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hat is the unfinished historical task in the long 

twentieth century? For many social scientists and 

humanists who reflect on the history, politics and society 
of the last two centuries, one of the critical theoretical mysteries 

is why institutions fail. Scholarship has offered innovative 

insights from different perspectives. For instance, Werner 

Sombart’s classic study on Why there is no Socialism in the 

United States (1976) explores the social, political, and 

economic factors behind the general American workers’ 

“national character,” which led to an instrumentally constructed 

failure of socialism in the United States. Acemoglu and 

Robinson (Why Nations Fail, 2012) emphasize how economic 

prosperity depends mostly on the inclusiveness of economic 

and political institutions.  And Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 

Twenty-First Century (2017) and his new Capital and Ideology 

(2020) provide multiple daring insights about the long-time 

issues of inequalities in democratic and authoritarian countries, 

the world politics of the right and left, and the structure of a 

fairer economic system.   

  

From the unique perspective of consumerism, Gerth asks and 

answers a similar question: why could not the CCP (Chinese 

Communist Party) resolve “the central contradiction between 

the party’s rhetoric of building socialism on its way to 

communism and its actual policies of building industrial 

capitalism” (p. 42).  Unending Capitalism reminds us that the 

Communist Revolution was never a comedy. 

  

The author tells the dispiriting story of a revolution gone wrong, 

but he supports his main arguments with a richness of archival 

materials, local gazetteers, media reports, personal accounts, 

individual memories, existing scholarship, and artifacts such as 

Mao badges, propaganda posters, and film posters. The data and 

sources are well organized and convey many fascinating stories 

from the Mao Era. Gerth tells the story of Mao-era consumption 

in exquisite prose and fine style, and readers will enjoy the 

journey through the seven chapters. 

  

Unending Capitalism is divided into three parts, plus an 

introduction and final observations. Gerth begins the first three 

chapters by presenting an analysis of the mass production of 

consumer products. The next two chapters are mainly devoted 

to the proliferation of discourse about these products in popular 

media. The last two chapters discuss how people and the state 

used these products to create and communicate identities. Gerth 

identifies these as the three central processes of 

consumerism. This definition echoes Judd Stitziel’s 2005 book, 

Fashioning Socialism: Clothing, Politics, and Consumer 

Culture in East Germany, in which he argues that “mass 

fashions helped spread all three aspects of industrial 

consumerism: mass production, distribution of discourse on  

 

 

fashion, and communication of hierarchical social identities 

through the consumption of fashionable clothing.” (p. 81) 

  

The logic of the book is crystal clear and solidly grounded. The 

first two chapters explain how and why the CCP implemented 

state consumerism to serve state capitalism before and after 

1949 by intervening in production and consumption in order to 

industrialize as rapidly as possible to meet military and other 

demands (p. 72). However, as Gerth argues, the spread of 

consumerism in the early PRC (People’s Republic of China) 

reflects the party’s prioritization of capital accumulation over 

eliminating inequalities and empowering labor (p. 38). 

  

As he discusses in Chapter 3, CCP leaders tried to avoid the 

Soviet-style promotion of consumerism, but they lacked a good 

alternative model for their underlying objective of rapid capital 

accumulation.  By the end of the 1950s, the Soviet model had 

become a “cautionary tale” to Chinese leaders.  And Chinese 

leaders were not alone in their doubts about the Soviet model.  

Everyday interactions with Soviet people and culture around 

the country proved that “something was amiss on the ‘road to 

socialism’” in the Soviet Union (p. 76). 

  

In Chapter 4 and chapter 5, the author convincingly argues that 

the CCP’s promotion of state consumerism in advertising, 

posters, and films, as well as in the service sector, could not 

overcome the central contradiction between its socialist rhetoric 

and its capitalist policies. “It had to accumulate capital to pay 

for never-ending military costs, a growing bureaucracy, and 

industrialization.” (p. 132) It also proved very difficult to 

displace individual consumerism by prioritizing immediate 

economic needs over long-term goals. Not surprisingly, state 

campaigns such as the “1949-1958 creating socialist 

commerce,” the “1956-1960 greater socialism,” and the “1958-

1960 unremunerated labor,” discouraged consumerism in the 

1960s and 1970s. Those decades “witnessed state capitalist 

policies that continued to expand capitalism” (p. 76).  

  

In chapter 6 and chapter 7, Gerth examines the rise and fading 

away of Cultural Revolution consumerism, showing how a 

revolution that attempted to “change the mental outlook of the 

whole of society,” by thwarting and destroying the attempted 

“capitalist restoration” and the old “feudal” ideas, culture, 

customs, and habits, not only was a political and ideological 

failure but also highlighted an unsolvable problem inherent in 

the Communist Revolution. As the Mao badge fad faded, so did 

the dream of the Communist Revolution. 

  

How did consumerism negate China’s Communist Revolution? 

This is another way of asking how capitalism, even the state 

capitalism of the Mao’s years, survived the twentieth century. 
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In other words, it is to ask how capitalism is unending in China 

today, forty-four years after Mao’s death.  

 

Ultimately, the imbalance between the ends and the means of 

communism itself leads to the empty promise of the communist 

dream. It is because of the incompatibility of individual desire 

and state agenda, because human nature disagrees with 

communism’s goals and means. Communism agrees with 

Chinese citizens on only one thing: their incompatibility. The 

consequences of this incompatibility have been deadly. When 

communist dream turns into nightmare, millions of lives are lost 

for nothing; there is a huge leap backwards in economy, culture, 

and society; and China finds itself isolated from an international 

community, which shares developed and civilized values. The 

Great Famine (1959-1962) and the Cultural Revolution (1966-

1976) are two cases in point.  

  

In addition, when the very foundations of state capitalism are a 

limit to state capitalism, when the communist revolution 

negates itself, when “the Revolution devours its children” 

(Jacques Mallet du Pan), it is never too late to question again 

the end of China’s Communist revolution. This is what Chinese 

scholars, such as economist and pioneer of post-Marxist 

Chinese liberalism Guzhun, astrophysicist and liberal activist 

Fang Lizhi, writer and human rights activist Liu Xiaobo, and 
jurist Xu Zhangrun, have done in the last seventy years.  

  

The questions raised by Karl Gerth about China’s state 

capitalism under Mao’s regime are relevant to Chinese politics 

under the Xi administration today. To me, the book offered a 

brilliant hint about the foreseeable future of consumerism in 

China. The complete and disastrous failure of the accumulation-

at-all-costs priorities of state capitalism in Mao’s years reminds 

us of the possibility of another terrible and gigantic failure of 

the accumulation-at-all-costs priorities of state-subsidized 

crony capitalism after the economic opening in 1978.  

  

Whether it happens under the state efforts to “build socialism” 

or under the CCP investment in “national rejuvenation” by 

“hiding your strength, biding your time,” development of state 

capitalism doesn’t foster the equal growth of mass 

consumption. The accumulation of capital brings instead the 

reality of luxury consumption for the few and deprivation for 

the rest. This is exactly the state of social inequality in China 

today.  

  

People who have a clear understanding of China’s politics and 

history were not surprised when Chinese Premier Li Keqiang 

replied to a question about poverty alleviation at a press 

conference following the closing session of the 2020 National 

People’s Congress meeting by remarking that China has 600 

million people, more than 40% of the Chinese population, with 

a monthly income of 1,000 RMB.  Li admitted that this amount 

of money is not even enough to rent a room in a medium 

Chinese city. And the pandemic has now raised even higher 

barriers for a vast majority of Chinese families. 

  

The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and its aftermath bring us to a 

crucial historical juncture, a new Great Depression. It will 

profoundly affect the whole world in unprecedented ways and 

in every aspect, economic, political, military, cultural, and 

social.  

  

As a PRC historian, it is very appealing to see Professor Gerth’s 

new narratives on the new forms of the state consumerism in 

China at the time of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. For instance, 

the PRC and its head of state, General Secretary of the CCP Xi 

Jinping, have promoted a new “work hard and live a frugal life” 

movement since August 2020. “Cultivate thrifty habits and 

foster a social environment where waste is shameful and 

thriftiness is applaudable,” Xi said in a directive published in 

the People’s Daily, the Party’s main newspaper on August 12, 

2020. Local governments and the food industry rapidly echoed 

their leader by calling on customers to order fewer dishes in 

restaurants; a restaurant in Tianjin came up with the idea of 

labelling its gendered bentos “for men” (275mg rice) and “for 

women” (225mg rice) to implement the “be thrifty” policy.  

  

With economic opening, with the help of capital investment 

from foreign countries, such as the US, Japan, Europe, 

Australia, and the “Four Asian Dragons,” and especially with 

the incredible endeavors and sacrifice of ordinary Chinese 

people, China has increasingly moved from state capitalism to 

an emerging crony capitalism, from the beginning of the 1990s, 

culminating in 2001, when China was recognized as an 
international trade partner by joining the World Trade 

Organization (WTO). In this process, a few of China’s elites 

families have accumulated enormous wealth, while Chinese big 

cities have built luminescent skyscrapers and luxury malls filled 

with fancy cars. When so many others are left with as little as 

1,000 RMB per month, is it difficult to see why the Maoist “be 

thrifty” policy was revived?  

  

As numerous debates have highlighted, the policy of some local 

governments to issue digital consumption coupons amid the 

SARS-CoV-2 pandemic aims to enforce economy while 

simultaneously fueling capital accumulation given the great 

depression in the Chinese mainland. Are these kinds of “be 

thrifty” policies part of an effort to create a new command 

economy, empowered and strengthened with digital currency 

and a social credit system with Chinese characteristics? Is it a 

“new normal,” a blend of crony capitalism and ascetic 

consumerism in Chinese society, where China has been in an 

increasing rivalry with much of the rest of the world based on 

Pew’s new research report on international views on China?  

  

Moreover, another big question this book indirectly asks is 

about the possibility of “real utopias,” where greater human 

growth is achievable and most humans could flourish. What can 

we do when inequalities are intrinsically embedded in the 

structure of both socialism and capitalism?  

  

Life is short; so is academic life. In my opinion, one thing an 

academic can, with luck, accomplish is that one’s name 

becomes a keyword. Following with my two favorite 

sociologists of consumption—Deborah Davis (Yale 

University) and Ning Wang (Sun Yat-Sen University) who 

have tremendously contributed to the field with their wonderful 

works on consumer revolution in China—Karl Gerth has 

become a keyword for “consumerism,” so I will put him in the 
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required reading list for my students of Chinese studies. He has 

solidly built his contribution to consumerism in the long history 

of twentieth- and twenty-first-century China with his three 

related books, China Made, on consumerism before 

1949, Unending Capitalism, on consumerism in the Mao Era 

(1949-1976), and  As China Goes, So Goes the World, which 

explores consumerism after the 1978 in the market-oriented 

reform era. Gerth has re-interpreted the history of Chinese 

consumerism in three keys.  
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