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Introduction
New, Old, and Uncertain Futures

The notion of “multipolar” innovation was promoted by the World Intellectual 
Property Organization (WIPO) of the United Nations in 2009, in response to 
the increase in patent applications from Northeast Asia.1 The phrase alludes 
to the fact that, next to Silicon Valley, other major centers of innovation 

have emerged within Asia, such as China’s Shenzhen High-Tech Park, Korea’s 
Pangyo Techno Valley, and India’s IT City Bangalore. More evocatively, the notion 
substitutes concerns over digital divides and exclusion with a promise of worldwide 
participation in the radical transformation that sounds through slogans such as big 
data revolution,2 smart world revolution, and the Fourth Industrial Revolution.3 
However, from a critical angle, what does such multipolarity encompass? What 
new social orders and socio-technical trajectories of development does it enable? 
Or what “old” patterns might still be in place?

This edited volume focuses on communication innovation, namely, the shifting 
ways communication and social organization are mediated by changing designs of 
infrastructures and platforms. It investigates multipolar innovation communication 
by mapping the “new,” “old,” and “uncertain” futures it invokes and produces across 
geographical contexts. Chasing “path-breaking” and “disruptive” newness might 
merely set us heading for “old” futures, inscribed with the power relations that mark 
the present.4 Yet, to echo Arturo Escobar, can design and innovation be disconnected 
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from “old,” unsustainable, and future-canceling practices and ambitions?5 Can we 
recover our ability to imagine other futures and quit the conditions that eliminate 
and foreclose them?6 Such imaginative capacity negotiates conditions—economic, 
geopolitical, sociocultural, and ecological—rather than reproducing them under 
the pretext of breaking with the present.

We investigate communication innovation at a moment when Silicon Valley’s 
dominant role in conjuring and “patenting” technological futures is challenged. This 
development calls for a comparative approach to communication innovation that 
maps similarities and differences—or, as we will explain, dynamics of integration 
and differentiation in communication innovation—across national boundaries 
and regional affiliations. Accompanied by a good deal of futuristic Sinological 
orientalism, the Chinese case has become emblematic of multipolar innovation 
and technological developments that keep intriguing observers for apparently di-
verting from Silicon Valley’s models. For instance, the growth of the Chinese search 
engine Baidu became possible in the wake of Google’s decision to shut down its 
operation at least temporarily in China in 2010, according to the company, to avoid 
compliance with censorship and vulnerability to hacks. In retrospect, withdrawal 
helped China to grow its own corporations, aiding Chinese data sovereignty and 
technological independence, though transnational financial investments have 
always continued.7 Contrary to narratives about Silicon Valley’s market-driven 
breakthroughs, the success of the Chinese platforms BAT (Baidu, Alibaba, and 
Tencent) owes much to protectionism, their close ties to government, and their 
uptake of active roles in governing the population.8 The suspension of Ant Group’s 
IPO in 2020 and the antitrust investigation of online platforms—first Alibaba in 
2021, followed by Pinduoduo, Meituan, and other e-commerce platforms—have 
once again demonstrated the Chinese state’s controlling role in stimulating as well 
as curbing communication innovation. The particularity of Chinese communication 
innovation has led scholars to ask whether, after socialism and neoliberalism “with 
Chinese characteristics,” we now are witnessing the rise of a platform society “with 
Chinese characteristics.”9 Guobin Yang proposes the concept of “state-sponsored 
platformization” to elucidate this specific process of platformatization, which 
resembles the state corporatist model but also demonstrates technological and 
market logics.10

Yet, though often considered an exception and anomaly within global trends in 
communication innovation, Chinese platforms seem to partake in, or lead, a broader 
tendency toward correlating digital infrastructure and innovation with territorial 
sovereignty, rather than disentangling them. With the Snowden revelations about 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



IntroductIon | xi

the global surveillance activities of the National Security Agency (NSA) not yet for-
gotten, European states prove to be less willing to accept the central position of the 
United States in global digital networks. Taking place in the context of the European 
Court of Justice’s decision to overhaul the Privacy Shield arrangement—namely, the 
data-sharing agreement between the EU and the United States—a recent proposal 
for European data sovereignty contends that European users’ data should be stored 
locally, and it expresses the political will to search for other options. So far backed 
by Germany and France, project Gaia-X would be “an enabler for platforms ‘Made 
in Europe’—platforms where the potential of A.I. [Artificial Intelligence] can be 
tapped while privacy is safeguarded, all without reliance on foreign services.”11

As the examples cited here indicate, while scrutinizing patterns of similarity/
difference or integration/differentiation in communication innovation, this edited 
volume addresses not just the particularity of Chinese vis-à-vis American innova-
tion, but the broader question of a shifting world order and trends that go beyond 
China. That is, we unpack communication innovation in a world where China 
has a strong influence by looking at other places in addition, ranging from Ghana 
to Turkey and Europe. In doing so, we uncover broader trends such as capitalist 
de-westernization, nascent China-led globalization, and intra-imperialist struggle.

We embark on a critique of communication innovation at times of increased 
global connectedness and antagonism.12 Whereas “multipolar” innovation at least 
initially promised global exchange and inclusion, it takes place against the backdrop 
of intensifying geopolitical tension, whereby digital communication infrastructures 
no longer serve as the hallmarks of cyber-themed cosmopolitanisms but have 
become frequent targets of suspicion and sabotage. Most prominently, the US 
government under Trump has gone to great lengths to convince the public and 
its allies of the dangers of Chinese innovation, including the digital infrastructure 
developed by Chinese companies such as Huawei, and social media such as the by 
then most-valuable start-up TikTok (Douyin inside China, both owned by China’s 
ByteDance Ltd.).13 With global markets no longer automatically at the disposal of 
American companies, the Trump administration has portrayed Huawei as nothing 
less than a PLA-devised weapon, a Trojan horse meant to render America’s commu-
nication susceptible to Chinese interference.14 At the time of this writing, it remains 
unclear what specific course Biden and his government, as Trump’s successor, will 
take. Meanwhile, in the United States, UK, and Northern Europe, communication 
infrastructures have become the unlikely targets of violent attacks, inspired by 
online conspiracy theories insinuating that 5G towers associated with Huawei 
are responsible for spreading the Coronavirus (COVID-19). In the rather different 
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context of Hong Kong, Chinese technological expansion has been perceived with 
suspicion too. Tensions over the territory’s political autonomy have intensified since 
the Umbrella Movement of 2014. When protesters partaking in the 2019 movement 
discovered that Mainland China’s Guangdong Province intended to extend the 
Chinese social credit system to Hong Kong, they dismantled existing smart-city 
infrastructures in an attempt to discover and examine undisclosed functions. A 
year later, the newly implemented National Security Law alarmed many locals in 
Hong Kong and moved them to protect their digital privacy by using pseudonyms 
online and deleting applications, especially if they belong to Chinese companies.15

These recent developments go to show that communication innovation can 
facilitate not only new forms of alignment and affiliation, but also geopolitical 
tensions and indeed frightening regimes of surveillance and repression. In the 
context of these developments, the question is whether and how struggles around 
communication-related rights occur in different places.16 The suspicion and 
subversive acts of sabotage against communication infrastructures across different 
geographies indicate the global breakdown of communication and consensus. 
They suggest the decoupling of innovation from beliefs in shared futures and 
trajectories of change as well as shared norms and values related to communication. 
The Chinese social credit systems appear dystopian in the Western press, but 
undeniably enjoys rather high approval rates in China itself.17 In the United States, 
Edward Snowden continues to be charged with violating the Espionage Act, but 
he has long been considered a hero in Europe and his statue has traveled to many 
of the Continent’s major public squares. Developing a comparative approach, this 
book unpacks the politics, ethics, and struggles of multipolar communication 
innovation and tracks how different formations lead to both hope and fear. 
Across our case studies, the book argues that communication innovation lies at 
the heart of bilateral debates between the United States and China and also of 
international agendas and struggles that overlap with and sometimes contradict 
existing US and Chinese investments and histories. In this sense, our book offers 
a truly global examination of how communication innovation impacts our daily 
lives, political identities, and capacity to imagine and construct futures. The rest 
of this introduction offers three critical lenses pivoting around the dyads change/
continuity, disruption/structure, and integration/differentiation. These lenses can 
be applied to the overarching themes that cover the three parts of this book: formal 
innovation, everyday inventiveness, and novelty as technodiversity.
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Old Futures: Change/Continuity

Innovation in Western contexts typically denies the historicity of its own material 
formations, practices, and imaginaries.18 Its proponents enshrine innovation in 
an aura of newness, for instance through the incontrovertible seriality of gadgets 
such as iPhone models that are numerically labeled in ascending order from 1 to n. 
Yet though imagined, lived, and marketed as novelty, communication innovation 
often remains contained and embedded in power structures.19 This enmeshing of 
the “new” within old power structures follows from the fact that innovation as a 
process is managed by exclusive institutions and often nation-states, whereas, as 
material technology, it is inscribed with sociocultural and geopolitical hierarchies.20 
What counts in terms of the critical analysis inquiring into the interplay of “old” 
and “new” futures are the wider social effects and ramifications of innovation 
and the extent to which they shape societies anew. For instance, data analytics 
supposedly produce a “new” gaze onto society that focuses on actual behavior rather 
than assumed identity, and this allows for innovation that “disrupts” industries, 
markets, and societies. Nonetheless, current technology engenders continuous 
structural disempowerment, discrimination, and racial profiling, as demonstrated 
by applications in China that identify Uyghurs specifically, and in the United States 
that profile African Americans through proxies that can be reduced to race.21 Neither 
of these applications disrupts power relations nor do they stir technological instru-
mentalization away from histories of surveillance and repression of minorities.

Deploying the dyad change/continuity as a critical lens, we raise the question of 
whether multipolar communication innovation renders redundant geographically 
oriented critiques of capitalist modes of production. Such critiques address, for 
instance, the international division of labor, which underscores the geographical 
distribution of high-skilled and low-skilled labor, and extractivism, which marks 
processes of dispossession and primitive accumulation of local resources by 
global players.22 Nowadays, the capacity for innovation requires access to what 
is dubbed the most important “raw material” of our times, namely, data that are 
mined and extracted. What is mined ultimately are our social relations, our private 
selves, collective behavioral patterns in cities, the logistical flows of goods, and the 
bioinformatic consistencies of our bodies.23 Some have argued that data-driven 
innovation amounts to a global regime of data colonialism that renders everything 
and everyone a resource for its own reproduction.24 Yet this perspective fails to 
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acknowledge how unequal levels of disenfranchisement and subaltern status inter-
sect with the power inherent in data and datafication; and more so, that the labor 
in the process of data-driven innovation still registers particular geographies and 
social orders.25 Despite the fact that such geographies have become more complex 
than simple schemes of First/Second/Third World or Global South/North purport, 
new types of digital sweatshop labor involve work that machines currently cannot 
perform either as well or as cheaply as their human counterparts can.26 Human 
workers are responsible for image recognition assignments via Amazon Turk, 
“gold mining,” and removal of impermissible content from platforms, in addition 
to infrastructural maintenance in data centers. What these examples suggest is 
that communication innovation often draws on, and reproduces, persistent power 
relations and social orders, which outline particular, though shifting, geographical 
distributions and ethnic relations.

Uncertain Futures: Disruption/Structure

Next to change/continuity, the second critical lens we introduce revolves around 
the dyad disruption/structure. Disruption and destruction play prominent roles in 
mainstream innovation discourse. Joseph Schumpeter’s notion of creative destruc-
tion naturalizes a logic of capitalism, in which capitalism is spurred by innovation, 
which allows for creating a temporary monopoly in a new market, while destroying 
existing industries and institutions.27 Such effects of innovation are disruptive but 
also systemic and even exploited as opportunity by the entrepreneurial agents of 
innovation. Nowadays, investors as well as tech companies themselves speculate 
in entrepreneurial manner when they invest in, or acquire, promising start-ups in 
order to capture the next innovation and dominate its market.28

Rooted in such a Schumpeterian appetite for disruptive innovations conquering 
markets, the financialization of innovation has taken on new proportions since 
the 1980s. Smart-city development, for instance, has proven far from immediately 
successful, but enterprises have been sustained through speculative bets on 
innovative potential by investors and shareholders.29 What matters hereby is 
not just the immediate success of a particular product or service in terms of 
technological functionality and social adaption, but the future promise that the 
company’s potential will disrupt markets. The investor bets on the capability of 
a company to develop new technologies by buying its shares, while hedge funds 
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create markets around the risk of failure. However, the debate about whether 
financialization encourages innovation or undermines it is divided, with some 
arguing that financialization happens at the expense of more open-ended research 
and development activities. Even though it is true that operating special innovation 
units can enhance a company’s reputation and entice investors, resources are not 
allocated to fundamental research that takes a longer time, or to research that has 
less market potential.30 Meanwhile, companies take financial logics to the heart 
of their corporate decision-making and budget strategies when they spend their 
profits on buying back their own shares to manipulate prices rather than reinvesting 
that capital in research.31

Following such dynamics of financialization, entrepreneurial activity may in 
fact limit human and technological potential for creating new futures.32 However, it 
should be noted that even though communication innovation may not produce the 
path-breaking futures that it promises and often remains embedded in structural 
relations, the effects of technological change are often neither controlled nor 
foreseeable. They exist as unaccounted-for, and often invisibilized, disruptions, 
destructions, and risks—in other words, as uncertain and precarious futures. For 
instance, financialization comes with unequal distributions not only of (potential) 
profit but also risk. Substantial risk is borne by the Uber driver in India, who invests 
in a new car but then suddenly faces a decrease in payment when Uber adjusts the 
pay scale in response to pressure from investors to show a profit. In a secondary 
cycle of financialization, the option the driver is left with is to apply for a loan, 
again from Uber.33 For this driver, the path of securing a better future is full of risk, 
uncertainty, and potential disruption to their livelihood. Indeed, what Schumpeter’s 
account of creative destruction leaves out are the social costs of this logic, which 
Marx defined before him in terms of continuous insecurity for labor.

“Uncertain” futures can be understood in terms of the imminent risks of 
ecological breakdown and catastrophe, indicating the unsustainability of the 
present. The philosopher Paul Virilio dramatically proclaimed: “When you invent 
the ship, you also invent the shipwreck; when you invent the plane you also invent 
the plane crash; and when you invent electricity, you invent electrocution. . . . Every 
technology carries its own negativity, which is invented at the same time as technical 
progress.”34 Virilio’s quotation orients us to the destructive nature of innovation. 
Waste is intrinsically related to innovation when we consider the role of planned 
obsolescence in, for instance, consumer electronics. It forms an externality of the 
innovation-driven economy that causes harm and suffering, which often do not 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xvi | IntroductIon

appear in any calculation of costs. Risk pertains to the unpredictable environmental 
and health consequences of innovations such as plasma screens when they become 
waste and are (illegally) exported to poorer and less regulated regions. Just when 
environmental regulation and advocacy have forced companies to ban or reduce one 
harmful component used in electronic devices, the next component is introduced 
in the name of novelty and innovation, while its environmental consequences 
remain unknown.35 In such cases, innovation induces moments of openness and 
opportunity, but also uncertainty, risk, and destruction.

Multipolarity: Integration/Differentiation

As argued so far, the paradoxes of change/continuity and disruption/structure 
are central to our “critique of the new.” But how do these themes play out in the 
case of multipolar communication innovation? Mainstream innovation studies 
often render context implicit, and such decontextualization results in universalist 
accounts, which combine celebrations of “path-breaking” disruptive change with 
narratives that cast technological development as an inevitable, irresistible, and 
rational movement, unfolding in universal and homogeneous time. The school 
of diffusionism, which emerged around the middle of the nineteenth century, 
subscribed to “the idea of technology as historical grand narrative, as a primary 
determinant of history itself.”36 This school has held that technologies were con-
ceived and created in Europe and subsequently “diffused to the rest of the world 
almost entirely through European agency and without significant local input.”37 
Reiterating aspects of the diffusionist argument more recently, Everett Rogers’s 
much-cited work presents a model for adoption rates that considers technological 
diffusion a matter of rational choice to adopt or reject a new technology.38 He 
divides global society into groups of “innovators,” “early adopters,” the “early” and 
“late majorities,” and “laggards,” who each make their decisions on the basis of 
knowledge available to them.

Whereas such temporalized discourse renders innovation a matter of universal 
rationality and singular, ultimately irresistible development, the Global South 
appears as nothing but an “ontological designing consequence” of the North, at the 
expense of recognizing context-specific questions, problems, and practices related 
to design and innovation.39 In contrast, postcolonial studies has called for “pro-
vincializing Europe” to take into account the existence of alternative modernities 
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and perspectives from the so-called “Third World.”40 For the study of science 
and technology, this perspective offers analytical tools to decenter West-centric 
technoscience, while recognizing “hybridities, borderlands and in-between condi-
tions” that reveal other and counter-hegemonic experiences and socio-technical 
realities.41 Postcolonial approaches have spurred regional and local social studies of 
science and technology in, for instance, India, Singapore, Taiwan, and Japan.42 Such 
endeavors at times deploy cultural studies techniques of “inter-Asia referencing” 
and “Asia as method” to trace similar experiences across Asia and strengthen local 
agency and solidarity.43

Informed by postcolonial perspectives, this edited volume inquires into today’s 
multipolar communication innovation. Does multipolar innovation imply a 
continuation of technoscientific universalism or does it enable technodiversity—
that is, the emergence of technological, or in fact socio-technical, difference and 
alternativity?44 While the proffered arrival of multipolar innovation suggests global 
participation in communication innovation, the notion of multipolar innovation 
does little to challenge the diffusionist logic and temporality. What we can witness 
nowadays in China is an emerging form of technoscientific nationalism that is 
built on the historical experiences of technoscience and modernity.45 China is 
not alone, as other East Asian countries have embarked on similar races. Hence, 
even as an effort to address a globalizing innovation development, the setup of 
the multipolar model reveals not only globally shifting power relations but also, 
implicitly, the continuation of dynamics and ideological frames constructing 
progress, development, and modernity in ways that both seduce and force those 
“lagging behind” to commit to “catching up.”46 The recent surge in innovation among 
the East Asian countries continues this endless loop of “catching up,” again erasing 
actual experiences of disruption, destruction, and harm that are concomitant with 
being implicated in technological makeover as well as alternative socio-technical 
realities and possibilities.

This becomes clear when looking at tech companies from more “developed” 
countries within Asia that are exploring their regional footholds to expand their 
market share by leveraging innovativeness as competitive advantage, along with 
geographical and cultural proximity. For instance, in Korea, US-based multinational 
tech companies, such as Apple and Google, have little presence, while local com-
panies such as Kakao, Samsung, and LG dominate the market. Kakao is a South 
Korean mobile messaging provider whose shares are partly owned by China’s 
Tencent. It has expanded its operations to include financial services (KakaoPay, 
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KakaoBank), geolocation services (Kakao T, KakaoBus), and games (Kakao Games). 
Beyond Korea, KakaoTalk operates in Indonesia, Japan, and Vietnam. There is 
a need to come to terms with not just waning Western hegemony, but the new 
territorial divisions of an emerging multipolar world, including the rise of an 
upper-case “Asia” that dominates, controls, and subordinates the marginals, who 
are once more “lagging behind.”47 Globally, the development toward “multipolar” 
innovation signifies a process of capitalist de-westernization by the proverbial 
“rest,” such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) countries. 
Forming sizable blocks that counter US hegemony, their surge does not undermine 
capitalism and imperialism as much as introduce intra-imperialist struggle.48

Though inspired by postcolonial approaches, our endeavor is not to em-
phasize particularity per se, be it of the institutions of modernity itself or of 
postcolonial geographies cast as sites of radical resistance and alternativity.49 
Rather, along with paradoxes of change/continuity and disruption/structure, 
we aim to underscore dynamics of global integration and differentiation, as two 
tendencies unfolding as part of the same movement. For instance, Chinese 
innovations such as the social credit system are often discussed in the Western 
press as if they were isolated and unique to China, accompanied by Cold War 
rhetoric. Yet social credit systems share features with American consumer credit 
technologies as well as rating mechanisms on digital platforms such as Uber and 
eBay, and they find an uncanny counterpart in students’ surveillance systems 
operationalized by what are supposedly the very beacons of liberalism, namely, 
US universities.50 This example goes to show that any comparative approach 
should not just relinquish West-centric universalisms relegating others to the 
past, but also what seems just as pertinent nowadays: cyber-orientalism propelling 
others into a (dystopian) future at the expense of recognizing mutual implication 
in technological development. Common technologies and infrastructures are 
at work, though critical differences exist with regard to their applications and 
current state of integration across them.

Moreover, as an analytical lens, integration/differentiation offers distinct 
advantages to the endeavor of comparing experiences of innovation and techno-
logical development in different contexts. Within the anthropology of technology, 
the opposites of universalist diffusionism and particularist, culturalist approaches 
were negotiated by André Leroi-Gourhan, a student of Marcel Mauss, who 
explored technologies adapting and being adapted to the local milieu in the 
process of technological evolution. The encounter between new technologies 
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and the particularity of the milieu into which they were integrated can form 
an instance of invention, but it also conditions and limits the possibilities of 
technological development.51 Leroi-Gourhan’s point was not to underscore the 
specificity or “genius” of particular ethnic cultures but to understand processes of 
technological evolution manifesting itself through diffraction and differentiation. 
In this volume, we emphasize exactly such processes: the global integration of 
communication infrastructures and our shared implication in them, along with 
the heterogeneity of situated concretization, adaptations, and risky ramifications.

Following the dyad integration/differentiation, we develop a comparative 
approach that underscores the ways infrastructures of communication innovation 
both affiliate us and set us apart, and how they implicate us in similar technologies 
and techniques but also expose us to unwieldy and context-specific adaptations, 
effects, and ramifications. Our comparative approach builds on the insight that 
finding similarity opens the way to the discovery of further difference, whereas 
difference can only become apparent and meaningful against an interpretation 
of commonality or equivalence at some level, too. This is to say that similarity 
and difference exist in a symbiotic relation.52 Sensitizing ourselves to this mutual 
enmeshment between similarity and difference forms a way of addressing move-
ments of integration/differentiation in technological development and creating 
analytical and normative lenses that lock us to the pole of neither universality nor 
particularity.53

Three Themes

This book is structured around three themes. The first theme explores for-
mal innovation, including institutional discourses of innovation, law, political 
economy, and geopolitics. This theme discusses the planning and regulation of 
innovation by states or other institutional actors such as the EU. Authors attend 
to contradictions or coalescences between state and market forces as well as 
to the disjunction between instrumentalization of planned innovation and 
unintended and disruptive effects. The second theme considers everyday inven-
tiveness, namely, the shared capacity to create, solve, and collaborate, which can 
challenge capitalism but also is exploited by it. The third theme addresses novelty 
as technodiversity, which encompasses the search for alternative socio-technical, 
or even bio-socio-technical worlds.
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Formal Innovation

Multipolar communication innovation signifies capitalist de-westernization and 
intra-imperialist struggle. Nonetheless, its agents may not simply copy capitalism 
or imperialism, but also change where they, or more generally globalization, are 
headed.

This holds for the futures of platform capitalism and platform imperialism, 
which seem less homogeneous than assumed in terms of relations between 
platforms, industry, and state.54 Dealing with such questions of formal innovation, 
Lianrui Jia and David Nieborg consider Chinese platforms at the intersection of 
infrastructure, geopolitics, and finance. As Chinese platforms have become the 
infrastructures of life and labor in general, their ability to enhance datafication 
facilitates governance of the population, be it through fintech applications, social 
credit scoring, or AI-driven judicial processes. Such datafication processes advance 
financialization of society as much as authoritarian social governance. However, 
such “indigenous innovation,” which is promoted and protected by the Chinese 
state, does not easily align with aspirations to operate in markets abroad as 
applications so far have not proven to be “as globally exportable as the platforms 
and apps coming out of Silicon Valley.” Though highlighting the particularity of 
Chinese platforms as they are integrated with the governance of the population, 
this chapter forms a very necessary warning against taking for granted the national 
scale of Chinese communication infrastructure at the expense of underscoring 
global infrastructural and financial connections and entanglements. As Jia and 
Nieborg point out, Chinese digital platforms are “deeply plugged into global circuits 
and networks of financial elites through fundraising, investment, and corporate 
management.” Mapping such networks undermines the narrative of a Cold War 
type of competition between two hegemons.

In the following chapter, Angela Daly discusses the legal regulation of digital 
data in the context of multipolar innovation and its geopolitics. In the chapter aptly 
titled “Neoliberal Business as Usual or Post-Surveillance Capitalism with European 
Characteristics?,” Daly takes the European General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) as a case study to explore the EU’s role and impact as a regulatory 
power in data protection and privacy. The question is whether the GDPR truly 
manages to safeguard user data from surveillance capitalism and thereby indicates 
a turn away from the tendency toward deregulation that has marked neoliberalism. 
Alternatively, the regulation represents a compromise that sets some boundaries to 
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the operations of Big Tech, but that does not undermine surveillance capitalism in 
the process, possibly instead stimulating European industries to lead in a (somewhat 
more) privacy-aware innovation that complies with the GDPR. Scrutinizing the 
extraterritorial effects of the GDPR as well as the strategies of US and Chinese 
companies operating within the EU, Daly teases out the nuances and contradictions 
of the EU’s attempt at acting as a regulatory power shaping markets and industries 
in the context of multipolar innovation.

In the next chapter, Serra Sezgin and Mutlu Binark discuss the tensions between 
“local” and “global” innovation in the case of Turkey. The Turkish state considers 
digital games both a potential technology of governance of the population as 
well as, when exported abroad, a tool for international diplomacy and nation 
branding. Hence “local” games, grounded in the state’s “own” culture and history, 
are supposed not to merely offer entertainment but to be useful in sectors such as 
defense, health, and education, along with nation branding. However, by means of a 
discourse analysis of interviews with game developers in Ankara, Sezgin and Binark 
argue that these workers undermine the state’s framing of indigenous innovation. 
Turkish game developers think of themselves as members of a global, creative 
community of game enthusiasts, who leverage a purely individual creative potential 
to compete in global game industries. Exploring the contradictions between the two 
sets of discourses, Sezgin and Binark note that the highly individualized notion of 
creativity that game developers cultivate dampens their resistance to the illiberal 
cultural milieu in Turkey. Allowing for fruitful comparison with the case of China, 
this chapter opens up questions about whether liberal freedoms are a precondition 
for the flourishing of innovation.

Everyday Inventiveness

Next to formal innovation, there is the inventiveness of everyday life, often asso-
ciated with places where systemic breakdown and decay require people to have 
certain skills to engage in making their cities livable.55 This inventiveness again 
appears in accounts of “pirate modernity,” where people have access to new 
technologies and products thanks to informal production and distribution chan-
nels that weaken boundaries between users and producers.56 Pirate modernities 
revolve around co-creation practices of imitation and invention. They render the 
locus, or origin, of innovation ambiguous and hence challenge myths of genius, 
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individuality, and autonomy that undergird the intellectual property regimes of 
formal innovation.57 However, recent developments have blurred the boundaries 
between piracy and formal innovation. For instance, the “Silicon Valley of China,” 
Shenzhen, was long cast as a pirate enclave, derided for lacking originality, before 
it became celebrated as a space of innovation, creativity, and design.58 Shenzhen’s 
emergence as a technology hub draws on practices of design and manufacturing 
infamously known as shanzhai, originally a derogatory term in Cantonese to 
describe cheap knockoffs.

Daniel H. Mutibwa and Bingqing Xia explore the current hype of Maker 
culture in China, which has emerged since the 2000s from the shanzhai culture 
in Shenzhen and the Pearl River Delta.59 Engaging with current debates of global 
Maker culture, the authors discuss the extent to which the framings of making 
reflect “countercultural” values in the context of China’s technological development. 
The analysis is built on a wide array of documentary evidence and an ethnographic 
study of four makerspaces and hardware entrepreneurial hubs in Shenzhen. It 
investigates questions such as: What does making in Shenzhen reveal about the 
identities and composition of its digital fabrication communities? In which ways 
do the aspirations and motivations of these communities reflect countercultural 
values? Where countercultural values are discernible, how are they reconciled 
with entrepreneurial motivations and institutional agendas to achieve change? 
The authors argue that despite the authorities’ instrumental (mis)appropriation 
of countercultural values for its politico-economic ambitions, and the tensions and 
contradictions within this multifaceted development, making practices in Shenzhen 
carry an open-source ethos and transformative capacity offering makers autonomy 
for peer production and social intervention. Making in Shenzhen does correspond 
to the grassroots countercultural values of the globalizing Maker movement.

Jian Lin and Jeroen de Kloet explore how the inventiveness of everyday life 
intersects with the state-commerce relationship through a case study of Kuaishou, 
an algorithm-based video-sharing platform targeting second- and third-tier Chinese 
cities as well as the countryside. While existing studies have exposed how the 
platform economy has contributed to the deterioration of labor conditions, turning 
individuals into “subcontractors” and “prosumers” without stable wages or benefits, 
Lin and de Kloet pinpoint how this could overlook the active agency and creative 
practices initiated by individuals—in their study, the often forgotten, unnoticed, 
and unlikely “grassroots” (caogen 草根) content producers. These grassroots 
digital entrepreneurs find their opportunities in social media platforms like 
Kuaishou. Kuaishou’s very existence is closely linked to national policies—“Mass 
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Entrepreneurship and Innovation” and “Internet+”—and it is firmly in line with 
the state’s order for censorship and social stability. The complicated state-platform 
relationship distinguishes the Chinese platformization of cultural production from 
that in the West. Lin and de Kloet argue that institutional regulations and censorship 
have not stopped these “unlikely” grassroots creators from being creative; more 
intriguingly, their study demonstrates how these individuals appropriated the 
algorithmic digital system and negotiated with the state-platform governance to 
reach their creative and financial objectives.

Novelty as Technodiversity

If we understand technodiversity to imply a disruption of power relations, the 
question emerges: under what conditions could communication innovation call 
forth alternative communicative and organizational possibilities in support of 
social justice? Ruha Benjamin evaluates several initiatives that stage design for 
social good. She quotes a definition of “design justice” that describes it as “a field 
of theory and practice” concerned with procedural and distributive justice, namely, 
with advancing the participation of marginalized groups in design processes and 
with interrogating how the design of objects and systems distribute risks, harms, and 
benefits.60 Such ideas, though attractive, are not new and go back to participatory 
design, which several authors addressing postcolonial/decolonial computing have 
problematized in the light of the inequalities that mark postcolonial settings.61 
Even when committed to design for social good and participatory practice, the 
danger remains that designing technologies and systems for “others” locks them 
into assumptions about culture, needs, and desired outcomes. Benjamin questions 
whether “design-speak” itself might not already imply hierarchies and exclusions, 
privileging professional designers. Meanwhile, design-speak appeals to a desire 
for novelty in a way that other “old-fashioned” methods of struggling for social 
justice often do not. Its promise for newness via design and quick fixes to social 
problems may simply distract from the need for more radical and comprehensive 
social imaginaries that challenge our ways of life at large. As Benjamin phrases the 
confusion, “If design is treated as inherently moving forward, that is, as the solution, 
have we even agreed upon the problem?”62

In her chapter, Miao Lu raises the question whether an alternative design 
process is possible and indeed experimented with by Chinese mobile-phone 
vendors catering to so-called “bottom of the pyramid” (BOP) markets that are 
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overlooked and deemed unprofitable by global tech giants. She bases her chapter 
on fieldwork in Ghana with a Chinese company headquartered in Shenzhen, which 
booked its original success in the domestic rural market and subsequently grew 
into the biggest manufacturer of cellphones for the African market. Lu examines 
how the mobile-phone vendor Transsion Holdings seeks to emulate “indigenous 
innovation.” Transsion’s shanzhai-like innovation practices reveal the persisting 
gaps between the Western-based normative design, which is often male-, urban-, 
and white-oriented, and the actual needs of users from peripheral countries. Such 
gaps could allow tech producers in the Global South to reimagine the use and 
design of technology and carve out alternative socio-technical worlds. However, 
while Transsion might have challenged the hegemonic Global North tech designs, 
its strong presence and growth in the BOP markets could at the same time turn it 
into the next dominant—albeit emerging—tech company in specific local contexts. 
The chapter therefore poses questions about the binary opposition between the 
Global North and Global South, revealing the fluidity and complexities at stake in 
the global development of communication innovation.

Along with decolonial epistemologies, ecological and more-than-human philos-
ophies can help us think of novelty in the sense of alternative bio-socio-technical 
relations. Braidotti and Haraway have advanced an understanding of sustainability 
that involves becoming aware of actual and possible entanglements with human 
and nonhuman others, bringing about a creative transformation of the self through 
such sensibility.63 Novelty, considered along such lines of sustainability, mutuality, 
and care, could prompt us to explore ways of communicating and organizing that 
foreground shared existence and the potential to transform.

But such ethical visions, however inspiring, still require embedding in con-
crete political context. Monika Halkort’s chapter explores technologies that were 
introduced in the name of sustainability and care, yet that end up effectuating 
surveillance and neglect. She discusses how bioscientific sensing technologies that 
monitor marine ecologies in the Mediterranean Sea are repurposed as military 
technologies to surveil migrants risking their lives to make the crossover to Europe. 
In the process, mediated practices of sensing engender hierarchies, divisions, 
inclusions, and exclusions. Whereas marine life is cared for, migrant deaths are 
naturalized and overlooked, even though the vulnerability of these various forms 
of life in some ways derives from their interdependency and mutual exposure to 
histories of colonialism, extractivism, and climate change. Halkort’s case study goes 
to show that technological innovations often consist of adaptations. Moreover, 
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it expands the notion of “multipolar” from a non-anthropocentric perspective 
by highlighting the multiplicity of nonhuman actors implicated in change and 
transformation. Exploring the violence concomitant with technical incursions 
undertaken in the name of human ingenuity and progress, this chapter serves as 
a critical mirror for ongoing and future projects of globalization and colonization 
that reproduce such myths for the sake of their own legitimation.

In Conclusion

In the concluding chapter of this book, Jack Linchuan Qiu provocatively posits that 
media and communication scholarship has “long chased cutting-edge innovations,” 
the latest popular brands as well as “trending concepts, methods, memes, and 
hashtags.”64 But what actually defines novelty and creativity? Qiu questions whether 
scholarship often remains in the grasp of a fetish with all things “new” because we 
still lack sufficient critical distance from the Wall Street–dictated futures envisioned 
in corporate boardrooms, and from rhetoric staked on lingering US-centrism and 
Chinese exceptionalism. Qiu encourages us to see futures—in the plural—emerging 
from unlikely places in the Global South and to practice a genuine multipolarism 
premised on solidarity.

This book hopes to make a humble contribution in this regard by offering a criti-
cal framework regarding multipolar communication innovation in the introduction, 
followed by a set of seven empirically grounded and analytically rigorous studies 
that cover various geographies, plus Qiu’s concluding reflection. As this introduction 
has argued, whereas innovation induces moments of openness and opportunity 
to be exploited by a class of entrepreneurs, others merely face uncertainty, risk, 
and destruction. Hence, our critical approach to innovation reveals paradoxes of 
change/continuity and disruption/structure and distinguishes between “new,” “old,” 
and “uncertain” futures. Moreover, the narratives of diffusionism and multipolar 
innovation alike tend to overlook the plurality of experiences, socio-technical 
realities, and possibilities pertaining to communication innovation. In contrast, the 
comparative lens of global integration/differentiation highlights how technological 
integration is concomitant with differentiation: infrastructures of communication 
innovation both affiliate us and set us apart, as similar technologies and techniques 
often result in rather context-specific adaptations, effects, and ramifications. To 
render visible practices that are either overlooked, marginalized, or considered illicit 
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by mainstream innovation literature, the term “innovation” requires opening up. Per 
our framework, we can distinguish between formal innovation, which is supported 
by dominant political, economic, and legal apparatuses; everyday inventiveness, 
which resides in the shared capacity to collaborate and co-create; and novelty as 
technodiversity, which imagines and generates alternative socio-technical, or even 
bio-socio-technical, worlds.

Multipolar innovation seems to coincide with the decoupling of innovation 
from beliefs in a universal trajectory of change and universal values. The antag-
onisms and divisions that proliferate at the side of digital infrastructure reflect 
contrasting public perceptions, values, and regulations. Amidst intensifying division 
and antagonism, it becomes harder to imagine how to integrate innovation and 
social justice. Many have presumed a connection between the cultivation of 
freedoms in a society and that society’s ability to innovate. But what is left of the 
thesis that innovation requires liberal freedoms? China’s authoritarianism has 
apparently not stood in the way of the success of its innovation industries, measured 
by dominant indicators such as the amount of intellectual property applications.65 
Despite Big Tech aligning itself with the government, this does not mean that 
industries find themselves constrained in their ability to innovate. Simultaneously, 
tech industries in the supposedly “free” world are increasingly showing their dark 
side. The most renowned Silicon Valley brands have gone as far as cultivating secrecy 
at the expense of integrity of the US democracy, providing misleading testimonies 
before Congress in the United States and refusing to testify in person in the British 
parliament, and signing controversial contracts pertaining to military and medical 
technology, without knowledge or approval of those employees who are supposed 
to dedicate their creativity and skills to the endeavors. Coincidentally, in times of 
multipolar innovation, struggle and resistance take up various forms. Sabotage, as in 
the aforementioned case of smart-city infrastructure in Hong Kong, is but one form 
of struggle. Tech workers self-organizing to protest their companies, as happened 
in the United States, is another. Yet given the global impact of innovation and the 
connectedness of digital communication infrastructure, what is sorely lacking are 
more cosmopolitan as well as inclusive institutions and organizations that enable 
effective regulation of innovation.

A different but related issue is participation in innovation. Currently, the 
social energy and potential of everyday inventiveness are either criminalized by 
the intellectual property regimes that underpin formal innovation, or they are 
exploited. For instance, co-creation of culturally specific content drives the big 
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American platforms such as Facebook and YouTube and has enabled them to build a 
global reach—a strategy dubbed platform imperialism.66 From TikTok to Kuaishou, 
Chinese platforms are attempting to follow suit nationally and internationally 
by integrating different subcultures and extracting value from mass innovation. 
Meanwhile, platforms for all kinds of gig work such as Amazon Turk or Zhaopin, 
and Uber or Didi exploit everyday inventiveness, local knowledges, and savoir faire. 
Both the Western discourse on “open” and “free” sharing and the Chinese discourse 
on “mass innovation” incite co-creation and inventiveness, yet may betray the more 
radical roots of such ideas, namely, socialist as well as Western-countercultural 
visions of creativity and participation.67 Whereas grassroots creativity is alive today, 
at times overcoming the constraints imposed by mediating platforms, these past 
ideological visions in fact carried aspirations, such as collectively building another 
world, that are harder to come by today.68 Integrating innovation and social justice 
does not just involve better regulation but also resisting the exploitation and 
constraints imposed on everyday inventiveness, while recovering such social energy 
and capacity for participation in world-building and imagining futures.

Across the “old” imperialisms of the West and the emergent technonationalisms 
and intra-imperialist struggles concomitant with multipolar innovation, what 
remains rather constant is the belief in progress and “path-breaking” innovation. 
The ideology of newness obscures the very repetition of marginalization of 
other (possible) ways of life, the exploitation of everyday inventiveness, as well 
as extractivism and destruction of ecological commons. But, as decolonial and 
more-than-human perspectives contend, novelty instead can be sought in sus-
taining, nurturing, and, in doing so, reinventing relations with who and what exist 
around us. Integrating innovation and social justice hence may be better served 
by the pursuance of reinventing relations than by the infatuation with newness or 
“design-speak” that promises quick fixes. This requires not just creativity, but also 
critique of existing conditions and geopolitical, social, and ecological relations 
that persist despite supposedly “pathbreaking,” “disruptive” innovation, or even 
because of the latter. As editors, we hope that this volume can bring together, and 
give voice to, such badly needed critique from various geographical contexts and 
across geopolitical divides.
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Analyzing Chinese Platform Power
Infrastructure, Finance, and Geopolitics

Lianrui Jia and David Nieborg

In late 2019, against the background of a US-China trade war and an emerging 
global pandemic, US politicians, pundits, and journalists debated the supposed 
threat of China. The titles of Judiciary Committee hearings chaired by US 
Senator Josh Hawley (R-MO) are telling: “How Corporations and Big Tech Leave 

Our Data Exposed to Criminals, China, and Other Bad Actors” and “Dangerous 
Partners: Big Tech & Beijing.”1 The rise of TikTok, the video-sharing app developed 
by the China-based tech company ByteDance, particularly worried critics. The app’s 
“happy-go-lucky rise,” journalists for the Washington Post reported, “was largely 
shaped by its Beijing-based parent company, which imposed strict rules on what 
could appear on the app in keeping with China’s restrictive view of acceptable 
speech.”2 This set Senator Hawley up to introduce bill S.3455, or the “No TikTok 
on Government Devices Act,” in March 2020.3 Running through these articles and 
public hearings is the idea that China-based tech companies, including apps such 
as TikTok, have become a serious threat to US hegemony, if not the very future of 
the internet.

Depending on one’s political leanings and nationality, these dire warnings 
are either long overdue or the hallmark of hypocrisy. Spurred by China’s inability 
to stem the spread of COVID-19 beyond its borders, those who are instinctively 
wary of China’s global ascendance will undoubtedly feel validated by the Trump 
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administration’s nativist tendencies. Then again, the vilification of China by US 
conservatives and pundits purely on economic grounds is duplicitous at best. 
After all, US-based platform companies are dominant on an economic, financial, 
and infrastructural level and have benefited from decades of both direct and 
indirect state support, such as direct access to finance capital and favorable 
intellectual property regimes.4 Moreover, while divergent, the values, norms, 
and infrastructural ambitions espoused by US platform executives, such as Jack 
Dorsey and Mark Zuckerberg, are said to run counter to non-US societal norms.5

In this chapter we consider the political economy of China-based platforms 
in a moment of multipolar innovation. Our main focus is on the BAT platforms 
Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent, from their pre-initial public offering (IPO) stages 
up until to 2019. Rather than considering Chinese platform companies as “bad 
actors” or “dangerous partners,” we provide an empirical account of their eco-
nomic, financial, and infrastructural ascendance, both in their domestic and 
international markets. Do China-based platforms threaten US hegemony? Closer 
inspection of key metrics suggests otherwise. For example, while the widely 
popular app WeChat has over 1.2 billion active users, this pales in comparison 
to Facebook’s global user base of 2.89 billion, or WhatsApp’s 2 billion users. 
ByteDance’s Douyin (the domestic version of TikTok) has seen rapid uptake 
in and outside of China, but in 2019, its domestic success (442 million users) 
was far greater than TikTok’s, which sported 37 million users in the United 
States.6 A similar argument can be made when considering revenue and market 
valuations. Shenzhen-based Tencent and Hangzhou-based Alibaba rank high 
in the list of public corporations by market capitalization, yet they trail the 
trillion-dollar valuations of Microsoft, Apple, and Amazon. To account for the 
emerging yet still diffuse power of China-based platforms, this chapter asks: How 
is power operationalized by China-based platforms? We ground our analysis in a 
multilevel conceptualization of platform power outlined below, which allows us 
to situate platform companies in broader ecosystems and political economies.7 
What emerges from our analysis is a more complex picture of the integration of 
markets and infrastructures. While companies such as ByteDance, Tencent, and 
Alibaba are distinctively Chinese—in the sense that they cater primarily to a 
significant domestic market and are fully integrated with state-sanctioned policy 
frameworks—this qualifier becomes more muddled considering flows of finance 
capital and corporate ownership.
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Locating Platform Power

Leading platforms in China started out as web companies focusing on one or 
a few key industry segments. Alibaba was founded in 1999 as an e-commerce 
company, while Baidu (est. 2000) was founded as a search company. Tencent’s 
(est. 1998) historical roots lie in its online chat program QQ. As market leaders 
in their distinctive market segments, these companies heavily diversified by ex-
panding into and integrating with “sectoral platforms” that include transportation, 
health, and education.8 Because of their expansion and integration with other 
platforms, it becomes increasingly difficult to untangle their reach. Exacerbating 
this analytical challenge is the process of “interplatformization”; China-based 
platforms are much more integrated on both an economic and infrastructural 
level, allowing users to freely share content across platforms, and therefore have 
fostered a more profitable environment compared to Amazon, Facebook, and 
Google.9 Therefore, rather than analyzing how each of these platforms constitute 
all-powerful monolithic entities, we follow van Dijck, Nieborg, and Poell, who 
call for greater specificity in analyzing platform power.10 To untangle the different 
institutional dimensions of platform power, we discuss how platform power is 
operationalized on the infrastructural, financial, and geopolitical levels.

First, infrastructural power entails platforms’ role as societal infrastructures, 
both domestically and across different geographical areas where they provide 
data, internet, and surveillance infrastructures, payments, and logistics. This 
section draws from recent work on the “platformization” of infrastructure and 
the “infrastructuralization” of platforms.11 By broadening the analytical scope, 
this perspective allows for platform power to be considered holistically as it 
requires us to look beyond each company and beyond measures of market 
share and ownership. This includes examining how platforms accrue unfair 
advantages by controlling specific nodes in integrated platform ecosystems, 
through gatekeeping, lock-in, cross-subsidizing, or combining crucial data flows. 
These nodes are understood as “infrastructural platform services,” which include 
social networking services, search engines, app stores, advertising systems, cloud 
services, and payment systems.12 Platform companies, on their part, consist of a 
large number of such services, each of which functions as a market that brings 
together end-users (consumers) and complementors, such as business actors, 
advertisers, and government agencies.13
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Second, platform power has a distinctive financial dimension.14 Not only 
do China-based platforms constitute typical “winner-take-all” markets but 
Chinese platforms also leverage financialization by wiping out competition and 
consolidating market dominance through mergers and acquisitions. To this end 
they established investment arms and have embarked on equity investment as 
a means for growth. This makes them not only market participants, but also 
financiers, investors, and key stakeholders in the global platform economy. The 
second level of analysis goes beyond the level of infrastructural platform services 
and takes the platform ecosystem as the unit of analysis. At this level it is not only 
the accumulation of data, but the strategic deployment of investment capital that 
allows platform companies to extend beyond their boundaries.

Third, we will situate Chinese instances of platform power within the broader 
geopolitical platform ecosystem. Combining the first and second perspectives, 
here we consider the various partnerships and cross-appointments on boards 
of directors between leading Chinese platforms with US-based behemoths such 
as Google and Amazon. These partnerships have the potential to crowd out 
competition outside of China, particularly in emerging e-commerce markets 
such as Southeast Asia. Despite the US-China trade war waged during the Trump 
administration, we demonstrate that US and Chinese platforms share mutual 
interests as evidenced by their collaboration in establishing markets and the 
ability to control global data streams. As such, rather than a radical break, this 
geopolitical convergence of corporate interests suggests that multipolar inno-
vation in the age of platforms is predicated on, and further deepens, capitalist 
power structures.

Before we discuss these three institutional dimensions, we first canvass the 
extant literature on the globalization of Chinese digital platforms and provide 
an overview of Chinese platforms in the context of China’s cyber-power con-
struction and globalization projects, highlighting key state policies, initiatives, 
and the roles of platforms therein. To conduct our multilevel analysis of Chinese 
platform power, we rely on annual reports, financial reporting, press releases, 
as well as reporting in the financial press. Our analysis aims to investigate the 
“threat of Chinese platforms” narrative through an empirically informed critical 
political-economic analysis. Similar to their US-based counterparts, Chinese 
instances of platform power manifest themselves differently across multiple 
institutional levels, and dispersed through different geographic regions and 
spheres of influence.
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Building the Digital Silk Road

The global diffusion and uptake of China-based platforms is both the outgrowth 
of the country’s long-standing “Media Go Global” policy and the result of the 
economic imperatives driving the growth of platform markets. The Media 
Go Global policy is a media-focused framework that involves both state and 
commercial actors to tackle China’s global soft-power deficit.15 As we discuss 
more in depth below, platform companies are considered important drivers 
for innovation in China’s domestic market. “The platform economy” in China, 
Julie Chen contends, “is often associated with the ideas of openness, harmony, 
or green consumption and by extension a more responsible and sustainable 
metropolitan lifestyle.”16 CEOs of platform companies, on their part, act as 
“prophets of mass innovation in China,” extolling the virtues of their company’s 
services while hewing closely to state-defined understanding of indigenous 
innovation policies.17 For example, next to food delivery, ride-hailing platforms 
such as DiDi have become both digital utilities for urban transport and a means 
to employ hundreds of thousands of ex–factory workers.18 Similarly, popular apps 
such as Alibaba, 19 WeChat,20 Kuaishou,21 and Douyin22 are deeply integrated into 
everyday practices of hundreds of millions of Chinese citizens. These examples 
go to show that Chinese platform companies not only benefit from a significant 
domestic market but also contribute to a decidedly positive collective framing 
of its economic and societal impact.

Next to domestic development, research has focused on the converging 
interests between China’s state-led globalization project and those of Chinese 
digital platforms. The most recent state-led project is the Digital Silk Road, a 
subset of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) formalized in 2013, which aims to 
build a trade and infrastructure network connecting Asia with Europe and Africa. 
The Digital Silk Road is considered a “growing and complex alliance” formed 
between the Chinese state and its homegrown internet companies positioned to 
advance a broad set of economic and political goals.23 One of the most visible and 
active companies in this broader project is China’s e-commerce giant Alibaba. 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative has offered a major boost to the company’s global 
expansion, particularly its cloud computing business.24 Similarly, Alibaba’s global 
trade project—called the Electronic World Trade Platform (eWTP)—runs parallel 
to the BRI and marks a bold initiative to shape global trade that challenges US 
hegemony.25 In other words, the grand project of expanding a Chinese digital 
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empire is expedited with the participation of the country’s digital giants, who have 
the capacity and expertise to conduct infrastructural and logistical operations on 
a regional and global level.26

Moving beyond business decisions undertaken by individual platforms and 
their executives, scholars have sought to measure the degree of internationalization 
of Chinese internet companies. Yin and Li demonstrate that state ownership or 
a government affiliation increases the international footprint of state-owned 
Chinese internet companies.27 The tradeoff, however, is that they have to forego the 
short-term goal of making profits. In practice, political clout, visibility, and foreign 
investments do not necessarily translate into profitability. Chaperoned by the 
state, platform companies expand globally via highly symbolic launches of services 
during high-profile diplomatic visits, especially after China allowed private actors 
to conduct its cyber diplomacy. Then again, in very few instances does the display 
of political backing match market competitiveness. For example, during President 
Xi’s 2014 visit to Brazil, search-engine giant Baidu launched its Brazilian subsidiary, 
Busca. Baidu’s Latin American strategies also included investments in Peixe Urbano 
and other regional expansions into Argentina, Chile, and Mexico.28 Unable to break 
the monopoly of Google, Baidu shuttered its Brazilian operations in 2018.29 Similarly, 
in 2011 Baidu launched the Arabic question-and-answer service Hao 123 in Egypt, 
only to close it six years later.30 The company’s ventures into Japan, Thailand, and 
Vietnam have not been successful either, raising questions of whether Chinese tech 
companies’ international ambitions live up to the portrayal of a tech juggernaut.31

Nonetheless, Chinese platform executives are explicit about their domestic 
and global ambitions.32 In a meeting with former Chinese propaganda chief Li 
Changchun, Baidu’s founder Robin Li stated that the company’s goal is to become 
a universally recognized brand in over half the world’s countries.33 As illustrated in 
Table 1, the BAT trio derives most of its revenue domestically, and in relative terms, 
global revenues have seen much slower growth. As noted in our introduction, even 
the revenue and userbase of the first truly “global” Chinese mobile app, TikTok, trail 

TABLE 1. BAT Revenue Generated outside of China
YEAR 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

BAIDU 0.4% 0.5% 0.2% 0.5% N/A N/A N/A N/A

ALIBABA N/A 18.8% 12% 9.2% 8.5% 7.5% 9% 8%

TENCENT 5.2% 5.2% 8% 8.9% 6.4% 4.9% 3.4% 2.9%

Source: Figures reported in company annual reports.
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far behind Facebook and Google’s app offerings. For the time being, while Chinese 
platforms expand into different geographic regions, their global footprint still is 
relatively limited. Next, we will discuss the three dimensions of Chinese platform 
power, starting with infrastructural power.

The Platformization of Chinese Infrastructure

Chinese platforms’ infrastructural power is as much the result of a capitalistic logic 
of encapsulating and controlling markets as it is the outcome of the state’s tech-
no-nationalism projects and policies, both domestic and abroad. Under the aegis of 
becoming a cyber superpower, the Chinese government launched several national 
technological development projects, such as the Social Credit System, the National 
Artificial Intelligence Development Plan, and the Internet Plus Plan.34 Leading 
digital platforms are handpicked by the state to participate in national technology 
plans as they are well-positioned to support the technological infrastructure for the 
country’s informatization and datafication processes. Meanwhile, abiding by the 
principle of “cyber sovereignty,” the Chinese government is pursuing a proactive role 
in governing cyberspace through refurbishing state control over online activities 
and transforming, streamlining, and digitizing the delivery of government services 
and social control.35 Leading digital platforms, leveraging their market dominance, 
are key stakeholders in the design and operation of the platformization of digital 
infrastructures.36 Two infrastructural projects stand out: the platformization of 
payment systems and building data infrastructures that support both a national 
surveillance infrastructure and a broad range of commercial services.

Two of the most transformative instances of the platformization of Chinese 
infrastructures are the payment systems provided by Tencent and Alibaba’s spinoff 
Ant Group. In China, their services have been able to proliferate because of the 
historically low utilization rate of credit cards, the annual tradition of sending 
so-called red packets during Spring Festival, and the government’s support for the 
“fintech” sector and the promotion of “inclusive finance”—which is the belief that 
digital financial services and online lending address the issue of financial inclusion 
into broader Chinese society.37 In practice, platform-based payment services are 
predominantly accessed via mobile apps, such as the Alipay app or WeChat Pay 
(integrated in the WeChat app). When buying physical goods, rather than swiping 
or tapping a credit card at the point of payment, both apps allow users to scan 
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a vendor-generated QR code for seamless payment. Both apps are prototypical 
“infrastructural platform services”: they are integrated within the broader data 
infrastructures and platform ecosystems of their parent companies and function 
as the infrastructural tissue integrating users, vendors, and banks, and also other 
platform services and stakeholders (i.e., the state).38 By measures of transaction 
volume and user penetration, mobile payment is nearly ubiquitous. Payment 
apps reach 92.4 percent of mobile internet users, and both apps constitute a tight 
domestic duopoly, with 55.1 percent and 38.9 percent market share respectively 
as of 2019.39

Next to domestic dominance, the Alipay/WeChat duopoly has expanded 
globally as well, spurred by Chinese tourists and diasporas who are increasingly 
using payment apps to complete transactions overseas. In an effort to tap into global 
markets, Alibaba and Tencent have relied on a combination of taking ownership 
stakes or setting up joint ventures with foreign fintech companies. In 2018, Alipay’s 
parent company, Ant Financial, accounted for a whopping 35 percent of global 
venture-capital investment in fintech firms.40 Ant Financial has made a particularly 
strong push into the Southeast Asia region, one of the geographical foci of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative, through investments in Thai e-payment services Ascend 
Money, Philippines-based fintech venture Mynt, the Singapore-based firm M-Daq, 
Indian mobile-payment provider Paytm, Korean’s KakaoPay, and by setting up a 
joint venture with Indonesia-based Emtek. Beyond Asia, Alipay joined a partnership 
with payment-processing company First Data and Verifone to expand payment 
systems to North America.41 Tencent, on the other hand, has invested in Indonesian 
Go-Jek—a ride-hailing, logistic, and digital payment company—and launched 
WeChat Pay in Malaysia, Thailand, and twenty-one other countries. As transactions 
routed through mobile payment systems often escape taxation, WeChat and Alipay 
pose problems for national financial regulators. As a result, Nepal banned both 
apps as their use among tourists and the Chinese diaspora resulted in a loss of the 
nation’s foreign-exchange income and tax avoidance.42 Later in 2020, Nepal did grant 
both companies a license after they complied with Nepali central Rastra Bank.43 In 
short, the global integration of Chinese payment infrastructures are highly uneven 
and inherently subject to local regulations and institutional contexts.

Harnessing access to finance capital, both platform companies are transforming 
financial infrastructures by integrating with platform data infrastructures. Former 
Alibaba CEO Jack Ma proposed the idea of “TechFin,” which is meant to signal a 
full rebuilding of the financial system with a technology-first approach, as opposed 
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to the more common label “FinTech,” where technology’s role is to improve 
the incumbent financial infrastructures.44 For TechFin-focused platforms, data 
analytics are considered a key competitive advantage. This involves the collection 
of financial data as well as developing in-house algorithms, machine learning, 
and AI technology.45 In this context, digital platforms are well positioned to ac-
cumulate consumer data through integration with other infrastructural platform 
services—e.g., search, e-commerce, and live-streaming—all of which generate 
data to be used for automated credit assessments. As such, consumer-facing apps 
transform financial services in platform-dependent practices.

In addition to processing payments, TechFin platforms have broadened 
their portfolio of financial services, including loans, investment funds, and 
crowd-funding. Alipay’s offerings include payment, clearance, settlement, and 
investment.46 For example, its investment app YuEBao invited users to move 
money from their debit accounts into its investment fund by offering higher 
interest rates compared to traditional banks.47 In 2019, out of Alipay’s 700 million 
users, 588 million invested in YuEBao’s fund, which equaled approximately one 
third of the Chinese population.48 At that point, YuEBao held the world’s third 
largest market funds, totaling $157 billion.

As China seeks to establish a national database for credit information, the 
aggregation of financial and transactional data in the hands of just two digital 
platforms has become an important tool to fill blind spots in its centralized 
credit-scoring system: The People’s Bank of China’s (PBOC) Credit Reference 
Center. According to the PBOC, only about 300 million citizens have enough 
information on file to generate a credit score. Therefore, in 2015 the PBOC licensed 
eight platforms, including Tencent Credit and Ant Financial’s Sesame Credit 
services, to form Baihang Zhengxin, a unified national credit platform for online 
lending. Yet without mandated data sharing, Ant Financial and Tencent have so 
far resisted sharing personal information and credit data with Baihang Zhengxin, 
creating hurdles in the implementation of the credit reporting database.49 The 
power that rests in Chinese platform companies, as they become proprietors 
of valuable user data, complicates the ongoing convergence process that aligns 
technology and business leaders with the Party, with President Xi at the core.50 The 
sudden halt of Ant Group’s initial public offering in late 2020, and a subsequent 
anti-monopoly campaign aimed at domestic platform companies marked a 
dramatic turn of events where the Party exerted direct regulatory control over 
the digital financial industry.
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Societal Data Infrastructures

The platformization of payment infrastructures is part of a broader push towards 
the construction of a centralized, sovereign, indigenous data infrastructure that 
includes the active participation of domestic market actors who offer infrastructural 
platform services that afford data collection. Gruin has pointed to the decidedly 
authoritarian nature of China’s financial system, which comprises an array of big 
data technologies, financial firms, and financial practices such as digital credit 
scoring.51 Arguably one of the more evocative examples of this authoritarian 
approach has been the construction of the Social Credit System (SCS), a national 
project that sets a comprehensive outline to establish a data infrastructure for social 
scoring.52 Started in 2015, the infrastructural backbone of the SCS is the National 
Credit Information Sharing Platform (NCISP), which connects 42 central agencies, 
32 local governments, and 50 market actors.53 Leading platforms, such as Alibaba 
and Baidu, also share data with the NCISP.54

As with any infrastructural effort of this scale, these investments have a decid-
edly material dimension. Chinese platform companies have built a sizable physical 
computing network that includes data centers and cloud services. Unsurprisingly 
given their position at the heart of the Chinese platform economy, BAT are the three 
largest players in the domain of cloud computing, owning 8.8 percent, 46 percent, 
and 18 percent market share, respectively.55 Tencent and Alibaba’s infrastructure 
is increasingly integrated with legacy service providers, particularly the nation’s 
telecommunication operator China Telecom.56 Similar to the global ambitions of 
its financial services, Tencent and Alibaba openly challenge the market dominance 
of Google, Microsoft, and Amazon in the Southeast Asian region. So far, Tencent 
has ten overseas data centers and Alibaba eleven.57 In 2020, Alibaba announced a 
$28 billion investment in cloud computing services.58

Outside of finance and cloud computing there are ample examples of Alibaba 
and Tencent engaging in the platformization of social and political practices. One of 
the more dystopian examples is the assistance provided to local police in a number 
of state-led “smart city” projects. Platform companies have a second job by assisting 
city officials to build state surveillance networks and use cloud-based data systems 
and facial-recognition programs to identify and arrest criminals, and to track and 
even forecast crowd movements.59 Alibaba’s City Brain, an AI-driven system to de-
crease traffic congestion and improve the detection of accidents, was implemented 
in 23 cities across Asia, including Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Hangzhou.60 With 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Analyzing Chinese Platform Power | 11

WeChat’s widespread adoption among the Chinese internet population, the CCP 
started a 26-city trial to replace traditional state-issued social security cards with 
digital versions tied to WeChat user accounts.61 To spur wide-scale adoption, the 
service can be used to register at hotels, purchase train tickets and board flights, 
apply for government services, and open bank accounts. Combined with China’s 
existing real name registration policy, it is nearly impossible to use utility apps such 
as WeChat anonymously. Thus, WeChat’s identification functionality ensured the 
app’s elevation to the status of a vital digital utility for nearly all Chinese citizens.62

Next to identification and financial services, digital platforms have made 
inroads into digitizing China’s legal processes. In 2015, the Supreme People’s Court 
of the People’s Republic of China recognized the use of WeChat messages as 
evidence for civil cases, and the admission of WeChat records without the need for 
notarization.63 Twelve provincial courts have tried out “mobile courts,” operated 
through the WeChat Mini Program, which includes technologies such as facial 
recognition, video conferencing, and digital signatures.64 In 2017, the City of Hang-
zhou—where Alibaba is headquartered—launched the first “Internet Court” with 
Alibaba playing a key design, engineering, and operational role. The court handles 
cases such as online purchases and disputes, online defamation, domain names, 
and copyright issues. The Alipay app serves as identity verification, and its e-com-
merce services—Taobao and T-Mall—provide transaction records as evidence. 
Alibaba Cloud services, then, provide data encryption, storage, and monitoring. 
In this case, the government not only benefits from the platform’s infrastructural 
affordances, but also draws on the company’s experience in adjudicating online 
disputes as Taobao has built in dispute resolution mechanisms. As of 2019, there are 
three “Internet Courts” located in Hangzhou, Beijing, and Guangzhou, collectively 
processing over 120,000 cases.65

All these instances of platformization are indicative of a sustained effort to 
seamlessly integrate platform infrastructures with legacy systems and social and 
civil practices. In their reflection on the emergence of a North American and 
European “Platform Society,” van Dijck et al. raise concerns about the blurring of 
the public and the private, and the integration of platform services in sectors such 
as news, education, urban transportation, and health care.66 Already, the level of 
integration of Chinese platform infrastructures with civil institutions and utilities 
has reached a level far beyond the legal and normative abilities of Facebook, Google, 
and Amazon. The Chinese Platform Society is a fait accompli—at least considering 
the roadmaps provided by the state. In 2017, the State Council issued the Next 
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Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan, in which the government 
handpicked four domestic tech companies to co-develop artificial intelligence 
open innovation platforms: Baidu for self-driving cars, Alibaba for smart cities, 
Tencent for medical imaging, and iFlyTek for voice recognition. The four-company 
national AI team was later upgraded to fifteen, to further advance and integrate 
the development of AI in finance, education, health care, and “smart homes.”67

The Financialization of the Platform Economy

Next to infrastructural power, China-based platform companies leverage access 
to finance capital to shape market conditions, such as market entry, pricing, and 
above all, corporate ownership. Since their launch, the BAT platforms benefited 
from access to foreign investment capital: Baidu received investments from Draper 
Fisher Jurvetson ePlanet Ventures, Peninsula Capital, Integrity Partners, and Google; 
Tencent received investment from IDG Capital and Pacific Century Cyberworks, 
as well as the South African media giant Naspers; Alibaba turned to financing by 
Yahoo! and SoftBank.68 The decision to raise funds through public offerings further 
planted these digital platforms tightly into global circuits of capital and subjected 
them to the regulatory frameworks of foreign stock exchanges. Meanwhile, bearing 
much resemblance to their Silicon Valley counterparts, the BAT platforms feature 
centralized ownership control by its founders. Baidu’s CEO Yanhong Li is the 
company’s largest shareholder, owning 16.4 percent of shares through his Handsome 
Reward Limited company based in the British Virgin Islands. Ma Huateng is the 
largest shareholder of Tencent, owning 8.58 percent of its shares. Lastly, Alibaba has 
taken more of a partnership approach, where the 38-member Alibaba Partnership, 
administered by a five-member partnership committee, retains the exclusive right 
to nominate and appoint a simple majority of their board of directors.69

Financialization strategies shift the role of companies from direct market 
participants to financiers, owners, and stakeholders in the platform economy. 
Similar to their infrastructural ambitions, growth and expansion strategies have 
both a domestic and global dimension, and share the same goal: to establish market 
dominance. This is most visible in the domestic setting, where the BAT companies 
acquired 75 percent of all successful start-up companies.70 Mergers and acquisitions 
are at a historical high, benefiting from debt financing and resulting in increasingly 
concentrated markets.71 Waves of consolidation have created conglomerates of an 
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unprecedented scale and scope; the market capitalization of the BAT trio takes up 
nearly 97 percent of the market capitalization of all publicly listed Chinese internet 
companies. Despite their size, there is a jarring disparity between profitability and 
market capitalization.72 As of 2019, Alibaba had a market capitalization of $567 
billion, approximately 48 times its net income of $11.95 billion, whereas Tencent’s 
market capitalization ($509 billion) was roughly 38 times its net income ($13.42 
billion).73 Comparatively, for Amazon this was 83 times, Alphabet 27 times, and 
Facebook 32 times.74

Because of their deep financial pockets, platform companies have become 
financiers, investors, and stakeholders in the domestic economy. In 2017, under 
the Internet Plus initiative and in an effort to revitalize the state-owned tele-
communication operator China Unicom, BAT injected $11.7 billion in capital.75 
In 2019, Alibaba poured $8.7 billion of investments into the state-owned mobile 
communication infrastructure company China Tower Corp.76 These investments 
mark unprecedented steps by the CCP as it permits private platforms to finance 
state-owned enterprises in a push to reform legacy ownership structures.

The financial strategies and business models of leading platform companies 
have steered towards traditional capitalist market imperatives, such as maintaining 
stock valuations and maximizing shareholder value.77 To spur financial growth, BAT 
have all set up venture capital (VC) units to fund technology start-ups.78 VCs help 
Chinese internet companies to stay afloat in turbulent markets, fend off competition 
through acquisition, and serve as lucrative revenue streams whenever any portfolio 
company goes public. In 2017, Baidu established Baidu Venture, which focuses on 
artificial intelligence, one of the core technologies the platform is pursuing. In 2018, 
its venture fund was one of the world’s most active investors in AI when counting 
the number of deals. Arguably, Tencent has been the most aggressive investor, where 
the platform devises investment as one of the key strategies for growth. In 2018, 
Tencent initiated an organizational shakeup and stepped up its investments in the 
media industries and information and communication technologies.79 After decades 
of having no presence in the game industry, Tencent has become the number one 
game publisher in the world in a matter of years, predominantly through strategic 
investments and acquisitions.80

Table 2 indicates the rise of investment income in Tencent’s and Alibaba’s total 
revenue. Notably, in 2016, Alibaba’s interest and investment income rose to RMB 
52,254 million, and this was due to the deconsolidation of two entities: Alibaba 
Pictures and Alibaba Health. Tencent, on the other hand, has profited from the 
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initial public offering (IPO) of two of its subsidiaries: China Literature in 2017 and 
Tencent Music in 2018. After a decade of receiving foreign investments, Chinese 
platform companies reached a level of capitalization that allows them to deploy 
financialization as a growth strategy.

Overall, the financialization of Chinese platforms simultaneously bears 
similarities and historical specificities. On the one hand, financialization, as a 
historical transformation of capitalism, is marked by an increase in profit making 
constituting the spheres of circulation and finance.81 Chinese digital platforms, 
being deeply plugged into global circuits and networks of finance through fund-
raising, investment, and corporate management, are leveraging financialization 
to sustain profitability, stock valuation, and market capitalization. The financial 
power wielded by the BAT platforms far surpasses other smaller and middle-sized 

TABLE 2. Income from Investment for Tencent and Alibaba

YEAR

TENCENT ALIBABA

Other Gains, net (rMB, 
MilliOns)

OperatinG prOfit (rMB, 
MilliOns)

interest and investMent 
incOMe, net (rMB, 
MilliOns)

incOMe frOM OperatiOns 
(rMB, MilliOns)

2007 69 1,635   

2008 6.9 3,246   

2009 –58.2 6,020.5   

2010 38.1 9,838.2   

2011 420.8 12,253.6   

2012 –284 15,479.4 258 5,015

2013 904 19,194 39 10,751

2014 2,759 30,542 1,648 24,920

2015 1,886 40,627 9,455 23,135

2016 3,594 5,117 52,254 29,102

2017 20,140 90,302 8,559 48,055

2018 16,714 97,648 30,495 69,314

2019 19,689 118,694 44,106 57,084

Source:   Author’s compilation of companies’ annual reports. Tencent is listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange in 2004 and Alibaba is 
primarily listed on the New York Stock Exchange since 2012; therefore there is a difference in financial accounting standard as reg-
ulated by each stock exchange. “Other Gains” denotes “changes in fair values of financial assets held for trading” and includes gains 
on financial instruments and financial assets, interest income, and government subsidies. For example, Tencent’s value gain from the 
IPO of Meituan Dianping was reported under this category. The spike in 2017 was a result of the IPO of companies Tencent invested 
in, such as Yixin, Netmarble, Sea, ZhongAn Insurance, and Sogou. Compared to operating profit, which increases steadily over the 
years, other gains fluctuate and feature more significantly as a revenue stream. Alibaba’s net Interest and Investment income consisted 
of interest income, gain or loss on deemed disposals, disposals and revaluation of long-term equity investments, and impairment of 
equity investments. Alibaba’s gains from the Cainiao Network, Koubei, and Alibaba Pictures are also recognized in this category.
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platform companies in China. This amounts to not only higher barriers to market 
entry and increased competition, but also decidedly different abilities to generate 
continuous profit and manage risks. On the other hand, as scholars have shown, 
financialization proceeds in China in a pragmatic manner: undergirded with 
datafication processes to advance authoritarian social governance, the Chinese state 
manages financialization to achieve its developmental goals.82 For digital platforms 
in particular, the financialization process is driven both by capitalist imperatives 
and neoliberal state policies, namely, the promotion of the “share economy,” which 
masks issues of equal participation and revenue distribution under rosy ideas 
of openness, harmony, and green consumption.83 Moreover, the call to advance 
“inclusive finance,” which led to the siphoning off of individual savings into 
private platform companies, further looped non-financial actors and household 
savings into the financialization process. In this regard, the financialization of 
Chinese digital platforms is indeed the co-creation of the state and capitalist 
digital platforms.

Platform innovation in China echoes the dyadic tension between disruption 
and structure: On the one hand, financial innovation serves to reinforce platform 
owners’ market dominance and helps maintain social stability and enhances 
the Party’s legitimacy. On the other hand, innovation led by private platform 
companies is disruptive to the socialist principles upheld by the Party, as rampant 
pursuit of profit has resulted in labor precarity, degradation of consumer welfare, 
monopolistic competition, and the hollowing out of corporate social responsi-
bilities.84 These negative externalities alerted the Chinese state to improve its 
attitude and approach to platform expansion and competition.85 For example, 
the People’s Daily publicly called out and reprimanded platform executives for 
“excessive” commercialization of online services, and called upon them to aim 
higher, i.e., focusing on technological innovation instead of short-term profits.86 
In these instances, the Chinese state not only views innovation as a solution to 
social ills and a means to nation building, but explicitly signals which types of 
innovation are permissible and desirable.

Geopolitical Platform Ecosystems

In late 2019, Alibaba filed for a secondary listing on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange 
(HKSE). This listing is meant to help reduce Alibaba’s reliance on the US stock 
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market to access capital, as well as to ensure continuity in trading its stock in 
lieu of the worsening of US-China trade relationships. This decision proved to 
be prescient. In May 2020, the US Senate, with rare bipartisan support, approved 
legislation that forces Chinese companies to be more transparent in their financial 
reporting or face delisting from US stock exchanges.87 Shortly after, China-based 
online gaming company NetEase and e-commerce platform JD pursued secondary 
listings on the HKSE.

The financial fallout of foreign laws specifically targeting Chinese platform 
companies could be significant as it would constrain their ability to raise capital. 
That said, on a financial level, the political economy of Chinese digital platforms 
is deeply integrated with global networks of investors, management, and capital.88 
Table 3 shows the degree to which both US-based and China-based platform 
companies are financed by similar groups of institutional investors. Not only are 

TABLE 3. Common Institutional Investors in Chinese Platforms vs. GAFAM
INSTITUTIONAL INVESTOR INVESTMENT IN CHINESE PLATFORMS INVESTMENT IN GAFAM

SoftBank (Japan) Alibaba  

Orbis Investment (South Africa) NetEase, Sohu  

Baillie Gifford (UK) Baidu, Tencent, Alibaba Facebook, Microsoft, Alphabet, 
Amazon

T. Rowe Price (US) Baidu, Sina Facebook, Microsoft, Alphabet, 
Amazon

Schroder Investment 
Management (UK)

Sina Facebook, Microsoft

BlackRock (US) Sina, Alibaba, Tencent, Baidu Facebook, Microsoft, Alphabet, 
Apple, Amazon

Macquaire Group (Australia) Sohu Facebook

Renaissance Technology (US) Sohu Facebook

JPMorgan Chase (US) Tencent Facebook, Microsoft, Alphabet

Hillhouse Capital (China) iQiyi, Alibaba, JD, Sohu Facebook, Apple, Amazon

Sequoia Funds (US) Pinduoduo, JD, Sina, iQiyi, 
Alibaba

Alphabet, Facebook, Amazon

Lazard Asset Management 
(US)

Baidu Facebook, Microsoft, Alphabet, 
Amazon, Apple

Vanguard Group (US) Alibaba, Baidu Apple, Microsoft, Alphabet, 
Amazon, Facebook

State Street (US) Baidu Apple, Microsoft, Amazon, 
Alphabet
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Chinese and US platform companies owned by similar institutional investors, as Lee 
notes, these institutional investors, in turn, also own each other.89 For example, T. 
Rowe Price is owned by Vanguard, BlackRock, and State Street, whereas BlackRock 
is owned by Vanguard and State Street. These complex and deeply interlocking 
relationships not only reinforce financial hegemony by institutionalizing power 
through ownership and reinforcing an elite managerial class,90 they also showcase 
the interconnectedness of Chinese platform companies with global finance 
networks. Such political economy arrangements challenge the multipolarity of 
platform innovation, because they deepen and expand US–China alliances as well 
as the reach of capitalism and financialization.

The capitalist characteristics of Chinese platform companies position them as 
both collaborators and competitors with their US counterparts. Next to financial al-
liances there is infrastructural integration across platform ecosystems: WeChat and 
TikTok can be downloaded in global app stores, and citizens across North America 
and Europe are keen to order goods straight from Alibaba’s e-commerce platform in 
China. The level of state control over the BAT platforms may be unchallenged and 
virtually unmatched, which sets China-based companies apart from the majority 
of their counterparts. At the same time, the integration of financial markets and 
“interplatform” infrastructures complicates the national identities of China-based 
tech companies.91 It becomes increasingly difficult to pinpoint a clear association 
between their domestic origins and corporate behaviors.92

“If We Don’t, China Will”

The pursuit of profit has increased competition and consolidation among Chinese 
and US digital markets. Fueled by two diametrically opposed political systems, 
shared concerns about national data sovereignty, and a competitive playing field, 
a geopolitical clash between both platform ecosystems seems all but inevitable. 
In September 2020, citing threats to national security, the US Department of 
Commerce banned WeChat and TikTok and ordered TikTok to delete all user data 
generated in the United States and further divestiture of its US operation.

With the world’s largest internet economies, US and Chinese internet companies 
share the goal of devouring competition and expanding their global dominance. 
While as of yet, China-based internet companies lag behind in depth and breadth 
of their global offerings compared to their US counterparts, they are increasingly 
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active as investors in both start-ups and incumbent enterprises.93 Acquisition of 
start-up companies has always been Google’s central strategy to increase market 
share beyond its primary business divisions (i.e., search and advertising), as 
evidenced by acquisitions of Keyhole (which later became Google Earth) in 2004, 
Android (2005), YouTube (2006), DoubleClick (2007), and many others.94 As Google 
restructured to become a subsidiary of Alphabet, its financialization strategies 
became even more apparent by way of the establishment of three investing funds: 
GV (formerly Google Ventures), CapitalG, and Gradient Ventures. In 2017, these 
funds closed 103 deals, making Alphabet the most prolific corporate investor of the 
year. Then again, in the same year Tencent Holdings trailed Alphabet’s shopping 
spree only slightly with 72 deals.95

Despite geopolitical tensions, US and Chinese funds have co-invested in 
a number of e- businesses focusing particularly on emerging Southeast Asian 
markets. In 2016, Google launched a multiyear e-Conomy SEA project together with 
Singapore sovereignty fund Temasek. Its goals are to make inroads into the region’s 
blooming internet economy by investing in online travel, (digital) media, ride 
hailing, and e-commerce.96 Under the auspices of the CCP’s policy of “going out,” 
Chinese digital platforms and investors started to gradually match efforts similar to 
the e-Conomy project. As a result, two axes of platform power mixing US/Chinese 

FIGURE 1. Chinese and US platforms in Southeast Asia
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companies have emerged in the Southeast Asian market: Google-Tencent-JD.com 
and Amazon-Alibaba.

Through interlocking investments, shareholding agreements, and cross-ap-
pointments of board directors, Alphabet is partnered with JD.com, Tencent, and 
ByteDance to compete against Amazon. A Tencent board member is cross-ap-
pointed on the board of the Singaporean e-commerce company Shopee. These ties 
go beyond the financial level as they include deep infrastructural integrations. For 
example, Alibaba’s Cloud services host Tokopedia and Lazada e-commerce services. 
Through investments in Chinese platform companies, Alphabet is able to take 
advantage of their cultural proximity to Southeast Asian markets and indirectly 
compete against its rival Amazon.

Just as Alphabet and Amazon both compete and cooperate, so do US platforms 
oscillate between institutional integration and clamoring for state support. The US-
China fragmentation manifests itself through strategic and political mobilization 
of discourses around fundamental values, national sovereignty, and security.97 US 
executives have a grab bag of discursive tools at their disposal to scare lawmakers 
into drafting “America First”–inspired legislation. There is the “we have to be big in 
order to beat China” trope to justify the growing market dominance of Amazon and 
Google. Pointing to China’s ability to puncture holes in the United States’ global data 
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and market hegemony, Google engineering director Hartmus Neven stated: “We are 
indeed most worried (about) an unknown competitor out of China to beat us in 
the race to (such a) machine because China as a society just has the ability to steer 
enormous resources in the directions that are deemed strategically important.”98 
This rhetorical approach falls into the “if we don’t, China will” frame. In an attempt 
to fence off domestic regulatory scrutiny, Facebook’s expansion into fintech and 
its investments in cryptocurrency venture Libra used this frame to great effect. In 
a 2019 hearing before the US House of Representatives, Facebook executive David 
Marcus argued: “I believe that if America does not lead innovation in the digital 
currency and payments areas, others will. If we fail to act, we could soon see a 
digital currency controlled by others whose values are dramatically different.”99

Together with peddling the “threat of China” frame, reviewing Chinese invest-
ments, and the ongoing delisting and homecoming of Chinese companies from US 
stock exchanges, China mania has turned into China phobia. However, our chapter 
recognizes the multifaceted operationalization of platform power, which involves 
taking stock of platform histories, geographies, interlocking relationships, networks, 
and a complex global political economy.100 This perspective is an important first 
step to get out of the binary thinking when considering China’s rise as a global 
digital power and how it competes globally, particularly with the United States.101 
Our analysis shows that even though Chinese platforms harness the world’s largest 
domestic user base, its global reach is still relatively limited. Indigenous innovation 
does not seem to be as globally exportable as the platforms and apps coming out 
of Silicon Valley.102 As we noted, fueled by the COVID 19 crisis, platform capitalism 
“with Chinese characteristics” has started to face serious US political headwinds. 
Meanwhile, although the Chinese state closely streamlines its policy and develop-
mental goals with the business expansion of Chinese platforms, it does not mean 
that they are commercially viable, nor that the platforms are always inherently 
acting as state proxies. Conversely, apart from innovative technology and a sizable 
domestic market, it is the unprecedented financial and infrastructural power of 
Chinese platforms that propels their ecosystems forward. The ability to attract 
finance capital or subsidize loss-making, long-term infrastructural investments 
with profit-making businesses can crowd out market competition. Thus, capital 
transcends national boundaries and brings US and Chinese platforms together as 
strange bedfellows to collectively devour emerging markets outside their home 
bases.
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Neoliberal Business-as-Usual 
or Post-Surveillance Capitalism 
with European Characteristics?
The EU’s General Data Protection Regulation in a Multipolar Internet

Angela Daly

Since the 2008–2009 Global Financial Crisis the tenets of neoclassical 
economic theory and its application through neoliberalism have come 
into question. Here, I understand neoliberal capitalism as “a programme 
of resolving problems of, and developing, human society by means of 

competitive markets.”1 In particular, there has been a move away from the idea of 
“light touch” non-interventionalist regulatory approaches in Western economies, 
including the European Union (EU) and increasingly also the United States—a 
process that may be accelerated by the current COVID-19 pandemic and its fallout.2 
In addition, the Snowden revelations of US-driven global digital surveillance 
prompted law and policy changes in various jurisdictions, including the EU, to 
counter privacy infringements by both state and corporate actors. Such changes 
prompt an attempt at legal innovation in the wake of technological communication 
innovation and the emergence of new business models revolving around the 
exploitation of user data. Moreover, these changes take place against a backdrop 
of an increasingly multipolar world, including in matters of internet governance, 
where the United States’ hegemony is weakening and the EU and BRICS, notably 
China with its vast and increasingly globalized internet and digital technologies 
industry, emerge as powerful actors, including in the internet sphere. Indeed, the 
aftermath of COVID-19 may well see a strengthened position internationally for 
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China as one half of a bipolar order with the United States.3 The Chinese internet 
industry brings problems of its own with a surveillance-industrial complex over-
seen by the Chinese government in its Social Credit System—one of many ways 
in which Chinese internet companies provide surveillance infrastructure to the 
authoritarian-capitalist Chinese state.4

One major event with international impact for the EU is the updating of its 
data protection legislation, with the introduction of the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) in 2016. The GDPR is widely believed to be the international 
“gold standard” in privacy and data protection standards, holding actors in the 
digital economy to account for their (ab)use of personal data and thereby empow-
ering users by seemingly placing some limitations on unfettered digital capitalism 
and surveillance.5 Can we understand the GDPR developments as an attempt by 
the EU to forge a different political economy of digital technology to neoliberal 
capitalism from the United States and state-led authoritarian capitalism in China, 
whereby large companies from both locations are constrained in their actions and 
EU citizens’ rights upheld? Or can these developments be seen through another 
lens, that of varieties of capitalism, whereby the European Union, in the context 
of growing geopolitical multipolarity, is leveraging its large and attractive market 
to become a “regulatory superpower” producing legal innovations after having 
lost the battle to become a communication innovation superpower to the United 
States and China?6

This question evokes the notion of the “Brussels Effect”: the EU’s “unilateral 
power to regulate global markets” by “externaliz[ing] its laws and regulations outside 
its borders through market mechanisms.”7 While this Brussels Effect was originally 
more incidental to the EU’s internal goals (e.g., establishing the EU Single Market), in 
recent years, the EU is increasingly conscious of the extraterritorial reach, whether 
de facto or de jure, of its regulatory activities. In embracing this extraterritorial 
reach, the EU may be pursuing objectives including securing the competitiveness 
of EU industry, obtaining “greater legitimacy for its rules,” and the expansion of 
“EU’s soft power and validating its regulatory agenda, both at home and abroad.”8

From here, I provide background to the GDPR case study. First, I explain EU 
internet regulation, and more generally the EU’s interactions with neoliberalism 
in its regulatory and governance activities, before moving on to a consideration of 
the Snowden revelations and their impact on internet regulation, innovation, and 
privacy. I present the emerging geopolitics of internet governance before I examine 
and analyze the GDPR itself.
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The GDPR exposes the nature of contemporary EU internet regulation as a con-
tested and hybrid site, containing both capitalist impulses and overtures to protect 
individuals’ privacy and data. Yet protecting privacy and data is diminished to the 
extent that the GDPR facilitates significant data gathering and use, and seems to 
have the effect in practice of consolidating US tech giant Google’s corporate power. 
Thus, the GDPR seems more an example of EU regulatory capitalism, “constraining 
and encouraging the spread of neoliberal norms,”9 rather than a legally innovative 
step on the path towards digital postcapitalism.10 Nevertheless, the extraterritorial 
reach of the GDPR makes it an example of the Brussels Effect and contributes 
to shoring up the EU’s regulatory power in a multipolar internet by proactively 
setting de facto standards in data protection. In this way, the EU “remains relevant 
as a global economic power” through its legal innovation, rather than through its 
technological innovation like the United States and China.11 Despite the fact that 
this technological innovation may come from US and Chinese Big Tech companies, 
the GDPR may also trigger more privacy-friendly innovation through its human 
rights and social goals aspects. Yet this privacy-friendly innovation triggered by 
the GDPR may not undermine the power of US and Chinese Big Tech firms and 
may instead give rise to a more limited or moderate form of surveillance capitalism 
practiced in the EU.

EU Internet Regulation and Neoliberalism

The internet’s historical origins are in the United States, although collaborations 
commenced with researchers in other parts of the world, including Europe, early 
in its development. Regulatory and policy activity only properly commenced in the 
1990s, when the internet started to become publicly available. During this decade 
there was limited EU regulatory and policy activity in this sphere: according to 
Feeley, the EU’s objective was “to protect society and create an equitable internet 
environment.”12 Avoiding fragmentation of the EU’s Single Market has been, at least 
rhetorically, a common theme justifying the EU’s forays into internet regulation and 
policymaking from the 1990s onwards.13

Since the late 1990s, industry self-regulation emerged as another tool of EU 
internet regulation and policymaking. This may have mirrored the (at the time) 
hegemonic and capitalist US approach and may also have aimed at facilitating EU 
industry’s commercial entry into the emerging internet markets.14 Christou and 
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Simpson point to the internet’s US origins in a self-regulatory environment and 
the prevailing discourse of neoliberal globalization as influencing EU internet 
regulation.15 More recently, the EU has exhibited a public/private cooperation 
approach to global internet governance and regulation.16 Marsden has characterized 
this as “co-regulation” whereby “the regulatory regime is made up of a complex 
interaction of general legislation and a self-regulatory body,” with the state actor 
often delegating a large measure of responsibility for making and applying rules 
to the particular industry sector, as can be seen in content regulation and domain 
name governance.17

The EU pursues different objectives and approaches in its contemporary 
internet regulation, displaying, according to Halpin and Simpson, “a ‘mixed mode’ 
of governance combining, on the one hand, acceptance of the neo-liberal model 
of self-regulation with, on the other, a distinctly more interventionist ‘hands on’ 
policy with specific commercial and social goals in mind.”18

Halpin and Simpson point to the neoliberal policy agenda dominating the EU’s 
approach to the internet but not completely subsuming it, as the EU’s approach 
also embraces social goals. Key features of neoliberalism pertinent to telecommu-
nications and internet regulation are the privatization of previously state-owned 
utilities, the liberalization of markets, and deregulation/regulatory forbearance.19 
Some implementations of EU internet regulation involve co-regulation between 
government and industry, and other implementations involve a self-regulatory 
approach by industry, which is more in line with neoliberal norms.20

In 2008–2009, a major financial crisis hit the global economy, which originated 
in the United States, with significant impact felt in the EU. It has been termed 
“a systemic crisis of neoliberal capitalism” since it was caused by features of the 
neoliberal system such as deregulation of business (especially finance) leading 
to growing inequality, financial speculation, and asset bubbles.21 The 2008–2009 
financial crisis challenged previously prevailing hegemonic thought, especially in 
Western countries, on neoliberal capitalism being the best or even a good political 
economic system. In particular, the crisis challenged privatized liberal markets and 
deregulation as desirable or optimal policy approaches to economic governance, 
opening up possibilities for other political economy theories to guide regulation and 
policy. Such possibilities encompass, for instance, regulation and policy that initiate 
a post-globalization trend by strengthening state power over surveillance-cap-
italist markets or that stimulate a “postcapitalist” orientation of technological 
development altogether. The development of information technologies may serve 
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as a further impetus to moving beyond (neoliberal) capitalism to a postcapitalist 
world where digitization and automation could perform labor, diminishing the 
need for work and thereby undermining the tenets and assumptions of neoliberal 
capitalism.22 However, postcapitalism will not inevitably flow from digitization 
and automation, and a number of intervening transformations in technological, 
social, and economic practices are needed for digital technologies to eventuate in 
such a future.23

In fact, in the intervening years the EU has not instigated a major change in 
policy direction, and instead imposed austerity policies—a neoliberal instrument.24 
Furthermore, many of the benefits of digital technologies have not been shared 
widely in accordance with a postcapitalist economy and instead have been captured 
by large companies and rich individuals in an increasingly “platform capitalist” 
economy.25 This seems to be intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic as digital 
technology companies benefit from the increase in remote online activity and 
app-based delivery services.26

Despite the potential inherent in material conditions and technology for a 
different approach, the EU’s internet regulation post-crisis represents a continuity 
with its previous approach identified by Halpin and Simpson, with elements of 
neoliberalism interspersed with other social and economic goals.27 An example is 
the net neutrality regulation introduced in 2015, which, according to Robin-Olivier, 
“illustrates the entanglement of fundamental freedoms (freedom of speech, free-
dom of information and pluralism), economic rights and interests, and democratic 
values.”28

Snowden Revelations, Online Surveillance, and the Social Credit System

The Snowden revelations in 2013 were a major event for internet governance 
internationally. Edward Snowden, a former US National Security Agency (NSA) 
employee and then contractor, revealed that the NSA and its partners in the “Five 
Eyes” (FVEY) surveillance partnership (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the 
United Kingdom) had engaged in secretive mass surveillance and data-gathering 
operations including through co-option of large US-based internet companies 
such as Google and Yahoo.29 It remains unclear to what extent these companies 
voluntarily cooperated with the US authorities or were hacked. However, their large 
physical and virtual infrastructures provide key aspects of the internet experience 
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for users worldwide. In doing so, these companies collect large amounts of data 
through their products and services. Indeed, for many companies, notably Google, 
this huge data collection is a key element of their business models.30 Overall, this 
preexisting infrastructure proved highly attractive to the US NSA surveillance 
apparatus. At the time, due to the internet’s history and origins in that country, the 
United States was a key conduit for global internet flows. Large amounts of data 
and information passed through US-based infrastructure, coupled with a global 
policy of “internet freedom” to promote US state power and ensure markets were 
open to its companies.31

This data gathering by US-originating multinational internet companies such 
as Google proved convenient to state security forces in the United States and 
partner countries. However, this corporate data gathering is motivated principally 
by economic rationales; the gathering, processing, and analysis of data is a key 
aspect of these companies’ business models, especially when their services are 
“free” in the sense of bearing no monetary cost to internet users. Thus, surveillance 
of user activities is initially carried out for economic purposes, and constitutes 
what Zuboff has termed “surveillance capitalism.”32 Yet this user surveillance also 
proves highly convenient to nation-states, which encourages them to engage in an 
“invisible handshake” with these companies.33 There has been limited regulation 
of these companies’ practices, which reflects neoliberal “light touch” regulatory 
ideology cautioning against “interference” with private companies’ activities and 
the convenience of these data stocks for government security apparatuses.34

The 2018 Cambridge Analytica scandal represents a further key development in 
this area. Cambridge Analytica and its associates had been harvesting individuals’ 
data from their Facebook profiles since 2013 without their clear knowledge and 
consent. This data was fed into political campaign advertising microtargeted at in-
dividuals for Cambridge Analytica’s clients. While infringements of data protection 
law were identified,35 the damage is done inasmuch as the data has already been 
created, used, and analyzed—which may have influenced the outcome of major 
political events in the West such as the 2016 US presidential election and the UK’s 
2016 referendum on EU membership.36

Aho and Duffield characterize the EU’s GDPR as a “reactive response” to 
this (US-driven) surveillance capitalism, which can be contrasted with China’s 
“proactive response” in the form of its Social Credit System (SCS), whereby China 
“embraces” surveillance capitalist “logics for further state use.”37 The SCS operates by 
assigning credit scores to both companies and individuals within China, analyzed 
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by algorithms “operationally managed by central government authority,” allowing 
the state to incentivize “good” behaviors and punish “bad” behaviors through “an 
operationally managed system of tailored rewards and punishments.”38 In doing 
so, the SCS collects enormous amounts of data about individuals and companies, 
including from digital and internet companies, to facilitate the Chinese authoritar-
ian-capitalist state’s achievement of social and economic control.39 The SCS comes 
against the backdrop of increasing surveillance and censorship of the Chinese 
internet since President Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, which is particularly acute 
in Xinjiang as part of the Chinese government’s severe repression of the Uyghurs 
and other minority groups there.40

In the West, China, and elsewhere, internet users face problems in protecting 
their digital rights such as privacy and avoiding chilling effects on their free 
expression in the West,41 or outright censorship in China.42 Users’ digital rights are 
at risk from this “invisible handshake” of large companies and governments—or 
in the case of China, a much more visible and overt handshake—whose interests 
lie in perpetuating the generation and use of such data. Due to the size of large 
internet companies, the crucial physical and virtual infrastructure they provide, 
and the data they collect, they are in very powerful positions to manipulate our 
communications in both sociopolitical and economic ways. In a neoliberal setting, 
these companies may face limited oversight by governments, which also benefit 
from the data that is gathered.43 In China’s authoritarian capitalist setting, there 
is also an incentive for more data to be gathered about users by companies and 
public agencies that serves the state’s SCS objectives.44

Geopolitics of the Internet

The aforementioned Snowden revelations and a realization that the United States’ 
central place in the internet infrastructure of the 2010s—including through 
private companies headquartered in its territory—facilitated its disproportionate 
dominance and ability to surveil and gather data, prompted reactions from other 
countries. Specific examples of the NSA and partners spying on heads of state 
heightened some countries’ reactions. One such example is that of Brazil, whose 
president at the time, Dilma Rousseff, was victim to FVEY spying on her mobile 
phone.45 The macro and micro fallout of the Snowden revelations in Brazil led to 
the Netmundial conference, which sought to decentralize internet governance 
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from the US/Global North, and to establish the Marco Civil “Internet Bill of Rights” 
domestically.46 Internal political events in Brazil disrupted these activities, whereby 
Rousseff was impeached, and the governments since then have not continued this 
work.47

While political events ultimately arrested the Brazilian trajectory, the move 
towards internet and digital sovereignty by nation-states, especially but not 
exclusively large non-Western geopolitical players, has continued apace.48 An 
attempt to relocate internet governance from the (Western) multistakeholder model 
to the multilateral United Nations system, specifically within the International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU), occurred in 2012, led by China and Russia, 
yet it was successfully opposed by countries including the United States and EU 
member states.49

Russia and China have moved toward their own visions of internet and data 
sovereignty in the intervening years.50 They have adopted various measures to “na-
tionalize” their internets, which not only facilitate political control over the medium 
but may also stimulate their own internet economies.51 This has particularly been 
the case for China. For some time, even preceding the Snowden revelations, China 
has been nurturing its own national internet political economy, through economic 
stimulation for equipment manufacturing, the creation of virtual products and 
services, and the (partial) exclusion of some US Big Tech firms, notably Google and 
Facebook, which did not agree to comply with Great Firewall and other censorship 
restrictions.52

China now has an internet ecosystem parallel to the West’s, with its own tech 
giants “BAT” (Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent) dominating it in a similar way to “GAFA” 
(Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon) in the West/rest. The Chinese internet infra-
structure also facilitates the creation of the SCS, itself an aforementioned “proactive 
response” to US surveillance capitalism.53 With the rise of breakthrough Chinese 
apps such as TikTok attracting a global user-base, the Chinese government’s Digital 
Belt and Road Initiative and Chinese hardware providers such as Huawei prompting 
a retreat to economic nationalism in the United States (continuing under the Biden 
administration)54 and possibly Western Europe as well, the Chinese internet is 
globalizing.55 As discussed by Jia and Nieborg earlier in this volume, the Chinese 
internet and its corporate players may challenge—to some extent at least—the US/
Western political and economic dominance of the medium—although Chinese 
competition may not present a challenge to the capitalist underpinning of the 
internet’s political economy.56
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The EU itself occupies a complex position as an important geopolitical player 
in the form of the world’s largest trading bloc, albeit one that is not always unified 
or effective politically.57 It has an overall capitalist character, albeit one with more 
social democracy than the United States, but the balance struck differs depending 
on the specific member state.58 Relations with the United States have been cordial 
in the post-WW2 period, heightened in the post-Soviet period where more countries 
came within the West’s orbit, some of which became EU and NATO member states.59 
Some EU member states have had particularly close relations with the United States, 
including on data and surveillance matters. The UK (which has only just left the 
EU at the time of writing) is a close partner of the US surveillance authorities in 
the FVEY alliance, while other EU members have been in a second or third tier of 
partnerships.60 However, individuals in the EU have also been targets of surveillance 
activities, including heads of state such as German Chancellor Angela Merkel.61

The fallout from the Snowden revelations in (continental) Europe did result in 
some discussions about Europeanizing internet infrastructures, such as building a 
European “backbone” (to ensure that communications from a European source to 
a European destination remain in European networks and do not have to be routed 
through the United States) and creating a “European cloud.”62 Despite attempts to 
stimulate the European tech economy, the EU has not seen the creation of true 
competitors to US-based GAFA such as in China.63 Indeed the EU market remains 
fully open to these US companies, which contrasts with the situation in Russia 
and China, for instance. The Latin alphabet and shared cultural norms may also 
facilitate the presence of US companies in the EU market, more so than in the 
Chinese or Russian markets. Of the BRICS, Brazilian, Indian, and South African 
internet markets are also characterized by the presence/dominance of these large 
US-based companies—but also increasingly Chinese-based internet companies.64

With the development of artificial intelligence (AI) (digital technology that uses 
digital data and may be internet-connected) the EU is also widely viewed as trailing 
the world leaders of research and development, the United States and China.65 
Nevertheless, the EU has itself begun to use the language of “sovereignty” in digital 
policy.66 A notable example is the 2020 European Commission Communication 
“Shaping Europe’s Digital Future.”67 This asserts that the EU must “create the right 
conditions . . . to develop and deploy its own key capacities, thereby reducing our 
dependency on other parts of the globe for the most crucial technologies,” while at 
the same time the EU must remain open to players from other parts of the world 
willing to abide by EU rules and standards.68
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So, while the EU does not have its own dominant internet industry and instead 
is a market open to the United States and increasingly China and their companies, 
the EU seems to be taking on a leading role in regulating and governing internet 
companies operating in its territory, especially in the wake of the Snowden revela-
tions. On issues of privacy and data protection, and on curbing the economic power 
of large internet companies, the EU has taken active steps to further what could be 
seen as progressive positions vis-à-vis the power of large internet companies—a 
possible “post-globalization” trend in nation-states being willing to regulate global 
companies in digital markets.69 Accordingly, the GDPR forms a case study to test 
the question of whether the EU is adopting a post-surveillance capitalism approach 
through its regulatory activity, or whether it is “business as usual” for the EU’s model 
of regulatory capitalism.

The EU’s General Data Protection Regulation

The EU has emerged as the global leader on privacy and data protection standards, 
especially with the implementation of its General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) in 2018. Since the coming into force of the EU’s Charter of Fundamental 
Rights in 2009, privacy and data protection each have the status of fundamental 
“constitutional” right.

The situation in the EU contrasts to varying extents with other large geopo-
litical players. The United States notably has no comprehensive federal-level data 
protection legislation, nor a full constitutional right to privacy. India at the time of 
writing has no data protection law, although the Indian Parliament is considering 
a bill.70 There is no explicit right to privacy in the Indian Constitution, but its 
Supreme Court did find an implicit right in a 2017 case.71 China has an emerging 
yet hitherto piecemeal law of data protection.72 It released comprehensive draft 
legislation on data protection in late 2020 that reflects some—but not all—aspects 
of the GDPR.73 There is also significant skepticism about the efficacy of China’s data 
protection framework, especially as regards government use of data and forms of 
data protection that may impede economic development.74 Brazil has recently 
adopted its own General Data Protection Law (Lei Geral de Proteção de Dados or 
LGPD), modeled on the GDPR, due to come into force in January 2021.75 In Russia 
there is the “traditional repertoire of legal protections for the confidentiality of 
private communications and ‘private life’” along with data protection legislation, 
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but recent developments in internet sovereignty and data localization laws are 
increasingly viewed by citizens as “threats to individual privacy.”76 The South 
African Constitution recognizes explicitly the right to privacy, and the jurisdiction 
also has data protection legislation that came into force in 2020 and also reflects 
aspects of the GDPR.77 While these are differentiated approaches to data protec-
tion, the GDPR’s influence over developments in the BRICS is clear, demonstrating 
its extraterritorial reach.

In the post–Snowden revelations era, EU privacy and data protection laws 
have curtailed the surveillance capitalist practices of companies such as Google 
and of nation-states. There is an important “trilogy” of cases from the Court of 
Justice of the EU (CJEU) that seem to be a response to surveillance capitalism 
and the Snowden revelations: the invalidation of the Data Retention Directive in 
Digital Rights Ireland; the right-to-be-forgotten case against Google, Costeja; and 
the Schrems case invalidating the EU-US safe harbor agreement for personal data 
transfers.78 These cases predate the GDPR’s coming into force and demonstrate the 
importance that the CJEU attaches to privacy and data protection rights against 
the practices of both nation-states and (US) corporations.

The GDPR itself is a major reform to EU data protection legislation, which was 
finalized in 2016 and came into force in 2018. It repeals the previous legislation, 
the Data Protection Directive from 1995, and aims to update the rules for the 
current digital age. The GDPR includes a number of principles for the processing 
of personal data; the rights of “data subjects”; rules and obligations for data 
processors and controllers; rules for the transfer of data to “third countries” (i.e., 
non-EU member states); provisions relating to the supervisory authorities in 
each EU member state, and their cooperation and interaction with each other; 
and provisions on procedural rules. Some of these provisions existed already in 
the Data Protection Directive; some, such as the right to erasure, were previously 
established in CJEU case law; and some, such as the right to data portability, are 
new introductions.

The GDPR has an extraterritorial reach contained in its Article 3 on Territorial 
Scope (and Recital 24), by which some entities located outside of the EU processing 
the data of EU residents may have to adhere to the provisions (at least according 
to EU law). This appears to function as an “anti-circumvention mechanism” for 
entities based outside of the EU handling EU data, so that they cannot escape 
the GDPR.79 Furthermore, entities within the EU processing the data of non-EU 
citizens (and possibly non-EU residents) may also have to adhere to the law.
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Analysis

The GDPR is widely considered as the leading data protection legislation globally, 
something of a “gold standard,” as already mentioned. Many businesses have 
changed their practices since the GDPR came into force, whether or not they are 
based in the EU or exclusively handle EU residents’ data: for some it might be 
cost-effective to apply GDPR standards to all data they handle.80 Some non-EU 
jurisdictions have adopted or are considering GDPR-type protections in their own 
legislation, such as the Consumer Privacy Act 2018 in the US State of California81 
and Australia’s Consumer Data Right,82 along with the aforementioned example of 
Brazil—and to some extent China—modeling its own data protection legislation 
on the GDPR.

This “Brussels Effect” of the GDPR is not without controversy. There are no 
globally agreed standards of international law on data protection. Arora has 
critiqued the GDPR’s implicit “privacy universalism” in elevating a Western/Euro-
pean conception of privacy and data protection to that of a global standard that 
may not be appropriate or useful in Global South contexts with different cultures 
of privacy.83 Accordingly, even if well-intentioned, the GDPR as a de facto global 
standard “may inadvertently hinder the Global South’s digital participation and 
become a neocolonial entity instead.”84

The GDPR’s rules for transferring personal data out of the EU (through “adequacy 
decisions” under GDPR Article 45 and other mechanisms), requiring appropriate 
safeguards for the data transferred, are problematic aspects of the EU’s approach in 
an international context.85 The EU’s external trade policy reinforces this, whereby 
trade agreements concluded with non-EU “third” countries must be compatible 
with internal EU rules and policies, a stance that raises its own questions about 
the EU’s compatibility with international trade law.86 This extraterritorial reach of 
EU data protection standards “profoundly impacts suppliers of goods and services 
from outside the EU.”87 It also affects non-EU “third countries” themselves, including 
in their trade interactions and partnerships with other third countries. If such 
third countries agree to free cross-border data flows in another trade agreement, 
this may impact upon these third countries’ interactions with the EU and might 
preclude them from obtaining an “adequacy finding” for their data protection laws.88 
These measures reinforce EU data protection norms’ extraterritorial impact and 
are examples of their “Brussels Effect.” This departs from a neoliberal approach to 
deregulation of personal data, but imposes the EU’s view in the absence of a more 
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multilateral global response to the issue, thereby reinforcing the EU’s relevance 
as a global economic player in the context of technology governance via the legal 
innovation of the GDPR.

The GDPR’s political economy aspects and the extent to which it may stimulate 
a GDPR-compliant EU digital market remain understudied aspects of the legislation. 
This is despite the fact that EU data protection law has long had a hybrid nature in 
protecting the human right to privacy but also facilitating trade in personal data 
within the EU Single Market—objectives contained within Article 1 of the GDPR.89 
Accordingly, the GDPR is not an inherently anti-capitalist piece of legislation,90 
and there are tensions within the GDPR’s substance between these two objectives. 
However, there are also synergies between these objectives given that both reflect 
the Western/European liberal tradition in terms of both liberal humanism (human 
rights) and economic liberalism (trade in data).91 While aspects of the GDPR 
give individuals some control over their data, there are still various deficiencies 
and ambiguities.92 In many senses, the GDPR is ultimately permissive of various 
surveillance capitalist data-gathering and processing practices: it sets some bounds 
and restrictions on them but does not fundamentally alter the paradigm because 
of its objective of facilitating trade in personal data. The text of the GDPR itself 
is the product of a compromise between different interest groups including US 
Big Tech players, which heavily lobbied EU legislators and policymakers during 
its negotiation and formation.93 Furthermore, the GDPR entered into force in a 
scenario where pervasive data gathering and analysis exist, often conducted by 
transnational companies based in the United States or China.94

Given the path dependency arising from this scenario, it would have been noth-
ing short of revolutionary in all senses of the word if the GDPR had fundamentally 
disrupted this paradigm in both its substance and enforcement.95 This evidences the 
GDPR as a rather belated intervention arriving after the fact of data-driven innova-
tion, a key critical issue for innovation and technology governance acknowledged in 
the introduction to this volume. There are further aspects of the GDPR that suggest 
it does not represent a radical departure from the aforementioned previous EU 
internet regulation and governance approaches: Section 5 on Codes of Conduct 
and Certification evidences a co-regulatory approach whereby self-regulation by 
industry, particularly in the area of technical standardization, is combined with 
legal compliance overseen by public regulatory authorities.96

The GDPR’s political economic effects are beginning to receive some attention 
in the literature. Peukert et al. have noted that post-GDPR some firms switched 
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to using EU-based web technology providers.97 However, Peukert et al. have also 
noted the increase in US tech giant Google’s share in EU web technology markets 
since the GDPR came into force.98 Geradin et al. reinforce the idea of Google’s 
advantage from the GDPR, observing that the GDPR’s implementation, rather than 
negatively impacting Google’s dominance in the EU ad tech markets, has actually 
strengthened Google’s position, as smaller rivals have found it difficult and costly 
to implement the new rules and operate in accordance with the framework.99 
Furthermore, Geradin et al. point to a lack of enforcement, particularly from the 
Irish data protection authority (under whose supervision Google falls in the EU) 
of the GDPR vis-à-vis Google’s internal data practices, which has had a beneficial 
effect on Google’s business. This may dampen the GDPR’s effect in stimulating an 
EU digital market that could potentially then “export” its services to other parts 
of the world that have adopted similar laws following the GDPR’s Brussels Effect. 
Ironically, rather than giving European companies a competitive advantage, the 
GDPR seems to be consolidating the power of US tech giant Google.

Other business reactions to the GDPR demonstrate some interesting and 
unexpected consequences for users. Chinese tech giant WeChat (owned by Tencent) 
purports to apply GDPR standards for international users of the service—but 
not for Chinese users.100 This can be contrasted with Facebook, which no longer 
applies EU data protection law standards to its non-EU users outside the EU, the 
United States, and Canada. Prior to the GDPR’s coming into force, these Facebook 
users fell within the competence of Facebook’s Ireland office and were subject 
to Irish law, which incorporates EU laws such as the GDPR; now they are subject 
to the US terms and conditions, involving weaker privacy standards.101 Thus the 
position for Facebook’s non–North American, non-EU users is now worse in terms 
of their privacy protection than it was prior to the GDPR’s implementation and 
is also weaker than the data protection standards WeChat would apply to them. 
Withdrawing services from the EU is another business reaction to the GDPR: some 
US-based news publications have blocked EU-based users from accessing their 
websites rather than complying with the GDPR.102 Instead, users are redirected to 
a page stating that the publication is not available in the EU.

Thus the GDPR is an example of the Brussels Effect, operating as a legal innova-
tion exporting the EU’s soft power in the multipolar internet and maintaining the 
EU’s relevance as a global economic power, rather than improving the competitive-
ness of the EU’s own internet sector. However, there are unintended consequences 
of this for transnational Big Tech corporations, such as the reinforcement of Google’s 
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power within the EU, and an attempt by firms such as Facebook to stem the GDPR’s 
application to users beyond the EU, whereas Chinese-based WeChat claims to apply 
these standards to non-EU, non-Chinese users. Aspects of the GDPR’s substance 
exhibit desirable goals for privacy protection and other user interests, but ultimately 
the economic aspects of the GDPR are still grounded in a capitalist system and still 
permit data collection in many cases.

Conclusion

Does the GDPR demonstrate a genuine concern on the EU’s part with surveillance 
and neoliberal digital capitalism by protecting and promoting users’ privacy and 
data protection rights? Certainly, there are aspects of the GDPR that indeed do 
this. However, there are other aspects of the GDPR, which in their form and in 
their effect, facilitate capitalist markets and activities involving personal data, and 
defer some governance activities to the private sector. Thus, the GDPR accords 
with Halpin and Simpson’s description of EU internet regulation as “mixed mode” 
with neoliberal aspects and interventionalist aspects aimed at social goals, here 
preserving human rights, especially privacy.103 The GDPR is, in part, a form of 
“regulatory surveillance capitalism” that sets out a framework for, and some limits 
on, the collection of personal data but does not stop this, nor does it fundamentally 
challenge the datafied Big Tech status quo.

The GDPR as part of the EU’s data protection law and policy more generally may 
also pursue certain commercial goals in the context of an increasingly multipolar 
internet governance scenario, by “exporting” the EU model of data protection 
internationally via the Brussels Effect through the GDPR’s territorial reach and in EU 
trade policy. However, it seems this Brussels Effect is largely one that promotes the 
EU’s norms and soft power more than its own internet industry if Google’s continued 
and reinforced power in the EU is indicative of wider trends. The GDPR’s complex 
and conflicting aims and effects do not permit a simple determination or verdict on 
the law’s relationship with surveillance capitalism and the EU’s own digital industry. 
However, this complexity may point to the GDPR as an instrument of regulatory 
(surveillance) capitalism whereby there is some curbing of the excesses of Big Tech 
and datafication but the underlying political economy is largely left undisturbed.

Ultimately, the GDPR’s “proof” will be in its continued implementation and 
enforcement. However, the reinforcement of Google’s market position through 
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GDPR compliance demonstrates aspects of Birnhack and Elkin-Koren’s “invisible 
handshake” whereby regulation, including in the internet sphere, may benefit 
large players by excluding smaller players from the market due to the costs of 
compliance.104 Some (unintended) consequences of the GDPR may be a regulatory 
surveillance capitalist internet “with European characteristics,” these characteristics 
being better data protection compliance and oversight than in other parts of the 
world—yet, Big Tech, whether from the United States or China, still collects EU 
residents’ data, albeit in GDPR compliant ways.

In this sense, the GDPR fails to ignite postcapitalist and post-globalization 
trends alike. There may be a further reinforcement of (US) Big Tech in the COVID-
19 digital response, whereby Google and Apple are positioning their smartphone 
tracking software as a data protection compliant “Privacy Preserving Contact 
Tracing” option, “outflank[ing]” European governments’ own initial attempts to 
develop contact tracing apps.105 Data protection compliance may be a tool to further 
reinforce large (US) tech companies’ market power.

Ultimately, the GDPR does not make a fundamental break with previous EU 
internet regulation, which demonstrated a mixture of neoliberal aspects and the 
pursuit of specific social and commercial goals. In doing so, it left “gaps” whereby 
individuals’ rights and interests were not adequately protected vis-à-vis the state 
and large internet companies—gaps that seem to persist after the GDPR.106 Data 
protection law merely entails that practices of datafication can still occur by both 
public and private actors in ways that are compliant with the regulation. Instead 
of a fundamental challenge to the surveillance capitalist practices of Big Tech com-
panies, the GDPR provides some limitations on such practices but does not tackle 
the overall power of Big Tech and its influence over individuals’ and communities’ 
data. Furthermore, the GDPR does not fully contribute to EU internet sovereignty 
in practice given that significant power still resides with non-EU companies such 
as Google—power that the GDPR seems to reinforce rather than weaken.

However, the GDPR cannot be expected to address the full gamut of issues 
posed by the transnational digital economy and society. Antitrust/competition 
law and consumer law in jurisdictions including the EU may constrain, in part, the 
power of Big Tech. Even with the Brussels Effect, law and regulation is a necessary 
but not sufficient tool in creating and sustaining a more just digital economy and 
society. Technical affordances are also paramount: the GDPR does acknowledge, 
for instance, the need for the technical embedding of norms contained in Article 
25 on data protection by design and by default. One major challenge for the success 
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of any legal or regulatory attempt to constrain Big Tech and datafication is the 
current scenario in which datafied practices are prevalent and Big Tech companies 
are very large and powerful.

Imagining and implementing postcapitalist alternatives, which regulation and 
policy can facilitate by creating the right conditions for innovative development in 
sustainable and equitable ways, must be a key goal for different stakeholder groups 
and activists in the EU and elsewhere.107 Those within the EU must also resist 
the Brussels Effect of the GDPR becoming a neocolonial measure as critiqued by 
Arora,108 and be cognizant of the limits of the EU (digital) project in how it furthers 
historical colonialism by “othering” those on its borders, especially those trying to 
enter, as we can see in Halkort’s contribution to this volume.109 Instead, we need a 
truly cosmopolitan and inclusive approach to technology and innovation gover-
nance for data protection. Whether EU law and policy can assist in creating these 
conditions in the EU, whether this is enough to counter the power of surveillance 
capitalism from either the United States or China, or whether the EU will align with 
the US against China on realpolitik “national security” grounds,110 is something that 
remains to be seen in the coming years.
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The Global versus the National
Creativity in Turkey’s Game Industry

Serra Sezgin and Mutlu Binark

The digital game industry, which is rapidly growing around the world, can be 
considered one of the youngest and yet the most promising of all creative 
industries. Besides its economic value, its sociocultural impact and relevance 
lie in three parallel roots. First, many people around the world play digital 

games. Ever since mobile games became part of our lives, digital games have become 
far more accessible to, and consumed by, a wide range of people.

Second, compared to other creative industries, production barriers are much 
lower, for a small group of developers and even a single person can develop a digital 
game in a relatively short period of time. However, this does not mean that this 
market is completely free or has no barriers at all. According to Kerr, the largest 
markets are in North America, Western Europe, and parts of Asia.1 In addition, a 
few highly competitive dominant companies, mostly located in North America, 
Japan, Korea, and China, are shaping the terms and conditions of market access. 
ElectronicArts, Blizzard, Sony, and Tencent actively publish and distribute these 
games, while simultaneously acting as the market’s key gatekeepers. Moreover, their 
activities are often shaped not just by local cultures and tastes, but also by local and 
national policies and laws.2 Hence, this new industry has boundaries regarding the 
market, region, content, and more.

The third reason for the sociocultural relevance of the digital game industry is 
that game developers, in their capacity as creative, cultural, or cognitive workers, 
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possess what is deemed the most valuable cultural capital of our era: technical skills, 
and innovative and creative thinking capacity, as well as privileged educational 
backgrounds.3 They are much sought after in the capitalist knowledge-based 
economy, because in addition to their willingness to take highly individualized 
risks and to be entrepreneurial, they can produce value by using their creativity.

In today’s knowledge-based economy, innovation is an economic term with 
a human orientation (in the sense of human capital), while creativity forms a 
resource for profit maximizing and competitive advantage. As the introduction to 
this volume suggests, the critique of multipolar innovation and the discussion about 
the future of communication innovation require local and national perspectives 
as much as global angles. Developing countries such as Turkey, influenced by 
major actors like China and the United States, form a testing ground for the thesis 
of multipolar innovation and its effects on social transformation impacting labor, 
industries, and markets. Through such critical inquiry, the case of Turkey helps to 
unpack the politics, ethics, and struggles of multipolar communication innovation.

In this study, we focus mostly on the game developers working in the Middle 
East Technical University (METU) Technopark and Animation Technologies and 
Game Development Center (ATGC) by examining their perception of creativity 
and innovation. We then analyze speeches addressing these two issues by President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the leader of the ruling Justice and Development Party 
(JDP),4 which has been the most powerful agent since the early 2000s in Turkish 
politics. Throughout this analysis, our discussion of these contradictory perceptions 
of creativity and innovation will uncover how the president’s national-oriented 
policy affects this industry. The government’s policy and regulations along with 
the game developers’ perceptions outline a discursive field of struggle over the 
aforementioned sociocultural significance and value of the creative industries. 
Exploring the contradictions between the perception of creativity and innovation 
among game developers in Turkey, on the one hand, and President Erdoğan, on 
the other, may provide an opportunity for discussing the different articulations of 
concepts such as creativity and innovation in tandem with constructions of the 
game industry as either global or national in nature.

After summarizing this industry’s brief history in Turkey and the establishment 
of METU Technopark (METUTP) and ATGC, we will introduce the findings of our 
field study on how the creative cluster’s game developers perceive creativity and 
innovation. To understand this, we conducted in-depth interviews with twenty 
indigenous game developers from 2017 to 2018 and carried out nonparticipant 
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observations (e.g., time spent in the field, observing the participants while working 
and attending professional and social events in METUTP). This latter methodology 
gave us a broader perspective on how they viewed their job and understood creative 
labor. Additionally, with the help of nonparticipant observation, we compared 
the interviews’ findings with the participants’ statements in informal/social 
environments. Thus, our final findings represent a combination of both interviews 
and nonparticipant observation.

The participants are workers at digital game studios, studio owners or directors 
as well as ex-workers, freelancers, or project partners. Employed by nine game 
studios, they are aged between 24 and 47 years old and have four to sixteen years 
of work experience. Four out of the twenty of them are women. All interviews were 
conducted in the field, mostly in the participants’ working spaces or in public areas 
inside METUTP. Table 1 shows their ages and gender as well as the game company 
at which they work. The companies’ names are represented by a letter to keep them 
anonymous; F represents freelance work.

From Amateur Phase to Institutionalized Phase

Creative industries with remarkable growth rates play a crucial role in the new 
economy and have been among the fastest growing sectors of the global economy 
worldwide.5 For example, leisure, entertainment, media, and communication 
now represent 25 percent of the US economy. In fact, entertainment has displaced 
defense as Southern California’s largest economic sector.6 All governments of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, 
including those of emerging economies such as Malaysia, are attempting to advance 
knowledge-based economy models based on competitive advantage. They do so 
by integrating strategies pertaining to the labor force, education, technology, and 
investment strategies, following the example of countries such as Japan, Singapore, 
and Finland. Thus, they are formulating industry policies that prioritize innovation 
and R&D-driven industries while reskilling and educating the population, as well 
as focusing on universalizing the benefits of connectivity by upgrading mass 
information and communication technology (ICT) literacy.7

Elisabeth C. Economy underlines that “China’s leaders believe innovation 
is the key to their economic future. .  .  . The country’s strategy to overcome its 
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innovation gap is simple: spend on talent, spend on infrastructure, spend on 
research and development, and spend on others’ technology.”8 China emphasizes 
the development of creative industries and creative labor forces as a driving force 
of techno-nationalist policy, while the “Chinese Dream” has been included in the 
CCP’s ideological repertoire.9 The Chinese Dream and its ideological repertoire 
emphasize the continuity of Chinese history, the magnificence of China’s past, 
the commitment to the national development mission that will bring China to the 

TABLE 1. The Field Study Participants
PARTICIPANT GENDER AGE COMPANY JOB

Participant 1 M 29 X Graphic Design

Participant 2 F 29 X Software 
Development

Participant 3 M 28 X Graphic Design

Participant 4 M 33 Y Co-founder/
Manager

Participant 5 F 24 F Graphic Design

Participant 6 M 28 T Co-founder/
Manager

Participant 7 M 47 N Co-founder/
Manager

Participant 8 M 30 D Software 
Development

Participant 9 M 34 D Co-founder/
Manager

Participant 10 F 32 G Graphic Design

Participant 11 M 26 X Software 
Development

Participant 12 M 35 M Co-founder/
Manager

Participant 13 M 29 Z Graphic Design

Participant 14 F 30 X Quality Testing

Participant 15 M 36 N Graphic Design

Participant 16 M 26 N Graphic Design

Participant 17 M 34 X Graphic Design

Participant 18 M 38 N Graphic Design

Participant 19 M 27 E Software 
Development

Participant 20 M 29 Z Co-founder/
Manager
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“just” place it deserves in the world. Shaped by this discourse, China has its own 
new media ecosystem, as Lin and de Kloet as well as Jia and Nieborg explain in 
other chapters of this book, established by private enterprises under the auspices 
of the CCP and often referred to with the acronym BAT—Baidu, Alibaba, and 
Tencent.10 Along with private investments, the Chinese state has funded its own 
“Silicon Valleys” as a techno-nationalist policy. Just like China, President Erdoğan 
has developed a techno-nationalist policy in Turkey, deploying a “National Will” 
discourse that is part of JDP’s ideological repertoire, as will be explained later. Thus, 
Turkey has gradually invested in cultural and creative industries as a political tool 
via this policy.

Lazzeretti et al. indicate that Turkey’s cultural and creative industries are 
highly concentrated in Istanbul and Ankara, where over 122,000 people (64 percent 
of total employment in this sector) are employed.11 According to them, “software 
and programming was a fast-growing sector and reached more than 14% in both 
metropolitan centers.”12 Seçilmiş and Güran also underline that Ankara is the most 
dynamic hub for software programming and related creative industries.13 In the early 
2000s, small teams were developing digital games, mostly concentrated on localizing 
existing products; however, in 2008 Turkey started prioritizing its indigenous digital 
game industry as a part of the creative economy.14

Parallel to the growth of economic interest, investments in, and incentives 
for digital games, policymaking in this area has been accelerated since 2010. The 
increased incentives and public grants can be considered as primary actions to 
support the production of digital games. University–industry collaborations and 
governmental grants have encouraged young people to develop games.15 In this 
section, we will briefly explain how this rapid increase of funding and incentives 
occurred, and we will introduce the main agents.

According to the Technology Development Zones Performance Index study 
conducted by the Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology between 2011 and 
2018, METUTP has the highest performance of all technoparks and has ranked 
first for six years. This is hardly surprising, for most of the country’s game studios, 
especially the small-scale ones and incubation centers, are located on its campus. 
Its location in Ankara also gives it physical proximity to governmental institutions 
and prestigious universities. Moreover, in 2008 the ATGC pre-incubation center 
was established there.

The Ministry of Development’s 2013 report, The Information Society Strategy 
Renewal Project: Information Technologies Sector Current Status Report, states the 
importance of establishing techno-parks and incubation centers.16 According to it, 
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global companies dominate the software market, including Turkey’s game industry.17 
However, ATGC is considered the most important pre-incubation center for young 
and creative entrepreneur candidates to realize their ideas.18 For example, the 
report mentions projects carried out by seven groups founded within ATGC who 
subsequently became companies that enjoy the support of the Ministry of Industry 
and Trade.19 The Ministry of Economy in particular decided to support the industry 
because of its potential to bring capital into the country. Therefore, game companies 
have received grants to carry out marketing activities, open offices abroad, and 
acquire consultancy services from abroad.20

The Ministry of Development’s 2015 report, The Information Society Strategy 
and Action Plan (2015–2018), is the most comprehensive policy paper on these 
creative industries so far. This action plan indicated that digital game culture is 
widespread in Turkey due to the country’s young population, and proposed to 
convert the domestic market capacity to export.21 In fact, a special article on the 
“creation of game industry” listed responsible institutions, among them METUTP; 
the Ministry of Economy; the Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology; the 
Ministry of Development; and the Ankara Development Agency.22 The reasons for 
this investment are as follows: not only are game technologies intensively used in 
defense, health, and education sectors, but local games based on the “local” culture 
and history will contribute to “the presentation of our country.”23

METUTP, which was authorized by this plan to determine future strategies for 
the industry, has been collaborating with ATGC to carry out this mission. Since its 
establishment in 2008, ATGC has accepted 150 game development teams, 22 of which 
have started their own companies; 95 percent of the rest have been integrated into 
different digital game companies.24 Until today, more than 550 digital games have 
been developed and over one thousand people have attended training programs.

ATGC encourages amateur game developers to work in game studios and 
to establish their own companies in the future by providing hardware and an 
interactive working space, and organizing trainings focused on game production 
and business development. In 2016, its teams’ export of digital games amounted 
to US$2 million.25 Thus, ATGC plays a central role in the country’s game industry 
within the context of both generating human capital and developing game projects. 
METUTP and ATGC continue to create various opportunities for start-ups to join 
the digital game ecosystem.26

As of this writing, the exact number of game companies, developers, or digital 
games produced in Turkey is unknown. However, the related associations have 61 
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member companies. When nonmember companies are added, the total estimated 
number is held to be around 80.27 Despite this relatively low number, the develop-
ment of an indigenous game industry has come a long way over the last decade; 
its exports exceeded US$1 billion in 2018 and its import rate has increased every 
year since 2013. (The annual export rates of Turkey’s digital game industry in 2013: 
US$379m; 2014: US$395m; 2015: US$418m; 2016: US$500m; 2017: US$700m; 2018: 
US$1.05 billion).28

As of 2019, the top five countries in this industry, in terms of earnings, are 
China (US$23,198b), the United States (US$17,832b), Japan (US$11,626b), the United 
Kingdom (US$3,189b), and South Korea (US$3,034b).29 Although those numbers 
don’t show the exact shares in the global market per year, by looking at the top 
five countries’ global revenue, it can be stated that Turkey is still a small actor 
considering the numbers. Although still a small player, Turkey’s game industry 
revenue has grown considerably, as has the development of a game culture in terms 
of both production and consumption. That is why we locate its game industry 
in a more institutionalized, as opposed to an amateur, phase, and it is therefore 
important to examine the motivation of game developers and the government’s 
view of the game industry as part and parcel of its Information Society strategy 
and also cultural policy.

The Perception of Creativity and Innovation While Working at Creative Clusters

Creative clusters like METUTP are heavily invested in creativity and innovation, 
but the particular articulations and meanings of these discourses demand further 
attention. Since the European Middle Ages, the concept of creativity has generally 
been used to refer to God and His creations. In the eighteenth century it defined 
a human characteristic or skill; in the nineteenth century it acquired a creative 
intelligence, authenticity, and transcendental value by becoming associated with 
the works of painters and writers. After the Second World War it began to be 
associated with people outside the art world, and today it has a strong bond with 
continuous change, innovation, and flexibility.30

Since creativity is an ambiguous and non-measurable concept, it is valuable 
as a disciplinary and regulatory discourse for capitalism.31 In other words, who is 
“creative” and how this is determined are rather debatable questions, and thus 
are answered by the owners of capital according to their own needs. Kim suggests 
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that, in addition to the ambiguous valuation of creativity in the labor process, 
more attention should be paid to the question of in what ways human, embodied 
knowledge and skills together with information and social capital have become 
main drivers and features of creativity.32 Given that such producers contribute 
part of themselves to their products, the affective dimension renders the labor 
process more complex in the sense that separating the product from the laborer 
becomes difficult, and the motivations and expectations of work differ from those 
of traditional work.

Embedded in capital but always exceeding it, creativity is the common ability 
for social discovery and collaboration.33 Its appropriation by neoliberal ideology 
positions information and personal skills as a commodity, thereby turning creativity 
into an economic competence that is tamed through educational and corporative 
management, instead of a common good directed toward social collective work 
and democratization.34

On the other hand, in terms of scientific and technological development, inno-
vation as a concept became a technique to maximize profit. Gaining a competitive 
advantage over one’s competitors requires that potential buyers be informed of its 
innovation(s). Innovation, as opposed to creation or invention, can be defined as 
“the process of economic change through the origination, adoption, and retention 
of new ideas into the economic order.”35 Given this, one can state that innovation 
has deeper roots within the economy and capitalist production than does creativity, 
for by its very nature it is an industrial, economic term. And yet like the concept 
of creativity, innovation has also gained a sense of a personal characteristic that 
determines both the product’s and the individual’s value.

In terms of the market, authentic/original products that are differentiated 
and adaptable to the economy—meaning innovative—provide a competitive 
advantage, just as an innovative individual who can think outside the box or has 
original ideas gains a competitive advantage in a neoliberal economy. The concept 
of creativity—a common ground for humanity—turns into an economic concept, 
and thus innovation, as an economic term, reflects on the valuing of individuals. 
Thus, the lines between a commodity and a person, as well as between economy 
and subjectivity, are blurred.

Our field research suggests that Turkey’s game developers have embraced 
discourses of creativity and innovation that they relate to the global context of 
creative work, while they reject the more local and national adaptations of these 
terms. They consider themselves “global” creative workers and want to compete 
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in the global labor market. According to our study’s participants, the concept of 
creativity has two meanings that can be used either together or separately: (1) 
innovativeness and originality, and (2) inventive problem-solving skills revealed 
by thinking outside the box. The first definition points out the creative elements 
of a game as a product, whereas the latter one speaks to the developer’s creativity 
as a skill or a talent.

The concept of creativity, seen in the context of innovation, involves being able 
to discover something that does not yet exist, as well as reinterpreting, reorganizing, 
or redeveloping an existing product via new methods. As one of our interviewees 
explained:

[Participant 7]: Creativity is the key. Now there are millions of developers, games 
and downloaders. So, the outcome needs to be very good. In this sense, creativity 
means innovation. There are innovative works, but there is only a small chance to 
be the first as in the old days. Today, it is more common to adopt, mix, transform 
the successful games. So, it is possible to be creative without innovation.

As this participant explains, creativity includes but does not depend on 
innovation and, at some point, even exceeds it; other participants argue that a 
non-innovative product cannot be considered creative. This thought, which does 
not limit creativity to a product specialty, leads one to view creativity as a way of 
thinking and, therefore, a personal characteristic.

Specifically, our participants mentioned that there are three types of creativity 
in the development process: (1) the production of the creative idea during the 
design process, (2) the game’s artistic quality in the audio and visual dimensions, 
and (3) the skills related to solving problems, which are needed at almost every 
level of the development process, including marketing and design, but primarily 
programming. Game developers indicate that they mostly use their creativity to 
figure out alternative methods to solve a problem. Participant 11 states that “this 
is not much different from solving a math problem”—finding a solution when 
others cannot. In this sense, creative problem-solving skills are part of a distinctive 
creativity for game developers.

Creativity in this industry also has an artistic dimension. Digital games are a 
promising and important part of the art and entertainment industry, just like film 
or music, that form and are formed by one’s culture and society. In this sense, digital 
games’ strong attachment to aesthetics and design has engendered an ongoing 
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debate as to whether they can be considered an art form. Within the context of this 
study and drawing on an interactive art approach, this view foregrounds artistic 
elements and, in some cases, the intent of the developers’ artistic expression.36 
Thus, capacity in the production process for their artistic and creative expression 
is essential to considering their labor and the creativity involved.

In other words, the development process involves creative production and 
thinking that, in most cases, allow developers to self-identify as creative people and, 
in some cases, as artists who have an opportunity to express themselves via this 
process. This also means that game production creates a possibility for developers 
to have a voice or to be heard by others, an important point that makes this job 
just as desirable as many other types of creative works that people produce out of 
romantic motivations like love and passion.37 For instance, Participant 11 says, “If 
you add style (üslup) to the decision making process while developing a game, you 
turn your production into an artwork . . . I define art as a way of self-expression. I 
mean, if you make concessions to what is best in order to express yourself, it is art.”

The artistic dimension of the work, as Tokumitsu indicates, makes workers 
feel like artists who create freely and with passion, unbound by any obligations.38 
As Participant 15 emphasized, the independent (indie) games produced with less 
financial and yet more artistic motivations especially express their creators’ passion 
for creating something stunning and beautiful.

Our findings reveal that this artistic dimension plays a significant role in the 
developers’ attitudes and perceptions of their jobs as well as the amount of labor 
expended. The more artistic and creative their game becomes, the more they feel 
like they are pursuing their dreams or expressing themselves instead of just working. 
Otherwise, the work becomes routinized and excludes creativity. Similarly, Bulut’s 
research conducted in a game studio in America shows that the difference between 
fun and work disappears in the industry.39

However, the participants’ opinions about games as an art form differ. Some 
interpret them as a holistic form of art that requires creativity on many levels, 
including design, planning, and marketing, and they define themselves as artists. 
Others consider games only partially as artistic products depending on the degree 
of artwork involved; or they argue that games are art only if they are developed 
with the intention of artistic expression and without any concern for financial 
gain. When a game is produced with commercial concern, or when it is developed 
by a bigger team (meaning that each developer only generates a small part of it), 
participants perceive the production process as less creative. As the artistic and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Creativity in Turkey's Game Industry | 65

creative nature of the production process decreases, the job seems more like a “real” 
job than a passion and form of self-expression.

Developers also regard creativity as a subjective quality, one that differs for 
each developer, while situating game development itself as an ever-changing and 
exciting creative job. Participant 14 underlines the need for creativity as follows:

A game developer needs to be creative when developing the game because it is 
a very creative process. Sometimes you must find an idea that has never been 
thought before. The problem-solving ability needs to be very good, because it is 
impossible to find solutions if you can’t look at it from different angles, especially 
when designing the game. Another factor where creativity comes into play is the 
artistic part of the work, [for] everything is created visually from the beginning. 
So, in general it is definitely a creative process already. So, the game companies 
cannot be too oppressive to employees. It’s not something that can be produced 
under stress and pressure because it is not something mundane.

Participants stress the work’s non-monotonous structure based on the assump-
tion that the development process requires an innovative and creative approach. 
Although the digital game industry and the game ecosystem present themselves 
as spaces for innovative and creative thinking, our findings show that this is not 
always the case. As our participants indicate, the most important creativity-blocking 
factor is the routinization of work; others are stressful working conditions, political 
or economic settings, and self-censorship.

Consequently, our study observed that developers working in large-scale 
companies experience more frequently a feeling of alienation. In small-scale studios 
where approximately five or six developers work together, they are more involved 
in the creative thinking process and more connected to the game being developed. 
Additionally, the latter studios organize regular meetings at which they can share 
ideas and thus strengthen the sense of collectivity.40 With the growth of capitalism, 
creativity became a personal asset, if not an individualist enterprise, rather than a 
communal dynamic of sharing and co-producing.41 However, in our example, the 
participants’ emphasis on community ties, communication, and the importance 
of a culture of solidarity in creative work point to the role of community dynamics 
in creativity and innovation.

Our interviews reveal that Turkey’s game developers regard creativity and 
innovation in the context of the artistic, authentic, and innovative dimensions 
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of product development. Remarkably, the participants mentioned neither these 
concepts’ national or regional dimensions in terms of the economy, policy, or 
culture, nor their national or regional competitive advantages. Instead, their 
perception is more linked to individual and global qualifications, such as creativity 
and innovation, as these make the product and human capital globally competitive.

The JDP’s Cultural Policy on Digital Games: The Emphasis on “National Essence”

In Turkey, information technologies and creative industries do not only fall within 
the scope of development policy and investments, but they are also recognized 
as cultural policy areas. Cultural policy has been an important area for Turkey’s 
ideological battles since the very first days of the Turkish Republic, especially in 
terms of preserving, improving, and promoting the “national culture.” Ada states 
that there was a strong—but unwritten—cultural policy during the Republican era, 
which lasted from 1920 to 2000, even though it was never stated in any document.42 
Deviating from the earlier republican, secularist orientation, JDP currently advances 
a new cultural policy revolving around symbolism connected with “Neo-Otto-
manism,” as we will explain shortly.43 The JDP, which assumed power in 2002 as 
a self-defined “Conservative-Democrat” party,44 has gradually moved away from 
liberal discourse and toward both an authoritarian and pro-Islamist governance 
style. Aksoy also points out that “Defining itself as a “conservative democrat” party, 
the JDP has now added a new layer to the official cultural policy that has so far been 
exclusively concerned with protecting national integrity.”45

Today, the JDP constructs singular and homogenous cultural policy on being 
“national and local” (“milli ve yerli”) based on the “national will” discourse.46 
Following the July 15, 2016, attempted coup d’état,47 the government decided to 
isolate the country, especially in the cultural domain, by placing special emphasis 
on “national” culture.

According to President Erdoğan, the JDP has not been as successful in the realm 
of cultural policy as it would like to be. This is particularly true in the areas of media 
and popular culture, for the production and dissemination of Neo-Ottomanism have 
had the weakest impact there. Neo-Ottomanist discourse reinvents and reimagines 
the Ottoman legacy in modern Turkey.48 Under the JDP regime, Neo-Ottomanism 
became a cultural policy, which constructs a new “national” identity through mass 
media, music, art, literature, and digital games as well.49 Therefore, the various 
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consecutive JDP governments have supported investments in the movie and 
television industry to create new images that construct the “national” in terms of 
the Neo-Ottomanist imagination, such as the movie Fetih 1453 and the series Diriliş 
Ertuğrul (2014).50 Furthermore, the Third National Culture Congress was held in 
2017, and President Erdoğan has increasingly emphasized the “national essence” 
of cultural products, including innovation.51

Appadurai, who criticizes Erdoğan for turning culture into a theatre of 
sovereignty, contends that his “Neo-Ottomanism” cultural policy seeks to return 
to the Ottomans’ traditions, language, and imperial glory both as a fantasy and a 
fetish.52 According to him, Erdoğan and other populist authoritative leaders use 
cultural policy to justify their power, instead of opposing the exploitative system of 
neoliberalism and capitalism.53 As one can see in his discursive practices, Erdoğan 
frequently establishes an “us-them” contrast through metaphors. By referring to 
stigmas, he polarizes the masses so that the national will, which he embodies in 
his own corporeality (existence), becomes a seemingly incontestable fact. The 
vocabulary that generally dominates his rhetoric encompasses phrases such as 
“one single nation, one single country, one single state,” and “national will.”54

In addition to producing national cultural programs, Erdoğan’s speeches 
emphasize becoming an important economic power in the world. His perspective 
oscillates between situating Turkey in a global world and as a global power, on 
the one hand, and hailing localism, and nationalist and essentialist culture, on 
the other—constituting clearly a dichotomous and contradictory discourse. Here, 
we scan his various opening addresses and public speeches with a focus on the 
keywords of “creativity,” “innovation,” “creative industry,” “information technol-
ogies,” “industry 4.0,” “internet,” “social media,” and “digital game” from April 28, 
2014, to May 1, 2019 (see Table 2).55 Obviously, how he frames these issues affects 
the perception of the digital game industry, creativity, and innovation in the field.

As detailed above, Erdoğan made twelve direct speeches on creative industries, 
the internet, and social media. When looking at them, we first notice an ongoing 
emphasis on the importance of developing national products and technologies, 
especially information technologies. In his speeches on the scope of “2023 Target,” 
a policy agenda for the centennial anniversary of the Turkish Republic, the priority 
is to produce high added-value technological products. All the same, his rhetoric 
frequently refers to the importance of family and national values, as well as the 
dream of a big and strong Turkey for the future. He claims that globalization and 
the internet harm “national culture” and “values”:
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TABLE 2. President Erdoğan’s Public Speeches, 2014–2019
DATE TITLE OF THE SPEECH THE SPEECH’S MAIN THEME SUBTHEMES

11.11.2014 “One of the 2023 
targets of Turkey is 
to be a productive 
country in information 
technology, not a 
consuming one” 

Information 
technologies (ITs)

Producing national ITs

15.12.2014 The speech he 
delivered in 
TÜRKSAT 6A Local 
Communication 
Satellite Project 
Signature Ceremony 

Information 
technologies

Producing national ITs

21.04.2015 The speech he 
delivered in the 175th 
Anniversary of Türk 
Telekom 

Internet The negative side 
effects of the use of 
internet

22.05.2015 “We are establishing a 
very strong and high-
quality infrastructure 
in Education Through 
Fatih Project” 

Information 
technologies

Producing national ITs

01.02.2017 “Every civilization 
produces its own 
technology, and every 
technology produces 
its own culture and 
value”

Information 
technologies

Producing national ITs

15.04.2018 “We have reached 
these days not through 
media operations, but 
by fighting against 
headlines” 

Social media The negative side 
effects of the use of 
social media

20.04.2018 “The biggest treasure 
of a nation is to 
have emotionally, 
intellectually and 
physically healthy 
generations”

Social media The negative side 
effects of the use of 
internet

08.05.2018 “Local and national 
understanding should 
be our ideal in culture 
and arts like in 
everything” 

Information 
technologies

Producing national ITs
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In an era when the world has been subject to gradual cultural desertification, only 
those societies that have a deeply rooted civilization and a civilization design aimed 
at the future can keep their originality. Those who fail in this regard will get lost 
among billions of societies. We are a nation with a very old civilization and we 
still preserve our strong civilization design. We are of course aware of the heavy 
damage done to us by media, communication, Internet, and popular culture. . . . The 
solution to defend and develop our civilization is not to fight against technology 
but use its opportunities.56

Erdoğan proposes the following antidote: “We have to rapidly overcome our 
failure in turning our culture-arts policies into the locomotive of our civilization 
design. A cultural and artistic atmosphere that is hostile to its own country, society, 
history and civilization, let alone supporting and pioneering it, will lead us nowhere 
but to submission to global popular culture. ‘Local’ and ‘national’ should be our 
ideals in culture and arts, just like in all other domains.” His speech at the opening 
of the Third National Culture Congress,57 held from March 3 to March 5, 2017, is 
especially important in terms of understanding his cultural policy and seeing how 
he constructs “we-others” in language:

DATE TITLE OF THE SPEECH THE SPEECH’S MAIN THEME SUBTHEMES

11.05.2018 “We have challenged 
tutelage to leave a 
better future to our 
youth” 

Social media The negative side 
effects of the use of 
social media

24.01.2019 “We take our place in 
this process, saying 
the move is a national 
technology and digital 
Turkey”

Information 
technologies

Producing national ITs

06.02.2019 The speech delivered 
at the Opening 
Ceremony of METU 
Technopolis’s 
Informatics and 
Innovation Center

Creativity and 
innovation

Producing national ITs

03.05.2019 Turkey’s Innovation 
Week and Inovalig 
Awards Ceremony

Innovation Producing national ITs
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We need to rediscover and reconstruct our local and national cultural values 
against cultural alienation and cultural imperialism. That a cultural product has 
a local and national form never prevents it from having a universal meaning and 
message. . . . One of the biggest problems of our era is cultural flattening. No culture 
or civilization can be constructed with shallow works that are produced and 
consumed daily. We need to focus on permanent and long-term works. We should 
encourage especially our youth to learn real art and culture from real masters. My 
experience in political life also shows this. We must support and highlight the 
works that embrace our cultural wealth and maintain our values. We should not 
let television and especially social media devour our culture. On the contrary, we 
should seek ways to use these opportunities to pass our culture on to new 
generations.58

At this point, it is significant that Erdoğan regards cultural alienation and 
cultural imperialism as threats to “local and national culture.” In addition to those 
nonlocal cultural productions and practices, those cultural products made in Turkey 
can also be “shallow.”

Against this, Erdoğan proposes to spread “real” art and culture. Both broadcast 
media content considered unsuitable for JDP’s conservative Islamist ideology, and 
the new media are labeled “evil,” and they are portrayed as signs of “cultural flat-
tening.” The congress’s concluding report announced the following motto: “Turkey 
for the Goodness of the World.” In sum, the concluding report emphasizes that 
there is a need to protect Turkish culture from destructive threats, while advancing 
protective and essentialist cultural policies. Where these threats originate from, 
however, remains rather vague and ill-defined. By analyzing Erdoğan’s speech at 
the opening of the congress, one can see that these perceived threats against the 
country’s national and local culture potentially stem from anything that does not 
belong to “us.” Culture is a field of political battle, and in Erdoğan’s discourse, “real 
art and culture” is equal to “national and local essences.” Given this understanding, 
he contends that both innovation and technology should have national and 
culturally “appropriate” values.

In his speech at the Fourth International Technology Addiction Congress, orga-
nized by the Green Crescent on November 27, 2017, Erdoğan said that technology 
should not be used against “creation,”59 and added: “To us, the main criterion is to 
use technology to construct and develop the world, not to destroy it.” He also asso-
ciated information technology with internet addiction and indicated that children 
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and young people should use such technology conscientiously. By emphasizing 
“creation,” he appealed to a religious worldview and set of values.

During the opening ceremony of METUTP’s Informatics and Innovation Center 
on February 6, 2019, the president’s conceptualization of innovation was based 
primarily on technological developments that will improve Turkey’s competitive 
strength and reproduce its national values. In his speech, he underlined technolog-
ical independence and explained the basic features of “digital Turkey”:60

We must stand on our own feet in all areas from data production to data security, 
from defense, health and information technologies to artificial intelligence. If we 
cannot, others will be in control. We cannot maintain our independence without 
having a solid grasp of technology, just as we cannot be independent without ruling 
over our lands. . . . We cannot achieve our goals without becoming a country which 
designs, develops and produces technology as opposed to being a mere consumer. 
If the technology advances too fast, we need to move faster and work harder.

As seen above, President Erdoğan emphasizes the production of national 
technologies, and ties his argument to Western imperialism, particularly cultural 
imperialism. Based on his discursive strategy, then, he started the “Digital Transfor-
mation” project. In his speech on January 24, 2019, he added that he considers the 
issues highly important national matters, such as developing domestic and national 
innovative technologies, supporting the development of national software, and 
protecting critical infrastructures. He announced the establishment of the Digital 
Transformation Office with direct connection to his own office, and declared that 
“We also have a National Technology Movement and @DijitalTürkiye.61 Thus the 
opportunities offered by science and technology will bring Turkey a big change.”62

Recently, Erdoğan joined the Innovation Week Inovalig Awards Ceremony, 
held at the Istanbul Congress Center Turkey on May 3, 2019. In his speech, he said:

We assume that digital transformation is a critical policy. We have accelerated the 
digital economy. The more we open to the world, the closer we get to our goals. 
Although some [countries] try to contain us, we will not fall into this trap.

He also mentioned innovation and its competitive advantages, saying that the 
exportation rates have increased. Although the speech was supposed to be about 
innovation and Innovation Week, it focused on conspiracy theories, among them 
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such actors and subjects as the European Union, terror, other countries’ future plans, 
or attacks on Turkey, as well as how “they” disapprove of “our” policy concerning 
Syrian immigrants. Also, he continued to reproduce the “us-them” discriminatory 
discourse throughout the potential threats, as understood from: “We are able to 
demonstrate a stronger stance against operations targeting our country. We were 
able to cut our own cord in every area against the attacks we were exposed to.”

Contrary to the president’s techno-nationalist and culturalist governance 
vision, our study’s participants neither mention nor emphasize that their creative 
output should be “national” in nature; instead, they align creativity with more 
universalist values and a global context of collaboration and competition. How-
ever, following Erdoğan’s public speeches, the Ministry of Youth and Sports has 
financed a strategy game, called Nusrat in 2015 (updated in 2018), and presented it 
as “national” and “local.”63 The game narrates the Battle of the Dardanelles during 
the First World War from the ideological perspective of the JDP. The ministry also 
established a database of so-called Islamophobic images in digital games with the 
purpose of denunciating these games. This mission of the ministry is well aligned 
with President Erdogan’s techno-nationalist discourse and investment in “local” 
cultural production. Actions undertaken by this ministry form one way in which 
the president’s discourse impacts the development of new software products and, 
furthermore, their public distribution.

To sum up, regarding digital games policy, the various JDP governments have 
been interested in informationalization and the IT industry since 2009. As a part 
of this industry, digital games have been considered a social, cultural, and political 
problem. Therefore, the JDP and Erdoğan have targeted them as an ideological 
battlefield, a realm that should be nationalized so that it accords with the “national 
will” discourse and Turkish-Islamic cultural values. The MFSP, the Ministry of Youth 
and Sports, and other ministries have been involved in the relevant policymaking 
and have urged public agents to develop age- and content-based regulations for 
this industry.

The government’s framing of games and the game industry starkly contrasts 
with the framing by those working in this industry. A look at Turkey’s game 
developers’ perception reveals their belief that one can be “glocal,” as opposed to 
“national,” in creative industries. First, they have taught themselves mostly from 
tutorials prepared by globally successful or experienced developers. As many 
participants mention, “You need to improve yourself on your own, constantly, to be 
successful.” Participants feel responsible for improving their own work, skills, and 
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knowledge by looking beyond the national borders of Turkey since, as Participant 
13 explains, “there is no one to teach, especially in Ankara; all successful people are 
in other countries.” This attitude, which is widespread among the country’s game 
developers, implies that the labor of game development is primarily individual 
and implicitly global. They see themselves as individual actors in the global game 
market and not as advocates of national cultural values. Indeed, our participants’ 
future goals often included working in global companies located in other countries 
or developing independent games. To them, the “game market” implies the global 
market (i.e., global app stores and distribution channels such as Steam) and the 
global circuits of competition and collaboration in game development.

Conclusion: National Essence vs. Global Values

During the JDP’s rule, and especially during the latest, prolonged state of emer-
gency (2016–2018), freedom of expression and thought have been restricted in 
Turkey. Lawsuits are continuously being opened against artists and journalists for 
“insulting” the president. Thousands of academicians have been dismissed due 
to the decree-laws issued in August 2016.64 However, creative workers in Turkey’s 
game industry underlined the freedom of expression and thought during our field 
research. For them, these basic human values and rights are essential to being 
open-minded, creative, and original because creativity and entrepreneurship can 
only thrive where there is freedom of expression and thought, and innovative ideas 
can only sprout and grow in a soil of fertile ideas from multiple sources. Under 
such conditions, an individual with plenty of passion and imagination can think 
outside the box.

However, Erdoğan contends that information technologies should be used in 
line with the religious understanding of “creation” and emphasizes the need for the 
production of national technology in this direction. At the same time, contradic-
tions appear in the commission reports published after the Third National Culture 
Congress. Although Erdoğan drew attention to the importance of the “national” and 
“local” in the country’s cultural production, as well as to its current insufficiency, 
the Cultural Economy commission reports expressed the globality of the creative 
industry’s productions. According to these reports, all the processes, starting with 
culture and creative industry content production to its sales and distribution, are 
both economic and political. Culture, a symbolic resource, cannot be considered 
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separate from sociopolitical relations that implicate the “national” and “local” in 
transnational and global processes.65

In the above-cited speeches by Erdoğan, cultural production and creative 
industries are perceived as instruments for the JDP’s Neo-Ottomanist cultural 
agenda, according to which “national” and “local” culture often means Sunni Islamic 
culture. Polo also emphasizes that the JDP’s hegemonic power over and through the 
state apparatus could enable it to pressure artists and cultural actors.66 Analyzing 
the various JDP governments’ cultural policies reveals that they perceive the digital 
game industry as both local and national, whereas digital game developers often 
target the global market while developing a game and act as global actors in the 
game market. Moreover, they perceive creativity and innovation as existing on the 
individual or global level (usually in the context of artistic value), instead of within 
national or local frames.

But game developers in Turkey usually think of creativity and innovation 
together and approach them as concepts intrinsic to a specific human skill like 
thinking outside the box. This individualistic approach makes the workers re-
sponsible for developing their skills (or themselves) to be even more creative or 
innovative. But due to this ethos, these workers often fail to address the policy-
makers’ responsibility to develop supportive policies and cultivate enabling work 
conditions and environments, such as by upholding the freedom of speech. Turkey’s 
game developers rarely criticize the government, even if the oppressive political 
climate makes creative and innovative thinking difficult. The renowned Chinese 
artist-in-exile Ai Weiwei says that when Beijing talks about making Chinese culture 
strong and creative, it implements censorship and exterminates both individual 
thinking and the willingness to take risks and bear the ensuing consequences.67 
He stated: “It would be impossible to design an iPhone in China because it’s not a 
product; it’s an understanding of human nature.”68 In our opinion, a liberal cultural 
and democratic environment would do far more to improve Turkey’s game industry 
than emphasizing nationality and locality in policy.

The opinions of Turkish game developers on censorship refer primarily to 
interpersonal communication with studio managers; however, they do not directly 
refer to Ankara’s oppressive actions or policies. From this viewpoint, one can see 
that President Erdoğan’s governance is distant from their perceptions and actions 
in their labor processes, whereas at some level its policies have actually had a 
negative impact on both of them.
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Game developers also think that no state grants will be forthcoming if their 
productions do not align with the state’s priorities.69 This perceived concern has 
two negative implications: (1) the developers begin to employ self-censorship, and 
(2) the conflicting and different viewpoints within the government and public 
institutions will slow the industry’s production and prevent its game companies and 
developers from having a role as cultural agents in the global market. As a result, 
creativity is constrained by the state’s illiberal cultural policies and regulations. 
Moreover, given that the new bureaucratic and governance regime introduced in 
June 2018 has tied all the ministries to President Erdoğan’s rule, we must analyze 
how his visions impact innovation, creativity, and his supposed goal of Turkey’s 
digital transformation. At the 2019 Science Awards Ceremony of the Scientific and 
Technological Research Council of Turkey, he declared that “We are determined 
to become a country that produces new technologies and spreads them all over 
the World.”70

Countries that do not produce and use information and technology in the best way, 
can hardly work in the world of the future. With the knowledge we produce, we 
will contribute to the welfare of all humanity as well as reach our own goals. The 
aim of our National Technology Movement is to support this process.

The gaming industry in Turkey is particularly fascinating as a laboratory for 
competing views of innovation, creativity, and the relations between designers, 
markets, and the state. On the one hand, the decentralized nature of the gaming 
industry in Turkey, and the individualist perspectives of its designers, points to some 
of the key aspects of neoliberal capitalism as practiced in Silicon Valley. In both 
Silicon Valley’s and Ankara’s new tech corridors, we find game designers thinking 
of themselves as “artists,” all while making products for corporations that reap 
millions of dollars of profit off this creativity. On the other hand, President Erdogan’s 
Neo-Ottomanism and techno-nationalist policy, which stress the protection of 
some imagined indigenous Turkish cultural heritage against the onslaught of 
globalization, sound strikingly familiar to Chinese President Xi Jinping’s rhetoric, 
and his national policy of “Chinese Dream” in which he positions China as an 
organic civilization buffeted by outside forces. Like China, Turkey wants to enjoy the 
benefits of globalized markets and communication innovations while controlling 
their impacts on the nation-state. Turkey’s gaming industry is therefore positioned 
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betwixt and between liberal market forces and national-oriented policy, seeking 
both global impacts via communication innovations and national protectionism. 
Obviously, the creative workers of METUTP’s perception of developing techno-
logical products differ from President Erdoğan’s. Therefore, global values and 
nationalist imaginaries will continue to engender conflicting discourses pertaining 
to technology production, particularly in Turkey’s game industry.
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Making, New Shanzhai, and 
Countercultural Values
Ethnographies of Contemporary, Innovative, and Entrepreneurial Digital 
Fabrication Communities in Shenzhen, China

Daniel H. Mutibwa and Bingqing Xia

It is approaching ten years since making and the Maker Movement are said 
to have reached China. During that time, making has been framed variously 
and associated with aspirations and values emerging from the international 
countercultural struggles spanning the late 1950s to the late 1970s. In this 

chapter, we explore the extent to which the framings of making are discernible in, 
and reflective of, countercultural values in the Chinese context—with a particular 
focus on the city of Shenzhen. To guide our exploration, we ask:

1. What does making in Shenzhen reveal about the identities and 
composition of its digital fabrication communities?

2. In which ways do the aspirations and motivations of these communities 
reflect countercultural values?

3. Where countercultural values are discernible, how are they reconciled 
with entrepreneurial motivations and institutional agendas in an effort to 
achieve change (broadly defined)?

In response to these questions, we organize the chapter as follows. We discuss 
how making and countercultural values have been framed globally and in the 
Chinese digital fabrication scene. We then introduce the ethnographic methodology 

| 81
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and associated approaches underpinning the research we report on. Thereafter, we 
discuss the identities and composition of selected Maker communities and explore 
the extent to which their aspirations and motivations harmonize (or not) with 
countercultural values, entrepreneurial motivations, and institutional agendas in 
the quest to achieve change.

Making reference to carefully selected and seemingly interconnected socio-
economic and innovation-led developments in the United States and China, we 
argue that making in Shenzhen does exist as a significant grassroots countercultural 
current that offers Maker communities a new era of unparalleled autonomy to 
pursue opportunities for commons-based peer production on their own terms, 
and to help improve society—albeit with serious caveats. One caveat is that this 
autonomy is made possible by the Chinese state. Other caveats constitute entre-
preneurial motivations and institutional agendas that pose major challenges. One 
challenge is a process we call “inversion” whereby state agendas (mis)appropriate 
countercultural values for their own ends, thereby undermining what such values 
strive to achieve. This process of inversion institutionalizes and instrumentalizes 
making, thereby rendering it a productive activity that is to be understood as a 
contained experiment and instrument—supported and co-opted to contribute 
to China’s national modernization project and global economic and political 
ambitions.

Conceptualizing Making and Countercultural Values

The term making encompasses a number of different meanings. The most common 
one alludes to the creation, building, design, and modification of—or tinkering 
with—just about anything ranging from physical objects such as traditional crafts 
created manually using wood, clay, or plastic to “digital fabrication.”1 The latter 
refers to processes that use computer-controlled tools to make materials. This is the 
sense in which we use and mean making throughout this chapter. Behind making 
is the Maker Movement, which is said to have originated in the United States. 
The Movement encourages people to access, learn, and utilize digital fabrication 
to experiment, play, and create things informed by their imaginativeness and 
innovation. The understanding is that not only do people get to shape technology 
on their own terms, but they also get the opportunity to contribute to making their 
world a better place.2
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Widely seen to provide access to tools and resources to experiment, learn, 
repurpose, create, and make unique products and services through hands-on 
involvement either in self-directed or collaborative design and digital fabrication 
projects, making in associated makerspaces and fabrication laboratories (commonly 
abbreviated as Fab Labs) has been broadly framed in five interconnected ways. 
First, making signals a “‘third industrial revolution’ extending the digital revolution 
of ICTs and social media into the material world.”3 Second, it champions a “‘de-
mocratisation of manufacturing’ as citizen-consumers engage in commons-based 
peer production.” Third, it unlocks “‘grassroots innovation’ and entrepreneurship 
through accessible digital fabrication.” Fourth, it facilitates “more ‘sustainable 
production and consumption’ through local provision, remanufacture, and the 
material cultivation of post-consumerist values.”4 Lastly, it provides possibilities 
for hands-on learning that is particularly aimed at engaging young people in 
science and engineering.5 In addition, making has been reported to facilitate the 
development of other core skills such as “problem-solving, risk taking, creativity 
and the confidence to experiment.”6 These skills draw on a synthesis of approaches 
from science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics (STEAM) subjects in 
ways that conventional education may not be able to.7

The first two modes of framing speak to a “web innovation model” that has 
decentralized technologies, lowered the barriers to entry into production infrastruc-
ture and supply chains,8 revolutionized manufacturing,9 and challenged the status 
quo by way of subverting perceived dominant copyright regimes10 and conventional 
processes of organizing, innovating, and engaging with material and mental 
resources, among other aspects. The third form of framing points to opportunities to 
enable personalized design and digital fabrication not only for artistic and personal 
ends, but also for entrepreneurial purposes.11 The last two framing modes highlight 
the ability to provide solutions for sustainability and to nurture alternative ways 
of producing, acquiring, and sharing knowledge.12 Framing making in these ways 
is reminiscent of some prominent analyses of the international countercultural 
struggles between the late 1950s and the late 1970s that have explored the central 
aspirations and values underpinning those struggles.13

Recent scholarship has associated making with movements, entities, and 
individuals in the said struggles that championed deviation from dominant norms, 
views, and conformity.14 These occurrences have been perceived differently.15 In 
this chapter, we take the view that countercultural activity broadly constituted a 
radical break with existing ideals and norms in search of personal and collective 
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freedom. Countercultural activists viewed themselves as operating either against 
or outside the confines of the status quo. This manifested itself in the adaptation of 
prevailing ways of being and communication to achieve change (broadly defined), 
and in the adoption of perceived alternative lifestyles and practices as means of 
expressing dissent. Subversion of received wisdom and related ideals, coupled with 
experimentation with ideas, different forms of expression and being, and just simply 
creating and repairing things, were integral elements of countercultural activity.16 
All this has been seen to convey “an optimistic narrative of partially thwarted social 
progress that nonetheless could be completed one day in the future [through] 
‘self-cultivation, self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity.’”17

This reading aligns with making. Scholars have observed the ways in which mak-
ing is strongly reminiscent of “countercultural protest” and exudes “counter-cultural 
roots.”18 In this narrative, countercultural activity and making can be said to deplore 
conformity, to distrust routine, to encourage resistance to established power, and to 
challenge standardized ways of knowing, seeing, and thinking. Both are impelled by 
a sense of injustice,19 share a disillusionment with the agendas imposed by the state 
and capitalist excesses, and show a disdain for dominant forms of organization—be 
they of a social, political, economic, policy, or technological nature.20 Countercul-
tural activists and makers are largely white, middle-class, relatively young, usually 
well-educated people (barring exceptions) who have looked beyond material factors 
alone in search of deeper meaning in their lives. That meaning—which is thought 
to derive in part from frustrations of unfulfilled expectations and disaffection with 
scarce opportunities for empowerment and fulfillment—can be said to comprise 
the desire to achieve unrealized spiritual needs and ideological orientations that 
the said constituencies believe are being stymied by powerful capitalist forces, 
standard etiquette, and structural inequalities.21

This conceptualization operationalizes countercultural values and making 
as embodying acts of protest following Dieter Rucht’s useful characterization of 
protest. In this view, countercultural activists and makers are bound together by a 
fivefold aspiration: to give voice to concerns, problems, or critiques that speak to 
local, regional, national, and international matters; to express and/or communicate 
a minority or majority position; to refer to material or immaterial goods; to envisage 
a short- or a long-term perspective; and to aim at a minor political change or a 
fundamentally different societal order.22 In the United States, these features have 
demonstrably characterized grassroots countercultural activity in its pursuit of 
change. By contrast, efforts geared toward change in China have been consistently 
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engineered by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) via a top-down approach that 
taps into some characteristics of protest to accelerate China’s nationalist project to 
modernize without undermining the standing of the state bureaucracy.

It is worth noting that the United States and China have co-opted the coun-
tercultural rhetoric of disruptiveness, pragmatism, experimentation, and broader 
economic prosperity to try and foster socioeconomic and innovation-led develop-
ment. We call this the process of “inversion” whereby institutional agendas in both 
countries have (mis)appropriated countercultural values for their own ends, thereby 
undermining what such values intend to achieve. Nowhere has this process been 
more prominent than in the cities of Las Vegas and Shenzhen respectively—both 
of which enjoy exceptional global symbolism. In both cities, authorities have been 
an “absent presence”—allowing informality, risk, and experimentation to drive 
socioeconomic and innovation-led development for nearly four decades.23 This 
is one example where the innovation-driven paths to development in the United 
States and China appear to be connected. We focus on Shenzhen because of its 
extraordinary status as a Special Economic Zone and a global model hardware and 
IoT city—thanks to the machinations of the CCP over time.

Making, New Shanzhai, and Countercultural Values: Digital Fabrication in the 
Chinese Context

In the ethnographic inquiry we report on in this chapter, we explored the extent to 
which the framings of making outlined earlier are discernible in the Chinese Maker 
context. Commentators have noted that China’s status as the manufacturing capital 
of the world—reflected in the ubiquity of the “Made in China” label—over nearly 
forty years developed an open, low-cost production, network model that mirrored 
some overriding principles of the Maker Movement and related countercultural 
values.24 One such principle is the understanding that solutions to key societal 
challenges can be searched for and arrived at differently.25 As already hinted at—and 
as we shall see—the Chinese state has co-opted these principles for its own ends.

During the 2000s, the aforementioned model coevolved with Shanzhai26—
which is understood to mean “copycat” goods or “counterfeit” products. With the 
emergence of Maker culture in China around 2010, a convergence of the Maker 
Movement and Shanzhai has culminated in what David Li—seen widely by 
many in China and abroad as one of the pioneering leaders of the Chinese Maker 
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Movement—has termed New Shanzhai.27 New Shanzhai is perceived to tap into 
free, informal, and open-source systems and infrastructures involving hardware, 
electronics, new forms of manufacturing, and information-sharing.28 In Shenzhen, 
the New Shanzhai ecosystem is characterized by four key factors—namely, (a) 
speed of innovation, (b) a disregard for intellectual property (IP) protection, (c) 
a dense network of communities of makers, entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, 
businesspeople, hardware start-ups, accelerators or incubators, innovation hubs 
and centers, various intermediaries and other stakeholders, and (d) institutional 
support.

The need to respond to niche market demands not catered to by big businesses 
has significantly boosted the ability to prototype fast and assemble components in 
different formats swiftly, something that demonstrates an almost instant provision 
of innovative solutions.29 A key feature of this approach is that “weaker IP protection 
[where it exists] and cut-throat competition mean that [makers] and entrepreneurs 
place less emphasis on protecting their inventions in China, instead attempting 
to innovate quicker than their competitors.”30 Key competitive advantages are a 
familiarity with local tastes both at home and abroad, as well as the proximity to 
the world’s fastest growing markets in India and Southeast Asia.31 A further crucial 
competitive advantage is the ability to tap into large networks of stakeholders 
embracing an open, experimental manufacturing culture32 increasingly supported 
by policy initiatives and subsidy schemes in line with the ambition to foster inno-
vation-led economic development geared toward a “Designed in China” status.33

Of particular note is the “Made in China 2025” initiative—commonly abbre-
viated as “MiC2025.” Since 2013, MiC2025 has been facilitating the transition from 
the aforementioned low-cost production, network model to “intelligent” or “smart” 
manufacturing, which is understood as the incorporation of communication 
technologies and advanced digitally mediated infrastructure into various stages 
of manufacturing processes across design, production, branding, and delivery of 
products and services.34 This mode of manufacturing has gradually been introduced 
in a range of industrial sectors pertinent to making such as electronics, telecom-
munications, household appliances, and advanced internet services, among many 
others.35

These developments have significant implications. First, grassroots innovation, 
design, and digital fabrication in China is increasingly being (mis)understood 
as inherently business-oriented—a criterion used to allocate public subsidy.36 
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Second, Maker communities envision the future of innovation differently from 
government.37 Some commentators have reported on the belief widely held by the 
said communities that only individual and collective empowerment—in tandem 
with appropriate support for bottom-up approaches—will foster effective and 
sustainable social and economic transformation.38 Third, the reliance on funding 
from government, institutions, and venture capitalists raises the question whether 
top-down support can potentially clash with the ethos of Maker culture.39 Indeed, 
a central critique of “MiC2025” has been that its top-down orientation has not only 
stultified organic and bottom-up dynamics in some instances, but it has failed to 
coordinate policies at central and state and/or local levels more effectively.

Fourth, a transition to innovation-led economic development requires free 
expressions of creativity and thought that the traditional Chinese education system 
premised on rote learning is currently unable to provide.40 It is widely acknowledged 
that increased investment in making and the learning of related competencies and 
skills via Maker Education (also abbreviated as Maker Ed) is essential in supporting 
the growth and effectiveness of grassroots creativity and innovation. Fifth, the state 
of flux of grassroots innovation and digital fabrication “has produced manic and 
fierce competition among swarms of entrepreneurs.”41 This state of affairs—as it 
plays out in Shenzhen—reflects the paradoxical nature of the “change/continuity 
and disruption/structure” dyads that the editors of this volume outline in the 
introduction. In the next section, we discuss the methodology we employed, the 
case studies we analyzed, and the ethics-related considerations we abided by.

Method and Case Studies

In this chapter, we explore how Maker communities in Shenzhen “engage materially 
with digital fabrication, and how observed practices shape, enable, and underpin 
the formation, validation, or unsettling of [the framing of making and countercul-
tural values outlined earlier].”42 This exploration draws on a comparative case study 
approach43 and strategies from the co-production research tradition,44 which allow 
research participants to provide as well-rounded a picture as possible of their world. 
We situated the said approach and tradition within an overarching ethnographic 
methodology45 that allowed us to draw on fifty-one semi-structured qualitative 
interviews, participant observation, the study of documentary evidence, and six 
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focus groups in the examination of the communities of makers, entrepreneurs, 
hardware start-ups, and other stakeholders that we were able to access between 
March 2017 and April 2018.

For our purposes in this chapter, we have selected four sites that are reflective—
but not necessarily representative—of makerspaces and hardware innovation hubs 
(entrepreneurial and non-entrepreneurial alike) in Shenzhen. These selection 

TABLE 1. Case Study Sites and Interviewee Information
MAKER SITES PARENT ORGANIZATION(S) INTERVIEWEES*

SEGMaker† Shenzhen Electronics Group 
(SEG)‡

Yuong Jay§

SZOIL¶ Maker Collider# and Shenzhen 
Industrial Design Profession 
Association (SIDA)**

Vicky Xie††

Chaihuo x.factory‡‡  Seeed Studio§§ Violet Su¶¶

Litchee Lab## N/A Lit Liao***

Notes: * The interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes on average. In accordance with the ethical terms under which access to 
conduct fieldwork was granted, we reveal the true identities of our interviewees including their real names.

† SEGMaker comprises a co-working space and an incubator. It provides tailored services in the form of capital, equipment, 
training, and access to various Maker and hardware communities with the ultimate goal of nurturing hardware start-up 
entrepreneurship. SEGMaker is part of the Fab Lab network—a community of fabricators and designated community-based 
spaces located in over 100 countries across the globe. For more information, visit https://fabfoundation.org/getting- 
started/#fablabs-full and https://www.fablabs.io/labs/segmaker.

‡ SEG is a local government institution which—for over thirty years—has been operating in the electronics product-development 
business sector among others.

§ Yuong Jay is Operations Manager at SEGMaker. He holds a postgraduate degree in project management and has correspond-
ing work experience—including basic knowledge of hardware.

¶ SZOIL is a unique hub that comprises an open innovation center and a start-up accelerator. It views itself as “a space and 
platform for worldwide makers to communicate and cooperate,” and as a “global maker service platform” and promoter 
of Shenzhen as a city hub of “digital intelligent hardware and manufacturing.” In this capacity—and as part of the Fab Lab 
network, it undertakes R&D activities, offers innovation and entrepreneurial training and education courses for makers, and 
provides a bespoke “industry chain collaboration service.” For more information, access http://www.szida.org/list-31-1.html.

# Maker Collider is an open-source Maker platform sponsored by Intel China. For further details, visit http://www.maker 
collider.com.

** SIDA is a local government-funded, nonprofit organization that connects industrial design and makers (both local Chinese 
and foreign) across the globe. See also http://www.szida.org/list-31-1.html.

†† Vicky Xie is the Global Corporation Director at SZOIL. She holds a bachelor’s degree in English language studies.
‡‡ Chaihuo x.factory describes itself as an “open factory” furnished with “production-level equipment for in-house prototyping 

and small-batch production services as well as co-working spaces” among other offerings. It was established in 2011 
as Chaihuo Maker Space—and is widely considered to be a pioneering makerspace in Shenzhen. Chaihuo x.factory is a 
subsidiary entity of Seeed Studio. See https://www.seeedstudio.com/about_seeed.

§§ Seeed Studio describes itself as an Internet of Things (IoT) hardware enabler that has been providing open-source hardware 
and manufacturing services to global makers and other stakeholders since 2008. See also https://www.seeedstudio.com/
about_seeed; https://www.seeedstudio.com/blog/; https://twitter.com/seeedstudio.

¶¶ Violet Su is an English language studies university graduate and the community manager in charge of programs and projects 
at Chaihuo x.factory.

## Litchee Lab is a makerspace that offers bespoke Maker Ed curriculum services to schools and other learners while also 
providing access to a space and equipment for personal and collective fabrication. It is part of the Fab Lab network. See 
http://www.litchee.cn/.

*** Lit Liao is the founder of Litchee Lab. She is a university graduate of electronic engineering and one of the movers and 
shakers of Maker Ed in Shenzhen.
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criteria are supported by the status and reputation these sites enjoy in key Maker 
circles in the region.46 The four sites are SEGMaker, Shenzhen Open Innovation 
Lab (SZOIL), Chaihuo x.factory, and Litchee Lab. Information about the sites and 
corresponding research participants is presented in tabular form. Details pertaining 
to background and context are presented in footnotes.

Shenzhen Maker Communities in Action

In what follows, we explore who the Maker communities at the selected case-study 
sites in Shenzhen are; what their aspirations and motivations are; how these reflect 
countercultural values or not; and whether or not those values are reconcilable 
with entrepreneurial motivations and institutional agendas in the quest to achieve 
change (broadly defined).

Identities and Composition of Maker Communities in Shenzhen

With respect to the identities and composition of the Maker communities under 
study here, our interviewees described the majority of the makers and hardware 
businesses as constituting both local and other inland Chinese nationals. Yuong 
Jay helpfully quantifies this effectively. Of the “over 200 [digital fabrication] 
projects” at SEGMaker, 180 or so are owned by the said Chinese demographics. 
Since the same can be said of the other three sites, this could be said to reflect the 
exponential uptake of grassroots design, innovation, and making that is heavily 
supported by the mass entrepreneurship and innovation scheme. This scheme 
is an integral component of “MiC2025” and is tasked with tapping into citizens’ 
everyday creativity.47 However, the prevalence of international makers is striking. 
This “very internationalized” Maker scene, as Violet Su noted, renders making in 
Shenzhen quite unique due to the city’s distinctive New Shanzhai ecosystem that 
attracts makers and other hardware stakeholders from inland and Greater China, 
numerous parts of East and South Asia, and across the globe.

For these local and international constituents, “Shenzhen is the optimal place 
to develop hardware, both in terms of speed to market and efficiency working 
the supply chain.”48 It is not surprising, then, that these aspects—and other 
draws—have led to Shenzhen being (informally) called, and globally celebrated as, 
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“the Mecca of Hardware” among many other labels.49 Apart from the international 
dimension, our interviewees described the makers at their sites as varied in terms 
of background. There was mention of “hobbyists,” “hardware entrepreneurs,” “start-
ups,” “university students,” and “artists.” We learned that a number of individuals 
and Maker teams worked as technicians of various kinds for some of the Chinese 
companies and factories that manufacture products for the big global high-tech 
brands. Overall, individuals tended to have what Yuong Jay refers to as “common 
knowledge” understood as either a background in science and engineering or a 
familiarity with design and digital fabrication processes, albeit to differing levels.

With the exception of SEGMaker, which appears to be fairly exclusive in its 
support for male makers with bachelor’s degrees ideally in the STEAM subjects, 
the other three sites come across as fairly inclusive all around. This inclusivity is 
clearly reflected in the descriptions of our interviewees in the preceding section. 
There, we see that a university degree qualification is common. This appears to be 
a prerequisite to belong to the respective sites in an administrative and/or manage-
ment capacity, but is not necessary for an ordinary site member, or a member of the 
wider Shenzhen Maker scene. Similarly, we see that making is very much open to 
females as it is to males, and that belonging is not dependent on having “common 
knowledge”—though bringing along an openness and willingness to learn digital 
fabrication skills and a passion for making is essential, be it for site administration 
and/or management purposes or for self-actualization, or both.

Although not mentioned explicitly in the accounts provided by our inter-
viewees, we noted as participant observers that the demographics of the makers 
under discussion—local Chinese and foreign alike—seemed overwhelmingly 
young. That is to say, individuals generally appeared to be either below or around 
the age of thirty years. This chimes with known accounts that have recorded the 
average age of Shenzhen residents as twenty-seven years old or marginally higher.50 
Having established the identity and composition of the Maker communities under 
discussion here, we now look at what drives them.

Aspirations and Motivations: (Mis)alignment with Countercultural Values?

Earlier on in the chapter, we conceptualized making as it aligns with countercultural 
values. We now turn to our interviewee accounts that capture the aspirations and 
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motivations that impel Maker communities in Shenzhen in an attempt to make 
sense of how such aspirations and motivations reflect countercultural values or not:

So, in the weekend we’ll have workshops in this area for the primary school 
students or senior school students for them to really experience a “fantasy [land]” 
of hardware. So, the workshops teach them how to build their own hardware, how 
to build their own cars, their own drones, so things like that. (Yuong Jay, SEGMaker)

[We tend] to say: “everyone is a maker but not everyone is an entrepreneur.” . . . We 
are supporting different groups [including] hobby[ists], hardware start-up teams 
or entrepreneurs. They’re actually having a good environment now—government 
support, makerspaces, accelerators, factories, manufacturers, industrial design 
companies, independent design houses.51 They’ve got all the best resources available 
here in Shenzhen. (Vicky Xie, SZOIL)

So, all these resources . . . help our makers to grow. And our makers can also provide 
some solutions to the industries [as well as to problems in everyday life]. So, the 
open-source [ecosystem] help[s] [makers] to lower the cost and also help[s] start-
ups to get into [hardware business]. So, there are very versatile and very different 
kind[s] of projects, no matter it’s for fun or for solving a problem or adding some 
colors to our life. (Violet Su, Chaihuo x.factory)

[A] challenge that China is facing now [is] how to prepare our next generation[s] 
for [the] future and Maker Ed is doing that by teaching our kids how [to use] the 
“learn and work model.”52 (Lit Liao, Litchee Lab)

These insights relate to aspirations and motivations at two levels, namely, the 
case study sites and the Maker communities they claim to serve. The sites play what 
appears to be an intermediary role that involves nurturing and bringing Maker 
communities into contact with each other and with a range of other actors and 
resources both within the New Shanzhai ecosystem and across the entire supply 
chain. Nurturing involves offering training and learning as well as the provision 
of opportunities and resources for Maker communities to make things that excite 
them and are meaningful to them.53 We have seen that one way to achieve this 
is to get some of these communities “to really experience a ‘fantasy [land]’ of 
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hardware”—whether or not the things made are seen to be “useless.” Regardless 
of whether or not some of the stakeholders are motivated by entrepreneurial 
objectives, the sites link them to “government support,” design-service providers, 
personalized manufacturing services at low cost, educational entities and associated 
curricular networks, and “marketing and sales” contacts, among other things.

In doing so, the sites can be said to structure, sequence, and pace digital 
fabrication projects in Shenzhen in a process that is characterized by a fourfold 
dimension: proselytizing, matchmaking, gatekeeping, and counseling.54 This mode 
of operation originated in Silicon Valley in California in the United States, and 
has been gradually transposed to Shenzhen through industrial flows (know-how 
and labor) in which the big high-tech brands have been subcontracting Shenzhen 
industrial partners to manufacture cheaply for them. This is another example 
of how creativity and innovation in China appears to be inextricably linked to 
innovation-driven developments in the United States at different junctures in 
time. By undertaking these overarching functions, the sites under analysis here 
have “becom[e] cradles of entrepreneurship, innovators in education, nodes in 
open hardware networks, studios for digital artistry, ciphers of social change, pro-
totyping shops for manufacturers . . . emblematic anticipations of commons-based, 
peer-produced post-capitalism . . . galleries for hands-on explorations in material 
culture . . . and not forgetting, of course, spaces for simply having fun.”55

At the level of Maker communities, individuals appear to be driven by the 
desire to address gaps and needs in provision prevailing in society. Violet Su alludes 
to makers who have the potential to “provide some solutions” to problems that 
may be perceived to have been ignored by established actors in the areas of 
economics, politics, technology, and policy, among others. The desire, aspirations, 
and motivations to make the world a better place have been associated with 
shared imaginaries and activism that embody the position of being in a struggle 
for critical, egalitarian (and sometimes alternative) ways of being, seeing, thinking, 
and acting.56 Some of these aspects manifest themselves well in Lit Liao’s vision 
of the potential of Maker Ed. Its intervention is premised not only on instilling 
in learners constructivist approaches to learning and learning by doing that 
challenge the conventional Chinese rote education system, but also on the belief 
in the transformative power of the said approaches to change many realms of 
society. One realm that Lit Liao makes particular reference to is “smart” manufac-
turing—a sector she believes China can excel and become a world leader in in the 
foreseeable future. We place this later in the broader context of China’s ambition 
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to redeploy processes of transformation to secure national and global economic 
and reputational advantages.

The increasing proliferation of Maker Ed projects in Shenzhen—and the 
subsequent public debates they have triggered in relation to the competencies 
and skills needed to facilitate innovation-led economic development—appears 
to support a key account. When people like Lit Liao mobilize resources in accord 
with (critical) ideas, they have the possibility of contributing to the restructuring of 
established formalities and systems.57 In these and other ways, the aspirations and 
motivations of some of the case study sites and their Maker communities reflect 
not only countercultural values, but also elements of protest as conceptualized 
earlier.

From a collective vantage point, these sites encourage grassroots design, 
innovation, digital fabrication, and broader participation in industrial production 
processes. The sites achieve this through organizing horizontally and flexibly—in 
the same way that firms, start-ups, and innovation hubs in Silicon Valley have 
tended to organize. This allows for the employment of agile and efficient methods 
of working to accommodate low-cost, small-scale production that lowers the 
barriers to entry and dispenses with centralized, industrial-scale production 

FIGURE 1. 3D printing room, Chaihuo x.Factory (previously known as Chaihuo Maker Space)
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typically controlled by a smaller number of hierarchically organized, established 
individuals and entities.58 This clearly represents another way of organizing, one 
that deviates from conformity and attempts to truly democratize innovation 
and manufacturing processes. In doing so, the sites attempt to subvert control 
and domination of the global high-tech brands. But as we shall see below, the 
sites—and entrepreneurial Maker communities—are partly implicated in the 
very same modes of control and domination.

From a personal perspective, we argue that the Maker communities under 
study in this chapter are drawn to making as a lifestyle because “it helps [them] 
better themselves, provides both pleasure and useful skills, and ultimately frees 
[them] to take control of [their] li[ves].”59 They utilize the infrastructure, training, 
and resources made available to them to access shared material and immaterial 
goods normally inaccessible outside of designated digital fabrication spaces, to 
experiment and learn by doing in collaboration with like-minded peers, and to 
become part of a community characterized by a shared ethos. An integral part 
of that ethos is informed by the desire to effect social change through being 
involved in communal attempts to improve societal life in the same way that 
countercultural activity does. Particularly in a cultural and educational context 
where following many rules, saving face, keeping valuable information to oneself, 
and the display of relatively little tolerance of failure and mistakes are said to 
be the norm,60 the aspirations and motivations expressed above indeed appear 
to reflect a refreshingly new, grassroots countercultural current.61

To borrow David Gauntlett’s (2018) words, this current positions making 
as “everyday creativity” that gives Maker communities “a sense of potency, 
expressive ways to connect with other people, and a sense of meaningful 
engagement with the world [including the chance to] exchange things, and [to] 
inspire each other.”62 In their different ways, then, the aspirations and motiva-
tions we have seen clearly reflect the said countercultural current in Shenzhen 
and parts of Mainland China in a way similar to our earlier conceptualization 
of countercultural values and framing of making.63 We argue that the CCP 
bureaucracy understands the importance of these attributes in contributing 
toward China’s modernization and has—through the process of inversion 
explained earlier—proactively supported their pursuit, but only as long as 
the state’s socialist apparatus is not questioned. But can we really speak of a 
noteworthy grassroots countercultural current? So far, our findings point to a 
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current discernible only in pockets of particular Maker communities that are not 
widespread either in Shenzhen or across China. A key explanation for this, we 
argue below, lies in the current’s situatedness within a landscape characterized 
by conflicting ideologies, demands, and confines imposed by entrepreneurial 
motivations and institutional agendas.

Countercultural Values, Entrepreneurial Motivations, and Institutional Agendas

We have seen that countercultural values and making advocate pursuit of people’s 
own liberation and self-direction over conformity. At a time when elements of capi-
talist ideology are increasingly dictating how Chinese society is being organized and 
how value systems and lifestyles of young people are being shaped,64 especially in 

FIGURE 2. Small Creativity, Big World (PHOTOGRAPH © DANIEL H. MUTIBWA, REPRINTED BY PERMISSION)
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relation to making and its perceived economic and cultural value,65 contradictions 
and tensions appear inevitable. We explore this through the lens of selected digital 
fabrication projects as presented by our interviewees:

So, we have one of the projects—They’re just putting a flash and also a radio on the 
[walking] stick, and also emergency call devices in the [walking] stick for elderly people. 
So, if elderly people have some accident, the emergency [services] will call. If they 
don’t reply, it will automatically transfer to the police stations. (Yuong Jay, SEGMaker)

We [have] just [run] an open-source village program . .  . related to the beehive. 
[Following training, learners] started to design a beehive by themselves. So, the 
beehive is actually helping the bee farmers to . . . detect the [moisture], the tempera-
ture in the beehive, [and with the help of sensors to inform farmers] what time is 
the most suitable temperature for the bees to generate some honey. That will help 
those farmers to [increase] efficiency [in] honey production. (Vickie Xie, SZOIL)

So, we have two boys who [separately] joined as members [and realized they had] 
so many interests in common, [something that prompted them to] build something 
together. . . . Then they built robots and the robots [are] not for sale or it’s not that 
they want to start a start-up later or anything. They just have their daily job[s] and 
come here to build [their robots] and [have] upgraded to the new level [where the 
robots] can dance and to the next level that they can [be] remote-controll[ed]. So, 
it’s like for fun. (Violet Su, Chaihuo x.factory)

In line with countercultural values and some dimensions of protest outlined 
earlier, the digital fabrication projects described here represent an exercise in 
self-direction, experimentation, independence, taking responsibility, and—to 
a certain extent—a search for a deeper meaning in everyday creativity, which 
can take either material or immaterial form.66 To varying degrees, some of these 
projects exhibit a social justice dimension. In doing so, such projects display a 
culture that fuses personal and collective freedom and engagement with creativity 
and innovation for wider benefit,67 albeit with some serious caveats. For instance, 
the said freedom is made possible in the first instance by the CCP for purely 
instrumental reasons. Through the process of inversion, the CCP seeks to drive 
societal transformations both at micro and macro levels. It also strives to stimulate 
processes of mass creativity and innovation through state-supported, top-down 
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interventions in a bid to model a “new” modern China. This speaks to one of the 
central strands of this volume—“‘old’ futures”—presented in the introduction and 
about which Hoyng and Chong observe that what tends to be seen or presented as 
“new” may, in fact, turn out to be firmly grounded in “old power structures.” Some of 
the decrees issued during the Cultural Revolution and many state-led interventions 
in post-Mao China have led to significant new societal transformations, including 
creative and innovative changes. Nonetheless, these have been—and continue to 
be—anchored in century-long sociocultural power dynamics in Chinese society.

Nevertheless, for many of the makers under discussion here, the priority is to 
engage with making for making’s sake—and to enjoy the benefits that come with 
the Maker lifestyle discussed previously while simultaneously working their day 
jobs or pursuing study. At the time of our fieldwork, the projects described had 
not been turned into entrepreneurial ventures—but that possibility remained 
open. Members of the project that added value to the walking stick were more 
interested in (re)making it for use by elderly members in their family circles. The 
beehive project is part of SZOIL’s social program that champions self-sustenance, 
builds capacity, and seeks solutions to improve the living conditions of the most 
disadvantaged communities at the margins of the city of Shenzhen. Outside this 
context, the project has huge economic potential, as does the robotics project 
undertaken by the “two boys.”

These projects—and many others like them, however—tell one side of the story. 
The makers of these projects are non-entrepreneurial and can be said to foreground 
the kind of social justice ethos that characterizes countercultural activity and some 
dimensions of making discussed earlier. These makers appear not to be interested 
in turning their ideas and products into entrepreneurial ventures—at least initially. 
Vicky Xie captures this neatly above when she remarks that “everyone is a maker but 
not everyone is an entrepreneur.” The other side of the story is told by those makers 
who either attempt to balance social justice objectives and entrepreneurialism or 
go down the entrepreneurial route entirely (Maker entrepreneurs proper). We show 
how the balancing act plays out.

Makers committed to countercultural values (and by extension social justice 
goals) and entrepreneurialism approach making in the knowledge that they have 
access to “all the best resources available . . . in Shenzhen,” as Vicky Xie notes above. 
Often, because these makers have no knowledge of business development, the 
sites advise them to focus on making and to hire services to help with business 
operations rather than launch into full-blown business activity. Proceeding this 
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way helps these makers not only to concentrate on what they do best—which is 
to identify gaps in provision, provide solutions to common needs, or, as Violet Su 
noted earlier, add “some colors to our life”—but also to stay lean, agile, and flexible 
while working their day jobs or studying.

An example that illustrates this process—and captures the inner workings 
of Shenzhen’s Maker ecosystem effectively—is a Maker team from Sweden that 
created a drone called Crazyflie.68 Violet Su told us that this Swedish Maker team 
comprised three young people with day jobs who elected to balance making for 
fun with earning money from the fruits of their creativity and innovation. With 
no resources to progress the project from the prototype stage, the team partnered 
with Seeed Studio in Shenzhen, which placed the drone project on its website for 
preorder. Seeed Studio then invited the global hardware community to provide 
feedback to help continue improving the drone, but also to gauge concrete interest, 
which informed the company how many units of the drone were manufactured in 
the first batch. According to Violet Su, the preorder went viral and was even featured 
by Wired magazine.69 In its role as an intermediary and “IoT enabler,” Seeed Studio 
supported Crazyflie with accessing and navigating the New Shanzhai ecosystem 
and supply chain without setting foot in Shenzhen initially.

The feedback and comments obtained informed enhancements, but these had 
to be realized fast in order to stay ahead of both copycats and competitors since 
the drone was open-source. As explained earlier in the chapter, this is common 
practice in Shenzhen given that anyone with access to the design and product 
specifications can manufacture a similar product with ease. Maker entrepreneurs 
literally rush to get the first batch of products manufactured in order to at least 
recoup any investment costs, but also to try and maintain a competitive edge 
through improvements insofar as possible. Violet Su explained that one of the key 
enhancements to Crazyflie involved dispensing with the game pad used to control 
the drone and replacing it with an app on a smartphone instead.

At the time of our fieldwork, Crazyflie had since launched a second iteration 
of the product. Crazyflie is not only made merely for playful activity and enter-
tainment, but also as a platform to build on and enhance research at affordable 
cost in system applications in the areas of aeronautics, robotics, logistics, and 
agriculture across the globe.70 Here, Crazyflie positions itself as a Maker of a 
product for frivolous activity and as an entrepreneurial unit engaged in R&D. As 
we argue later, the latter is precisely what the Chinese state envisages the role of 
making to be in China. Institutional support in its various forms is readily made 
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available to Maker sites that collaborate with Maker entrepreneurs like Crazyflie, 
either with demonstrable potential to drive design and innovation or a discernible 
track record in R&D. There may seem nothing countercultural about Crazyflie as a 
product, but there certainly is something about its ethos and way of working that 
reflects profoundly countercultural values encapsulated in collectivity, sharing, 
solidarity, breaking with convention, and leveraging innovation for truly meaningful 
commons-based peer production.

In balancing countercultural values and entrepreneurial motivations, Maker 
entrepreneurs like Crazyflie encourage open-source sharing as a means to collec-
tively “liberate” technology from the grip of dominant high-tech companies. In 
doing so, they defy convention and the culture of conformity for wider benefit. 
However, the same cannot be said of Maker entrepreneurs proper, who are driven 
by solely commercial motivations. We learned that such makers tend to be less keen 
on solidarity and are apprehensive about sharing their ideas and projects despite 
utilizing open-source resources. The perceived risk of imitation and potential loss of 
income resulting from sharing drives such makers to sign nondisclosure agreements 
at the outset, and to seek to secure intellectual property (IP) protection. Although 
such makers have every right to proceed this way, we argue that this reproduces 
capitalist norms and practices such as individualism, self-interest, exploitation, 
and new forms of hierarchies, among others—all of which neither harmonize with 
countercultural values and making as discussed so far, nor align with social justice 
goals. We home in on the major implications these issues—and the developments 
explored earlier in this chapter—have for the wider context.

Situating Making and Maker Communities in Shenzhen in a Broader 
Context

We have seen that the identities and composition of the Maker communities at the 
case study sites in Shenzhen constitute overwhelmingly male, relatively young, pre-
dominantly local and inland Chinese with “common knowledge” associated either 
with university education in STEAM subjects or familiarity with digital fabrication 
processes. Females are (mostly) welcome, but they remain heavily outnumbered. 
One reason for this, Lit Liao and Violet Su observed, has to do with the perception 
that science and engineering subjects have traditionally been perceived to be male 
domains, while digital fabrication has tended to be associated with “geek culture.” 
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Nonetheless, the number of female makers is steadily rising—though it will take 
time and a major shift in perceptions to close the gap.71 Because digital fabrication 
presupposes a background in STEAM subjects and/or the mindset, competencies, 
and environments conducive to learning associated skills and techniques, we argue 
that these may be out of reach for many demographics for a range of structural 
reasons—including the poverty-induced illiteracy that Yuong Jay mentioned in 
the interview.

Far from truly democratizing design and digital fabrication, this could be seen 
to render making a minority activity, enthusiasm, and preserve of educated and 
other privileged individuals. This is hugely problematic because it suggests that 
the key actors behind—and the principal drivers and beneficiaries of—the fourth 
industrial revolution are likely going to be less diverse: male, young, well-educated, 
and technologically savvy. This threatens to undermine efforts to seek gender and 
class equity, to create life opportunities for all, and to liberate and leverage tech-
nology for truly broad social change. This reveals a crucial aspect that speaks to the 
notions of “‘old’ futures” and “‘uncertain’ futures” as explained in the introduction 
of this volume by the editors. Novel as the fourth industrial revolution may be, 
it is nestled in the usual dominant structures, which are poised to continue to 
dictate the contexts within which innovation occurs, and by extension, the nature 
of the transformations likely to be fostered. More importantly, the status of the 
makers described here grants them what Tyree-Hageman has termed “episteme 
privilege”—meaning that only they “have the means to ‘exercise the causal power 
to undermine, dislodge, and replace a previously dominant ideational regime.’”72

This “regime” is central to the understanding of the relationship between 
culture, economics, technology, and activism across the past and present. In the 
United States, where this relationship has a relatively long history, key scholarly 
accounts have found that grassroots activists working at the intersection of culture, 
technology, and the economy have embraced countercultural ideals in a way 
that chimes with entrepreneurial success resulting from organizing and working 
differently than established organizations.73 Embracing techno-libertarianism, these 
activists have maintained a fundamental antipathy toward state interference, which 
has tended to be perceived as a threat to individual freedom and civil liberties—
although such activists have not seen any contradiction in obtaining government 
funding and other institutional support to experiment with technology projects. 
The success of these activists in the United States has been linked to innovative 
and entrepreneurial growth resulting not only from the liberation afforded by 
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technology, but also from traits such as hard work, talent, vision, egalitarianism, 
transparency, and openness. Cross-pollination of ideas and practices has meant that 
this entrepreneurial ethic has established itself in innovation and entrepreneurial 
cultures, most notably in high-tech regions such as Silicon Valley in California and 
Route 128 in Boston.

Subsequently, some countercultural ideals have become deeply entrenched in 
individualist and free-market principles that characterize the high-tech industry in 
the United States—and now the entrepreneurial Maker communities in Shenzhen, 
as we have seen. This has been made possible mainly through the industrial flows 
explained earlier. Clearly, this has played into the hands of the “dominant ideational 
regime” that many grassroots activists and non-entrepreneurial makers have 
criticized and attempted to undermine. By embracing entrepreneurial motivations 
fully under the guise of nurturing the growth of society through broader civic 
participation, grassroots ventures seeking to make technology widely available 
for personal gain and commercial exploitation have implicated themselves in the 
sustenance and legitimation of capitalist and neoliberal approaches that have been 
gradually blunting, (mis)appropriating, and co-opting the said ventures. Maker 
entrepreneurship proper finds itself in this very same position.

Maker entrepreneurship proper in Shenzhen is characterized by the produc-
tion of collective goods through the self-oriented actions of individuals and entities 
organized in self-interested networks that conform to market-centric economic 
ideals of self-reliance and wealth accumulation, among other things. In doing so, 
it not only invariably reproduces capitalist and neoliberal practices as we have 
seen, but it also selfishly exploits acts of solidarity and the open-source ethic. 
Moreover, the prioritization of economic interests at the expense of open-source 
conventions and countercultural values means that Maker entrepreneurs proper 
make products and services that sell to the detriment of those that address social 
justice issues but may be unprofitable. This epitomizes neoliberal business as usual, 
which renders Maker entrepreneurs proper “manifestations of flexible capitalism 
as much as the large IT enterprises are”—the difference being that the former do 
not earn as much as the latter.74 This shows complicity in the sustenance of the 
“dominant ideational regime.”

A crucial factor in shaping the trajectory of making in this way is institutional 
policy and associative agendas. In its quest to position itself as a promoter of inno-
vation-led economic growth through “smart” manufacturing and as a major creator 
of jobs and wealth, China is heavily investing in grassroots design, innovation, 
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and digital fabrication on a massive scale. Though similar in conception to the 
science and innovation programs designed to stimulate creativity en masse in 
the United States in the 1950s and 1960s—and latterly the “Nation of Makers” 
initiative in the 2010s—the distinctiveness of the Chinese mass innovation and 
entrepreneurship initiative lies in its coverage of far more regions and their first-, 
second-, and third-tier cities to stimulate economic growth on a truly monumental 
scale.75 This top-down approach, which represents yet another example of how the 
innovation-led paths to economic development in the United States and China 
appear to be linked, has been criticized for selecting, institutionalizing, and turning 
making and other design and innovation activities not only into instruments 
of solely economic value, but also as embodiments of new, post-industrial, and 
urban-development identities driven by media, creative, and high-tech city agendas, 
among other things.76

For critics, the self-direction, independence, creativity, and entrepreneurial 
success that result from grassroots innovation and Maker entrepreneurship proper 
serve not only to absolve the state of its civil responsibilities, but also to help drive 
the CCP’s national and global economic and political agendas through revision and 
replication of selected capitalist practices, including the mantra of the “self-made 
man” who makes it on his own among other perceived achievements.77 Addition-
ally, we learned that institutional policy agendas expect a return on investment 
measured in terms of the number of successful hardware start-ups, the number 
of products made and their value on the market, the number of jobs created, the 
volume of wealth generated, the rate of spillover and/or exchange of knowledge 
and technology within China and from abroad, and the volume of patents secured. 
Taking IP as an example of a return on investment, it is no coincidence that China 
overtook the United States in 2019 as the top nation worldwide to file patents.78 In 
pursuit of these ambitions, the CCP has been said “to develop productive citizens 
to serve the national economy [and] to promot[e] peer production as a counter to 
[declining] industrial-scale economics.”79

We argue that drafting citizens to contribute productively to the national 
economy in this way represents a nationalistic experiment geared toward creating 
a modern China in very much the same way that the agricultural and industrial 
decrees issued during the Cultural Revolution were nationalistic experiments 
designed to thrust China onto the path to modernity. Here, the change/continuity 
dyad that speaks to the “‘old’ futures’ strand outlined in the introduction of this 
volume is discernible. Clearly, this was never intended as the raison d’être of making.
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With entrepreneurial motivations and institutional agendas pulling making in 
Shenzhen in different directions, we return to the question of whether there exists 
a significant grassroots countercultural current in the city. We argue that there does 
exist one—albeit as an experiment that has resulted from an unusual combination 
of supervised institutional intervention and the state’s “absent presence,” something 
that mirrors the mode of experimentation that has characterized the socioeconomic 
developmental paths of Las Vegas and Shenzhen mentioned earlier. However, 
because of its entanglement in entrepreneurial and institutional agendas, the 
current is in no position whatsoever to summon up the kind of socioeconomic 
progress and change needed to foster truly radical transformation. Even protest 
and revolutionary ventures like “The Tian’anmen Incident” in 1976, “The Minzhu 
Qiang” in 1978/1979, and the student-led “Pro-Democracy Movement” in 1989 were 
far larger in scope, and yet failed to achieve radical societal change.

The current is limited in scope and is supported by the state, provided it poses 
no challenge to the legitimacy of the CCP. Like many spheres of society supported 
by institutions and capital, making in Shenzhen enjoys freedom and independence, 
but it is difficult to see how it can exceed the boundaries of autonomy acceptable to 
state authorities and other capital providers who support its existence. Through the 
process of inversion and associated institutionalization and instrumentalization, 
Chinese authorities have skillfully co-opted the current into the nationalist project 
to modernize the country. They understand that leaving Maker communities 
(entrepreneurial and non-entrepreneurial alike) to their own devices—which 
allows for greater choice, autonomy, and informality—can yield unexpected but 
vital productive rewards in the same way that the city projects of Las Vegas and 
Shenzhen have done, albeit to a varying extent.

Conclusion

The contradictions and tensions discussed above notwithstanding, making in 
Shenzhen offers a range of opportunities and possibilities around commons-based 
peer production that are attractive to diverse Maker communities with a variety 
of motivations. For some, making is about recreation and fun. For others, it is a 
source of empowerment that serves as a means to try and make society a better 
place. Yet for others, it is about earning income from an activity they are passionate 
about. For still others, it may be a combination of some or all of these things. When 
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embraced by non-entrepreneurial Maker communities for all the possibilities it 
has to offer in the pursuit of change, making has huge potential to bring together 
different, like-minded individuals and groups around the task of attempting to 
reframe society’s norms and direction.80 Making can contribute to producing a 
different configuration—one that strives to be egalitarian and sustainable, thrives 
on the open-source ethos, and allows for greater possibilities. At the micro level, 
making is introducing individuals to new ways of being, thinking, seeing, and 
doing things. It is fostering transformative experiences as the example of the “two 
boys” building robots together for fun shows. Through its ethos and disruptive way 
of working, making is “connect[ing] people, ideas, regions, and countries around 
the world, often in unexpected ways,”81 as the relationship between Crazyflie and 
Seeed Studio illustrates. Making is cultivating a culture of sharing, transparency, 
and a non-hierarchical approach to leveraging digital technology for constructivist 
learning, practical activity, and critical reflexivity as Lit Liao’s description of Maker 
Ed demonstrates.

We argue that the Chinese state understands this very well, which explains 
why it proactively supports making and the pursuit of associated attributes as 
long as they are contained within, and do not undermine, the socialist cultural, 
socioeconomic, and political imaginary of the CCP. In proceeding this way, the 
state bureaucracy co-opts, (mis)appropriates, and instrumentalizes making for 
solely economic, political, and reputational gain, something that blunts making as 
a truly transformative societal force. Consequently, the loss of its critical, playful, 
and countercultural edge becomes inevitable. This, in turn, renders making into 
a new form of hierarchy legitimized by a new breed of well-educated individuals 
operating either as replacements for, or supplements to the “dominant ideational 
regime.” This is particularly the case with Maker entrepreneurs proper.

Maker entrepreneurship proper in Shenzhen, then, has become an experiment 
and instrument not only for building a stable national economy, but also for 
becoming a key player in the global economy—insofar as possible on China’s terms. 
It has contributed to the formation of a Chinese “dominant ideational regime” that 
has been instrumental in rendering Shenzhen a national and global model city 
positioned as a distinctive, innovative IoT powerhouse, something that is reflected 
in China’s new status as the top filer of patents worldwide, and its development 
of economic and political alliances both nationally and internationally. Where 
non-entrepreneurial Maker communities in Shenzhen embody protest through 
undertaking small-scale, long-term attempts to improve life conditions for ordinary 
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citizens, we argue that the said “regime” appears to be protesting Western domi-
nance by pursuing not a fundamentally different world order—but one tangled up 
in colonialist, imperialist, market-socialist, and freewheeling, neoliberal approaches. 
These approaches engender new forms of hierarchies and exacerbate old conditions 
of existence that Maker entrepreneurship proper is increasingly implicated in. This 
points to “old,” “new,” and “uncertain” futures on the horizon.
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Platformization of the Unlikely 
Creative Class
Kuaishou and Chinese Digital Cultural Production

Jian Lin and Jeroen de Kloet

Lonely, I feel alive, I just wanna touch the sky. And you, girl please don’t cry. 
. . . Together we sing a song that will take me to your heart!”1 These words 
are uttered by a young man in a black sleeveless T-shirt sitting in front 
of a computer screen; Tian You is his name, and he calls himself an MC.2 

In a recorded live-streaming video, he expresses his anger at the prevalence of 
discrimination, the unequal distribution of wealth, and social inequality in the form 
of Hanmai (喊麦),3 a Chinese rap-like performance that has been popular on the 
internet since 2014. Thanks to live-streaming platforms like YY and Kuaishou (快
手), its particular combination of coarse narration and rhythmical music is now 
celebrated by millions of young Chinese. Not long ago, Li Tianyou, which is Tian 
You’s real name, was a scrawny high-school dropout struggling to make a living in 
a small, dreary industrial city in northeastern China. Since 2014, he has been one 
of the best-known Chinese “Internet celebrities,”4 commanding a fan base of over 
35 million people for his live-streaming shows on Kuaishou and earning more than 
€1.8 million a year in payments from his fans and advertisers. And Tian You is not 
alone. Enabled by emerging Chinese digital platforms, thousands of young Chinese 
like him are posting images and short videos, and making live-streaming shows 
to flaunt their creative talents while also hoping to earn a lot of money. Most of 
them are uneducated young Chinese from small cities and rural areas. They earn 
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an average monthly income ranging from RMB2,000 (€250) to RMB4,000 (€500); 
successful ones can earn as much as 1 million (€120,000) per month.5

Just as the editors of this book point out in the introduction, however, technical 
innovation and its financialization bring along both opportunities and great uncer-
tainties and risks. The new form of creative business facilitated by Kuaishou also 
comes with risks, though for a different reason. The ranting style of performance 
and its enormous popularity with massive online fan bases have also troubled the 
Chinese authorities, just as rap music and black pop culture have done in American 
society.6 In early 2018, Tian You was accused by China Central Television, the central 
television network controlled by the state, of talking about pornography and 
drugs during his live-streaming. Shortly after, Tian You and some other top-ranked 
live-streamers were banned by all Chinese platforms, and their performing careers 
seemed to have come to an end.7

When thinking about the “creative class,” one tends to imagine an urban elite, 
an educated group of predominantly young people who work in the cultural 
industries and gather in hipster bars, dressed in the latest local and cosmopolitan 
designer brands. But, as the story of Tian You shows, the emerging digital and 
platform economy also offers opportunities for lower educated, more marginal 
people to participate as producers in the Chinese creative economies. According 
to the White Paper on Chinese Digital Economy 2016 released by the Cyberspace 
Administration of China (CAC), the national administrative bureau in charge of 
the Chinese internet communication sector, China’s digital economic aggregate in 
2016 reached RMB226 billion, constituting 30.3 percent of China’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP).8 More importantly, the convergence of traditional sectors and 
digital internet technology has replaced the ICT (information, communication, and 
technology) manufacturing, telecommunication, and software industries to become 
the “main engine” of the Chinese digital economy.9 Various digital platforms such 
as Taobao and Wechat have played a crucial role in such convergence processes, 
forming the so-called platform economy.10 In the media and cultural sectors, digital 
convergence has contributed 45.4 percent of the total economic growth in the 
broadcast, television, film, and recording industries. According to Nieborg and 
Poell, such platformization marks “the penetration of economic, governmental, and 
infrastructural extensions of digital platforms into the web and app ecosystems, fun-
damentally affecting the operations of the cultural industries.”11 Data-based digital/
internet technologies afford platforms like Kuaishou a high degree of connectivity 
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that allows them to mediate between various actors, including content producers, 
end-users, and advertisers, and to incorporate them into the platform-dominated 
network system of “the multi-sided markets.”12 The platformization of cultural 
production blurs the boundaries between traditional media forms and gives rise 
to an exponential growth of user-generated content production. The multisided 
network system not only enables traditional media companies to expand their 
content business, but also, as Tian You’s story shows, produces opportunities for 
marginalized individuals to become self-employed “creative workers.”

In this chapter, we want to investigate this emerging yet “unlikely” creative class 
in China, which is part of the rapid platformization of Chinese cultural production, 
and engage with the aesthetics of the work this class produces. How are these di-
verse and sometimes marginal groups of individuals and their creativities mobilized 
and incorporated into the platform creative economy? What kinds of aesthetics and 
culture are produced on these content platforms? How does platformization relate 
to the Chinese state’s governance of culture, economy, and society? And what are 
the differences and similarities between Chinese platformed cultural production 
and its counterpart in “the West”? To address these questions, the chapter focuses 
on one particular platform, Kuaishou. Labeled by Chinese mainstream media 
as “revitalising Chinese rural culture,”13 the app attracts hundreds of millions 
of Chinese from the countryside and the second- and third-tier cities. Since its 
launch in 2012, it has become one of the most popular video-sharing platforms in 
China, allowing its users not only to watch, make, and distribute various genres of 
short videos, but also to become “complementors” of the platform: professional 
content producers contributing to the platformization of cultural production in 
China.14 Before moving to our analysis, we first discuss the Chinese processes of 
platformization.

This chapter starts with an introduction to the issue of digital labor, the political 
economy of the Chinese platform creative economy (see a more comprehensive 
discussion of this issue in the chapter by Jia and Nieborg), and the specific position 
of Kuaishou in this system. We distance ourselves from viewing digital labor solely 
in terms of exploitation and precarity. We consider Kuaishou a strong example 
of multipolar platformization; it presents a case different from platforms like 
Instagram. As we will show, the platform allows for a digital entrepreneurship 
among an unlikely class that includes migrant workers and farmers. We thus steer 
away in this chapter from the focus on risk and uncertainty, as analyzed in the 
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introduction under the disruption/structure paradox. While the technologies and 
the political economy are integrated both nationally and globally, the actual uses 
also cause moments of differentiation.

We will show how the Chinese platform cultural economy distinguishes 
itself from its Western counterparts in its special state-platform relations, which 
simultaneously promote and limit platformization. The close link with the state 
is seen to constitute a third dimension of contingency, in addition to “platform 
dependence” and “contingent commodities,” identified by Nieborg and Poell as 
the forms of contingency characterizing the Western platform cultural economy, 
which we will elaborate on below. The following section analyzes the workings 
of the Kuaishou platform.15 Using the “walkthrough” method of Light, Burgess, 
and Duguay,16 “a way of engaging directly with an app’s interface to examine its 
technological mechanisms and embedded cultural references to understand how 
it guides users and shapes their experiences,” we examine how the contingent 
platform business induced by the complicated state-commerce relationship is 
encoded in the algorithms of Kuaishou. Finally, to probe the characteristics of 
this unlikely creative class and the specific aesthetics they produce, we analyze 
200 trending videos and the everyday user activities of 20 popular Kuaishconou 
accounts.17 Besides conducting a visual and digital analysis of the videos, we 
held fourteen in-depth interviews with managers from the Kuaishou company, 
content producers, algorithm engineers, and other professionals whose work is 
related to Kuaishou and the Chinese platform creative economy. We argue that the 
platformization of cultural production in China accommodates the state’s “entre-
preneurial solutionism,” while also producing a digital creative entrepreneurship 
among Chinese “grassroots individuals” and a dynamic digital culture permeated 
with contingency and negotiation.

Thus, Kuaishou, as a case of multipolar platformization, guides our attention 
away from a univocal focus on risk in the disruption versus structure paradox, just 
as it is a case of both global (and national) integration, as well as of differentiation. 
The latter constitutes the core of this chapter; we show how Kuaishou allows for 
the emergence of an unlikely creative class. While we zoom in on Kuaishou as a 
Chinese platform, we believe our findings speak back to both creative labor and 
platform studies in general. Studies on creative labor in, say, the United States 
predominantly focus on an urban creative class. In the wake of Richard Florida’s 
work, cities around the globe aspire to become creative.18 In Richard Lloyd’s work 
on the creative class in Chicago, he shows how a neo-bohemian ideology helps 
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obscure the precariousness of creative work.19 While people believe themselves to 
be free and creative, they are often abused and unfree. What our study adds to this 
debate are second- and third-tier cities as well as rural areas. Kuaishou thus helps 
to debunk the singular focus on the urban in creative labor studies. In the domain 
of platform studies, our analysis shows how both a different political economy 
and a different demographic of a platform’s target audience shape a quite different 
mode of platformization. We witness an everyday inventiveness that propels a 
technodiversity that asks for a recalibration of platform studies.

Digital Labor and the Chinese Platformed Cultural Economy

As a global phenomenon, the platform economy has been extensively criticized 
for the type of labor it involves. Van Doorn, for example, notes that in the platform 
economy, contracted labor has been replaced by “platform labor,” which adopts “a 
more austere and zero-liability peer-to-peer model that leverages software to opti-
mize labor’s flexibility, scalability, tractability, and its fragmentation.”20 In this sense, 
workers are regarded as complementors or subcontractors, instead of employees, 
of the platform companies, which are therefore exempted from providing labor 
protection. Critical political economists have also attacked content-based platforms 
for deliberately inviting users to become “prosumers” and thus contributing to the 
exploitation of free, creative labor.21

Although these arguments provide valuable insights into the new labor con-
ditions in the global platform economy, they tend to overlook the active agency 
or personal practices of digital/platform creators. The “multi-sided markets” of 
platform businesses suggest a more complicated relationship among different actors 
in the operation of platformization. The networked mode of cultural production 
indicates that “the costs of the production and consumption of goods and services” 
will affect other complementors of the platform such as content producers and 
advertisers, and vice versa.22 As the word “complementor” implies, the commer-
cial relationship between platform companies and complementors is not only 
exploitative, but also collaborative and symbiotic. The long-term financial success 
of digital platforms is thus not simply based on the exploitation of platform labor, 
but is contingent upon commercial collaboration between platform companies, 
content producers, and other complementors. In the case of Kuaishou, as we will 
show in the following sections, by actively utilizing the digital system afforded 
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by the platform, “grassroots” content producers are enabled to develop a digital 
creative entrepreneurship.

In the development of the platform economy, the Chinese state is a crucial 
agent. We find resonances here with other localities, such as Turkey, in which 
President Erdogan also promotes creativity and innovation, as discussed in the 
chapter by Sezgin and Binark in this volume. And while Mutibwa and Xia in this 
volume show how makerspaces in Shenzhen allow for a countercultural logic, such 
a logic is much less likely when it concerns a platform like Kuaishou. Scale is a key 
marker of difference here—small pockets of resistance are more likely to survive 
when compared to nationwide platforms. As Yu Hong illustrates, the Chinese gov-
ernment has pledged to place information and communication at the center of the 
national economic restructuring plan, using ICT as industries and infrastructures 
to transform traditional industrial sectors.23 However, as Tian You’s experience 
shows, the state wants not only to “profit” from information and culture, but also 
to control and shape it so as to maintain social and political stability. With regard 
to Kuaishou, therefore, we need to begin by asking how this platform’s cultural 
economy is governed by the Chinese state. How does state governance affect the 
working experience of the various platform content creators?

In 2015, Prime Minister Li Keqiang announced China’s “Internet+” agenda.24 This 
is a new national development strategy that aims at boosting and restructuring the 
national economy through the upgrading of digital infrastructure and technological 
innovation.25 “Internet+” is the continuation of the state’s economic restructuring 
plan, which aims to replace the unsustainable “export-driven,” “investment-de-
pendent” model with a “consumption-based” and “innovation-driven” economy. 
The new policy agenda puts the internet at the center, aiming to integrate network 
connectivity and the “disruptive business and managerial model” (of decentralized, 
private, post-Fordist corporate management) with a wide range of traditional 
sectors, from manufacturing, agriculture, energy, finance, and transportation to 
public services and education.26 Moreover, the “Internet+” strategy pledges to propel 
a new digital economy that can foster and benefit small start-ups, entrepreneurship, 
and innovation. As such, it dovetails with another policy agenda championed by the 
state government under the name “Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation” (大众

创业万众创新 dazhong chuangxin, wanzhong chuangye), which has contributed 
to the “Maker Movement” in Shenzhen noted in Mutibwa and Xia’s chapter.27 The 
latter policy seeks to mobilize the creativity and innovative power of grassroots 
individuals for national economic growth. “Internet+” complements the “Mass 
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Entrepreneurship” strategy in the sense that the prosperous digital economy 
provides opportunities for grassroots individuals to find employment and become 
entrepreneurs. According to Premier Li Keqiang,

Internet+ not only produces new economic driving power, but also creates the 
largest platform for the sharing economy, which stages “Mass Entrepreneurship 
and Innovation” and will deeply affect our economy, society and everyday life. 
It provides opportunities for not only techno elites and entrepreneurs, but also 
millions of caogen (草根 grassroots individuals) to exploit their talent and to 
realise their special value.28

In practice, as the official statistics cited earlier indicate, the state agenda of 
“Internet+” and “Mass Entrepreneurship” has greatly contributed to the surging 
platformed creative economy in China. Kuaishou, together with its competitors such 
as Toutiao and Douyin,29 enables both traditional media companies and Chinese 
“grassroots individuals” to establish and expand their content business.30 Echoing 
the analysis in the introduction of the book, Kuaishou’s platform and business 
ecology is characterized by a model of technological innovation that is driven by 
both state intervention and financialization.

Launched in 2012, Kuaishou is an algorithm-based video and live-streaming 
platform that allows registered users to create and post all kinds of short videos 
online. These videos show activities ranging from cooking, body building, skills 
training, and applying makeup to micro fiction films. The remarkably diverse 
content made by millions of online users is computed and pushed to targeted 
viewers by Kuaishou’s algorithm recommendation system. This algorithm system, 
as Gillespie suggests,31 replaces the role of traditional editors in the selection and 
distribution of content, providing a seemingly more “objective” model based on the 
artificial-intellectual (AI) computation of user data rather than on editors’ “subjec-
tive” preferences.32 The most important distinguishing characteristic of Kuaishou is 
that the majority of its users consist of rural or third- and fourth-tiered city-based, 
uneducated young Chinese.33 As we will show, Kuaishou enabled this group to 
become an “unlikely creative class,” actively performing their vernacular creativity 
through self-taught skills.34 In addition, they use the digital system of Kuaishou to 
monetize their creative production through advertising and e-commerce. At first 
sight, Kuaishou’s platform content business and its “unlikely creative class” seem 
to fit comfortably with the state’s expectation of “mass entrepreneurship.”
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However, the challenge for Kuaishou is that its user-generated content has 
to be in line with the authorities’ expectations of “what kind of stories should be 
told.” This is especially challenging because the stakes are high: “Internet+” is not 
just about “restructuring the economy,” but also about restructuring culture and 
society. The Chinese authorities have been eager to promote a carefully curated 
national imagery to wield “soft power” on the global stage on the one hand, while 
expecting a conforming culture that ensures social stability and national unity on 
the other. As Wanning Sun highlights, this refers to a double agenda: to “globally 
present [China] as a player whose values, ethics, and sensibilities are compatible 
with . . . its international counterparts,” while domestically “avoid[ing] ‘chaos’ at 
all cost, including heavy-handed censorship, in order to ensure social stability and 
national unity.” 35 This double agenda applies to Chinese digital platforms. The 
platformed cultural production system puts users at the center of production, 
endowing content producers with more autonomy. Yet, as long as these platforms 
operate domestically, they are not immune to censorship or the state’s demand for 
a compliant culture. According to the CAC, all types of content providers should 
“abide by the law, adhere to the correct values, and help disseminate socialist 
core values and cultivate a positive and healthy on-line culture.”36 As the central 
supervisory entity for the Chinese internet communication sectors, the CAC is a 
powerful government agency under the leadership of the Central Cyberspace Affairs 
Commission, headed directly by the Chinese president Xi Jinping. Founded in 2014, 
the CAC has promulgated over fifteen policy documents on the regulation of a 
variety of online content production services, from social media to search engines, 
mobile applications (APP), and online news production. Apart from demanding that 
all content production and distribution adhere to the law and official ideology, these 
documents also specify regulations on employee management and user registration, 
as well as punitive measures for any breaches of these regulations. According to the 
requirements, platform companies are fully responsible for all content circulated 
and will be “interviewed” (约谈 yuetan)—the code word for this in China is being 
invited for tea—when any of it violates the law or regulations. For example, in April 
2018, Kuaishou and Toutiao were both “invited for tea” by the CAC for “ignorance 
of the law and disseminating programs that are against social moral values.”37 The 
CAC required the two companies to effect a “comprehensive rectification.” As a 
result, their websites and apps shut down thousands of user accounts, including 
Tian You’s, for posting “unhealthy content” and set up special official accounts for 
disseminating “positive and healthy values.”
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Thus, under the policy agenda of “Internet+” and “Mass Entrepreneurship 
and Innovation,” the state’s aspiration of economic restructuring drives but also 
shapes the platformization of Chinese cultural production. The state–corporate 
relationship is largely complicated due to the state’s dual concern with economic 
restructuring and cultural regulation and social stability. Just as Sezgin and Binark 
show in their chapter on the Turkish digital game industry, this state–commerce 
relationship renders Kuaishou’s content production acutely contingent and, we 
argue, distinguishes the platformization of cultural production in contemporary 
China from that in the West and constitutes a third dimension to what Nieborg and 
Poell summarize as the “contingency” of platform cultural production.38 According 
to them, this contingency consists of “platform dependency” and “contingent 
commodities.” The former refers to the dominant power of only a few platforms, 
such as Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft (GAFAM) in the West, and 
Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent (BAT) in China, which “allow[s] content developers to 
systematically track and profile the activities and preferences of billions of users.”39 
The latter refers to how platforms’ content commodities are made continually 
“malleable, modular in design, and informed by datafied user feedback, open to 
constant revision and recirculation.”40 The power of the state, in the case of China, 
engenders a third dimension of contingency that constantly shapes the practice 
of cultural production on Chinese platforms: the platform commodities have to 
constantly adapt to not only datafied user practice but also state sanctions and 
regulations. But how is this contingency further translated in the digital affordances 
of Kuaishou? How does this networked platform governance affect the creator 
subjectivity and culture produced on the platform? Will it also lead to conflicted 
experiences among content creators, as shared by Turkish game developers studied 
by Sezgin and Binark? The following two sections will address these questions.

Walking through Kuaishou: Algorithmic and Digital Governance

Under the algorithmic logic, Kuaishou forges an ostensibly decentralizing and 
democratic system for content production and selection. In principle, everyone 
is treated equally by the algorithmic machine, whether they are a movie star or 
a migrant worker. The key for content production is to obtain as much online 
traffic through the creative content as possible. According to the online archives 
of the Kuaishou webpage41 and its update records in Apple’s app store, Kuaishou 
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has described itself through slogans like “something interesting” and “record the 
world, record you” (2016–2018). On its webpage, three sentences appear under this 
new slogan: “Discover a real but interesting world. Be loyal to the self while not 
feeling lonely. The same town with the same mood.” Such lines conjure up ideas 
of worlding, of the self, and of locality, thus grounding the contents offered in the 
everyday realities of China. The images shared on the webpage and in the app store 
further strengthen that sense of everydayness: ordinary young Chinese are captured 
on everyday occasions, while traveling, at home, with pets or babies, and so on. 
Keywords like “real,” “self,” “interesting,” and “same,” together with the photos, are 
indicative of the vision of Kuaishou: to invite “grassroots individuals” to discover 
and share the interesting moments in their own and others’ “real” everyday lives 
(Figure 1). By promising an interesting, real, individualized, but not lonely online 
community, Kuaishou absorbs users’ creativity into its platform economy.

Kuaishou is a free app, and its revenue sources consist mainly of in-app adver-
tising and a gifting economy through live-streaming. As a typical content platform 
that connects multisided markets, Kuaishou offers two ways for advertising. The 
first one is called “fans headline” (粉丝头条 fensi toutiao), which allows content 
producers to promote their video content on the platform. According to the app’s 
description, by paying RMB37.9 a posted video can gain an increase of 10,000 views 
from end-users. Producers can simply click on the “fans headline” button under the 
settings menu of the app interface. Another form of advertising is offered to third-
party companies or brands that intend to buy advertising space on the interface. 
Commercials are mixed with user-generated videos and fed to targeted viewers 
by the algorithm. Kuaishou has not publicly specified the cost of its advertising 

FIGURE 1. Vision of Kuaishou (SCREENSHOT FROM KUAISHOU’S OFFICIAL WEBSITE)
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space, but a new media agency discloses that, apart from the one-off service fee 
of RMB5,600, advertisers pay RMB0.2 for each click.42 Another important revenue 
source comes from the gifting economy in Kuaishou’s live-streaming service. Only 
a select group of users are authorized to live-stream on the platform. Streamers 
interact with their fans during the show, and fans use kuaibi (快币), a virtual 
currency on Kuaishou, to buy and send virtual gifts to their favorite streamers. An 
amount of RMB1 can buy 10 kuaibi and the price of a virtual gift varies from 1 to 
188 kuaibi. According to the platform’s regulations, after deducting 20 percent for 
tax, the platform company earns half of the gifting income while streamers only 
obtain less than 40 percent. Clearly, Kuaishou’s business model is largely dependent 
on how much data and data traffic the platform can collect from users—the raw 
material for the capitalist production in the platform age (see also introduction). 
The more popular its contents are, the higher financial returns the platform and 
its complementors can achieve.

Kuaishou has a simple interface. One can use email or social media accounts 
such as Wechat, Weibo, Facebook, or Google for registration.43 There are three tabs 
on the main interface: “following” (关注 guanzhu), “trending” (发现 faxian), and 
“featured” (精选 jingxuan) (Figure 2). The default tab is “trending,” which lists 
videos selected and pushed by the recommendation algorithm. There is no category 
selection button under the tab, and videos appearing here seem to be randomly 
selected. After using the app for a while, the streaming list will be updated and fed 
with new contents that are further calculated by the algorithm. Most of these videos 
are “trending”: the majority of them have obtained at least hundreds of likes and 
most of them were posted that day. Usually one of these videos listed is promoted 
content. The number of videos and their genres will increase as the app is used 
over time. Under the “following” tab, content is listed in chronological order from 
the accounts followed by the user. The recommendation algorithm is not applied 
here since the user’s preferences are quite clear. For content producers, this tab 
provides a window to interact directly and continuously with their target audience. 
The “featured” tab arranges videos in a similar way as TikTok, and users need to 
scroll down to see next videos. The platform gives priority in this tab to accounts 
that have bought “fans headline” services and accounts that are live-streaming. 
By adding a geolocational feature to the streaming system, the platform takes the 
opportunity of exploiting users’ offline real-life social networks, which might create 
more user engagement.
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To post content on Kuaishou, users do not need to change to a different account. 
By simply clicking on the camera icon above the interface, they can upload and post 
a short video up to 57 seconds long. Users can use smartphones to capture real-time 
moments and edit them with background music or animation effects provided by 
the app. They can also use the app to publicize premade, more professional content. 
As with other Chinese internet service providers, a mobile phone number is needed 
for verification. Before they can be streamed, all videos uploaded to the database 
will be analyzed by the algorithmic system. According to the three algorithm 
engineers and computer scientists interviewed, the algorithmic recommendation 
system of Chinese platforms has four basic components: content analysis, user 
analysis, evaluation, and security auditing. The first two use computation models 
to analyze and classify various content and user data. Based on this datafication, 
diverse content is tagged and distributed automatically among users who are 
predicted by the algorithm as target groups. The evaluation component fixes and 
optimizes the recommendation system based on the feedback from its previous 
operation. Finally, the security auditing component checks, filters, and censors 
all kinds of online content, including that provided by content producers and 
interactive content such as end-user comments. Through AI machine learning, the 
auditing system will achieve increasing accuracy. This is only a simplistic summary 
of the algorithm recommendation system. The technical components are very 

FIGURE 2. Screenshot 
of Kuaishou interface

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Platformization of the Unlikely Creative Class | 127

complicated and require enormous financial investment. For security auditing 
systems in particular, AI is not yet safe enough, meaning that Chinese platform 
companies often hire manual teams for online censorship. The state’s requirement 
of a “positive,” “healthy” internet culture thus increases the operational costs for 
these platforms. For instance, one of Kuaishou’s human resource managers told 
us that it recently recruited three thousand new employees in branches in Harbin, 
Chengdu, Yancheng, Tianjin, and Wuhan to conduct manual censorship and online 
surveillance.

Verified “legal” content will then be pushed to a small group of end-users for 
the first-round feeding—including geographically nearby users, subscribers, and 
those predicted by the AI system as “potentially interested users.” After the first 
twenty-four hours, the system will evaluate the content based on the feedback 
of user interactive data and decide whether the content is worthy of a second- or 
third-round push. If one buys the “fans headline” service, the posted video will 
receive the purchased amount of data traffic. As the platform’s most valuable asset, 
the data traffic generated by the content will bring subscriptions, high interactivity, 
and subsequent advertising opportunities for the account holder. If their account 
remains highly active for weeks, achieves a large number of subscriptions, and 
has no history of violating the user regulations of the platform, content producers 
can contact the customer service for authorization of a live-streaming function. 
According to the platform’s regulations, there are three standards for the evaluation 
of such an application: the account should have a high interactivity, including 
continuous uploading of original content with a large number of followers and 
online interactions; the account adds to the positive image of the platform and 
does not have any record of violating the regulations; and users should link their 
account to a mobile phone number to eliminate the risk of being hacked. In 2017 
and early 2018, Kuaishou stirred discussion among the public and was “interviewed” 
by the CAC due to some online hosts’ “vulgar” and “unhealthy” behaviors during 
live-streaming. As a result, the platform has become more cautious in regulating 
the live-streaming service. The ambiguous rhetoric of the regulations gives it ample 
leeway and power to control and manage the live-streaming service in accordance 
with its own interests and those of the state.

The algorithmic system and its immense database remain largely invisible to 
content producers, and Kuaishou holds a powerful position in its platform system, 
similar to that of Instagram. The company never discloses any technical details of its 
algorithms to users. In addition, content producers only have very limited access to 
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interactive data, such as the number of followers, comments, and likes, through the 
app’s user interface. They can check their followers’ public homepage, but detailed 
user data such as demographic and behavior information are not available. Apart 
from restrictions on illegal or malicious content that violates Chinese law, the 
Kuaishou user agreement also prohibits users from any unauthorized commercial 
activities such as selling products or private advertisements. By posting any content 
on the platform, users automatically grant the Kuaishou company a “world-wide, 
royalty-free, non-exclusive, sub-licensable and perpetual (unless withdrawn 
expressly by you) license, to use the content uploaded (including but not limited 
to copy, publish, release, as well as adapt, reproduce, translate, transmit, perform 
and display in original form or other forms).”44

This user agreement patently panders to the company’s commercial interests 
and to the Chinese state’s requirement of a conforming and “positive” culture. Any 
violation would lead to punishments such as changing and deleting posted content 
or suspending and terminating the user’s ability to use Kuaishou.

At a time when the state government is tightening its control over the cultural 
and media sectors, Kuaishou and other platforms will also reinforce their manage-
ment of online content. This underlines the unequal relationship between creators 
and the platform company. Users engage with Kuaishou by encountering a wide 
range of options that create the semblance of choice, agency, and individuality, yet 
the Party-approved message framework and the profit-driven AI algorithms indicate 
that what happens on the site is constrained by corporate and Party directives—we 
get the look of freedom within a heavily structured and surveilled network. The 
governance of digital platforms creates a pervasive sense of uncertainty and 
insecurity among content producers. In the face of this, many content creators feel 
obliged to post some sentences on their homepage expressing their appreciation of 
Kuaishou, such as “thank you Kuaishou for providing such a wonderful platform,” 
“I support Kuaishou for transmitting positive value,” and so on (Figure 3).

Our analysis so far shows that the algorithm-based system of Kuaishou epito-
mizes the platform contingency caused by the special state–platform relationship, 
which, as indicated earlier, distinguishes the Chinese platformization of cultural 
production from that in the West. As a result, platform governance is subject to 
state regulatory power, both promoting and circumscribing the platformed cultural 
production. The algorithmic machine allows Kuaishou to achieve a maximal 
incorporation of creativity from “grassroots individuals,” but state–platform 
contingency also sets limits to the automation of platform governance—for 
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FIGURE 3. Screenshot of one user’s 
homepage

example, in requiring manual censorship. But how do creators then deal with 
this contingency and the need to navigate the tightrope between censorship and 
creativity, between production and commodification, between subjectivity and 
being subjected?

Unlikely Makers, Unlikely Aesthetics?

Wang Qian grew up in the countryside of Dazhou, Sichuan, a province in west 
China. At the age of fifteen, after graduating from middle school, he followed 
his relatives and went to Shenzhen, becoming a factory worker. In 2016, inspired 
by the stories of people making money through Kuaishou, he quit his job at the 
factory and decided to make videos on Kuaishou. Using the name “brother Qian” 
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(谦哥qiange), he performs and teaches magic tricks in videos and live-streams on 
Kuaishou. Wearing a stylish hat and facial makeup, Wang Qian looks and performs 
like a professional magician in his videos. Yet he never received any magic training, 
and all his skills were learned from the internet. After two years, his account had 
over 1 million subscriptions. This large fan base allows him to sell and advertise 
magic props through the platform. As Wang Qian disclosed in our interview, the 
digital business enabled by Kuaishou generates an average sale of 70,000 RMB 
per month. Deducting production costs and salaries for his assistants, Wang’s 
monthly income can reach 50,000 RMB (6,000 euros). Compared to his job at the 
factory, his new job has not only multiplied his earnings, but has also changed his 
appearance and identity: he seems to have gotten rid of the stigmatizing label of 
“migrant worker” to become part of the affluent, fashionable, and popular “online 
celebrity” (网红wang hong) class.45 Through Kuaishou, then, Wang has jumped 
from the “sweatshop” in Shenzhen into the urban creative class.

Wang Qian’s experience is not uncommon on Kuaishou. In Li et al.’s study of 
the use of Kuaishou among a group of rural students, the video-sharing app is seen 
to allow these low-income rural youths a way to “express their resistance against 
education” through the circulation and production of the “shehui ren” (社会人, 
society man) subculture.46 As it did for Wang Qian, Kuaishou promises these rural 
youths an upward socioeconomic mobility through capitalizing on their memories 
and creativity in the production of the “shehui ren” subculture.

Its massive popularity among the Chinese rural population, and the produced 
culture and aesthetics significantly distinguish Kuaishou from other Chinese and 
Western social media platforms. Most Kuaishou users are from the urban lower 
social class and young people from rural society, enabled by Kuaishou to “record the 
world and themselves.” According to a manager from Kuaishou, the company has 
never tried to sign or promote any particular “online celebrity.” Instead, the platform 
embraces an aesthetics of the vernacular, which can be described as foregrounding

the un-hip, the un-cool, and possibly the downright square, [it] embraces those 
marginal and non-glamorous creative practices excluded from arts- and cul-
ture-based regeneration. Vernacular forms of creativity are neither extraordinary 
not spectacular . . . but are part of a range of mundane, intensely social practices.47

This vernacular aesthetics evidenced in the online culture of Kuaishou seems 
to align with the countercultural values as illustrated in Mutibwa and Xia’s analysis 
of the Chinese Maker Movement in Shenzhen. To further explicate this vernacular 
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aesthetics circulated on Kuaishou, we selected and analyzed 200 trending videos 
and the everyday user activities of 20 popular Kuaishou accounts. These selected 
short videos constitute what Lauren Berlant has called a “silly archive,” which may 
be “the silliest, most banal, and . . . of erratic logic” in the everyday experiences of 
ordinary citizens.48 It is precisely its “very improvisatory ephemerality,” its “very 
popularity,” and “its effects” on everyday life, according to Berlant, that makes such 
a silly archive worthy of serious reading.49

In our selection of videos, we observed five recurring genres of content:

1. Everyday life: cooking, cosmetics, pets, family life, etc.
2. Country life: fishing, hunting, crafts, vernacular landscape, etc.
3. Creative skills: singing, magic, dancing, fitness, professional skills, etc.
4. Fiction micro film
5. “Positive value content” mostly produced by official sponsored accounts.

For the first four genres, the idea of “grassrootsness” is crucial; it is performed 
to add “authenticity” to the videos, to make them look more real and closer to the 
audience’s own life. For Wang Qian, behind his polished appearance in the videos, 
such grassrootsness is demonstrated by his accent and his way of performing magic. 
Unlike professional magicians, he shows only forms of magic that he learned from 
the internet. More than that, he also unveils and teaches magic to his fans. In one 
of his videos, he remarks at the end: “Come on brothers. With this trick you will 
find a girlfriend!”

Other video makers also choose to deliberately display their underclass identity 
through their accent, dress, skin color, or behavior. For instance, in a series of 
videos showing cosmetic skills, the female model has quite dark skin and chubby 
cheeks, which does not meet the current standard in China for a “beautiful girl.” 
Thanks to the skillful use of cosmetic techniques and the special products used, the 
model has her appearance drastically changed, with fairer skin and thinner cheeks. 
Her new look (Figure 4) is still not comparable to that of professional models in 
television advertisements, yet videos like these are quite popular on Kuaishou and 
within a few hours can easily gain hundreds and thousands of likes from users. The 
secret to the high popularity of these videos is precisely the “grassrootsness” and 
“authenticity” they aim to represent: not every ordinary person is born with the 
beauty of a movie star, yet, by virtue of the “right” makeup and techniques, video 
makers convince their audience that they, too, can change their imperfect physical 
appearance. On the homepage of another account named “Zhang Deshuai,” the 
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video maker identifies himself as a “country lad” (农村小伙nongcun xiaohuo) 
and posts homemade micro-films. These films usually choose shabby villages as 
a background and tell amusing stories about relationships, family life, friendship, 
etc. However, in contrast to the rural landscape shown, the cast members in these 
videos always dress in trendy fashion with a stylish haircut, while the hilarious 
story lines are not necessarily about “country life.” The characters in the films, for 
example, talk about “watching movies,” “shopping,” “drinking milk tea,” and “buying 
a car.” Thus, while these films choose rurality as their background, in terms of the 
characters they show and the stories they tell, they push the limits of rurality and 
intentionally parody the trendy life of Chinese urban youth. From Wang Qian’s 
magic demonstrations and the popular cosmetic videos to these self-made fiction 
films, the aesthetics of the videos on Kuaishou articulate the imagination of 
Chinese “grassroots individuals” who are marginalized in mainstream popular 

FIGURE 4. Before and after using makeup (SCREENSHOT OF ONE SELECTED VIDEO)
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culture. It is this imagination from the marginal that fascinates many Kuaishou 
users, who to some extent experience this grassrootsness and marginalization 
in their own everyday lives.

At the same time, as we pointed out in the previous section, content produc-
tion on Kuaishou is not immune to state surveillance. Since being interviewed 
by the CAC in April 2018, “positive and healthy values” guide content regulation 
on the platform. The once very popular “crazy videos,” such as those depicting 
adolescent pregnancy and self-abuse, have been banned and deleted. The 
platform has also established a new genre of “positive-value” content. Apart from 
its own official account “Kuaishou positive value” (快手正能量Kuaishou zheng 
nengliang), the platform invites government institutions such as public security 
bureaus to open accounts and post videos on “everyday ethical models,” “Chinese 
economic achievements,” “the positive image of soldiers and the police,” “the 
official policy and ideology,” etc. The algorithmic system has been set to support 
the videos uploaded by these accounts, which is why, in August 2018, they featured 
7 out of the 10 most viewed videos on Kuaishou.50

In this regard, content producers on Kuaishou have to meticulously calculate 
their creativity, to remain in line with the platform’s so-called “value orientation” 
while also making their content attractive to the online audience. Once again, 
dovetailing with the argument made in the introduction, the design of Kuaishou’s 
algorithmic system and its promised inclusiveness falls into the state top-down 
governance. Moreover, for these creative individuals, the platform and its digital 
affordances denote not only a way of performing creativity but also an effective 
tool for making money and building a career. Data traffic becomes a crucial 
asset that every creative producer aspires to accumulate in as high a quantity as 
possible. To do so, they first need to understand and utilize the various digital 
affordances of the platforms. They should, for example, update their accounts on 
an everyday basis. From their profile photo to their user name, everything that 
can give end-users a sense of what the account is about needs to be deliberately 
designed and optimized. To be creative through the digital, one has to know what, 
how, and when to create, and for whom. The constant posting and streaming also 
requires good time-management skills. On Kuaishou, producers normally choose 
to post their videos in the evening around 8 pm, a time when most high school 
students, one of the largest user groups on Kuaishou, are at home and have just 
finished their homework. What Melissa Gregg identifies as the “presence bleed”—
how digital and communication technologies enable “work to invade places and 
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times that were once less susceptible to its presence”—becomes imperative for 
platform-based creative work.51 The aim of this intensified and extensified52 work 
for content producers is to generate profits, which also leads to users’ appropriation 
of the digital technologies for their own business purposes.53 Although Kuaishou 
prohibits unauthorized advertising and commercial activities, video makers can 
still find their own ways to avoid the platform’s supervision. Some streamers 
integrate contextual advertisements for third-party merchants in their short video 
and live-streaming performances. For example, someone posts videos of their pets 
on Kuaishou and lists their Wechat account number on the homepage to sell pet 
food, using acronyms such as “WX” or icons like “V 🖤 🖤 ” as a substitute for Wechat 
(微信weixin) to dodge the platform’s AI monitoring (Figure 3).

The high interactivity of the digital platform requires content producers not 
only to strategize their creativity for business purposes, but also to manage their 
affects and personality to cultivate intimacy with their target users and audience. 
On Kuaishou, a phrase that appears frequently in short videos is “Come on bro! 
Double tap 666! Follow me.” The action of double tapping on a video equals a 
“like” from a viewer, and “666” in Mandarin is homophonic to liu (溜), meaning 
“cool” or “awesome.” These words are often spoken in a euphoric tone with local 
accents. The aim is to add a sense of authenticity to the videos and develop 
intimacy with the audience. To gain more popularity and subscriptions, one of 
the strategies used by content producers is to set up a special “renshe” (人设, 
character) to perform a certain personality through various creative practices 
that will affect and create intimacy with viewers, who will later become their 
followers, or fans. As is exemplified by the videos analyzed above, on Kuaishou, a 
personality is carefully nurtured and maintained through performing “grassroots 
authenticity.” A frequent discourse that emerges out of these diverse stylizations 
is that of being “real-life” and “jiediqi” (接地气, down to earth), underlining how 
the personalities created should be relevant, if not identical, to those of the 
platform’s users.

As a result, on Kuaishou, platformed cultural production is entangled with 
the production of affects. These affects, such as “a feeling of ease, well-being, 
satisfaction, excitement or passion,” are produced through the labor process of 
platformization, “expressing a certain state of body along with a certain mode of 
thinking.”54 By exploiting the various digital affordances and “renshe,” “grassroots” 
content producers have, on the one hand, become self-employed creative entre-
preneurs for whom creativity, life, and individuality are constantly calculated ac-
cording to the accounting of costs and profits. On the other hand, in the everyday 
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production and management of affect through the digital affordances provided 
by Kuaishou, these creative individuals also become aspirational creative workers 
motivated by the platform’s “promise of social and economic capital; yet the 
reward system for these aspirants is highly uneven.”55 A data-driven economy 
becomes the common model that drives all the parts becoming complementors 
of the platform. Data and datafication not only matters for giant corporations 
and institutions,56 but they also become crucial production tools and assets for 
these new, “unlikely” creative subjects on Kuaishou.

Conclusion

This chapter has studied a special group of creative workers—the content 
creators on the Chinese social media platform Kuaishou, enabled by the emerging 
Chinese platform creative economy. We take Kuaishou as a case of multipolar 
platformization. We first examined the state-platform contingency caused by 
the complicated relationship between Kuaishou and the state governance of 
culture and economy, and how such contingency is embedded in the digital 
algorithmic system of the platform. This third dimension of platform contingency 
distinguishes the functioning ecology of Chinese media platforms from those in 
the West. This contingency maximizes the subsumption of individual vernacular 
creativity in China’s platform creative economy, while also enabling marginalized 
“grassroots” Chinese to become “unlikely” creative workers. These affordances 
of the platform inspire us to steer away from a focus on risk and uncertainty in 
the disruption/structure paradox, just as they guide us away from the urban that 
dominates creative labor studies.

At the same time, through this production of an “unlikely” creative class, 
the platformization of cultural production accommodates the Chinese state’s 
“entrepreneurial solutionism,”57 which, exemplified by the state’s policy on 
Internet+ and Mass Entrepreneurship, takes digital technology and entrepre-
neurship as the solution to China’s social, economic, and cultural problems. The 
platform economy thus provides opportunities for “grassroots individuals” from 
diverse backgrounds to become creative workers, pandering to the state’s goal 
of restructuring the economy.

Importantly, this grassroots digital entrepreneurship has also transcended the 
passive “digital labor” and “prosumer” models some critical politic economists 
have identified.58 Despite the institutional regulation and censorship of the 
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internet, these grassroots creators actively participate in the Chinese platform 
creative economy, appropriating the algorithmic digital system and negotiating 
with the state/platform governance to achieve their own creative and financial 
aims. Within their experiences of creation and monetization, we can find 
moments of play, if not resistance—moments in which the official narrative of 
the “China Dream” is juxtaposed to multiple dreams from actors that hardly ever 
get a face or a voice in Chinese mainstream media.
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Technology Translations between 
China and Ghana
The Case of Low-End Phone Design

Miao Lu

As night falls in a small village in Kpone-Katamanso District, about 38 
kilometers from Ghana’s capital, Accra, only half of the households will 
be lit up. Because Kelly’s house does not have electricity, she must turn on 
the flashlight of her phone to cook dinner. Kelly is using a Tecno feature 

phone that costs less than US$10. Its battery can last for three to five days after she 
charges it at her neighbor’s house. While Kelly is preparing the dinner, her mother 
sits by the door, listening to the radio, an important means of both information 
and entertainment in the local community. In December 2019, I visited Kelly and 
her village with my local informant, Michael. This is an impoverished village 
where roads are unpaved, half of the households are unelectrified, television sets 
are rare, but mobile phones are ubiquitous. Except for some young people who 
have smartphones, most villagers are using cheap feature phones like Kelly’s, the 
so-called “keypad phones” in Ghana or “dumbphones” in the West. In Kelly’s village, 
the most popular phone brands are Tecno and itel, both from a Shenzhen-based 
company called Transsion Holdings (hereafter Transsion). Since setting foot in 
Africa in 2007, Transsion has surged from almost nowhere to become the largest 
mobile phone vendor there, capturing 52.5 percent of its market share in 2019.1 In 
Africa, Transsion phones are known for their affordable prices and locally tailored 
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features, including dual SIM cards, long battery life, and cameras optimized for 
darker skin tones.

In the business world, Kelly’s village is an example of the “bottom of the 
pyramid” (BOP) markets where three billion people live on less than two dollars a 
day. Deemed as “unusable” by global capital,2 the BOP population has long been left 
on the wrong side of the “digital divide.” Much literature about these marginalized 
users centers on the theme of “everyday inventiveness,” in which improvisation and 
innovation are used to cope with everyday breakdown and scarcity in the context 
of “pirate modernity.”3 In the tech world, humanitarian design emerges to engage 
with the BOP population through projects such as “One Laptop per Child,” but 
has been questioned regarding its utilitarian framing, universalist assumption, 
top-down approach, and neglect of local differences.4 By embracing so-called 
“inclusive capitalism,” Silicon Valley companies are also initiating design projects to 
tap into the “fortune at the bottom of the pyramid.”5 Underlying such an approach 
is a type of neoliberal thinking that frames poverty as a product of market failure 
and identifies its solution as integrating the poor into the global market.6

In such contexts, why do Chinese tech companies such as Transsion make 
forays into Africa’s BOP markets? How can they design products that are affordable 
and profitable in these markets? How do their practices differ from existing design 
approaches, whether corporate or humanitarian? What is their innovation? Will 
their design practice contribute to “technodiversity” by cultivating alternative 
social-technical worlds?

To address these questions, this study argues that design should be an important 
area of inquiry, both empirically and theoretically. Following Walter Mignolo’s 
insights on the geopolitics of knowledge, this chapter maintains that a critical study 
of design should interrogate who designs for whom and from where.7 A growing 
body of research has been problematizing the normative view of Western design, 
which is largely white, male, and urban-oriented.8 Why is design so “white”? What 
can we learn from non-Western designers?

Where we design matters. To provincialize Western design practice and ac-
knowledge the geopolitics of design, the field of “design for/by/from the Global 
South” is thus a timely call.9 Engaging with “the south of design”10 is to reimagine 
technologies from a Southern perspective and explore alternative socio-technical 
worlds. As the largest mobile phone provider in Africa, Transsion raises critical 
questions about cross-cultural design for/by/from the Global South and compli-
cates the binary logic of the North-South divide. In mainstream narratives about 
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innovation, technologies are usually “designed” in the West (e.g., Silicon Valley) and 
then “diffused” to the rest of the world (e.g., Shenzhen). Is it possible for Shenzhen 
to be Silicon Valley’s “South” and Africa’s “North” at the same time? How will 
“multipolar” innovation play out in the China-Africa context?

Based on fieldwork in China and Ghana, this chapter examines the dynamics 
and tensions of designing for Africa’s BOP users through the case study of Transsion’s 
low-end phone brand itel. By tracing the origin and transformation of design prac-
tices in Silicon Valley and Shenzhen, this study presents a nuanced understanding 
of design thinking and doing in different cultures. Using “technology translation” 
as an analytical framework, this chapter explains itel’s multi-actor design network 
and elaborates on various types of technology translations by considering the cases 
of SIM cards, battery, and camera, three features that have been viewed as critical 
to Transsion’s success in Africa.11

Moreover, while the Trump administration’s “America First” policy emphasizes 
isolationism and leaves the African markets undervalued, if not untapped, China 
remains a firm advocate of globalization and multilateralism.12 From the “Going-out” 
policy in 2001 to the recent “Digital Silk Road,”13 China has initiated various state-
led projects and issued favorable policies to encourage its enterprises to invest 
overseas. While Chinese state companies often engage in controversial, large-scale 
infrastructure projects in Africa, Transsion attempts to bring mobile devices to 
often-neglected rural markets and address local needs for digital technologies 
through design and innovation. Thus, Transsion as a case not only provides an 
opportunity to explore alternative modes of development and innovation but also 
sheds new light on the trajectory of China-led globalization and its potential impact 
on the geopolitics of information.

Silicon Valley: From Design to Design Thinking

Silicon Valley tech giants, most notably Apple, often self-identify as “design-driven” 
companies. In his book, Barry Katz traced how an ecosystem of engineers, designers, 
sociologists, and anthropologists, as well as market researchers, lawyers, and venture 
capitalists, gradually took shape in Silicon Valley, transforming it from a provincial 
outpost to an elite design center.14 Deeply rooted in this ecosystem, Silicon Valley 
design is often celebrated as research-based, innovation-driven, and human-cen-
tered. In particular, Apple’s Steve Jobs accorded to design a place seldom seen in 
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previous tech companies. Jobs emphasized not only the product design but also 
the design of the company and the image it sought to project; it was “a complete 
design mindset, a way of thinking and making sense of things.”15

In the past decade, the term design thinking has gained popularity in the 
business world. Design thinking is the idea that design, as a creative way of 
problem-solving, can be applied to the totality of life, which represents a radical 
expansion of the meaning of design.16 As Canadian designer Bruce Mau claims, “It 
is not about the world of design; it’s about the design of the world.”17 Underlying 
this claim is a cultural imaginary that places design as the main force and designers 
as the main agents of transformative change. With little doubt, Silicon Valley is the 
epicenter of change and future-making.

This phenomenon has drawn criticisms from several scholars. Kimbell traced 
three accounts of design thinking: as a cognitive style, as a general theory of design, 
and as a resource for organizations.18 According to her, the adoption of this term 
in managerial discourse, particularly business schools, is a way of depoliticizing 
managerial practice so as to balance organizational tensions between exploration 
and exploitation. Adopting the labor perspective, Irani argued that Silicon Valley’s 
shift to design thinking was an effort to defend American distinctiveness in response 
to the competition from Chinese designers.19 For a long time, Asia has been viewed 
as a source of cheap labor and criminal pirates; in contrast, Silicon Valley, which 
is at the apex of the global labor hierarchy, is a place for the world’s most creative 
jobs. Quickly moving beyond the copycat era in recent years, Chinese designers 
have been offering design services that are often more efficient and less expensive. 
Driven by the anxieties about global labor competition and the changing economic 
order, Silicon Valley shifted from design to design thinking. Hence, “design thinking” 
was constructed as a form of expertise superior to the craft skills of designers and 
“workers” in developing countries.

Shenzhen: From Shanzhai to Indigenous Innovation

In the global information and communication technology (ICT) industry, the cases 
of Apple and its contract manufacturer Foxconn are widely used to criticize the 
structural inequality of the world system.20 Economically, with global tech giants 
monopolizing core technologies, manufacturers in Shenzhen such as Foxconn can 
claim only a tiny portion of the profit. Discursively, to maintain existing global 
division of labor, Shenzhen as a site of design is much less legitimate than it is as a 
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site of manufacturing. However, the cultural logic of manufacturing in Shenzhen 
does not always obey the authorized track but results in excessive technological 
mimesis.21 Hence, Shenzhen’s design culture is often dismissed as copycat culture, 
with shanzhai phones as a notable example.

Shanzhai is a Chinese term used to describe the broad phenomenon of copycat 
productions in China. Recently, a growing body of literature has reflected on 
shanzhai as a form of disruptive innovation.22 The shanzhai ecosystem, which is 
comprised of a web of interconnected actors, allows designers to react quickly 
and flexibly to the fast-changing market.23 Technically speaking, the “turnkey 
solution” introduced by the Taiwanese company MediaTek avoids unnecessary 
patent issues for shanzhai makers and significantly reduces the barriers to entry 
for phone design.24 Based on this solution, shanzhai makers can either adopt the 
common module design or add features to create new models. As Mutibwa and 
Xia have documented in this book, shanzhai culture often carries an open-source 
ethos and encourages grassroots design and innovation, offering new choices and 
possibilities to markets ignored by large multinationals.25 In China, the proliferation 
of shanzhai phones was closely related to the rise of China’s “information have-
less” population,26 as they could obtain important information and social support 
through these affordable phones.

Currently, shanzhai is no longer about copycat production in the informal 
economy but experiences a process of institutionalization.27 Renaming and re-
branding efforts from various actors also constitute a significant rhetorical shift in 
the shanzhai discourse. For example, the Shenzhen government has worked hard 
to reframe the city’s image from a manufacturing hub to a city of design.28 Chinese 
state media also attempt to link shanzhai to “indigenous innovation,” a national 
strategy aimed to transform China into an innovative society.29 In the 1980s and 
1990s, Chinese ICT companies encountered great difficulty in acquiring foreign 
technologies, and thus, they were forced to build their own innovation capability.30 
For instance, China’s efforts to develop its homegrown 3G standard were aimed to 
reduce dependence on foreign technologies, including the large patent fees paid 
to Western operators.31 Through the critical lens of disruption/structure, these 
policies signify a techno-nationalist approach of mastering core technologies 
when latecomers attempt to (or have to) disrupt Western domination in digital 
technologies through homegrown innovation.32

The ICT industry is a landmark sector in China’s pursuit of indigenous innova-
tion. In 2007, China abandoned its license control over the manufacturing of mobile 
phones, which greatly enhanced the legitimacy of shanzhai phones.33 Within a short 
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period of time, some homegrown brands such as Huawei and Xiaomi have gained 
footholds in the global market. In 2017, eight of the top ten smartphone brands in 
China and three out of the top six smartphone brands worldwide were Chinese.34 
As exemplified by Huawei’s Kirin processor,35 Chinese phone makers have steadily 
moved up the global value chain.

To summarize, Shenzhen’s transformation from a manufacturing center to an 
innovation hub has been shaped by several intertwined forces, ranging from top-
down national policies to grassroots innovations like shanzhai. This demonstrates 
the heterogeneity of design culture and the innovative capacity of Southern 
countries. With a new generation of Shenzhen companies going overseas, they 
are reshaping regional, if not global, digital culture and landscape. In such con-
texts, the case of Transsion in Africa offers a fascinating glimpse of this ongoing 
transformation.

Framework and Research Methods

In science and technology studies, technology is often examined in relation to both 
its designers and users in a social-technical network. Inspired by the metaphor of 
technology as “text” or “script,” the triadic model of “designer-technology-user” 
focuses on what is “written” into an artifact by designers (inscription) and how 
it is “read” by users (de-scription).36 When users can only access pirated or sec-
ondhand technologies, they are completely disconnected from designers and the 
design process. Thus, researchers usually focus on the second part of the triadic 
model—“technology-user”—to examine users’ appropriation and improvisation 
when engaging with these technologies.37

Figure 1 shows this study’s proposed analytical framework, which adjusts the 
triadic model by introducing “translators” into the design network. “Translators” 
refer to people who translate technologies and related information for other 
actors. Through their labor of translation (Arrows 3 to 5), translators mediate the 
interactions between designers and users. Such an analytical framework suits this 
study for two reasons. First, as Transsion’s target users, Africa’s BOP population 
are using phones specifically designed for them instead of pirated or used ones. 
This means that the interactions between designers and users are not absent, as 
indicated by Arrow 6. Second, although not absent, it is still not easy for designers 
and users to directly interact with each other. Due to geographical, cultural, and 
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socioeconomic differences, various intermediaries are often indispensable. Hence, 
introducing translators to this network opens up a new space to understand the 
dynamics of designing technologies for low-end users.

This study focuses on Transsion’s low-end brand itel. Transsion was founded 
in 2006 by former employees of Ningbo Bird, which was one of China’s largest 
mobile-phone makers in the early 2000s. Transsion targets emerging markets 
like Africa and India as a way to avoid the fierce competition in China’s domestic 
market. In Africa, Transsion sells mobile phones through its three brands: itel, 
Tecno, and infinix. Particularly, itel has a large market share and good reputation 
in Africa’s rural markets. Moreover, deeply rooted in Shenzhen’s maker ecosystem, 
itel emerges from, but goes beyond the early stage of the shanzhai model, providing 
an opportunity to explore the transformation of Shenzhen’s design culture.

This study uses participant observation and semi-structured interviews as 
the primary research methods. From mid-July to mid-October 2018, I conducted 
participant observation at Transsion’s Shenzhen headquarters.38 Afterwards, I 
conducted semi-structured interviews with various Transsion employees. The 
second part of my fieldwork was conducted in Ghana from September to December 
2019, where I visited itel shops, interviewed local dealers and users, and conducted 
observations in mobile-phone markets in cities (e.g., Accra and Kumasi), towns 
(e.g., Wenchi and Kintampo), and villages. All interviewees were informed that I 
was collecting data for academic research and their names would be anonymized 
in this study to protect their identities.

FIGURE 1. Proposed analytical framework
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Mapping the Design Network: Translating the Four “Ps” (Product, Price, 
Place, and People)

In Ghana, itel 5606 (see Figure 2) was one of the most popular feature phone 
models in 2019. Retailing at around US$10, itel 5606 has a flashlight, a wireless radio, 
a 2500mAh battery, dual-SIM cards, and even Facebook! When introducing their 
product positioning in Africa, product manager Z says that itel focuses on handsets 
under US$100: feature phones are usually retailed at three prices—US$8.00, 
US$15.00, and US$20.00—while smartphones are at US$50.00, US$75.00, and 
US$100.00, much lower than the global average.39 How do itel designers decide the 
three “Ps”—product, price, and place? This is closely related to another “P”—people, 
itel’s target users.

At itel, designers are well aware that their users are the “bottom of the pyramid” 
population in “low-end markets.” Here, designers consist of two types of people: 
one is product managers in charge of product planning, and the other is engineers 
who resolve software and hardware issues at the technical level. Generally speaking, 
there are two main ways for itel designers to know their customers. The first is 

FIGURE 2. itel 5606 (PHOTOGRAPH © LU MIAO, 
REPRINTED BY PERMISSION)
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through direct visits. For example, during his visit to Nigeria, product manager Y 
discovered why mobile-phone cost was still their customers’ top consideration. 
There, he encountered a Nigerian farmer who saved money for almost one year to 
buy an entry-level itel smartphone (about US$50.00). The second way is through 
the translation of marketers and analysts. In general, itel marketers classify African 
markets into five tiers: tier one refers to capital cities, tier two is made up of small 
and medium-sized cities, and tiers three to five consist of a large number of towns 
and villages. In this way, itel users are translated as “people living in tier three to 
five markets,” or simply, “the rural people.” Except for geographic location, itel 
marketers further differentiate customers by their age, gender, occupation, and 
disposable income. As marketing manager L described, itel feature phone users 
are likely to be farmers, manual workers, and street vendors, while smartphone 
users are usually young students and office workers. To gain local knowledge, 
itel hires a small team of analysts to conduct market and user research. They use 
surveys, interviews, and participant observations to collect data. In both Accra 
and Kumasi, I met itel product analysts conducting interviews with promoters and 
users to ask their opinions about several itel prototypes. In another case, an itel 
user researcher stayed in a customer’s home for a few days to investigate African 
users’ “special needs,” conducting what we may call “mini-ethnography.” Although 
such an approach is not invented by itel, what is special about itel is its involvement 
of a significant number of local translators, especially marketers, in this process.

Through the labor of marketers and analysts, a large amount of local informa-
tion can be collected, but only part of it will be selected and translated into the 
design network. In Kumasi, after quite a few promoters expressed their preference 
for a particular prototype, I asked the product analyst whether he would choose that 
one as the new model for 2020. “No,” he says. “It is good but also more expensive. 
We may consider it in the future when our customers are able to pay more for such 
design.” In this case, what matters for translators is not design per se, but design 
that matches customers’ purchasing power during a certain period. At itel, it is 
common for a design idea to be rejected because of the cost. Product manager Z 
explains itel’s product development process in this way:

We start projects like this: a US$20 feature phone or a US$50 smartphone. Say 
we are going to design a US$50 smartphone for African markets, its main “specs” 
[specifications] immediately come into my mind: what kind of chipset, camera, or 
screen, how much memory, how big battery, etc. These specs are relatively stable 
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for smartphones at a certain price level. You must have these. Otherwise, your 
products will lose competitiveness. . . . These key components account for almost 
90% of the phone cost. There is not much space left for us. We can only squeeze 
cost in some “small parts.” If you want to add more features to attract customers, 
you have to delete others you think unimportant. You always need to make choices.

According to Z, the target cost will be set at the beginning of every project. 
Mobile phone specifications may vary from model to model, but as long as the 
price is set, its specifications are relatively stable due to market competition. The 
differences between low-end phones mainly lie in the “small parts”—small features 
that are attractive but not very expensive. It is usually these parts that are subject to 
negotiation. In Shenzhen, I once witnessed itel designers debating about whether to 
add a loudspeaker that cost only a few cents to a feature phone model, and whether 
to increase its phone battery from 1500 mAh to 1900 mAh. “For us, every cent counts,” 
says one product manager. As it is not easy to strike a balance between maintaining 
costs and meeting demands, tensions may arise among various types of designers, 
or between designers and translators. For example, most itel software engineers 
have complained to me about the difficulty of adding all the features requested by 
product managers. As software engineer J says,

Many itel smartphones have only 1GB of RAM [random-access memory]. Can you 
imagine that?! The [Android] operating system has already taken a lot of space. We 
also need to install some built-in apps. Sometimes product managers will ask us to 
add more fancy features, like face unlock or fingerprint. This makes our work very 
difficult. You only have 1GB. How can you put so many things (in it)? It will slow 
down the system. Users will hate that. So, we have to do a lot of optimization work.

For itel software engineers, much optimization work would be unnecessary if 
the phone had better hardware. Although itel hardware engineers also acknowledge 
this, they insist that their budget at the current stage can only afford “good enough” 
hardware. For example, phone memory is the most expensive part of many itel mod-
els. “Right now, its supply chain is monopolized by a few memory manufacturers 
like Samsung and Micron,” an itel hardware engineer says. “When the phone price 
is pre-set, we have no other choice unless cheaper memory suppliers emerge.” In 
this case, the internal tension among itel designers is mainly caused by an external 
force—monopoly suppliers—and thus, it can only be resolved when the supply 
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chain has been diversified. In other cases, the pressure on itel engineers comes 
from product managers or marketers. For example, when designing itel 5606, itel 
engineers were asked to install both wireless radio and Facebook to this feature 
phone model. According to itel marketers, they added these two features because, 
for many itel users, radio is the most important means of entertainment and 
“Facebook is the internet.” In other words, their translation of the market situation 
suggests that itel 5606 must have these two features in order to be attractive and 
competitive.

Based on the above analyses, this study further adjusts the analytical framework 
by adding another two important actors into the design network—suppliers and 
other designers (designers outside Transsion), both of which can shape how 
technologies are designed (Arrows 8 and 10, Figure 3). Due to market competition, 
Transsion designers and other designers can influence one another through their 
design choices (Arrow 7). As shown in the memory case, how designers can write 
ideas into technologies is also shaped by the availability of suppliers (Arrows 9 
and 11).

In the itel case, on one hand, its design practice is structured by fierce market 
competition and a tight budget; on the other hand, it also benefits from Shen-
zhen’s design ecosystem, including the rapid prototyping and “modularization” of 
mobile-phone production.40 When designing phones, itel buys core technologies 
from other companies through “modules,” integrates them with other components, 

FIGURE 3. Adjusted analytical framework
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and adds features to create new models. The low price of itel phones is also made 
possible by the emergence of Chinese and Taiwanese suppliers in the upstream of 
the supply chain. As the high patent fees of Qualcomm chipsets far exceed itel’s 
budget, it resorts to MediaTek and Spreadtrum to develop technological solutions 
for low-end phones. In 2017, Google released its Android Go edition to tap into the 
low-end markets. As an operating system tailored for devices with less than 2GB of 
RAM, Android Go is widely used by itel phone models. These examples demonstrate 
that, apart from tension and competition, cooperation could also be a potential 
relationship between Transsion designers, other designers, and suppliers.

For African users, efforts made by various designers and translators have opened 
up new possibilities for their daily interactions with mobile technologies. With 
affordable feature phones, Kelly can use the flashlight to cook dinner, her mother 
can listen to local radio programs, and many other villagers can access the internet 
through Facebook. After information about local demands and contexts is translated 
into the design network and written into technologies, African users will adapt and 
appropriate these technologies in their everyday lives. According to my fieldwork, 
Ghanaian users have developed creative ways to deal with the various hardware 
and software limitations: they will reduce screen brightness to save battery, turn off 
the data connection when they are not using it, and store photos in extra memory 
cards instead of in their phones. These demonstrate that BOP users are not passive, 
but able to “read” and in some cases “revise” technologies in their social contexts 
(Arrow 2, Figure 3).

To summarize, itel’s design practice has been shaped by various actors and 
factors, making its profit margins highly structured. In 2018, Transsion earned 
RMB¥22.5 billion by selling 124 million mobile phones, of which 72.6 percent (90 
million) were feature phones; in contrast, Huawei earned RMB¥348.9 billion by 
selling 206 million smartphones in the same year.41 The contrast is more revealing 
if we consider Apple: in the final quarter of 2017, when Apple accounted for only 
19 percent of global smartphone shipments, it captured 87 percent of the profits.42 
Itel employees are acutely aware of these profit differences and their structural 
position in the global industry. As several interviewees pointed out, it is because itel 
lacks core technologies that it decides to focus on the relatively less attractive and 
profitable BOP markets. Historically speaking, this strategy is not new for Chinese 
ICT companies. When Ningbo Bird started as a township enterprise in the 1990s, 
it bypassed the saturated markets in big cities and adopted a low-price strategy to 
secure low-end markets, first in China’s third- and fourth-tier cities and towns and 
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later in overseas markets such as Africa. George Zhu, Transsion’s cofounder and 
chief executive officer, was the former director of Ningbo Bird’s overseas business 
unit. Before founding Transsion, Zhu traveled to ninety countries to promote Bird 
phones.43 To some extent, what itel has been doing is translating this low-price 
strategy from China to Africa. What has made such translations possible is a 
clear understanding of itel’s structural position in the global ICT industry and its 
customers’ socioeconomic position in the global economy.

Dual/Multiple SIM Cards: Translating a Shanzhai Idea

The function of dual/multiple-SIM cards was often associated with shanzhai phones 
a decade ago. It was first developed for Hong Kong and Taiwanese entrepreneurs 
who traveled frequently to Shenzhen (Arrow 8, Figure 3).44 Transsion appropriated 
this design idea in its expansion into Africa for various reasons (Arrow 7, Figure 3). 
During his interview with Chinese media, Transsion’s vice president Arif Chowdhury 
explains that Africans need more than one SIM card because they will be charged 
more if they call via different telecom networks.45 In Ghana, this is only one of the 
several reasons for the popularity of this function.

Ghana began privatizing its telecom sector in the 1990s and generally adopted 
a free market approach.46 In 2019, the three largest telecom operators in Ghana 
were MTN, Vodafone, and Airetel-Tigo. Although it is not easy to figure out how the 
tariff system works in different scenarios, Ghanaian users are aware that it is more 
expensive to call across networks. For example, Vodafone has a two-cedi (US$0.34) 
daily package called “Red One,” which offers 50 MB of internet data, unlimited calls 
to Vodafone numbers, but only 10 minute calls to other local networks. Because it 
only takes two cedis to get a new SIM card, Ghanaians tend to buy two or more 
cards to reduce the chance of calling across networks. Some users also claim that 
the voice quality is better when calling within the same network. For others, strong 
and reliable internet is an important factor to consider. When the internet from one 
network is poor or discontinuous, which is common in Ghana, users can switch 
to another network.

Moreover, due to market competition, telecom operators often provide diverse 
voice and data bundles and special offers to attract customers. With more SIM cards, 
users can switch to the bundle choice that best suits them at a particular moment. 
A young man from Kumasi told me that he often downloads movies during the 
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night through MTN’s “midnight bundle,” which gives him 2.79GB data for one cedi 
and 5.33GB for three cedis from 12am to 5am. This phenomenon is not unique to 
Ghana. Pype’s observation in Kinshasa also reveals a particular economy of “digital 
nightlife,” in which most Kinois take shortcuts to online life through cheap midnight 
bundles.47 In other cases, having more SIM cards makes it possible to avoid the 
pitfalls hidden in the complicated packages offered by telecom operators. An Uber 
driver in Accra claims that MTN internet works better in certain districts of Accra, 
while Vodafone internet works better in some other districts. His perception may not 
be entirely accurate, but from an infrastructural perspective, it indicates the uneven 
distribution of base stations in Accra, which is a widely acknowledged reality. He 
also insists that telecom operators will reduce the internet performance for weekly 
and monthly bundles because they are relatively cheaper. Therefore, he always 
prefers hourly and daily bundles. These cases suggest the diverse interpretations 
and appropriations of dual/multiple-SIM function among Ghanaian users in their 
everyday lives (Arrow 2, Figure 3).

In Transsion’s efforts to bring dual/multiple-SIM phones to Ghana, there exist 
at least two layers of translation: one technical and the other symbolic. Technically, 
it is not difficult to translate this design idea from shanzhai phones to Transsion 
phones. However, doing this makes Transsion phones symbolically associated with 
the low-quality shanzhai phones, especially in the early stages. As a local phone 
retailer from Tema remarks,

Many Ghanaians had the perception that an original phone should have a single 
SIM. The rationale behind it is that all original phones were single SIM until fake 
dual- and multiple-SIM phones were introduced. It was in most people’s mind 
until some well-known brands also started to have this function. Now, even Apple 
has dual-SIM phones!

Another phone retailer in Kumasi says:

People had doubts when we brought in itel and Tecno [phones]. They didn’t trust 
“China phones” very much. I told my customers they had strong battery and other 
advantages. After they tried them, they found that they were different from other 
China phones.

Their words suggest that local retailers reshaped Ghanaians’ perceptions of 
dual/multiple-SIM function by delinking it from fake “China phones” on one hand 
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and relinking it with other well-known brands like Apple on the other hand. In this 
process, the translation work of local retailers played an important role in reshaping 
the symbolic meanings of dual/multiple-SIM function (Arrows 4 and 5, Figure 3). In 
current Africa, dual/multiple-SIM function has become the norm rather than the 
exception. In 2018, around 87 percent of Kenyan users used multi-SIM smartphones, 
and the figure was around 70 percent in countries like Ghana, Nigeria, and Egypt.48 
My visits to mobile-phone markets in Ghana revealed that even Samsung and 
Apple brought dual-SIM support to some of their phone models. In 2018, Apple 
also released unique iPhone models with two nano-SIM cards for the Greater China 
Region to meet Chinese people’s high demand for this function. This demonstrates 
that a design solution for a certain locality can challenge and reshape regional or 
even global design norms.

Battery: Translating Local Infrastructures

According to Ghanaian phone dealers, it was a strong battery that helped Transsion 
brands quickly gain popularity when they entered Ghana. My interviews with 
Ghanaian users also confirm that a strong battery is a significant reason to buy a 
Transsion phone. Even now, long-lasting battery remains a major selling point that 
distinguishes Transsion phones from other brands in the market. For example, most 
itel power-series smartphones have a 4000–5000 mAh battery. When itel launched 
its P32 smartphone model in 2018, the marketing slogan was “One Charge for Three 
Days.” In comparison, iPhone XR and Samsung Galaxy J2, which were also released 
in 2018, have battery capacities of 2942 mAh and 2600 mAh, respectively. If this 
suggests that low-end users have higher demands for battery capacity than elite 
users, what is the reason for it? According to marketing manager W,

Small battery is a “pain point” for many Africans. You won’t understand this if you 
don’t go there. The environment is totally different [from Shenzhen]. Blackouts are 
very common, even in capital cities. I encountered them quite a few times when I 
was in Nigeria. Many hotels and rich people have their own [electric] generators. 
But rural people are not so lucky. Many still don’t have access to electricity. It’s not 
that easy to charge their phones.

His description links African demand for big batteries to the local electricity 
situation. According to the International Energy Agency, sub-Saharan Africa had 
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an electrification rate of 43 percent in 2017; due to uneven development, the 
electrification rate in rural areas was only 28 percent, much lower than that in 
urban areas (67 percent).49 In the case of Ghana, its electricity sector is heavily 
dependent on hydropower generated from the Akosombo Dam built in 1965. Due to 
the uncertainty of rainfall and water inflows, Ghana suffered from serious electric 
power rationing in the years 1983–1984, 1997–1998, 2003, and 2006–2007.50 The 
frequent blackouts have led local people to coin the term dumsor, meaning “off and 
on,” to describe their everyday experience during the power crisis. In recent years, 
Ghana has increased its installed generation capacity by introducing an array of 
thermal power plants running on natural gas. The percentage of people with access 
to electricity in Ghana increased from only 15–20 percent in 1989 to 82.5 percent 
in 2016, which ranked high in sub-Saharan Africa.51 Having a house connected to 
the national grid, however, does not guarantee a reliable and affordable supply of 
electricity. In 2019, I experienced blackouts in both Accra and Kumasi, which were 
caused by an unreliable supply of natural gas. My visit to Kelly’s village in Kpone 
showed that the urban-rural gaps persist, and Ghana has a long way to go to achieve 
universal and reliable access to electricity.

At itel, many people are aware of the widespread power shortage in sub-Saharan 
Africa because they (including some designers) have made short- or long-term 
visits there (Arrow 6, Figure 3). In many other cases, it is translators like marketing 
managers who bring back information about local infrastructures (Arrows 3 and 
5, Figure 3). How will such information be translated into the phone design? As 
hardware engineer S explains:

When we design phones, we see both visible and invisible things. What’s the visible 
thing? Taking the battery for example, how big and how heavy [is it]? Our customers 
need a big battery, but it will occupy more [physical] space. To save space for it, 
we need to make sacrifices in other parts, and the overall performance will be 
influenced. The phone will become heavy and ugly. That’s probably why iPhone 
designers don’t like big batteries. . . . Then, what’s the invisible thing? Protocols, 
standards, norms, etc. For example, to ensure a phone can get signals, the power 
level can range from 30 dB to 33 dB. In places like Shenzhen, 30 is enough because 
almost every corner is covered by mobile phone base stations, but in Africa, I will 
choose 33. Because there are not enough base stations there, you need a higher 
power level to get signals.
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His narrative indicates that itel’s design practice has been shaped by customer 
demands (e.g., a big battery), material properties (e.g., the size and weight of the 
battery), industrial standards (e.g., signal strength), and local infrastructure (e.g., 
base station). If this suggests that translating local knowledge into the phone design 
is not a straightforward process but full of negotiations, how can we know if local 
knowledge has been “successfully” written into technologies? In other words, how 
can we know if a translation is a “good” translation? One possible way to answer 
this is by seeing through the eyes of users. In Kintampo, there is a shop owner who 
has been selling itel phones for seven years. Showing me the popular itel 5606 (see 
Figure 2), he explains why local people like this brand:

Their products are good. The battery is good. The network is good, especially this 
one [itel 5606]. When they [his customers] go to villages, the network is good. So, 
they all come to buy this one. For some other phones, no network. This one, I can 
sell 20 pieces a day.

If we view itel 5606 as an example of a good translation, it is because engineers 
have made tradeoffs elsewhere to save space for its battery, and modified “invisible 
things” like power levels to ensure that rural users can also get signal reception 
despite the lack of base stations in their villages. The design experiences at itel 
demonstrate that the actual, concrete form of artifacts does not preexist in the 
maker’s mind but “grows” from the mutual involvement of people and materials and 
from the gradual unfolding of local and global forces.52 By relying on various trans-
lators or designers’ own visits, itel makes it possible to integrate local knowledge 
into the design process, which often involves modifications to and interventions in 
existing standards and norms. Such an approach represents a meaningful departure 
from the “digital universalism” of Western design,53 especially humanitarian design, 
in which technologies designed in the labs of digital centers are expected to solve 
the problems in the peripheries.

Camera: Translating the Beauty of Darker Skins

In Africa, Transsion has widely promoted its optimized camera for darker skin tones 
as a key selling point. It developed this strategy because many existing camera 
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phones could not provide Africans with clear, high-quality selfies. The difficulty 
of photographing darker skin tones is not a recent problem, but has long been 
embedded in various visual technologies.

In the era of still photography, Kodak’s Shirley cards, the norm reference cards 
using “Caucasian” female models, became the industry standard for calibrating 
skin tones in the 1940s and 1950s.54 As Roth points out, the look and light skin tones 
of these models conformed to a popular masculinist notion of beauty, which was 
largely defined from a Western male perspective.55 In the era of color film and 
television, the research agenda and the choice of chemicals were also dominated 
by the need to reproduce Caucasian skin tones.56 Given the assumption that the 
rightful subjects would be white, Western designers inscribed a light-skin bias 
into visual technologies from the beginning. The result is that when images of 
non-Caucasian skin tones are projected in visual media, they are often distorted 
or highly deficient. In 1978, the French filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard refused to use 
Kodak film to shoot in Mozambique because the light range was so narrow that 
“if you exposed film for a white kid, the black kid sitting next to him would be 
rendered invisible except for the whites of his eyes and teeth.”57 When Kodak began 
to incorporate more diverse models in the 1970s, it was not due to the pressure from 
the black community but because its two biggest clients—the confectionary and 
furniture industries—complained that the subtle differences of dark chocolate 
and dark furniture could not be discerned.58

Today, visualization is a way of “computer-aided seeing,”59 which is increas-
ingly mediated by computational algorithms. A growing body of literature has 
documented the racial bias of face recognition algorithms, from Hewlett-Packard 
webcam’s failure to detect African American faces to Google’s auto-tagging pictures 
of black people as “gorillas.”60 In 2016, “Beauty.AI,” the first international beauty 
contest decided by an algorithm, sparked controversy after the results revealed 
that the robots did not like people with dark skin.61 This is mainly because the 
datasets used to train the algorithms are not diverse enough, and minority groups 
are often underrepresented.

In these cases, although designers are not always conscious, they have practiced 
discriminatory design in which a light-skin bias is written into the deep structure of 
visual technologies (Arrow 8, Figure 3). To undo these biases, Transsion designers 
need to “revise” or “rewrite” the fundamental parts of these technologies—the 
dataset and the algorithm (Arrow 1, Figure 3). To combat the underrepresentation 
of dark-skinned people in previous datasets, Transsion collected millions of images 
of dark-skinned people, created its own machine learning dataset, and used it to 
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train its algorithms. Transsion established a research team at the company level 
and collaborated with various partners, including ArcSoft, SenseTime, and Visidon, 
to develop camera technologies that can capture darker skin with accuracy and 
sensitivity.62 When explaining their camera design practice, an algorithm engineer 
at Transsion says,

The problem we need to tackle is not just on the technical level. Instead, what we 
need to do is to understand the beauty of dark-skinned people. What Africans want 
is not whiteness but beauty. What they want is a better self.

This indicates that designing cameras for dark-skinned people requires not only 
computing knowledge but also understandings of beauty in different social-cultural 
contexts. In other words, for Transsion designers, “technologies of seeing” and “ways 
of seeing” are not separate, but closely related processes. In another case, when 
introducing itel S15 on its official website,63 itel presents several images of young, 
dark-skinned female models, saying:

The AI algorithm identifies your facial features, skin tone and lighting environment 
to add beauty effects tailored to individual facial features and bring out your unique 
natural beauty.

But what is “natural” beauty? How can designers ensure that they have translated 
the correct criteria of beauty into technologies? If natural beauty is the goal, do 
such criteria exist at all? As these camera algorithms are often proprietary, it is very 
difficult to know how engineers have made specific decisions at various stages. 
However, my interviews with various designers and marketers suggest that Transsion 
employees do not have a unified understanding of “the beauty of dark-skinned 
people,” although many of them refer to it. In describing how to “beautifully” present 
African faces, some interviewees say it should be “bright” and “clear,” while others 
say it should be “light brown.” One of the advertisements for itel S13 claims its “Face 
Beauty” camera can make the face look “slim,” “smooth,” and “ruddy,” giving you 
“stunning chocolate skin.” That the face should be “slim” and “smooth” indicates 
that, in some areas, Transsion is conforming to, instead of challenging, mainstream 
beauty norms, especially those in the East Asian context.

That said, Transsion designers and translators have attempted to embrace the 
diversity of skin colors and present their subtle differences through their design 
and translation practices. This could be viewed as a celebration of multiculturalism 
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in a commercial context. In Shenzhen, itel marketers often emphasize that Africa 
is not monolithic but consists of fifty-four countries with different cultures, tribes, 
and races. Therefore, it is almost impossible to translate a universal standard of 
beauty. At itel, software engineers frequently use the term “optimization” to describe 
their work. From an etymological perspective, the term “optimize” derives from 
the Latin optimus (“best”); in computing, to optimize is “to change data, software, 
etc. in order to make it work more efficiently or to make it suitable for a particular 
purpose.”64 In this sense, it will be meaningless to talk about the “best” solution 
before the particular purposes or target users are identified. For example, I used 
itel S13 for a few months during my fieldwork. For Asian users like me, its camera 
is very clear but somewhat too bright.

Regarding Ghanaian users, although very few of them are aware of the camera 
differences at the algorithmic level, it does not mean they cannot “read” these 
differences at other levels. For example, after receiving an iPhone from her boyfriend 
as a gift, a young promoter in Accra still uses her Tecno phone to take selfies. 
“Somehow, the Tecno camera works better for me than my iPhone,” she says. “It 
is clear. It looks like me.” Just like her, many Ghanaians mentioned “clarity” as an 
important criterion for a good camera. What “clarity” means may vary from person 
to person, but it points to Ghanaian users’ frustrating experiences with other 
cameras that have failed to photograph black skin tones with clarity. In this sense, 
Transsion’s camera technologies open up new possibilities for dark-skinned users 
to capture and embrace their own aesthetics of beauty through less discriminatory, 
if not totally fair, algorithms, which has been made possible through a series of 
translation processes.

Conclusion: Toward a Southern Perspective of Design

Focusing on the case of itel, this chapter examines how it designs affordable 
phones for Africa’s BOP population. Using “technology translation” as an analytical 
framework, the study illustrates itel’s design network, which is comprised of diverse 
actors including designers, translators, upstream suppliers, and downstream users. 
Through the cases of SIM cards, battery, and camera, this chapter elaborates on the 
dynamics and tensions of translating and designing low-cost phones for African 
users. Shaped by various factors like market competition, global supply chain, local 
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culture, and infrastructure, these processes often involve challenging, modifying, 
and revising existing design standards and norms.

Being cost-sensitive, context-conscious, and demand-driven, itel develops a 
design approach and business model based on both its “place” in the global ICT 
industry and its customers’ “place” in global consumer society. In so doing, it creates 
a disruptive force that transforms the previously “unusable” BOP market into a mass 
market. Adopting a historical perspective, this study argues that the business model 
of reducing profits to gain market share is not unique to Transsion but familiar 
to many Chinese ICT companies. This has been shaped by two main factors. The 
first is the informational stratification and market segmentation that pervades the 
Global South. Due to distribution barriers and low profit margins, Third World rural 
markets have been largely ignored by large corporations. The second factor is the 
structural inequality of the global ICT industry. Monopolizing core technologies, 
Western high-tech companies tend to pursue an urban-centric, elite-oriented, and 
high-value-added business model. To avoid competition, companies from peripheral 
countries have little choice but to start with low-end markets. Even Huawei had 
a humble beginning of targeting China’s rural markets, adopting a strategy called 
“encircling cities from the countryside.”65 What is unique about the Transsion case is 
how it translates such an approach into the African context, which involves a large 
number of translators offering their creative labor and local knowledge.

As scholars have noted, many current design practices tend to reproduce the 
“one-world” project of neoliberal globalization, which not only reduces differences 
but also eliminates people’s abilities to imagine being otherwise.66 According to 
Tony Fry, modern design as a “defuturing” project has played a critical role in the 
expansion of Western modernity and its systematic creation of unsustainability.67 
For Mignolo, design is an imperial project in which the colonial matrix of power 
has become the global design of Western civilization.68 For him, “otherwise” is 
equivalent to decolonial thinking and doing. To recover our future-imagining 
capacity, we must first unlearn the defuturing traps of modern design; “learning to 
unlearn is crucial to guide us in re-learning and to be/do otherwise.”69 In this process, 
a Southern perspective of design is an important step in bringing in Southern 
knowledge and nourishing alternative socio-technical worlds.

As a counter-example of Western design, itel provides an important case to 
rethink the geopolitics of design. Deeply rooted in Shenzhen’s maker culture, 
itel’s design strategy is both a response to and an adjustment of the structural 
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inequality of the global ICT industry. It demonstrates that Southern countries 
are neither passive nor monolithic, but able to assert different visions of digital 
futures through design and innovation, although such futures are often uncertain 
due to the paradox of disruption/structure. However, it would be inaccurate to say 
itel is the alternative we are looking for. After all, it belongs to a private company 
aimed at making a profit. That itel will introduce about fifty models every year to 
boost sales suggests that it has not escaped the “defuturing” traps. When its parent 
company, Transsion, challenges the cultural imaginary of Silicon Valley as the center 
of future-making for everywhere, it is also making Shenzhen the next center of 
future-making for Africa. It is possible for Shenzhen to be Silicon Valley’s “South” 
and Africa’s “North” at the same time. In this sense, the South is not only a plural 
but also a relative concept. To deploy the critical lens of integration/differentiation, 
Transsion as a case problematizes the North-South binary and demonstrates the 
complexity and “multipolarity” of communication innovation. From Kenya’s iHub 
to Nigeria’s Co-Creation Hub, innovation incubators are springing up across the 
African continent. Will we have African designers to challenge Shenzhen and/or 
Silicon Valley? Can we design plurally and think otherwise? To achieve this, it is 
important to engage with various “Souths” and their distinctive digital futures.
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The Necropolitics of Innovation
Sensing Death in the Mediterranean Sea

Monika Halkort

The combined impact of climate change, loss of biodiversity, industrial waste, 
and noise pollution have established the world’s oceans as critical platforms 
for anticipating risks of premature deaths and extinction. Oceans cover 70 
percent of the Earth’s surface, are the planet’s largest biosphere, and play a 

critical role in regulating the world climate.1 Monitoring their “health” has become 
indispensable in the struggle against global warming. It has led scientists to put a 
wide range of instrument platforms into the high seas to observe rising sea levels, 
oceanic temperature, salinity, and ocean currents in support of climate research.2 
The information generated by these mobile platforms is supplemented by coastal 
radars, webcams, and Earth Observation satellites that collect comparative data 
in next to real time.3

The expansive network of environmental sensors and Earth Observation 
satellites provides a powerful example of how technical innovations can foster 
positive change in the face of looming threats and destruction. Without the use of 
these technologies, it will not be possible to secure a more sustainable, equitable, 
and inclusive future that responds to the human-induced risks, vulnerabilities, 
and harms to the Earth system up to this point. That said, the same environmental 
platforms are also used for border security and military operations that skillfully 
exploit the infrastructures of ocean monitoring for political surveillance and control.
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The policy directive for the European border management system EUROSUR 
has just recently been updated to strengthen the interoperability of military, envi-
ronmental, and Earth observation satellites for the dual purpose of border security 
and policing.4 The directive lays out a comprehensive strategy for automating the 
information exchange between fishing and environmental agencies, the EU Earth 
Observation Program, Copernicus, and the main coastguard and border-security 
agency, Frontex. The overall goal here is to integrate the joint output of data col-
lected by each agency into a centralized platform for risk analyses and situational 
reports aimed at strengthening Europe’s border protection capabilities.5 EUROSUR 
combines automated vessel tracking and detection capabilities, software function-
alities for algorithmic anomaly detection, with precise weather and oceanographic 
forecasts. Integrated into an automated information-exchange system, these func-
tions significantly enhance Frontex’s ability to locate and intercept vessels suspected 
of people or weapons smuggling and to share risk scenarios across EU member 
states. A similar convergence of military and scientific agendas can be witnessed in 
Chinese and American research activities in and around the Indo-Pacific. Both are 
critically dependent on oceanographic data drawn from image satellites, floating 
instrument platforms, and underwater equipment to support their overt and covert 
reconnaissance missions, in search of oil and gas but also in gathering intelligence 
about foreign submarines or secret military installations in the South China Sea.6

The push towards greater system integration of military and environmental 
technologies for advancing geopolitical and strategic interests is indicative of the 
persistent hold of military and defense logics over the production of scientific 
knowledge, in particular with regard to ocean research. Whereas it was once ships 
that functioned as main carriers of weapons and scientific instruments, it is today 
the vast network of image satellites, instrument platforms, and underwater drones 
directly communicating with orbiting radars that bring scientific knowledge 
and warfare into inextricable embrace. Their entanglement bespeaks a scienti-
ficization and weaponization of the environment and the Earth that powerfully 
manifests what Gabrys has called the “becoming environmental of computation.”7 
Environments are made operational through sensors and instrument platforms, 
reconfiguring nature, the Earth, and the oceans into programmable entities. In 
what follows I explore how this programmability affects the ways risks of premature 
deaths at sea become knowable, sensible, and apparent, shaping possible responses 
by regimes of environmental protection and humanitarian care.
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My discussion centers on the historically specific context of the Mediterranean, 
where risks of premature death have become particularly potent and differentially 
marked. The North Adriatic Sea has been identified as one of four hundred dead 
zones considered to be under acute threat from CO2 emissions, industrial pollution, 
and human-induced changes in the marine ecosystem.8 These environmental 
threats are overshadowed by a profound humanitarian crisis that has cost more 
than twenty-thousand migrant lives since 2014.9 This figure includes the number 
of bodies known to have drowned, as well as those who are considered missing. 
No one can say for sure if they have died, or how they have disappeared, because 
data on migrant deaths are not systematically collected, quite unlike the amount 
of data gathered on dying species and marine habitats. And while not all migrant 
deaths are directly related to climate change and environmental destruction, 
they are undeniably linked to the ongoing series of wars and conflicts over the 
control of vital earth resources—i.e., water, fossil fuels, rare minerals, and deep-sea 
resources—that are key drivers of global warming, mass extinction, and human-in-
duced environmental threats.10

The critical blind spot in the knowledge about migrant deaths testifies to the 
markedly uneven ways in which technological innovations are currently mobilized 
in response to vulnerabilities and harms shared across species. As I have argued 
elsewhere, they bespeak racialized habits of sense that deeply implicate compu-
tational infrastructures in biopolitical projects, where certain deaths no longer 
register and are placed outside the order of legal and moral responsibility and 
protection, and ultimately outside the spectrum of humanity as such.11 Building 
on this previous work, this chapter interrogates the figural tactics of racialization 
in relation to the critique of innovation in a multipolar world.12 My main aim will 
be to show how the ever more pervasive incursion of sensing technologies into the 
marine ecosystem recalibrates the fluid boundary between natural and premature 
death in techno-natural assemblages, while the distinction between environmental 
monitoring, intelligent warfare, and surveillance in these assemblages has become 
ever more difficult to ascertain and blurred.

What this chapter contributes to the general theme laid out in the introduction 
to this volume, then, is a more expansive reading of the idea of the “multipolar” 
from a post-humanist and non-anthropocentric perspective to draw attention to the 
multiplicity of nonhuman actors implicated in change and transformation and their 
effects across socio-technical and natural domains. Furthermore, by situating this 
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debate in the Mediterranean rather than in Asia or the United States, this chapter 
also aims to open up a historical perspective to make room for acknowledging 
the slow violence of technical incursions premised on colonial myths of human 
ingenuity and progress through technical innovation under the pretext of universal 
betterment for all of humanity. This historical perspective serves as a premonition 
of ongoing and future projects of globalization and colonization of habitats that 
appeal to such myths.

I will start by situating the current infrastructure of marine science and Earth 
observation technologies in their colonial context and recall critical moments in 
the entanglement of military and scientific agendas with imperial regimes. The 
construction of the Suez Canal (1859) marks a critical turning point in this regard. 
It not only solidified the intimate link between military and scientific interests and 
desires, but also opened the sea to multiple processes of colonization and enclosure 
across Europe, Africa, and Asia, spreading the deadly logic of competition and 
conquest deep into multispecies life. Against this backdrop the canal stands in as 
powerful manifestation of the grand geo-engineering designs whose slow violence 
forcefully returns in the current climate crisis. The second part of the paper will 
show how the toxic afterlife of these techno-colonial incursions transformed 
some of the core ontological assumptions on which the biopolitical governance 
of life and death traditionally relied. It is here that the thousands of unidentified 
migrant bodies reveal deep inconsistencies in the ways new technologies for 
seeing, knowing, and engaging with the environment are utilized for containing the 
destructive effects of colonial capitalism. Rather than fostering equal recognition 
of the vulnerabilities and harms shared across species, I suggest, environmental 
sensing technologies ushered in a “post-human governance” of life and death that 
flexibly (re)distributes logics of racialization and dehumanization within and across 
species. By consequence, some deaths are naturalized while nature is historicized 
into an active agent in the anticipation of threats that declassifies certain bodies 
as improper to the terrestrial surface, an empty variable, that are left nondescript.

The empirical material for my argument was gathered through interviews with 
marine biologists, humanitarian and environmental activists, international NGOs, 
and representatives of NATO and the European border-security agency Frontex 
at the biannual Shared Awareness and De-confliction (SHADE) conference in 
2017. These interviews are complemented with a close reading of mission reports, 
press releases, public media campaigns, scientific studies, and policy documents 
regarding environmental protection and border security in the Mediterranean Sea.
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Rethinking Multipolar Innovation on a More-Than-Human Scale

Contemporary infrastructures of environmental technologies and Earth observation 
systems are deeply imbued with the exigencies of colonial capitalism and its 
military-scientific institutions. Together they provided the technological knowledge, 
expertise, and the high-risk capital necessary for investing in scientific and technical 
innovations on which colonial knowledge and domination were built.13 Starting 
with Napoleon’s Expeditions to Egypt (1798–1801), new measuring instruments, 
communication networks, and scientific methods (chronometer, telegraph, obser-
vatories) gradually transformed the Mediterranean into a site of ongoing scientific 
observation, “a living laboratory,”14 where critical information about extreme 
weather patterns, disease, crop productivity, and desertification could be generated 
and mobilized for grand agricultural and climate engineering designs.15 These 
experiments were decisive for the emerging geographies of European imperialism. 
It enabled those with the greatest technological advantage and military might to 
reallocate vital Earth resources and to construct a global world space in which 
previously separate biotas and raw materials could be flexibly mixed, circulated, 
and reassembled into new geological formations and natural habitats.16 As Yusoff 
observes, “the afterlives of these geomorphic acts constitute the materiality of the 
Anthropocene and its natal moment”—from the transformation of the mineralogy 
of the earth through the extraction of gold, silver, salt, and copper to the massive 
transformation of ecologies as a result of transplanting people, animals, and plants.17

The construction of the Suez Canal (1859–1869) marks a pivotal moment in 
this succession of techno-natural incursions. It transformed the Mediterranean 
from a closed lake into a central corridor between Asia, Africa, and Europe, paving 
the way for ever larger parts of non-European lands to come under European 
control.18 At the same time, it opened the sea to traveling species from Asia and 
the Indo-Pacific region, ushering in the biggest migration of marine life to date.19 
Connecting the Mediterranean with the Red Sea had long been a utopian dream, 
but also a tremendous challenge, because European engineers assumed that there 
is a 10 meter difference between the two seas.20 It took several failed attempts before 
the project could be brought to fruition, further fueling its symbolic resonance as a 
token of Western ingenuity and technological mastery. As Valeska Huber recalls, the 
canal was envisioned as a crucial segment in the expansion of European civilization 
by way of modern transport and communication.21 Three hundred years later, this 
universalizing promise manifests itself in rising sea levels, temperature increases, 
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toxic algae concentrations, and oil spills that are threatening the survival of 
entire coastlines, cities, and the marine ecosystem from the Mediterranean to 
the South China Sea.

More than half of the one thousand known “non-indigenous species” (NIS) 
currently inhabiting the aquatic space connecting Libya, Italy, Greece, Turkey, and 
the Levant have entered via Suez, putting severe pressures on the genetic function 
and structure of local habitats.22 They often multiply with extraordinary speed 
and overconsume or outcompete indigenous forms for space, food, and other 
vital resources.23 Rising sea temperatures and global warming further accelerate 
these pressures, because tropical forms tend to thrive in warm waters, whereas 
local specimens and plants, which are already exhausted by industrial pollution 
and rising temperatures, are further weakened. Added to that comes the rapid 
increase in shipping traffic following the extension of the canal in 2014. Around 
17,000 ships pass through Suez each year, moving tons of ballast water full of 
biological materials—including plants, animals, viruses, and bacteria—from 
place to place. Globally it is estimated that some ten thousand species circulate 
across the world this way at any moment,24 changing oxygen levels, food chains, 
and other life-sustaining processes in local marine habitats.25 In some instances, 
it was science itself that contributed to the spread of notorious biota. The “killer 
algae” Caulerpa taxifolia, for example, was initially imported to the Institute of 
Oceanography in Monaco for study purposes, but it quickly escaped into the 
Ligurian Sea through discharge pipes from the circulating seawater system, 
brushing aside relationships formed among Mediterranean plants and animals 
over tens of thousands of years.26

The precarious condition of the Mediterranean gives vivid testimony of the 
destructive impact of techno-scientific experiments and innovations on the 
“geo-logic” of the Earth system.27 It created a political ecology of trans-species 
relations in which the toxic agential powers of waste, climate effects, and 
pollutants fold into evolutionary principles to become an integral feature of 
geological strata, climates, the Earth atmosphere, and biomass. Following Yusoff, 
I am using “geologic” here to denote how humans not only affect geology but are 
an intemperate force within it.28 As Yusoff notes, “As geological agents, humans 
are explicitly located alongside other Earth and extraterrestrial forces that possess 
the power of extinction and planetary effect as a direct result of their ability to 
capitalize on and incorporate geological forces, making previous fossilizations 
such as oil, minerals or coal their own.”29 This immersion of human activity into 
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geological strata and metabolic cycles fundamentally challenges some of the core 
ontological assumptions on which modern biopolitics traditionally relied.30 It 
extends the governance of life and death into an environmental condition with 
the result that received boundaries and distinctions between nature and society, 
life and nonlife, bios and geos, which have been characteristic for modern-colonial 
government, lose their ontological grounds. As Lehman remarks, the question 
of securing certain forms of life can no longer be confined to the figure of the 
human, but rather “needs to respond to planetary-scale environmental condi-
tions, not as a predictable baseline but as a source of potentiality that cannot 
be easily mapped or known.”31 To put it another way, as the folded temporalities 
of industrial pollution, aerosol, and CO2 dispersion intermingle with biological 
and geological holds, long-standing assumption of what constitutes life, and the 
forces and conditions that sustain it become ever more difficult to ascertain, 
just as the time frames and the conditions of its ending are becoming ever more 
contested and unclear.

Against this horizon of uncertainty about risks and their “knowability,” new 
logics of governance emerge that draw together diverse sets of knowledge and 
technologies that have never been in the purview of the biopolitical calculation, 
i.e., oceanography, atmospheric chemistry, Earth system science, or hydrography.32 
Combined with the speculative calculus of machine learning and big data 
analytics they conjure post-human ontologies of governing life and death within 
and across geo/biological strata, where previously fixed indicators for measuring 
health, security, or mortality are opened to recombinant correlations of variables 
stretched across vastly different time frames and scales.33 Health today is as much 
a function of aerosol dispersion, rising sea temperatures, CO2 emissions as it is a 
measure of access to vaccination and physical health care. These environmental 
qualities, Anderson suggests, demand a calculus of life and death quite different 
from the classical biopolitical imagination. Such a calculus can no longer rely on 
fixed variables known in advance, but rather it needs to account for unpredictable 
and emergent phenomena that are “potentially catastrophic and capable of 
altering the conditions of possibility for life across scales.”34

Such a reading of governance as heterogenous assemblage of human and 
nonhuman actors and agencies calls for a more expansive notion of “multipolar 
innovation”—one that includes the multiplicity of substances, energies, objects, 
and materials implicated in the disruptive impact of technological inventions and 
scientific novelties. Satellite imaging and sensor technologies have introduced 
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a whole new range of methods and means for observing metabolic life cycles 
through the medium of electromagnetic waves that fundamentally change 
how the fluid boundaries and transitions between life, death, and nonlife are 
interrogated, measured, and understood. Thanks to machine sensing and vision, 
scientists are now able to observe layers of biological and geological activity on 
the level of the microbial and the subatomic that have never been in the purview 
of human perception and imagination, opening up new ways of responding to 
the invisible effects of human-induced violence on a planetary scale. Yet this 
extended field of sensibilities also raises new ethical challenges. It begs the 
question: Where do we need to look and how do we need to see to account 
for deaths and risks of extinction? If the primary basis of our knowledge and 
relation with the world and with others is no longer confined to the primacy of 
direct vison and contact, but always already mediated through machine sensors 
and data proxies, where then do we situate the agency of decision making that is 
needed to ensure that technical affordances operate in the service of collective 
betterment and the well-being of all?

At the moment that we become aware of vulnerabilities that transcend 
prior perceptual registers and scales, the bodies of drowned migrants in the 
Mediterranean reveal critical fault lines in the governance of risks shared across 
geological and biological bodies. These fault lines are suggestive of new figural 
tactics of racialization and abandonment embedded in post-human apparatuses 
of sense and vision. They encourage us to see how technical innovation extends 
the calculus of life and death to the full spectrum of energies, frequencies, 
and signifying practices that the ongoing exchange between social, technical, 
and biological actors and agencies engenders and that renders individual 
and collective life chances into a matter of their (im)perceptibility. These 
differential hierarchies of (im)perceptibility, I suggest, render the new figural 
tactics of racialization and abandonment visible and apparent. They alert us 
to the ways technical mediation is implicated in the production and exploita-
tion of “group differentiated vulnerabilities of premature death” which Ruth 
Wilson-Gilmore famously defined as racism specific to closely interconnected 
political geographies.35 This group differentiated exposure to premature death 
transcends disciplinary boundaries and divisions to conjure a necro-politics 
that is characteristic for the Anthropocene. It is to the racialized field of (im)
perceptibility that I now turn to unpack its necropolitical maneuvers in the 
historically specific struggle over migration in the Mediterranean Sea.
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Sensing Deaths in the Mediterranean

Over the past two years, the European coastguard and border-security agency Fron-
tex has shifted its operational strategy more and more towards intelligence gathering 
and observational tasks, aimed at identifying and disrupting smuggling networks 
and other criminal activities at sea. Thus, while search-and-rescue operations are 
an integral part of Frontex’s mandate, it is no longer its first priority, with the result 
that the vast arsenal of drones, image satellites, vessel-tracking technologies, and 
sea-, air-, and land-borne radars are primarily used for remote surveillance missions, 
while the critical task of direct interventions, such as aiding and/or intercepting 
migrant vessels, is left to humanitarian activists and the national coastguards of 
South European and North African states.36 In this scenario Frontex can restrict its 
monitoring and surveillance activities to the god’s-eye view from above, while at the 
same time strategically preventing migrants from becoming legible to the state by 
avoiding direct contact, and hence evading potential conditions of accountability.37

The skewed system design of Europe’s border surveillance did not escape the 
attention of the European Green Party. On October 10, 2013, the Greens launched 
a harsh critique in a press release that coincided with the European Parliament’s 
and European Council’s endorsement of a legislative agreement on setting up 
EUROSUR. The press release said:

The new EUROSUR border surveillance system falls far short of what is needed 
to save the lives of those who get into difficulty in European waters. EU member 
states will have to inform Frontex if they are aware of refugees in distress but 
there is no requirement for them to actually take proactive steps to improve the 
rescue of shipwrecked refugees by increasing the use of patrol boats in areas that 
are dangerous for refugees. In addition, they can only request surveillance of the 
Mediterranean Sea by Frontex for the purpose of preventing “illegal immigration” 
but not for saving lives.38

Hence, according to the Greens, Europe’s border-security system misses the 
main point of protection. Instead of utilizing real-time situational awareness and 
monitoring capacities for saving lives and supporting migrants in need, surveillance 
is used to shift responsibility for destitute bodies to countries that lack an asylum 
system and that may not even be part of the Geneva convention that would at 
least in principle provide recourse to enforce basic protection and human rights.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:00 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



176 | Monika Halkort

One of the biggest challenges in preventing migrant deaths is the fact that 
irregular border crossings are designed to be untraceable and to escape the radar 
of border surveillance and the state. Migrants’ vessels are not equipped with naval 
broadcasting systems or transponders, which are required for all passenger and 
cargo ships, precisely for the purpose of being able to identify their geo-location in 
case of emergency. This severely complicates securitization as well as the critical 
tasks of search-and-rescue operations in situations of distress. It leaves migrants 
by and large dependent on proactive attempts to find them through naval or aerial 
reconnaissance missions, but also on the commitment of ships roaming across the 
Mediterranean to adhere to the principles of unconditional assistance, as stipulated 
in the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea (1982). According to the UN convention, 
ships have a clear duty to assist those in distress, “regardless of the nationality 
or status of such persons or the circumstances in which they are found.”39 After 
the recent upsurge in irregular migration in the Mediterranean, it has become 
increasingly challenging to enact the law of the sea, not least for commercial 
shipping companies, who often find themselves inadvertently at the forefront of 
search-and-rescue operations. As a result, many started to adjust their travel routes 
to avoid any disruption to global supply chains that depend on the timely delivery 
of scheduled cargo shipments and reliable travel itineraries. And while states are 
under a clear obligation to promote the establishment, operation, and maintenance 
of an adequate and effective search-and-rescue service regarding sea safety, the 
extent to which these obligations apply to the specific context of irregular migration 
remains ambivalent, just as the protection afforded to migrants by international 
human rights law is. As the human rights researcher Stefanie Grant notes: “Although 
international human rights law protects migrants, it has seldom been applied in 
situations of border death or loss in the course of migration.”40 As a result, claiming 
legal responsibility for deaths at sea has proven extremely challenging. To do so, it 
must first be established that shipmasters, coastguards, or border-security agencies 
knew or ought to have known of the existence of a real and immediate risk to life, 
and that they failed to take measures within reasonable limits.41

The investigative team Forensic Oceanography has made a rare attempt to 
prove one such instance of criminal negligence that left sixty-three migrants dead 
after both military and commercial ships failed to assist them.42 The case dates 
back to 2011, when NATO ships regularly patrolled the Libyan coast to enforce an 
international arms embargo. Military ships, however, do not reveal their geolocation, 
just like migrant boats, to avoid visibility on open-access vessel tracking systems, 
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such as AIS. AIS stands for Automated Identification System, a real-time monitoring 
platform that allows the tracking of all registered ships anywhere in the world. 
Nonetheless, combining AIS data with high-resolution Synthetic Aperture Radar 
images (SAR), the forensic researchers were able to identify the approximate 
position of the NATO ships by looking for vessels that were not accounted for by 
AIS data.43 One can think of this as a reverse imaging technique that enabled the 
researchers to subvert the operational logic of tracking technologies. Reading the 
two data sets against each other in this way provided the evidence needed to show 
that the NATO ship circled around the migrant vessel several times, but left without 
assisting them. Such investigative efforts remain the exception, however, because 
the time and effort required to collect the necessary data are difficult to sustain on 
a permanent basis, leaving the majority of similar instances unreported or ignored.

Europe’s border surveillance system EUROSUR, described earlier, creates similar 
complications, because access to the information platform is not openly available to 
investigative reporters or activists. This makes it hard to monitor whether, when, and 
to what extent Frontex utilizes the vast amount of satellite and ocean monitoring 
data to rescue or assist migrants in need.

The Politics of Inference; or Seeing through Electromagnetic Waves

The ethical and legal ambivalence surrounding Europe’s border surveillance regime 
in the Mediterranean Sea powerfully underlines how remote-sensing technologies 
and satellite systems can be used to conceal as much as to reveal what remains 
otherwise imperceptible or difficult to monitor. What kinds of effects border 
surveillance systems produce are determined not only by the legal, institutional, 
or geopolitical contexts in which they are deployed, but also by the performativity 
of sensory media—their material properties and functionality—in and of itself. 
As Ballestero notes, sensing technologies never produce a transparent object, 
readily available for observation, but rather they launch processes of inference, as 
different wavelengths of the light spectrum touch upon the surface of sensors and 
inscribe textures on them.44 Ballestero notes that the “light spectrum is only a tool 
from which to infer and to gather information about events, that, at the end, are 
unobservable.”45 Hence, unlike other modes of observation, sensing technologies 
require multiple acts of interpretation before they yield a recognizable image or 
representation. In this process, technical instruments and the institutional and 
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social structures behind them converge into “a distributed network of visual-haptic 
meaning-making” that depends on distinct notions of the marine environment, the 
tools used to measure and map them, and the concepts people use to make sense of 
it all.46 Far from providing a neutral, detached record of the world, free of the human 
susceptibilities and preoccupations, then, sensory media accomplish a “textural 
form of knowing”47 in which the abstract rationalities of scientific templates and 
models converge with the materiality of touching visions to produce the sea as 
material witness and archive for evidencing and anticipating risks according to 
preconceived notions of vulnerability and harm.

Marine biologists have shown great creativity in mobilizing the performativity 
of Earth-observing media to detect possible threats to the marine ecosystem. A 
team of researchers at the German Helmholtz Institute just recently developed an 
algorithm that enables them to identify toxic algal blooms and to assess the effects 
of global warming on marine plankton, using a distinct spectrum of electromagnetic 
radiation given off by the sea surface that can be captured by image satellites.48 
Certain groups of phytoplankton can grow to dense masses and produce toxic 
substances; when there are too many of them in one place, it can be lethal for some 
marine organisms, especially fish.49 Using only one aspect of sunlight reflected 
from the sea to satellite receivers, known as “reflectance,”50 the scientists were able 
to identify a unique fingerprint of each of the five known plankton types and to 
develop an algorithm that can recognize them all. Based on this information they 
can now produce color-coded maps that show which marine regions are most 
affected by toxic algae concentrations, and to initiate interventions based on their 
predictions about the most affected areas.

Similar creativity and inventiveness have been strikingly missing in the gov-
ernance of irregular migration. This is even more surprising when considering 
the amount of image satellites and sensor points floating in and above the Medi-
terranean Sea. The experimental use of these platforms has so far been confined 
to military research and experiments with oceanographic instruments. This is 
not only the case in Europe: the US Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(DARPA), for example, has conducted a series of tests of how aquatic sensors can 
be mobilized for planetary warfare. The main idea here is to extend the internet of 
things to poorly connected areas of the high seas by using the sensors to transmit 
short messages to military stations via satellite.51

The fact that the acute need to improve the search-and-rescue capabilities for 
migrants has so far not been considered in military-scientific experiments points 
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to a constitutive tension at the heart of the applied research and innovation in 
machine sensing and observation. These technologies, on one hand, opened 
critical contact zones between humans and nonhumans and their environment 
as they render what would otherwise be imperceptible visible and apparent. 
Yet they do not necessarily produce coherent time frames and scales on which 
this extensive field of sensibilities and awareness is actioned into regimes of 
protection or care. Rather than nurturing a sense of mutuality and recognition of 
the interdependencies of risks and vulnerabilities shared across geological and 
biological bodies, remote-sensing technologies add new layers of complexity to 
the entangled nature of related being that can be mobilized politically in all sorts 
of directions and ways.52 Adrian Lahoud speaks of complexity as a “natural reserve 
of complication,” as an “excess of variables” that open up new possibilities for 
both oppositional strategies and tactics, and also for new forms of misrecognition, 
abandonment, and erasure or invisibility. Machine vision, in this sense, incarnates 
a politics of post-human governance in which accountability, and responsiveness to 
situations of vulnerability and risk are displaced into the realm of digital textures 
and data signals that make the eligibility and protection of lives contingent on the 
ways biophysical properties and behavioral attributes are captured and modeled 
in data and how they are algorithmically codified.

This displacement of responsibilities is not a systemic glitch or due to insti-
tutional failure. It bespeaks a fundamental crisis in the ontologics of post-human 
governance with regard to the distribution of ethical commitments and solidarities 
in the face of competing pressures, leaving behind deep inconsistencies in the 
defense of different kinds of life today and in legitimizations of their protection 
or abandonment. These inconsistencies are inherently racialized and racializing, 
creating effects that have yet to be fully acknowledged in the critique of innovation, 
in particular as it attempts to account for changing constellations of power away 
from Europe, as the former center of knowledge power, towards a multipolar world.

Concluding Debate

To raise the question of race in relation to technical innovation is not to question the 
sincerity of techno-scientific practices committed to the critical task of amending 
the slow violence of colonial-capitalist destruction. Rather it is to stress that this 
heightened sensibility for the health and survival of oceans and the planet rests on 
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a highly selective recognition of entanglements and interdependencies between hu-
mans and nonhumans that may unintentionally redistribute racialized distinctions 
between natural and premature deaths across species, thereby extending colonial 
logics deep into the operational scripts of machine sensing and intelligence. Such 
distinctions, as Singh notes, have historically been used to establish a critical caesura 
between populations that depreciate one form of humanity for the purpose of an-
other’s health, development, and safety, predisposing them to “group-differentiated 
vulnerabilities of pre-mature death.”53 Now that the risk of premature death reveals 
itself as ecological crises on a planetary scale, it is imperative to understand how 
such racialized determinations articulate the extended field of sensibility afforded 
by machine sensing and vision. Not least because remote viewing technologies 
have become the primary interface for rendering the oceans, environments, and 
the Earth readable, knowable, and addressable, without them it will be impossible 
to fathom, much less to contain, threats of extinction and death.

What is more, as biophysical and geological processes are becoming ever more 
central to the question of life and the conditions of its ending, the vulnerabilities 
and exposure to premature deaths are no longer reducible to an effect of extralegal 
or state power, much less to the power over human life as such. Rather they need 
to be considered through the fundamental challenge of how to reconcile the 
singularity of individual death in the face of total death as it announces itself in 
the figure of the Anthropocene. As Mbembe notes, “For a long time we have been 
concerned with how life emerges and the conditions of its evolution. The key 
question today is . . . under what conditions it ends . . . or how it can be repaired, 
reproduced, sustained and cared for, made durable, preserved and universally 
shared.”54 By evoking this question of how life ends and the concepts and tools 
through which these endings are made legible and recognizable, the bodies of dead 
migrants present us with a critical limit for thinking innovation in a multipolar 
world. These deaths remind us of the racialized predicates on which the idea of 
universal betterment has built and that continue to provide one of the central tenets 
of technological advances in the name of sustainable futures and development. 
They encourage us to remain cautious about the ways racial fictions project their 
normative horizon onto the extended field of sensibilities for knowing, seeing, and 
anticipating life and deaths today.

The ways in which migrants in distress have remained by and large invisible 
in the partial renderings of the Mediterranean Sea calls for a rethinking of race, 
to make room for acknowledging race as technology rather than as skin color or 
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biophysical essence. As Singh suggests, we need to recognize the technology of race 
as “precisely those historic repertoires and cultural, spatial, and signifying systems 
that stigmatize and depreciate one form of humanity” for the sake of another’s 
health, development, safety, profit, and pleasure.55 Environmental sensing and Earth 
observation technologies, I suggest, need to be considered as a critical component 
of these signifying practices and systems. They facilitate a racialized politics of 
(im)perceptibility, whose exclusionary tactics, to follow Yusoff, have “a critical 
bearing on the co-habitation of worlds.”56 Recognizing the potential violence of 
(im)perceptibility is of particular importance at this historical juncture, when the 
distinctions between military and environmental infrastructures are becoming ever 
more difficult to ascertain, and their historical entanglements are ever more difficult 
to ignore. These entanglements unfold against a cultural backdrop that is deeply 
grounded in Cartesian divisions between science and politics, the laws of nature 
and the laws of the state. Such divisions allow for a selective recognition of risks 
through technical mediation, whose particular mode of dehumanization manifests 
itself not only in the structural invisibility and misrecognition of certain bodies, but 
in the ways their deaths and disappearance are left unspecified and nondescript.

Allen Feldman speaks of such targeted elisions as “containerization of war” 
to describe the perceptual and juridical blurring of military and scientific intel-
ligence in digital platforms and warfare.57 Building on the work of Allan Sekula, 
containerization here denotes the offshoring of violence in which war becomes 
“the mode by which executive power is implanted and expands through the 
perceptual scattering” of situational awareness.58 The increasing convergence of 
military and scientific platforms for maritime surveillance are key drivers of this 
diffraction and outsourcing of violence into “rarefied channels of computation.”59 
They facilitate “select scenic affirmations” of (in)visible threats on the basis of 
objectifying measures of biophysical and biochemical properties and relations, 
such as rising sea temperatures, salinity levels, or toxic algae concentrations, that 
diffuse and diffract racialized state power into the performativity of data textures 
and, ultimately, into the materiality of communication itself. This is a form of 
infrastructural war that does not work on objects or bodies directly; rather it 
operates through techno-scientific renderings and tactical elisions that “declassify 
certain bodies and populations as proper to the terrestrial surface,” thereby denying 
them “political exemplification” and intelligibility.60 Relayed back to the question 
of historical continuities in a more-than-human multipolar world, such “acts of 
vanishment”61 bring into relief how the planetary infrastructures for governing life 
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and death implicate bio/geological processes and relations in colonial logics that 
extend the idea of the border deep into the new contact zones of nature-cultures 
Earth observation technologies and sensing devices created. They conjure an 
expansive field of sensibilities that allows for some deaths to be naturalized, while 
nature is historicized into a material witness and archive for determining what 
counts as risk, and in the name of who or what it is confronted within regimes of 
protection or care.
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Conclusion
Futures in the Plural

Jack Linchuan Qiu

The project behind this book started at the National Communication Asso-
ciation’s Hong Kong Communication Workshop (https://bit.ly/3hl1EcO), 
held on June 28–29, 2019, at the Centre for Chinese Media and Comparative 
Communication Research (C-Centre), on the lovely campus of the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong (CUHK). The workshop was held in Hong Kong because 
some of the participants in the larger gathering known as the Shenzhen Forum were 
disinvited by the authorities in Mainland China. Participants therefore referred in 
a ridiculing manner to this workshop as a “salon des refusés.” It was a special honor 
for C-Centre to host these self-acclaimed “rejects.” The workshop was a great success 
thanks to the masterful organizing by Professor Rolien Hoyng, who edits this volume 
along with Professor Gladys Chong based on papers from the Hong Kong Workshop. 
The result is a systemic and seminal treatment of some of the most pressing issues 
facing media and communication research: innovations, platforms, infrastructures 
that are technological as well as social and environmental, and comparative analysis 
in the contexts of rapidly changing global and regional geopolitics.

The world is in deep disarray at the beginning of the new decade of the 2020s. It’s 
precisely in such moments when we need to rethink our fundamental assumptions, 
reexamine our methods and approaches, reorganize our materials and analyses, 
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and reimagine the futures of communication studies. How to make sense of this 
world, now characterized by Big Tech hegemony, infrastructure breakdowns, surging 
xenophobia, and myriad forms of resistance and creativity from the bottom up? 
How to compare the various platforms, digital cultures and subcultures, and models 
of internet policy, beyond the supposedly default centers of high-tech geography, 
be they Californian or Chinese?

Critical and interdisciplinary, chapters in this book draw from a wide spectrum 
of scholarly traditions: media and communication research, critical political 
economy, cultural studies, legal studies, geography, international development, 
and more. Each within its own contexts, asking different research questions and 
making unique contributions, all chapters converge in their analytical focus on new 
information and communication technologies (ICTs); their inner operational logics, 
especially surrounding the question of innovation; and their broader implications 
for the media industries, global economy, society at large, and Planet Earth as a 
whole. The topics covered include classic issues such as capital and labor, media 
globalization, and the de-westernization of communication research, as well as 
cutting-edge work on digital platforms, internet governance, technology design, 
making/makers, and the posthuman consequences of the Anthropocene.

Hoyng and Chong structure the chapters into three parts: (a) formal innovations 
through datafication, financialization, and reterritorialized high-tech development 
in China, Europe, and Turkey—chapters 1–3; (b) everyday inventiveness through the 
practices of makers, smartphone designers, and short video platforms—chapters 
4–5; and (c) novelty as technodiversity captured through design processes seeking to 
emulate “indigenous innovation” and the intended and unintended consequences 
of ocean-seeing technologies—chapters 6–7. This potent framework is not about 
three discrete categories of things that stand parallel to each other. Rather, the 
formal often interact with the informal, everyday practices, while both the formal 
and informal produce, and are shaped by, bio-social-technical conditions that are 
not only cultural and discursive but also natural and environmental.

As such, Hoyng and Chong’s tripartite conceptualization offers a dynamic 
opportunity for synthesis, on the basis of which we can posit about the futures—in 
the plural—of media and communication research in the 2020s. More specifically, 
we can—and must—now reconsider at least three fundamental questions about 
(1) the dialectics of the new, (2) comparative communicative research, and (3) the 
meanings of a multipolar world.
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Dialectics of the New

Researchers of ICTs and media phenomena have long chased cutting-edge innova-
tions, the latest popular brands, trending concepts, methods, memes, and hashtags. 
But what actually constitutes novelty and creativity? Why do new things deserve so 
much scholarly scrutiny—at the expense of the past? Are we fetishizing the new, 
not because they have any intrinsic value, but because our academic agenda is set by 
the tech and media corporations that are under the pressure of Wall Street quarterly 
reports and the capitalist logic of expansion and “planned obsolescence”?1 Or, is 
it because we simply want to run away from old, unresolved problems, for which 
chasing running targets would serve as an excuse for incompetence? Chapters in 
this volume invite us to ponder these hard questions.

To define what’s new, we must first establish what’s old. Novelty and normalcy 
are relative. Historicizing the subject matter is indispensable for effective theo-
ry-building. Coincidentally, when the NCA Hong Kong Communication Workshop 
took place, the event venue had the motto of the CUHK School of Journalism and 
Communication displayed right outside C-Centre, which read: “Inherit, Innovate, 
Inspire.” Inherit means that, before engaging the new, we must first take stock of the 
old while curating existing traditions. Otherwise, we cannot really innovate. Without 
heritage and pedigree, the innovations, even if materialized, will probably be 
superficial, myopic, ephemeral. Innovate is to break new paths that simultaneously 
address classic questions while leading to durable advancements in knowledge 
production, so that the new paths broken will be walked upon, maintained, and 
extended by generations of young scholars. As such, real innovations are way 
more than cool gadgets for display, to cater to popular tastes or appeal to the latest 
vogue. Inspire signifies the extraordinary capacity of true innovations, building on 
inheritances but not constrained by them, to spur knowledge-making dynamism 
out of the box, defying gravity and conformity.

The studies in this book, each in its own way, inherit, innovate, and inspire us 
to transcend the received wisdom—and exclusive fixation—on novelties, often 
defined conveniently and superficially. One such fetish is Silicon Valley, complete 
with its “fever,”2 rapidly expanding corporations, neoliberal entrepreneurialism, 
and alpha-male “new rich,” now expanding to the other side of the Pacific such as 
Beijing’s Zhongguancun District, aka “the Silicon Valley of China.” How many more 
“Silicon Valleys” do we need to endlessly reinforce the “Californian ideology” and 
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“old colonial philosophy” of Eurocentrism, including in the high-tech showrooms 
of Shenzhen?3

Another indicator of prevailing intellectual laziness is for scholars to pick up 
popular buzzwords, legitimize and capitalize on them, while blindly following 
the agenda of the powers that be. The jargon can be BRICS or emerging markets, 
blockchain or quantum computing. One of the most popular terms is “platform,” 
which originated from the Google–YouTube merger in 2008.4 Yet, is platform really 
the right concept?5 Or, after unpacking the political economy and discursive power 
behind it, would it be better to use the old term of infrastructure? It’s oftentimes 
more productive, and more fundamentally innovative, to deconstruct such new 
terminologies from the corporate world through long-standing traditions of cri-
tique—for example, by following the political economy tradition of analyzing (new) 
media systems in connection with financial capital (Jia and Nieborg, chapter 1).

Similarly, in addition to the obsession with Silicon Valley and American tech 
giants, a renewed version of techno-orientalism is becoming prevalent regarding 
Chinese unicorn companies such as Alibaba and Tencent. It’s renewed because the 
genre was well-established since the 1980s when Japanese corporations and tech 
culture were worshiped and fetishized in the West. But does this “rise of China” 
since the turn of the century mean something genuinely new, above and beyond 
“Japan as No. 1” decades ago? Is it merely another instance of techno-orientalism? 
Or, as Fujiwara and Nagano suggest, is Japan becoming a part of “America’s informal 
empire,”6 along with the Philippines? While Japan and the Philippines represent 
two pieces of Americana in the informal juggernaut of the United States in the 
Asia-Pacific, China can be seen as comprising both high- and low-end extensions 
at the same time—for example, as seen in chapters 4 to 6 of this volume.

Techno-orientalism, be it Chinese or Japanese, may seem like a new force 
that challenges the old US-centric order, at least in geographical space. But more 
importantly, it reinforces the stereotype of the East as the Other, the miraculous, the 
exotic. It conceals the undercurrents of the informal empire such as financialization 
that may not follow the fault lines of geopolitics (Jia and Nieborg, chapter 1). Such 
a view also marginalizes other players, especially the EU, whose GDPR deserves 
in-depth analysis, especially if the futures at stake are not just neoliberal but can 
also be “postcapitalist” (Daly, chapter 2).

The new shape the old, and are shaped by the old in turn, whether it’s new 
technologies, new players, new questions, or new ways of thinking. This edited 
volume reminds us about the dialectics between tradition and innovation, the 
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need to critique the new as the latest trending phenomenon being wrapped 
within capitalism, Eurocentrism, and techno-orientalism. Some of these fetishized 
novelties can be extremely seductive, not because they break any new ground, but 
because they are phantoms of the past.

Comparative Perspectives

How can we study the infrastructures of communication innovation critically? 
Answering this question requires comparative analysis. The field of media and 
communication studies, like many other fields, has always been implicitly com-
parative, although explicit engagement with issues of comparative methods was a 
more recent development after post–World War II decolonialization and efforts of 
nation-building and industrialization that relied on the establishment of national 
print and broadcast media systems in the newly independent nations. This was a 
politicized period for the design and buildup of communication infrastructures, 
which reached its peak at the turning point of the 1980s marked by UNESCO’s Many 
Voices, One World as well as the “open skies policy” of the United States.7 Meanwhile, 
comparative communication research entered the limelight with the end of the 
Cold War, borrowing from more established fields such as comparative politics.8 
Exemplary works from this period include trans-Atlantic election coverage studies 
that led to such key texts as Hallin and Mancini’s Comparing Media Systems.9

The world is now very different as we enter the 2020s. Digital transformations 
of our time depend much less on sovereign states and supranational organiza-
tions such as the UN, much more on private companies, transnational capital, 
and networks of nonstate actors. Google and Al-Qaeda are, in this sense, both 
“communication innovators” that operate across national borders. So are makers 
in Shenzhen (Mutibwa and Xia, chapter 4), game companies in Turkey (Sezgin and 
Binark, chapter 3), and smartphone brands in Ghana (Lu, chapter 6), not to mention 
major social media platforms: Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, etc. These privately 
owned, transnational entities have become the backbone of digital communication, 
globally and regionally. They are the contemporary equivalents of national print and 
broadcast systems of the previous era, yet most of them are not national anymore.

However, it is erroneous to see corporate platforms as complete substitutes 
for national media systems. Still, there are Wikipedia, the Free and Open Source 
Software (FOSS) movement, and what Mutibwa and Xia terms “countercultural 
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values” (chapter 4) that may harbor anti- and postcapitalism. While the balance 
of power has tilted away from nation-states, some of them—the more resourceful 
ones—have stepped up control over tech giants through new measures such as the 
GDPR (Daly, chapter 2) and anti-trust investigations against the likes of Google and 
Alibaba (https://bit.ly/2XtrRg2). This happens while the unicorn companies start 
to clash with and weaken each other in an unprecedented manner, no matter if it’s 
Facebook against Apple or Huawei against Tencent. Meanwhile, new surveillance 
and data processing technologies open a new chapter of “posthuman governance,” 
for instance in the Mediterranean Sea (Halkort, chapter 7), where the socio-tech-
nical has come to hinge ever more increasingly on the geobiological as the world’s 
environmental crisis and the predicaments of migrant refugees deteriorate.

What on earth should we compare, using what units of analysis? Nations are 
still relevant, but no longer exclusively so. Chapters in this volume have examined 
digital platforms (e.g., chapters 1, 5), communities of makers and designers (chapters 
4 and 6), and global and regional communication infrastructures in the forms of the 
ocean and biomass (chapter 7). At this time of existential crises, a sustainable Planet 
Earth with its climate stability and biodiversity is the ultimate infrastructure that 
needs care and renewal. The global unit of analysis should in this sense encompass 
other life forms and the physical environment beyond the Anthropocene.10

In comparing these various media and communication systems—be they 
local, national, regional, global, and/or planetary—chapters in this book avoid the 
tendency to see everything through the angle of Silicon Valley, as if innovations 
can only be appreciated in the shadow of the United States. Chinese smartphone 
companies operating in Africa are ahead of their competitors from the Global 
North in achieving more “design justice” beyond (neo)colonialism precisely because 
they do not use Apple as a benchmark (Lu, chapter 6).11 To make sense of game 
companies operating in the oppressive environment of Turkey, Sezgin and Binark 
(chapter 3) refer to China and its dissident artist Ai Weiwei. Such inter-Asian 
and South-South comparison can often be more productive than conventional 
US-centered frameworks.

Beyond a Uni- or Bipolar World

Decentering the old, unhinging it from intellectual pedestals, is but a first step 
toward fully appreciating the new. What happens if Silicon Valley ceases to be the 
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only center for the world of digital communication innovations? Too often the 
narrative would turn to China, for good or for bad, as the competing force against 
the United States in not only geopolitics but also technoculture and R&D (Jia and 
Nieborg, chapter 1). While the US model of communication infrastructure is neo-
liberal and global, the Chinese model presumes the territorial basis of a sovereign 
nation-state controlling media and tech companies in pursuit of economic profits 
while maintaining the domestic political-economy status quo. Monroe Price con-
trasts the two as “vampires and ghosts,”12 suggesting that while they have different 
propensities and appetites, they are also fundamentally similar creatures whose 
scope of activities are limited. This suggests that the conception of a bipolar world 
does not do justice to the full spectrum of possibilities for institutional formation. 
It is rather insufficient and may distract us from understanding future possibilities.

The poverty of dualistic conceptions extends from the persistence of Cold War 
mentalities. The first mistake is to see everything through the lens of China vis-à-vis 
the United States, either as China-embracing or China-bashing. What about the 
continued trans-Pacific ties between American and Chinese companies in R&D, 
finance, and tech movements, as addressed in chapters 1 and 4? Even if politicians’ 
efforts in cutting such ties are successful, it is likely that Chinese high-tech unicorns 
will continue operating under the pressure of Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Shenzhen 
Stock Exchanges in such typical “American” ways without any US company or 
individual partaking directly in the game. Ultimately, the supposedly different paths 
may lead to the same destination of a digital future under the auspices of financial 
capital, be it American-style or with Chinese characteristics. To get there, a fateful 
clash of empires would be inevitable, and the only difference we can make is to take 
a side, minimize the chance of mutual annihilation, and ensure “our side” will win.

There is nothing new in such a seemingly bipolar but ultimately converging 
mindset, which is imperialist in nature. Chapters in this volume have demonstrated 
ways to transcend and/or disavow it by focusing on other parts of the world, be 
they Europe, Turkey, or the Mediterranean Sea (chapters 2, 3, and 7). Although 
it’s impossible to be all-inclusive in one volume, it’s important to stress that 
significant clusters of communication infrastructure innovations have also been 
emerging in Korea, Japan, Taiwan, India, Israel, Kenya, Russia, South Africa, Brazil, 
and more. Players in these societies include statist players in government-owned 
entities such as the military, as well as civic tech and activist groups struggling for 
social and environmental justice, including data justice, through the redesign and 
reimagination of digital infrastructures.
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Appreciating a multipolar world thus requires a much broader view to examine 
more regions of the world and to embrace more diversified types of players 
operating beyond and beneath the Westphalian framework centered on sovereign 
nation-states. This shall allow us to see the failures of American expansionism in 
other parts of the world as well as domestically, through such events as Edward 
Snowden. The same can be seen much more frequently in Chinese companies failing 
to achieve dominance or even survive overseas, not to mention the downfall of 
“Made in China 2025.”13 Indeed, as critical scholars we must see through the hubris 
of discursive oversimplification and base our argument on solid empirical evidence. 
We must deconstruct lingering US-centrism, rising Chinese exceptionalism, and 
techno-orientalism in an effort to make sense of the multipolar world, hence 
envisioning our collective digital futures as they grow not only from corporate 
boardrooms and elite university labs but also from the unlikely places of the Global 
South. These innovative futures can be market- or nonmarket-based, involving 
human or other actors, responding to existential needs of civic organizations, the 
disenfranchised, and the voiceless, including the bio-socio-technical infrastructures 
of Planet Earth. This is how we approach genuine multipolarism and our digital 
futures—in the plural, and working from the premise of solidarity.
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