
The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 1 (October  2020): 1 - 25. © The PRC History Group, 2020   
  

 

 
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 

Introduction: The Stakes of “State Consumerism” 
 

Fabio Lanza, University of Arizona  

U 

https://history.arizona.edu/people/fabio-lanza


Lanza, “Introduction,” The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 1 (October 2020): 1-2. 
 

 2 

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.  
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here is much to like and much to disagree with in Karl 
Gerth’s Unending Capitalism. Gerth makes a strong and 
convincing case for the centrality of consumption in the 

history of the People’s Republic of China. In doing so, he shifts 
the focus of attention from abstract, top-down models of 
socialism to the everyday economics of China’s partly-planned 
economy. Gerth shows us a Chinese state that seeks to expand 
the availability of key consumer goods, promotes sales through 
advertisements, and draws millions of consumers into a new 
network of department stores. He also shows a population that 
avidly embraces the material world of Chinese socialism and 
engages with great gusto in the hoarding and bartering of goods 
and in competitive displays of watches, bicycles, cadre suits, 
etc. Gerth’s focus on consumption is welcome not only because 
it roots our understanding of the socialist economy in the 
everyday actions of ordinary people, but also because it puts 
China studies in conversation with scholars of the Soviet Union, 
East Germany, and other Comecon countries who have written 
extensively about socialist consumer cultures.  
 
My disagreement with Gerth is less about substantive issues 
than about what I see as a problematic slippage in his use of 
terms. Gerth starts from the uncontroversial observation that 
commodity consumption was widespread in Mao-era China, 
then argues for the existence of a form of “state consumerism,” 
and finally takes the existence of this state consumerism as 
evidence for the capitalist nature of the People’s Republic – 
hence the “Unending Capitalism” of the title. I agree with Gerth 
that the Chinese state sacrificed the interests of the working 
class – their hopes for higher wages, better living conditions, 
economic justice, and self-determination at work – to relentless 
capital accumulation. I am generally sympathetic to what I take 
to be a leftist critique of Chinese state capitalism. However, I 
find the links he makes between consumption, consumerism, 
and capitalism unconvincing, and expect that the book will be 
read, against the author’s intentions, as arguing that capitalism 
is rooted in human nature and therefore natural and inevitable. 
 
Consumption as a distinct realm did of course exist in Mao-era 
China, as it does in all societies where production is moved out 
of the household and organized in separate institutions – 
factories, offices, collective farms, etc. – that are subject to a 
maximizing logic. Consumerism is different: to me the term 
suggests a set of attitudes and values that promote the 
acquisition of consumer goods and take their possession as the 
yardstick of a person’s worth. One problem with Gerth’s 
argument is that it is never quite clear who holds these attitudes 
and values, and how people come to adopt them. On the one 
hand, the term “state consumerism” suggests that the state is the 
main promoter of consumerist values. Parts of the narrative 
support that view: Gerth describes a state that puts new products 
on the market, promotes their use and purchase, and often 
appeals to the acquisitive instincts of the population. Yet at  

 
different times, the same state bans and curtails consumption: it 
rations most consumer goods, launches fierce attacks on 
bourgeois possessiveness, and promotes austerity and self-
abnegation. This is, as I will argue below, unsurprising. 
Historically, capitalist and socialist states were ambivalent 
about consumption: consumption was needed to sustain 
industry, which was the source of wealth and power, but under 
conditions of scarcity, private consumption used up money and 
resources that were needed by the state.  
 
Gerth uses the same term, state consumerism, to denote both 
pro- and anti-consumerist tendencies, in such a way that state 
rationing or ideological attacks on private luxuries appear to be 
part and parcel of “consumerism.” Given this ambiguity, 
readers may conclude that the impact of the Maoist state on 
consumer attitudes is at best neutral, and that the private 
enthusiasm for consumer goods that Gerth documents results 
not from state actions but from a natural propensity to truck, 
barter, and exchange. This view, I think, is not necessarily 
wrong, but it is uninteresting and limiting; it promotes the lazy 
assumption that Red Guards and danwei workers were 
motivated by the same possessive instincts as American 
consumers. Gerth sees Red Guards who swap and hoard Mao 
badges, movie audiences who deduce fashion trends from Hong 
Kong films, and youths who gussy up their parents’ army 
uniforms as motivated by material, possessive desires. Instead, 
one could see them as engaged in acts of self-fashioning, 
seeking to create communities that cut across the rigid 
administrative grids that shaped most people’s lives.   
 
In a second step of the argument, Gerth claims that widespread 
consumerism “negated” the state’s communist aims and made 
China capitalist. Again, I’m unconvinced: capitalism and 
socialism are, in my view, systems of production and surplus 
appropriation, not systems of consumption. The notion that 
mass consumption and/or consumerism can somehow cause 
capitalist development appears to me a very recent one – it may 
appear intuitive to twenty-first century North Americans and 
Europeans, but it did not to earlier generations. For Marx, mass 
consumption is a by-product of industrial production, not its 
driver. I find it easy to imagine capitalist societies that are anti-
consumerist in their orientation; in fact, the German, Japanese, 
and Korean postwar booms were powered less by individual 
cupidity but by an ethos of thrift, hard work, and self-
abnegation, and Japanese and German governments exhorted 
their citizens to save more than they consumed. Nor do I see an 
inherent contradiction between socialism and consumerism. If 
the Soviet Union and East Germany failed to live up to socialist 
ideals, it was not because they offered their citizens a relatively 
wide range of consumer goods but because they re-established 
class hierarchies in production. Consumption and consumerism 
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are simply not helpful criteria in the classification of social 
systems. 
 
Despite these disagreements, I believe Gerth is right (in this 
book and its two precursor volumes) in putting commodity 
consumption at the center of modern Chinese history.  I would 
go even further and argue, with Margherita Zanasi, that the 
creation of an integrated market was one of the unfinished 
projects of the “long” Chinese revolution, pursued by late Qing, 
Republican, and Maoist, and completed only in the post-Mao 
years. Part of the project was to ensure that Chinese people 
consumed Chinese goods; another aspect, less visible and less 
studied, was to ensure that every Chinese person became an 
economic citizen – that people learned to produce for and 
consume from the nation, rather than satisfying their material 
needs at home. It is easy to overlook that this was not yet the 
case in 1911, 1949, or even 1978. When the CCP came to 
power, Chinese markets were deeply fragmented. A true 
national market existed only for a number of high-value 
industrial commodities; urban consumers even in large and 
mid-sized cities were more likely to buy products from local 
workshops than to procure national brands, and millions of rural 
households produced most of the things they used and 
consumed. For most of the twentieth century, China’s economy 
was a “loose sheet of sand,” and the lack of economic 
interdependency between coast and hinterland, North and 
South, city and countryside posed real problems for the project 
of national unification.  
 
The fact that the CCP promoted consumption is thus 
unsurprising. Practically, it made sense, not only for the above-
mentioned reasons but also because heavy industrialization did 
not pay for itself; the funds needed to build guns, railroads, and 
new cities had to come from commerce and light industry. 
Ideologically, it was unproblematic because Lenin and Stalin 
had explicitly endorsed the socialist commodity economy. 
What I find striking is not that Mao-era China promoted a 
commodity economy but that this economy remained a work in 
progress for the duration of the Mao years. Consider that the 
PRC rationed most consumer goods from the mid-1950s to the 
years after Mao’s death – in contrast to the Soviet Union and its 
allies, which rationed only select goods, and only during times 
of war and crisis. Consider that rations for grain, cooking oil, 
meat, sugar, cotton cloth, etc. were frozen at or below prewar 
levels, and that these levels were below subsistence 
requirements as defined by international organizations. 
Consider that urban wages, too, were frozen in the late 1950s 
(household incomes increased nonetheless, due to increased 
female employment and an expansion of fringe benefits). 
Consider that consumer goods were dramatically overpriced by 
international standards, so that a Chinese worker had to work 
multiples of the hours that a Soviet, Japanese, or US worker did 
in order to buy a chicken, a kilogram of meat, a radio, or a 
bicycle. Consider that despite the poverty of the Chinese 
population, domestic prices for cotton cloth and other industrial 
products were set above the world market level, so that 
impoverished  Chinese consumers in effect subsidized the 
export of Chinese goods on the international market. Consider, 
finally, that the 80 percent of China’s population who lived in 
rural areas barely participated in the commodity economy – that 

the rural economy was intentionally and systematically 
demonetized, with average cash incomes from collective 
sources in the range of twelve to fifteen yuan per year (!), and 
that rural collectives were urged to achieve all-round self-
sufficiency, with the result that almost all the food rural people 
ate, much of the textiles that they wore, almost all the fuel they 
burned, almost all their tools, furniture, and household 
implements, most of their fertilizer, and most of their 
construction materials were grown or fashioned on local land 
and processed by local hands.  
 
The reasons for these limitations on consumption are not far to 
seek: a general scarcity of essential goods, ultimately due to the 
shortage of land and resources relative to population, and a 
development strategy that prioritized heavy and defense 
industries at the expense of consumption. In 1952, on the eve of 
its first Five-Year Plan, China’s per capita grain output was 
one-half of the Soviet Union’s at the same stage of development 
(in 1928). Its coal and cotton textile output were less than one-
half; its steel output was one-twelfth. In the years from 1952 to 
Mao’s death, China’s population almost doubled, putting even 
more strain on resources. At the same time, the PRC became a 
mass exporter of textiles and other light industrial products, 
further reducing the amount of goods available at home. A cycle 
of economic booms and busts in the early years of the PRC 
caused occasional gluts, but generally, industrial production 
could not keep up with demand. The PRC was a sellers’ market 
and remained so until its first overaccumulation crisis in the late 
1990s. State firms were of course tasked to make a profit and 
used the tools of marketing and advertisement to promote sales, 
but scarcity ensured that even shoddy goods found buyers, 
without the need to incite consumer desires. Consumption 
existed in the PRC; consumerism was promoted from time to 
time, but by and large, state industry and commerce did not 
have to work hard to sell their wares. The archival record is full 
of appeals to citizens to save and scrimp: “each liang of grain, 
each chi of cloth that you save will aid industrialization.” “Use 
less coal, less water, less electricity!” “If you don’t need a 
commodity, absolutely do not buy it.” To my mind, these 
strictures better sum up the general ethos of the Mao years than 
Gerth picture of unending state consumerism.  
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irst of all, I would like to thank the organizers of this forum 
for inviting me to comment on Karl Gerth’s interesting new 
book, Unending Capitalism: How Consumerism Negated 

China’s Communist Revolution. My comments are not those of 
a China expert: my knowledge of China comes from occasional 
conversations with friends like Steve Lewis and some really 
excellent students I got to know in Beijing in 2013, as well as a 
brief foray into one of the quintessential questions of state 
socialism, the relationship between law and the party, over the 
past decades. My own work has focused on the intellectual 
history of experts in the state-socialist German Democratic 
Republic, the dilemmas of state socialism, and more widely the 
history of political and social thought in Europe and beyond. 
Gerth’s work is part of these conversations, directly or 
indirectly, and I am glad to be able to join in this dialogue. 
 
In this short contribution, I would like to address three issues 
that come up in Gerth’s book. First, Gerth shifts attention from 
production to consumption, from laborer to consumer. That 
allows him to shift focus as well to culture, and to put 
nationalism, intentionally or not, at the center of the story. 
Second, Gerth shows how consumer items come from both the 
state and “private” (or better “not fully state controlled”) actors; 
“consumerism” works differently in different contexts,  
sometimes to promote hierarchy, sometimes in (apparent) 
opposition to hierarchy. The question arises, though, about how 
much use the term “capitalism” retains when everything is an 
example of it. Third, I note that Gerth seems to go back and 
forth between recognizing the spontaneous and original self-
fashioning that people engage in by way of consumer items and 
arguing that consumerism itself, whether market- or state-
directed, leads back to “capitalism,” understood culturally not 
as a process of dedifferentiation or cultural proletarianization, 
but as a process of elite-formation and differentiation. Might 
consumer appropriation of commodities be something more and 
other than simply the replication of capitalism? 
 

*** 
First, on capitalism, production, and consumption. The big, 
underlying argument in Gerth’s book is that we should 
understand Chinese Communism, even under Mao, not as an 
alternative to capitalism but as a variety of capitalism. The state 
took over the role of the capitalist after the revolution. In that 
sense, the title of the book, How Consumerism Negated China’s 
Communist Revolution, might be a bit misleading: even without 
consumerism, his argument seems to suggest, China’s state-led 
development was at its heart about capital accumulation. The 
state stepped in to organize production, from the direct 
management of workers to determining what should be 
produced to estimating “value” in order to balance inputs and 
outputs (not, of course, always effectively, and never without 
some form of market). Labor was controlled, certainly, but also 
commodified, receiving wages that depended on the amount of  

 
“value” produced. The economy was planned, in a crude sort of 
way, but also functioned to produce commodities that needed 
to be “realized,” i.e. sold. Private firms and employers were 
attacked, but firms continued to produce, sometimes in a grey 
legal zone, for the market.  
 
None of these aspects of the state-socialist economy would 
surprise those looking at the Soviet or the East European 
system, although specific examples would (I especially relished 
the image of no doubt poorly paid soldiers setting up a factory 
to produce Mao buttons for a lucrative market, at p. 222!). And, 
just as in the Soviet Union or Eastern Europe, the contradictions 
between claim and reality were explained away through a kind 
of theodicy, as part of the historically necessary transition from 
capitalism to socialism, and from socialism to communism. The 
tumultuous moments of Soviet history, from civil war to NEP, 
from collectivization to forced industrialization, become 
necessary developmental stages in lieu of a serious economics 
of state socialism, codified in the tedium of the collectively 
authored 1957 Political Economy. 
 
There was thus a contradiction, not just in the Soviet Union and 
China but across the state-socialist world, between the claim to 
transcend capitalism and the retention of the “law of value,” i.e. 
the market, contracts, and other bourgeois forms which were the 
superficial representations of capitalist relations of production. 
The contradiction opened the space for reforms, and opened the 
space for that greatest of all evils, “revisionism,” which played 
such an important role in Eastern Europe as well as in China in 
disciplining would-be reformers. It also opened the space for 
criticism of state socialism. Leading Bolsheviks were already 
alarmed about the New Economic Policy in the 1920s (which 
was, after all, not really a long term policy but an admission of 
economic collapse and disaster following the Civil War); 
Trotskyists, as Gerth points out, noted the growing inequality 
in Soviet society during forced industrialization; and Eastern 
European “revisionists” and “dissidents”—otherwise known as 
thoughtful intellectuals—noted how workers’ power was 
diminished in the so-called “workers’ state,” and even to 
question the regimentation and militarization that seemed 
endemic to these regimes. 
 
Gerth knows of these critiques of state socialist relations of 
production. But his book focuses not on production but on 
consumption, not on the worker but on the consumer. This is an 
important shift. He unearths a strong, emotionally laden feeling, 
not just at the top but also at the bottom of society, against the 
consumption of luxury goods, for a militarization and radical 
simplification of appearance, expressed in the language of anti-
capitalism. Gerth echoes that language: consumer goods like 
watches, so important for inculcating a different sense of time 
in line with industrial production, also served to create 
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distinctions among the people. The creation of hierarchy based 
on the consumption of different kinds of goods, in other words, 
is what capitalism is about. 
 
The internal (usually Marxist) critique of state socialism in 
Eastern Europe, by contrast, asked about the relations of 
production that underlay the grandiose aggregate numbers of 
economic growth. This criticism fit well with Marx's own 
account of the “fetishism of commodities.” His critique of 
commodities was part of his “critique of political economy,” i.e. 
of the language of the economists that followed (abstract) prices 
of things while ignoring the (concrete) conditions of 
production, that focused on relative prices and their change 
while ignoring the way “value” was created through use of 
workers’ bodies and abilities. Marx’s Capital is about 
production and deprivation; it doesn't really speak of 
consumerism and the sparkly shine of fashionable 
commodities. Nor do I recall a place where Marx calls for 
frugality and asceticism as a revolutionary goal. Certainly he 
calls for lowering the salaries of civil servants to those of 
ordinary workers, but egalitarianism is not necessarily the same 
as asceticism. Finally, an anachronistic question occurs to me 
when thinking of the ubiquity of military uniforms in all the 
state-socialist lands: Can one imagine a good “48’er” like Marx 
endorsing a nation clothed in military uniforms?  
 
I have the feeling that something specific is happening in this 
Chinese case, which itself seems to focus on the politics of 
consumption, as Gerth represents it. Namely, an ongoing 
critique, not of hierarchy, but of the representation of hierarchy. 
The criticism of consumer goods in the first couple of decades 
of the PRC ran parallel to a critique of “massification” and the 
commodification of culture in western Europe, but with 
reversed poles. Now consumer goods set a person apart from 
the nation. The critique of the appearance of hierarchy seems to 
be about something other than production, it seems to be about 
the identity of the socialist nation itself. There is more than a 
whiff of populism here, of a nationalism that declares that 
everyone is part of the national community and therefore should 
appear to be on the same level—the rhetoric indeed of other 
populisms, like National Socialism in Germany (the Hitler 
Youth proclaimed, for example, that all youth were equal parts 
of the nation, clothed them in the same uniforms, etc.). Indeed, 
I wonder whether colonial and postcolonial nationalism 
provides the real link across 1949. More than the critique of 
capitalism per se. 
 

*** 
 

This critique of “bad” consumerism is made more complicated 
in Gerth’s work by the fact that all sides are engaged in 
consumerism. He begins with the attempt of the revolutionary 
regime to describe three commodities deemed by the 
government to be good and necessary—the watch, the bike, and 
the sewing machine. Notably all involved the creation of a 
“modern” proletariat: using the timepiece to organize 
production (and show up on time for work), the bike to increase 
labor flexibility, and the sewing machine to make household 
production more efficient. Thus the priorities of state capitalism 
become clear, and also the way it aimed at transforming the 

individual. Second, however, consumers accepted that these 
commodities were desirable, as the state asserted, but in ways 
not predicted by the state. Consumers made distinctions 
concerning the quality of the products themselves, and they 
used the products in unexpected ways. Consumers also attached 
value to the origin or name or aesthetic appeal of a commodity. 
The result, on Gerth’s account, seems to have been an 
undesirable shift of consumers away from the intended aim of 
the state, and toward their own aims—even wearing multiple 
watches. 
 
I really like this example, since it shows what is at stake: who 
gets to define what a need is and how a need is satisfied. 
Socialist economics presumes that some needs will have to be 
satisfied by public production of goods in the interest of all, 
which an economic system responding to individual demand 
cannot satisfy. Some of these needs might be decommodified, 
such as health care provisioning or provision of infrastructure, 
while others might take the form of commodities. The 
dictatorship of the party serves to determine what is in the 
interest of the whole, in theory (though not in reality) by 
excluding merely private interests. The dictatorship over the 
definition of needs under state socialism thus claims to be in the 
interest of the people, as they should one day understand their 
interests correctly; it intends to transform the people. I also 
liked the way Gerth suggests a different kind of consumer good: 
an intangible good related to experiencing social investment, 
the power of the people’s army, etc.—not unlike what was 
attempted during the Soviet Union’s experiment with forced 
industrialization. And, once more, these goods also serve as a 
kind of ersatz republicanism, promoting identification with 
state-determined goals. One can also be the consumer of a 
spectacle produced by others! 
 
I do appreciate what Gerth is doing here—broadening the 
notion of consumerism, and showing how a fascination with 
consumer goods in the broadest sense of the world cuts across 
Chinese social and political discourse. That is convincing. But 
it’s also very broad. Just as with my first point, I wonder 
whether the abstraction of consumerism might stand in tension 
with the specific story that he is telling so well. Gerth himself 
starts with a description of consumerism as a system of “the 
mass production of products, the proliferation of a discourse 
about these products in popular media, and the use of such 
products to create and communicate identities” (1). These 
become the characteristics of “capitalism"” as well. Essentially 
any modern society becomes capitalistic. It is capitalistic to 
produce individual commodities for the market; it is capitalistic 
to produce large scale infrastructure projects not for a general 
market; and it is especially capitalistic when individuals seek to 
appropriate “products” of all kinds and to make them part of an 
identity that involves distinctions within the masses. State 
decisions to put defense spending ahead of consumer spending 
become examples of “state consumerism” (45). If all of these 
are examples of “capitalism,” then what is not capitalism? If 
everything is capitalism, then is the term useful? 
 

*** 
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My third point has to do with identity and commodities. I found 
the stories of the collectors of Mao buttons really compelling 
and interesting—and even heartening! In the midst of this 
kitschy political campaign, ordinary people start to note 
distinctions, to appropriate commodities to express difference 
precisely in the case of commodities that are opposed to 
difference, to see complexity and indeed weirdness in the whole 
process of commodity production. Gerth outs himself as just 
such a collector (3); indeed, that’s what his book is about! But 
do all these cases merely reveal the way the commodity form 
creates inequality? Is there no praxis, no process of 
appropriation and reworking, not reducible to the form itself? 
 
Because there is something marvelous, even dadaistic, about 
parts of this story: people proudly wearing not just one but three 
watches, arguing about the implications of wearing Russian 
printed fabric, and producing Mao buttons the size of a table, 
for example. Gerth’s work doesn’t, it seem to me, just show the 
way Chinese communism was wrapped up with consumerism, 
it also—and he might say whether he intended this reading—
indicates to me the failure of commodities to define culture. Or 
am I wrong to have simply laughed out loud at certain points of 
the book, instead of shaking my head in disgust at the 
resurgence of consumerism? 
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arl Gerth begins his new book, Unending Capitalism: How 
Consumerism Negated China’s Communist Revolution, 
with a name-checked list of acknowledgements that could 

fill many an academic gossip page. With the inclusiveness of 
the list, Gerth apparently means to signal his intellectual open-
mindedness as well his generosity. What all these names 
ultimately signify, though, is that Gerth seems to have lost his 
way more than once. Having now read through the book, I must 
report that he never did find a solid path; instead, he zigs and 
zags his way through an “archive” with a faulty theoretical 
compass and an empiricist’s impulse to include everything. It is 
too bad, as the topic could be a good one. Indeed, Laurence 
Coderre’s forthcoming book (Duke University Press) and 
already-published articles present the relationship between 
socialism and consumerism in a well-problematized and 
coherently-discussed fashion. Not so Gerth’s Unending 
Capitalism. 
 
Gerth’s tendency to misdirection is demonstrated early, in the 
first line of the introduction: “With the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949, the Chinese Communist 
Party aimed to end capitalism” (p1). The bombast of the 
statement does not match the event to which it points. For, as 
most historians know, the new democracy upon which post-
1949 China was based was not about eliminating capitalism in 
one fell swoop or even immediately, but rather about using the 
Communist Party to manage capitalist relations of production 
in China for some unspecified period of time. There was to be 
a process, worked out in real historical time rather than by 
abstract theoretical injunction. In Mao Zedong’s terms, that 
new democratic process was to be called state capitalism.  
 
Never mind, though; are not introductions supposed to be 
written in broad strokes? Let’s move beyond style into 
substance.  
 
Yet Gerth makes it hard to move on, as the early sleights of 
hand accumulate and are tough to ignore. When he says that 
building socialism included eliminating 
capitalism/consumerism (p2), there is nothing in the footnote to 
this statement indicating a source to corroborate the claimed 
rejection of consumption or the equation of consumption with 
capitalism by CCP theorists, policy-makers, or others in the pre-
Great Leap 1950s. Rather, the footnote includes a discussion of 
the locution “building socialism” (社会主义建设), which may 
be of some interest but was not the point of the sentence. The 
point, for Gerth, seems to be to assert that China’s socialism and 
consumption are somehow to be thought as being at absolute 
odds with one another, and to avow that he – Gerth – is going 
to show how they actually weren’t.  
 
 

 
We do know, as Tina Chen long ago established—and Gerth 
does mention but then discounts—that one of the main claims 
to socialist superiority in the early years of the PRC was the 
capacity to establish a culture of socialist commodity 
production and consumption not based on planned (bourgeois) 
obsolescence and private profit, but based in marketing 
commodities for durable mass enjoyment.2 Gerth maintains that 
this introduces new forms of inequality. Sure. No doubt. But 
Gerth never said that socialism was about equality, he said that 
Chinese socialism was about vanquishing capitalism, where 
consumerism, as the reductive core of capitalism according to 
him, is incompatible with the socialist project. So, in conflating 
consumption and consumerism tout court, and in claiming that 
capitalism and consumerism are reducible to one another, and 
then in asserting that socialism and consumption are 
conceptually, and thus in practice should be treated as opposed 
to one another, Gerth starts an argument founded on a Trojan 
Horse of definitions and terms. And he keeps moving the frame, 
so that whatever he says can be adduced to prove what he says 
he wants it to say. 
 
Thus, from the very beginning, Gerth does not establish 
confidence or trust in his method, his mode of expression, or his 
historical coordinates. It gets worse. 
 
State Capitalism: 
 
The category of state capitalism is Gerth’s point of departure 
and landing. Accompanied by personal coinages and other 
apparatuses intended to lend the category uniqueness and 
gravitas, Gerth states: “The concept of state consumerism 
[Gerth’s coinage] employed in these chapters helps extend the 
traditional focus on state-led accumulation in previous analyses 
of state capitalism to include the state’s management of material 
desires (p7).” Why the switch from accumulation to 
consumption is important remains unclear, as does the 
contribution of “state consumerism” to the theoretical 
discussion.  
 
Language clutter aside, it is the project of the book to assert and 
prove that China was at no time socialist but at all times state 
capitalist. This, Gerth will do by homing in on the always-
already-posited discordance between consumerism and 
socialism – where the category of “state consumerism” is meant 
to cover the supposed contradiction – and by then 
demonstrating that because consumption was never vanquished 
– in fact, because allocation of surplus, somehow equated with 
consumerism, was always a state-managed project – therefore 
China was always tending towards and fulfilling its national 
destiny as a state capitalist rather than a socialist entity. This is 
a circular argument.  
 

Engaging Gerth’s Sleights (of Hand)1 
 

Rebecca E. Karl, NYU  
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Why is Gerth’s focus on consumerism and allocation of surplus 
through consumption a better entry into understanding China’s 
Mao-era social formation than more accustomed ways? Other 
candidates have been: modes of accumulation, law of value, 
socialized relations of production, property and ownership 
regimes, class struggle, gendered reproduction…. Gerth 
includes no sustained theoretical discussion or logic for his 
choice, although he does boast a number of times of being the 
first to offer such an analysis.  
 
On one thing, at least, Gerth is correct: the problem of state 
capitalism is a real issue in studies of China’s modern history 
and it deserves to be taken seriously. Indeed, the category has 
re-emerged with the contemporary moment, although Gerth is 
far from the first to deploy it. Its re-emergence in part is a 
historical taxonomic argument that China today is neither 
socialist nor bourgeois-capitalist, nor even neoliberal, but rather 
“state capitalist.” Another wing of the argument, more 
explicitly politicized and negative, is a prescriptive neoliberal 
one: because China is “still” state capitalist, the market is not 
truly free and thus, for China to be genuinely liberated from its 
Mao-era past, the state should get out of the market mix 
altogether, where full privatization is the only true cure. So, in 
the one case, we have a revolution manqué and in the other case 
we have a revolution that never should have happened. The 
stakes here are important.  
 
Gerth’s particular argument construes “state capitalism” as a 
taxonomy that negates the revolution as a transformative social 
movement; this is an ideological position he does not 
acknowledge. But, he quickly tips his ideological hand by going 
for a facile solution to the problem of historical stakes. 
Essentially, he says, the development of capitalism in today’s 
economy is continuous with that which preceded it: today is 
state capitalist, yesterday (Mao-era) was too. The revolution 
never happened; it was all discursive smoke and mirrors; 
socialism was a vast historical hoax. Continuity: the laziest 
refuge of any historian. 
 
State capitalism is a dicey theory with roots in Marxist and non-
Marxist political economy. It has been used to approve and 
reject a number of things historically.  In Engels’ and 
Liebknecht’s usage in the late-nineteenth century, it was about 
not mistaking certain forms of nationalized ownership of 
certain social functions (like the post office) for real socialized 
ownership. Later, it became about the bureaucratization of war 
by Germany and others (Bukharin and then Lenin, in the form 
of state-monopoly capitalism), and the fascist conflation of the 
bourgeois state with private capitalism as a social form; in this 
way, it became locked into a debate over “totalitarian” states 
and Nazism. The definition of a post-War Soviet Union 
contributed yet more to this taxonomic and theoretical problem, 
with factionalized leftist circles all over the globe using the 
label as a cudgel to deny or support the Soviet state and its 
social formation. These debates mostly rested on the question 
of whether the form of production in the USSR remained 
“bourgeois.” Marxists, anti-Stalinist leftists, Trotskyists, and 
non-Marxists all had differing interests in this discussion during 
the high Cold War. 
 

In the post-War period, Soviet economists meanwhile used the 
theory of state capitalism to analyze the ways in which 
bourgeois states were allied with corporate and finance capital 
to the detriment of small businesses and the working classes. In 
the Third Worldist moment, when modernization theory gave 
way to dependency and world systems theory, the theory of 
state capitalism came to be understood as a potential third way 
to develop national economies. As the notion of the “third 
world” dissipated and after some hiatus, the theory of state 
capitalism came back into vogue with relation to China’s 
meteoric development. Yet, as Nathan Sperber, upon whose 
article the above summary is based, writes: “Bearing no 
intellectual ties or affinities to any of the prior Marxist-inspired 
works…, the authors of this burgeoning academic literature [on 
contemporary China] coalesce around the hypothesis of a ‘new 
state capitalism’ in today’s emerging markets. They … [do so] 
without making mention of the thinkers who applied the phrase 
in the more distant past.”3 
 
So with Gerth, who apparently derives the label “state 
capitalism” from what he presumes are features of today’s 
configuration and teleologically reads those back into a 
different era in order to construct his continuity thesis. He does 
this by engaging in what the historian Giovanni Sartori has 
called “conceptual stretching.”4 In Gerth’s case, he stretches a 
concept – capitalism – and a unrigorous indeed ahistorical 
theorization – state capitalism – to cover the material he wishes 
and to fill that material with ostensible meaning.  
 
Mao Zedong used the term “state capitalism” to distinguish 
between bourgeois form (profit) and socialist form (need), as 
this related to the goals and the politics of socialist construction 
in the early period after the Communist Party seized state power 
in 1949. In July 1953, in asserting that China’s social formation 
was state capitalist and in admitting that some of the profit of 
production continued to flow to private capitalists, even while 
much of the output of production flowed to the masses, Mao 
wrote: “Therefore, this state-capitalist economy of a new type 
takes on a socialist character to a very great extent and benefits 
the workers and the state.”5 By September 1953, Mao spoke 
more clearly of state capitalism as the mechanism through 
which the transformation of the semi-colonial economy into a 
socialist economy could be achieved.6  For Mao, then, state 
capitalism represented a transitional mode through which the 
state and the economy came to be re-related to one another in 
the pursuit of socialist development. 
 
While we can dispute whether this combined form is essentially 
“socialist” in character – that is, whether the state functioned to 
guarantee the socialist nature of the form of accumulation and 
allocation of surplus (capital, labor, etc.) – we cannot ignore 
that Mao, and many others in China at the time, actively were 
theorizing the problem of the relation of state to economy and 
attempting to find a way through and out the other side of a 
whole host of thorny theoretical and thus practical issues. What 
should be the relation of state to economy under socialism? This 
was a huge and unresolved question. As a temporary method of 
reconciling the problems of economic production on a mass 
scale with the socialist state and desired revolutionary 
transformation of social relations of production, state capitalism 
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was used to think about how surplus value was to be allocated 
as a problem of private accumulation or public (state) 
expenditure.  State capitalism as a necessary contradiction in 
social transformation was only rejected ideologically in the 
1960s, when it became an epithet to hurl across the Sino-Soviet 
divide.  
 
Gerth, however, uses a definition of “state capitalism” – for 
which there is a long footnote (number 8) in the Introduction – 
that merely names it as a label used by an undifferentiated 
number of anti-Communists and pseudo-Marxists to refute the 
socialist character of China (or the Soviet Union, Eastern bloc 
countries, and so on; it was also used by some to lump China in 
with Nazi Germany). The debates over the content of this theory 
are never really engaged, and he never actually explores in 
historico-theoretical terms why the application of the label 
“state capitalism” to Mao’s China (and after) is adequate to his 
object of analysis, or, that is, how the theory illumines his object 
in ways that are coherent and interesting. Even his whole 
Chapter 2, which is ostensibly about state capitalism, so 
consistently conflates industrial production with capitalism, 
and so muddles the problem of the state and transforming the 
economy – is it about the state’s relation to capital(ists) and 
capital accumulation or to “consumerism”? – that it is hard to 
see what Gerth wishes to say. And when he proposes that the 
relations of production remained essentially untouched, one 
must vigorously object: has he spirited away the whole of the 
agrarian sector and land reform/collectivization/ 
communization, as well as the whole process of the 1950s-
1970s factory floor struggles over commandism and 
economism? Does he have the elder wand with which to wave 
away anything inconvenient in his path?  
 
In any case, as Sperber writes about the re-emergence of “state 
capitalism” as a pseudo-theory, “In the most recent literature, 
one thus observes an obliteration of some of the fundamental 
interrogations that drove prior reflections on state capitalism” 
(p118). And he adds that what has been lost in the recent usages 
is a serious grappling with “the system-wide attributes of state 
capitalism, in terms of state-owned capital and of public-private 
relations, and in terms of the overall balance of power between 
the state qua accumulator and private capital owners” (119). 
Gerth’s mobilization of the term “state capitalism” is loose and 
untheorized in the mode that Sperber indicates; it expands to fit 
his capacious amounts of empirical data.  
 
If “state capitalism” is to tell us something about the particular 
nature of the Maoist state’s entanglements with the market/ 
economy, we’d need to know why “consumerism/ 
consumption” is the appropriate port of entry, as a theoretical 
proposition. But we learn nothing of the sort. We just get a 
series of ever more strident avowals. 
 
Self-Expansion? 
 
Is consumerism equivalent to capitalism? Is either a “self-
expansive” possibility, as Gerth claims? Not unless one 
subscribes to some highly-fetishized notion, such as the old 
advertisement about money growing on trees. Capital expands 
not by itself but through the process of the extraction of surplus 

value; or, if one isn’t theorizing in a Marxist vein, then it 
expands through a process of circulation and exchange. This is 
not “self” expansion: it does not have the capacity to rise on its 
own; it needs leavening. By the same token, consumerism – 
does this mean buying stuff to reproduce biologically, or as 
labor power in a particular historical moment? – also does not 
“self-expand.” People need to have the capacity to purchase 
things – as a biological necessity and/or as a moment in a 
historically-conditioned mode of (labor) reproduction. Just 
because there is a market, just because there is an industrial 
process that produces commodities, and just because Chinese 
people – or some ever-larger urban fraction of them – became 
capable of buying wristwatches, sewing machines, and bicycles 
– the “three great things” (三大件) – by the 1960s does not 
mean that any of this is necessarily exhibiting capitalist 
tendencies; it just means that the socialist commodity economy 
functioned through a market mechanism that never went away. 
No one thought it should. No one thought it could. Although 
many tried to think through what its particular function should 
be in a larger social formation. 
 
Was the market perceived as a theoretical problem? Sure. And 
many Chinese political economists debated the question over 
many decades. Was there absolute parity and equality in 
commodity availability? Never. Was this perceived as a 
problem? Often. Does that mean there was capitalism, or that 
purchasing items on the market is by definition capitalist? Well, 
Mao did at times say that the ever-growing social inequalities 
of the mid-1950s, the early-1960s, and so on, were evidence of 
growing capitalist tendencies. And these tendencies no doubt 
existed. But, these weren’t necessarily about market 
mechanisms, as Mao tended to pin them on private profiteering, 
private accumulation, and economism in rewarding labor. And 
anyway, by this point Mao was engaging in no small amount of 
conceptual stretching of his own. 
 
The problem at that time was, and has remained, a theoretical 
and practical issue: how to think the market and market 
relations in a radically transformed social and political 
environment and for a radically different social and political 
project? How to subordinate the market to society rather than 
allow the market to function as a social coordinator? These are 
real theoretical, historical, and practical questions. But because 
Gerth puts no stock in discourse or what he calls rhetoric, any 
theory gets subordinated to masses of empiricism and of half-
baked assertions. As when Gerth asserts early in Chapter 1 that 
Party leaders forced watches upon industrial workers, but then 
later in the same chapter asserts that the desire for watches is 
capitalist. These instances are far too many to catalogue or to 
expose. The lack of rigor is pervasive.  
 
The empirical research in some chapters appears 
comprehensive. Some of the individual discussions of 
commodities are of some interest. Yet, in aggregate, they 
represent a reach towards encyclopedic coverage, that gives an 
illusion of mastery. The bagginess of the book makes it all sag. 
But Gerth is good at this piling on; he’s done it in his previous 
books. Yet, the only reason all this can be construed as 
“unending capitalism” is because Gerth makes capitalism 
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encompass every possible economic form, every possible social 
value, and every possible material desire. It crowds out 
everything else and makes anything else unimaginable, or 
merely quixotic.  
 
The project of reading this book beginning to end is exhausting. 
The accretion of detail in a story whose narrative does not make 
much sense and whose ideological/political stakes continually 
are not avowed is difficult to follow. That’s me. Maybe 

 
1 I thank David Brophy and Isabella Weber for discussing some 
of the issues herein contained. I’m grateful to Tani Barlow and 
Laurence Coderre for saving me from some errors and 
infelicities. What remains is my responsibility.  
2  Tina Mai Chen, “Dressing for the Party: Clothing, 
Citizenship, and Gender-formation in Mao’s China,” Fashion 
Theory, 5:2 (2001): 143-171. 
3 Nathan Sperber, “The many lives of state capitalism: From 
classical Marxism to free-market advocacy,” History of the 
Human Sciences 2019, Vol. 32(3) 100–124. 

someone else will appreciate this massive onslaught of stuff. I 
will stop this discussion here, not because I’ve covered the 
waterfront presented by Gerth’s book but because I have 
conveyed adequately, I think, my critical hesitations about a 
book such as this, that pretends towards a grand theorization 
only to pitch the reader into a pit of quicksand. 
 

  
 

4  Sartori, “Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics,” 
American Political Science Review 64(4): 1033–53; p1041. 
5  Mao Zedong, “On State Capitalism” (July 9, 1953), 
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-
works/volume-5/mswv5_30.htm, accessed 7/25/20. 
6  Mao Zedong, “The Only Road for the Transformation of 
Capitalist Industry and Commerce,” (September 7, 1953). 
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-
works/volume-5/mswv5_33.htm, accessed 7/26/20. 
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n Unending Capitalism: How Consumerism Negated China’s 
Communist Revolution, Karl Gerth argues that, counter to 
what scholars have held for decades, the Mao era (1949-76) 

is best understood in terms of its fundamentally “capitalist” 
political economy, rather than its self-described “socialist” 
ideological project. We as a field have been too credulous, he 
tells us, too quick to reproduce regime “rhetoric” that was 
forged in the binary thinking of the Cold War. Look beneath 
this rhetoric at how the Chinese Communist Party actually 
amassed and allocated wealth and resources, as well as 
individuals’ actual consumer practices, and it is capitalism, not 
socialism, all the way down. Consumerism—“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)—is 
industrial capitalism’s handmaiden in this formulation, its 
presence in Mao’s PRC evidence of a “socialistic” charade. For 
Gerth, consumerism and socialism cannot coexist by definition, 
it seems, so where he finds consumerism at work, there 
capitalism is and socialism cannot be. 
 
This whole line of argument might be more convincing had 
Gerth not fallen into his own trap. Of all the reductive Cold War 
binaries, surely, capitalism/socialism is among the most 
significant. And yet, rather than deploy a conceptual 
framework—something on the order of “industrial modernity,” 
for instance—that would decenter this Cold War ur-dyad, Gerth 
summarily collapses one half into the other. Mao-period 
“socialism” is not even cast as the shortest path from capitalism 
to capitalism, as the saying goes; it barely registers here as a 
journey worthy of note in a de facto capitalist “world history.” 
Consider the book’s final sentence: “Expanding the study of the 
varieties of capitalism to include ‘socialist’ countries such as 
China presents an opportunity to render the history of 
capitalism and consumerism as more truly global, and to think 
of the Mao era as part of an integrated world history rather than 
an isolated ‘socialist’ interlude.” (232) It is precisely because of 
the ongoing legacy of the Cold War Gerth ostensibly wants to 
get beyond that his choice of analytic—regardless of its 
explanatory merits or lack thereof—feels like an exercise in 
historical erasure, erasure not so much of an enacted project, 
perhaps, but of a concerted and contested effort to imagine 
otherwise. He could hardly have chosen a more incendiary tack. 
Indeed, the turn to capitalism is so explicitly counter to recent 
scholarly efforts to “take Chinese socialism seriously” that the 
reader cannot help feeling like she is being trolled. 
 
Allow me to put my cards on the table, then: my own politics 
are such that I flatly refuse to accept that the appropriate remedy 
for (left-leaning) naïveté—which, incidentally, does not strike 
me as a particularly pressing concern right now—is the 
wholesale adoption of capitalism as an all-encompassing 
explanatory framework and, by extension, an inescapable norm.  

 
Those of us who believe that an end to capitalism as we know 
it is necessary for the future to be better than the past should be 
deeply unnerved by Gerth’s showy attempt at unearthing 
capitalism in all things. For this attempt ultimately turns on a 
remarkable asymmetry in which capitalism can appear in a 
seemingly endless number of varieties—ownership is a 
“spectrum”—while not-capitalism is relegated to a singular, 
ahistorical formulation of Gerth’s careful choosing. The result 
is an astounding foreshortening of imaginative horizons; 
capitalism becomes coterminous with the realm of the possible. 
We cannot let that stand. 
 
Accordingly, I read this book with a simmering, visceral 
outrage, and, having sparred with Gerth before, I suspect such 
outrage will be received with contrarian glee. Unending 
Capitalism has all the subtlety of a finger in the eye. It would 
be easy, therefore, to get swept up in a whirlwind of (righteous) 
indignation, particularly as it relates to the seemingly-
unchecked expansiveness of Gerth’s capitalist historiography, 
if the reader will indulge me this term. I would caution against 
this, however, for in as much as we might object to the book’s 
ends—to rewrite the history of the Mao era into a capitalist 
status quo—the means by which Gerth purports to get there are 
arguably as alarming. 
 
Undergirding Gerth’s entire project, it seems to me, is the banal 
empiricist belief that the historian’s role is to find out what the 
past was “really” like. When dealing with the Mao period, such 
a belief clearly forecloses the possibility of exclusive reliance 
on the official party archive. Gerth does not simply avoid this 
archive or, indeed, the party-state, however. Instead, he 
intentionally seeks out instances in which he believes party 
practices/policies were at odds with articulated party goals. But 
rather than lean into these “contradictions”—the continued 
circulation of brands despite calls for egalitarianism, for 
example—as historically significant in and of themselves, 
Gerth approaches them as though they were analytical problems 
necessitating resolution. Nevermind whether and/or how these 
“contradictions,” most of which touch on issues of class and 
distinction, were recognized and negotiated at the time. That 
does not seem to be the historian’s charge. Instead, it is up to 
the historian to pick the “winning” side in each tug-of-war. In 
Unending Capitalism, real-world consumerism/capitalism is 
deemed more representative of the “actual” past than egalitarian 
rhetoric, which is accordingly dismissed. 
 
To put it simply: given the choice between what the party did 
and what the party said, we can and should only pay attention 
to the former. Deeds trump words, so much so that words—
“rhetoric” in Gerth’s terms—can be jettisoned completely from 
the analytical equation. In this book, that means marginalizing 
any claims of “building socialism” as so much “socialistic” 

Erasing Socialism 
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nonsense. Gerth essentially disencumbers the Mao era of its 
rhetorical wrapping paper, revealing capitalism underneath. 
 
Notably, this approach requires very little of what we have 
come to recognize as the historian’s best practices—no need to 
historicize concepts, and, since words don’t matter, no close 
reading necessary. 
 
Gerth’s invocation of “rhetoric,” though ill-defined, is telling, 
here. We are a long, long way from any Foucauldian notion of 
discourse. But forget Foucault for a moment. Go back to the 
fundamentals. JL Austin gives us an argument even an 
empiricist’s empiricist could love: words don’t just describe 
things—they do things. Language is performative; it acts on the 
world. It cannot be summarily excised from reality, therefore, 
precisely because it is part and parcel of reality. You want to 
know what “really” happened back in the day? You can’t afford 
to ignore “rhetoric,” not because it is a “true” reflection of the 
past but because it necessarily impacted the past in some way. 
How exactly? That is a bone fide historical question.  
 
Notice that academic credulity is wholly beside the point at this 
level. Whether I believe socialism was built in the Mao era is 
irrelevant. It matters, rather, that the claim was made—loudly 
and concertedly—in myriad ways, even if only to be pushed 
back against and undercut. Ironically, insofar as he seeks out 
tension between party words and party deeds, Gerth has a nose 
for precisely those instances when official language was at its 
most performative, its descriptive capabilities under assault. I 
agree, for example, that stoking desire for consumer products 
was a feature rather than a bug of the economic policies pursued 
by the party-state and, further, that this desire bumped up 
against calls for frugality. But whereas Gerth takes this as 
evidence of “actual” consumerism-qua-capitalism, I would call 
for an examination of the very tension he unilaterally resolves. 
 
In my own forthcoming book, Newborn Socialist Things: 
Materiality in Maoist China (Duke University Press), I cover 
some of the same ground as Gerth, but I do so in a way that 
prioritizes circulating concepts and objects from the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76). My interest in the commodity during this 
time, for instance, is deeply historical insofar as it is informed 
by the contemporaneous use and understanding of the term 
shangpin (商品). This has nothing to do with believing and 
endorsing my sources’ take. It has to do with understanding and 
foregrounding the operative tensions of the period in order to 
better grasp the way they were navigated in practice. 
 
As a field, we need to revel in these tensions, not artificially 
short-circuit them. That, it seems to me, is the only way 
forward. Only then can we engage in comparative discussions 
and talk of “world history” in non-reductive, imaginatively 
productive ways. 
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 come late to this subject. Earlier in my career I spent a 
considerable period of time trying to work out what made the 
Soviet Union and other Soviet-type societies different from 

the capitalist West in terms of consumption. The standard trope 
of “people chasing goods instead of goods chasing people” 
seemed less and less compelling as one looked beyond the 
initial decades of chaos and famine, collectivization, and war-
time disruptions. So, what then, if anything, set these Second-
World countries apart? Was it the comparatively pedestrian 
packaging, the lack of flashy advertising, or the narrowness of 
the gap between high- and low-ends? Were there significant 
differences within the Bloc such that at least in popular culture 
a hierarchy of well- and shoddy-made goods prevailed? Many 
of us in Soviet and East European studies pursued these and 
other questions collectively and comparatively. In my own 
case, the automobile served as the vehicle (sorry!) for pursuing 
the peculiarities of Second World consumerism and material 
culture. But that case as well as virtually all others contained a 
rather large lacuna. The three volumes edited by Reid and 
Crowley on everyday life and consumption under state 
socialism, the one by me, those by Bren and Neuberger, 
Vihavainen and Bogdanova, and most recently Scarboro, 
Mincyte and Gille could not bring themselves to devote more 
than a few lines to the People’s Republic of China.1 
 
Unending Capitalism does far more than fill in a gap. I 
understand that Karl Gerth is not the first scholar to address 
issues of consumption in the PRC, but it is hard to imagine 
another book that could match his in terms of its breadth of 
coverage, theoretical rigor, and stylistic grace. Thoroughly 
grounded in the relevant literatures, Gerth dives into his subject 
with an appealing zest. One is quickly disabused of the notion 
(common, I imagine to outside readers at least of my 
generation), that there was comparatively little to consume in 
Mao-era China and therefore not much to say about the subject. 
From the Three Greats (wristwatches, bicycles, and sewing 
machines) and their reproduction of “the three great 
inequalities,” to the initial popularity but eventual ridicule and 
abandonment of Soviet fashions; struggles over advertising, 
poster and movie content; the proper behavior of service 
personnel during and after the Commercial Leap Forward; the 
Cultural Revolution’s Destroy Movement including the ironic 
way that house ransackings actually extended the appeal of the 
Old things to the confiscators; and on to the gem of a chapter 
on the Mao badge craze – Unending Capitalism delivers again 
and again. 
 
It does so as well by engaging systematically and persistently 
with the Marxist-derived category of state capitalism. That is, it 
argues that the CCP, like its “Elder Brother,” the CPSU and 
other ruling Communist parties, dedicated itself to applying the 
mechanisms of central planning and state ownership to expand 
the state’s share of industrial capitalism. Although the party  

 
conceived of itself as “building socialism,” this aim was 
“socialistic,” Gerth’s term for “superficially socialist and 
egalitarian.” (7) Genuinely socialist policies, he insists, would 
have given priority not to maximizing capital accumulation but 
rather to “shared equity and democratizing worker control over 
production.”(5)  The Chinese Communist Party under its Great 
Helmsman repeatedly sought to move the country toward  the 
state side of the state-to-private spectrum of industrial 
capitalism by “manag[ing] demand in every respect, from 
promoting, defining, and even spreading consumption of some 
things to eliminating, discrediting, or at the very least 
marginalizing private preferences for the allocation of 
resources.” (7) This emphasis on what Gerth calls “state 
consumerism”—by which he means not only the distribution of 
mass-produced consumer goods, but also the public discourses 
about them, and the social identities derived from them—is the 
signal contribution of this book. Its shift of focus from the 
regimes of production to those of consumption is a move as 
bold as it is revelatory. 
 
It is effectuated by a good deal of conceptual inventiveness. 
Aside from “socialistic,” Gerth offers the “reserve army of 
consumers,” a correlate of Marx and Engels’ reserve army of 
labor that he adapts from his earlier work on the consumption 
regimes of Republican China.2 This “army,” he argues, could 
be deployed and expanded in certain circumstances such as 
during the Socialist Transformation of 1953-56, or again in 
connection with the Mao badge fad of the late 1960s, but 
reduced in others such as during the Great Leap Forward when 
the mantra of hard work and frugality came to the fore. The 
former strategy he labels “compulsory consumerism,” which, 
judging from evidence of the internalization of state-induced 
desire, seems to have become more compulsive than 
compulsory over time.  
 
I should also register my appreciation for other aspects of the 
book: the illustrations and lengthy descriptive captions which, 
if extracted from the text and linked together, might form a 
short-course version for early readers; the author’s keen eye for 
gradations within the social hierarchy based on subtle sartorial 
differences, such as among the military uniforms that became 
de rigeur during the Cultural Revolution, or his observation that 
“by the 1950s, even working-class factory women in Beijing 
had begun to gage a suitor’s fitness by whether he owned a 
watch” (27); and his sensitivity to unintended consequences and 
ironic outcomes of mass campaigns, meaning the exacerbation 
or intensification rather than elimination of proscribed 
behaviors. And while I am at it, Unending Capitalism – with its 
(intentionally?) ambiguous meaning of both failing to tame or 
kill the beast as well as  actively perpetuating it - has to be 
among the best titles for a scholarly work, right up there with 

Socialistic but not Socialist 
 

Lewis Siegelbaum, Michigan State University  
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Alexei Yurchak’s Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No 
More.3 
 
Finally, there is the pay-off to the inevitable “so-what” question 
—the rendering of post-Mao China’s economic policies more 
comprehensible in terms “of the continuity of consumerist and 
capitalist development.” (9; also 229-32) Casting the PRC’s 
history in this way has tremendous political as well as historical 
implications. And in this respect, I wish that Gerth had more 
fully historicized his main category of state capitalism.  He does 
indicate that Lenin had endorsed it shortly after the Bolsheviks 
had seized power in preference to small-scale production which 
produced capitalism “daily, hourly, spontaneously, and on a 
mass scale.”(147) He also notes that the Chinese Communists 
used it in the early 1960s as an epithet to denounce their 
erstwhile Soviet Elder Brothers. But there is an even longer 
honorable tradition in left (not only Marxist but also anarchist) 
political discourse about state capitalism that he might have 
acknowledged.  Used as an accusation, the category extends 
back at least to the late nineteenth-century German Social 
Democratic critique of Bismarck’s policies that of course did 
not pretend to be socialist, and perhaps even earlier to Mikhail 
Bakunin’s dissenting view expressed in the First International’s 
debates about Marx’s aims for a socialist state. It was to shadow 
the Soviet Communist Party’s policies for decades after Lenin’s 
introduction of the New Economic Policy in 1921, first leveled 

 
1 See respectively Susan E. Reid and David Crowley, eds., Style 
and Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-War 
Eastern Europe (Oxford: Berg, 2000); idem., Socialist Spaces: 
Sites of Everyday Life in the Eastern Bloc (Oxford: Berg, 2002), 
idem., Pleasures in Socialism: Leisure and Luxury in the 
Eastern Bloc (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2010); 
Lewis H. Siegelbaum, ed., The Socialist Car: Automobility in 
the Eastern Bloc (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011); 
Paulina Bren and Mary Neuberger, eds., Communism 
Unwrapped: Consumption in Cold War Eastern Europe 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Timo Vihavainen and 
Elena Bogdanova, eds., Communism and Consumerism: The 
Soviet Alternative to the Afluent Society (Leiden: Brill, 2015) 
and Cristofer Scarboro, Diana Mincyte and Zsuzsa Gille, eds., 

by dissenting groups at the burgeoning state bureaucracy for 
allegedly usurping power from workers (or alternatively, 
Communist Party cadres), then perpetuated by various 
Trotskyists and left Communists living outside the Soviet 
Union, including the Dutch council communist Anton 
Pannekoek and Tony Cliff of the British Socialist Workers 
Party. Most recently, the political economists Stephen Resnick 
and Richard Wolff, whom Gerth does cite, have produced 
several works dissecting the class structures and contradictions 
of the USSR precisely in terms of it being a state capitalist 
formation.4 
 
My complaint is really another way of praising the book. Had 
Gerth situated his take on consumerism in Mao’s China within 
this broader historiography, his critique of  “building 
socialism,” “actually existing socialism,” and other 
formulations concocted by apologists for bureaucratic rule 
would have had greater exposure and perhaps influence on the 
left, where, arguably, it matters most. There was a time when I 
felt that taunting Communists with the charge of state 
capitalism was a bit unfair, a little holier than thou, so to speak. 
But as China apparently becomes ever more socialistic and 
increasingly less socialist, I say let it rip. 
 

  
 

The Socialist Good Life: Desire, Development, and Standards 
of Living in Eastern Europe (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2020). 
2  Karl Gerth, China Made: Consumer Culture and the Creation 
of the Nation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
3  Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever Until It Was No 
More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2006). 
4  Stephen A. Resnick and Richard D. Wolff, “State Capitalism 
in the USSR? A High-Stakes Debate,” in Rethinking Marxism, 
vol. 6, no. 2 (1993): 46-68; idem., Class Theory and History: 
Capitalism and Communism in the U.S.S.R. (London: 
Routledge, 2013 reprint of 2002 ed.). 
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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 

Luxury, Plenty, Everything. 
 

Benjamin Kindler, Columbia University  
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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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n Unending Capitalism, Karl Gerth provides a cultural history 
of consumption in China from 1949 through the 1970s. Most 
fascinating is how people understood the meaning of 

particular goods and consumption practices: the changing status 
of watch brands, Soviet fashion, department stores, queuing, or 
the Mao-badge fad. The captured voices of ordinary Chinese 
are rich. Gerth’s argument, however, goes further, using “the 
lens of consumerism” as “a new framework for understanding 
the entire political and economic reorganization of China 
during the post-1949 period” (4). As this is a roundtable with 
many reviews, I will narrow my focus on Gerth’s shift from 
cultural history to political economy, which raises theoretical 
issues especially concerning the definition of capitalism and the 
role of consumption within the political economy of the PRC.  
 
Gerth’s definition of capitalism amounts to what I call the “set 
of attributes” theory of capitalism, within which capitalism is 
defined by the appearance of a set of attributes or practices. 
Gerth provides a familiar list: consumerism, private enterprise, 
markets, commodity prices, wage labor, and competition (6-7). 
However, most of these attributes long predated capitalism’s 
emergence, and unless one wants to treat capitalism as a 
transhistorical category, the existence of such attributes alone 
should be the beginning of material analysis, not the end. 
Rather, a material analysis of a society should look to the 
relationships between these attributes. In that sense, capitalism 
isn’t a set of attributes so much as a relational logic that, like a 
magnetic field, rearranges and aligns often preexisting practices 
and institutions while giving birth to new ones. A 
comprehensive analysis of PRC political economy is beyond 
the scope of this review, but note here, even Gerth seems to 
admit that the logic of PRC political economy isn’t a capitalist 
logic of profit but a state logic of development. As he states, 
“State consumerism was a consequence of the state’s intense 
focus on accumulating more capital and funneling it towards 
key industries” (44). As Gerth continues in the book, the goal 
of accumulation often drops out, and the formulation is left as 
“capital accumulation.” But the goal of accumulation is crucial 
in defining capitalism as a separate mode of production, for 
which accumulation is for accumulation’s sake, constituting a 
very different logic.  We can argue which is more efficient or 
more just, but clearly if the PRC had been dominated by a 
capitalist logic of profit organized through a competitive 
market, the social and economic dynamics and outcomes would 
have been markedly different. 
 
That consumption and the desires of consumption escapes this 
state-driven logic to some extent is not surprising; nonetheless, 
consumption remains relatively small and circumscribed in its 
role under the dominant developmental logic of the PRC state. 
While the PRC state made use of capitalistic practices,1 such as 
wage labor, markets, prices, money, internal consumption, and 
the like, the driving or dominant logic was a state logic of  

 
industrial development in competition with imperialist powers. 
In fact, as a society of fragmented markets, which were for the 
most part not price-setting markets, it was only at the level of 
the state that there was a logic that gave coherence to the 
political economy of PRC society, and even then, that 
coherence was rough and intermittent at best. The necessity of 
this fragmentation has its base in the logic of the PRC’s political 
economy, which did not aim at accumulation for 
accumulation’s sake, the accumulation of capital in the abstract, 
but instead the production of particular goods that the party 
believed would lead to the rapid industrialization of China. 
And, as is well known, this developmental logic relied on the 
fragmentation of society and markets in order to extract rural 
surplus to rapidly develop the urban industrial sector. Inequality 
is a clear result of this structure, just as inequality is the result 
of capitalism and other non-capitalist political economies; it 
cannot, in and of itself, be taken as evidence of capitalism. 
Contrary to Gerth’s assertion, such inequality was not a choice 
(21), but foundational to the economic structure. The 
unbalanced terms of trade between the separated rural and 
urban sectors necessitated a particular structure of consumer (as 
well as credit) goods. Further, a key dynamic in capitalism is 
the tendency of rates of profit to equalize; this is a crucial 
component of the law of value and an important role that 
financial markets play. However, the inequality of the PRC to 
which Gerth refers—strongly linked to the rural-urban divide—
was the specific result of intentional structures of investment, 
planned prices, and fracturing of markets that militated against 
the equalization of rates of profits, for the goal was different. 
 
In capitalist society, on the contrary, the dominant logic is 
organized not by the state, but by the operation of the law a 
value and accumulation for accumulation’s sake within 
competitive markets. This is not to say that in capitalist societies 
states and monopolies don’t intervene in and warp competitive 
markets; we all know they do. Rather, the law of value 
comprises the dominant logic, a logic missing in the PRC until 
its rise to dominance in the 1990s. This is a far more abstract 
logic, in which it doesn’t matter what particular commodity one 
produces as long as its production leads to profits, a competitive 
rate of profit, and capital accumulation. This logic reaches a 
level of abstraction unseen in non-capitalist societies (Sohn-
Rethel calls it a “real abstraction” 2 ), giving capitalism a 
coherence beyond other forms of society. 
 
The key attribute in Gerth’s account, of course, is consumption, 
or as he calls it “self-expanding and compulsory consumerism.”  
Gerth sees three key aspects of consumption, which for him 
help to define it as a capitalist form of “consumerism.” The 
production of consumer goods, the discourses surrounding 
those goods, and the identities that form around them (7). The 
desire for things, the exchange of good, and the social 
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competition over their meaning and the status they help produce 
have all existed long before capitalism. It is not the existence of 
these phenomenon that determines a political economy, rather 
it is the way that these practices are integrated and arranged by 
the overall structuring logic of society that matters. 
 
Instead of taking the appearance of consumption as a sign of 
capitalism, we need to more closely analyze the role of 
consumption within the political economy of the PRC. Most 
familiar, the party recognized that if consumption fell too low 
because of high reinvestment rates, morale would suffer and so 
would work. Further, the political management of consumption 
was used to reward certain behaviors. But consumption also 
played a key role in the economic structure as well. As Matthew 
Lowenstein argues, the PRC state used small commodity sales 
(“merchandise huilong”) together with various forms of “credit 
huilong” to return cash to the state banking system.3 In my own 
research on a state-owned tea farm and factory in Guizhou 
Province, for example, we see that state tea sales were explicitly 
recognized as a form of huilong, functioning as a return flow of 
cash from the rural economy. Tea, always in shortage, was a 
very elastic good, if more was available, people would use 
excess cash to buy it. The state recognized this, and used tea 
sales to sop up cash that flowed unevenly into the rural 
economy from agricultural sales. Many other commodities 
played a similar role; Chen Yun, for example, pointed out 
pastries played this role.4 Consumption, here, accomplished a 
very specific goal: it helped to bring into balance the separated 
rural and urban economies of PRC society and dampen 
inflationary pressures. Likewise, as a shortage economy, ration 
coupons were used to confront this same problem, limiting 
inflationary pressures. 
 
Gerth argues that consumerism was “self-expanding” in the 
PRC in a similar way to how Marx used the term to describe 
capitalism. Marx, of course, investigated the valorization 
process, in which an initial investment of capital is expanded in 
the production process to end with a greater amount of capital—
accumulation. But, importantly, Marx’s comment that value 
was “self-expanding” was ironic, denoting a form of 
appearance; value doesn’t magically expand, instead once one 
opens up the production process, one sees that that expansion 
relies on the exploitation of labor. In what sense is the 

 
1 Gerth calls socialist and egalitarian practices and rhetoric of 
the PRC “socialistic” (7). In contrast, I call the use of typical 
attributes of capitalism “capitalistic practices.” However, I am 
not arguing here that the PRC was “socialist” or on the path to 
communism during that time. I find the argument of the Chuang 
collective, that the PRC was a “developmental regime” that 
never cohered into a full mode of production, convincing. See 
Chuang, “Sorghum and Steel,” Chuang, 1 (2016): 13-210, 
(http://chuangcn.org/journal/one/sorghum-and-steel/).  
2  Sohn-Rethel, Alfred, Intellectual and Manual Labour: A 
Critique of Epistemology (London: Macmillan, 1978). 

consumerism that Gerth finds self-expanding in a similar way 
as Marx argues about value? The ironic usage seems to 
disappear in Gerth’s account, and in its place, he suggests that 
the social competition over the status connected to things leads 
to the expansion of consumption. 
 
Even if consumption was “self-expanding” in the more limited 
sense of competitive consumption, it did not expand very much 
from 1949 through 1978. However much desire there was—the 
construction of which Gerth describes well—it was not 
effective, as disposable incomes hardly grew. More difficult 
than money, as Gerth points out, was getting the ration coupons 
necessary for a product (21). Not only did household 
consumption not rise much over the Mao period,5  much of 
household income was used for food. The Engel coefficient, the 
percentage of household consumption that was used for food 
was quite high, remaining at almost 70% during the Mao period 
(at the high end even in global comparison to other developing 
nations), further reducing the funds available for the kind of 
consumption Gerth discusses. In capitalist societies, the Engel 
coefficient tends to decline with industrialization, as more 
income is set aside for the consumption of non-essentials. This 
did not happen during the Mao period, although it does decline 
dramatically in the Reform Period, falling to about 28 percent 
as of last year. More data on consumption would be useful in 
thinking through the role of consumption in post-1949 Chinese 
society, though Gerth sticks to a cultural history and provides 
statistical evidence for neither the expansion nor the role that he 
argues that consumption plays. 
 
In the long run and under very specific material and geopolitical 
conditions, the gravity of global capitalism pulled China back 
into its orbit. Those specificities need to be investigated, not 
sidelined. Renewed attention to the political economy of the 
Mao period is commendable, allowing us to move beyond stale 
Cold War categories with deeper analysis based on a broadened 
set of sources, especially from outside the center. In doing so 
however, we need to avoid flattening complexities of social 
organization and social relations with a transhistorical use of 
categories. 
 
 

3 Lowenstein, Matthew, "Return to the Cage: Monetary Policy 
in China’s First Five-Year Plan," Twentieth-Century China, 
vol. 44 no. 1, (2019): 53-74. “[C]redit huilong was composed 
of everything from cash fiscal receipts, to deposits and loan 
collections, to sales of insurance products and public debt” (54).  
4 Ibid.: 53-4.  
5 As Nicholas Lardy states, “[G]ains in personal consumption 
between 1957 and the late 1970s were remarkably small for an 
economy in which per capita output, measured in constant 
prices, had doubled” (849). Lardy, Nicholas R. “Consumption 
and Living Standards in China, 1978-83.” The China 
Quarterly, 100 (1984): 849–865. 

http://chuangcn.org/journal/one/sorghum-and-steel/


The PRC History Review Vol. 5, No. 1 (October  2020): 1 - 25. © The PRC History Group, 2020   
  

 

 
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. 

The Unfinished Historical Task  
in China’s Long 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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 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. 
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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 

Liang, 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 
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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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