by-product of industrial production, not its 

driver. I find it easy to imagine capitalist societies that are anti-

consumerist in their orientation; in fact, the German, Japanese, 

and Korean postwar booms were powered less by individual 

cupidity but by an ethos of thrift, hard work, and self-

abnegation, and Japanese and German governments exhorted 

their citizens to save more than they consumed. Nor do I see an 

inherent contradiction between socialism and consumerism. If 

the Soviet Union and East Germany failed to live up to socialist 

ideals, it was not because they offered their citizens a relatively 

wide range of consumer goods but because they re-established 

class hierarchies in production. Consumption and consumerism 
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are simply not helpful criteria in the classification of social 

systems. 

 

Despite these disagreements, I believe Gerth is right (in this 

book and its two precursor volumes) in putting commodity 

consumption at the center of modern Chinese history.  I would 

go even further and argue, with Margherita Zanasi, that the 

creation of an integrated market was one of the unfinished 

projects of the “long” Chinese revolution, pursued by late Qing, 

Republican, and Maoist, and completed only in the post-Mao 

years. Part of the project was to ensure that Chinese people 

consumed Chinese goods; another aspect, less visible and less 

studied, was to ensure that every Chinese person became an 

economic citizen – that people learned to produce for and 

consume from the nation, rather than satisfying their material 

needs at home. It is easy to overlook that this was not yet the 

case in 1911, 1949, or even 1978. When the CCP came to 

power, Chinese markets were deeply fragmented. A true 

national market existed only for a number of high-value 

industrial commodities; urban consumers even in large and 

mid-sized cities were more likely to buy products from local 

workshops than to procure national brands, and millions of rural 

households produced most of the things they used and 

consumed. For most of the twentieth century, China’s economy 

was a “loose sheet of sand,” and the lack of economic 
interdependency between coast and hinterland, North and 

South, city and countryside posed real problems for the project 

of national unification.  

 

The fact that the CCP promoted consumption is thus 

unsurprising. Practically, it made sense, not only for the above-

mentioned reasons but also because heavy industrialization did 

not pay for itself; the funds needed to build guns, railroads, and 

new cities had to come from commerce and light industry. 

Ideologically, it was unproblematic because Lenin and Stalin 

had explicitly endorsed the socialist commodity economy. 

What I find striking is not that Mao-era China promoted a 

commodity economy but that this economy remained a work in 

progress for the duration of the Mao years. Consider that the 

PRC rationed most consumer goods from the mid-1950s to the 

years after Mao’s death – in contrast to the Soviet Union and its 

allies, which rationed only select goods, and only during times 

of war and crisis. Consider that rations for grain, cooking oil, 

meat, sugar, cotton cloth, etc. were frozen at or below prewar 

levels, and that these levels were below subsistence 

requirements as defined by international organizations. 

Consider that urban wages, too, were frozen in the late 1950s 

(household incomes increased nonetheless, due to increased 

female employment and an expansion of fringe benefits). 

Consider that consumer goods were dramatically overpriced by 

international standards, so that a Chinese worker had to work 

multiples of the hours that a Soviet, Japanese, or US worker did 

in order to buy a chicken, a kilogram of meat, a radio, or a 

bicycle. Consider that despite the poverty of the Chinese 

population, domestic prices for cotton cloth and other industrial 

products were set above the world market level, so that 

impoverished  Chinese consumers in effect subsidized the 

export of Chinese goods on the international market. Consider, 

finally, that the 80 percent of China’s population who lived in 

rural areas barely participated in the commodity economy – that 

the rural economy was intentionally and systematically 

demonetized, with average cash incomes from collective 

sources in the range of twelve to fifteen yuan per year (!), and 

that rural collectives were urged to achieve all-round self-

sufficiency, with the result that almost all the food rural people 

ate, much of the textiles that they wore, almost all the fuel they 

burned, almost all their tools, furniture, and household 

implements, most of their fertilizer, and most of their 

construction materials were grown or fashioned on local land 

and processed by local hands.  

 

The reasons for these limitations on consumption are not far to 

seek: a general scarcity of essential goods, ultimately due to the 

shortage of land and resources relative to population, and a 

development strategy that prioritized heavy and defense 

industries at the expense of consumption. In 1952, on the eve of 

its first Five-Year Plan, China’s per capita grain output was 

one-half of the Soviet Union’s at the same stage of development 

(in 1928). Its coal and cotton textile output were less than one-

half; its steel output was one-twelfth. In the years from 1952 to 

Mao’s death, China’s population almost doubled, putting even 

more strain on resources. At the same time, the PRC became a 

mass exporter of textiles and other light industrial products, 

further reducing the amount of goods available at home. A cycle 

of economic booms and busts in the early years of the PRC 
caused occasional gluts, but generally, industrial production 

could not keep up with demand. The PRC was a sellers’ market 

and remained so until its first overaccumulation crisis in the late 

1990s. State firms were of course tasked to make a profit and 

used the tools of marketing and advertisement to promote sales, 

but scarcity ensured that even shoddy goods found buyers, 

without the need to incite consumer desires. Consumption 

existed in the PRC; consumerism was promoted from time to 

time, but by and large, state industry and commerce did not 

have to work hard to sell their wares. The archival record is full 

of appeals to citizens to save and scrimp: “each liang of grain, 

each chi of cloth that you save will aid industrialization.” “Use 

less coal, less water, less electricity!” “If you don’t need a 

commodity, absolutely do not buy it.” To my mind, these 

strictures better sum up the general ethos of the Mao years than 

Gerth picture of unending state consumerism.  

  

 


