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 come late to this subject. Earlier in my career I spent a 

considerable period of time trying to work out what made the 

Soviet Union and other Soviet-type societies different from 

the capitalist West in terms of consumption. The standard trope 
of “people chasing goods instead of goods chasing people” 

seemed less and less compelling as one looked beyond the 

initial decades of chaos and famine, collectivization, and war-

time disruptions. So, what then, if anything, set these Second-

World countries apart? Was it the comparatively pedestrian 

packaging, the lack of flashy advertising, or the narrowness of 

the gap between high- and low-ends? Were there significant 

differences within the Bloc such that at least in popular culture 

a hierarchy of well- and shoddy-made goods prevailed? Many 

of us in Soviet and East European studies pursued these and 

other questions collectively and comparatively. In my own 

case, the automobile served as the vehicle (sorry!) for pursuing 

the peculiarities of Second World consumerism and material 

culture. But that case as well as virtually all others contained a 

rather large lacuna. The three volumes edited by Reid and 

Crowley on everyday life and consumption under state 

socialism, the one by me, those by Bren and Neuberger, 

Vihavainen and Bogdanova, and most recently Scarboro, 

Mincyte and Gille could not bring themselves to devote more 

than a few lines to the People’s Republic of China.1 

 

Unending Capitalism does far more than fill in a gap. I 

understand that Karl Gerth is not the first scholar to address 

issues of consumption in the PRC, but it is hard to imagine 

another book that could match his in terms of its breadth of 

coverage, theoretical rigor, and stylistic grace. Thoroughly 

grounded in the relevant literatures, Gerth dives into his subject 

with an appealing zest. One is quickly disabused of the notion 

(common, I imagine to outside readers at least of my 

generation), that there was comparatively little to consume in 

Mao-era China and therefore not much to say about the subject. 

From the Three Greats (wristwatches, bicycles, and sewing 

machines) and their reproduction of “the three great 

inequalities,” to the initial popularity but eventual ridicule and 

abandonment of Soviet fashions; struggles over advertising, 

poster and movie content; the proper behavior of service 

personnel during and after the Commercial Leap Forward; the 

Cultural Revolution’s Destroy Movement including the ironic 

way that house ransackings actually extended the appeal of the 

Old things to the confiscators; and on to the gem of a chapter 

on the Mao badge craze – Unending Capitalism delivers again 

and again. 

 

It does so as well by engaging systematically and persistently 

with the Marxist-derived category of state capitalism. That is, it 

argues that the CCP, like its “Elder Brother,” the CPSU and 

other ruling Communist parties, dedicated itself to applying the 

mechanisms of central planning and state ownership to expand 

the state’s share of industrial capitalism. Although the party  

 

conceived of itself as “building socialism,” this aim was 

“socialistic,” Gerth’s term for “superficially socialist and 

egalitarian.” (7) Genuinely socialist policies, he insists, would 

have given priority not to maximizing capital accumulation but 

rather to “shared equity and democratizing worker control over 

production.”(5)  The Chinese Communist Party under its Great 

Helmsman repeatedly sought to move the country toward  the 

state side of the state-to-private spectrum of industrial 

capitalism by “manag[ing] demand in every respect, from 

promoting, defining, and even spreading consumption of some 

things to eliminating, discrediting, or at the very least 

marginalizing private preferences for the allocation of 

resources.” (7) This emphasis on what Gerth calls “state 

consumerism”—by which he means not only the distribution of 

mass-produced consumer goods, but also the public discourses 

about them, and the social identities derived from them—is the 

signal contribution of this book. Its shift of focus from the 

regimes of production to those of consumption is a move as 

bold as it is revelatory. 

 

It is effectuated by a good deal of conceptual inventiveness. 

Aside from “socialistic,” Gerth offers the “reserve army of 

consumers,” a correlate of Marx and Engels’ reserve army of 

labor that he adapts from his earlier work on the consumption 

regimes of Republican China.2 This “army,” he argues, could 

be deployed and expanded in certain circumstances such as 

during the Socialist Transformation of 1953-56, or again in 

connection with the Mao badge fad of the late 1960s, but 

reduced in others such as during the Great Leap Forward when 

the mantra of hard work and frugality came to the fore. The 

former strategy he labels “compulsory consumerism,” which, 

judging from evidence of the internalization of state-induced 

desire, seems to have become more compulsive than 

compulsory over time.  

 

I should also register my appreciation for other aspects of the 

book: the illustrations and lengthy descriptive captions which, 

if extracted from the text and linked together, might form a 

short-course version for early readers; the author’s keen eye for 

gradations within the social hierarchy based on subtle sartorial 

differences, such as among the military uniforms that became 

de rigeur during the Cultural Revolution, or his observation that 

“by the 1950s, even working-class factory women in Beijing 

had begun to gage a suitor’s fitness by whether he owned a 

watch” (27); and his sensitivity to unintended consequences and 

ironic outcomes of mass campaigns, meaning the exacerbation 

or intensification rather than elimination of proscribed 

behaviors. And while I am at it, Unending Capitalism – with its 

(intentionally?) ambiguous meaning of both failing to tame or 

kill the beast as well as  actively perpetuating it - has to be 

among the best titles for a scholarly work, right up there with 
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Alexei Yurchak’s Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No 

More.3 

 

Finally, there is the pay-off to the inevitable “so-what” question 

—the rendering of post-Mao China’s economic policies more 

comprehensible in terms “of the continuity of consumerist and 

capitalist development.” (9; also 229-32) Casting the PRC’s 

history in this way has tremendous political as well as historical 

implications. And in this respect, I wish that Gerth had more 

fully historicized his main category of state capitalism.  He does 

indicate that Lenin had endorsed it shortly after the Bolsheviks 

had seized power in preference to small-scale production which 

produced capitalism “daily, hourly, spontaneously, and on a 

mass scale.”(147) He also notes that the Chinese Communists 

used it in the early 1960s as an epithet to denounce their 

erstwhile Soviet Elder Brothers. But there is an even longer 

honorable tradition in left (not only Marxist but also anarchist) 

political discourse about state capitalism that he might have 

acknowledged.  Used as an accusation, the category extends 

back at least to the late nineteenth-century German Social 

Democratic critique of Bismarck’s policies that of course did 

not pretend to be socialist, and perhaps even earlier to Mikhail 

Bakunin’s dissenting view expressed in the First International’s 

debates about Marx’s aims for a socialist state. It was to shadow 

the Soviet Communist Party’s policies for decades after Lenin’s 
introduction of the New Economic Policy in 1921, first leveled 
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by dissenting groups at the burgeoning state bureaucracy for 

allegedly usurping power from workers (or alternatively, 

Communist Party cadres), then perpetuated by various 

Trotskyists and left Communists living outside the Soviet 

Union, including the Dutch council communist Anton 

Pannekoek and Tony Cliff of the British Socialist Workers 

Party. Most recently, the political economists Stephen Resnick 

and Richard Wolff, whom Gerth does cite, have produced 

several works dissecting the class structures and contradictions 

of the USSR precisely in terms of it being a state capitalist 

formation.4 

 

My complaint is really another way of praising the book. Had 

Gerth situated his take on consumerism in Mao’s China within 

this broader historiography, his critique of  “building 

socialism,” “actually existing socialism,” and other 

formulations concocted by apologists for bureaucratic rule 

would have had greater exposure and perhaps influence on the 

left, where, arguably, it matters most. There was a time when I 

felt that taunting Communists with the charge of state 

capitalism was a bit unfair, a little holier than thou, so to speak. 

But as China apparently becomes ever more socialistic and 

increasingly less socialist, I say let it rip. 
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