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 read the PRC History Roundtable on Karl Gerth’s Unending 

Capitalism and asked Fabio Lanza if I could add my own 

commentary because it seemed Gerth was presenting female 
consumers but not female labor or even women in capitalist 

society (capitalist society being different from “capitalism,” a 

basic distinction Gerth does not draw). It turns out I have 

something to say to Gerth and to his reviewers: is another cycle 

of research and critique unfolding that ignores sexual 

differentiation in labor and consumption and how they are 

central to industrial and commercial capitalism and capitalist 

society?  Gerth is by no means alone, and I get it that there is 

nothing intuitive about how labor and consumption got 

divided—local, national, international division of labor—by 

sex.  However, women who make things and women who desire 

things cannot be conflated into the general category of 

“consumer.” Generically, a woman in a commodity ad desires 

a branded sewing machine whereas actual purchasers were also 

certainly driven by desire to have a mechanical machine tool; 

conflating actual women with woman in ads implies that only 

capitalist commodities satisfy women. So a big problem for this 

book — which is about how socialism did not exist — is that it 

defines desire exclusively as yearning for industrially produced 

commodities (as opposed to desire for political participation or 

divorce, for instance).   

 

Historians should take desire seriously, but since Gerth does not 

explain what an advertisement is (only that advertising did not 

go away during the Mao period) he cannot address the question 

of what relation desire has to commodities.  Other historians 

who analyzed the same kind of evidence, like Carol Benedict, 

Sherman Cochran, Nan Enstad, and Howard Cox, come up with 

more sophisticated reasoning, although they all write the same 

generic, social cultural history, and do not explicitly theorize 

advertising or desire.1  But they all struggle with the problem of 

why people wanted branded cigarettes, while homegrown 

smoke delivers the same drug (and one could raise similar 

issues about opium commodification).  Art historians Ellen 

Laing, Marsha Weidner, and my 2015 essay “Commercial 

Advertising Art in 1840-1940s’ China” have all addressed how 

Chinese commercial art solicited people to buy things.  And 

although a social historian may claim he does not have to 

understand how desire works in order to believe people want 

things, a Marxian history of consumption must necessarily 

presume that there is nothing natural about desiring an 

industrially produced commodity.  In fact, a “capitalist market” 

is all about ideological desire.2   

 

So questions about “capitalist culture” are unavoidable and 

Marxist cultural critics regularly engage philosophies of desire 

to figure out how capitalist consumer cultures work.  Marx, 

Durkheim, Weber, Horkheimer, Adorno, Reisman, Baudrillard, 

Bauman, and so on are all theorists of commodity consumption  

 

and had to struggle with how modern social life is expressed  

and understood in commodity consumerism.  In a book arguing 

that Maoism was mere rhetoric hiding capitalism, one would 

expect such explanatory sociology to be deployed.  All Gerth’s 

visual evidence shows (and I can confirm its facticity) is the 

eroticization and feminization of commodity culture.  It does 

not show social life.  Far from it, since advertising, capitalist or 

socialist, takes place in an imaginary world of desire and 

satisfaction with the good life.  I recommend, in this regard, that 

readers take a look at the Chinese Commercial Advertising 

Archive (CCAA) Professor Chen Jing and I cofounded.  Chen 

“metadated” the growing archive of ads published in three of 

five major commercial newspapers in Chinese treaty ports 

during the commercial capitalist era.  Metadata allow you to 

search by categories, such as gender, age, product, newspaper 

location, and to link the drawings to short business histories.3 

Chen has also written on image recognition and advertising 

ephemera.4 She and her student interns at Nanjing University 

continue to work to document the advertising content of two 

remaining major commercial newspapers, including every ad in 

Shenbao, for instance, meaning the CCAA will expand for 

many years to come.  The archive will help us to understand 

patterns of advertisement placement, as well things like the 

ratio of ad rental cost to per unit profit, the economics of 

advertising revenue for newspapers, and of course the way the 

data is gendered male or female, and how class was articulate 

and divided through fashion.  With systematic analysis of 

content, form, language and brand, we have a good chance of 

figuring out what advertising is and how it cast ideological 

spells. This does not, it is true, directly speak to the question of 

the socialist advertisement or the socialist commodity but that 

book is forthcoming from Laurence Coderre and I anticipate an 

archive of socialist product ads to compare ideological content 

and OCR findings.5  

 

Unending Capitalism only features ads of female figures selling 

or buying or using commodities; unsurprising since advertising 

sexualized selling cultures at the beginning of the twentieth 

century the world over. Gerth does not address sex division of 

labor and consumption.  Lacking an exploration of their 

connotations and presenting ad images without explanation 

makes a drawing of sexual difference a signifier. A signifier is 

a physical form distinct from meaning,  it is not a representation 

of something real in the social world.  Actually, advertisements 

are gimmicks, drawings, or images created to glamorize small 

scale commodities, and do not document existing reality.  

Gerth’s book, like many of its kind, conflates a picture of 

anatomically correct female figures with a social process 

(freedom to choose is a common one). Conflation leads to error 

in the histories of consumption, in which girls and women enjoy 

things but never produce them. Getting sexually divided labor 

Commodities, Consumption and the Advertising Image: 

A Rejoinder to the Roundtable Review of Unending Capitalism 
 

Tani E. Barlow, Rice University 

I 

http://prchistory.org/the-prc-history-review-5-1/
http://ccaa.nju.edu.cn/
http://ccaa.nju.edu.cn/
https://history.rice.edu/faculty/tani-barlow


Barlow, “Commodity, Consumptio, and the Advertising Image” The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 1 Addendum 

(December 2020): 1-2. 

 

 2 

and consumption histories sorted out is difficult, but it is 

important.  Conflating female labor into labor as such; 

conflating male and family consumption into female 

consumption; conflating wanting a good pen with bourgeois 

associations to Parker Pens; each conflation muddles the story 

of how things get made, how people buy and use things and 

why a socialist market in pens is not necessarily a capitalist 

market in pens although each sells pens and people love to buy 

them.6   

 

I want to stress how wrong it is to write a history of a national 

capitalism when you don’t know the history of capitalism.  

Social economic historian Beverly Lemire has made the strong 

case that at the beginning of what would become capitalist 

commodity culture “consumption” was compulsory.  The 

masses of consumers never “choose their brands.”  Rather, 

Lemire and her cohort show that laborers, free and unfree, 

became “involuntary consumers” because imperialists had to 

clothe military troops, provide for the minimal needs of 

enslaved people, and that required mass production of 

“consumer items” like uniforms or shoes.  She calls this process 

“coercive consumption.”  Working with other archival, creative 

historians (e.g., Catherine Cangany, Christian Ayne Crouch, 

Barbara Karl, Cecelia Leong-Salobir, Vivienne Richmond, 

Rachel Silberstein, Meaghan Walker,  and others), Lemire 

shows how clothing enslaved and how compulsory laborers 

commodified basic goods, and she also shows how female labor 

produced parts of what would eventually became the fabric 

industry, as well as market commodification of second hand 

clothing, and embroidered market goods.  What Lemire calls 

“store of value” goods had an intimate connection to women 

and to feminized use values.  In the case of tobacco, where 

female workers addicted themselves to accelerate production, 

not only did female workers do the rolling and smoking, but 

tobacco’s value to producers and retailers lay in its capacity to 

“discipline . . . workers and augment labor output among men 
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and women enmeshed in . . . burgeoning capitalist institutions.” 

And that is why women (even in cigarette ads) can never be just 

a signifier.7 

 

Much of the foundation I am laying out here is not new.  

Historians like the late Susan Porter Benson wrote a famous 

history of “counter cultures” where working and middle class 

women were active creators of the commodity culture in the 

US. 8   Francesca Bray’s histories of female labor, family 

formation, the accumulation of money and cultural  power in 

kinship networks beautifully set a stage for grasping how in the 

Chinese material world remade, speculation about “desire” or 

“consumption is unnecessary because we know so much about 

how women worked, what those female silk weavers were 

doing in Japanese industrialized silk factories, and so on.9  And 

we know that for several centuries the ideological difference 

between “women’s work” and the work of women was knit up 

into large-scale as well as small-scale production and markets.  

I suspect that Gerth’s repeated claim that Maoism’s focus on 

frugality is characteristic of communism or socialism is also 

incorrect, since Margherita Zanasi’s recent book on Chinese 

late imperial economic theories shows not only a virtuous 

revolution but also that political authorities used frugality 

ideologically to regulate booming consumer markets.10  These 

titles indicate generalized knowledge about sexual difference, 

labor and consumption that should be feeding into histories of 

the PRC.  Probably “consumption” and “socialism” would 

come across differently in that case because they would no 

longer be, a la Gerth’s book, a sealed system.   
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