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irst of all, I would like to thank the organizers of this forum 

for inviting me to comment on Karl Gerth’s interesting new 

book, Unending Capitalism: How Consumerism Negated 

China’s Communist Revolution. My comments are not those of 
a China expert: my knowledge of China comes from occasional 

conversations with friends like Steve Lewis and some really 

excellent students I got to know in Beijing in 2013, as well as a 

brief foray into one of the quintessential questions of state 

socialism, the relationship between law and the party, over the 

past decades. My own work has focused on the intellectual 

history of experts in the state-socialist German Democratic 

Republic, the dilemmas of state socialism, and more widely the 

history of political and social thought in Europe and beyond. 

Gerth’s work is part of these conversations, directly or 

indirectly, and I am glad to be able to join in this dialogue. 

 

In this short contribution, I would like to address three issues 

that come up in Gerth’s book. First, Gerth shifts attention from 

production to consumption, from laborer to consumer. That 

allows him to shift focus as well to culture, and to put 

nationalism, intentionally or not, at the center of the story. 

Second, Gerth shows how consumer items come from both the 

state and “private” (or better “not fully state controlled”) actors; 

“consumerism” works differently in different contexts,  

sometimes to promote hierarchy, sometimes in (apparent) 

opposition to hierarchy. The question arises, though, about how 

much use the term “capitalism” retains when everything is an 

example of it. Third, I note that Gerth seems to go back and 

forth between recognizing the spontaneous and original self-

fashioning that people engage in by way of consumer items and 

arguing that consumerism itself, whether market- or state-

directed, leads back to “capitalism,” understood culturally not 

as a process of dedifferentiation or cultural proletarianization, 

but as a process of elite-formation and differentiation. Might 

consumer appropriation of commodities be something more and 

other than simply the replication of capitalism? 

 

*** 

First, on capitalism, production, and consumption. The big, 

underlying argument in Gerth’s book is that we should 

understand Chinese Communism, even under Mao, not as an 

alternative to capitalism but as a variety of capitalism. The state 

took over the role of the capitalist after the revolution. In that 

sense, the title of the book, How Consumerism Negated China’s 

Communist Revolution, might be a bit misleading: even without 

consumerism, his argument seems to suggest, China’s state-led 

development was at its heart about capital accumulation. The 

state stepped in to organize production, from the direct 

management of workers to determining what should be 

produced to estimating “value” in order to balance inputs and 

outputs (not, of course, always effectively, and never without 

some form of market). Labor was controlled, certainly, but also 

commodified, receiving wages that depended on the amount of  

 

“value” produced. The economy was planned, in a crude sort of 

way, but also functioned to produce commodities that needed 

to be “realized,” i.e. sold. Private firms and employers were 

attacked, but firms continued to produce, sometimes in a grey 

legal zone, for the market.  

 

None of these aspects of the state-socialist economy would 

surprise those looking at the Soviet or the East European 

system, although specific examples would (I especially relished 

the image of no doubt poorly paid soldiers setting up a factory 

to produce Mao buttons for a lucrative market, at p. 222!). And, 

just as in the Soviet Union or Eastern Europe, the contradictions 

between claim and reality were explained away through a kind 

of theodicy, as part of the historically necessary transition from 

capitalism to socialism, and from socialism to communism. The 

tumultuous moments of Soviet history, from civil war to NEP, 

from collectivization to forced industrialization, become 

necessary developmental stages in lieu of a serious economics 

of state socialism, codified in the tedium of the collectively 

authored 1957 Political Economy. 

 

There was thus a contradiction, not just in the Soviet Union and 

China but across the state-socialist world, between the claim to 

transcend capitalism and the retention of the “law of value,” i.e. 

the market, contracts, and other bourgeois forms which were the 

superficial representations of capitalist relations of production. 

The contradiction opened the space for reforms, and opened the 

space for that greatest of all evils, “revisionism,” which played 

such an important role in Eastern Europe as well as in China in 

disciplining would-be reformers. It also opened the space for 

criticism of state socialism. Leading Bolsheviks were already 

alarmed about the New Economic Policy in the 1920s (which 

was, after all, not really a long term policy but an admission of 

economic collapse and disaster following the Civil War); 

Trotskyists, as Gerth points out, noted the growing inequality 

in Soviet society during forced industrialization; and Eastern 

European “revisionists” and “dissidents”—otherwise known as 

thoughtful intellectuals—noted how workers’ power was 

diminished in the so-called “workers’ state,” and even to 

question the regimentation and militarization that seemed 

endemic to these regimes. 

 

Gerth knows of these critiques of state socialist relations of 

production. But his book focuses not on production but on 

consumption, not on the worker but on the consumer. This is an 

important shift. He unearths a strong, emotionally laden feeling, 

not just at the top but also at the bottom of society, against the 

consumption of luxury goods, for a militarization and radical 

simplification of appearance, expressed in the language of anti-

capitalism. Gerth echoes that language: consumer goods like 

watches, so important for inculcating a different sense of time 

in line with industrial production, also served to create 
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distinctions among the people. The creation of hierarchy based 

on the consumption of different kinds of goods, in other words, 

is what capitalism is about. 

 

The internal (usually Marxist) critique of state socialism in 

Eastern Europe, by contrast, asked about the relations of 

production that underlay the grandiose aggregate numbers of 

economic growth. This criticism fit well with Marx's own 

account of the “fetishism of commodities.” His critique of 

commodities was part of his “critique of political economy,” i.e. 

of the language of the economists that followed (abstract) prices 

of things while ignoring the (concrete) conditions of 

production, that focused on relative prices and their change 

while ignoring the way “value” was created through use of 

workers’ bodies and abilities. Marx’s Capital is about 

production and deprivation; it doesn't really speak of 

consumerism and the sparkly shine of fashionable 

commodities. Nor do I recall a place where Marx calls for 

frugality and asceticism as a revolutionary goal. Certainly he 

calls for lowering the salaries of civil servants to those of 

ordinary workers, but egalitarianism is not necessarily the same 

as asceticism. Finally, an anachronistic question occurs to me 

when thinking of the ubiquity of military uniforms in all the 

state-socialist lands: Can one imagine a good “48’er” like Marx 

endorsing a nation clothed in military uniforms?  
 

I have the feeling that something specific is happening in this 

Chinese case, which itself seems to focus on the politics of 

consumption, as Gerth represents it. Namely, an ongoing 

critique, not of hierarchy, but of the representation of hierarchy. 

The criticism of consumer goods in the first couple of decades 

of the PRC ran parallel to a critique of “massification” and the 

commodification of culture in western Europe, but with 

reversed poles. Now consumer goods set a person apart from 

the nation. The critique of the appearance of hierarchy seems to 

be about something other than production, it seems to be about 

the identity of the socialist nation itself. There is more than a 

whiff of populism here, of a nationalism that declares that 

everyone is part of the national community and therefore should 

appear to be on the same level—the rhetoric indeed of other 

populisms, like National Socialism in Germany (the Hitler 

Youth proclaimed, for example, that all youth were equal parts 

of the nation, clothed them in the same uniforms, etc.). Indeed, 

I wonder whether colonial and postcolonial nationalism 

provides the real link across 1949. More than the critique of 

capitalism per se. 

 

*** 

 

This critique of “bad” consumerism is made more complicated 

in Gerth’s work by the fact that all sides are engaged in 

consumerism. He begins with the attempt of the revolutionary 

regime to describe three commodities deemed by the 

government to be good and necessary—the watch, the bike, and 

the sewing machine. Notably all involved the creation of a 

“modern” proletariat: using the timepiece to organize 

production (and show up on time for work), the bike to increase 

labor flexibility, and the sewing machine to make household 

production more efficient. Thus the priorities of state capitalism 

become clear, and also the way it aimed at transforming the 

individual. Second, however, consumers accepted that these 

commodities were desirable, as the state asserted, but in ways 

not predicted by the state. Consumers made distinctions 

concerning the quality of the products themselves, and they 

used the products in unexpected ways. Consumers also attached 

value to the origin or name or aesthetic appeal of a commodity. 

The result, on Gerth’s account, seems to have been an 

undesirable shift of consumers away from the intended aim of 

the state, and toward their own aims—even wearing multiple 

watches. 

 

I really like this example, since it shows what is at stake: who 

gets to define what a need is and how a need is satisfied. 

Socialist economics presumes that some needs will have to be 

satisfied by public production of goods in the interest of all, 

which an economic system responding to individual demand 

cannot satisfy. Some of these needs might be decommodified, 

such as health care provisioning or provision of infrastructure, 

while others might take the form of commodities. The 

dictatorship of the party serves to determine what is in the 

interest of the whole, in theory (though not in reality) by 

excluding merely private interests. The dictatorship over the 

definition of needs under state socialism thus claims to be in the 

interest of the people, as they should one day understand their 

interests correctly; it intends to transform the people. I also 
liked the way Gerth suggests a different kind of consumer good: 

an intangible good related to experiencing social investment, 

the power of the people’s army, etc.—not unlike what was 

attempted during the Soviet Union’s experiment with forced 

industrialization. And, once more, these goods also serve as a 

kind of ersatz republicanism, promoting identification with 

state-determined goals. One can also be the consumer of a 

spectacle produced by others! 

 

I do appreciate what Gerth is doing here—broadening the 

notion of consumerism, and showing how a fascination with 

consumer goods in the broadest sense of the world cuts across 

Chinese social and political discourse. That is convincing. But 

it’s also very broad. Just as with my first point, I wonder 

whether the abstraction of consumerism might stand in tension 

with the specific story that he is telling so well. Gerth himself 

starts with a description of consumerism as a system of “the 

mass production of products, the proliferation of a discourse 

about these products in popular media, and the use of such 

products to create and communicate identities” (1). These 

become the characteristics of “capitalism"” as well. Essentially 

any modern society becomes capitalistic. It is capitalistic to 

produce individual commodities for the market; it is capitalistic 

to produce large scale infrastructure projects not for a general 

market; and it is especially capitalistic when individuals seek to 

appropriate “products” of all kinds and to make them part of an 

identity that involves distinctions within the masses. State 

decisions to put defense spending ahead of consumer spending 

become examples of “state consumerism” (45). If all of these 

are examples of “capitalism,” then what is not capitalism? If 

everything is capitalism, then is the term useful? 

 

*** 
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My third point has to do with identity and commodities. I found 

the stories of the collectors of Mao buttons really compelling 

and interesting—and even heartening! In the midst of this 

kitschy political campaign, ordinary people start to note 

distinctions, to appropriate commodities to express difference 

precisely in the case of commodities that are opposed to 

difference, to see complexity and indeed weirdness in the whole 

process of commodity production. Gerth outs himself as just 

such a collector (3); indeed, that’s what his book is about! But 

do all these cases merely reveal the way the commodity form 

creates inequality? Is there no praxis, no process of 

appropriation and reworking, not reducible to the form itself? 

 

Because there is something marvelous, even dadaistic, about 

parts of this story: people proudly wearing not just one but three 

watches, arguing about the implications of wearing Russian 

printed fabric, and producing Mao buttons the size of a table, 

for example. Gerth’s work doesn’t, it seem to me, just show the 

way Chinese communism was wrapped up with consumerism, 

it also—and he might say whether he intended this reading—

indicates to me the failure of commodities to define culture. Or 

am I wrong to have simply laughed out loud at certain points of 

the book, instead of shaking my head in disgust at the 

resurgence of consumerism? 

 
  

 


