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here will be milk, there will be bread, there will be 

everything.” In Xie Jin’s post-socialist masterpiece The 

Herdsman, the female protagonist Li Xiuzhi intones 

these words to her troubled husband Xu Lingjun as they lie in 
their rural home. She does so in imitation of the famous Soviet 

film, Lenin in 1918, in which Lenin’s bodyguard, Vasili, 

comforts his wife with these same words in the midst of the 

Russian Civil War. In repeating these words, Li Xiuzhi was not 

alone, as they were recited, with varying degrees of irony, 

throughout the socialist period in China, Lenin in 1918 having 

been one of the few Soviet films that continued to play during 

the Cultural Revolution. The contrast between the playful 

mimicry of these words in The Herdsman and the pathos that 

informs them in Lenin in 1918 poses the question of how, at our 

present conjuncture, looking back on the failures and successes 

of socialist experiments in the twentieth century, we are to 

understand the expectation that “there will be everything.” If 

socialism does not mean bread alone, and is not equivalent to a 

brutal asceticism, what does that “everything” denote? What, 

today, does it mean to anticipate – and demand – “everything” 

as a horizon of emancipatory politics? 

 

These questions provide, in turn, a way of coming to grips with 

Karl Gerth’s new book, Unending Capitalism, which forms the 

middle part of a now-completed trilogy on the history of 

consumerism in twentieth-century China. In this book, Gerth 

argues that consumerism – defined in tripartite terms as “the 

mass production of consumer products, the proliferation of a 

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

such products to create and communicate identities” (1) - was 

not incidental or marginal to the Maoist period but rather central 

to a state-led accumulation strategy in which the state sought to 

excite and regulate consumer desire in ways that would support 

a national program of industrialization. Yet the effect, Gerth 

argues, was ultimately to undermine the possibility of 

socialism, because of the ways that social identities continued 

to be constructed around differential access to consumer goods, 

and because the content and scope of consumer desires tended 

to exceed the limits anticipated by Mao and other state leaders. 

With respect both to its official, state-sanctioned contents, and 

its semi-legal, bourgeois forms, then, consumerism, for Gerth, 

marked an insurmountable contradiction within the political 

economy of the Maoist period, being “a structural consequence 

of the state’s social and economic policies” (2). The persistence 

of consumerism in its varied iterations under Maoism allows 

Gerth to insist on the period as one of “state capitalism,” 

understood as a point within a “sliding scale” of possible 

variations on capitalism. For Gerth, then, the capitalist nature 

of Maoist China was defined not only by the persistence of 

private markets beyond the control of the state but also by the 

dynamics of the state sector itself, paralleled by those consumer 

appetites encouraged by the state as well as less legitimate 

(“grey”) forms of consumerism that persisted during the  

 

socialist period against the ambitions of the state. The 

persistence of multiple forms of consumerism throughout the 

Maoist period, Gerth argues, was ultimately a consequence of 

the promotion of a state-led accumulation strategy over what he 

terms the transformation of the social relations of production, 

whereby the state opted to prioritize development over, for 

example, increasing wages. This contrast immediately raises its 

own questions: how could state-led accumulation have been 

rejected in a context of colonial underdevelopment? To what 

end would workers have been allocated higher wages if not for 

the purpose of greater consumption, and how might this be 

understood in the context of the rural-urban divide? 

Hypothetical questions, yes, but ones which bear closely on 

Gerth’s totalizing rejection of the Chinese socialist experiment.  

 

I must admit at this juncture a certain personal relation to this 

analytical approach. When Gerth taught me as an 

undergraduate, it was at the height of my own, heterodox 

Trotskyist enthusiasms. The theoretical content of “state 

capitalism” in Gerth’s book gives only some hint of the extent 

of debates surrounding this rubric as an analytical category. He 

refers in passing to the work of one Ygael Gluckstein, better 

known as Tony Cliff, whose works formed the basis of my 

undergraduate political activity (4 n8). Since those days, my 

political sympathies have remained the same, although my 

reading of certain episodes of the twentieth-century has not. 

Gerth’s work is clearly marked by a set of political 

commitments that he would understand as socialist. His basis 

for rejecting the socialist character of Maoist China, however, 

is altogether unclear, as socialism is defined only in passing as 

democratic control over the means of production, and Gerth 

explicitly rejects any notion of socialist transition as a serious 

theoretical and political problem (44). It is not possible to 

traverse the complicated theoretical terrain surrounding the 

problem of socialist construction here, except to note that, for 

Lenin and the more sophisticated Maoists of the Shanghai 

School, socialism was understood precisely as an extended 

period of transition characterized by the combination of varied 

social forms and relations within a contradictory and uneven 

totality, including forms drawn into socialism from capitalism, 

rather than as an abstract standard removed from the 

contingencies of lived history. A failure to take up problems of 

this order in Gerth’s analysis ultimately means, however, that 

the analytical rubric of “state capitalism” does not function as a 

way of disclosing the real persistence of capitalist social 

relations but rather as a way of diminishing the historical 

complexity of the historical object under consideration.  

 

Gerth may be amongst the first to take up the social history of 

consumerism in the Mao period, but there are crucial aspects of 

his argument that parallel interventions by other scholars 

dealing with similar contexts. This is true above all of the 
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famous work of Katherine Verdery, whose What was Socialism, 

and What Comes Next? (1996) states with reference to 

socialism in Romania that consumer desire functioned as one of 

the underlying contradictions of the socialist order and 

contributed towards its downfall. Whilst, she argues, the former 

regimes of Eastern Europe “stimulated consumer appetites,” 

they did so at the same time as preventing “people from 

consuming by not making goods available,” such that, by both 

encouraging and frustrating consumer desire, consumerism 

came to function as a site of discontent (28). There is, then, a 

structural logic that parallels Gerth’s argument, in which state 

attempts to manage consumer desire necessarily produced 

demands that proved inimical to the aspirations of the state 

itself. The absence of any engagement with Verdery’s work in 

Gerth’s text is a curious oversight, in view of its importance to 

the history and anthropology of actually-existing socialism. But 

more important here is that, for both Verdery and Gerth, the 

complex articulation between desire and the transformation of 

social relations proves central to their respective analyses. It is 

also precisely with respect to the complexity of this articulation, 

however, that Gerth’s analysis becomes inadequate. He aspires, 

on the one hand, towards a structural analysis of the political 

economy of the Maoist period from the viewpoint of 

consumption, registered by conceptual interventions such as the 

“reserve army of consumers” deemed necessary for state-led 
accumulation. Yet the problems of political economy in Gerth’s 

book are also constantly offset by the return of a language of 

desire, that is, the problem of the consuming subject or what 

Gerth understands as the formation of social identities. There 

is, in other words, the conflation in Gerth’s book of multiple 

theoretical registers whose relation to each is never explicitly 

posed as a theoretical question. When, for example, in the 

opening pages of chapter one, Gerth states that “consumerism 

begets more consumerism – that is, in China as elsewhere, 

consumerism, like capitalism, is self-expanding,” the insertion 

of the comparative formulation “like” is performing a labour of 

equivalence-making that obscures the specific ways in which, 

in the Marxist tradition, capital may be understood as self-

expanding (10). That is, for Marx and others, the self-expanding 

nature of capital lies not in the greed of individual capitalists or 

indeed in any problem of the individual subject but rather in the 

ways that capital qua social relation as a system of value 

production comes to assume an autonomous control over social 

life in such a way that capitalist accumulation itself develops its 

own logic, predicated on the expanded production of surplus 

value as distinct from any notion of “surplus” as such. To the 

extent that consumerism is understood as “self-expanding,” 

however, it is so in terms of the force of individual desire and 

the capacity of goods to function as the basis for social 

distinctions, or, in Gerth’s terms, the production of social 

identities, which marks a logic distinct from that of capital, a 

distinction largely obliterated in Gerth’s conflation of the two. 

 

In much the same terms, Gerth’s invocation of a process of 

fetishization in the following chapter to account for the 

formation of social identities around the “three greats” negates 

the specific contents of any Marxist account of the fetish, which 

consists of the ways in which the value-form mediates between 

practices of social labour in such a way that commodities not 

only appear to but really do assume the function of autonomous 

powers over their real producers. To the conflation of distinct 

theoretical vocabularies may be added the ways in which 

individual terms in Gerth’s analysis assume multiple valences 

that need to be disentangled from one another. This is true 

above all of Gerth’s account of “capital,” which, from his 

insistence on state-capitalism, we are encouraged to read in a 

Marxist register, but increasingly assumes a more Bourdieuian 

valence. Gerth’s slippage in his treatment of “capital” mark that 

very form of reification that Marx himself disclosed, namely the 

projection of capital as a material thing, or else a category of 

things, rather than as a historically contingent set of social 

relations, as, for example, when he describes “labor power, land 

and livestock, and tools” as those forms of capital that “the party 

attempted to extract from farmers” (67). Underpinning this 

conceptual instability is a concern with the problem of the 

individual desiring subject that ultimately emerges in Gerth’s 

final two chapters concerning the Cultural Revolution in an 

altogether moralizing register that is wholly disconnected from 

any categories of political economy. Acknowledging that the 

Cultural Revolution witnessed the large-scale acquisition of 

material goods from the houses of cadres, for example, he 

asserts that such practices therefore “awoke the consumerist 

tendencies of even the revolutionary vanguard” (189), which in 

the following and final chapter becomes re-posed in terms of 

the function of Mao badges as part of the self-reproducing 
circulation of desire, to such an extent that Gerth posits the 

process of waiting in line to acquire badges as one of converting 

“labor” into “badge capital” (211). The positing of badges as 

“capital” in the final chapter of the book marks the wholesale 

divergence from any Marxist account of capital as a social 

relation and the shift instead into a vaguely Bourdieuian notion 

of capital as simply the production of social distinctions.  

 

My reasons for pointing out these slippages and the conceptual 

ambiguity of the terms at play is not to flatly insist on greater 

precision. Nor is it to assume in advance that a category such as 

“commodity fetishism” simply cannot apply in a historical 

analysis of China. The extent to which a social form such as the 

commodity or the wage might be retained qua form but invested 

with new content was a site of constant theoretical struggle 

throughout this period, as Laurence Coderre and others are 

showing. If Gerth does not take up questions of this order, it is 

because his category of state capitalism cannot account for 

them. There is, however, room for a more symptomatic reading 

of his work. Gerth’s shifts between the problem of social 

relations and accumulation on the one hand and the problematic 

of individual desire on the other may be understood to designate 

the very set of historical problematics under consideration, 

whereby the specificity of socialist social relations became 

thinkable and legible only at the level of facets of consciousness 

that were themselves moralized to the point where the demands 

placed on incipient communist subjects of labor became 

exhausting and unsustainable. In making this point, my 

intention is not to abolish the problem of desire as unimportant 

for socialist projects. The transformation of desire and its 

relation to the problem of subjectivity was the basis for some of 

the most intense discussions from the late 1950s onwards, 

including, for example, the 1963 discussion on the problem of 

happiness under socialism hosted in the periodical China Youth, 

which marked an attempt to theorize and inaugurate pleasure in 
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terms that would no longer be beholden to the atomized 

commodity form. The Cultural Revolution likewise witnessed 

a series of injunctions to conduct revolution to the depths of a 

soul, marking a language of transformation at once terrifying 

and inspiring in the scope of its demands. 

 

Yet the orientation towards desire – its suppression, expansion 

and transformation – contained in these moments and the 

struggles around consumption that Gerth investigates also 

marked the ossification and alienation of the revolutionary 

process, whereby the specificity of socialist economic laws 

became, in the words of Rebecca Karl, legible only in the form 

of individual virtue, thereby demanding a constant state of 

mobilization and policing of the self that could not ultimately 

be sustained (129). Seen in these terms, the slippage in Gerth’s 

analysis and its lapsing into an ultimately moralizing content, 

whereby all forms of material desire are legible as the 

“awakening” of capitalism at the level of the subject, are 

important precisely because they remain internal to his very 

object of historical analysis. In other words, and in spite of 

Gerth’s desire to put political distance between himself and the 

Maoist project through the theoretical rubric of “state 

capitalism,” the moralistic tenor of his analysis comes to 

resemble nothing so much as the most extravagant demands of 

high Maoism itself, specifically in terms of the reification of the 
individual subject as the site of desire. This marked not solely 

the privileging of accumulation over “socialism,” but a series 

of real theoretical and political problems that proved 

intractable, namely that of how to re-imagine the desiring 

subject under socialism, and the role of consciousness and 

agency in the ongoing transformation of social relations under 

conditions of gross underdevelopment and continued 

unevenness. The categories motivating Gerth’s analysis – state 

capitalism, consumerism, and an inflated category of “capital” 

– are inadequate to disclosing the complexity of these historical 

problems, ultimately because Gerth does not go beyond the 

limits of high Maoism itself. He is, in other words, and in spite 

of his reliance on a language of “state capitalism,” insufficiently 

critical of the Maoist period. 

 

To the extent that the shift into an exhausting moralism in both 

Gerth’s text and the Maoist period itself marks a set of 

theoretical and political limits, we are led to re-pose the weighty 

question of what we might retrieve from the Maoist period. This 

is the opportunity for a re-thinking of that notion of 

“everything” with which my review began. Gerth’s retreat into 

a language of desire and danger is not only symptomatic of the 

aporias and limits of the Maoist project itself, but also rests on 

a highly ascetic conception of socialism, insofar as it invests the 

enjoyment of things and the prospect of abundance with a de 

facto capitalist logic. At stake here is nothing less than the 

relation of socialism to modernity as such. By configuring part 

of the definition of consumerism in terms of “mass production,” 

Gerth cuts off any notion that, in theory as much as in practice, 

socialism itself has always operated as an aspiration towards 

industrial modernity, including mass production, and indeed an 

attempt to lay a claim on modernity as not reducible in advance 

to a capitalist logic of social organization. In these terms, 

socialism necessitates and enables a proliferation of things, a 

society of abundance whose possibilities far exceed the crisis-

ridden tendencies of capitalism. This is true of those very anti-

Stalinist currents of Marxism that visibly inform Gerth’s 

argument. Trotsky, then, observed that “the basis of 

bureaucratic rule is the poverty of society in objects of 

consumption, with the resulting struggle of each against all,” to 

which he counterpoised a future of abundance. To the thematic 

of abundance may be added two further terms that register this 

conception of socialism as a demand for everything – “luxury” 

and “plenty.” These terms are not my own but come from two 

recent books, Kristin Ross’s Communal Luxury (2016) and 

Francis Spufford’s Red Plenty (2010). They are, to be sure, also 

heterogenous in relation to one another. Ross’s book is a 

recovery of the legacy of the Paris Commune and its practices 

of luxury, which for Ross designate something different from 

the simple abundance of material things, or, in her own words, 

“bourgeois luxury,” but rather communal luxury as “equality in 

abundance” (65). Spufford’s work is altogether different in 

form and content, being a novelistic re-reading of the post-

Stalinist Soviet Union, which Gerth himself regards as having 

informed the development for consumerism in the China of the 

1950s. Yet for Spufford’s semi-fictional protagonists, the 

expectation of an imminent Soviet society of plenty also 

contained a utopian impulse, not in the way that socialism was 

equated with a proliferation of consumer goods as such, but 

rather in the way that a basic condition of abundance would 
render possible a human life no longer predicated on immediate 

material demands. Or, in Spufford’s terms, “plenty will let a 

truly human life begin” (174).   

 

Luxury, plenty, everything. Re-attending to these horizons 

allows us to recuperate certain of the dream-images of 

abundance in the Maoist period that, for Gerth, betoken the 

danger of consumerism, always already assimilated to the logic 

of capital.  None of this is to argue that socialism can be 

understood merely as an ideology of development, nor to negate 

the problem of desire and its transformation under socialism. It 

is, rather, to suggest the need for a political and theoretical 

sensibility that is more confident in speaking of socialism as a 

claim on modernity – an anti-capitalist modernity - as well as 

being a site of profound contradictions, and which can therefore 

move beyond either seeing the Maoist period as a cataclysmic 

rupture in China or as a period of fundamental and undialectical 

continuity with what came before and afterwards. It also marks 

the confidence, in our political horizons, to demand everything 

– because anything less is insufficient.  I am not, having read 

this book, convinced that it offers the tools to embody these 

aspirations.  
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