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 am grateful to Fabio Lanza and the PRC History Group for 

organizing these reviews and to the eight reviewers for taking 

the time to review my book during these uncertain times. The 

range of interests of the participants, who include not only 
historians of China like myself (Day, Eyferth, and Karl) but 

literary critics (Coderre and Kindler), scholars of Eastern 

Europe (Caldwell) and the Soviet Union (Siegelbaum), and a 

sociologist (Peidong Sun), demonstrates the increasingly cross-

disciplinary nature and reach of the field. I appreciate their 

engagement with the materials and arguments in Unending 

Capitalism. Some of their responses also raise a few issues of 

larger significance within the field. 

 

I was aware that venturing beyond the more conventionally 

cultural history approach of my earlier books was likely to 

spark some criticism, but as I delved deeper into the sources, I 

found it increasingly difficult to continue to refer to the political 

economy of China during the Mao era as “socialist.” Qualifying 

the political economy as “state socialism” or “actually existing 

socialism,” as have a number of other scholars, did not seem to 

sufficiently acknowledge the vast differences between the 

state’s avowedly socialist aspirations and its dependency upon 

policies that had the effect of expanding the inequalities 

associated with industrial capitalism. In the end, I was unable 

to find a way to use the term “socialist China” to describe the 

Mao era.  

 

While I appreciate some of the reviewers’ attempts to suggest a 

neutral framing, neither Day’s proposed conceptualization of 

the state as a “developmental regime” nor Eyferth’s definition 

of socialism and capitalism as simply “systems of production 

and surplus appropriation, not systems of consumption” 

adequately explain the lived contradictions my research 

revealed between the socialist aspirations and the practices 

engaged in by both the state and ordinary people. In contrast, 

my proposed model of a spectrum of state-to-private capitalism 

seemed to provide solutions for that and several other problems 

or inconsistencies I encountered. In particular, it helped take 

into account the changing institutional relationships over 

allocations of scarce resources (planning vs. markets) and 

ownership (state vs. private); variations within countries (urban 

centers exploiting the countryside; imperialist metropoles 

relying on colonies); and the larger global context of economic 

and military competition. It also allowed me to avoid 

exoticizing the PRC while still highlighting issues specific to it 

and to explain shifts in policy that otherwise might appear 

contradictory or exceptional, such as the CCP’s theorizing of 

the political economy as state capitalist in the 1950s, the revival 

of private markets in the early 1960s, and the decision to 

reengage with US-dominated global markets in the early 1970s. 

As my narrative suggests, the “reform era” did not emerge ex 

nihilo as a “post” to a socialist past.  

 

 

Some of the reviewers object to my applying the term 

“capitalism” to “socialist” countries by citing orthodox 

economic definitions of capitalism based on such common 

characteristics as markets, private ownership, and surplus 

value. But the usefulness of such narrow definitions in 

describing the full range of manifestations of capitalism has 

been debated by scholars for more than a century. Indeed, as 

Siegelbaum points out, arguments over whether the term 

“capitalist” is applicable to countries that claim to be “socialist 

en route to communist” have at times been as acrimonious as a 

few of the reviews in this forum. Despite the misgivings 

expressed by some of the reviewers, my decision to use state 

capitalism to describe China under Mao’s leadership was 

neither naïve nor willfully contrarian but built upon a larger and 

robust scholarly tradition of analyzing “socialist” countries as 

capitalist. It would be far more useful to the field if my critics 

would attempt to offer a more convincing explanation of the 

contemporaneous and widespread doubts about the CCP’s 

priorities documented in this book than construct straw-man 

arguments about who has a truer understanding either of 

Marxism and its application to China or of a concept as complex 

as capitalism. My purpose in Unending Capitalism was not to 

make a political case for or against either capitalism or 

socialism—or even to assess the sincerity of the Chinese state’s 

efforts to “build socialism”—but rather to explain the 

phenomena I uncovered while investigating my central 

concern, the expansion of consumerism across the Mao era.  

 

Nor does the book, as the severest critics imply, disregard the 

claims and intentions of state officials and intellectuals or 

accuse them of perpetrating a hoax. Even if it does not discuss 

the theoretical formulations and debates of these elites with the 

detail that these reviewers would have preferred, it fully 

acknowledges—in both the text and the notes and across all the 

chapters⎯that the CCP consciously and actively struggled to 

resolve the tensions and contradictions they encountered as they 

attempted not simply to legitimate and consolidate their rule but 

make life better for people in China. Furthermore, the book 

repeatedly demonstrates that state aspirations did indeed impact 

people’s lives. The book does not constitute a totalizing 

rejection of Chinese socialist experiments but rather examines 

Chinese socialism carefully and on its own terms by explicating 

the disconnect between the state’s rhetoric and aspirations and 

its actual policies and their consequences. My attempt to be 

evenhanded in this effort may help explain why some of the 

reviewers accuse the book of being too critical of Mao-era 

socialism and others of not being critical enough. While our 

current understanding of the Mao era most certainly has 

benefitted from the ample scholarship analyzing the CCP 

conceptualization of what socialist consumerism might look 

like, that is a different task than describing what it did look like 

to countless Chinese observers at the time. Based on the 
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evidence presented in this book, I ultimately concluded that the 

results of the CCP’s policies and practices as they materialized 

on the ground resembled a variety of industrial capitalism much 

more closely than socialism.  

 

Nor, as several reviewers suggest, does the book intend to 

present either capitalism or consumerism as universal or 

natural, operating the same across time, societies, classes, and 

individuals. Rather, it describes in considerable detail the ways 

in which industrial capitalism and state consumerism were 

promoted by a series of external and internal forces produced 

by changing political, social, and cultural contexts and was 

experienced differently by different people at different times. 

All three of my books have differed from the dominant trend in 

studies of consumerism in Europe and the United States by 

focusing not on consumerism as a realm of freedom and self-

expression but on the impact of imperialism and rapid 

industrialization, and particularly on the state’s accrual of 

coercive powers to shape consumption, including the 

popularization of discourses such as those regarding Chinese 

“national products” and “social consumption.” To that end, the 

book provides evidence from a broad range of sources, 

including state archives, gazetteers, personal memoirs, internet 

blogs, material culture, and writings by Mao and other Chinese 

leaders. Together these sources reveal pervasive doubts across 
Chinese society that the CCP was actually building the 

socialism of its own claims and conceptions.   

 

While I do not propose, as charged, that my focus on 

consumerism and consumption provides a better entry into 

understanding the Mao era than previous ones, I do hope that it 

can provide the field with a novel angle from which to view 

some previously investigated topics and suggest new directions 

for future scholarship. I further hope that the dismissive tone 

and ad hominem attacks of a few of these reviews will not 

discourage current and future scholars from addressing these 

issues, and that the forum as a whole and that the book itself can 

serve as the beginning rather than the end of a conversation. 

Such a conversation should include renewed skepticism about 

our use of conventional political and economic terms—terms 

sanctioned by the state—to describe the Mao era and how the 

era fits into the global history of capitalism. 

 

 

 


