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nending Capitalism is a controversial book,  and Karl 

Gerth purposely and knowingly wrote it as such.  Making 

the claim that Maoist China, far from being a “socialist” 

society working (and failing) to move closer to communism, 
should instead be better understood as embodying a form of 

state capitalism would have been controversial enough. Yet, as 

Peter Caldwell and Lewis Siegelbaum remind us in their 

contributions, the state capitalism thesis had been previously 

articulated in the case of the Soviet Union and Eastern European 

nations, and Gerth should indeed be praised for putting China 

studies in conversation with that literature. The term was not 

even alien to revolutionary China, with Mao Zedong having 

singled out “state capitalism” as a transitional stage in the 

process of socialist development. It is rather the way in which 

Gerth elaborates his argument that makes it even more 

controversial, as he centers the case for reducing the Mao era to 

capitalism mainly on consumption, consumerism, and even 

desire. It is because of this theoretical choice that Gerth’s 

argument is at the same time more blunt and more impactful. In 

his review, Jacob Eyferth alerts us that readers of this book 

might draw the conclusion (against the author’s intention) that 

“capitalism is rooted in human nature and therefore natural and 

inevitable.” And indeed Sun Peidong appreciatively reads 

Unending Capitalism as proof of the ultimate incompatibility 

between communism and human nature. We are clearly not 

dealing here with a narrow debate about the nomenclature of 

social formations.  

 

The bold and revelatory move (Siegelbaum) that separates 

Gerth’s approach from those of others who have argued for (or 

against) state capitalism is to shift the focus of his analysis from 

production to consumption. This allows him to bring to the fore 

a true cornucopia of empirical material about the everyday lives 

of “ordinary” people and their evolving relationship with 

commodities, for which Gerth provides many new and 

fascinating details. But it is the heuristic value of this choice 

that many of the reviewers question. Is this shift justified? Is it 

needed? Does it work? Here Gerth is clearly not following 

Marx, for whom capitalism and socialism are first and foremost 

systems of production (Eyferth).  

 

Gerth makes things more complicated with another shift, now 

from consumption to consumerism. He subsumes state 

capitalism under “state consumerism.” Gerth’s coinage 

encompasses all the CCP policies aimed at regulating 

distribution and consumption,  and under that framework, he 

argues that the  PRC state is supposed to have produced 

consumerist attitudes—desire for commodities—both when 

limiting and promoting consumption. The language of desire is, 

for some of the reviewers, particularly problematic, as it ends 

up reducing the political economy and social relationships of 

the Mao era to a category which is, by nature, ahistorical 

(Kindler).  

 

The other problem of approaching social relationships through 

the lens of a category as vague as “desire” is that the very socio-

economic phenomena that Gerth promises to identify and “fix” 

tend instead to become fuzzier and theoretically unfocused. 

When capitalism gets equated to consumerism and socialism is 

declared incompatible with consumption (Karl), then we tend 

to lose any sense of what capitalism and socialism are. Or 

rather, as Caldwell and Coderre point out, capitalism expands 

to include any form of modern society, and almost any social 

phenomenon, from industrial production to social inequalities, 

can be deployed as proof for (truly unending) capitalism.  

Conversely, socialism (or not-capitalism) is rarified to the status 

of a utopia whose very existence is made dependent on a set of 

ever more draconian conditions.  

 

If the period between 1949 and 1976 can thus be incorporated 

under this expansive notion of capitalism/consumerism, then 

there is no need for any debate about “socialist transition,” a 

notion Gerth explicitly rejects. And that’s indeed fair and 

logical, if one agrees with his premise. But if one does not, then, 

Gerth’s approach sets aside decades of debates, 

experimentations, and lived practices focused on reconciling 

economic production with the revolutionary transformation of 

social relationships, development with reduction of 

inequalities, satisfying individual needs with reproducing a 

communitarian ethos, in an impressive flattening of historical 

complexities.      

 

By telescoping the complex history of capitalism to a question 

of consumption, Gerth also flattens any discontinuity between 

the Mao and post-Mao era, with Ferraris replacing bicycles as 

fuel for the unchanging and unchangeable engine of natural 

human desire. We are left, as Margaret Thatcher famously said, 

with “no alternative.” And, as Laurence Coderre shows by 

highlighting the very last sentence of the book, to fully reinsert 

the “socialist interlude” of the Mao-era into a global history of 

capitalism and consumerism is indeed one of the (perhaps not 

so clearly) stated goals of this book. And that in turn means 

removing Maoism from any global history of socialism and 

revolutionary politics. In Gerth’s particular configuration, 

“state capitalism, as Rebecca Karl argues, functions “as a 

taxonomy that negates the revolution as a transformative social 

movement.” Now, this might have not been Gerth’s intention, 

but this is where his argument, made in this specific way, leads 

in the end, and quite clearly so.  

 

This is an important book, which will be read for years to come. 

While the reviewers in this issue disagree on whether this is the 

right course for the field to take, Unending Capitalism will set 

the terms of the debate from now on. This roundtable does not 

come to any definitive conclusion on how to assess the complex 

socio-economic formation(s) of Maoist China, nor whether 
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terms such as “state capitalism” or “socialism” can do justice to 

that complexity; what the reviewers do, unequivocally, is to 

single out the stakes of such an inquiry—“nothing less than the 

relation of socialism to modernity as such,” in Benjamin 

Kindler’s poignant summation—as well as the consequences of 

following Gerth’s path. Readers might like or dislike Unending 

Capitalism and they might approve or disapprove of Gerth’s 

argument. This roundtable makes clear what the implications of 

his argument are; it also makes clear that if one does not accept 

those implications, one cannot and should not accept Gerth’s 

argument.  

 

 


