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Abstract 

As Chinese economic growth slowed and production numbers fell following the world 

financial crisis of  2008, the digital economy in China became a site of  renewed hope both for 

the modernizing ambitions of  the Chinese government and the entrepreneurial aspirations of  its 

citizens. However, just as the Internet in China appeared to affirm economic opportunities, it 

also provided a platform to young Chinese to express anxieties about their futures. When a 

national debate about the lack of  socioeconomic mobility took over social media in 2012, it 

became evident that the success of  China’s digital economy paradoxically depends on an online 

market populated by increasingly disillusioned Internet users. By examining the contradictory 

ability of  the Chinese Internet to simultaneously sustain hopes and reveal anxieties, this 

dissertation explores how internet technologies mediate contemporary Chinese aspirations. This 

examination focuses on ethnographic research with two high-profile projects. Building on data 

collected during thirteen months of  fieldwork as an intern at a government-supported startup 

cluster and as a production team member for two comedy shows financed by the online media 

provider Sohu, I argue that each of  these projects uses the Internet to address issues of  

aspiration. Analyzing this process as the digital mediation of  aspiration, I explore the complex 

ways in which Internet professionals address and negotiate aspirational possibilities and 

impossibilities to reach Internet audiences, customers, and entrepreneurs.  

This ethnography draws on and contributes to scholarship in Internet and media studies, 

feminist theory, philosophy, and anthropology to investigate the digital mediation of  

aspiration—the problematization, articulation, and materialization of  aspirational issues through 

the Chinese Internet—in the digital economy in China. Building on data gathered through 

qualitative methods such as online and offline participant observation and semi-structured and 

biographical interviews, I analyze how Internet technologies come to invest aspirational projects 

with a sense of  possibility, mediate between the needs of  personal and national aspirations, and 

articulate aspirational imaginaries. At the startup cluster, entrepreneurs and the government 

articulate their economic hopes primarily as the digital potential of  a vast online market. 

However, this widespread digital optimism, which sees the Internet as a nearly unlimited 

economic opportunity, tends to bracket more corporeal dimensions and limitations of  aspiration, 

especially those related to gender. The importance of  gender to understanding contemporary 

Chinese aspirations is further explored in the production of  the two popular online comedy 

shows. I consider how these online media formats highlight the personal and embodied side of  

contemporary Chinese middle-class aspirations by addressing gendered experiences of  getting 

“caught up” in societal norms and expectations. Together, I argue, these two sites reveal how 
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economic and political efforts to capture the potential of  the Chinese Internet depend on 

mediations of  success and failure that draw on gendered difference to attract and captivate 

audiences. 

 

Korte Samenvatting 

 

De mondiale financiele crisis van 2008 had tot gevolg dat de economie van China langzamer 

groeide en de productie-cijfers afnamen. Tegelijk werd de digitale economie een onderwerp van 

nieuwe hoop voor zowel het streven naar modernisering van de Chinese overheid als de ambities 

voor ondernemerschap van de Chinese burgers. Terwijl het Internet in China enerzijds de 

economische kansen leek te bevestigen, bood het anderzijds ook een platform voor jonge 

chinezen om hun angstgevoelens over de toekomst tot uitdrukking te brengen. Op het moment 

dat een nationaal debat over een gebrek aan sociaal-economische mobiliteit de sociale media ging 

beheersen werdt het duidelijk dat het succes van China’s digitale economie paradoxaal genoeg 

afhangt van een online markt die voor een groot deel bevolkt wordt door gedesillusioneerde 

Internet gebruikers. Door middel van een analyse van het vermogen van het Chinese Iinternet 

om tegelijk hoop te geven en angst uit te drukken onderzoekt dit proefschrift hoe internet 

technologieen Chinese aspiraties bemiddelt. Ik gebruik data die met een kwalitatieve 

methodologie verzameld zijn door online en offline participerende observatie en 

semi-gestructureerde en biografische interviews gedurende 13 maanden etnografisch veldwerk 

om aan te tonen dat het Internet kwesties rond het streven naar een betere toekomst  in het 

huidige China vormgeeft. Door de analyse van de digitale bemiddeling van deze aspiraties 

onderzoek ik de wijze waarop de internet professionals mogelijke en onmogelijke  aspiraties 

behandelen om het Internet publiek, klanten, en ondernemers te bereiken. Pogingen om het 

potentieel van het Chinese Internet te benutten om het publiek te boeien hangen af  van 

bemiddelingen van succes en falen die gebaseeerd zijn op stereotiepe gender verschillen . Dit 

onderzoek is een bijdrage aan Internet en media studies, feministische theorie, filosofie, en 

antropologie. 
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Introduction 

On a corner near the apartment where I lived during my ethnographic fieldwork in Beijing, 

a government propaganda wall poster proclaimed, “The Chinese Dream lies ahead.”1 Every day, 

when heading to the subway station, I walked past it. The Chinese character for “dream” (  

meng) stood out in bright red among the otherwise black writing. The poster displays figurines of  

a senior woman and man sitting together on a wooden bench. Dressed in simple clothes, they 

each hold a traditional fan. With his free hand, the man is holding binoculars to the woman’s 

eyes, asking, “What have you seen?“2 The woman responds, “I have seen my dream!”3 Passing 

this poster, I could not help but wonder why binoculars were needed to see this dream. Was it so 

distant? How long would they have to wait until it finally arrived? Or would it remain a distant 

vision? What role does gender play in this dream? And, crucially, what is the relationship 

between her dream and the Chinese dream? With the woman gazing into the distance, what she 

sees remains a mystery. Next to the elderly couple, a poem written by Yi Qing  remains 

similarly vague. 

Following new trends like a little child, 

Chasing the dream to the end of  the world. 

The Chinese Dream is in the homes of  all descendants, 

The wind of  spring, whispering willows and chirping swallows, 

The fragrance of  lotus flowers drifting in the street……4 

                                                

1 Author’s translation, “ ”  
2 Author’s translation, “ a ?” 
3 Author’s translation, “ !” 
4 Author’s translation, “

……” 
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The poem’s evocative language echoes a sense of  renewal that was equally present in the 

writings of  the early twentieth century. Mentioning the pursuit of  dreams to the far corners of  

the world while placing the Chinese dream in a harmonious and promising scene of  willows, 

chirping birds, and fragrant lotus flowers, it draws on earlier discourses of  national renewal. Its 

emphasis on the wind of  spring, in particular, has a clear precedent in the writing of  China’s 

earliest Marxist thinker, Li Dazhao. In 1916, Li published Spring, a poem that addressed “the 

seasonal nature of  ephemeral but repeating renewal, as the quintessential metaphor for 

revolution and modernity.” (Zhang 2000, 103) The convergence of  spring and dreams on the 

wall poster invokes such earlier intellectual engagements with modernity. 

As they saw themselves confronted with European colonial powers, Chinese intellectuals 

used the metaphor of  the dream ( 1 2) to make sense of  their encounter with “modernity.” 

“Through the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries,” Roy Bing Chan argues, “the rhetoric of  

dreams constituted an important discursive frame through which to imagine and represent the 

monumental changes in Chinese history.” (Chan 2017, 5) While at first, Chinese nationalists and 

intellectuals saw China’s encounter with colonial “modernity” as a rude awaking from “the sleep 

of  tradition” (11), the figure of  the dream increasingly became “a trope for revolutionary 

utopianism” (5) in the May Fourth Movement’s strive for national transformation (1919). 

Although the link between “dreaming, China, and the travails of  modernity” (176) is not a novel 

phenomenon, its centrality in recent political discourse is unprecedented. What, then, are the 

implications of  such a revival of  dreams? What is the political significance of  dreaming in 

contemporary China? 

Chinese Dreams 

After taking office in November 2012, president Xi Jinping made the “Chinese Dream” (

 zongguomeng) the guiding theme of  his presidency. Scholars have analyzed the Chinese 

Dream as a political discourse in the People’s Republic of  China (PRC) touching on issues such 

as national rejuvenation, militarization, prosperity, the advancement of  socialism, rising national 

confidence, and the wellbeing of  the Chinese people (Chai and Chai 2013, Chan 2017, Mahoney 

2014, Wang 2014b, Zheng 2014). Compared to his predecessor Hu Jintao’s “scientific 

development outlook” (  kexue fazhanguan), president Xi’s “Chinese Dream” is a 

much more affect-laden national slogan. Moving beyond a language of  pure scientific 

developmentalism, the Chinese Dream “gives voice to personal and collective yearnings.” (Chan 

2017, 177) China’s “sudden enthusiasm for national dreams,” Roy Bing Chan writes, “seems to 
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attest to the PRC government’s tacit acknowledgment of  the need for a new language of  political 

possibility” (176). The need for such a new language arose at a time when China’s steady 

economic progress seemed threatened.5  

In 2008, the world financial crisis brought decades of  rapid Chinese economic growth to an 

end, causing much anxiety among Chinese citizens. Especially young Chinese found it 

increasingly impossible to fulfill expectations such as providing for their parents, buying an 

apartment or founding a family. In this time of  personal and national crisis, the Chinese Dream 

calls for an alignment of  personal and national ambition. At the same time, economic and 

technological innovation became a central aim of  Chinese economic policy. An economic shift 

toward creativity and innovation was to compensate for the manufacturing industry’s falling 

numbers (Keane 2011, 20-21). “The economic crisis,” Michael Keane argues, "was a call to arms 

and an opportunity for cultural reformers to spell out a new vision for China” (16). Policy 

makers pushed for more investment “in creative industries projects, specifically clusters, 

precincts and industrial parks.” (21) In this new China, the creative visions and ambitions of  

ordinary citizens are expected to innovate the economy and strengthen the nation. Just as this 

new creative economy encourages the Chinese people “to participate in collective 

‘China-making’” (Pang 2012b, 13), the Chinese Dream actively invites personal imaginations.  

Often reproducing the slogan “The Chinese Dream, My Dream,” the campaign intentionally 

blurs the boundaries between personal and national aspirations. Spread throughout Beijing, 

Chinese Dream wall posters have achieved a quiet yet obtrusive presence. “The Chinese Dream 

is ultimately the people’s dream”6 (Xi 2013, 14), Xi has explained his vision. Indeed, I was struck 

by how consistently my interlocutors, professionals working in China’s digital economy, took the 

need for a personal dream as self-evident. To my suggestion that perhaps not everyone 

articulated their ambitions, aspirations, hopes, and plans in such terms, they would often react 

with disbelief, insisting that everyone needed a dream. Weary of  political jargon, most 

maintained that their dreams were in no way related to the government’s propaganda. However, 

the ambiguity of  the Chinese Dream persists precisely in the blurring of  such a distinction, 

insisting that the individuality of  personal dreams and the public nature of  the Chinese Dream 

are not in opposition. 

                                                

5 Josef Gregory Mahoney (2014, 25-26) has similarly emphasized connections between the Chinese Dream and the 
production of economic growth. He argues the Chinese Dream was in some ways an inevitable consequence of 
efforts to create a patriotic middle-class. 
6 Author’s translation, “  

”  
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The emergence of  such a rhetorical connection between individual and national dreams as 

well as entrepreneurial citizenship and national development in China invited comparisons with 

the United States. Xi himself  has explained that his vision of  “peaceful development”7 (Xi 2013, 

70) is in harmony with the American Dream. “The Chinese Dream will bring about national 

prosperity and strength, a national revival, and people’s happiness,” Xi promises, “it is a dream 

of  peace, development, cooperation, and shared benefits, like the glorious dreams of  every 

nation’s people, including the American Dream.”8 (71) Like the American Dream, which was 

coined as the United States was reeling from the 1929 stock market crash (Sandage 2005, 260), 

the Chinese Dream emerged in the aftermath of  a financial crisis. Although China was able to 

avoid an economic crash in the aftermath of  the world financial crisis of  2008, the politics of  

the Chinese Dream nevertheless came to “transcend purely economistic and developmental 

discourse” (Chan 2017, 177) precisely at a time when China’s economic miracle appeared to 

falter. Purposefully vague, Xi’s “Chinese Dream” leaves room for all kinds of  aspirational 

fantasies. However, it firmly situates such fantasies within the developmental frame of  governed 

modernization. 

 

Modernist Utopia 

The Chinese Dream draws on a socialist repertoire of  modernist utopianism that has a long 

tradition in the People’s Republic of  China. During the socialist era between 1949 and 1978, 

Judith Farquhar and Zhang Qicheng argue, the PRC adopted “the utopian tenor of  Maoist 

modernism” (Farquhar and Zhang 2012, 25), a vision of  development and progress that would 

eventually result in a “state of  unrestricted plenty” (25). However, they argue that during the 

1990s “a temporality founded in ambitious visions of  progress had lost its grip on many of  

China's lived worlds.” (26) Such assessments of  the end of  utopianism are not unique to China. 

Susan Buck-Morss has observed how the end of  the cold war signaled the dissipation of  “a 

certain kind of  industrial dreamworld” (Buck-Morss 1995, 3) on a global scale. The end of  “a 

utopia of  production” in the East mirrored the end of  “a utopia of  consumption” (3) in the 

West. While in China, utopian rhetoric may have been subdued by reform politics, I argue, 

contemporary political discourse in China suggests that utopian dreams are not a thing of  the 

past. China’s current “mass utopian dream” (3) may revolve around catchwords like “innovation” 

                                                

7 Author’s translation, “ ”  
8 Author’s translation, “

W ”   
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rather than “industrialization,” but it nevertheless constitutes a form of  developmental 

utopianism.  

In contemporary China, I suggest, Internet technologies have come to play a central role in 

sustaining utopian dreamworlds in the context of  global capitalism. They have equally, however, 

become the means through which citizens challenge governmental promises of  a utopian future. 

In a time of  economic slowdown and rising graduate unemployment, China’s digital economy 

appeared to show a way out of  the crisis. The astonishing success of  China’s digital economy 

made Internet technologies a source of  hope. It reaffirmed a long-standing Internet-based 

development project that began during the mid-1980s (Dai 2003, 9). Based on a teleological 

vision of  modernity, the government invested high hopes in information technologies as a way 

to fast-track development and as a means of  “catching up” with the West (Liu 2011, 41). 

Information and communication technologies, it insisted, could help China achieve a kind of  

“technological leapfrogging” (Dai 2003, Damm 2007, 279-280, Damm and Thomas 2006, 2).9 

The development of  information technologies, the Chinese government hoped, would allow it 

to speed past certain stages of  technological and economic development and delve into the 

information age. Pointing to the developmental politics of  Mao’s “Great Leap Forward,” Hughes 

and Wacker emphasize that this project of  digital leap-frogging is not the first Chinese attempt 

to fast-track development (Hughes and Wacker 2003, 1). However, as opposed to the devastating 

consequences of  Mao’s Great Leap Forward, China’s digital development appears to be a success 

story.  

In recent years, the Chinese Internet has enabled unprecedented entrepreneurial success. 

Most prominently, the Alibaba10 Group’s listing on the New York Stock Exchange in September 

2014 claimed the highest initial public offering (IPO) in history, raising a stunning $25 billion 

(Noble and Bullock 2014). As the Chinese e-commerce giant’s IPO outperformed companies like 

Google and Amazon, China suddenly appeared to stand at the forefront of  the world’s digital 

                                                

9  The notion that China could achieve a kind of “technological leapfrogging” through information and 
communication technologies often draws on American Futurologist Alvin Toffler’s book The Third Wave (1980), 
which was translated into Chinese in the 1980s and received in China with much success (Damm 2007, 279). 
Toffler’s work inspired the notion that China could leapfrog the process of industrialization and “leapfrog” to “the 
third wave,” informatization. After 1989, this ambition of economic development took shape as a double strategy of 
simultaneous industrialization and informatization (Dai 2003, 9). 
10 Beyond highlighting the success of China’s digital economy, Alibaba’s success also provides insight into the 
configuration of dreams around Internet technologies. Just before Alibaba’s listing, CEO Ma Yun explained the 
company’s vision in a video. The clip, which was shared on a blog called “grassroots-dream” (  caogenmeng) 
(2014), begins with the explanation that the dream of Alibaba’s founders had been to support small businesses. “At 
Alibaba,” Ma asserts, “we fight for the little guy.” (2014) Towards the end of the clip, he proclaims that they are 
proud to “help entrepreneurs fulfill their dreams.” (2014). At the same time, new media present Ma Yun as the 
embodied proof of the Chinese dream, since he supposedly showed that everyone can be successful (Wang 2014a). 
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revolution. 11  A vast digital market inhabited by aspiring consumers, producers, and 

entrepreneurs was central to Alibaba’s success. The number of  Chinese Internet users, which the 

first survey in 1997 had shown at 620,000 (Zhou 2008, 65), reached 668 million in 2015 (CNNIC 

2015, 7). Alongside this rapid growth, the success of  China’s Internet giants firmly established 

China’s digital economy as a site of  both developmental ambitions and entrepreneurial 

aspirations. Inspired by the example of  China’s Internet pioneers, the country in 2013 saw a 

boom in Internet entrepreneurship as a growing number of  entrepreneurs sought to create their 

own online services, platforms, and apps.  

Sustaining hopeful visions of  Chinese modernity in a time of  crisis, the digital economy, and 

Internet technologies more generally, are at the heart of  contemporary Chinese aspirations. As a 

site of  personal and national aspiration, I suggest, China’s digital economy fulfills an 

intermediary role in mediating between personal and national aspirations. Lisa Rofel has 

emphasized that in the reform era “aspirations, needs, and longings” together constitute “a key 

cultural practice in which both the government and its citizens reconfigure their relationship” 

(Rofel 2007, 3). The digital economy, I argue, is central to such a reconfiguration. It is a site of  

intense negotiation and articulation of  developmental plans and personal ambitions. 

Governmental and popular enthusiasm for the aspirational potential of  Internet technologies, 

however, is only one side of  the story.  

Just as Internet technologies sustain optimistic visions of  Chinese futures, online media 

reveal the contentious politics of  the Chinese Internet. While the digital economy appeared to 

affirm China’s path to a utopian state of  plenty, popular online media creatively highlighted the 

limits of  the Chinese success story. Popular media, Jeroen de Kloet suggests, “display and 

construct everyday realities, they shape our fantasies, feed our imagination” (De Kloet 2008, 

196). Chinese Internet users took to online media not only to express their dreams but also to 

highlight how personal dreams remained wishful thinking to many. Thus, as startup incubators 

and accelerators mushroomed in Beijing, Internet users forcefully gave voice to anxieties about 

their futures, thereby making online media a central site in which citizens express their 

disillusionment with utopian promises of  development and modernization. Their frustration 

made evident how the concept of  the dream itself  mirrors the ambivalent manner in which 

Internet technologies simultaneously affirm and challenge promises of  utopian futures. Whether 

                                                

11 As evidenced by a recent New York Times headline reading “China, Not Silicon Valley, Is Cutting Edge in 
Mobile Tech” (Mozur 2016), news media accounts suggest that China has not only “caught up” with its Western 
counterparts but might have exceeded them. 
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in the context of  national or personal ambition, the dream metaphor displays an ambivalence 

that raises the question of  how people incorporate dreams into their aspirations.  

In their various manifestations, dreams can signify optimism about the future as well as the 

uncertainty of  aspirational possibilities. Their affective force guides the politics of  the Chinese 

Dream. Whether such affect is related to “attachment” (Berlant 2011, 13), “binding” (Meyer 

2009, 7), “stickiness” (Ahmed 2010, 230) or “capture” (Chow 2012, 47), the underlying premise 

appears to be that it has both a connective and forceful quality. However, the context of  affective 

dreams, this quality can easily turn into a “relation of  cruel optimism” in which “something you 

desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing.” (Berlant 2011, 1) The very act of  dreaming 

implies a certain distance that the affective force of  the dream may or may not bridge. Internet 

technologies in China highlight this ambivalence and thus shed light on what Miyazaki has called 

the “profound ambiguity and paradoxicality of  hope” (Miyazaki 2017, 3). This 

ambivalence—hope’s affinity to disappointment, anxiety, and fear—is mirrored in the 

contradictory effect of  Internet technologies as they simultaneously sustain dreams and reveal 

anxieties. 

The Internet shapes the PRC’s contemporary developmental politics. However, as a diverse 

and complex technological infrastructure, its effects are manifold and its significance contested. 

While the Chinese government attempts to frame the Internet as an aspirational technology and 

as the gateway to a utopian future, the very same media infrastructure also provides a challenge 

to such oneiric visions of  prosperity. Online media have produced a wide range of  

counter-narratives that put into question the collective nature of  a digitally supported social 

utopia. At stake is the relationship between what Brian Larkin discusses as “the systemic efforts 

of  governments to stabilize the symbolic logic of  infrastructure” (Larkin 2008, 3) and the 

capacity of  media infrastructures to “create technical and social potentials outside their sponsors’ 

control.” (4) Following a similar approach, I am interested in the implications of  technology 

without reducing them to technological effects and affects. While I am interested in new 

practices and lifestyles that the Chinese Internet makes possible, I also pay attention to my 

interlocutors’ efforts to make sense of  technological applications and applications of  technology. 

In particular, I am interested in how they envision them as specific opportunities and limitations. 

Thus, examining the ambivalent role of  Internet technologies as they give rise to widespread 

digital optimism and provide platforms to dissatisfied voices, I explore how Chinese 

developmental policy and popular online media intersect in a politics of  aspiration.   
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A Politics of Aspiration 

Focusing on Internet entrepreneurship and online media, I examine in this thesis China’s 

digital economy as a site in which personal and national aspirations are negotiated. More 

specifically, I consider how Internet technologies mediate Chinese aspirations. By looking at 

digital mediation, I am interested in several interconnected issues. First, how does the Internet 

invest aspirational projects with a sense of  possibility? Second, how do Internet technologies 

support mediations between personal and national aspirations? Third, how does the Internet as a 

medium facilitate the articulation, visualization, and problematization of  hopes and dreams? I 

explore these questions by focusing on economic projects that operate in two spheres of  

Beijing’s digital economy, online media and Internet entrepreneurship. Together, online media 

production and Internet entrepreneurship constitute a productive ethnographic and analytical 

space through which to investigate how Internet technologies shape the politics of  Chinese 

modernity. In these spheres, I argue, China’s developmental ambitions become visible as a 

politics of  aspiration. 

My argument is that capture and captivation are central technologies in China’s 

contemporary politics of  aspiration. By examining the relationship between capture and 

captivation, I investigate the role of  Internet professionals working in China’s digital economy in 

mediating aspirational hopes and anxieties. Capture points to the ways in which Internet 

professionals and the government envision China’s population as a potential to be harnessed for 

the purpose of  personal and national aspirations. Captivation, in turn, highlights the need for 

aspirational imaginaries that manage to hold Chinese citizens in a state of  suspended 

anticipation. Together, these concepts reflect the double function of  the Chinese Dream, a 

vision of  a utopian future meant to captivate the Chinese people and a politics aimed at 

capturing a popular potential for creative action. Exploring China’s affectively and politically 

charged dreamscapes, this thesis investigates a digital politics and economics that connect 

personal aspirations and national development.  

Moving beyond purely imagined spaces of  Chinese modernity, I consider what aspirational 

practices and projects emerge alongside personal and national dreams. Arjun Appadurai has 

proposed an anthropological focus on aspiration as a future-oriented “cultural capacity” 

(Appadurai 2013, 180). His intervention seeks to overcome a frequent and “artificial” (195) 

division between culture and development. 12  In doing so, he makes the case that “the 

                                                

12 His critique of such a division, in which development is thought of as future-oriented whereas culture is viewed 
“as a matter of one or other kind of pastness” (Appadurai 2013, 180) constitutes an important effort to overcome 
rigid conceptual and disciplinary boundaries and engage development studies from an anthropological perspective. 
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future-oriented logic of  development could find a natural ally” (195) in a strengthened cultural 

capacity to aspire among the poor. While helpful in drawing attention to people’s aspirational 

capacity, such an approach nevertheless needs to be aware, as Peter van der Veer cautions, of  the 

possible “clash between the vision of  planners and the perspectives of  those who are living in 

these visions” (van der Veer 2016a, 254). This tension is particularly evident in contemporary 

China, where Chinese Dream discourse makes personal dreams a matter of  national politics and 

development.  

The concept of  aspiration can support a study of  development that takes serious people’s 

capacity to strive for a better future. Peter van der Veer suggests that it offers an alternative to 

“the static connotations of  the concept of  ‘identity’ that tends to fix people to what and where 

they are rather than to what and where they aspire to be” (van der Veer 2015, 4). He argues that 

“the vectoral potential of  the concept of  aspiration does not do away, however, with the 

analytical requirement to situate it within a field of  unequal power.” (4). His point raises a 

question of  aspirational inequality. Can all dreams truly be part of  the Chinese Dream? Can 

anyone embody the Chinese Dream? Feminist scholars have emphasized that social norms and 

values constituting good-life fantasies tend to accommodate some while excluding others. This 

critical engagement with a politics of  affect and emotion includes Lauren Berlant’s (2011) work 

on the cruel dimensions of  optimism, Sara Ahmed’s (2010) discussion of  the politics of  

happiness, and Elizabeth Povinelli’s (2011) examination of  the future as a governmental 

technology. Following their example, I examine a national politics of  development exemplified 

by the Chinese Dream as unfolding in a complex and uneven political field. 

I situate these questions the context of  aspirational anxieties expressed by China’s 

middle-classes. By considering how a “heightened sense of  insecurity” (Zhang 2010, 7) among 

the China’s middle-classes drives public debates around issues of  aspirational opportunity, I 

extend the question of  aspiration beyond Appadurai’s focus on the poor (cf. Goh, Bunnell, and 

van der Veer 2015, 291). As Chinese university graduates were unable to continue their parents’ 

upward momentum, they found themselves without a clear vision for the future. They were, to 

borrow from Lauren Berlant, excluded from “the predictable comforts of  the good-life genres” 

(Berlant 2011, 2). Indeed, when Berlant discusses the fraying of  traditional fantasies of  the 

good-life in the West such as “upward mobility, job security, political and social equality, and 

lively, durable intimacy” (3), she also captures common middle-class anxieties in contemporary 

China. After 2008, both Chinese policy-makers and regular citizens found themselves at an 

“impasse” (4) that appeared to challenge heteronormative fantasies of  the good life.  
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What new performative genres emerged in response to this crisis? I argue that gender is 

central to understanding these responses. Internet technologies, in particular, render visible how 

personal and national imaginaries converge in matters of  gender. They highlight the role that 

gender, and especially idealized femininity and masculinity, play in the production of  modern 

imaginaries. Examining the “imaginary space of  modernity” (Rofel 1999, 3), Lisa Rofel argues 

that “gender serves as one of  the central modalities through which modernity is imagined and 

desired.” (19) Not only has gender “been central to the Chinese state's successive imaginaries of  

modernity” (xiv), Rofel also highlights the importance of  “gender in shaping the forms by which 

and force with which desires for modernity take hold.” (19) If  gender is central to the captivating 

force of  modern imaginaries, what role does gender play in how certain dreams invested with a 

sense of  possibility while others appear to remain a distant fantasy? How does gender shape the 

conditions for dreaming and the feasibility of  dreams? 

Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation 

To explore role of  the digital economy in mediating personal and national aspirations, I 

focus on two fields within it, popular Internet entrepreneurship and popular online media. It is 

in the “popular” dimension of  these fields that the entanglement of  personal and national 

aspirations becomes visible. In her discussion of  popular Chinese media, Rofel emphasizes that 

“the ‘political’ and the ‘popular’ […] are mutually constituted in complex ways in China.” (Rofel 

1994, 701) Here, I would like to pursue this point. Both in online media and Internet 

entrepreneurship, I suggest, the popular constitutes a space in which the dreams of  the “Chinese 

people” are articulated, visualized, and materialized. But beyond this digital production of  

dreams, a close examination of  such popular dreams renders visible how “the people” have long 

been the object of  national modernization efforts. It reveals, in other words, how the Chinese 

Dream simultaneously relies on popular dreams while being a dream of  “the popular.” Since the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, “the people” have ambivalently signified China’s 

“backward” past as well its potential for modernization (Cho 2013, 7). Within this tension, the 

popular constitutes a site in which the government and the people negotiate the hope of  Chinese 

modernity. In the following section, I argue that the ambivalent role of  Internet technologies in 

mediating both pessimism arising from socioeconomic stagnation and digital visions of  a 

utopian future is connected to an equally ambivalent history of  “the people” as an object of  

Chinese development efforts.  

Speaking at the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 2015, Chinese Premier Li 

Keqiang (2015a) presented China’s digital masses to the world as a powerful source of  economic 
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growth and innovation. While he acknowledged that China and the world were still reeling from 

the aftermath of  the financial crisis of  2008, he also sought to reassure his audience that China’s 

slowing economic growth was no cause for concern and that the Chinese government was 

implementing a range of  measures to counter the lingering after-effects of  the financial crisis. 

Among these measures, he specifically mentioned an initiative in support of  popular 

entrepreneurship. He suggested that mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, a government 

project aimed at supporting popular entrepreneurship and bottom-up innovation, would sustain 

China’s developmental ambitions. By encouraging “mass entrepreneurship and mass innovation” 

( X  dazhong chuangye, wanzhong chuangxin) (Li 2015a), Li argued, the 

government would foster a “new engine of  growth”13 (2015a). Chinese citizens, he assured, were 

“hardworking and wise”14 and if  “every cell in society”15 (2015a) could be activated, then mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation would be an “inexhaustible gold mine”16 and “an unlimited 

source of  creativity and wealth17” (2015a). Responding to a challenging economic climate, Li 

Keqiang assured his audience that the ingenuity and vigor of  the Chinese people would make 

popular entrepreneurship an unlimited source of  economic growth.  

Rhetorically, such political discourse echoes Mao Zedong who argued in 1955 that “the 

masses have boundless creative power” (Tse-Tung 1967). The revolutionary masses, in this view, 

“owned all creativity and initiations to propel history.” (Laikwan 2017, 11) Current government 

policy invokes such rhetoric. “Mass entrepreneurship and mass innovation,”18 the Chinese State 

Council’s policy document number 32 proclaims, will “arouse the wisdom and creative power of  

the masses”19 (State Council 2015b). The key to unlocking a latent creative potential in the 

masses and allowing the government to guide it towards national development, in this line of  

reasoning, is mass entrepreneurship and innovation. While such an invocation of  the masses 

performs continuity, the emphasis on entrepreneurship lays bare profound transformations since 

the end of  the Maoist period. What are we to make of  the hybrid nature of  mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation? Drawing on a socialist past to envision a capitalist future, the 

policy appears intent on connecting the individual Internet entrepreneur to a new brand of  mass 

politics. 

                                                

13 Author’s translation, “ ” 
14 Author’s translation, “ ” 
15 Author’s translation, “ ” 
16 Author’s translation, “ ” 
17 Author’s translation, “ ” 
18 “ X ” 
19 Author’s translation, “ y ” 
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While Mao maintained a positive view of  the potential of  the masses, Ann Anagnost has 

noted, he also saw “the pedagogical project of  the state to be the creation of  a new socialist 

person upon the ‘blank sheet’ of  the peasant masses” (Anagnost 1997, 11).20 Mao saw in the 

“backwardness” of  “the people” an opportunity to instill them with a revolutionary 

consciousness (Cho 2013, 8). The Chinese Communist Party has historically claimed the 

authority “to ‘represent,’ in the sense of  ‘speaking for’ the people as a unitary social body.” 

(Anagnost 1997, 107) Mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy adapts this claim. It 

articulates the masses as composed of  individuals with unique experiences and individual 

ambitions, or, as the Chinese State Council phrases it, of  people with “dreams, aspirations, and 

abilities”21 (State Council 2015b). Rather than speaking for the masses, the party positions itself  

as the one who guides the indeterminate potential of  the people and purportedly channels it 

towards a national project of  development and collective benefit. 

Population politics have continuously sought to transform Chinese society since the national 

obsession to “catch up” with the West took hold of  early modernizers and nationalists. By taking 

into account such a history of  the popular as an object and site of  developmental politics, I 

explore how the digital mediation of  aspiration, despite the relative novelty of  digital media and 

communication technologies, constitutes a historical project of  envisioning the future on the 

basis of  the Chinese people. In China’s digital aspirations, the resurfacing of  political histories 

create what Ann Anagnost has termed “layered temporalities” (Anagnost 1997, 2). Her interest 

lies in “the very particular temporality of  the modern Chinese nation-state, encompassing such a 

complex stratigraphy of  the disparate ‘times of  the nation’ of  the recent past and the nation’s 

propensity for continually looking backward in order to face the future.” (2) Such "national 

past-times" (2), I argue, continue to shape matters of  aspiration in Beijing’s digital economy 

The Chinese government’s current project of  mass politics, I suggest, points to a perceived 

tension between the individual and the national. While Li Keqiang’s invocation of  the masses 

conjures up the politics of  mass movements during the Maoist period, his focus on 

entrepreneurship also makes evident that China has since undergone vast changes. Although, 

under Mao, class discourse made the masses a “progressive force in history,” the catastrophic 

fallout of  the Great Leap Forward also pointed to the limits of  such a “politics of  mass 

mobilization” (Anagnost 1997, 126). Ultimately, the turmoil of  the Cultural Revolution provided 

                                                

20 The rural masses in particular, were subject to discourses about “the problem of the ‘people’” (Anagnost 1997, 6) 
in modern China, which revolved around their trustworthiness to be involved in political processes (11). They were 
thus “caught between their past and future” (11). 
21 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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Deng Xiaoping and others around him with the political leverage necessary to initiate extensive 

reforms after 1978. In this context, visions of  a collective and social utopia seemed to fade a way. 

As their government embraced “radical marketization” (Wang 2004), citizens increasingly faced 

the volatility of  an emerging market economy and exploitative working conditions in a context 

of  rapid economic growth. Given this history, what are we to make of  Li’s return to the masses? 

 

The Digital Masses 

In his speech in Davos, Premier Li Keqiang likened his vision of  mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation to China’s rural reforms three decades earlier. Speaking about the potential of  

popular Internet entrepreneurship in a digital age, he retells a recent visit to a village in which 

approximately 700 households maintained over 2800 online stores (Li 2015a). As Li’s example of  

the tech-savvy villagers makes evident, the masses he alludes to are the digital masses united in 

their entrepreneurial ambition and connected by the Internet. Li’s choice of  the historical 

antecedent, a moment of  reform that signaled a departure from the collectivist politics of  the 

Mao era, expose the contradictory nature of  his individualized mass politics. The well-being of  

hundreds of  millions of  Chinese, he suggested, was improved by a “structural innovation that 

aroused the creativity of  millions and millions of  people”22 (2015a). Thus, paradoxically, his 

revival of  mass politics draws legitimacy from rural reforms that involved the de-collectivization 

of  China’s countryside (Rofel 2007, 8). Li’s account of  these complex transformations is overly 

simplistic. 

What Li leaves out, is that China’s economic reforms are a story of  winners and losers. 

Anthropological research has explored the consequences of  Chinese reform politics extensively. 

As the country’s citizens faced rapid socioeconomic transformations, scholarship has studied the 

precarious lives of  Chinese migrant workers (Solinger 1999, Zhang 2001, Weston 2006) to 

highlight the exploitative foundations of  China’s economic success story. In the context of  

marketization and privatization, research has explored the constitution of  the middle-class 

(Tomba 2009, Zhang 2010). Studies of  entrepreneurship, in turn, have situated the promise and 

peril of  entrepreneurial lifestyles in an increasingly competitive society (Hanser 2002, Tsai 2002). 

Scholarship on the political economy in reform era China has thus shed light on opportunities as 

well as experiences of  precarity in China’s developing market economy. It is in the context of  

these complex and interwoven transformations that scholars have located the rise of  

individualism in China.  

                                                

22 Author’s translation, “ y y ”  
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Exploring individualism in Chinese society (Yan 2008, 2009, 2010, 2013), Yan Yunxiang has 

described a shift from collective to individual personhood since the 1980s. When the 

communists took power in 1949, the PRC saw economic collectivization and the promotion of  

socialist citizenship that demanded “collective virtues of  impartiality and selflessness” (Yan 2013, 

269). In communist China, “individual achievement was defined in collective terms.” (269) Since 

the beginning of  economic reforms in 1978, China has undergone rapid transformations and 

initiated large-scale marketization. The spirit of  marketization and privatization during the 1980s 

was encapsulated in the slogan “let some people get rich first” (270). Thus, alongside the rise of  

the successful entrepreneur as a “new cultural hero” (271), reform era China saw the emergence 

of  new social hierarchies and inequalities by the late 1990s. In this context, scholars have 

observed the rise of  “striving individuals” (Yan 2008, 272) and “enterprising selves” (Hanser 

2002, 191) driven both by fear of  failure and hope of  success. 

By choosing a rural village as an example for entrepreneurial ingenuity in China’s digital age, 

Li Keqiang took those Chinese citizens who were most directly stigmatized as “backward” 

during the reform era and made them a source of  national hope. Concerns about the low quality 

of  the Chinese people so prominent during the early modernist period took once again center 

stage with the beginning of  the reforms. An emerging population discourse blamed China’s large 

and “backward” population “for dissipating the effect of  all modernizing efforts.” (Anagnost 

1997, 122) After 1978, the Chinese government increasingly envisioned national development as 

“the modernization of  the human quality” (Bakken 2000, 64), exemplified in the launch of  

China’s one-child family policy in 1979 (Anagnost 1997, 119, Greenhalgh 2008, 1). Efforts to 

raise “the quality of  the population as a whole” (Anagnost 2004, 190) soon placed their emphasis 

onto the individual during the 1980s.  

Scholars have addressed the concept of  quality (  suzhi) as a site of  policy intervention 

and an effort to foster productive individuals and modern citizens (Anagnost 2004, Jacka 2009, 

Kipnis 2007, 2006, Sigley 2009, Tomba 2009). During the 1990s, the notion of  “suzhi appeared in 

new discourses of  social distinction and the discursive production of  middle classness” 

(Anagnost 2004, 190, original emphasis). Importantly, Anagnost suggests, suzhi gains power as a 

“value coding” (195) that constitutes the middle-class as a site in which value is cultivated while 

presenting China’s rural population as holding back Chinese modernization due to its low value 

(192-193). Such quality coding effectively produced China’s rural population as a source of  cheap 

labor. Gary Sigley has similarly noted how, in the context of  privatization and marketization, the 

notion of  personal quality guided efforts to produce more autonomous subjects (Sigley 2009, 

538) while determining the value of  human life, thus constructing “a hierarchy of  worthiness 
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and utility” (539). As marketization and privatization progressed, quality discourse emerged as a 

way of  “articulating value in a capitalist (or postsocialist) mode of  production.” (539) By making 

villagers an example for mass entrepreneurship and innovation, Li Keqiang rhetorically closes the 

gaps opened up by quality discourse.  

 

Individual Potentials 

Despite profound transformations, the reform era does not present a wholesale departure 

from socialist politics. Pointing to “the lingering effects of  socialist institutions and practices” 

(Zhang 2001, 179) alongside marketization and the forces of  global capital, Li Zhang (180) 

critiques “postsocialist” narratives that see the PRC undergoing a teleological transition from 

socialism to capitalism and democracy. She suggests the term “late socialism” to emphasize the 

continued presence and importance of  the old socialist system in China (196-197). Similarly, 

Dorothy Solinger has argued that China’s shift from a planned to a market economy “must be 

understood in conjunction with institutional legacies left from the former socialist system.” 

(Solinger 1999, 9) Socialist legacies, as the project of  mass entrepreneurship and innovation 

makes evident, persist alongside profound social and economic transformations. 

Studies of  neoliberalism in China echo this notion. Examining the rise of  the 

“self-enterprising subject”23 (Hoffman 2006, 552) under the watchful eyes of  the party-state, 

scholars have highlighted how neoliberal techniques merged with socialist modes of  governance 

in reform era China (Harvey 2005, 120, Hoffman 2006, 552, Wang 2004, Sigley 2006, 494). 

Despite profound economic change, there is a continuing assertion of  “the strong necessity for 

the Party-state to remain the primary driving force behind national development.” (Sigley 

2006, 494) Hoffman insists that neoliberal governance has fused with the nationalism of  the 

Maoist era, creating a “patriotic professionalism” (Hoffman 2006, 552). Linking individual 

professionalism to national ambition, post-Mao governmentality made talented workers 

“important actors in - and sites of  - national development.” (553) In mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation policy, we see a similar linking-up of  individual entrepreneurship with a socialist 

brand of  nationalism. 

How do these entrepreneurial selves become the digital masses of  Li’s economic policy? 

“The masses,” Raymond Williams has noted, is an ambivalent concept. He distinguishes two 

modern understandings: the masses as the low and ignorant “many-headed multitude or mob” and as 

“a positive or potentially positive social force” (Williams 1976, 195, original emphasis). I argue 
                                                

23 Whereas from the 1950s to the late 1970s, the government assigned job assignments to citizens, labor reforms 
during the 1980s and 1990s meant that citizens had to enter the job market (Hanser 2002, 191-192). 
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that to understand the masses in mass entrepreneurship and innovation, it is important to 

consider the implications of  the mass market and mass media. The mass market, Williams 

argues, produced the masses as a “many-headed multitude with purchasing power” (195, original 

emphasis). By reaching isolated individuals in their homes rather than the assembled masses, the 

mass media provided a new mode of  communication (196). In mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation, the masses are comprised of  spatially isolated individuals ascribed with purchasing 

power and entrepreneurial spirit. They are not an indistinct mass but a heterogeneous multitude, 

united by digital media and a digital market.  

In its enthusiasm for digital connectivity, mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy gives 

expression to a developmental vision of  Chinese modernity that relies on a popular 

entrepreneurial potential unleashed by digital media and communication technologies. An 

examination of  how the Chinese government envisions the Internet, I suggest, is central to 

understanding its economic policy. Emphasizing the Internet’s potential to strengthen the 

national economy and create a more just society, economically speaking, the government has 

proposed the innovation strategy “Internet plus” ( + hulianwang+) (State Council 2015b). 

Premier Li Keqiang first introduced the term “Internet plus” (Li 2015b) in a working report in 

March 2015. In policy document number 40, the Chinese State Council proclaims that the 

Internet plus strategy will help “remodel the system of  innovation”24 (State Council 2015c) as 

well as create “mass entrepreneurship and mass innovation”25 (2015c). Making an explicit 

connection between mass entrepreneurship and Internet plus, the government argues that 

Internet technologies can “lower the threshold and cost of  entrepreneurship in all of  the 

society” 26  (State Council 2015b). Technologically supported mass entrepreneurship, the 

government insists, will create economic opportunities and foster much-needed bottom-up 

innovation, thus supposedly accommodating both the needs of  aspiring entrepreneurs as well as 

those of  the national economy. 

Such developmental discourse sees an increasingly fragmented nation of  individuals reunited 

by Internet technologies. It claims that digital opportunity erases the distance between 

individuals of  various social backgrounds. Beyond appeasing world leaders and economic experts 

with promises of  stable economic growth, Li Keqiang’s speech at the World Economic Forum 

contained a promise of  self-fulfillment. Responding to anxieties about the possibility of  personal 

success in contemporary China, Li assured his audience that mass entrepreneurship and 
                                                

24 Author’s translation, “ ” 
25 “ X ” 
26 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
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innovation would “provide people with equal opportunities and a stage on which to realize one’s 

human value”27 (Li 2015a). Rhetorically at least, Li offers those most stigmatized by quality 

discourse a way out. Digital connectivity, he seems to suggest, can bridge China’s vast rural-urban 

divide and unleash the creative potential of  every individual citizen. The promise of  the Internet, 

as articulated in his vision of  mass entrepreneurship and innovation, is that it will unite an 

increasingly fragmented socioeconomic landscape by providing everyone with an opportunity for 

self-fulfillment.  

Trodden Footpaths and Popular Online Media 

One evening in February 2015, I met up in front of  the Chinese Dream wall poster with Bai 

Hang,28 a young director of  an online series. I first met Bai Hang when we had been studying 

directing together at the Beijing Film Academy from 2009 to 2010. We met on that evening to 

have dinner in a small restaurant just across Chaoyang North Road (  Chaoyang Beilu), 

one of  the main traffic axes connecting Beijing’s eastern suburbs with the inner city. Outside of  

Beijing’s fifth ring road, marked crossings are scarce, so we hurriedly sped across three lanes to 

the security of  a stretch of  green grass separating the opposite lanes. Slowing down, Bai Hang 

pointed to trodden footpaths spanning the patch of  grass and said, “Actually, the ground had no 

roads to begin with, but as a lot of  people passed, roads emerged.”29 It was a quote from the 

writing of  Lu Xun, he told me. More specifically, it was a passage from the short story My Old 

Home, published in 1921. The scene that had evoked Bai Hang’s foray into early modernist 

Chinese literature was a modest one. Stones had been laid on the ground to mark a path across 

the stretch of  grass, but enough people had strayed for new pathways to emerge and divide the 

ground in new ways. 

Inadvertently or not, by invoking Lu Xun, Bai Hang broached one of  the key issues 

pervading the Chinese project of  modernity. Lu Xun’s passage alludes to some of  the central 

anxieties that drove the writer’s of  the May Fourth Movement in their quest to transform and 

modernize Chinese culture in the early twentieth century. Their writing, Rey Chow (1995, 112) 

argues, arose out of  concerns with the triangular relationship between intellectuals, the people, 

and national culture. Mirroring such concerns, the voice of  the narrator in My Old Home is that 

                                                

27 Author’s translation, “ ＋ ” 
28  To protect my informants’ anonymity, I have used aliases throughout this thesis. The only exceptions to this are 
instances where I used the real names of informants who are public figures and who consented to using their real 
names. 
29 Author’s translation, “� ”  
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of  the intellectual encountering the oppressed “other” (110). Reflecting the intellectual’s 

ambivalent assessment of  the people’s capacity to become “modern,” the concluding lines of  Lu 

Xun’s story are a statement about the indeterminacy of  hope (110). In the story, the citation 

invoked by Bai Hang is preceded by a passage reading, “I thought: hope cannot be said to exist, 

nor can it be said not to exist. It is just like roads across the earth.” (as cited in Chow 1995, 

110-111) Just as roads, in Lu Xun’s prose, emerge as people go about their lives and take form in 

the unpredictable flows of  life, the hope of  Chinese modernity rests in the indeterminate 

potential of  the people. 

Although the question of  the people continued to be a central concern in Chinese politics, 

assessments of  their capacity to advance Chinese modernity changed under communist rule. 

This shift can also be traced in the communist appropriation of  Lu Xun’s writing. While Lu 

Xun’s saw the potential of  the “people” and “mass” in terms of  indeterminacy and arbitrariness, 

Chow (1995, 110-111) writes, later communist visions sought to affirm their positive potential 

with a more programmatic representation of  hope and the people. Chinese communists 

politicized the originally indeterminate passage and turned it into the affirmation that, in fact, 

“roads are made by men” (lu shi ren zou chu lai de) (109-110). The change reflects how, after the 

foundation of  the “intentionally named People's Republic of  China” (Cho 2013, 4) in 1949, the 

CCP made “the people” the country’s new masters while positioning itself  as their 

representative. In official discourse, “the intellectuals’ profound distrust of  ‘the people’ was 

replaced by the Maoists’ open celebration.” (8) Thus, by citing Lu Xun, Bai Hang returned 

indeterminacy to “the people.” 

Even as Bai Hang stood in the midst of  large-scale infrastructural projects that highlighted 

ongoing modernizing efforts, his attention was drawn to an emergent kind of  potential. Below 

us ran the relatively new subway line six, which was due to open new stations and connect 

residents from Beijing’s outskirts even further to the east to the city center. The convenience of  

its stations would further speed up the construction of  apartment complexes. Real estate 

development had intensified all along the already existing subway line on Chaoyang North Road, 

causing apartment prizes to rise. Standing in the midst of  these grand developmental plans and 

displays of  infrastructure, Bai Hang was pointing to small footpaths in the grass, no more than 

narrow lines of  dusty dirt. While infrastructural efforts channeled commuters above and below 

ground between central and east Beijing, the after-effects of  foot-traffic caught his attention. Bai 

Hang, I argue, envisioned the historical project and hope of  popular modernity through the lens 

of  Internet technologies. In the context of  urban infrastructures such subway lines, roads, and 
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apartment complexes, his interest lay in a popular potential. His perspective had been inspired, I 

argue, by another infrastructure—the Internet. 

Almost a century after the publication of  My Old Home, Bai Hang faced a very different 

China. Nevertheless, Lu Xun’s prose helped him express a fascination with the indeterminate 

“grassroots” potential of  the Chinese people. His interest in such popular potential was 

inseparable from his enthusiasm for the possibilities offered by the Internet. To him, a 

professional online media producer, trends emerged from Chinese netizens in a bottom-up 

manner to spread, gain momentum, and establish themselves. His work required him to have 

sensitivity for new online trends, fads, and sensations and incorporate them into his work. 

Enthused by such digitally mediated popular potentiality, Bai Hang understood the Chinese 

Internet to be a grassroots technology. To him and many other Chinese born during the late 

1970s and early 1980s, online “grassroots” culture denotes “a form of  subculture for the most 

ordinary masses” (Cao 2017). Just as footpaths rendered visible to him a subversive popular 

potential in the context of  urban infrastructure, he saw in online media an indeterminate 

potential that could give rise to new possibilities and freedoms where the rigid structures of  

traditional Chinese media could not.  

 

Subversive Grassroots 

Bai Hang, one of  my main interlocutors during fieldwork, was involved in the production of  

two online comedy shows produced by Sohu, one of  China’s largest online media platforms. 

Through him, I was able to participate in the production these shows. Each consisting of  a series 

of  sketches, Diors Man ( Z  Diaosi Nanshi) and Wonder Lady (  Jipin Nüshi) 

employ self-mocking and gendered performances of  failure to engage widespread anxieties 

about socioeconomic mobility and inequality. The shows’ episodes feature regular guest 

appearances of  celebrities. The main force behind this enterprise is Da Peng, actor, producer, 

and director. In charge of  the creative production of  the show is the Da Peng Studio, a 

subdivision of  the Chinese online video platform Sohu Video (  Sohu Shipin). “Several 

hundred million,” Bai Hang (October 8, 2014) exclaimed when telling me how many times 

season two had been watched. He explained that “this astronomical figure […] was unthinkable, 

even if  there are many Chinese, even if  there is a big audience, no one expected several hundred 

millions.”30 Shortly after the end of  my research, in June 2015, the show’s total number of  views 

                                                

30 Author’s translation, “ y a a

y , y ”  
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reached nearly 2.5 billion views (Cao 2017, 224). Many factors contributed to the success of  the 

show, but the most prominent explanation is that the show’s triumph was due to its ability to tap 

into online grassroots culture and, more specifically, the diaosi.  

The term diaosi ( Z),31 often translated as “loser” or “underdog,” received national 

attention in 2012 when countless predominantly male online users began to affirm their 

diaosi-status self-mockingly (Cao 2017, Yang, Tang, and Wang 2014, Sum 2017, Szablewicz 2014). 

The massive scale of  this online phenomenon facilitated a national debate about socioeconomic 

mobility and inequality. With decades of  rapid growth coming to an end, especially young 

Chinese found it increasingly impossible to fulfill social expectations. News media frequently 

discussed the diaosi phenomenon as a “counterattack” (nixi ) (Cao 2017, 223), in which 

China’s previously invisible and disenfranchised digital masses gained a voice. While some 

discuss the diaosi as the subaltern (Sum 2017, 302), it is also evident that middle-class Chinese 

were essential to the concept’s wider reception (Cao 2017, 225). Rather than describing a 

demarcated social group, I suggest, the concept became an aesthetic means through which a 

range of  societal actors negotiates the social and economic pressures of  the reform era.  

The sheer number of  Internet users proclaiming themselves—or others—to be diaosi 

invested “the diaosi” with a kind of  offline realism and produced a vision of  China’s digital 

masses as a resourceful and powerful agency. Online media, it turned out, do not just provide a 

new way to articulate the question of  the people’s role in Chinese modernization, they also 

constitute a sphere of  popular media production that is capable of  raising such questions. While 

mediations of  the people as the disadvantaged masses continue to facilitate engagements with 

modernity, their production is no longer solely in the hands of  intellectuals and the party state. 

The question of  “the people” is now a matter of  intense problematization in popular media 

production. Digital media and communication technologies, in other words, have popularized 

China’s enduring “aesthetic preoccupation with the figure of  the powerless” (Chow 1995, 112, 

original emphasis). By embodying the figure of  the diaosi, Chinese netizens highlighted an 

                                                

31 The generic term diaosi originally emerged in 2011 from a Baidu bulletin board (  Baidu tieba) in a 
playful, insulting, and ironic process oscillating between self-affirmation and ridicule by others. After a perhaps 
overconfident self-comparison to famous French player Thierry Henry, Chinese soccer player Li Yi brought online 
ridicule upon himself and his fans (Yang, Tang, and Wang 2014, 6). A back and forth of name-calling and online 
mockery ensued on the Leiting Sanjutou ( ) bulletin board (Szablewicz 2014, 263, Yang, Tang, and 
Wang 2014, 5-6), finally yielding the term diaosi. In a move essential to its later rise to nation-wide popularity, Li Yi’s 
fans appropriated the insult and began using it as a form of self-affirmation (Lin 2012, 5, Szablewicz 2014, 263, 
Yang, Tang, and Wang 2014, 5-6). While informants often told me with a grin that, in fact, diaosi referred to male 
pubic hair, its two characters literally translate into “dick-string.” Gaining wide popularity, the term diaosi became a 
national phenomenon as a form of self-mocking (zichao ) and self-belittling (aihua ). 
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increasingly fragmented socioeconomic landscape and pressures exerted by the population 

politics of  the reform era. 

Scholarship has analyzed the diaosi phenomenon as an expression of  China’s playful and 

subversive online culture. Assessments of  diaosi performances contend that these 

self-affirmations of  failure are part of  a subversive effort to reject dominant expectations of  

success (Kan 2013, Szablewicz 2014, 265), articulate a counter-state discourse (Yang, Tang, and 

Wang 2014, 10-12), and narrate their own “marginality and subalternity” (Sum 2017, 302). 

Marcella Szablewicz concludes that “diaosi culture is a rejection of  the heteronormative notion of  

upward mobility outlined by neoliberal models of  ‘patriotic professionalism’, educational desire 

and Chinese ideal citizenship,” (Szablewicz 2014, 271) thus framing it as a subversive response to 

reform era quality politics. These pressures, divisions, and inequalities that were ideologically 

charged by quality politics are some of  the central issues pervading online media. 

Consequentially, the Internet has become central to popular negotiations of  “ideal modern 

personhood” (Liu 2011, 187) expressed in quality discourse.  

Discussions of  the diaosi phenomenon as an expression of  a subversive popular culture are 

in many ways an attempt to challenge a focus on resistance and oppression (cf. Lengen 2017) 

that has long dominated research of  the Chinese Internet.32 While scholarship has addressed 

diverse issues including nationalism (Leibold 2010), Internet cafés (Liu 2011, 2009), online 

gaming (Lindtner and Szablewicz 2011, Mclaren 2007) and Internet addiction (Szablewicz 2010), 

much attention has been paid to the government censorship (Gang and Bandurski 2010, 

Lagerkvist 2005, MacKinnon 2008, Tang and Sampson 2012, Xiao 2011) and to online resistance 

and activism (Xiao 2010, Yang and Calhoun 2008, Yang 2009). Writing against simplistic and 

purely oppositional accounts of  Chinese of  the Chinese Internet, scholars have sought to 

                                                

32 The Internet emerged in the PRC at around the same time as in Europe and America. Access was granted to 
private citizens for the first time in 1997 (Herold 2011, 1). As the Internet became part of the lives of Chinese 
citizens during the 1990s, foreign observers such as “media commentators, politicians, and political scientists” 
(Damm 2007, 274) maintained high hopes that the spread of Internet technologies in China would eventually 
challenge authoritarian rule (Kluver and Yang 2005, 301). Such hopes were increasingly put into question, as the 
political system in the PRC remained relatively stable. Observers thus understood the liberating force of the Internet 
to be matched by government control and censorship (Damm 2007, 278-279). “Liberation discourse,” (2007, 274) 
has its historical roots in the Western perception of the Internet as a democratizing and equalizing force and was 
particularly prominent in the early 1980s. This expectation that the Internet would bring about vast change was 
matched, albeit in a less blatantly optimistic manner, in early anthropological studies of the Internet. Displaying a 
clear focus on “rupture and transformation” (Coleman 2010, 489) during the 1990s, anthropological research 
predominantly tried to understand the Internet’s newness and its transformative potential (Appadurai 1996, Escobar 
1994, Turkle 1995). As the novelty of the Internet abated, scholars began emphasizing its possible role not just in 
generating change but also in facilitating “social reproduction” (Coleman 2010, 489). Challenging narratives of the 
Internet as a fundamentally anti-hierarchical technology, scholars have highlighted how the US military played a 
significant role in the development of the Internet (Abbate 1999, Haraway 1997) and shed light on the forms of 
control Internet technologies enable (Chun 2006, Galloway 2004). 
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examine online media in terms of  a more ambivalent and multidimensional politics. Most 

prominently, Yang Guobin has challenged “dichotomous analytical categories, such as state vs. 

netizens, politics vs. entertainment, and authoritarianism vs. democracy” (Yang 2014, 136) that 

fail to capture the “ironies, ambivalence, and impurities” (136) of  online spaces.33 In his work on 

“popular contention” (Yang 2009, 1), he explores the humor and playfulness of  China’s online 

sphere as a particular style of  online activism (24). Research on Chinese online satire (Li 2011, 

Meng 2011, Tang 2013, Tang and Bhattacharya 2011) similarly aims to understand the politics of  

online contention as a f m of  playful subversion. 

Bakhtin’s work, in particular, has inspired research exploring the role of  satire and laughter 

in Chinese online politics. Yang Guobin describes popular online culture as a form of  

heteroglossia that “arises out of  the interactions of  multiple life experiences and cultures both at 

the local and global levels” (Yang 2009, 24). He argues that “this cultural plurality releases the 

creative energy directed at the mocking of  power and authority.” (90) David Herold draws on 

Bakhtin to introduce an edited volume in which he describes the Chinese cyberspace as an 

“online carnival” (Herold 2011, 11). In this online carnival, he suggests, hierarchies are to some 

degree suspended (12-13).34 Li Hongmei, in the same volume, draws on Bakhtin’s work on the 

carnival to analyze how the Internet provides users with a space of  “temporary freedom” (Li 

2011, 72) where they can express themselves through online parody. These trends are picked up 

by Yang, Tang, and Wang, who argue that the “remarkable story of  diaosi is yet another case of  

the immensely rich, vibrant and oftentimes bizarre and carnivalesque cybercultures in China” 

(Yang, Tang, and Wang 2014, 10, original emphasis). Although there are significant differences in 

their arguments, these authors share an interest the popular as a site of  subversive politics. 

I argue that it is precisely the notion that online politics are both multidimensional, 

ambivalent as well as subversive that complicates assessments of  diaosi. Scholars have struggled 

to define who the diaosi are. Sum considers “the diaosi” to be young migrant workers (Sum 2017, 

302) whereas Kan discusses them as a “new lost generation” (Kan 2013, 67) of  frustrated 

Chinese youth. A closer look reveals that self-proclaimed diaosi are a highly diverse group. An 

editorial in the magazine Xin Zhoukan (2012a, 3) noted in 2012 how netizen’s, IT workers, white 
                                                

33 Yang further emphasizes that the politics of online contention involve a variety of actors ranging “from Party and 
government agencies to Internet firms, citizens, and international governmental and non- governmental 
organizations” (Yang 2014, 136). 
34  Although interacting with the offline world, he considers “online China” (Herold 2011, 9) to be an  
“independent space for entertainment, political, social, etc. discourse, or simply for meeting others” (Herold 2011, 
9). His discussion, seeks to establish research of the Chinese Internet as a sphere of its own, which can be studied 
“without attempting to situate online events in specific offline contexts” (Herold 2011, 13). Deviating from this 
understanding of Chinese online spaces, my own research instead focuses on exchanges, translations, and 
negotiations between online and offline settings. 
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collar citizens, and celebrities alike began using the term to refer to themselves or each other. 

Scholars are acutely aware of  these challenges. Nevertheless, the identity question persists. It is 

precisely Szablewicz’s understanding that the term diaosi often “acts as a floating signifier, taking 

on new meanings in different contexts” (Szablewicz 2014, 269), which leads her to ask the 

identity question when she reflects that “the public is left to wonder: who are the diaosi, really?” 

When studying an ambivalent and multidimensional popular politics, I argue, the popular turns 

out to be an ambivalent and multidimensional category. 

 

A Popular Politics of Gender 

As scholarship explores a carnivalesque, subversive potential in digital media and its ironic 

productions and performances, the diaosi phenomenon becomes uncomfortably ambivalent. 

Szablewicz addresses this fact when she cautions that the diaosi meme “may ultimately reinforce 

many of  the norms and values that it seemingly intends to mock” (Szablewicz 2014, 269). While 

diaosi performances and productions appear to contest certain social expectations, they also 

reproduce gendered difference. For example, a drawing depicting a male and a female “diaosi,” or 

nüdiaosi ( Z) circulated on Chinese social media. It characterizes the man as mainly lacking 

in financial means, proper decorum, and success with women while the woman, in turn, is 

defined by her failure to embody female beauty and confidence (cf. Szablewicz 2014, 264-265). 

Moreover, the term diaosi often appears in conjunction with concepts like “goddess” (  

nüshen), referring to highly attractive women, or “black wood-ear mushroom,” (  heimuer, a 

derogatory term describing women who had numerous sexual partners) (Tong 2013). Even 

though diaosi narratives and performances often take form in relation to such female stereotypes, 

there is a continued desire in scholarship to read this reproduction as subversive. 

In an opinion piece for the Southern Weekend, Chinese literary scholar Tong Ming (2013) 

invoked Sigmund Freud to suggest that diaosi productions “point to a clash between individual 

desire and cultural institutions.”35 (2013) Resulting from unsatisfied male desire, he believes, 

vulgar yet critical diaosi narratives mock “the shine and glitter of  grand narratives” (2013). 

Seeking to explain the vulgarity and sexual emphasis found in many diaosi productions, he makes 

male desire the driving force behind diaosi critique and resistance. Given the phallic undertones 

of  the diaosi, or literally “dick-strings,” this turn to Freud is not surprising. But, bringing to bear 

Teresa de Lauretis’ important critique of  Freudian psychoanalysis, I argue that Tong’s analysis of  

the diaosi reproduces the way in which the psychoanalytic principle of  the phallus underlying 
                                                

35 Author’s translation, “ c ” 
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Freudian signification subsumes female sexuality into the male’s. De Lauretis’ point is that 

meaning in Freud is derived from “the phallus representing the autonomy of  desire (of  

language) in respect to a matter which is the female body.” (De Lauretis 1984, 23) Similarly, I 

content, Tong’s Freudian analysis reproduces women as sexual objects and the passive 

foundation upon which a vulgar yet potentially subversive and critical movement evolved.  

Here, I would like to highlight the double life of  the “popular” as a conceptual category in 

academic research of  Chinese online politics and as an object of  Chinese modernization politics. 

It is impossible to separate popular media from the biopolitical interventions configured around 

of  sexuality and gender during the reform era. China’s “one-child-per-couple policy,” 

Greenhalgh notes, “damaged women’s reproductive health, and exacerbated discrimination and 

violence against infant girls.” (Greenhalgh 2008, 1) When personal quality became the central 

object of  government policy, Anagnost observes, women faced intense pressures as they were 

made responsible for “building quality into their only child” (Anagnost 2004, 206). Their work 

highlights the intense politicization of  women’s bodies in China’s population politics.  

Both Greenhalgh (2005, 356, 2008, 6-7) and Anagnost (1997, 122) draw on Michel 

Foucault’s work on sexuality as a biopolitical technology to discuss China’s population politics. 

Starting in the seventeenth century, Foucault argued, bio-power began to emerge as two forms 

of  “power over life” (Foucault 1978, 139). Within such a context, then, sex became a central 

political technology in bodily discipline as well as in population control (145). “Spread out from 

one pole to the other of  this technology of  sex was a whole series of  different tactics that 

combined in varying proportions the objective of  disciplining the body and that of  regulating 

populations.” (146) The fact that the population became the object of  intensive biopolitical 

projects precisely at the time when China’s leaders sought to move from a planned economy to a 

market economy can hardly be considered a coincidence. Drawing on Foucault, Anagnost (1997, 

122-127) discusses the convergence of  quantity and quality in Chinese population politics as an 

effort to raise the economic productivity of  the population. At the same time, reproduction as a 

site of  policy intervention became a means through with to “demonstrate the superiority of  

socialism.” (122) Foucault’s theoretical contribution is central to understanding the centrality of  

sex in reform era China.36 

While Foucault established sexuality as a technology of  governance, he failed to address 

gender. De Lauretis, in contrast, proposes “that gender, too, both as representation and 
                                                

36 Foucault’s work is also important here to highlight that this technocratic rationality has as its object the two poles 
of biopolitics, the population and the individual body. These two poles are reflected in the shift in population 
politics between the 1980s and the 1990s, when policy concerns first focused on the female body to regulate the size 
of the overall population and later to personal quality to improve the overall quality of the population. 
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self-representation, is the product of  various social technologies, such as cinema, and of  

institutionalized discourses, epistemologies, and critical practices, as well as practices of  daily 

life.” (De Lauretis 1984, 2) Contending that technologies of  sex and gender are interrelated, she 

points to feminist contributions to the study of  the “sex-gender system” (5). In an influential 

essay, Gayle Rubin defined the sex/gender system as “a set of  arrangements by which the 

biological raw material of  human sex and procreation is shaped by human, social intervention 

and satisfied in a conventional manner, no matter how bizarre some of  the conventions may be.” 

(Rubin 1975, 165) Rubin’s intervention, Sarah Franklin has noted, is an effort to rethink “the 

sex/gender system as a form of  political economy” (Franklin 2013a, 162). This view is also 

present in de Lauretis’ insistence that the “sex/gender system is always intimately interconnected 

with political and economic factors” (De Lauretis 1984, 5). Given that the extensive biopolitical 

interventions of  the reform era targeted sexuality and gender, it is unsurprising that sex and 

gender present central modalities through netizens negotiate these very same politics in 

contemporary popular media. 

Population politics of  the 1980s and 1990s configured personal and national aspirations 

around matters of  sex and gender, and online mediations of  aspirational hopes and anxieties 

continue to revolve around them. Sum’s claim that the concept of  the diaosi functions as “a body 

discourse that builds on the everyday unevenness regarding power networks, consumption, 

marriage, love, and intimacy” (Sum 2017, 308) makes evident the continuing importance of  these 

matters. The dissatisfaction expressed in diaosi narratives does not necessarily mean that Chinese 

netizens have abandoned their dreams. Observing an increasing fragmentation of  Chinese 

society, Yang Guobin suggests that “perhaps it is precisely from the soil of  the disillusionment 

caused by these contradictions that a utopian impulse begins to rise.” (Yang 2009, 182) He 

considers online communities to provide “a space of  hope and imagination—or utopian 

realism” (24). The diaosi genre gains traction in an ambivalent and performative space between 

disillusionment and hope. This performative space is shot through with matters of  sex and 

gender, and it is around them that questions of  personal quality and aspiration are negotiated 

and mediated. To further examine the digital mediation of  aspiration and introduce my 

ethnographic exploration of  the popular in the context of  digital media and communication 

technologies, I turn to my to my main field sites, Inno Way and the Da Peng Studio. I begin with 

a discussion of  Inno Way’s ambition to unleash popular creativity.  
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Inno Way and Capture 

To understand how Internet technologies support a revival of  socialist mass politics, I 

explore Inno Way ( X  Zhongguancun Chuangye Dajie), a government- supported 

and innovative startup environment. Officially inaugurated on June 12, 2014, Inno Way is a 

government-supported and innovative startup environment for technology entrepreneurship. 

Located in Beijing’s science and technology hub Zhongguancun, the 220-meter long pedestrian 

street is now home to a range of  startup service providers. Inno Way’s administrative office, 

Haizhi Kechuang ( ),37 envisioned it to be a space where entrepreneurs could meet 

like-minded people, get in touch with investors, receive training, and attend events featuring 

successful CEOs. Following Inno Way’s official inauguration, I frequently visited, speaking to 

entrepreneurs and visiting entrepreneurship service platforms. From January 2015, I began 

working as an intern at Inno Way’s administrative office, Haizhi Kechuang. Thanks to this 

position, I was able to accompany staff  to events, do translations, and help with various tasks. 

As an entrepreneurship service cluster, Inno Way was to be a focal point for a growing 

startup industry. Its official website informs that the startup cluster is home to “a total of  40 

incubators, investment organizations and other innovation and entrepreneurship service agencies 

and relevant enterprises and 1,791 incubated startups, among which 600 are incubated in Inno 

Way” (Inno Way n.d.-a). It offers services such as “entrepreneurial exchange,” “facilities for 

entrepreneurship associations,” “entrepreneurship media,” “professional incubators,” and 

“entrepreneurship training”38 (Inno Way n.d.-d). The page further describes it as “a holy land for 

innovation and entrepreneurship culture and a spiritual home for entrepreneurs” (Inno Way 

n.d.-a), Inno Way caters to early-stage entrepreneurs and strives to provide them with all they 

need in one place.  

While Inno Way is home to a large number of  private entities that offer startup services and 

that have their own plans, visions, and logics, its ambition to create an exemplary 

entrepreneurship space takes shape in relation government policy. China’s official Xinhua news 

agency (2014) argued that Inno Way combined “governmental guidance”39 and “marketization 

activities”40 to support technology entrepreneurship. The government opened offices providing 

information about issues such as intellectual property law and government policies and offering 

                                                

37 Haizhi Kechuang is short for Beijing Haizhi Kechuang Keji Fuwu Youxian Gongsi w

. 
38 Author’s translation, “ X + X + X + X + X ” 
39 Author’s translation, “ ” 
40 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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services such as business registration alongside private entrepreneurship platforms (Inno Way 

n.d.-d). Inno Way aims to be an interface between Beijing’s growing technology startup sphere 

and government policy by providing a platform for entrepreneurs, entrepreneurship service 

providers, and the government.  

Located at Inno Way, an exhibition showcases the development of  the startup street. The 

exhibition space at once produces Inno Way as a demarcated object of  economic governance 

and as an interface to new possibilities. Wrapped up in a futuristic black and white design, it tells 

a story of  political continuity, purposeful guidance, and cutting-edge development. The 

exhibition has at its center a white miniature model of  Inno Way’s buildings with a few tiny cars 

and trees put into the mix. On both sides of  the model, vertical lines of  luminous white striate 

the black walls.41 Collectively, they make up a timeline marking the governmental decisions 

leading up the creation of  Inno Way. While the exhibit’s timeline presents interested parties with 

a linear timeline of  economic governance, the overall design of  the exhibit points to a promising 

future. 

The exhibit’s design places the visitor and her entrepreneurial aspirations within the 

government’s supposedly careful planning. A mirror covering the far wall of  the room elongates 

the space further, placing the visitor visibly within its representational order. Standing at the 

entrance, she finds herself  framed by political and historical continuity. Looking down at the 

model of  Inno Way, she faces a product of  decades of  economic policy and a particular version 

of  the historical present. The glass front is the only source of  daylight in the relatively dark room 

so that the mirror at its end creates a tunnel-effect. It creates a bright exit on the apparent far 

side of  a passage. The lines of  white light that make up the timeline run parallel to the entrance 

and appear to structure the passage leading to a virtual other side in regular intervals of  

government policy. Both the street and the exhibit point to a project to create a new kind of  

entrepreneurial space that will lead the way to the next stage of  Chinese modernity.  

Rather than supplying entrepreneurs with a clear-cut vision of  the future, Inno Way invites 

them to envision it themselves. Importantly, this invitation suggests that the opportunities for 

citizens to strive for a better life are a result of  careful governmental planning. The timeline of  

executive decisions leading up to Inno Way’s creation appears outside the exhibit, displayed on 

                                                

41 Inno Way’s exhibit leads visitors through the history of the street, starting with a decision by the Haidian 
government in 1985 to create a center for the wholesale of science and technology books. After its opening in 1992, 
it informs, the China Haidian Book City ( h  Zhongguo Haidian Tushucheng) became the country’s 
biggest “book culture market” ( h  tushu wenhua shichang) with 200 publishing houses and 57 book stores 
conducting business. To keep up with the time, the Haidian government decided in 2013 that the street should 
become a center for entrepreneurship services. 
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information boards and etched into a band of  stone set into the concrete ground leading up to 

the southern gate of  the street. Visitors enter Inno Way just as the governmental genealogy ends 

below the gate, revealing the private incubators and cafés beyond. Walking through the gate 

beyond the official genealogy etched into the ground, the visitor steps into the future—if  only 

symbolically—and enters a space of  possibility that is not yet engraved in stone. The street 

design restrains the implications of  such an indeterminate future to a path of  national 

development. Beyond the gate, the genealogy seems to insist, technology startup culture ( X

3 . 2 1 1 3 .) unfolds entirely under the government’s guiding hand. It is precisely the 

way in which the government frames this entrepreneurial space as the culmination of  reform 

politics and policy-making that allows it to claim an indeterminate future for itself. 

This governmental appropriation of  popular creativity is central to turning a large number 

of  individual entrepreneurs into the masses. Anagnost has argued that the party’s legitimacy as 

the voice of  the people rests in its claim that, following the lead of  the people, it “propagates 

and promotes the best effects of  these popular impulses.” (Anagnost 1997, 106) Yet it is the 

governmental generalization and distribution of  such supposed impulses that produces the 

masses as a “unitary social body” (107) for which it can speak. Similarly, at Inno Way, a diverse 

range of  actors is produced as the masses by the very act of  placing their aspirations within a 

national project and subsuming their innovations into a “larger, more universal signifying 

system.” (106) Inno Way’s startup platforms, while privately managed, thus become an exhibition 

of  regulatory guidance and economic policy. The entrepreneurs that pass through Inno Way’s 

gates participate in an exhibition of  popular creativity and national innovation. Inno Way’s 

significance, however, goes beyond a representational politics. As a social technology, it has a 

more productive ambition, which is to capture popular creativity for national innovation. 

 

A Technology of Capture 

Premier Li Keqiang visited Inno Way on May 7, 2015. Photographs show him walking down 

the street, visiting incubators, and speaking to entrepreneurs clad in T-shirts. In these moments 

captured on camera and shared on social media, he visited more than just Inno Way and its 

ambitious entrepreneurs; he inspected the Chinese “masses.” Li Keqiang’s visit took place after 

the Beijing Municipal Science and Technology Commission42 officially awarded Inno Way the 

status of  “Beijing Mass-Entrepreneurship-Space Cluster”43 (Tong) during the previous month. 

                                                

42 w  Beijingshi Kexue Jishu Weiyuanhui 
43 Author’s translation, w ” 
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The award had marked Inno Way’s incorporation into mass entrepreneurship and innovation 

policy. Visiting Inno Way, Li Keqiang inspected an exemplary entrepreneurship ecology that 

could embody Mass Entrepreneurship. A report on the Chinese State Council’s official website 

cited him as having said the following during his visit: “Entrepreneurship is not the privilege of  a 

small group of  people, but the choice of  many people. In fact, the general public know better 

than us about what people need, and that is exactly the essence of  public innovation.” (Chao 

2015) Affirming the Chinese people’s ingenuity, Inno Way’s startup infrastructure strives to 

channel the dreams and aspirations of  Chinese entrepreneurs toward a national project of  

modernization and development. 

Ultimately, I argue, Inno Way is a project aimed at capturing a popular potential and guide it 

toward national development, thus legitimizing the Chinese Communist Party’s continued 

oversight over a teleological project of  modernization. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari have 

emphasized that the sovereignty of  the state depends on “what it is capable of  internalizing, of  

appropriating locally.” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 419) The capture of  “flows of  all kinds, 

populations, commodities or commerce, money or capital” (449), they argue, is a central function 

of  state power. In their understanding, these flows present the state with a creative potential 

exterior to its apparatus. Therefore, as Alberto Toscano emphasizes, “what is captured is both 

presupposed and generated by the act of  capture, at once appropriated and produced.” (Toscano 

2010, 44) Such capture is the appropriation of  an existing potential, they suggest, which may 

then find expression in “an industrial innovation as well as in a technological invention, in a 

commercial circuit as well as in a religious creation, in all flows and currents that only secondarily 

allow themselves to be appropriated by the state.” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 420) Following 

this logic, Innoway constitutes an effort to capture the creative potential of  an emergent 

technology startup culture and align it, both economically and politically, with a national 

project of  technological innovation and modernization. It is through a politics of  capture that 

the Chinese government seeks to shape, appropriate, and claim for itself  future innovations 

arising out of  popular Internet entrepreneurship. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s approach to capture builds on their assertion that, beyond the 

semiotically coded space of  the state, there exists a more fluid kind of  space. Instead of  binary 

codes, this space is produced by nomadic movement, hydraulic force, and rhizomatic 

multiplicities (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 409-432). The state’s sovereignty, in this view, depends 

on its ability to subordinate the productivity of  flows exterior to it. Since the “state-form,” they 

argue, “tends to reproduce itself ” (420), it needs to harness the productive and destructive force 

of  its uncoded exteriority. Because the state depends on such flow and creative movement, it 
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“needs to subordinate hydraulic force to conduits, pipes, embankments, which prevent 

turbulence, which constrain movement to go from one point to another” (423). They see this 

relationship mirrored in the relationship between a static and theoretical “state science” (422) 

and the hydraulic and problem-oriented model of  “nomad science.” I would like to make a 

similar case for China, where the government has discovered the creative potential of  networked 

and mobile startup culture.  

In China, questions of  flow and how to govern it are intimately connected to the 

development and spread of  mobile communication technologies. Importantly, they have brought 

to the fore the question how to manage flows. Song Gang , Director of  the Mobile 

Government Laboratory China at Beijing University and Director of  the Beijing City 

Administration Science and Technology Information Center, draws on Annemarie Mol and John 

Law’s discussion of  “fluid spaciality” (Mol and Law 1994, 641) to conceptualize “innovation 2.0” 

(Song, Zhang, and Meng 2009) and “mobile government” (Song and Cornford 2006). Song’s 

emphasis on fluidity, which he relates to the Chinese concept of  Taiji (Song and Cornford 2006, 

2), is rooted in his understanding that information and communication technologies dissolved 

the traditional boundaries and exclusivity of  research and development departments and opened 

the field of  innovation to mobile users and customers (Song, Zhang, and Meng 2009). He 

describes the effect of  wireless technologies as the rise of  “nomadic or mobile society” (Song 

and Cornford 2006, 1). This transformation, he argues, requires a governmental response, since 

increasingly fluid social organization demands “fluid government” (11). What is needed, he 

argues, is nothing less than “the reinvention of  government through ICT in Beijing” (11). His 

interest in fluid space is exemplary of  flow as a more general paradigm in theories of  creativity 

and innovation.  

Inno Way promises to be a low-threshold (  di menkan) environment that allows the 

masses to flow through the pedestrian street and into its innovative spaces. It is this accessibility, 

the possibility of  flow, which underlies both personal and national aspirations at Inno Way. 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has famously conceptualized creativity as an experience of  flow, 

wherein the individual engages in a frictionless creative process, an “effortless, yet highly focused 

state of  consciousness.” (Csikszentmihalyi 1997, 110) He considers this experience of  flow as 

essential to wellbeing, suggesting that “the more flow we experience in daily life, the more likely 

we are to feel happy overall.” (123) His connection between flow and happiness has caused Sara 

Ahmed to point out that the ability to flow is unevenly distributed and that “the very forms of  

life that enable some bodies to flow into space” (Ahmed 2010, 12) can also hold back others. As 

a project of  capture, what are Inno Way’s politics of  flow? What rules govern popular 
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productivity when entrepreneurial dreams and creative ideas become potential innovations and 

national aspirations?  

 

Dreams and Entrepreneurship 

Highlighting Inno Way’s production as an aspirational space, dreams run on repeat at Inno 

Way. At the southern end of  the street, a building facade bears a liquid crystal display 23 meters 

high and 7 meters wide (Boke Tianxia 2015). It is matched by a screen of  similar dimensions at 

the northern end of  the street. The two screens begin broadcasting in the early morning hours 

and continue to do so until after sunset when they start bathing passers-by in their shifting light. 

Playing their loops, they display information about the streets platforms, events, tech news, and 

advertisements. One recurring message proclaimed, “Inno Way, build dreams, create the 

future.”44 The slogan’s Chinese characters stood in a bold black font against a sketched view of  

Inno Way’s southern gate. Following this message, one sponsored by the Chinese Central 

Propaganda Department 45  read, “Following the Communist Party, fulfilling my Chinese 

Dream.” 46  Inno Way is situated firmly within China’s politics of  aspiration. It its an 

infrastructural technology that takes the desires and aspirations of  Internet entrepreneurs as its 

foundation. 

For a while, a large banner hung down a facade of  one of  Inno Way’s buildings, declaring it 

the place of  “a romantic encounter between dreams and reality.”47 The banner captured the 

spirit of  many of  my interlocutors who often articulated daily affairs by pointing to latent 

potentials, distant goals, and big dreams. Scholarship has addressed the importance of  dreams 

and imaginations as elements of  economic projects and the production of  value (Cross 2014, 

Mitchell 2002, Miyazaki 2006, 2013, Poovey 2008, Van der Veer 2016b). Inno Way was designed 

to function as a place where entrepreneurs could pursue and possibly realize their dreams. Its 

co-production of  dream and place resonates with Jamie Cross’s study of  special economic zones 

in India, where dreams “converge with particular intensity” (Cross 2014, 6) Future-oriented 

“large-scale industrial infrastructure projects” such as special economic zones, he argues, “shape 

and are shaped by the dreams and desires of  people they attract and employ.” (20) At Inno Way, 

this process is mediated by the promise of  Internet technologies to create a flat environment; a 

space of  popular Internet entrepreneurship, in which anyone’s dream can become reality.  

                                                

44 Author’s translation, “ X ， ” 
45  Zhongxuanbu 
46 Author’s translation, “ u ” 
47 Author’s translation, “ ‘ ’ ” 
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Apart from exploring how entrepreneurial visions and developmental aspirations are 

materialized in the streets infrastructure or performed and embodied in its incubators and 

accelerators, Inno Way allows us to see how its entrepreneurial spaces in turn engender new 

aspirations and projects. Sarah Franklin suggests that a focus on recursivity “enables us to take 

account of  how beliefs make facts ‘work’, and how ‘working up’ new facts engenders new 

beliefs” (Franklin 2013b, 26). How do digital media and communication technologies and 

incubators as models, become “lenses, looking glasses, and representational amplifiers” (23) 

through which people make sense of  contemporary Chinese society? How are they tools in the 

interventions that follow suit? How are Internet technologies and startup spaces, as tools and 

models, involved in projects aiming to reconfigure life in contemporary China? An answer to 

these questions cannot avoid addressing how, as De Lauretis has highlighted, “women is 

constituted as the ground of  representation, the looking-glass held up to man.” (De Lauretis 

1984, 15) Following her point, we must recognize the gendered ways in which digital aspirations 

are dreamed up and actualized.  

Women have long been site and object of  Chinese development efforts, having their 

“timeless femininity” called upon to provide a stable national essence to rapidly changing nation. 

To maintain a stable national essence, Duara points out, conceptions of  linear national history 

have to be complemented by notions of  timelessness (Duara 1998, 289-290). In the early 

twentieth century, nationalists “tended to depict women as embodying the eternal Chinese 

civilizational virtues of  self-sacrifice and loyalty and to elevate them as national exemplars.” (287) 

In this form of  “nationalist patriarchy” (299), he writes, women are simultaneously expected “to 

participate as modern citizens in the public sphere of  the nation” (298-299) while they also have 

to “personify the essence of  the national tradition” (299). Rather than abating with the CCP’s 

rise to power, he sees traditional depictions of  self-sacrificial women underlying communist 

visions of  “nationalist essence in the march towards progress.” (300) While gender roles changed 

significantly in reform era China, femininity continued to function as a site for the imagination 

of  a national essence.  

Inno Way’s production as an aspirational space depends on idealized notions and 

embodiments of  gender. Female models are recurring figures in celebrations of  (male) 

entrepreneurial success, and while there exist efforts to support women’s entrepreneurship at 

Inno Way, the figure of  the heroic entrepreneur remains one that is predominantly masculine. 

The production of  mass entrepreneurship at Inno Way makes evident how the aspirational 

citizenship of  the reform era came with a new politics and economics of  gender (Hanser 2005, 
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Zhang 2000).48 With increasing marketization, gender, age, and class received new significance 

(Zhang 2000, 94). This change is particularly evident in the service sector where positions “as 

bilingual secretaries, public relations girls, and fashion models” (94) make youth and beauty a 

prerequisite. Zhang argues that “feminine youth—fashioned as the timeless object of  male 

desire—is simultaneously the trope and implement of  modernization and globalization with 

Chinese characteristics.” (95) Similarly, Hanser writes how “young women whose youth might 

once have symbolized the potential of  socialist revolution are instead called on to represent a 

new, capitalist modernity.” (Hanser 2005, 582) The double-bind women find themselves in since 

they have to find success as aspiring entrepreneurs while embodying timeless femininity reveals a 

central aspect of  Inno Way and mass entrepreneurship, namely that gender conditions and 

mediates aspirations.  

As a material infrastructure and social technology, I suggest, Inno Way draws on Internet 

technologies to articulate governmental genealogies and envision a popular potential. While 

Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion of  capture is useful to think about Inno Way as a national 

project of  innovation, its focus on the capture of  abstract potential tends to blend out the 

personal and bodily dimension of  such politics. What makes Inno Way captivating? Moreover, 

what is it like to get caught up in its aspirational apparatus? The ways in which entrepreneurs 

are captivated are personal and highly gendered. The moment of  capture, Rey Chow contends, 

entails a productivity exceeding its original design. In the moment of  capture, the careful 

preemptive design is “folded into another space and time that comes into being through 

entrapment” (Chow 2012, 46). Although the trap is defined by a binary mechanism, being 

either open or shut, Chow argues, the moment of  capture is characterized by indeterminate 

potential, a “discursive excess” (46) brought into being when the captivated challenges the 

“discursive unity” of  the trap.49 It is, therefore, the experience of  being captivated that brings 

into being a “radically heteronomous affective assemblage” (47). While unpredictable effects are 

central to Inno Way’s function as a technology of  capture aimed at generating innovation, this 

excess productivity also presents a potential challenge to the government’s desire to channel, 
                                                

48 Amy Hanser (2005) and Zhang Zhen (2000) have explored changing conceptions of femininity in China’s 
growing market economy by examining the concept of the “rice bowl of youth” (  qing chun fan). Zhang 
points out how the concept was popularized during the early 1990s. Its popularity reflected dramatically changes 
working conditions since the socialist era. The “rice bowl of youth” stands in stark contrast to the “iron rice bowl” (

 tie fan wan) (Zhang 2000, 94), which refers to job assignments in the a work program during the socialist 
era. The notion of the iron rice bowl evokes images of communal meals and conveys a sense of an “egalitarian 
lifestyle” (93) of times past. Rather than an egalitarian and communal model of work, “the rice bowl of youth” 
highlighted the availability of high-paying jobs to young women. 
49 Chow emphasizes how the experience of the one captivated brings into being a “radically heteronomous affective 
assemblage” (Chow 2012, 47). It is in this moment, Chow writes, that the careful preemptive design is “folded into 
another space and time that comes into being through entrapment” (Chow 2012, 46). 
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guide, and encode popular creativity. To understand China’s politics of  aspiration not just as 

governmental acts of  capture, but also as an experience of  captivation, I argue, it is helpful 

to turn to popular online media. 

Diors Man, Wonder Lady, and Captivation 

I had my first insight into an effort to captivate a popular online audience when I first 

visited the set of  Diors Man, my second main field site. Even before I arrived on the set, I got a 

first taste of  how central issues of  gender and sexuality were in this endeavor. “Don’t be late,” 

the text message had insisted and so, on the morning of  my visit, I was standing at the gate of  a 

residential community in Beijing’s Chaoyang district ten minutes early. In a couple of  hours, a 

stream of  residents would pour through the gates heading to work, but, at five a.m., few people 

passed through. Already, a line of  cabs was waiting for early risers. Lu Zhang, a producer and 

writer,50 picked me up a short while later. He had agreed to take me to the set of  the online 

comedy show Diors Man ( Z  Diaosi Nanshi). We were on one of  the ring-roads encircling 

Beijing, heading toward Haidian where much of  Beijing’s Internet and technology industry is 

located, when Lu Zhang told me that there would be a Japanese adult movie star joining the cast 

that day to play a (non-pornographic) role on the show. For the show, he explained, they 

tried to get guest stars on board who were popular with zhainan ( ), men considered to 

spend most of  their time at home in front of  a computer screen. On that day in late 2013, I got 

a first glimpse at the production of  the successful online franchise. 

When I arrived on the set, Lu Zhang introduced me to Da Peng,51 head director, head 

producer, and lead actor of  the show. Around us, crew members were bustling around, setting up 

monitors for the video village, positioning the lights and readying the camera. Before the day’s 

work began, Da Peng lighted a few sticks of  incense, bowed, and placed them in a bowl of  fruit. 

As I became aware of  the smell of  the incense spreading throughout the room, polite applause 

alerted me to the arrival of  Japanese guest star Yoshizawa Akiho. Da Peng welcomed her and 

with the help of  a translator they discussed the first scene. Getting ready to shoot, Da Peng 

replaced his fashionable sneakers and designer jacked with the attire of  an office worker—black 

pants and shoes, a shirt, a tie, and gold-rimmed glasses. With Da Peng transformed into a regular 

office guy, they began filming. 

                                                

50 The producers at the Da Peng Studio inhabited a somewhat unusual position. Working as members of a compact 
production team, they fulfilled the organizational duties of producers while also working as writers for the show. 
51 Da Peng is his stage name. His real name is  Dong Chengpeng. 
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My first day on the set of  Diors Man raised in me a lot of  questions about the audience of  

the show. Apart from Lu Zhang making a direct connection between socially reclusive online 

users and their Japanese guest star, the question who their audience was rose to the fore again as 

the team shot the second scene of  the day in a large office space. Standing a bit to the side, I was 

watching the preparations. While Yoshizawa Akiho and Da Peng took their places at two 

adjoining desks, a group of  background actors, all of  them young men, were placed in a line 

leading away from them. The line still being too short, the producers joined, added a couple of  

retirees initially hired for the afternoon’s shoot and, finally, recruited me. Thrown in the midst of  

a scene I did not entirely understand, I felt uneasy. All the while, I could make out a sense of  

eager expectation around me. 

The finished scene shows Da Peng and Yoshizawa Akiho sitting next to each other at an 

office desk. “Something seems to be bothering you,”52 Da Peng probes. Handing her a lollipop, 

he asks if  the work pressure is getting to her. When he touches her shoulder, Yoshizawa Akiho’s 

character shies away. “No, no,” she responds, “it’s just that all the chatting is tiring me.”53 Da 

Peng’s character insists that they have hardly exchanged more than a couple of  sentences when 

another guy holding a rose gets between them. When Da Peng refuses to get up, the man pulls 

him to his feet, and, as the camera zooms out, shows him a line of  around thirty men waiting for 

a chance to talk to Yoshizawa Akiho. Second in line, I join the rest in an angry outburst as we 

collectively drag Da Peng away and carry him off. 

The young men I suddenly found myself  standing in line with were clearly fans of  the show. 

They were also visibly excited about the prospect of  foolishly and crazily displaying their desire 

for Yoshizawa Akiho. The scene had to be repeated several times because some of  the extras 

were unable to maintain an angry—or at least neutral—face befitting an angry mob and instead, 

caught up in their excitement, kept grinning throughout the takes. What made this experience so 

enjoyable for them? Yoshizawa Akiho’s character evidently displays discomfort in the scene, 

shying away from Da Peng’s uninvited touch. The lollipop Da Peng presents to her as a gift only 

adds to the uncomfortable and disconnected nature of  the encounter. What attraction lies in 

such a performance of  male desire and inappropriateness? In what sense are these men 

representative of  the audience of  the show? How might the scene itself  be a problematization 

of  a recognizable societal issue?   

                                                

52 Author’s translation, “ m”  
53 Author’s translation, “ ”  
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Dreams and Laughter 

The inappropriateness of  diaosi performance, its celebration of  failure and vulgarity, is a 

response to quality discourse (cf. Sum 2017, 301). Facing global beauty standards, de Kloet has 

argued, “the Chinese face the impossibility of  embodied repetition” (De Kloet 2008, 199). The 

same inability to perform idealized masculinity and femininity, I argue, becomes an issue in the 

context of  reform era quality politics. The pressures of  idealized personhood make failure 

liberating. In Diors Man, we are presented with a male laughter, which depends on 

inappropriate behavior. Moreover, it is the laughter’s inappropriateness that becomes 

liberating. To laugh at oneself  and one’s shortcomings is often cited as a central element of  

Chinese online humor. Da Peng embodies this attitude, standing in photographs with a 

hysteric grin next to gracefully smiling actresses. Although privately, he is a quiet person, 

when he enters the spotlight, his laughter fills the room; it bursts out seemingly unrestricted 

and oblivious of  any need to be contained. On the show as well as during public 

appearances, he tends to appear next to beautiful and famous women. His performance, his 

laughter, in its physical location next to female beauty becomes a way to mediate issues 

revolving around inadequacy, inappropriateness, sexuality, and masculinity. 

Rather than revealing their “actual” audience, the figure of  the diaosi gave my interlocutors, 

Bai Hang, Lu Zhang, and the rest of  the production team, an aesthetic means through which to 

mediate the promise and specter of  Chinese modernization. Their mediation continued the 

modernist practice of  displacing the question of  Chinese modernity “onto figures of  the 

powerless” (Chow 1995, 112). Analyzing the show, Liu Shuzhen has argued that Da Peng’s 

on-screen persona is a “grassroots” (Liu 2014, 78) figure, a diaosi whose awkwardness resonates 

with the audience, and a “nobody” (  xiaorenwu) whose happiness, anger, grief, and joy 

reflect the pressures and anxieties of  contemporary China. Reflecting on how they had managed 

to attract such a large audience, Bai Hang explained that they had tried to attract the “majority” (

 da duo shu) of  China’s netizens and “ordinary people” ( laobaixing) (Bai Hang, 

October 10, 2014). Although the show’s viewership was mostly “white collar” ( bailing) (Du 

Chang, January 25, 2015), Bai Hang spoke of  producing a show for the disenfranchised, China’s 

laborers stuck in low-paying jobs, who worked as bartenders, receptionists, and waiters. 

To provide Da Peng with a performative space in which he can humorously fail and 

captivate his audience, the producers of  the show reproduce the normative framework 

constituted by quality discourse. Anagnost takes abstract notions such as “good or bad, rich or 

poor, lacking or having quality, being civilized or uncivilized” to constitute an “apparatus of  capture 

that reproduces the social balance of  power.” (Anagnost 2004, 190, original emphasis) Quality 



38  

discourse’s ability to capture, Anagnost (190) suggests, is tied both to a certain degree of  

coerciveness and to some level of  mobility. Hopes that self-improvement might allow one to 

overcome the divides produced by “quality” discourse, she points out, are always accompanied 

by fears of  socioeconomic decline (190). Diors Man appropriates this apparatus of  capture and 

modifies it, turning its logic around. Rather than overcoming these hopes and fears, the diaosi 

genre mediates them and eases some of  the pressure, if  just momentarily, through laughter. 

Humorous failure, here, becomes a liberating pleasure. This mediation of  aspirational pressures 

does not necessarily challenge the desirability of  unachievable ideals and distant dreams but 

instead acknowledges the tensions that come with them.  

In a sketch in episode six of  season four of  Diors Man, Da Peng plays a waiter working at an 

outdoor barbecue restaurant. Only, whatever the customer orders, Da Peng apologetically 

informs him that the dish is sold out. “You don’t have this, you don't have that,”54 the customer 

points out and asks, “After all, what do you have?”55 After a cut, Da Peng is shown standing on 

top of  the table, looking up and into the distance. Everyone at the restaurant is focused on him 

with expressions ranging from mildly confused to blank, as he gestures dramatically and 

proclaims, “I have a dream. This dream is like a white horse that carried me from the small city 

of  Ji’an to Beijing, this place where dreams begin. This dream is like rain, like thunder and 

lightning, it can’t be touched, but it really exists out there, no matter on which coast, providing 

light and warmth as it guides us to the places we want to reach.”56 He finishes with one hand 

extended, as if  reaching for something, and slowly, his audience begins to clap. 

Da Peng’s performance is theatrical, and his dream proves utterly immaterial as a 

replacement for the food that is lacking. Nevertheless, his reluctant audience cannot help but 

clap at his display of  idealism. The scene’s humor revolves around the affective pull of  dreams. It 

plays on how dreams, when seen from the mundane flow of  everyday life, appear at a distance, 

or else they cease to be dreams. At the same time, it acknowledges their captivating force. Much 

of  Diors Man’s humor operates within this productive tension. More often than not, it mediates 

the pull of  dreams through matters related to gender, like when Yoshizawa Akiho becomes the 

embodiment of  male desires. There, again, fantasies of  emotional and sexual fulfillment 

inevitably end in embarrassment and failure. 

                                                

54 Author’s translation, “ ” 
55 Author’s translation, “ a ” 
56 Author’s translation, “ w

”  



39  

Dreams figure prominently in studies of  media production. In her pioneering ethnography 

of  film production, Hollywood: The Dream Factory, Hortense Powdermaker described movies in the 

“age of  technology and the assembly line” as a means of  escape, “collective daydreams 

themselves manufactured on the assembly line.” (Powdermaker 1950, 12) At the same time, she 

sought to understand the “myth” (24) of  easy fame and success in Hollywood. “We may think of  

dreams as the idiosyncratic visions of  private individuals,” Anand Pandian observed more 

recently in his study of  Tamil film production, “but people also come to share dreams through 

mediums such as conversation and cinema.” (Pandian 2015, 27) In Diors Man, too, dreams are an 

essential element. But what is striking about the comedy show, I suggest, is how it mediates 

topics of  hope, dreams, and aspiration in a highly reflexive manner. Guest stars and exclusive 

settings reproduce aspirational fantasies, but in its celebration of  failure, the show problematized 

their affective force as well as the frustration and anxiety that they can produce.  

 

Captivation and Gender 

Diors Man’s particular mode of  captivation presented the production team with an 

opportunity to reach a broad audience. However, I suggest that it also forced them to negotiate 

between audience and government demands. The show managed to push the limits of  

expression that traditionally characterize professional media production in the PRC by 

referencing this frequently vulgar and purposefully inappropriate style of  online humor. Their 

success and ability to challenge the boundaries of  professional media production depended on 

an audience of  “grassroots” or “diaosi.” Bai Hang (October 8, 2014) considered the two terms to 

mean the same thing, diaosi just being the newer version of  the grassroots, a claim echoed by Cao 

Siyang when she describes the diaosi “as a new generation of  grassroots” (Cao 2017, 225). 

Importantly, their audience was itself  actively engaged in media production, providing them with 

a constant flow of  inappropriate humor. 

However, with increasing popularity, Diors Man could not escape the government’s watchful 

eye. Becoming a prominent example of  government censorship in 2013, the show was only 

allowed to go back online after all scenes containing appearances by female adult film stars 

Yui Hatano and Yoshizawa Akiho had been removed, even though they contained no nudity. 

The Da Peng Studio’s producer Du Chang told me (Du Chang January 25, 2015) that because of  

the success of  Diors Man, the government made an example of  them and used them to assert its 

control over online media publicly. The censorship of  the show was not the only instance in 

which female performativity was limited. Such limitations became especially evident when they 

began producing Diors Man’s sister show, Wonder Lady. 
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In the wake of  Diors Man’s success, Sohu decided to produce a show following a similar 

pattern but with a female lead, thus conceiving of  Wonder Lady (  jipin nüshi). Sohu gave 

the lead role to Yu Shasha (o ), who had a long-term contract with Sohu. After another 

production team working at Sohu had produced the first two seasons, the Da Peng Studio took 

over beginning with season three (Du Chang January 25, 2015). Bai Hang, previously assistant 

director of  Diors Man, was given the job of  leading director. Now in charge of  both Wonder Lady 

and Diors Man, Du Chang explained (January 25, 2015), the Da Peng Studio gained the advantage 

of  producing one show directed at a male audience and one directed at a female audience. They 

hired new female writers and tried to write jokes “from a female perspective”57 to make the 

show “very different from Diors Man”58 (January 25, 2015). They soon realized that Yu Shasha 

could not reproduce the vulgar tone of  Da Peng’s performances. 

The challenges that Wonder Lady encountered in its attempt to captivate an online audience 

reveal how the makers of  the show experienced their audience as a set of  possibilities and 

limitations. In his autobiography, Da Peng (Peng 2014, 166-167) recounts how his mentor had 

told him that his average looks would allow him to play a variety of  roles without being pinned 

down. However, in the case of  Wonder Lady, the production team felt that the audience 

desired a beautiful female lead, making Yu Shasha’s beauty a necessity (Bai Hang October 8, 

2014). Yu Shasha did not consider Chinese audiences to be very open (  kaifang). They were 

especially negative toward female actors unable to measure up to their expectations, she believed. 

“The audience will absolutely loathe you, they will think you are a bit, a bit dirty.”59 (Yu Shasha 

April 24, 2014). As opposed to Diors Man, her show, therefore, contained no humor going 

“below the waist” (S  xiabanshen) (April 24, 2014). As a result, she insisted, Wonder Lady 

simply needed to be that much funnier in other ways. 

Facing such limitations in the production of  Wonder Lady, I argue, the production team 

made norms and values—as an apparatus of  capture—a central theme of  the show, thus making 

capture a central theme in their effort of  engaging and captivating an audience. Central to this 

effort was the mediation of  the experience of  being caught up in constraining norms and values, 

an experience that exceeds expectations. In the moment of  capture, as Chow points out, the 

experience of  being caught opens up a space irreducible the design of  the trap or apparatus of  

capture. As opposed to capture, captivation signals an irreducible experience of  getting 

                                                

57 Author’s translation, “ ” 
58 Author’s translation, “ Z ” 
59 Author’s translation, “ ”  
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caught. Captivation, Chow writes, “is semantically suspended between an aggressive move and 

an affective state” (Chow 2012, 47-48). Both Diors Man and Wonder Lady provide insight into 

the central importance of  gender in mediating the tension produced by such a suspension. 

“Shasha, how many times have I told you,”60 her on-screen boss addresses Yu Shasha in 

episode three of  season three. You can’t “dress so casually.”61 Yu Shasha sits at the conference 

table, casually leaning back in a black leather biker vest. Chewing gum, she faces away from her 

boss, and with a look of  annoyance, stares down two male co-workers. Apparently intimidated, 

they lean away from her. Since they will meet with a state-owned enterprise tomorrow, her boss 

insists, she will have to wear her “most formal clothing.”62 Following the standard pattern of  the 

show, the next shot comes with a twist. Giving a presentation about the company’s numbers in 

the fourth quarter, Yu Shasha wears an extravagant wedding dress. Dressed up in such a way, she 

both fulfills societal expectations regarding femininity and undermines them.  

Experiences of  being confined to a particular form of  femininity by social norms are central 

in much of  Wonder Lady’s humor. By embodying a stereotypical image of  femininity in the 

workplace, she addresses challenges many Chinese women face in the pursuit of  a career. The 

scene introduces the viewer to a stereotypical situation, one in which a man advises a woman to 

dress appropriately. The issue of  marriage related to the personal experiences of  many of  my 

informants. More than one female informant working at Sohu talked to me about how they felt 

pressured to get married. Having reached my thirties without getting married, they wanted to 

know whether or not I faced similar expectations. Even though they were pursuing their careers 

at a relatively progressive company, they could not, it turned out, escape normative expectations 

regarding woman and marriage. The fear and stigma of  potentially becoming a “left over 

woman” (  shengnü) can loom heavy over women past their mid-twenties in China. In the 

wedding-dress scene, Yu Shasha appears to get trapped almost willingly, submitting to normative 

understandings of  femininity. Wearing a wedding dress—a piece of  garment particularly 

symbolic of  a heteronormative good-life fantasy—she undermines the very demand for 

femininity and puts into question how women should be “properly dressed.” What makes such 

a challenge possible is how Yu Shasha’s getting caught up in such restrictive circumstances 

exceeds the intentionality of  the original demand. This irreducibility of  her experience to 

any single agency’s design is central to the humor of  the show.  

                                                

60 Author’s translation, “ ” 
61 Author’s translation, “ a ” 
62 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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Methodology 

The origins of  this thesis date back to 2009, when I was studying at the Beijing Film 

Academy. There, I met two of  my main interlocutors and good friends, Bai Hang and Mei Yulin. 

The progression of  their personal and professional lives inspired the focus of  this doctoral 

research. Having returned to Europe for several years, I met them again in 2013 when they were 

both in the early stages of  their careers. Talking to them about their work and ambitions, I came 

to see the Internet as an aspirational technology for the first time. Developments in social media 

technology had always infused my personal experiences in China. Living in Nanjing in 2006, 

I got an account for the popular instant messenger QQ. In 2009, while studying at the 

Beijing Film Academy, Mei Yulin encouraged me to join Renrenwang ( ), a social media 

platform similar to Facebook. During a visit in 2012, Bai Hang urged me to use Sina Weibo (

). When I returned in 2013, however, their relation to the Chinese Internet 

technologies had changed. Now, they thought about the Internet as a professional 

opportunity, as a promising site for their aspirations.  

I am indebted to Bai Hang and Mei Yulin for making me aware of  how questions of  

inequality, mobility, and success in the Contemporary PRC are increasingly thought and mediated 

through Internet technologies. The nature of  Bai Hang and Mei Yulin’s work lead me to my two 

main research sites. Bai Hang provided me with access to Sohu’s Da Peng Studio and Mei Yulin’s 

decision to become an Internet entrepreneur ultimately lead me to Inno Way. Together, they 

introduced me to professional online media production and Internet entrepreneurship in Beijing. 

Mei Yulin’s journey from being a graduate from the Beijing Film Academy to working on an 

Internet startup made me aware of  some of  the differences as well as connections between these 

two professional spheres. Introducing me to these different sites in China’s digital economy, they 

paved the way for me to meet a range of  internet professionals—people who, in Chinese terms, 

work in the “Internet profession” ( X hulianwang hangye) or more colloquially “do the 

Internet” (  zuo hulianwang). The trajectory of  their professional work was central to the 

production of  my research field, and it is in this sense that aspiration figures prominently in this 

thesis not just as an analytical concept but as a methodology as well.  

The biographical histories of  my interlocutors, their career paths, the networks they drew 

on, and the technologies they employed were foundational for this research. Apart from their 

professional practices, I was particularly interested in the models, ideas, and dreams that 

sustained their ambitions. Methodologically, I follow James Laidlaw, Joanna Cook, and 

Jonathan Mair’s call for an “un-sited fieldwork project” (Cook, Laidlaw, and Mair 2009). I 
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utilize their methodological approach to study an ethnographic field, which is irreducible to 

a single site and instead produced in collaboration with interlocutors and by following their 

projects across physical and conceptual boundaries. By studying aspirational projects across 

the spheres of  Internet entrepreneurship and online media, I trace the journeys of  people as well 

as concepts, styles, and genres across different sites and projects. Examining the aspirations of  

directors, writers, producers, entrepreneurs, CEOs, managers, as well as startup service providers 

at Inno Way and Sohu, my research examines entanglements of  individual aspiration and 

economic governance as they unfold in complex and diverse economic and political 

environments. 

During research, I applied a broad range of  ethnographic methods, including online and 

offline participant observation, semi-structured and biographical interviews, discourse analysis, 

as well as visual ethnographic methods involving film and photography. I applied these methods 

across diverse field sites. Overall, my fieldwork provided me with forty recorded interviews from 

a wide range of  actors in Beijing’s digital economy. These recordings contain rich accounts of  

my informants’ lives, their career paths, as well as their life and work in Beijing’s digital economy. 

Additionally, I collected audiovisual materials, extensive fieldnotes, and online and offline sources 

and materials ranging from government reports, entrepreneurship media, and research reports. 

While my research paid much attention to online spaces and media, it was firmly grounded in 

offline participant observation.  

Sohu and Inno Way were productive research sites both because of  their high national 

visibility and their significance regarding public debates on socioeconomic mobility. Conducting 

participant observation, I worked at Inno Way's administrative office for five months. During 

that time, I worked as a translator, helped with various events, such as promotional visits at 

Beijing’s universities, and joined their research department for team meetings. Apart from 

working at the administrative office, I studied various startup incubators and accelerators located 

at Inno Way. I conducted Interviews with the members of  the administrative office, CEO’s of  

Inno Way's startup platforms, and entrepreneurs. Fieldwork with Sohu, in turn, provided me 

with a unique vantage point from which to research the relationship between China’s digital 

economy and the country’s vibrant and forceful online culture. Participant observation at Sohu 

involved work as a set photographer and actor. As a set photographer, my responsibility was the 

production of  marketing material capturing the stars and the numerous celebrity guests on the 

set. This work provided me with first-hand knowledge of  Sohu’s marketing practice. As a 

graduate of  the Beijing Film Academy, I had privileged access not only to the digital media 

industry but also to its social circles. Participant observation thus spanned from the show’s sets 
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and promotional events to more private settings such as dinners, family visits, and soccer 

practice. During this time, I conducted interviews with writers, actors, producers, marketing 

specialists, and directors. 

 

Technology and the Person 

Studying the Internet in its entirety is impossible. Its effects are as varied as its applications, 

its flows, connections, and transformations so vast and rapid that it is hard to speak of  a single 

technology at all. Nevertheless, the Internet is more than the sum of  its parts. Kelty has 

described it as a “heterogeneous and diverse, though singular, infrastructure of  technologies and 

uses  (Kelty 2008, 4). How can one make an argument about such a vast and complex system? 

The example of  portable technologies, Nigel Thrift has argued, only reveals how “technology 

becomes increasingly a part of  an empire of  functions encumbered by a network of  supportive 

elements, each of  which relies on the other.” (Thrift 2008, 9) He suggests that things are part of  

a “technological anteconscious” (9) and formulates an approach to “non-representational 

theory” (1) that draws on thinkers such as Tarde, Whitehead, and Deleuze and Guattari (9). 

While I find his discussion inspiring, I do not share his desire to pursue a “resolutely 

anti-biographical and pre-individual” theory. Instead, I am interested in the representations, 

tropes, and metaphors through which my interlocutors make sense of  and engage with the vast, 

and perhaps non-representational, assemblage that is the Internet. How are the Internet’s 

meanings and implications stabilized enough to allow for aspirational projects across time and 

space? I am interested in how my interlocutors envision, represent and conceptualize movement, 

flow, play, and potential to engender new possibilities. My interest in affect and sensation is not 

so much about their post-representational quality per se, as about their entanglement with 

representational politics.  

Aspirations may to some degree have their origins in pre-cognitive and non-personal flows 

of  things and affects, but they are nevertheless personalized in narrations, performance, and 

discourses. They are at once material and semiotic, embodied and conceptual. In fact, Thrift’s 

assertion that movement “captures a certain attitude to life as potential”(Thrift 2008, 5) or that 

play constitutes “a perpetual human activity with immense affective significance” (7) resonates 

strongly with conceptualizations I encountered during fieldwork as my interlocutors sought to 

make sense of  and represent the potentials of  the Internet. This focus is evident, for example, in 

how the playful style of  Chinese online media recurs in efforts to establish startup environments 

as open and creative entrepreneurial spaces. I am thus interested in how Internet technologies 

are part of  my interlocutors understanding of  latent potentials, emergent possibilities, and 
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possible futures. My research on capture and captivation reflect this interest in how my 

interlocutors engage the indeterminate potential of  popular Internet entrepreneurship and 

popular online media. Representations of  the Internet, while only part of  the story, are 

important to understanding their work.   

The central point is that models and representations are not just secondary to affect. Rather, 

their applications shape the world that inspired them. Exploring the powerful effects of  

exhibition spaces, Mitchell emphasizes how nineteenth-century world exhibitions actively 

produced an external world “by their technique of  rendering history, progress, culture and 

empire in 'objective' form.” (Mitchell 1991, 6-7) He suggests that the colonial desire to exhibit 

the world produced the “world-as-exhibition” (xiv, 13). A similar effect can be observed at Inno 

Way, where the street outside the exhibition appears to be yet another mediation of  regulatory 

guidance and economic development. While Mitchell offers an important critique of  the 

powerful effect of  European colonialism and its violent production of  the world-as-exhibit, we 

are confronted here not with the “non-West” as a passive object of  the European gaze. “After 

demonstrating the bloodiness of  the Western instruments of  vision and visuality,” Chow asks 

raising this issue, “how do we discuss what happens when ‘the East’ uses these instruments to 

fantasize itself  and the world?” (Chow 1995, 13) Just as European models, according to Mitchell, 

created the world-as-exhibit, models that emerge in the context of  digital media and 

communications technologies have the potential to materialize new visions in China. 

Sarah Franklin proposes a “recursive anthropology” (Franklin 2013b), which would consider 

how the cultures and people that anthropology studies are themselves engaged in the a 

production of  meaning, altering their objects through the application of  conceptual models 

(21-26). Franklin discusses the productive recursion at play in regenerative medicine, where 

cell lines are at once tools used get “a better grip on a practical problem” and models that 

make it possible “to see, apprehend and extract workable meanings from active biological 

cultures.” (23) A recursive anthropology, then, would not just reflexively consider how its 

conceptual tools shape the objects it studies but also take into account that its informants are 

themselves remodeling their worlds through conceptual applications.  

Such a focus on recursivity is important to understand the role of  technology in China’s 

project of  modernity. After the chaos of  the Cultural Revolution, technocratic visions of  a 

radically improved population drew on cybernetic theory to reshape the nation. A “sinified 

cybernetics of  population” (Greenhalgh 2008, 126) became the foundation of  the one child 

policy. Thereafter, questions of  personal quality were informed by efforts to improve the 

spiritual foundation of  the nation extended visions of  technological development to “human 
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‘software’” (Bakken 2000, 52). Given this history, I aim to understand the role of  technology in 

China’s politics of  aspiration not just as technological application, but additionally consider 

Internet technologies as lenses that make specific perspectives and interventions possible.  

 

Chapter Outline 

Exploring Inno Way’s entanglement with mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, 

chapter one, Inno Way, critically examines the startup cluster as a technology of  capture. It 

addresses how Inno Way articulates and materializes a vision of  personal and national success 

through Internet technologies. Focusing on how my interlocutors use Internet technologies to 

produce the startup cluster as an aspirational space, I address the foundational role of  the 

Garage Café, which served as an inspiration to Inno Way and policy-makers. The café’s vision of  

community and personal opportunity gives voice to a widespread digital optimism that sees the 

Internet as an almost unlimited opportunity. At Inno Way and in government policy, this 

optimistic relation to the Internet as a flattening and democratizing influence comes to signify 

both an opportunity for grassroots entrepreneurs as well as a means to national bottom-up 

innovation. Challenging narratives that see in Internet technologies a frictionless means to 

digitally mediate between personal and national aspiration, I consider applications of  Internet 

technologies and specifically QR Codes at Inno Way as technologies of  control aimed at bringing 

stability to urban flows. Based on this discussion, I examine Inno Way’s function as a technology 

of  capture and its promise to foster and channel the creative potential of  popular Internet 

entrepreneurship. 

Turning to the Da Peng Studio, chapter two, Diors Man, explores captivation in the context 

of  popular online media and investigates how the production team behind Diors Man engaged an 

active online audience. It complicates oppositions between a culture industry engaged in 

ideological reproduction and a creative audience actively subverting ideology by examining how 

the production team negotiated both government demands and audience expectations. 

Challenging norms and expectations with their vulgar and inappropriate humor, Diors Man and 

the diaosi genre are highly dependent on the reproduction of  stereotypical and sexualized images 

of  gender. Although gendered performances were an important means to challenge a restrictive 

media environment and heteronormative expectations of  success, they followed a script of  

narrow and stereotypical gender roles. At the same time, government censorship challenged the 

show’s mode of  audience engagement and ultimately managed to dampen the vulgar undertone 

of  the show. Here too, gender and sexuality were of  central importance. Thus, the chapter aims 

to show how a politics of  gender that spanned both popular online media and government 
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censorship shaped the discursive and performative possibilities of  Diors Man. The chapter traces 

the work of  the Da Peng Studio as it evolved and sought to hold on to their viewership while 

responding to government censorship.  

Examining a politics and economics of  capture and captivation in Beijing’s startup sphere, 

chapter three, The Age of  the Internet, follows the journey of  Mei Yulin as she discovers the 

Internet as a professional opportunity and ventures into Beijing’s Internet startup sphere. It 

considers how she gets caught up in a digital optimism central to Beijing’s startup sphere and 

explores how she and her colleagues conceive strived to create a crowdfunding platform called 

“Crowd-Fun.”63 It situates the aspiring Internet professionals’ efforts in China’s booming 

Internet startup sphere and seeks to understand how this environment fuelled their enthusiasm 

for popular Internet entrepreneurship. To contextualize Crowd-Fun’s digital aspirations, I discuss 

an entrepreneurship platform called the Dark Horse Club. The venue had provided Crowd-Fun 

with a platform through which they could meet potential investors. I suggest that the Dark 

Horse Club stages entrepreneurial opportunity in a way that relies on sexually charged 

performances, and specifically the diaosi genre, to captivate entrepreneurs. In relation to 

Crowd-Fun’s struggles to find investment, the entrepreneurship platform sheds light on 

performative and embodied dimensions of  China’s digital optimism. The significance of  the 

diaosi genre in Beijing’s startup environment as well as in economic discourse, I argue, points to a 

renegotiation of  failure in which China’s “backward” masses become potential consumers and 

entrepreneurs.  

Chapter four, Wonder Lady, returns to the Da Peng Studio and follows the production team 

of the show. It examines how they sought to produce Wonder Lady for a female audience 

specifically. The personal stories and ambitions of  the production team, I argue significantly 

shaped how the comedy show mediated between the affective force of  personal dreams and 

aspirations on one side and a feeling of  “getting caught up” in a web of  norms and expectations 

on the other. Playing predominantly witty and blunt roles, lead actor Yu Shasha continuously gets 

caught up in situations shaped by normative expectations about gender and femininity. I draw on 

the work of Rey Chow to argue that the show’s mediation of such an experience draws on the 

aesthetics of the trap. Its humor depends on performances of captivation that exceed the design 

of the trap. As she gets caught up in the politics of personal aspiration and social expectation, Yu 

Shasha comes to embody personal experiences that reflect back onto the abstract codes of value 

that constitute the apparatus of capture. This sense of a shared experience of captivation, I 

                                                

63 To protect my informants’ anonymity, I have changed the name of their startup. 
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suggest, is central to the show’s engagement with its audience. Drawing on my fieldwork as a set 

photographer, I explore how the production team of  Wonder Lady seeks to captivate an audience 

by producing affinity. 

Focusing on the work of  Inno Way’s administrative office and an affiliated startup 

accelerator and coffee shop called Binggo Café, chapter five, An Exemplary Entrepreneurship 

Ecology, explores Inno Way’s production as a model and entrepreneurship environment. 

Specifically, I ask how the startup cluster’s entrepreneurship service providers and administrators 

strive to apply models that emerged in the United States such as the startup accelerator to a 

Chinese context. Seeking to establish an infrastructure suitable for an innovative startup 

community, they face a challenge that is twofold. On the one hand, they have to achieve swift 

and visible success to validate Inno Ways exemplary status as a model space for mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation policy. On the other hand, their goal is the “organic” growth of  

an individualist and creative startup environment. Drawing on my fieldwork as an intern with the 

administrative office, I examine how Inno Way mediates between the government demand for 

models that are applicable on a national scale and the highly specific and local needs of  

grassroots entrepreneurs. 
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Chapter One: Inno Way 

Before its reinvention as Inno Way in June 2014, the 220-meter-long pedestrian street in 

Beijing’s Zhongguancun area had been home to the China Haidian Book City,64 a book 

wholesale center specialized in science and technology literature, for more than twenty years. In 

the past, the book city had been popular with students from the surrounding universities. 

However, nowadays, as Li Yuhua, an upper-level employee of  Inno Way’s administrative office, 

argued, “Everyone buys books online, or they read eBooks.”65 (Li Yuhua April 27, 2015) 

Deeming the Haidian Book City to have fallen behind times, the local government sought 

alternatives and eventually agreed to create a center for startup services. Inno Way’s new 

administrative office Haizhi Kechuang set about buying the book vendors out of  their contracts 

and converting their shops into cafés, startup incubators, and event halls. While renovations and 

construction work transformed the space around them, some tenants of  the old book city 

continued their work for months after the official inauguration of  Inno Way. The ripping sound 

of  duck-tape continued to fill the remaining halls of  the China Haidian Book City as vendors 

sealed off  packages with practiced speed. Adorning the steps of  staircases, golden metal plaques 

still displayed the China Haidian Book City’s name. Worn off  by time and passers-by, the edges 

of  the letters had dulled. 

While the last tenants of  the former Book City remained, two models for technological 

innovation overlapped. Inno Way’s transformation from a site of  science and technology 

literature wholesale to a space of  technology entrepreneurship reflected a growing governmental 

                                                

64 Inno Way’s exhibit leads visitors through the history of the street, starting with a decision by the Haidian 
government in 1985 to create a center for the wholesale of science and technology books. After its opening in 1992, 
it informs, the China Haidian Book City ( h  Zhongguo Haidian Tushucheng) became the country’s 
biggest “book culture market” ( h  tushu wenhua shichang) with 200 publishing houses and 57 book stores 
conducting business. To keep up with the time, the Haidian government decided in 2013 that the street should 
become a center for entrepreneurship services. 
65 Author’s translation, “ ih h ”  
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emphasis on bottom-up innovation. Whereas the book city was a place to gather and distribute 

the discoveries made in scientific institutions and research and development departments, Inno 

Way was to foster technological innovation right there among the masses. The conversion from 

Haidian Book City to startup center provides some insight into Inno Way’s complex 

entanglement with policy efforts aimed at producing bottom-up innovation. As an 

entrepreneurship service cluster, it was meant to function as a focal point for a booming startup 

industry; as a model space for grassroots entrepreneurship, it signaled China’s aspired shift from 

industrial production to creative entrepreneurship.  

Inno Way constitutes a renewed effort to capitalize on the potential of  digital media and 

communication technologies in China and, more specifically, to tap into the creative productivity 

of  popular Internet entrepreneurship. The success and advancement of  China’s digital economy 

inspired a boom in Internet entrepreneurship in 2013, followed by the emergence of  a startup 

service industry. Despite the challenges of  a highly competitive economy and rising costs of  

living, there is much enthusiasm about the opportunities of  technology entrepreneurship. During 

conversations with entrepreneurs, the notion that entrepreneurship was a way of  life was a 

recurring theme. Many framed technology entrepreneurship as a liberating alternative to office 

work, where they felt the hierarchical structures to be stifling. Some narrated the risk and 

possible reward of  technology entrepreneurship as a refusal of  economic stability and an 

embrace of  individual aspiration. Their appreciation of  startup culture included a celebration of  

creativity, technology, and individual aspiration. To be part of  China’s tech-startup culture, to 

them, was to do their own thing and walk their own path. Inno Way presents an attempt to guide 

and make use of  this popularity of  technology entrepreneurship. It is infrastructural effort to 

regulate popular aspirations. 

After its inauguration, Inno Way became entangled with a newly emerging strand of  

economic policy: mass entrepreneurship and innovation. The policy, the government insists, will 

generate economic opportunities and bottom-up innovation. Emphasizing the Internet’s 

potential to strengthen the national economy and create a more just society, economically 

speaking, this aspired shift from industrial production to creative and innovative 

entrepreneurship relies on policies such as “Internet plus”66 (State Council 2015b) to articulate 

technologically supported bottom-up innovation. The ambitions of  Mass entrepreneurship and 

Internet plus give expression to a developmental vision of  Chinese modernity that relies on the 

promise of  new media and communication technologies. Technologically mediated mass 
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entrepreneurship, the government insists, will create economic opportunities and foster much 

needed bottom-up innovation, thus supposedly accommodating both the needs of  aspiring 

entrepreneurs as well as those of  the national economy. As a model space for mass 

entrepreneurship, Inno Way articulates this promise and positions itself  as a mediator between 

socioeconomic mobility and gross economic growth.  

The relationship between Inno Way and mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy is 

complex. Lacking a single point of  origin (cf. Nielsen 2011, 82), Mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation policy took inspiration from existing trends in Beijing’s technology entrepreneurship 

scene. Challenging the “authoritarian view” (Shore, Wright, and Però 2011, 8) of  policy 

implementation as a top-down process, Inno Way is the result of  complex negotiations that 

challenge linear notions of  policy-making. As a technology that mediates between government 

and citizens, it reveals how an emerging startup culture gave rise to a new strand of  economic 

policy only have the very policies it inspired shape it in turn. Bearing the traces of  such 

productive recursions, Inno Way provides insight into an effort to frame popular technology 

entrepreneurship as a consequence of  policy-making and strategic government planning. 

Functioning as an interface between national economic policy and China’s technology startup 

sphere, Inno Way’s administrative office Haizhi Kechuang had to negotiate and mediate between 

the needs of  aspiring entrepreneurs and those of  economic policy.  

This chapter focuses on Inno Way’s role in the development of  mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation policy. It ethnographically explores Inno Way to critically examine the Chinese 

government’s politics of  mass entrepreneurship and innovation in contemporary China. 

Specifically, it addresses how Inno Way’s production as a model for mass entrepreneurship and as 

a tool of  intervention into China’s socioeconomic landscape depends on new media and 

communication technologies. Inno Way, I argue, provides insight into a politics of  capture 

through which the Chinese government seeks to appropriate the productive momentum of  

emerging entrepreneurial lifestyles and startup services. Its production as an entrepreneurship 

service cluster and embodiment of  economic policy point to a particular effort to capture 

the creative potential of  a growing technology startup culture and align it, both economically 

and politically, with a national project of  technological innovation and modernization. As a 

model space for mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, it reframes pre-existing 

developments in China’s startup sphere as products of  careful government planning. While 

unfolding in complex recursions, policy-making around and through Inno Way is an effort 

to maintain linearity, both as the continuity of  national planning as well as the teleological 

progression of  the Chinese nation-state towards modernity. 
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Chinese Technology Entrepreneurship 2.0 

To better understand the vision underlying Inno Way as a new model for entrepreneurship, 

it is helpful to take a closer look at one of  its points of  origin: the Garage Café ( cheku 

kafei). The oldest incubator at Inno Way, the Garage Café opened its doors in April 2011 when 

the area was still the Haidian Book City. Inconspicuously located on a second floor, it lacks the 

shining window front of  some of  the newer entrepreneurship platforms at Inno Way. 

Nevertheless, the Garage Café has become an iconic space of  entrepreneurial exchange, 

bottom-up innovation, and individual aspiration in Beijing. Perhaps like no other place at Inno 

Way, the Garage Café embodies a new form of  Chinese grassroots technology entrepreneurship. 

Founder Su Di established the café shortly after returning from Silicon Valley in 2011 (Su and 

Wang 2013, 19). Since many successful enterprises in the United States had started out in 

garages, he decided to “provide Zhongguancun’s entrepreneurs with their ‘garage’”67 (19). “The 

Garage,” Su Di and Wang Haizhen argue in a book about the café, “is not just the name of  a 

place, more importantly, it is a kind of  spirit”68 (21). The Garage Café thus paid tribute to the 

early years of  people like Bill Hewlett and David Packard or Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, 

whose rise to fame and success began in simple garages (20). Referencing their biographies, the 

Garage Café spells out a captivating vision of  bottom-up innovation and entrepreneurial success 

in the context of  China’s digital economy. 

The Garage Café is not the first time Silicon Valley inspired change in the Zhongguancun 

area. Rather, Beijing's “garage” is another instance of  Chinese reimaginations and reproductions 

of  Silicon Valley, which have shaped the development of  the Zhongguancun area for decades. 

Having visited the United States shortly after the reform and opening up policy in 1978, Chen 

Chunxian, a researcher and professor with the Chinese Academy of  Science, was convinced that 

Zhongguancun with its high density of  research institutes and universities held the potential for 

a similar technology entrepreneurship environment (Tzeng 2010, 114). He was one of  the central 

figures leading up to the establishment of  an experimental zone for the development of  high 

and new technology in Zhongguancun in 1988 (116). “Until the early 1980s, most Beijing 

residents only knew the Zhongguancun as a minor bus stop on the way to the Summer Palace, 

the splendid Qing imperial garden on the outskirts of  Beijing,” Zhou Yu (2008, 29) has noted. 

However, as China’s technology industry began to grow during the 1980s and eventually picked 

up steam after 1988, the area’s Baiyi Boulevard (  Bayilu), which was later renamed 
                                                

67 Author’s translation, “ X ‘ ’”  
68 Author’s translation, “ ”  
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Zhongguancun Boulevard (  Zhongguancun Dajie) became populated with privately 

run companies selling computer parts and software (9). Many of  these so-called “minying” ( ) 

or “people-run” (9) enterprises started out as spin-offs from nearby universities and the Chinese 

Academy of  Sciences. 

During these early stages of  development, Zhongguancun became known as the "Electronic 

Street" (  dianzi yi tiao jie) (Zhou 2008, 9). In the decade following this first 

electronics boom, the area became populated with office towers, wholesale electronics markets, 

Internet cafés, and Internet companies (10). In 1999, the Chinese State Council declared 

Zhongguancun a “national-level Science and Technology Park” (78), prompting the Chinese 

news media to proclaim that Zhongguancun “would be China's engine of  innovation” (78). The 

2000s brought a rising number of  international companies to Zhongguancun, and by 2005 it was 

home to “over 17,000 certified new technology enterprises” (10), the majority of  which 

specialized in information and communication technologies. Current developments in 

Zhongguancun continue to be rooted in the firm belief  that information and communication 

technologies will support a national project of  innovation. 

Each time I exited the Zhongguancun subway station to visit Inno Way, I was struck by a 

sense of  displacement. Travelling subterraneously from Beijing’s eastern suburbs to visit Inno 

Way in the city’s northwest, the abrupt change in scenery was overwhelming. The noise and 

organized chaos of  Zhongguancun’s local electronics markets assaulted my senses. High-rises 

packed with stalls and shops selling virtually any technological gadget imaginable, ranging from 

cheap USB sticks to high-grade professional video cameras welcomed loomed tall while vendors 

sought to make eye contact and advertise their wares. In this environment, the Garage Café was a 

novelty, an updated and sinified version of  Silicon Valley startup culture. With the Garage Café, 

Zhongguancun’s “interactional history” (van der Veer 2001, 12) with Silicon Valley received an 

update, one which was soon to be adopted into government policy. While incubators were in and 

of  themselves not a new phenomenon in China, Li Yuhua argued, this new brand of  incubators 

signaled a shift away from relatively exclusive governmental incubators to private 

entrepreneurship services (Li Yuhua, 27 April, 2015). As a pioneering space for technology 

grassroots entrepreneurship in China, the Garage Café was foundational to Inno Way’s 

production as an entrepreneurship service cluster. 

Li Yuhua specifically mentioned the Garage Café as a central inspiration for Inno Way. In 

2012, before taking up her position at Inno Way’s administrative office, she had been part of  a 

research team at THTI Holding examining Zhongguancun’s emerging startup service industry. 

The emergence of  a startup environment in which entrepreneurship became a lifestyle did not 
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go unnoticed. A report (THTI Holding 2014, 1) produced by the research team begins by 

outlining how in 2013 Zhongguancun experienced a new wave of  technology entrepreneurship. 

The report traces this development to the impact of  new mobile network technologies. As a 

result, it goes on, “it became a popular choice to leave one’s job and create a start-up, turning 

consecutive entrepreneurship into a kind of  lifestyle”69 (2014, 1, emphasis added). This new 

form of  technology entrepreneurship emerged alongside new entrepreneurship spaces. Thus, 

during Inno Way’s planning phase, Li Yuhua and the research team discovered in the Garage 

Café a new kind of  entrepreneurship service provider that accommodated new kinds of  

entrepreneurial lifestyles.  

Realizing that “startup services were becoming an industry”70 (Li Yuhua 27 April, 2015), the 

research team in 2013 proposed the creation of  an “entrepreneurship service cluster”71 (27 

April, 2015) to the local government. “Because Zhongguancun already had, it had about, say 

several hundred entrepreneurship organizations like incubators,” Li Yuhua explained to me, “you 

can establish this kind of  gathering area for entrepreneurship services and have these 

organizations come here and then have the entrepreneurs come here and provide this kind of  

service”72 (27 April, 2015). By creating such a gathering space, they sought to attract startup 

service providers and centralize the emergent entrepreneurship service industry. The 

government agreed to create Haizhi Kechuang, Inno Way’s administrative office, as a joint 

venture between THTI Holding and the Haidian Property Group.73 While the state-owned 

Haidian Property Group owns and manages the real-estate, THTI Holding is in charge of  

startup services (Inno Way n.d.-d). 

Haizhi Kechuang employee Zhang Yuling remembered how they, inspired by the Garage 

Café and its “grassroots entrepreneurship”74 (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015), officially opened 

Inno Way in June 2014 and three months later witnessed Premier Li Keqiang promote a “new 

wave of  ‘mass entrepreneurship’ and ‘grassroots entrepreneurship’”75 (Zhongguo Zhengfu 

Wang 2014) for the first time. Only in the following year in March 2015, a policy document 

published by the Chinese State Department began to more clearly articulate the concept of  
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“mass entrepreneurship space”76 (State Council 2015a). Two months later, in May 2015, the 

Beijing Municipal Science and Technology Commission77 officially raised Inno Way to the status 

of  “Beijing Mass-Entrepreneurship-Space Cluster”78 (Tong), a title reflecting Inno Way’s affinity 

to mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy. Importantly, Inno Way’s status as a mass 

entrepreneurship cluster articulates a governmental promise of  a more fair and just society. 

A policy document published later in 2015 specifically mentioned the Garage Café as an 

example for mass entrepreneurship spaces. The Chinese Government describes it as a model for 

the kind of  incubator needed to generate socioeconomic mobility. A “competitive and fair 

entrepreneurship environment,”79 the Chinese State Council (2015b) suggests, will support 

scientific and technical personnel, university graduates, migrant workers, retired military 

personnel, and other kinds of  people possessing “dreams, aspirations, and abilities”80 (State 

Council 2015b). However, to support Chinese citizens in their ambitions, the government 

cautions, further steps are needed. Admonishing that the “notion of  innovative entrepreneurship 

has not yet entered deeply into people’s hearts”81 (2015b), the State Council argues that there is a 

need for more “mass entrepreneurship spaces“82 and “new types of  incubators such as the 

Garage Café”83 (2015b). Governmental discourse frames the Garage Café and Inno Way as 

means to creating new forms of  innovative entrepreneurship, presenting them as an economic 

opportunity for the nation and its citizens. With Mass Entrepreneurship policy naming it as an 

exemplary startup service provider and with the creation of  Inno Way as a space for mass 

entrepreneurship around it, the Garage Café was materially and symbolically appropriated by a 

national project of  development. 

The Dream Accelerator 

To understand the relationship between the Garage Café and mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation policy it is important to understand its production as a space of  “grassroots 

entrepreneurship.” When the Garage Café opened its doors in 2011, employee Song Dawei 

explained (Song Dawei April 16, 2015), there were already a considerable number of  incubators 
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operating in Zhongguancun. However, these organizations, he argued, were close to the 

government and catered to a relatively exclusive circle of  entrepreneurs. Lacking access to 

high-level incubators as well as the resources to rent office space in Zhongguancun, individual 

entrepreneurs and small startups were forced to set-up base in residential apartments on Beijing’s 

far-removed outskirts. “So what are these teams going to do?” Song Dawei exclaimed, adding, 

“before, there was no platform like this street in Zhongguancun”84 (April 16, 2015). The Garage 

Café’s name, he recounted to me, came out of  the idea that even “a small place can make a big 

dream possible”85 (April 16, 2015). By establishing the Garage Café, he explained, they had 

wanted to provide entrepreneurs with low-cost workspace in the Zhongguancun area and create 

a platform that could facilitate productive interactions. 

Central to the Garage Café as well as Inno Way was their production as a low threshold 

environment, meaning that they were meant to be easily accessible to a broader public. The 

proposition was that entrepreneurs could plug-in their chargers at one of  Inno Way’s coffee 

shops, type away on their laptops and start planning a new App, software, or platform. From 

there, opportunities would arise and connections be made. While Li Yuhua conceded that the 

Internet was central to many places in China she nevertheless argued that, because of  the many 

young people and Internet companies, it was “embodied very heavily”86 (Li Yuhua 27 April, 

2015) in Beijing’s Zhongguancun area. During the late 1990s and early 2000s, Zhongguancun’s 

hardware-oriented industry had experienced an Internet boom, establishing Beijing as “China’s 

Internet capital” (Zhou 2008, 64) Nowadays, Inno Way’s and the country’s startup sphere still 

gravitate toward software development (Li Yuhua 27 April, 2015). Software development’s low 

entrepreneurial “threshold,”87 Li Yuhua argued (27 April, 2015), laid the foundation for a vibrant 

environment for software application development. The production of  the Garage Café as a low 

threshold environment was tied to this conception of  Internet entrepreneurship as having a low 

threshold. 

I had a chance to learn more about the Garage Café when a delegate from a foreign 

embassy arrived for a tour of  Inno Way. Asked to help out as a translator, I trailed along as 

representatives led the visitor to a series of  startup service platforms. Arriving at the Garage 

Café, a young female employee explained (Fieldnotes January 22, 2015) in fluent English that, of  

all the entrepreneurship platforms at the street, the Garage Café was the one with the lowest 
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threshold. Any guest is welcome to stay at the café for 24 hours after purchasing a cup of  coffee. 

Alternatively, it is possible to rent a table on a monthly basis and thus maintain a stable 

workplace. Occasionally, our guide told us during the brief  tour, guest lacking the funds to get a 

hotel room would spend the night at the café. 

I frequently spent time at the Garage Café. Whenever I sat down with a cup of  coffee, it 

was usually a matter of  minutes until I was engaged in a conversation. The Garage Café’s 800 

square meters (Su and Wang 2013, 17) were bustling with guests most of  the time, some working 

alone, others in groups, their electronic devices plugged into sockets hanging down from the 

ceiling like IV drips. Every day at around lunchtime, entrepreneurs can take the stage and present 

their project to an audience. Startup-themed offers and requests cover a notice board near the 

entrance. Compared to newer startup spaces at Inno Way, the Garage Café appears less polished. 

While clean, the café has a distinctly used feel to it, bearing the traces of  countless entrepreneurs 

having sat and worked there. 

The café’s guests, Su Di and Wang Haizhen argue, believe that hard work will fulfill their 

“entrepreneurship dream”88 . 0 . 2  It became a home to entrepreneurs, they 

suggest, just as finding a job has become harder in the aftermath of  the 2008 financial crisis (17). 

The Garage Café is, they argue, a place of  “dreams”89 and “creativity”90 (5) and as such “not 

simply a café, but a gathering place for grassroots entrepreneurs”91 (5). Although the café 

accommodated all kinds of  people, Song Dawei reflected, you won’t find “aristocrats”92 or the 

“rich and powerful”93 (Song Dawei, April 16, 2015) there. They worked, he explained, with 

“ordinary entrepreneurs”94 or “grassroots”95 (April 16, 2015). To him, the self-made success of  

a “common person”96 was worth more than that of  someone who was born privileged. Thus, 

what they focused on was “to help realize the dreams of  people who, having had no 

opportunities in the past, begin dreaming” 97  (April 16, 2015). The Garage Café, in his 

description, was a space where the dreams of  China’s grassroots were valued. 

                                                

88 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
89 Author’s translation, “ ” 
90 Author’s translation, “ ” 
91 Author’s translation, “ X ”  
92 Author’s translation, “ ” 
93 Author’s translation, “ ” 
94 Author’s translation, “ X ” 

95 Author’s translation, “ ” 

96 Author’s translation, “ ” 
97 Author’s translation, “ ” 



59  

In the middle of  the garage, shining golden, an ornate golden plaque proclaims that the café 

is a “dream accelerator.”98 Envisioned as a space for the fulfillment of  dreams, this dream 

accelerator embodies a new vision of  Chinese grassroots entrepreneurship—one rooted in 

digitally mediated creativity. This emphasis on dreams was not unique to the Garage Café. When 

I first visited the 3W Coffee, another entrepreneurship café at Inno Way, in December 2014, I 

quickly found myself  immersed in a conversation with Li Dong, an entrepreneur working at the 

table next to mine. His previous project had failed, and he was pursuing a new project on his 

own at the time. Near us, a zigzagging line representing the rise and fall of  the Nasdaq stock 

performance covered a wall. Dispersed along the line were listings of  Chinese and foreign 

companies going back to Apple’s initial public offering in 1980. Li Dong hoped to find business 

connections at Inno Way. He was preparing to launch an online platform for Internet-related 

news called “Internet World”99 (Fieldnotes December 12, 2014) and hoped to find interested 

parties willing to place advertisements. He had chosen the name to represent his Internet startup 

project as well as his dream to travel the world. “That’s my dream, my dream,”100 (December 12, 

2014) he added. 

He tied his aspirations to a strong ethical vision of  himself  and the world. He emphasized 

his wish for a better world, one without war and with more mutual solidarity. He hoped that he 

would one day be able to visit Africa, a place, which he felt was still a bit “backward,” and where 

children were in need of  help. Since he considered himself  a diaosi, this dream remained a distant 

one for now. Just as the communist party has relegated its socialist utopia into a future possible 

only after intensive capitalist development, he too concluded, “but first I need to earn money,” 

(Fieldnotes December 12, 2014). His entrepreneurial aspiration and his dreams were articulated 

in relation to each other, thus allowing each other to endure. Many of  the entrepreneurs 

frequenting places like the 3W Coffee and the Garage Café were, like him, equipped with an idea 

for a new App or a website and not much else. This form of  popular Internet entrepreneurship 

gave expression to a widespread and powerful digital optimism, which was rooted in an 

understanding of  the Internet as a way of  life and as a style of  thought. 

The possibilities offered by digital connectivity and, more generally, by an entangled world, 

fuel dreams and aspirations in Beijing’s technology startup environment. In their book about the 

Garage Café, Su Di and Wang Haizhen draw on the trope of  the Butterfly effect to describe a 

world system in which the tiniest impulse can potentially be of  immense consequence: “In a 
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world system, in which ‘a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil can cause a hurricane in Texas,’ 

some person in some corner with some product may just come to play their part in shaping the 

movement of  society”101 (Su and Wang 2013, 17). In a world of  digital connectivity and online 

trends, what ripple effects can an idea kick off? Perhaps, they reason, the next “Zuckerberg”102 

(17) sits in one of  the of  the café’s corners. Beyond simply affirming the possibility that any 

grassroots entrepreneur can create the right kind of  ripples and set off  a chain reaction, the 

Garage Café promises to amplify their effect upon the world. 

From Internet Thinking to Internet Plus 

Embracing the potential of  the Internet, China’s grassroots entrepreneurs not only 

celebrated the tools it offered but also saw in it the potential for a new strand of  entrepreneurial 

thinking. In addition to countless online blogs and entrepreneurship media platforms, books on 

“Internet thinking”103� ,4. 2 (.4 . 0 )4 3.   discuss the potential of  

Internet-based entrepreneurship. The premise of  Internet thinking is that the Internet’s ability to 

modernize and innovate needs to be unlocked by a new kind of  Internet-based economic 

reasoning (Zhao 2014, 4). Since 2013, so the argument goes, it is possible to “clearly feel how, 

when the Internet becomes a kind of  idea and a style of  thinking, it can free itself  from the 

limitations of  technology and begin to remodel all aspects of  life and business.”104 (Xiang, Cai, 

and Liu 2014, iv) Central to popular Internet entrepreneurship is the idea that in a digitally 

connected world, everyone can provide the necessary impulse to remodel industries and 

societies. 

The literature on Internet thinking connects narratives about the Internet’s flattening and 

decentralizing effect to visions of  a return to a “people-oriented” (  yi ren wei ben) 

(Xiang, Cai, and Liu 2014, v, Zhao 2014, 11) business philosophy. Because the Internet promotes 

equality and openness in a networked society, Zhao explains, it is a democratizing and 

humanizing force. (Zhao 2014, 11) He claims that the Internet is a democratizing influence 

because of  the power it gives to consumers (12). Xiang, Cai, and Liu voice a similarly optimistic 

assessment when describing the spirit of  the Internet as characterized by openness, equality, 
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cooperation, and sharing. It is a spirit which, according to them, comes naturally to those who 

grew up with the Internet, China’s post-80 and post-90 generations (Xiang, Cai, and Liu 2014, v). 

One should not underestimate the importance of  such overly positive assessments of  Internet 

technologies. They inspire a vision of  national innovation facilitated by digital technologies and 

originating from grassroots entrepreneurs while also claiming that the Internet empowers 

citizens and the nation-state in equal measures.  

Internet thinking is not merely an analysis of  Internet guided change, but an effort to create 

a new model of  socioeconomic practice that builds on Internet technologies. As such, the 

Internet’s potential is not just inherent in its technological tools but actualizes as a practice of  

remodeling (chongsu ). This notion of  remodeling is central to the production of  the Garage 

Café and Inno Way as models for bottom-up innovation. In Internet thinking, Internet 

technologies are technological tools that permit certain strategies and interventions but also 

conceptual lenses that provide new perspectives on the world. Innovative entrepreneurship, in 

this view, has to draw on digital media and communication technologies to envision and remodel 

society. This entrepreneurial practice of  modeling underlies the Garage Café and Inno Way’s 

vision for bottom-up innovation—a vision, which has found entry into government policy as 

well.  

One day in April 2015, I found myself  at the Garage Café chatting with a Chinese software 

developer living and working in Toronto. He used his vacation to explore the possibility of  

joining China’s startup scene. With us was another guest working for a German company 

producing aircraft sensors. In a sudden change of  topic, the latter asked me what I thought of  

“Internet plus”105 (Fieldnotes April 13, 2015). When I confessed my ignorance, he explained that 

many of  the entrepreneurs at the café were doing Internet plus projects. The term “Internet 

plus,” which had not existed two months earlier, summarizes China’s strategy to establish an 

innovative economy and foster economic growth by reforming Chinese industries with the help 

of  the Internet. In many ways, it was a governmental appropriation of  Internet thinking that had 

now successfully made its way back to the Garage Café. Like Mass Entrepreneurship Policy, the 

Internet plus innovation strategy took inspiration from Beijing’s technology entrepreneurship 

sphere. It draws on a form of  digital optimism most clearly expressed in Internet thinking in 

China that sees Internet technologies as an almost unlimited source of  economic opportunity. 

Echoing the rationality of  Internet thinking, the Internet plus strategy suggests that new 

media and communication technologies can be the basis for an extensive project of  remodeling 
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and modernizing the economy. The term “Internet plus” (Li 2015b) first appeared in a 

government working report in March 2015, and by April that same year, events addressing the 

concept were popping up at Inno Way. In policy document number 40, the Chinese State 

Council proclaims that the Internet plus strategy will help transform China’s system of  

innovation as well as create “mass entrepreneurship and mass innovation”106 (State Council 

2015c). Beyond technology entrepreneurship, the traditional industries, so-called, are encouraged 

to adopt “Internet thinking”107 (2015c) to innovate themselves. At stake, accordingly, is not just 

the potential of  Internet technologies for mass entrepreneurship, but the Internet’s promise to 

transform all of  China’s industries. This thought is not novel. As Dai (2003, 9-11) notes, the aim 

of  China’s informatization campaign during the 1990s was a process of  economic digitization 

that would support rather than replace industrialization. In particular, the Ministry of  

Information Industry believed that ICTs could make traditional industries more efficient and 

thus increase overall economic productivity. Continuing this same line of  reasoning while 

shifting emphasis to the popular dimensions Internet thinking, Internet plus policy suggests that 

new media and communication technologies can be the basis for an extensive project of  

remodeling and modernizing the economy. 

While mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy employs a socialist rhetoric, its object is 

longer the socialist collective. The digital masses it envisions are composed of  aspiring 

entrepreneurs united not by a unitary vision of  collective progress but by Internet technologies 

and personal dreams. They are embodiments of  the kind of  autonomous subjectivities the 

government’s quality politics sought to produce. In the context of  national crisis and economic 

anxiety, this economic policy subsumes their aspirations into a national project of  innovation and 

modernization. Instead of  relying on the centrally orchestrated mass politics of  the socialist era, 

mass entrepreneurship presents an iteration of  mass politics that seeks to make use of  an 

indeterminate popular potential. The claim is not so much that roads are made by men, but that 

something yet unknown but useful will be. Thus, despite its socialist rhetoric, mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation policy hopes to enlist entrepreneurs whose individualist 

aspirations are partly a result of  reform era population politics. All the while, its mass rhetoric 

paints over the divides and inequalities that emerged in reform era China. This vision of  the 

digital masses promises the potential fulfillment of  personal and national aspirations alike while 

blurring the boundaries between them. 
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Mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy and its dependence on Internet plus drew 

inspiration from popular technology entrepreneurship in Beijing. While their articulation and 

production unfolded in complex ways that revealed a highly recursive relationship between 

government policy and technology entrepreneurship in China, these policies sought to 

discursively and materially produce technology entrepreneurship as a product of  governance. 

They are governmental interventions into a booming startup service industry and efforts to 

reconfigure it around a project of  nation-building and modernization. As such, they aim to bring 

a growing startup service industry under the purview of  the central government. Writing about 

policy making in development efforts, David Mosse has argued that “although development 

practice is driven by a multi-layered complex of  relationships and the culture of  organizations 

rather than policy, development actors work hardest of  all to maintain coherent representations 

of  their actions as instances of  authorized policy.” (Mosse 2004, 639) This is certainly true for 

the production of  mass entrepreneurship spaces.  

All these narratives about the Internet and innovation affirm that individual aspiration can 

lead to large-scale economic and social change. Despite the hardship many entrepreneurs 

endured, it was not uncommon to encounter startups teams without significant financial 

resources that nevertheless held on to a firm belief  that—through new media and 

communication technologies—they could remodel and revolutionize fields such as health care or 

food production. In China’s digital revolution, such was the belief, the right idea could change 

everything. However, to what degree are personal aspirations important if  they unfold within a 

national project of  innovation? If, as Internet thinking proclaims, one idea can remodel an 

industry, what happens to all the other ideas? By no means do I want to argue that the people 

behind Inno Way did not care about the fate of  entrepreneurs. On the contrary, there was an 

effort to support early-stage entrepreneurs and provide them with economic opportunities. 

Nevertheless, Inno Way’s status as a mass entrepreneurship cluster approved by the Chinese 

government demanded that Inno Way be more than a productive local environment. It had to 

become a model that could advance the innovation of  the Chinese economy at-large. This is not 

to say that the dreams and aspirations of  individual entrepreneurs did not matter, but that this 

project of  supporting socioeconomic mobility through technology entrepreneurship could not 

avoid the question how grassroots entrepreneurs could be employed for the development of  an 

innovative economy.  
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Promising Ecologies 

Despite the success of  the Garage Café in establishing a new model for startup services in 

China, Song Dawei admitted, they came to see their own limitations. They had hoped that they 

could create a space of  open exchange, in which entrepreneurs would help each other out. Once 

a startup project came to fruition, the café would then help facilitate connections to venture 

capital and angel investment. However, they later realized that the individual needs and demands 

of  startups were too diverse. Even though I was continually astonished by the resolute belief  in 

economic opportunity I encountered at Inno Way, there was no illusion about how difficult it 

was to actually “make it.” According to Song Dawei, Inno Way solved this problem for them by 

assembling a wider range of  specialized entrepreneurship services in the area. Since the creation 

of  Inno Way, Song Dawei explained, the street had a range of  “coffee shops”108 (Song Dawei 

April 16, 2015) with their own setup and service orientation, offering support in areas such as 

publicity, training, and recruitment.  

What emerged, Song Dawei argued, was a valuable “entrepreneurship ecology”109 (Song 

Dawei April 16, 2015). While entrepreneurs had a common dream, he reflected (April 16, 2015), 

they sought out different incubators offering different services to achieve them. His account 

closely resembled Li Yuhua’s description of  Inno Way as an “entrepreneurship ecology” 

providing comprehensive services.110 Inno Way sought to shape this ecology by selecting 

entrepreneurship service providers. Li Yuhua explained (Li Yuhua 27 April, 2015) that their 

selection process was similar to that of  an investor. They would consider the professional level 

of  the team behind the entrepreneurship service platform, the resources they brought with 

them, and the feasibility of  their strategy. Adding that such platforms had to develop, she argued 

they also needed to keep track of  their progress.  

Aiming to foster a diverse entrepreneurship service ecology, they selected entrepreneurship 

service providers that offered unique opportunities. To attract a range of  entrepreneurship 

service providers, Inno Way provides them with services such as publicity work and offers help 

in getting access to governmental and nongovernmental resources (Li Yuhua, 27 April, 2015). At 

the same time, Haizhi Kechuang offers services to entrepreneurs. Rather than having platforms 

provide similar services individually, Li Yuhua explained, Haizhi Kechuang provides basic 

services free of  charge. In this way, Inno Way itself  follows the model of  an incubator. One of  
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the most common functions of  incubators is the provision of  shared infrastructures, such as 

conference rooms, to startups. These shared spaces are meant to lower the financial burden 

during initial startup stages. Inno Way was thus planned as an environment in which both 

entrepreneurship service providers and entrepreneurs could prosper.�

Inno Way was to be a startup center, in which entrepreneurs could begin with nothing but 

an idea, develop networks, and build their dreams into feasible and marketable products. This 

ideal vision of  Inno Way proclaimed that one could arrive with an entrepreneurial dream and 

find resources to develop it into a successful startup, moving from platform to platform 

depending on the need of  different stages of  development. According to this vision, a recent 

graduate would be able to get a taste of  Inno Way’s “startup atmosphere” at a café, find 

coworkers on a professional recruitment platform, get office working space at an incubator, get 

professional training in an entrepreneurship program, listen to seasoned CEOs at open events, 

and, once there is a product, get exposure via Inno Way’s local startup media platforms. While 

Inno Way’s platforms specialized on a range of  services, such as media, investment, training, or 

networking, its accelerators and incubators offered workspaces in varying price ranges. Providing 

venues with different thresholds, or entry requirements, Inno Way was to be an entrepreneurship 

ecology that could enable and channel the ripple effects of  China’s grassroots entrepreneurs. 

Despite this diversity, a unified appearance revealed how entrepreneurial aspirations at Inno Way 

take place within a larger economic and political project. 

To demarcate the newly established Inno Way from the street’s previous existence as a book 

city, Haizhi Kechuang gave Inno Way a new corporate design that spanned items such as 

signposts, maps, and trashcans. The remodeled street provided a stark contrast to the colorful 

and somewhat haphazard appearance of  the old Haidian Book City. The unified appearance 

materialized Inno Way as a national model of  economic policy. Throughout the street, elements 

ranging from triangular trash-bins hanging deliberately askew to repurposed containers serving 

as exhibition spaces called “Inno Boxes” gave the street a creative flair as well as a corporate 

identity. Guidelines published on Inno Way’s website reveal an effort to “unite the landscape of  

the street” (Inno Way n.d.-c). Rules demand that head signs on building facades must have a 

creamy white color and dictate that LEDs with natural white light (4000K) are to be used for 

illumination. Such seemingly pedantic rules mattered. Spanning the local diversity of  private 

entrepreneurship service providers that possess their own agendas and business models, the 

careful design signaled that everyone involved was part of  a larger project. The new design 

presented Inno Way as a unified space of  entrepreneurship. However, perhaps more than about 
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what was, this aesthetic production was about what could be, a future in which a creative startup 

lifestyle would go hand in hand with government policy and national development. 

Inno Way’s insistence on a unified design can be read as an effort to subsume preexisting 

startup developments into a singular vision of  national development. As a mass 

entrepreneurship space, it symbolically and administratively tied local startup developments to 

the government. While taking inspiration from the rise of  Chinese technology entrepreneurship, 

Inno Way’s production as an example for mass entrepreneurship policy in turn reconfigured 

entrepreneurial practice. As a government-backed large-scale project, Inno Way and its startup 

service providers could not avoid an engagement with national economics and politics. Their 

close relationship with the government meant that they, to some degree, had to adopt the 

government’s gaze and frame their project in terms of  national development. Haizhi Kechuang 

expected the entrepreneurship service providers it selected to provide a range of  

entrepreneurship services. The government then supported these organizations with subsidies, 

Haizhi Kechuang’s Yuling explained (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015). At the same time, the 

administrative office was to support local service providers and “coordinate dealings with the 

government, helping them to strive for more favorable policies”111 (April 20, 2015). This 

engagement with the government, however, also meant that Inno Way and its startup service 

providers had to navigate a nation-building project aimed at modernizing the Chinese economy. 

The need to create a model space for mass entrepreneurship demanded that Inno Way’s 

success as a model be visible. It had to display popular technology entrepreneurship in a unified 

manner. This unified representation of  success, however, did not require every single startup 

project to be a success. Instead, Inno Way’s service providers employed the principle of  

competitive selection. To succeed as a model mass entrepreneurship space, Inno Way did not 

require all startups to find success and bear fruits. The same logic of  Internet-based remodeling 

that seems to present unlimited opportunities to entrepreneurs also suggests that, in the end, a 

few good ideas and models may just suffice to innovate the Chinese economy and push forward 

China’s digital revolution. Most of  the entrepreneurs I spoke to had already tried and failed with 

startups. However, they saw their failure as valuable experience in a possibly long chase after the 

big coup. It could become the basis for future success in a life of  entrepreneurship. Failure was, 

therefore, a regular part of  Inno Way’s entrepreneurial lifestyle—one accepted by administrators, 

entrepreneurs, and entrepreneurship providers alike. This acceptance of  failure as integral to 

entrepreneurship also supported a politics of  capture, in which a few creative impulses, one new 

                                                

111 Author’s translation, “ c －” 
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model, could potentially provide the national economy with vital input. Ideas about organic 

growth thus faced a harsh reality in which only a selected few projects would succeed.  

Digital Technologies of Capture 

The digital optimism expressed in Internet thinking and Internet plus sees the Internet in 

light of  a democratizing, flattening, and decentralizing effect that amplifies the opportunity and 

impact of  Chinese entrepreneurs. In the following, I challenge this view by looking at Internet 

technologies designed to stabilize and guide decentralized flows. Following Inno Way’s 

inauguration, posters spread out across the entire length of  the pedestrian street proclaimed that 

this was the “launch of  a brand-new ideal model.”112 A single sentence in English read, “Where 

you can start your dream.” The essential first step to achieving one’s dream appeared in 

rectangular QR Codes on the bottom of  the poster, inviting anyone passing by to scan them 

with their mobile phones and subscribe to social media accounts on WeChat ( ) or Weibo (

).113 In and of  its own, this is just another instance of  the use of  QR Codes for marketing 

purposes. However, read against the background of  Inno Way’s larger ambition of  fostering 

innovative entrepreneurship, their presence is revealing. At Inno Way, QR codes point to the 

centrality of  digital media and communication technologies in the production of  bottom-up 

innovation. 

QR Codes are two-dimensional barcodes with the ability to encode significantly more 

information than one-dimensional barcodes that consist of  a series of  parallel lines. Since the 

invention of  two-dimensional codes in the early 1990s, more than thirty types have emerged. 

Amongst them, the QR Code or “quick response code,” which was invented by the Japanese 

company Denso Wave Incorporated in 1994, has come to be most widely used (Kan, Teng, and 

Chen 2011, 340). Mobile media and communication technology was essential to the recent 

popularization of  QR Codes (Cata, Patel, and Sakaguchi 2013, 2). The technology had its 

breakthrough in China when WeChat, a social media and online business platform, incorporated 

QR Codes into its services.114 

                                                

112 Author’s translation, “ ” 
113 WeChat and Weibo are both new media and communication platforms. Weibo, often compared to Twitter, has 
recently been challenged by the emergence of WeChat, which offers many similar functions. One difference 
between the two is that the sharing and spreading of content on WeChat is accessible only to friends and 
subscribers, while content on Weibo is accessible to anyone. 
114 The square shape of QR Codes consists of several elements. Located in the corners of the QR Code, three to 
fours smaller squares form a “finder pattern” (Kan, Teng, and Chen 2011, 341), which enables detection of the 
position, angle, and size of the code. An “alignment pattern” (341) consisting of smaller squares that form a grid 
helps detect and correct distortions. Lines of black and white cells, the “timing pattern” (341), connect the finder 
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WeChat entered the market in 2011 and now offers a broad range of  services, including a 

private messenger function, a friends-feed called WeChat Moments, public media accounts, and 

gaming. Importantly, it combines leisure with business, offering options to make appointments, 

buy movie tickets, hail a taxi and find offers for a variety of  other professional services. Users 

can make payments with the App’s digital WeChat Wallet. Through WeChat, visitors at Inno Way 

get access to information, make payments, exchange contacts, subscribe to news feeds, or enter 

group chats. Within WeChat’s service ecology, QR Codes are used to advertise commercial 

accounts, share contact information, or make quick payments. Blending leisure and business, 

WeChat and QR Codes are central to network and community building efforts at Inno Way. 

Events organized by the street’s entrepreneurship platforms frequently address the uses and 

possibilities of  platforms like WeChat and Weibo for business and marketing. Furthermore, 

almost all public events taking place at Inno Way will offer opportunities to subscribe to new 

accounts to receive a steady stream of  content and information. Having scanned Inno Way’s QR 

Code and subscribed to its public WeChat account, a news-feed provided me with an event 

schedule, listing the week’s happenings at Inno Way’s different platforms. Getting information 

about an event at the entrepreneurship association “The Dark Horse Club” (  Heimahui), 

I was able to use WeChat to register. Attending the event, visitors could then gain access to the 

Clubs entrepreneurship WeChat group. However, the significance of  QR Codes goes beyond 

practical utility. 

Visiting Inno Way during the months after its official opening, I crossed an arrangement of  

stone plates at the heart of  the street countless times until, watching a promotional clip of  the 

street shot from above with a drone, I realized that it formed a large QR code. The over-sized 

QR code suggests an external vantage point as if  one was looking at a miniature model. It 

simultaneously objectifies Inno Way as a model space for technology entrepreneurship and 

highlights the fundamental role of  new media and communication technologies underlying its 

operation and promise. QR Codes function as analog portals that provide access to digital 

information (Baik 2012, 428). Importantly, users scanning QR Codes can create connections to 

digital content without needing to use search engines. Echoing this function, Inno Way aspires to 

be an interface between China’s grassroots entrepreneurs and the digital economy. 

                                                                                                                                                  

pattern squares. These are used to fix the coordinate of a symbol within the code. Around the code, a blank area 
demarcates the code from its surroundings. In the code, data is stored in binary form as ones and zeroes. Depending 
on the version of QR Code one is dealing with, the number of modules contained in a QR Code can range between 
441 (21x21) and 31,000 (177x177) (342). This translates into a capacity for encoding up to 7,089 characters, whereas 
the traditional one-dimensional barcode can only hold 20 (Cata, Patel, and Sakaguchi 2013, 2). 
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While the ability of  QR Codes to function as a portal to the digital and facilitate 

interpersonal networks on platforms such as WeChat resonates with Inno Way’s ambition, it is 

also telling that they essentially constitute a technology of  capture. Using smartphones to capture 

QR codes, visitors are themselves captured and transformed into account followers, members of  

group chats, and potential customers. This digitization of  people and relationships facilitated by 

QR Codes is productive and transformative. A shift from social connections economically salient 

connectivity in the context of  online platforms, José van Dijck argues, transforms sociality. She 

highlights how “coded structures are profoundly altering the nature of  connections, creations, 

and interactions.” (van Dijck 2013, 20). In the case of  QR Codes, I suggest, this transformative 

an effect is related to digital capture. QR Codes transform the people who capture them with 

their smartphones as they produce new relationships, customers, and followers. The 

transformative potential of  capture through digital media and communication technologies 

highlight the productivity of  capture more generally. Rey Chow asserts that it is “the machinic 

act or event of  capture […] that sets reality in motion, that invents or makes reality, as it were.” 

(Chow 2012, 4) Capture, in this sense, is not the containment or enclosure of  reality but a 

technological production of  the real.115  

In the context of  mobile technologies, QR Codes capture flows, guiding passers-by towards 

specific contents and controlled networks. QR Codes are intermediaries between what Deleuze 

and Guattari discuss as coded and uncoded space (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 409-432). They 

also highlight how networked Internet technologies are not naturally a force of  liberation against 

an oppressive regime or a deterritorializing force opposing social structures. In Postscript on the 

Societies of  Control, Deleuze observed a crisis in disciplinary institutions such as schools, hospitals, 

and factories. He argued that, as a result of  this crisis, political power was shifting from these 

enclosed disciplinary spaces to “ultrarapid forms of  free-floating control” (Deleuze 1992, 4). 

The computer, Deleuze suggests, expressed most clearly the principle of  control societies (6). 

“The numerical language of  control,” he wrote, “is made of  codes that mark access to 

information, or reject it.” (5) His work has inspired critical studies of  communication 

technologies. Communication networks, Wendy Chun argues, “are essentially control 

technologies” (Chun 2006, 1). Also building on Deleuze’s argument, Alexander Galloway 

contends that digital networks are “hegemonic by nature” because they “are structured on a 

negotiated dominance of  certain flows over other flows.” (Galloway 2004, 75) QR code is a 
                                                

115 Like Chow, Ariella Azoulay draws on the work of Walter Benjamin to discuss visual capture. She argues in her 
work on the political ontology of photography that an increasing visibility of technological mediation in recent 
decades brought about the realization that “the technology of photography is not just operated by people but it also 
operates on them” (Azoulay 2012, 15). 
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technology of  control that acts upon the flow of  urban life, stabilizes it, and guides it to coded 

digital realms, groups, news feeds, and advertisements. 

Inno Way is a project of  capture aimed at mediating a popular potential and using it for the 

development of  an innovative digital economy. It aims to be a space in which entrepreneurs and 

their projects can flow from one platform to another and, ideally with minimal friction, become 

innovative startups as they progress. In this way, Inno Way frames itself  as an interface between 

entrepreneurs and the state, between popular creativity and national innovation. However, 

interfaces are not neutral. “Interfaces themselves are effects,” Galloway insists, “in that they 

bring about transformations in material states.” In a very similar fashion, I argue, Inno Way is 

aimed at harnessing popular creativity and guiding it towards feasible and marketable innovation. 

Drawing on Rey Chow as well as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s discussion of  capture, Inno 

Way can be read as an effort to capture the creative potential of  an emergent technology 

startup culture and align it, both economically and politically, with a national project of  

technological innovation and modernization. QR Codes at Inno Way point to the already 

technological dimension and productivity of  such a project of  capture. As a technology of  

capture, Inno Way encourages entrepreneurs to draw on digital media to remodel China while 

also channeling these aspirations into gross economic growth. As an aspirational space, it 

inspires the pursuit of  personal dreams while funneling them into the Chinese Dream. 

Popular Creativity 

Inno Way’s economics and politics of  capture involve a mediation between personal 

creativity and national innovation. Beijing and more specifically the Zhongguancun area are to 

support such a project with their well-educated urban population. Beijing and Zhongguancun, Li 

Yuhua explained to me, were home to a large “innovative entrepreneurship community”116 (Li 

Yuhua 27 April, 2015). She especially mentioned university students, who numerously inhabit the 

area around Inno Way due to its high concentration of  Universities. Beijing University, China’s 

most prestigious university, is in walking distance. But also teachers and business people in the 

area were, she said, “a source of  innovation”117 (27 April, 2015). In mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation, this popular potential for innovation is to be captured and guided towards fruition. 

This kind of  reasoning is intimately related to the rising importance of  the creative industries in 

China. 

                                                

116 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
117 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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The Chinese government has embraced the global rise of  creativity as a key concept in 

economic development (Keane 2011, Pang 2012b). Inspired by the emergence of  the “creative 

industries” concept in the UK, municipalities in China set about incorporating the idea into 

cultural and urban policy as early as 2004 (Keane 2011, 20-21, 27). The promise of  creativity to 

generate wealth, to replace the polluting manufacturing industries with “greener” industries, and 

to foster talent, made the concept a fixture in economic policy and economic discourse (22). The 

concept of  the creative industries gained force in an effort to compensate for the manufacturing 

industry’s falling numbers in the wake of  the financial crisis in 2008 and 2009 (20-21). In Beijing, 

“cultural and creative clusters” were established as early as 2006 (55). At Inno Way, I suggest, 

China’s Creative industry policy meets Beijing’s technology startup culture. 

From the economic perspective underlying the creative industries, as Laikwang Pang (2012b, 

7) points out, creativity possesses a “spontaneous” and an “industrial” dimension. While it treats 

creativity as an unlimited potential, “the creative economy also demands an industrial structure to 

organize, incorporate and produce creativity” (7).118 Emphasizing process, relationality, and 

interaction, anthropological discussions of  creativity tend to focus on its spontaneous aspects, 

thus predominantly discussing it as an emergent process (Lavie, Narayan, and Rosaldo 1993, 

Hallam and Ingold 2007, McLean 2009, Moeran 2014). A particularly pronounced example is 

Stuart McLean’s exploration of  creativity. Drawing on a Deleuzian ontology of  emergence, he 

argues that human creativity participates in and contributes to a general “creativity of  Being, 

understood as the continuous emergence of  beings (entities) of  multiple kinds” (McLean 2009, 

233). Similarly, Tim Ingold and Elizabeth Hallam propose a consideration of  “improvisational 

creativity” as taking place in an emergent world, one that is “crescent rather than created” 

(Hallam and Ingold 2007, 3). What such perspectives on the relational, lateral, and emergent 

nature of  creativity often neglect are precisely large-scale efforts aimed at capturing and 

channeling such creative potential. 

Given what they consider the ubiquity of  creative production, Hallam and Ingold (2007, 

3-4) find it puzzling that some forms of  creative production such as architectural feats are valued 

and recognized, whereas others are less so. Why, they ask, are we more inclined to praise the 

creativity of  the architects who envision a building than that of  the builders charged with its 

construction or the people who later inhabit it? Although their question remains mostly 

rhetorical, it points to an important issue, namely that creativity, too, is articulated, materialized, 

and embodied in fields of  power saturated with aesthetic, social, economic and political projects. 
                                                

118  In the creative economy, Pang suggests, creativity is governed by a “double logic of autonomy and 
functionalism” (Pang 2012b, 40), which produces creativity as an economic value by fetishizing and suppressing it. 
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While David Graber argues that “creative potential” may just be “the ultimate social reality” 

(Graeber 2001, 259), he also emphasizes how creative action becomes socially meaningful only in 

a larger system of  actions (249). However, I argue that it is not enough to acknowledge that 

creative acts gain recognition in larger social systems because creative acts do not enter such 

system only after their conception. Research, I suggest, thus needs to consider efforts to shape 

the unfolding of  creative action in the first place.  

Especially young entrepreneurs, Li Yuhua believed, needed to develop the right “business 

mentality”119 (Li Yuhua 27 April, 2015). But getting to that level, Li Yuhua suggested, was like 

climbing a mountain without knowing the route to the top. “You have to climb constantly, you 

don’t know if  the path you are climbing is right or wrong, but you have to constantly climb 

upwards”120 (27 April, 2015). To make this process easier, she explained, Inno Way provided 

startups with an “atmosphere,”121 in which entrepreneurs could watch others work towards 

similar goals. Inno Way, she argued, was a space of  reciprocal learning. Her argument resembles 

Arjun Appadurai’s (2013, 189) proposition that the capacity to aspire needs to be developed. He 

argues that a person’s capacity to develop and navigate the “map of  aspirations” may be 

improved though “practice, repetition, exploration, conjecture, and refutation” (189). But what I 

want to emphasize here is that care and control are not necessarily in opposition (Jent 2017). 

Inno Way’s arrangement of  continuous entrepreneurship services resembles what Deleuze has 

described as a system of  “continuous control” in which “one is never finished with anything” 

(Deleuze 1992, 5.) Rather, one has to continuously adapt to new environments and challenges. 

The care with which Li Yuhua and her coworkers sought foster young entrepreneurs, in other 

words, constitutes a form of  control. The repetitive cycles of  trial and error that make up 

lifestyles of  consecutive entrepreneurship unfold within an environment designed to serve 

purposes beyond those of  individual entrepreneurs, an environment designed to prioritize 

certain kinds of  creative projects.  

To bring a potential for innovative entrepreneurship to fruition, Inno Way suggests, it is not 

enough to simply attract entrepreneurs. What entrepreneurs needed, Li Yuhua argued, was a 

nurturing environment. The problem especially with early-stage entrepreneurs, according to her, 

was that they needed funding the most but were in the most difficult position to get it. Without a 

finished product or compelling results, it was hard to get the attention of  investors. She thought 

                                                

119 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
120 Author’s translation, “

”  
121 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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of  Inno Way as “an environment, or an appropriate kind of  soil”122 (Li Yuhua 27 April, 2015) 

for grassroots entrepreneurs to prosper and grow, so that later, when “they turn into a flower or 

into a tree,”123 (27 April, 2015) they could attract investment. That was the reason why, she told 

me, Inno Way focused on early stage entrepreneurship. Li Yuhua’s metaphor of  organic growth 

reflects the care with which she and her team sought to develop their startup service ecology. 

But at as a social technology, Inno Way is also aimed at capturing and transforming a latent 

potential in China’s masses and guiding it towards technological innovation. By providing a 

nurturing soil and producing an aspirational environment that offered opportunities for growth 

and “natural” progression, they could channel the potential of  entrepreneurs. This guidance of  

popular creativity towards innovative entrepreneurship is a politics and economics of  capture.  

Like QR Codes, Inno Way was designed as a technology of  capture in a context of  a 

perceived intensification of  mobility and connectivity. I describe this form of  control as capture 

to highlight how entrepreneurs at Inno Way enter a material infrastructure that has certain 

intentionalities preemptively built into its design. Inno Way contains a blueprint of  the popular 

as a pre-existing indeterminate potential and as what it should become: technological and 

economic innovation. In this way, Inno Way presents an effort produce a particularly creative 

and innovative space that will, in turn, produce a particularly innovative and economically salient 

entrepreneurship. Inno Way presents a governmental experiment in controlling a popular 

creativity that is both desired and feared by the party state. Assertions of  control at Inno Way 

were not just symbolic and retrospective but instead constituted governmental efforts to produce 

and claim future innovations. By placing popular Internet entrepreneurship within Inno Way’s 

infrastructure and the mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy framework, the Chinese 

government strives to limit and guide the unpredictable and creative potential of  the popular. It 

also hopes to claim this indeterminate future and its hoped-for benefits as its own and thus 

reaffirm its claim to power.   

                                                

122 Author’s translation, “ ” 

123 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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Chapter Two: Diors Man 

My access to Diors Man was possible thanks to Bai Hang, assistant director for Diors Man (

Z  Diaosi Nanshi). He became part of  the production team for the second season of  the 

show. Hired to direct another serial, Bai Hang was not working on season three of  Diors Man, 

but would later return for season four. Two weeks before my visit to the set, Bai Hang and I 

were sitting in his rented apartment, when he showed me the second season for the first time. 

The living room was in a state of  creative disorganization, from which I remember most vividly 

Bai Hang’s finished and half-finished oil paintings and a mannequin, which held a Chinese flag 

with one hand and a Gap bag in the other. As Bai Hang jumped to selected scenes, celebrities 

appeared on the screen of  his laptop. Apart from numerous Chinese stars, he proudly showed 

me guest appearances by Ian Somerhalder, known for his role on the American television show 

Vampire Diaries, The Big Bang Theory’s Johnny Galecki, as well as Yui Hatano, a Japanese adult 

movie star. It was my first glimpse at an online comedy show that was path breaking in 

China—even though its format was not all that original. 

Diors Man had been inspired by the sketch-comedy series Knallerfrauen. The German series 

became an online sensation in China in 2012, after “fansub” groups124 uploaded and translated it 

for Internet users to watch on video portals. Its German name roughly translates into “crazy 

women.” The show features actress and comedian Martina Hill in various roles and sketches. 

The situations portrayed are simple, short, and rife with inappropriate behavior. Beyond inspiring 

the Diors Man’s format, Knallerfrauen, albeit indirectly, gave the Chinese online comedy its name. A 

fansub group translated Knallerfrauen as Diaosi Nüshi ( Z ). The title’s “crazy” was thus 

replaced with the Chinese term diaosi, placing the show and its subsequent success within the 

online diaosi phenomenon. In his Autobiography, Da Peng recounts how he watched a short clip 

                                                

124 These are non-professional collaborations among Chinese fans who stream and translate non-Chinese shows. 
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of  Knallerfrauen online and, driven by a sense of  discovery, went on to watch the entire show. He 

had never seen a show of  this kind, he writes in his autobiography, one consisting of  multiple 

characters played by one actor and split a series of  fragments (  suipian) rather than a 

continuous storyline (Peng 2014, 166). Upon seeing the German show online, Chinese comedian 

Da Peng decided to create a Chinese version of  the show with him as the male lead. 

Diors Man largely kept the format of  the German original while creating new content for its 

Chinese audience. Thus the basic structure of  the show consisted of  a series of  sketches that 

each following the same pattern. As he tells readers of  his autobiography, Da Peng felt that the 

show’s format featuring one actress taking up a variety of  roles in a series of  sketches did not 

exist in the Chinese media landscape at the time (Peng 2014, 166). Da Peng and his team, the Da 

Peng Studio (  Da Peng Gongzuoshi) used this format to write and produce their own 

content. The Da Pend Studio is a subdivision of  Sohu Video (  Sohu Shipin). At the 

time, most professional online media production in China focused on short films (  

weidianying) (Du Chang, January 25, 2015). Introducing a new online format to Chinese audiences, 

Diors Man quickly became an online sensation. This chapter considers how the makers of  Diors 

Man designed a show that could captivate an audience within China’s popular online sphere. 

How could they produce a show that attracted an online audience of  millions?  

Examinations of  the diaosi tend to read their discovery as an audience and consumer group 

as a process of  commercialization and commodification of  diaosi culture, and consequentially 

frame it as a form of  alienation. Szablewicz points to a tension between the diaosi as a “kind of  

grass-roots movement” originating online and its later entanglement with “corporate interests” 

(Szablewicz 2014, 268). Drawing on Dick Hebdige’s work on subcultures, she considers how 

“mass culture” (268) appropriates “subcultural signs” (268) and turns them into “mass-produced 

objects” (269). Her argument suggests that diaosi culture was alienated from its organic 

grassroots origins. Indeed, literary scholar Tong Ming notes that the term diaosi is now used by 

“people not belonging to this group”125 (Tong 2013). Yang Peidong, Tang Lijun, and Xuan 

Wang, in turn, describe the diaosi as an “ideal marketing vehicle” and argue that the term diaosi 

“became, to some extent, a signifier without the signified.”(Yang, Tang, and Wang 2014, 8) From 

this perspective, the diaosi used to be an alternative movement that was commercially 

appropriated and commodified by projects such as Diors Man. 

Inspired by the Frankfurt School, scholarly discussions of  the relationship between power 

and mass media have oscillated between emphasizing how the culture industry reproduces and 
                                                

125 Author’s translation, “ o ” 
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inscribes dominant cultural or capitalist ideologies on one side and insisting that audiences have 

the critical capacity to contest, subvert, and resist the effects of  mass media on the other. In 

their critique of  mass media in the context of  capitalism, Adorno and Horkheimer argued 

that the culture industry is the means through which “the power of  industrial society is 

imprinted on people” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2006, 45). As Martín-Barbero (1993, 41) 

points out, Horkheimer and Adorno ascribed to the spectator of  culture and entertainment 

almost no active capacities. Whereas Horkheimer and Adorno focused on the culture 

industry as a capitalist mode of  domination, Benjamin (2006, 29) argued that spectators 

could potentially form a more critical relation to media artifacts due to a waning of  the 

artistic aura in the age of  mechanical reproduction.  

While Benjamin was adamant about the political dangers of  such changes in media 

technology, he also shifted attention to the question of  reception, paving the way for studies 

focused on the “cultural experience of  the oppressed” (Martín-Barbero 1993, 53) in the 

mid-1970s. This tradition of  thought is important in studies of  the Chinese Internet that 

examine the popular as a site of  creative subversion. Challenging totalizing accounts of  

alienation and cultural commodification, “the active audience model” (Mazzarella 2004, 350), 

William Mazzarella writes, gained salience in the 1980s as a challenge to the notion of  cultural 

imperialism. 126  While he considers critiques of  the cultural imperialism model justified, 

Mazzarella nevertheless argues that this direction in scholarship overemphasized “the cultural 

and political integrity of  the average suburban living room.” (350) By relocating the scene of  

politics to the home of  the audience, they drew attention away from “the complex of  

institutions, mediations, and interests that used to be known as the culture industries.” (350) By 

examining the production of  Diors Man and Wonder Lady, I want to return the question of  the 

active audience to professional media production and ask how an active audience was part of  

their work. 

The notion that, despite government censorship, netizens creatively evade state control is 

one I frequently encountered among my interlocutors as well. The makers of  Diors Man 

understood their relationship to their audience in ways that escaped models of  cultural 

determinism, which treat the “culture industry” as an agent of  ideological inscription. Far from 

                                                

126 Scholarly adversaries of cultural imperialism in the context of globalization, William Mazzarella argues, combined 
a critique of commodification with a romantic embrace of “authentic” culture (Mazzarella 2004, 349) throughout the 
1960s and 1970s. The cultural imperialism thesis, Mazzarella observes, was rightly critiqued for its “its overemphasis 
on macrolevel determinants of social change, its tendency to conflate economic power with social and cultural 
effects, its assumption of a passive and helpless audience, and its fetishization of endangered ‘authentic’ cultures” 
(350). 
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treating Chinese Internet users as passive spectators, the Da Peng Studio oriented its efforts 

towards engaging active and productive Internet users. They engaged what they saw as a creative 

and highly productive popular online sphere. The producers of  Diors Man envisioned a 

productive audience that resembled the model of  the active audience that emerged as a response 

to arguments inspired by Adorno and Horkheimer. Their work and its relation to the popular as 

a site of  production and reproduction challenges accounts that see the creative audience as a 

pure site of  creative resistance and professional media production as an agent of  ideological 

reproduction. 

The producers of  Diors Man did not see themselves a part of  a culture industry engaged in 

ideological reproduction. This was partly the case because they thought of  their work in the 

online media industry as much further removed from state ideology than that of  the television 

and film industry. The Internet’s great achievement, according to producer Lu Zhang (April 16, 

2015), was that it had opened up professional media production. The traditional media industry, 

he argued had a very “high threshold”127 (April 16, 2015), meaning that it was hard to get access 

to its professional circle. Before the Internet, he explained, Chinese media were organized 

hierarchically, from central television to local stations. The strict exams regulating access, he 

argued, were of  a political nature. “But the Internet smashed this kind, this kind of  structure.”128 

(April 16, 2015) He had never received his university degree and thus felt that the Digital 

economy had provided him with an opportunity to become a producer and writer that he would 

not have had in traditional media. He believed that the traditional style of  Chinese television 

“was far removed from real life, from our everyday lives”129 (April 16, 2015) whereas online 

media were much closer to it. In this particular context, online media appeared to them a popular 

site of  media production that included their professional work.  

This chapter examines the conception and production of  Diors Man to explore online media 

production in China. Central to Diors Man and its audience was a particularly inappropriate style 

of  online performativity characterizing the diaosi genre. Employing such performativity to 

captivate an online audience, the Da Peng Studio had to balance popular and governmental 

demands. Specifically, I want to show how gendered performances were an important means to 

challenge a restrictive media environment. However, despite their ability to potentially give 

expression to alternative relations to success and failure, they followed a script of  narrow and 

stereotypical gender roles. While the Chinese state seeks to maintain control over online media 
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129 Author’s translation, “ ”  
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production, I argue, the production team was also significantly limited by dominant norms and 

values found in online media. By discussing Diors Man and Wonder Lady, I hope to highlight a 

politics of  gender that spanned government censorship and social media, shaping the discursive 

and performative possibilities of  the shows.  

Male Laughter and the Joys of Failure 

The question what compositions of  images, performances, and narratives manage to hold 

the attention of  an audience does not have a straightforward answer. The team of  the Da Peng 

Studio is acutely aware of  this. Given that their job is to find and produce a captivating show that 

their audience will enjoy, how do they decide what their audience desires? Not everything is 

pleasurable to look at, so how are producers relating the production of  online media to what 

they envision to be their audience? How do audiovisual representations, performances, and 

narratives of  Diors Man map onto the life-worlds of  its audience members? More specifically, 

what makes gendered mediation of  success and failure so effective in attracting and enlisting 

viewers? What kind of  failure do they capture and what makes it captivating?  

To connect with viewers, the production team members have to navigate norms, rules, and 

expectations, and they have to do so creatively. Although Diors Man’s Internet-based production 

model and its mode of  audience-targeting were a novelty in China, it is important to 

acknowledge that mediation always involves production and reproduction (Mazzarella 2004, 

346). Each sketch in Diors Man consists of  two shots. The first introduces the scene’s location 

and topic. These settings are familiar or at least recognizable, ranging from massage parlors to 

office kitchens and noodle shops. This first shot presents the viewer with stereotypical figures 

such as an angry boss, a jealous girlfriend, or a hairdresser. It also introduces known celebrities in 

their various guest roles. As the sketch cuts or fades into the second shot, viewers know to 

expect a conclusion that breaks societal norms, defies the rules of  appropriateness, and often 

consists of  ridiculous failure. Often, Da Peng behaves in some outrageously inappropriate way, 

but sometimes it is the stars who prove that they are not beyond making fools of  themselves. 

Thus, while the production team aims at reproducing and fulfilling the expectation of  failure, 

inappropriateness, and foolishness, they strive to do so in unexpected ways. The sketches have to 

both fulfill the audience’s expectations and humorously undermine them.  

The first sketch I witnessed when I visited the set of  Diors Man for the first time was later 

streamed in episode seven of  season three. It shows Yoshizawa Akiho in an office kitchen while 

trying to get water from a dispenser. Bending down, she reveals her legs and allows a relatively 

generous view of  her cleavage, only to find that there is no water left. A coworker played by Da 
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Peng offers assistance. Smiling, he sets out to replace the empty water container. After a cut, 

however, the audience is presented with Da Peng’s character struggling to lift the large and full 

replacement container. Mustering all his strength, red-faced, and groaning from the effort, he 

finally falls over and drops it in his attempt to prove his strength and impress his beautiful female 

coworker. Another cut and a flustered Da Peng readjusts his tie declaring, “Next time you just let 

us men do this kind of  work.”130 As he walks away from a stupefied Yoshizawa Akiho, the 

camera zooms out and reveals the water bottle still standing on the floor with the considerably 

lighter dispenser placed upside-down on top of  it. 

Failing to impress while stubbornly holding on to his machismo, Da Peng’s character makes 

a fool of  himself. Is it his failure to impress a beautiful woman that is funny? Is it the character’s 

unwillingness to admit defeat? Is it possible that the sketch is an ironic take on the supposed 

masculine virtue of  physical strength or does it simply reinforce normative expectations of  

masculinity? The viewer is given no definite answer. Chinese masculinity, Kam Louie argues, 

does not simply follow a pattern of  Western machismo with its emphasis on physical strength 

(Louie 2002, 8). In addition to masculine values of  physical strength and martial prowess, he 

traces a historical valorization of  masculinity in terms of  “genteel and refined qualities” (8). Da 

Peng’s performance falls short of  both of  these ideals of  masculinity. The sketch shows a man 

driven by a desire that is neither matched by strength nor refinement. 

Twice, a laughter track underscores the scene for a brief  moment just as Da Peng falls. For 

an extended moment in between, he struggles in the absence of  laughter. The canned laughter 

returns as the conclusion of  the scene reveals the water dispenser is standing upside-down and 

extends into the next scene. Despite this guidance, the humor of  the show remains ambivalent. 

Failure and inappropriate behavior—often a male failure in the face of  female beauty as in the 

scene described above—are the basis of  many of  its jokes. Despite this consistency, its 

mediation of  failure and inappropriateness does not form a coherent critique or message. Da 

Peng’s foolish performances not only cause laughter, the extent of  his ignorance or inability to 

be successful also appears to be a vital source of  attraction for his fans. Failing consistently and 

creatively, has Da Peng created an antihero or simply a laughingstock? 

Yoshizawa Akiho’s role differs greatly from Da Peng’s. She does not speak. She watches Da 

Peng’s fruitless struggle silently. Only her facial expression slightly changes as she realizes that no 

good deed will follow his words. Although her attitude remains collected, observant, and 

relatively distant, Yoshizawa Akiho’s on-screen character can hardly be considered in control. She 
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watches him apprehensively and, towards the end, appears moderately stupefied. All the while, 

she remains silent. The hold she has over Da Peng’s character takes form as an embodiment of  

male desire. It is the show of  skin, the revelation of  her body vis-à-vis heteronormative codes of  

male desire, which make Da Peng’s embarrassing ordeal intelligible. The show, as a whole, 

touches on a variety of  issues in addition to the sexual desire and male failure assembled in this 

scene. Still, the theme of  failure recurrently takes form as gendered performances. Is Yoshizawa 

Akiho in this scene, then, simply a “signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in 

which man can live out his phantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing 

them on the silent image of  woman still tied to her place as bearer of  meaning, not maker of  

meaning” (Mulvey 2001, 343), as Laura Mulvey has suggested?  

Imposing the gendered structure of  a dominant, patriarchal symbolic order, Mulvey argues, 

viewing pleasure “has been split between active/male and passive/female.” (346) This split 

further manifests in narrative film as a “male gaze” projecting idealized fantasy onto the “woman 

as image” (346). Thus, in narrative cinema, she explains, women are reduced to signifying “male 

desire” (346) and, rather than actively driving the storyline, “freeze the flow of  action in 

moments of  erotic contemplation” (346). This male gaze, she contends, is not an innocent effect 

of  the cinematic spectacle. Rather, she argues, woman’s status as “to-be-looked-at-ness” (346, 

original emphasis) is built into techniques of  filmmaking and cinematic codes. Although 

Yoshizawa Akiho plays and embodies a character that is out of  Da Peng’s reach, her apparent 

superiority is a product of  male desire. Unlike Da Peng’s, Yoshizawa Akiho’s character does not 

fail, but if  hers is the performance of  success, then it is the dependent “success” of  idealized 

female beauty without a voice.  

The question, how visual media affect the viewer, holds a central place in media studies. 

According to Mulvey, it is precisely this pleasure to look, or “scopophilia” (Mulvey 2001, 344), 

which facilitates the reproduction of  woman as image.131 In an equally significant contribution 

to this debate, Teresa de Lauretis emphasized the importance of  narrative in the production 

audio-visual pleasure in film (De Lauretis 1984). Importantly, de Lauretis insists that “spectators 

are not, as it were, either in the film text or simply outside the film text; rather, we might say, they 

                                                

131 Drawing on Freud and Lacan, Mulvey analyses “the pleasurable structures of looking” (Mulvey 2001, 344) as a 
twofold process based on the “contradiction between libido and ego” (2001, 346). The pleasure of looking, she 
argues, simultaneously originates in “scopophilia” (344), seeing others as a source of sexual stimulation, and “ego 
libido” (346) the spectator’s narcissistic constitution of the self via identification with the object on the screen (346). 
It is this dichotomy, which produces an idealized perception of reality, “creating the imagized, eroticized concept of 
the world that forms the perception of the subject and makes a mockery of empirical objectivity.” (346) The 
declared aim of Mulvey’s controversial argument is the destruction of pleasure that comes with narrative film (344). 
This aim has been challenged. Engaging Mulvey’s call to destroy the pleasure of watching film, Rey Chow asks, 
“Who should destroy it, and how? If not, why not?” (Chow 1991, 19) 
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intersect the film as they are intersected by cinema.” (44, original emphasis) Inspired by these 

seminal works in feminist media studies, the following section explores how the figure of  the 

diaosi, as an aesthetic device, facilitates such an intersection between audiovisual media and online 

audience through gendered performances of  success and failure. On what basis do producers 

produce audiovisual media that they think will connect with a large number of  viewers? How do 

writers, producers, and directors at the Da Peng Studio seek to captivate an audience? Apart 

from images and narratives, I argue, the reproduction of  gendered performative styles found in 

Chinese participatory online culture is central to this effort. 

Generic Failure 

Diors Man’s inappropriate style of  performance was a key connection between the show and 

Chinese online culture. The show’s humorous and often affectionate affirmation of  the loser 

figure so central to Diors Man resonates strongly with this online diaosi culture, which gained wide 

popularity as a form of  self-mocking (zichao ) and self-belittling (aihua ). However, 

while self-ridicule is a characterizing feature of  diaosi culture, Lin Qi (2012, 5-6) considers the 

mocking lowering of  one’s status to be a way of  dissolving orthodoxy and opposing lofty 

behavior that is central to China’s online sphere more generally. In this sense, Diors Man’s 

raunchy humor reflects broader trends characterizing the Chinese Internet. While the figure of  

the lovable underdog is not a novel phenomenon in China, the vulgar undertone of  the show 

makes Da Peng’s on-screen persona one that arose out of  the possibilities and limitations offered 

by the Chinese Internet. The recent rise of  this Chinese nobody, loser, or diaosi is central to 

understanding how the show employs failure as a mode of  engagement with its audience. It is of  

particular importance to situate the show’s gendered mediation of  success and failure in 

contemporary China.  

In its celebration of  the nobody, Diors Man affirms and amplifies narratives, images, and 

performances shared by an online audience itself  heavily involved in media practices. The viral 

success of  the diaosi figure further underscored the productivity of  China’s online sphere, one 

fully capable of  giving voice to issues and debates. Commentators tend to understand the diaosi 

as an expression of  economic uncertainty and frustration. In China, commentators have 

described diaosi self-affirmations as the youth’s response to the gradual disappearance of  the 

middle class and the lack of  upward mobility. Writing in the same issue of  Xing Zhoukan, Lin (5) 

seeks to understand the diaosi less as a coherent group than as an expression of  societal and 

economic pressures. Specifically, Lin discusses diaosi self-affirmations as the youth’s response to 

the gradual disappearance of  the middle class and the lack of  upward mobility. The Da Peng 
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Studio, beyond simply adopting a trending online concept and catering to a pre-constituted 

online audience, created a show that was able to engage Chinese online culture continuously and 

dynamically, appropriating and giving voice to trending topics and economic anxieties. Lacking 

the power of  a central television channel and a secure broadcasting space, they had to attract 

viewers for each new episode. Creating a loyal fan base was central to this effort, and the diaosi 

were an ideal label for this purpose.  

Bai Hang’s description of  their audience reflected this context. Their viewers, he explained, 

were not villagers living in poverty, but the laborers of  China’s so-called “first-tier cities” ( ：

 yi xian chengshi)—Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. Diors Man’s audience, Bai 

Hang once told me, “probably isn’t me, or you, but do you know who it definitely is, it definitely 

is the Bartender at the Karaoke club, it definitely is the waitress at a restaurant and the 

receptionist in the small hostel. It has to be them to work. That is our audience.”132 (Bai Hang 

October 10, 2014) Bai Hang’s claim that they constitute the audience of  Diors Man reveals how 

these figures mark generalized experiences of  lack relating to success, upward mobility, 

middle-class life, marriage and ownership of  a nice apartment. In Bai Hang’s account, the figures 

of  the waiter, bartender, and receptionist—working in China’s “modern” cities, in touch with 

middle-class life yet not part of  it—become emblematic of  an experience of  social difference 

and immobility. They mediate an experience in which the desired object appears close and 

remains distant. 

Reproducing such a subject position, the concept of  the diaosi helped the Da Peng Studio 

conceptualize a particular average viewer and produce the show accordingly. Da Peng explained 

that they chose shooting locations to create situations reflecting “a life ordinary people truly have 

a chance of  accepting” (Da Peng January 26, 2015). While Bai Hang conceded that it was 

impossible to reach everyone, he explained that they tried to reach what he considered the 

“majority”  (  da duo shu) and “ordinary people” (  laobaixing), or the “diaosi” (Bai 

Hang October 10, 2014). The diaosi, Bai Hang explained, are “regular people” (  

puputongtong de ren), who may, at times, “do stupid things”133 and who might occasionally 

“become the subjects of  ridicule”134 (October 10, 2014). Despite this unflattering description, 

the show’s overall positive affirmation of  the loser figure shone through when he added that 

these so-called diaosi could in his eyes be very “optimistic” and “happy” (October 10, 2014). 
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133 Author’s translation, “ m” 
134 Author’s translation, “ （” 
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Based on such an understanding of  their audience, they tried to find themes that resonated with 

them. The content of  Diors Man, Bai Hang explained, sought to reflect the experiences of  young 

Chinese, like buying an apartment or chasing girls (  paoniu). In this way, their show 

addressed a stereotypically young, unsuccessful, and male audience.  

While the show and the diaosi phenomenon share a set of  concerns revolving around 

questions of  socioeconomic mobility and inequality, Da Peng was hesitant to equate their 

audience with the diaosi. He claimed that “the word diaosi has little to do with the content of  the 

show, but has shaped the audience’s judgment of  the content.”135 (Da Peng January 26, 2015). 

He emphasized the importance of  labels in a medium that requires the viewer to “click.” While 

he agreed that the diaosi had been crucial to the success of  the show, Da Peng’s ambivalence 

toward the notion that they produced a “diaosi show” may well have reflected his reluctance to be 

pinned down by a label himself. More than that, I argue, his argument points to a broader issue, 

namely that the loser figure of  the diaosi mediates present Chinese conditions of  life that cannot 

be reduced to the genre. What matters, I argue, is the way in which both Diors Man and the diaosi 

managed to mediate generalized experiences of  life in contemporary China.  

It is this generalizing function, the act of  abstracting experiences through the diaosi genre in 

a context of  socioeconomic anxiety and pressure, which brings Diors Man and its audience 

together. The figures of  the diaosi, nobody, loser, and barkeeper, are generalizations that do not 

truly represent the diversity of  Internet users who find enjoyment in Diors Man’s 

underdog-performativity. According to their research, Diors Man’s audience was eighty percent 

male and predominantly “white collar” ( bailing) (Du Chang January 25, 2015). Backing this, 

an editorial in the magazine Xin Zhoukan (2012a, 3) noted in 2012 how netizen’s, IT workers, 

white collar citizens, and celebrities alike began using the term to refer to themselves or each 

other. To understand the implications of  diaosi performances, I argue, we should neither presume 

“the diaosi” to exist as an original and subcultural identity nor as a floating signifier. Rather, it 

constitutes a performative genre, one that was central to the production of  Diors Man for an 

online audience. Both Diors Man and the diaosi genre capture a set of  social and economic 

pressures affecting young Chinese. Moreover, they emerged in a period in which the experience 

of  urgency so dominant during the 1990s is encounters the feeling that expectations will not be 

met. 136 
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136 A lack of socioeconomic mobility and career opportunities, or simply the inability to be “successful” are often 
named as central causes for the wave of online diaosi productions. Szablewicz situates the diaosi phenomenon within 
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However, this does not imply that everyone who employs the label shares a defined set of  

characteristics. “Genres,” as Ralph Cohen has argued in his discussion of  textual classification, 

are “open systems” (Cohen 1986, 207) that serve social and aesthetic purposes. Their members, 

accordingly, “need not have a single trait in common since to do so would presuppose that the 

trait has the same function for each of  the member texts.” (210) The same point, I argue, can be 

made about the diaosi genre, no matter if  it appears as the subversive expression of  online 

culture or as a marketing strategy. What is important is what purposes of  categorization it serves 

and what realities it produces. It should not, however, be considered indexical of  fixed identities. 

The way in which the term diaosi has come to be used as an adjective to describe certain forms 

of  behavior rather than personal identities reflects this flexibility (Du Chang January 25, 2015) 

rather than a fixed status. Instead of  asking whom the diaosi are and what they contest, I suggest 

it is more constructive to consider what kind productions and reproductions the genre of  the 

diaosi makes possible. 

Subversive Performativity and the Reproduction of Gendered 

Difference 

In Diors Man, enthusiasm for the central loser figure does not preclude admiration of  guest 

stars. The show further accentuated this meeting of  “opposites” by including amateur actors. It 

was one of  its traits that, when filming on location, the production team would spontaneously 

invite people to play a part. When shooting in a restaurant, for example, they asked a restaurant 

waiter to play a waiter. He became a regular guest actor on the show. Thus, it was entirely 

possible that, from one moment to the other, the receptionist, waiter, or bartender Bai Hang 

listed as their audience would appear on Diors Man alongside some of  China’s most famous stars, 

watching on with consternation as Da Peng and his celebrity guests become the subjects of  

ridicule. Thus, while reproducing the binary code of  quality discourse, Diors Man’s laughter and 

mockery, to some degree, challenged assumptions about personal quality. 

Bai Hang’s explanation of  the diaosi employed a grammar similar to that of  suzhi discourse. 

Despite his stereotypical classification, Bai Hang insisted that the concept could encompass 

virtually all Chinese. “Actually, diaosi is a thing that every ordinary person, really every person 

                                                                                                                                                  

a broader “politics of desire” (Szablewicz 2014, 262) and discusses contentious politics of China’s youth in terms of 
a “desire for socio-economic mobility” (262). Facing an uncertain economic future, she argues, youth “articulate 
alternative identities that pose a challenge to mainstream visions of what success entails.” (262) 
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possesses,”137 (Bai Hang October 10, 2014) he argued. To him, the question of  who is a diaosi 

was always relational. When a poor guy encounters a rich person, he reasoned, the rich one will 

most likely not be considered a diaosi. However, Bai Hang’s conviction that everyone has the 

potential to be diaosi is premised on the understanding that Chinese still possessed certain 

character traits that were remnants of  less modernized and less developed times. The diaosi, Bai 

Hang explained to me, were a product of  “traditional” Chinese culture. “If  you go back three 

generations,” he explained, “everyone was still fucking working the fields.” (October 10, 2014) In 

his view, traces of  this relatively recent history still exist today, so that “even if  you are cultured 

or have money, deep down you have this kind of  quality, yes, the quality of  a diaosi.”138 (October 

10, 2014) It may be significant here that Bai Hang used the term pinzhi ( ) to talk about 

quality and not the more politically charged suzhi. While not a complete refusal of  suzhi 

discourse, Bai Hang’s discussion of  diaosi qualities nevertheless presents a significant adaptation 

in its universalization and partial valorization of  the diaosi.  

While quality discourse often constitutes a judgment of  whether or not someone possesses 

or lacks quality, he considered being a diaosi a quality which could steer towards the positive or 

the negative. “Regular Chinese,” Bai Hang felt, tend to “seek their own petty gains”139 and “love 

noise and excitement.”140 Parodying a “diaosi,” he exclaimed, “Ah, someone is fighting, I’ll go 

and have a look! There was a car accident, I’ll go and have a look!”141 (Bai Hang October 10, 

2014) Bai Hang felt that diaosi characteristics might be very obvious in a person of  lower 

standing, while they could be less evident in a cultured or wealthy person. Individuals with low 

education and little literacy skills, he added, tended to be more self-centered a person was 

displayed the behavior of  a diaosi more clearly, “but that, of  course, is also very lovable!”142 

(October 10, 2014) Nevertheless, he maintained that these characteristics “exist inside, even if  

they don’t show.” 143 (October 10, 2014) However, what is central to Bai Hang’s account and the 

Da Peng Studio’s productions in general, is that they refused to ascribe to the figure of  the 

“loser” a purely positive or negative meaning. Bai Hang explained that both people’s goodness, 

as well as their evil, could go into being a diaosi. Such a person, he felt, may both possess a 
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propensity to gawk as well as a willingness to help others. The ambivalence displayed here runs 

counter the normative binaries of  quality discourse.  

Da Peng’s inappropriate performance of  flawed masculinity gains meaning relation to 

China’s history of  quality discourse. Diors Man engages issues of  personal quality, or suzhi, 

through performances of  failure, foolishness, and vulgarity. These performances humorously 

affirm the lack of  personal quality associated with it. Following Bakhtin, scholarship of  the 

Chinese Internet has conceptualized such playfulness as carnivalesque (Herold 2011, 11, Yang 

2009, 1). However, if  diaosi performances are to be analyzed as a form of  carnivalesque politics, 

it is important to note that they are not the kind of  ironic negation that Bakhtin describes as 

“bare negation” (Bakhtin 1984, 11). “The satirist whose laughter is negative,” Bakhtin argues, 

“places himself  above the object of  his mockery, he is opposed to it.” (12) Carnivalesque 

laughter, on the other hand, is ambivalent in its celebration and mockery, its affirmation and 

denial (11-12) as well as universal, since it is directed at everyone including “those who laugh” 

(12). Containing both affirmation and ridicule, a similarly ambivalent laughter provides the 

producers of  Diors Man with performative space and an opportunity to engage an online 

audience, one in which desires for adult movie stars and the pleasures of  failure could be equally 

celebrated. 

The sketches of  Diors Man present the viewer with repetitions displaying the characters’ 

failures and his deviations from the norm. What makes such repetitions of  failure pleasurable? 

In Cruel Optimism, Berlant provides a possible answer. In the situation comedy, she argues, 

“people are fated to express their flaws episodically, over and over, without learning, changing, 

being relieved, becoming better, or dying.” (Berlant 2011, 176) The reason such repetitive 

performances are comic rather than tragic, Berlant argues, lies in the capacity of  the genre to 

present viewers with an imaginary world that “has the kind of  room for us that enables us to endure.” 

(177, original emphasis) It should not come as a surprise that Da Peng’s autobiography is entitled 

Laughing Out Loud When Life is Hard (Peng 2014). In this spirit, Diors Man performed a world, in 

which average guys can laugh about their failure to fulfill their desires, dreams, and fantasies. All 

the while, the comedy show acknowledges their desires, creating a space in which fans can 

encounter famous and beautiful celebrities. While reproducing notions of  failure and 

inappropriateness, the show’s humorous conclusions also laughingly affirm that falling short of  

the standards set by celebrity idols is all right, too. The production of  such a performative space 

was central to the Da Peng Studio’s effort to connect with an online audience. 

Set against the divisive politics of  personal quality and ideal personhood constituted by 

government discourse, this performative space is liberating and exhilarating precisely due to its 
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inappropriate challenge to the limits of  acceptable behavior. However, for whom is it liberating? 

Bakhtin describes the carnivalesque as a “utopian realm of  community, freedom, equality, and 

abundance” (Bakhtin 1984, 9), which was always of  temporary nature and specific to the 

European middle ages. Efforts to read the popular as a site of  resistance too often present 

Internet users as an abstract collective that is unified in its subversive potential. The popular in 

the context of  digital media and communication technologies is a site of  politics, a sphere in 

which dominant norms and values are reproduced, not just opposed. In this regard, the 

reproduction of  gendered difference is a particularly pervasive example. Against the background 

of  quality discourse, the show’s celebration of  the figure of  the loser presents a forceful rejection 

of  dominant ideas about masculinity, class, and personal quality. Nevertheless, the celebration 

and valorization of  male failure that challenges dominant notions of  personal quality also 

reproduces gender differences and presents women as relatively passive objects of  desire. The 

role of  gender in popular media challenges us to take into account how mediation, as production 

and reproduction, can simultaneously challenge and reaffirm dominant norms.  

Diaosi mediations remain highly gender-specific. Bai Hang’s view on these matters was 

ambivalent. Trying to understand Bai Hang’s definition of  a diaosi, I asked him what he thought 

of  a drawing depicting a male and a female “diaosi,” or nüdiaosi ( Z , which was widely 

circulated on Chinese social media. The drawing characterizes the male as mainly lacking 

financial means, proper decorum, and success with women while the female, in turn, is 

defined by her failure to embody female beauty and confidence (cf. Szablewicz 2014, 

264-265). Bai Hang felt that such definitions should not be given too much import. To him, a 

woman could not be considered a diaosi simply because of  her outward appearance. He had 

many female friends, he added, who might not be considered particularly beautiful. However, 

successful as they were, he said, they rather made him feel like a diaosi. 

Although he privately sought to avoid stereotypical gender binaries such as this one, his 

professional work nevertheless reproduced gendered difference and woman as image. There was 

a clear emphasis on male desire in the way the Da Peng Studio produced Diors Man. “They also 

like watching Japanese adult movies, right,” Bai Hang told me “so we invited these [female] 

Japanese actors.”144 (Bai Hang October 10, 2014) Thus, even though he did not necessarily 

maintain such a division in his private life, as a professional director, male desire became an 

important way of  envisioning the captivation of  this audience and female beauty became a 
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means to this end. This focus is not to say online performances of  failure and self-mocking are 

void of  subversive potential, but that they cannot be treated as purely subversive. Both in Diors 

Man and in online diaosi mediation, performative male desire and failure at once challenge norms 

and expectations while also reproducing gendered difference.  

An Online Comedy Show 

Diors Man was the first series entirely produced and streamed by an online media company 

in China (Liu 2014). To produce and market the online series (  wangluoju), the Da Peng 

Studio had an infrastructural assemblage of  different digital media technologies at its disposal. 

Sohu, the online media service provider funding and streaming Diors Man, focuses on mobile 

markets and maintains online platforms for news, video, and gaming services. Zhang Chaoyang (

), one of  China’s Internet pioneers, founded the company. He received his Ph.D. in 

physics from MIT and was later able to get venture capital investment from the United States 

(Zhou 2008, 69). Founding Sohu, he created a diverse and multi-platform media network. Given 

Sohu’s media infrastructure, it is unsurprising that the Da Peng Studio targeted an online market 

and designed Diors Man specifically for mobile consumption. 

Episodes premiere weekly, and become available on mobile devices via the Sohu Video 

mobile app at midnight to be enjoyed in bed before sleeping or downloaded for the next day’s 

journey to work. At nine a.m., when the audience of  the show has presumably arrived at work, 

the video becomes available on Sohu Shipin’s website145 to be watched on PCs. As more than 

one producer pointed out to me, the short episodes are designed to support fleeting mobile 

enjoyment. They have an average duration of  twelve minutes intended to facilitate mobile 

consumption on smartphones and tablets on the go. The lack of  an overarching storyline 

across each season’s seven to eight episodes further supports mobile, fleeting, and possibly 

discontinuous enjoyment. The omnipresence of  smartphones and tablets in Beijing’s capital 

is perhaps most striking on subway trains, where subterraneous passengers collectively turn 

to their mobile devices for entertainment and information. Especially on the evening’s 

return journeys, cables connecting mobile devices to mobile batteries indicate the usage of  

energy-consuming video players.  

The appearance of  adult film stars on the show highlights how Diors Man, as an online 

comedy show, was able to push the boundaries of  the acceptable in way television productions 
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could not. The Da Peng Studio first tried to enlist Japanese adult film star Aoi Sola, who reached 

celebrity status in China through social media and “the illegal circulation of  her work” (Coates 

2014, 90). Her pornographic work became popular through the circulation of  pirated DVDs but 

mostly depended on online file sharing (96-97). With pornography outlawed in China, her 

celebrity depended on new media and communication technologies. To the Da Peng studio, her 

attraction lay in the following she had built on Chinese social media, which were central to her 

rise to public fame in China. Aoi Sola is revered by online fans as a “goddess” (90) and has 

assembled nearly 15 million followers on Xinlang Weibo. Apart from pornographic movies, she 

has played roles in mainstream movies and appeared regularly on television shows in Japan. 

Failing to get her on their show, they managed to instead enlist Japanese adult actors Yui Hatano 

for their first and Yoshizawa Akiho for their second season.  

Since 2012 and Diors Man’s spectacular success, the production rate of  online movies and 

shows has increased rapidly, challenging traditional television as the prime source of  audiovisual 

entertainment. Apart from mobile devices, television “boxes” with the ability to stream content 

from a variety of  online media platforms in high definition have found a place in many 

households. Many of  my informants felt that television was the entertainment medium of  older 

generations, whereas theirs was the Internet. In his work on television, Raymond Williams points 

out how the medium was both an innovation as well as a continuation of  characteristics of  older 

“cultural forms” (Williams 2003, 69-70).146 Similarly, while Diors Man was novel in some ways, it 

was not an absolute departure from television and existing comedic genres.  

Although there was novelty to the way in which Diors Man’s production as an online show 

conceptualized an underprivileged audience confronted with the promise of  city life on a daily 

basis, its audiovisual problematization socioeconomic anxieties in reform era China itself  was 

not a novel phenomenon. As the emergence of  the Chinese market economy and consumption 

society brought about a sense of  economic urgency during the 1990s, Zhang Zhen notes, 

Chinese media were “suffused with tragicomic tales of  people who have fared poorly or well in 

the new enterprises proliferating in China.” (Zhang 2000, 93) Moreover, although Da Peng 

framed the concept of  comedy shows composed of  brief  sketches played by the same actor as a 

discovery, sketch comedy, albeit in a slightly different form, was an established genre in China.  

                                                

146 Based on the example of the television newscast, Williams (2003, 118) argued that this format embodies a kind 
of flow, which is “determined by a deliberate use of the medium rather than by the nature of the material being dealt 
with.” He thus emphasized that human intention is already part of the development and production of technology 
and media (7). 
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The theatrical xiaopin ( ) genre consists of  short comic performances and enjoys huge 

popularity. Originally limited to educational settings and used to train actors, the genre’s short ten 

to fifteen-minute skits reached broader audiences only in 1983 in the context of  the yearly 

Chinese New Year Gala Performance broadcasted by the Chinese state television (Du 1998, 

382-383). The format thrived and caused a “xiaopin fever” (385) during the late 1980s and early 

1990s. Critical engagements with daily life and negative social issues in xiaopin skits, Du Wenwei 

argues, resonate with the viewers’ experiences of  inequality. While the genre entered popular 

culture and became a “cultural commodity” (391), xiaopin skits also satirize and address the 

“commercial ethos of  society” (399). Despite the genre’s commercial success, Du (399) claims, 

xiaopin played a critical part in public discourse about life during times of  economic and social 

change in reform era China.  

Interestingly, the first public xiaopin skit featured the literary figure Ah Q, one of  China’s 

most famous anti-heroes known from a short story written by Lu Xun (Du 1998, 382-383). Ah 

Q is often likened to the diaosi for his insistence to turn his failures into spiritual victories. 

However, as Szablewicz has pointed out, whereas Lu Xun created a literary figure that was 

socially isolated and blind to his reality during the fall of  the Qing dynasty, “the diaosi emerge out 

of  a vibrant Internet culture that is sharply attuned to and critical of  the goings-on of  the 

Chinese state.” (Szablewicz 2014, 267) Engaging such an audience, the makers of  Diors Man kept 

the style of  the show purposefully simple, consisting of  short sketches repeating the same 

patterns. They drew inspiration from online trends to develop their aesthetics and content. 

Rather than creating a product that would distance itself  from amateur productions by displaying 

a degree of  technical complexity and refinement only achievable by professionals, they adopted a 

modest style, one which viewers could approach on eye level. For some of  the makers of  the 

show, this mode of  production was a matter of  frustration. Their desire to raise the quality of  

production conflicted with their aim to create a show that resonated with non-professional 

online media production.  

In addition to similarities in terms of  the issues they address, Diors Man and xiaopin 

performances share a comedic style that often plays with homophones and regional dialects 

(mostly northeastern in the case of  Diors Man) (cf. Du 1998, 385). Members of  the production 

team acknowledged similarities between these two comedic formats. However, despite these 

parallels, there are significant differences in the way Diors Man and it audience took form around 

the issues of  socioeconomic mobility and opportunity. Du Wenwei highlights how the success of  

this style of  performance coincided with market reforms, the increasing popularity of  television, 

and consumerist desires for fast entertainment in reform era China (Du 1998, 386). The Da Peng 
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Studio, on the other hand, explicitly took its inspiration from Chinese online media, scanning for 

trends and hot issues created by Internet users. 

Transformations 

When I began my fieldwork at the end of  2013, Bai Hang and Lu Zhang conveyed to me 

their excitement about the implications of  the Internet in China. To them, Diors Man signified 

new possibilities. They were pushing the boundaries of  the acceptable, broaching themes that 

would never have made it past the government’s watchful eye and onto television. Their 

understanding of  the Internet as a “grassroots” (  caogen) technology backed this 

understanding. “It’s too fast, I think,” Bai Hang explained to me the uncontrollable nature of  the 

Internet over drinks at Lu Zhang’s apartment, “for Example, once I have sent out a Weibo 

[post], it is out, and a lot of  people have seen it already.” (Fieldnotes November 27, 2013) Their 

views echoed Yang Guobin’s argument that Internet users are “skilled actors” who respond 

creatively to the state’s efforts to control the Internet rather than “captive audiences” (Yang 

2009, 13). Regarding professional media production, too, Bai Hang argued (Fieldnotes 

November 27, 2013), the rules were different on the Chinese Internet compared to television. 

They saw an opening in China’s strictly governed media environment created by a daring online 

culture. As a grassroots technology, the Internet presented to them a more open media 

environment in which they could address issues that the traditional media outlets would or could 

not disseminate. 

This environment did not free them from all restrictions. In a previous season, Yui Hatano, 

a Japanese adult film star, participated in a sketch, in which a bouncer stops her at the entrance 

to a club. Frustrated by the fact that he does not recognize her as the celebrity she is, she 

attempts to explain who she is. The bouncer recognizes her in the end, but only after he peeks 

under her blouse and recognizes her breasts. After showing me the clip, Bai Hang told me that 

they had first shot a scene, in which the doorman peeks under her skirt, but Sohu had 

intervened, worried that this would go too far. Despite this kind of  self-censorship, Bai Hang 

(Fieldnotes November 27, 2013) argued that a series produced for online streaming allowed for 

more artistic freedoms than those produced for TV stations. The government only intervened, 

he explained, if  they deemed material to be unacceptable. While the scene brings up the 

problematic sexualization and objectification of  women addressed at the beginning of  this 

chapter, it is important to note that, in the context of  governmental censorship, the scene’s 

inappropriateness brought about a liberating and exhilarating excitement. By pushing the 

boundaries, they could create a show the like of  which had never been produced in China. 
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Within the space of  a year, however, government oversight and censorship had dampened this 

feeling of  possibility. 

Faced with a variety of  guidelines issued by the Chinese State Administration of  Press, 

Publication, Radio, Film and Television, the Da Peng Studio walked a thin line between satisfying 

popular demand and risking their work deemed “inappropriate.” In 2013, Sohu was forced 

to temporarily remove Diors Man from its online media platform. This act of  censorship 

took place just after episode seven containing the sketch I witnessed on my first visit to the 

set premiered. The show was allowed to go back online only after all scenes containing 

appearances by female adult film stars Yui Hatano and Yoshizawa Akiho had been removed. 

It is telling that the act of  censorship focused on issues of  gender and sexuality.  

By banning Yui Hatano and Yoshizawa Akiho’s humorous performances, the government 

effectively fixed them to their off-screen identities as adult film stars. In general, their scenes 

were no less appropriate or inappropriate than those of  other Chinese stars appearing on 

their show, suggesting that the reason behind this act of  censorship was their work in the 

adult movie industry, rather than their on-screen performances on Diors Man. The Issue of  

contention here, it seems, was not the sexual objectification of  women, but female sexuality 

as a threat to social stability that supposedly needed to be contained. Not long after that, Yui 

Hatano was the victim of  another instance of  censorship. She became the center of  a 

controversy in 2015 after a non-pornographic photograph of  her was printed on public 

transport cards in Taipei, causing public outcry. Yui Hatano reportedly responded to the criticism 

by asking, "Just because I am an adult video porn star... does it mean that I cannot pay a debt of  

gratitude to my beloved Taiwan?" (BBC 2015)  

At stake in the production of  Diors Man are not only problematic media productions 

representing women as the passive signifiers of  male desire but more broadly the possibilities 

and limitations of  gender performance contemporary China. It follows that a discussion of  the 

Da Peng Studio’s gendered mediation of  success and failure must address the complexities and 

contingencies of  media production within a wider social and political field. Censorship was one 

component in this process. By the end of  my fieldwork in 2015, the Da Peng Studio’s producer 

Du Chang told me (Du Chang January 25, 2015) that because of  the success of  Diors Man, they 

were made an example of  and used to display the government’s control over online media 

publicly. The government claimed that the censored scenes had been inappropriate for children 

who potentially had unrestricted access to them. After the event, a procedure was put in place to 

have every episode signed off  by an internal office at Sohu checking for problematic content 

before publication.  
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The government’s intervention changed the tone of  Diors Man. In season four, Da Peng’s 

roles became more respectable. Appearing as a teacher and husband more frequently, he 

continued to misbehave, but did so in an overall more innocent manner. Censorship of  scenes 

involving their Japanese guest stars lead to a drop in viewership, forcing them to find new ways 

of  attracting an audience for season four. They managed to do so by enlisting Martina Hill, star 

of  Knallerfrauen, for guest appearances. Asked by Bai Hang to help out as a translator, I witnessed 

this international cooperation in May 2014. Hill’s manager told me that, at first, they had been 

quite surprised to receive an inquiry by a Chinese show that had copied theirs, but also expressed 

that, in the end, it had been an excellent experience.147 

Heroic Failure 

About midway into my fieldwork, on September 15, 2014, I received a WeChat voice 

message from Lu Zhang. “Are you busy tomorrow night or the night after?” he asked, “Da Peng 

would like you to play a part in his movie.” (Fieldnotes September 15, 2014) Having played small 

parts in their online shows, I was thus unexpectedly hired for their new prestige project, Jianbing 

Man (  jianbingxia) or “Pancake Man,” a movie produced for Chinese theaters and later 

Sohu’s media platform. The film marks the Da Peng Studio’s attempt to hold on to their loyal 

online audience, while also attracting a broad range of  moviegoers.  

Filming of  Jianbing Man took place outside the Sohu office complex in Beijing’s Sanlitun 

district. My scene was to be the movie’s opening scene. One of  its functions was to act as a 

bridge between Diors Man and Jianbing Man. In the scene, I had to walk holding an iPad playing a 

sketch from Diors Man. In the sketch, Da Peng teaches a group of  foreigners Mandarin Chinese, 

the joke being that he teaches them vulgar Chinese homophones instead of  the word written on 

the chalkboard in Chinese characters. Following his mock lecture, I had to repeat after him as I 

walked, echoing his profanity. The scene shows a beautiful woman approaching me just as I, 

ignorantly following Da Peng’s lead, repeat the phrase “gun duzi” ( ), thus unintentionally 

telling her to �piss off.” In the scene, Diors Man’s Da Peng reached beyond the confines of  an 

online show to corrupt a foreigner and transform him into a “loser” in his movie. The shot was 

to bridge these two media formats, but also mark a transition. 

                                                

147 Producer Du Chang (January 25, 2015) emphasized that Knallerfrauen was not an absolute original either, but 
followed the example of a French show. 
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A large team was busy organizing each take and repositioning background actors for the 

next take. They wore t-shirts with a popular online slang term printed on them. “MLGB” is 

frequently used as an initialism for a curse phrase meaning “mother’s cunt” (chinaSMACK n.d.). 

However, subverting the initialism’s vulgar meaning, an entirely different explanation was printed 

below the letters: mai le ge bingjiling (i )—“I bought an ice cream.” Despite their 

playful reference to Chinese online culture, however, the scene revealed a professional movie 

crew’s ambition. They filmed the scene in one complicated extended take that began on a 

second-floor hair saloon. From there, they lowered the camera through a window to the ground 

floor on ropes, finally following me as I walked by while repeating Da Peng’s inappropriate 

teachings. Involving a number of  background actors, intricate timing, and challenging camera 

movement, the scene was a long way from the simple compositions of  Diors Man. Perhaps it 

proved too ambitious. Although they did 38 takes that evening, the scene failed to make it into 

the final version of  the film. 

The film was, in the end, a big success. Grossing $69.02 million (Rahman 2015) within the 

first three days of  its opening in Chinese theaters, it became one of  most successful movies in 

China that year and later got an international release. With Da Peng playing himself, the film 

pokes fun at his rise to fame and success. “You tell me, do I look like a loser?” Da Peng asks his 

assistant in the film’s opening. “We have become so famous recently, but [Sohu CEO] Charles 

Zhang still asks me to play a loser.”148 The film’s beginning shows Da Peng celebrated by 

screaming fans and handed suitcases of  money to shoot a film. The movie’s storyline is only 

minutes away from his inescapable fall from grace. Celebrating his success and having “fun with 

common people,”149 Da Peng gets drunk and predictably causes his downfall when he is 

photographed just as he (falsely) appears to be assaulting a woman. As a result, his financiers, 

celebrity friends, and fans abandon him, and he returns to being a diaosi. 

With Jianbing Man, the Da Peng Studio brought narratives of  success and failure and 

performance of  inappropriate behavior so common to Chinese online media onto the big 

screen. Their marketing celebrated the self-belittling humor so common to Chinese online 

media. On Da Peng’s weekly online talk show, Da Peng Debade, they played a segment of  street 

interviews, asking people if  they were excited about the film’s immanent opening. The responses 

ranged from “I don’t care” to “I don’t like Da Peng.” Another marketing video showed Da Peng 

making Chinese pancakes (  jianbing) on the street, a popular Chinese snack commonly sold 
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by low-income street vendors. The film’s outlandish plot revolves around Da Peng’s quest to 

make a movie without financial resources. It features many known faces from the show, 

including the waiter who became a regular guest actor, in minor roles. Assembling a small team 

of  outcasts, he ventures forth to make a movie about an alien living in disguise on earth. 

Ultimately forced to use his powers and become a superhero, the extraterrestrial hero stands up 

to protect a beautiful female jianbing vendor from evil forces. Thus the movie not only ridicules a 

famous Da Peng, but it also mocks his attempt to become a movie director. 

To save his career, movie-Da Peng and his motley crew way-lay famous actors, threatening 

them and their lives in the process. With a hidden camera, they film Da Peng swooping in and 

saving them as the fake superhero Jianbing Man. In the first of  these coerced guest appearances, 

Sandra Ng asks him who he is. A mask-wearing Da Peng responds, “Who am I? Who I am is not 

important, the harmonious society is most important.” Da Peng’s response references former 

President Hu Jintao’s call for a “harmonious society” (  hexie shehui). However, against 

the background of  Da Peng’s unscrupulous and inappropriate quest to save his career, the 

political slogan fails to ring true. Moreover, the term is highly disputed online, where Internet 

users began referring to online censorship as “harmonization.” As a result, the term hexie ( ) 

itself  became subject to censorship, to which Internet users responded by using the homophone 

hexie ( ) meaning “river crab” to address the same issue. Foregrounding the harmonious 

society as the primary objective of  a fake superhero, Da Peng highlight distance between 

government discourse and an online culture readily making fun of  the idealism of  government 

propaganda. The reference reflects the production teams’ continued engagement with Chinese 

online culture. 

However, like the series, the movie does not present its audience with an outright rejection 

of  ambitions and dreams. Jianbing Man, the viewer is told in one of  the more serious moments 

of  the film, is a childhood dream. The desire to “be a hero for once”150 is what lead Da Peng to 

Beijing, but instead, he was cast to play a loser. As opposed to Diors Man’s repetitive performance 

of  failure, the movie offers redemption. Unwittingly mistaking a real robber for one of  his 

actors, Da Peng becomes a true hero in the eyes of  the public. Repeatedly, the film raises the 

question if  Da Peng can move beyond his role as a loser and accomplish his dream. When he is 

about to abandon the movie project, he is reprimanded for giving up on his dream and 

considering signing a contract for another diaosi series. “You are just a diaosi,”151 he is told. 
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Suddenly, the figure of  the loser receives a bad connotation, but it does so at a moment in the 

film when Da Peng abandons his friends and fellow “diaosi.” He is brought back onto the right 

path by Liu Yan , a longstanding guest on Diors Man. Possessing the status of  a “sex 

symbol,” she often played the romantic interest on the show. However, in the movie, she plays 

the part of  Da Peng’s only loyal celebrity friend, saving him from difficult situations, 

acknowledging a Da Peng beyond the ups and downs of  public opinion, and offering advice in a 

moment of  moral crisis. 

When Da Peng tells Liu Yan about his frustration with always being cast a diaosi, rather than 

a hero, she recounts how they both began their careers in the entertainment industry. Working 

hard, they finally made it. She tells Da Pent that, after she had become famous, people would talk 

about her, saying things like, “Liu Yan has no talents but showing her breasts.”152 Worrying 

about her at the time, Da Peng had sent her funny pictures of  himself. Back then, she 

remembers, he was her hero, and he still is. While Liu Yan still appears at strategic moments to 

help advance a plot focused on a male lead and her physical appearance still matters, the film 

nevertheless presents her with an opportunity to play a somewhat more complex and active role 

and address her own objectification. The final scene reveals Da Peng’s choice to finish the movie 

rather than signing a contract to play a loser. In an extended scene, he fights a number of  

gangsters, finally defeating a villain played by Jean-Claude van Damme. As the credits roll, the 

viewer is left confused about whether Da Peng left behind his identity as a loser, choosing his 

outcast friends over an easy paycheck. With all the secretly filmed scenes, Da Peng notes at the 

end, the film cannot be released for legal reasons. To this, someone remarks that the movie is 

terrible anyways, “It really sucks, ok?”153 
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Chapter Three: The Age of the Internet 

“This word, ‘the Internet’—actually, I didn’t get it in the past, I didn’t understand it. […] I 

did use computers, I also used WeChat, QQ and the like, I was getting in touch with everyone, 

but I never realized the importance of  its existence.”154 (Mei Yulin November 11, 2014) With 

these words, Mei Yulin began an interview, eager to share these thoughts even before I asked a 

question. When I first met her in 2009, she was a B.A. student at the Beijing Film Academy 

striving to become a make-up artist. Shortly after finishing an M.A in 2013, she was invited by Li 

Bao, a friend of  hers, to join his young media company, Bloom Media.155 Over the course of  a 

year, after she began working there, they shifted their ambitions from film and media production 

to Internet entrepreneurship. It was a process of  discovery for her. While the Internet had long 

been part of  her life, she felt that she was only now becoming aware of  its broader significance.

I first became aware of  Bloom Media’s plans to foray into China’s digital economy when 

Mei Yulin asked me to arrange a meeting together with Bai Hang. Although we had all been 

students together at the Beijing Film Academy at the same time, the two of  them had never met. 

However, upon hearing about Bai Hang’s success as a director of  online series, Mei Yulin was 

keen to exchange ideas. So Bai Hang, Mei Yulin, and I ended up drinking tea in the Bloom Media 

office located in a high-rise in Beijing’s Chaoyang district. Bought online as the rest of  the office 

furniture, a couple of  reindeer statues watched on as the two of  them discussed the logic behind 

viral online videos. As they chatted, Bai Hang voiced his belief  that netizens (  wangyou) 

should not be expected to pay much attention to a single story and therefore need to be intrigued 

right away. The Internet, to them, was a specific site of  possibility, a world of  trends, sensations, 

                                                

154 Author’s translation, “‘ ’ — c c

QQ
”  

155 To protect my informants’ anonymity, I have changed the name of the company. 
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hot topics, and impatient online audiences. At that time in late 2013, Bloom Media was 

considering producing an online short film to promote the company.156  

While studying at the Beijing Film Academy between 2009 and 2010, I shared an apartment 

with Mei Yulin’s boyfriend, providing her with ample opportunity to use me as a canvas for her 

homework in make-up art. Visiting our apartment, she would transform me into a 70-year-old 

man or a green alien. At the time, I caught a first glimpse of  the field of  media production in 

Beijing while working as a cameraman in the production of  Bai Hang’s graduation film as well as 

in other student projects. I also realized how the school’s prestigious name, propped up by the 

many stars having trained there, is associated with fame, beauty, and glamour. The Beijing Film 

Academy is a small, exclusive, and prestigious place. After graduation, Mei Yulin first worked as a 

make-up artist on the sets of  film and television productions. 

To Mei Yulin, working at Bloom Media was a kind of  initiation into adulthood. “I definitely 

have good news,” she informed me upon my return to China in late 2013, “Because I have 

grown up! I am working now!”157 (Fieldnotes December 2, 2013) Becoming part of  Bloom 

Media felt like a big step to her. Returning to Beijing, I met her for the first time after she left 

behind her student life and began working in the media industry. She was excited about the 

changes in her life since her graduation and about her work at Bloom Media in particular. 

However, at the same time, the question of  marriage began to loom over her. Together with her 

boyfriend, she had moved into an apartment located on the outskirts of  Beijing. While her 

parents wanted her to get married, she was not in a hurry even though she felt that marriage 

would have been the reasonable choice. Like many women her age in China, she felt an intense 

social pressure to “settle down.” Contrary to this pressure, Bloom Media offered to her a very 

non-hierarchical space imbued with a sense of  possibility. Apart from her male friend Li Bao’s 

approachable leadership style, her team was also predominantly female. Her work at the 

company allowed her to look ahead with optimism and pursue her ambitions.  

The meeting with Bai Hang and Mei Yulin took place while I did preliminary fieldwork in 

late 2013 and, when I returned six months later in May 2014, I discovered that things had 

progressed significantly. During my absence, the team at Bloom Media had abandoned the idea 

of  shooting a short film and instead decided to create an online crowdfunding platform called 

Crowd-Fun-Net. To Mei Yulin, who is a Christian, the idea had seemed like a divine intervention. 

                                                

156 Mei Yulin’s idea to produce a short movie was inspired by the success of Mami ( ), a short movie about 
hostesses at a karaoke club directed by a friend of hers. The movie went viral, accumulating several hundred million 
views before it was banned in the PRC. 
157 Author’s translation, “ !” 
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“Ah, God bestowed us with such a good idea, we will link up communication media with the 

Internet,”158 (Mei Yulin November 11, 2014) she remembered thinking. Since several team 

members had a background in media and entertainment, they focused their efforts on providing 

crowdfunding services specialized on media and entertainment projects. Although their project 

resembled existing Chinese crowdfunding platforms, they were confident that this specialization 

gave them a competitive edge (November 11, 2014).159 During my absence, they had moved into 

a new office at Image Base ( jingyuan), a creative industry office park in Beijing’s 

northeastern Chaoyang district. The reindeer statues now looked out of  the window to face a 

successful Internet startup located across the street. Sometimes, after work, the team would stop 

and look admiringly at the Tesla car parked there. 

When I met Mei Yulin at Image Base for the first time on May 20, 2014, we walked around 

for a while, passing studios, Internet startups, and galleries until we sat down in an outdoor café. 

Image Base’s website tells a story of  privatization and marketization (Image Base n.d.-b). Once 

home to a clothing supply and marketing cooperative, the area had undergone intensive 

marketization since the beginning of  reform politics in 1978. Image Base claims that it “was the 

first key cultural and creative cluster project to gain the Beijing government’s support”160 (Image 

Base n.d.-a). Declared a key project by the “Beijing Cultural and Creative Industry Leadership 

Group” 161 (Image Base n.d.-b) in 2006, Image Base profited from an increasing emphasis on 

creativity in Chinese economic policy. Although the old brick stone buildings that surrounded us 

retained much of  their rough simplicity, ongoing renovation and augmentation had left their 

mark. Now, exhibition halls, stylishly designed offices, and hip cafés gave expression to Image 

Base and Crowd-Fun’s creative ambitions.  

Sitting in the café at Image Base, Mei Yulin told me that she had come to realize that this 

was “the age of  the Internet” (  hulianwang shidai). To her, the potential of  the 

Internet was connected to how intimately it had become part of  people’s lives. Technologies like 

                                                

158 Author’s translation, “ a ”  
159 Mei Yulin emphasized that their idea had come to them without the knowledge that such crowdfunding 
platforms already existed. She was laughing when she told me about this realization. After that, they set about 
studying foreign as well as Chinese examples. While they discovered that the Chinese crowdfunding market 
consisted predominantly of projects pitching technology products, they also found that there existed crowdfunding 
platforms similar to the one they envisioned. Mei Yulin specifically mentioned Dreammore (  Zhuimengwang) 
and Tmeng (  Taomengwang) as being similar to Crowd-Fun. Their own focus on the media industry, Mei 
Yulin explained to me, still distinguished them from these platforms, which featured either a wider or narrower 
range of projects. Since the team behind Crowd-Fun was well connected to the media industry due to their 
education at the Beijing Film Academy, Mei Yulin told me, they planned to use these connections to invite famous 
stars to join their platform and thus attract their fans as users. 
160 Author’s translation,“ w 》！ 《 uX ”  
161 w uX  Beijingshi Wenhua Chuangyi Chanye Lingdao Xiaozu 
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WeChat, she explained, were both useful and fun. Like many others, she gave WeChat’s new 

function, ordering a cab through the in-App service Didi Dache ( ), as an example of  

how the pervasive nature of  Internet technologies in people’s lives allowed them to solve 

problems. Her enthusiasm confirms Larkin’s argument that technological infrastructures are not 

necessarily invisible but can have an actively felt presence as they “mediate and shape the nature 

of  economic and cultural flows and the fabric of  urban life.” (Larkin 2008, 6) However, not only 

was the Internet central to people’s lives, to Mei Yulin, its pervasiveness and strongly felt 

presence also made it a powerful tool for intervention. If  the Internet managed to really enter 

people’s everyday lives, she reasoned, then “anything can be solved with the Internet.”162 (Mei 

Yulin November 11, 2014). Her discovery of  the Internet’s potential built on her embodied 

experience of  new media and communication technologies as useful tools.  

The production of  Crowd-Fun was rooted both in social technologies and technological 

imaginations. As technologies help constitute social worlds, they become the basis of  new 

models, visions, dreams, and imaginations, which in turn change existing technologies. Their 

Internet startup project did not just want to change online finance but also emerged within a 

particular environment of  digital media and communication technologies and Internet 

entrepreneurship. Central to Christopher Kelty’s exploration of  the Internet and free software is 

the concept of  a “recursive public,” by which he means “a public that is vitally concerned with 

the material and practical maintenance and modification of  the technical, legal, practical, 

and conceptual means of  its own existence as a public.” (Kelty 2008, 3) What I want to take 

away from Kelty’s argument is his emphasis on a recursive and reflexive relationship between 

technological projects and technological infrastructures. Mei Yulin saw in the Internet both the 

conditions for new possibilities as well as an environment into which they wanted to intervene. 

Her approach to the Internet is connected to her discovery of  the Internet’s “significance.” 

To better understand Crowd-Fun, it is important to consider how digital media and 

communication technologies become lenses through which they made sense of  contemporary 

Chinese society. Mei Yulin’s experience of  the Internet consisted both of  technological 

applications and of  a practice of  modeling on the basis digital media and communication 

technology. New models for their digital aspirations became available to her as she did research 

in preparation for their crowdfunding platform. Thus, in addition to her experience in using 

Internet technologies in private, she began to relate to the assemblage of  technologies that is the 

Internet as a source for new models through which to better understand contemporary China. 
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Sarah Franklin discusses such recursion in her examination of  regenerative medicine, where 

cell lines are at once tools used to get “a better grip on a practical problem” and models that 

make it possible “to see, apprehend and extract workable meanings from active biological 

cultures.” (Franklin 2013b, 23) Importantly, these levels feed into each other. Building on her 

experiences in using Internet technologies, online crowdfunding for Mei Yulin became a lens 

through which to make sense of  large-scale social and economic transformations. Based on this 

new perspective, she hoped to develop a platform that could serve as a tool of  intervention. 

Before endeavoring to enter the business of  crowdfunding, Mei Yulin believed, the 

company had been part of  the “traditional media industry”163 (Mei Yulin November 11, 2014). 

“But nowadays this traditional industry is in need of  reform. So our company kept thinking 

about ways to reform itself.”164 (November 11, 2014) Through an online crowdfunding platform 

on which people could display their media projects to attract funding, she felt, “the traditional 

media industry gets linked up with the Internet.”165 (November 11, 2014) To her, there were 

many opportunities to be found in China’s economic environment, but to grasp them one had to 

understand the Internet (November 11, 2014). Mei Yulin remembered that their idea for a 

crowdfunding platform had, in the first place, been inspired by Internet startup co-working 

spaces like the Garage Café. She discovered the café as an entrepreneurial space where people 

with little money can meet and start a project together, either searching investors or sharing the 

burden of  the initial investment. Fascinated by “Internet thinking,”166 she believed firmly in the 

transformative and economic potential of  new media and communication technologies.167 

Importantly, she located this potential not just in technological tools, but also in a new way of  

thinking. 

Positive attitudes toward the Internet in China are not just a result of  the fast growth of  

e-commerce and the booming IT industry but emerge from a larger experiential dimension of  

the Internet in the contemporary PRC. One source of  positivity is the fact that many of  my 

informants saw the Chinese Internet as modern technology, which effectively makes life easier in 

the vast and overcrowded city of  Beijing. Additionally, the Internet emerged as a new media 
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environment, which, despite government censorship, gave curious young Chinese access to 

foreign media to a previously unseen degree. I was continually impressed by the level of  

enthusiasm and optimism the Internet produced in my interlocutors. They overwhelmingly saw 

the Internet as a positive force both in their private and their professional lives. Against such a 

background, this chapter traces how Crowd-Fun got caught up in their enthusiasm for the 

opportunities offered by the Internet and critically examines the obstacles and challenges they 

encountered as they ventured into Beijing’s startup sphere and entrepreneurship service industry. 

Recursive optimism 

After getting the idea for a crowdfunding platform in late 2013, the team set about 

researching existing crowdfunding platforms in China and abroad. To promote their startup, 

Crowd-Fun created a PowerPoint presentation. Crowdfunding, it states, draws on the Internet to 

let “people with a dream publicly display their creativity” and “let them get everyone’s attention 

and support.”168 They situated themselves within China’s “culture and creative industry.”169 They 

envisioned the company to include three elements, crowdfunding, a professional association, and 

a social platform. Thus, the project aimed to be a platform in several regards, as a technological 

platform on which crowdfunding projects could advertise themselves, as a social platform for its 

users, and as a platform for professionals to interact. In June 2014 this vision finally seemed to 

materialize.170 

Having worked on their online platform for half  a year, they began preparing the launch of  

their website, Crowd-Fun-Net, in June 2014. To get things started, they needed to enlist 

professionals willing to upload media projects and seek funding through their platform. For this 

purpose, they organized an event to advertise Crowd-Fun and find interested parties. The event 

went hand in hand with their effort to create a professional association. Crowd-Fun-Net would 

soon go online, the announcement for the event proclaimed, so they invited “directors, 

producers, actors, singers, anchors, screenwriters, and cameramen”171 and in general anyone 

working in the culture and entertainment industry to “exchange knowledge, share resources, and 

talk about cooperation.”172 For the organization of  the event, they used WeChat, creating a 

                                                

168 Author’s translation, “ , ” 
169 Author’s translation, “ uX” 
170 To protect my informants’ anonymity, no citation is given here. 
171 Author’s translation, “ 、 ” 
172 Author’s translation, “ ” 



106  

private group and inviting people working in the entertainment industry in various capacities. 

Mei Yulin asked me to join them.  

The event’s participation fee could be paid directly within the app using WeChat Payment. 

The entire process, from organization to invitation, monetary transactions, as well as simple 

chats and exchanges, all was done through the WeChat App. People could simply add other 

interested parties by sending them a QR code created for this event to invite them into the circle. 

WeChat was central to the organization of  the event, but also to the experience of  the event 

itself. They managed to gather a group of  over a hundred professionals within their WeChat 

group chat, over thirty of  which decided to participate in the outing and join the team to go to a 

small outdoor spring and waterpark in Miyun ( ) called Qinglianggu ( ). The group 

gathered near Hujialou subway station on May 31, 2014. At around 7 am the group chat started 

to become lively. Li Bao informed everyone that his building had been without electricity that 

morning and that he had to walk down 16 flights of  stairs. While traveling to the meeting point, 

participants used the group chat continuously.  

I was on the subway heading toward the meeting point when I realized that the group chat 

had come alive. Participants shared their status on WeChat, informing the group about their 

journeys and approaching arrival. Some used WeChat’s voice message function to send audio 

files to the group chat. The Crowd-Fun staff  spoke into their phones, leaving voice messages 

updating the group about how many people were still missing. Many of  the participants were 

friends or friends of  friends whom they knew from their time as students at the Beijing Film 

Academy. It was a young crowd of  men and women, most in their twenties or early thirties. 

Once everyone had arrived, the bus departed. The drive there was relatively quite, and as people 

appeared to rest, I spent most of  the drive watching the scenery. Mei Yulin and I remembered 

how we had traveled to Miyun as students. She had to laugh at the memory of  us stuck on the 

Great Wall in a sudden spell of  summer rain. Only after our arrival did I realize that the group 

chat had continued throughout the three-hour drive. Even people not on the trip were drawn 

into the discussion. A few participants had decided to travel in private cars and chatted with the 

majority on the bus on WeChat. 

After we arrived, the group had lunch. Li Bao repeated the team’s hope that this event 

would be the beginning of  a professional community and supportive network. Then, the group 

departed for the water park. At the heart of  the trip was a water fight, thoroughly documented 

by a photographer. Water pistols were handed out. As the only foreigner on the trip, soaking me 

appeared almost to be a dare for some of  the participants and a theatric stern look would 

provoke collective laughter. Speakers blurred instructions and cautionary remarks while the 
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group’s members chased each other with water pistols and buckets until fatigue set in. Back at 

the restaurant, the lack of  data coverage was the main point of  discussion. It was the only time, 

that day that the group chat remained silent. After dinner, the bus left for Beijing. Torrential rains 

had begun to fall, so the Crowd-Fun team handed out ponchos. Everyone spoke his or her 

goodbyes before darting off  toward the subway station. On WeChat, they let everyone know 

they had returned safely, bidding the group good night. The next morning, participants 

continued to relive the event in the group chat as they shared and commented on pictures.  

Digital media and communication technologies were central tools in the production of  this 

small community of  media professionals. A collective trip, water fights, the meal after an 

exhausting afternoon, and the songs sung on the way back to Beijing were important. However, 

digital media added a layer to these experiences, allowing them to be shared beyond the limits of  

physical presence and sustaining networks and conversations well beyond the one-day trip. On a 

practical level, WeChat’s increasing integration of  business tools into its social media platform 

offered them a powerful tool. At the same time, the playful way in which they launched their 

platform also reflected the Apps fusion of  business and entertainment. Beyond this practical 

utility, the Internet provided them with models that guided their efforts. WeChat has become a 

powerful platform combining an astonishing range of  services and functions. In many ways, it 

has become an essential technological infrastructure, through which entrepreneurs set out to 

create successful startup companies. Mei Yulin’s experience of  digital media and communication 

technologies as part of  her everyday life fed into her ambition to use such technologies as tools 

in an entrepreneurial endeavor. To understand this process, it is necessary to not only explore the 

environment in which their crowdfunding startup unfolded but also how they saw this 

environment as a digital opportunity.  

Beyond offering the tools to launch their project, Internet technologies provided conceptual 

models that helped them make sense of  their economic challenges and offered new perspectives. 

In particular, their attempt to function as a platform for media producers drew on discourse 

about online platforms. Having experienced the challenges of  finding funding for media projects 

first hand, Crowd-Fun envisioned crowdfunding as a form of  empowerment. Their own 

experiences of  digital platforms met up with Internet discourse and business philosophies that 

emphasize the importance of  “platforms” (  pingtai). As an international economic 

discourse about intermediary positions between producers and users, the concept of  the 

platform, Gillespie notes, “suggests a progressive and egalitarian arrangement, promising to 

support those who stand upon it.” (Gillespie 2010, 350) He argues that the power of  the concept 

lies in its ability to work across discursive registers (353). Drawing on such discourse, Crowd-Fun 
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promised to simultaneously provide a lucrative platform for users, who would get returns on 

their investment in particular projects, and for producers, who would get their projects funded. 

A crowdfunding platform, they argued, could “remove many of  the obstacles inherent to 

traditional finance.”173 Their claim was rooted in a firm belief  that the decentralizing capacity of  

the Internet had a “flattening” effect. Online crowdfunding overturned financing models of  the 

“industrial age,” their PowerPoint presentation argued, by “using online finance to harness the 

power of  the people and by lowering the threshold to production capital”174 Thus, like Inno Way 

and mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, their project articulated a belief  in the 

Internet’s ability to lower the threshold to financial resources. Once again, this presumed 

flattening effect was seen as unleashing a popular potential. On the “digitally flattened” 

environment of  a crowdfunding platform, such was the promise, popular creativity could finally 

unfold.175 

Similar arguments can be found in the literature on Internet thinking that connects 

narratives about the Internet’s flattening and decentralizing effect to a return to a 

“people-oriented” (  yi ren wei ben) business philosophy (Xiang, Cai, and Liu 2014, v, 

Zhao 2014, 11). Because the Internet promotes equality and openness in a networked society, 

Zhao explains, it is a democratizing and humanizing force. (Zhao 2014, 11) Xiang, Cai, and Liu 

describe the Internet’s spirit as one of  openness, equality, cooperation, and sharing, a spirit 

which, according to them, comes naturally to China’s post-1980 (  balinghou) and 

post-1990 generations (e  jiulinghou) who grew up with the Internet, (Xiang, Cai, and Liu 

2014, v). Going so far as to liken the transformative power of  Internet thinking to the humanist 

thought of  the European Renaissance, Zhao (2014, 12s) claims that the Internet is a 

democratizing influence because of  the power it gives to consumers. No longer, he maintains, 

can unidirectional mass media shape consumer behavior, since consumers play a vital part in the 

production and distribution of  content and information (13). Crowd-Fun was based on a similar 

premise. 

These arguments celebrate the democratizing and participatory potential on online 

platforms. Internet thinking and Crowd-Fun articulate user participation as democratic and 

profitable. If  audiences were given a chance to pre-select and fund projects, Crowd-Fun argued, 

this function would lead to a more creative and diverse media industry while minimizing the risk 
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of  investment. There would be less risk involved, they suggested, because the pre-selection of  

projects by users guaranteed their later success on the market. Moreover, by decentralizing the 

production of  movies, a privilege previously enjoyed only by entertainment companies, media 

production would be more attuned to the diverse tastes of  contemporary Chinese audiences. 

Thus, “grassroots netizens”176 would fund movies that better suit the individualistic, creative, 

and diverse “users of  the Internet age.”177 All of  these improvements would become possible in 

the digital space of  an online platform. A closer look at Crowd-Fun’s experience in Beijing’s 

startup sphere makes evident the prevalence of  such understandings of  digital opportunity. The 

platform is a key concept in the entrepreneurship service industry and, there too, promises to 

answer the needs of  entrepreneurs, investors, and advertisers by offering them a meeting space. 

Crowd-Fun’s ambition to create a financial platform, in other words, depended on their ability to 

make use of  financial platforms.178 

In Search of an Angel 

To understand Mei Yulin’s entrepreneurial vision and her faith in the potential of  

Crowd-Fun, it is necessary to rewind and return to the first months of  the crowdfunding project. 

During the early stages of  the Crowd-Fun project at the beginning of  2014, the team found out 

about the Dark Horse Club (  heimahui) through friends. They sought out the 

entrepreneurial platform when they began their foray into Beijing’s world of  technology 

entrepreneurship. Eventually, the team decided to enter one of  its competitions. Helping a 

nervous Li Bao to practice his pitch, they started preparing the presentation. Two days before the 

event, Mei Yulin told me, she began to have doubts. She explained that because “there are so 

many entrepreneurs doing an Internet project you really worry about plagiarism.”179 (Mei Yulin 

November 11, 2014) Because they lacked experience and did not want to risk having their idea 

stolen, they decided to participate in the event and experience its “atmosphere” (  qifen), but 

not publicly pitch their project. 

Nevertheless, Mei Yulin remembered, an opportunity arose at the Dark Horse Club to talk 

to investors in private. Although Li Bao had been tremendously nervous about presenting, Mei 

Yulin remembered how, standing with several investors, he suddenly spoke with newfound 

confidence. “Ah, the investors thought the project was excellent! Back then we were, as 
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Crowd-Fun, acknowledged by someone for the first time since the beginning.”180 (Mei Yulin 

November 11, 2014) They came out of  the encounter with strengthened confidence in their 

project. Mei Yulin felt that the event was a decisive moment. Later, they made it into the final 

round of  the Dark Horse Club’s main event, the Dark Horse Competition (  heima 

dasai). This positive early exposure was followed by months of  preparation. Remaining in contact 

with investors they set out to prepare the launch of  their webpage, hoping that funding could be 

secured before their financial resources ran out. 

It was a race against time that they eventually lost. When I arrived at the Image Base office 

on June 9, 2014, I found Crowd-Fun in a state of  crisis. They had decided to abandon their 

startup project. Money and, with it, time was running out. At first, it seemed, they had been in a 

good position, getting positive feedback from investors. Thus, for a while, their chances to get 

investment appeared sound. Then, they saw that some of  China’s biggest Internet companies, 

Taobao, Baidu, and Jingdong, entered the crowdfunding market with their own platforms. 

Taobao, like Crowd-Fun, focused on media projects. “Compared to Taobao we are like an 

ant!”181 Mei Yulin exclaimed (Mei Yulin November 11, 2014). Presenting their project early on, 

Li Bao reasoned, had sped up their failure. In their effort to find recognition from investors, they 

had in his view given away too much information about their project. He was convinced that 

others had copied their ideas. “Even the page layout of  the Taobao crowdfunding that Taobao 

produced is exactly the same as mine”182 (Li Bao September 24, 2014, Li Bao told me and let out 

a frustrated laugh. At the same time, he did not think they could have acted differently. The 

Internet business, he reasoned, changed so fast that no one knew what the market would look 

like a year later. 

Trying to move forward nonetheless, they gathered in the conference room to discuss 

possible alternative projects. Their frustration was palpable. Enthusiasm for the age of  the 

Internet had given way to a feeling that Internet business was “empty” ( xu) (Fieldnotes June 

9, 2014). Looking back, Li Bao (September 24, 2014) felt that they had sought investment too 

early. Now that they had to find a new project, speed was once again of  the essence. Even 

though the crowdfunding platform was history, Li Bao did not want to lose the connections to 

investors he had painstakingly established. Already thinking about a new project, they hoped to 

be able to keep moving forward without breaking stride.  
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As I sat with them while they debated their options, my attention strayed to headshots 

covering the walls of  their conference room. They bore the faces of  actors cast by a company 

that had previously resided there and that had, for whatever reasons, moved on. No one had 

bothered to take them down. Plans shifted from crowdfunding to online retail, as Li Bao and his 

team took turns writing and drawing on a whiteboard, trying to articulate ideas for an innovative 

online store selling women’s clothing. What data would they gather, and for what purpose? How 

could they be different from other online stores? Asked for my input, I told them about online 

stores in Europe, which sell clothes as pre-assembled outfits, selecting for customers full sets of  

clothes according to certain standardized user preferences. Before I quite realized what was 

happening, they started working on a Chinese version of  such a store. They registered accounts 

with foreign stores, studied their layout, and created a PowerPoint presentation to pitch their new 

project, all in an attempt to quickly have a convincing follow-up proposal for their investors.  

Four days later, on June 13, 2014, Li Bao picked me up at 7.40 am and took me to Inno Way. 

The start-up cluster in Beijing’s technology district Zhongguancun had been officially 

inaugurated the previous day. Caught in the morning rush hour on Beijing’s fourth ring road, Li 

Bao endured the slow pace of  traffic and my steady stream of  questions stoically. If  he felt 

pressured by their current circumstances, he did not let it show. Every twenty minutes or so, he 

would crack the window and have a smoke, giving our journey a slow and steady rhythm. With 

his calm demeanor, his team respected him despite his young age. His round, friendly face, short 

hair, and simple but elegant clothes gave a modest impression. Seemingly unconcerned with our 

slow pace, he explained in a soft voice that their media business had suffered due to government 

politics, particularly Xi Jinping’s anti-spending and anti-corruption campaign. In the wake of  Xi’s 

campaign, government institutions had become wary of  holding costly feasts, the media 

coverage of  which was one of  Bloom Media’s main revenue streams. Changes in Chinese 

government policy, he reflected, could bring an industry down or raise it to new heights. 

Li Bao wanted to talk to investors that day. He had carried the crowdfunding project’s 

financial burden himself  so far, but was acutely aware that Internet entrepreneurship “is not 

something you do with your own money.”183 (Li Bao September 24, 2014). He hoped to secure 

between three hundred and five hundred thousand US dollars (two to three million Yuan 

Renminbi) (September 24, 2014). During the two-hour drive from Beijing’s eastern margins to 

Beijing’s technology district in Zhongguancun in the city’s northwest, we picked up Li Hui, a 

friend of  Li Bao’s, who promptly informed me that he was looking for “angels” (  tianshi). 
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Like many other technology entrepreneurs, he hoped to be chosen by an angel investor. The 

concept of  angel investors was popularized in economics by William Wetzel (1983) in the 1980s. 

Studying informal investment strategies emerging during the 1980s around technology 

entrepreneurship in the United States, he sought to understand what he considered the opaque 

existence of  “angel investors.” While most entrepreneurs have encountered angels, Wetzel 

argued, “no one has ever really found out where angels come from, how many there are, how to 

find them, or what angels look for in a venture proposal.” (25) At Inno Way, I was assured, I 

would meet such a mysterious specimen. 

The Dark Horse Club 

Arriving at the southern end of  the street, we were greeted by stalls advertising a variety of  

startups. A small white tent covered each of  the stalls. They were assembled around an open 

space leading up to the southern gate of  Inno Way. In the midst of  it, a huge power button 

symbol about ten meters across was painted on the ground. A large tent had been raised over the 

symbol, providing visitors with some shade on the hot summer day. Walking through the 

southern gate and into the street, we passed cleanly designed cafés and entrepreneurship 

platforms, finally arriving at the Dark Horse Club. There, a life-sized statue of  a black horse with 

a lampshade on its head stood waiting for us in the window. 

Located centrally at Inno Way alongside other entrepreneurship service providers, the Dark 

Horse Club greeted us with a poster stating its aim to “let entrepreneurs not be lonely 

anymore.”184 Like most startup spaces at the newly established startup cluster, the facilities were 

newly renovated. We went past a lounge area and ascended to the event hall on the second floor. 

Referencing the ongoing FIFA world cup, the announcement had promised an event with 

“breathtaking soccer babes,”185 (iheima 2013a). The event, it went on, would give female 

entrepreneurs a chance to display their “gracefulness”186 (2013a). Thus, standing on a slightly 

raised platform, six female entrepreneurs were given 10 minutes to pitch their projects in front 

of  five investors sitting on sofas in the front row. A round of  questions followed. Although the 

projects focused on various areas such as tourism and fashion, they nevertheless had in common 

that they sought to use the Internet to innovate and find new opportunities for growth. 

                                                

184 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
185 Author’s translation, “ ” 
186 Author’s translation, “ ” 



113  

When the presentations were over, a video was played, and upbeat music filled the room. 

Images of  the world cup filled the screen as captions proclaimed, “Never give up” and “Dream. 

Unite.” Before the best project was selected, each presenter was asked to pronounce their 

favorite team and explain why they were cheering for them. One woman awkwardly explained 

that she was not a soccer fan and had just randomly picked a team. Behind them, the screen 

displayed four female models, wearing tight briefs and red “soccer jerseys” cut as belly tops. 

Each of  the models had a football at her side and, holding her back straight and pushing out her 

chest, looked into the distance. As the contestants proclaimed their support of  a team, pictures 

on the screen showed them posing for a photo-shoot wearing regular soccer jerseys. The event 

was exemplary of  an emphasis on young female beauty in China’s market economy critically 

discussed by Hanser (2005) and Zhang (2000, 94). In Inno Way’s low threshold environment, 

so-called, events such as the one at the Dark Horse Club point to an ongoing politics and 

economics of  visibility that rely heavily on gender performances. This interplay between 

technology, gender, and visibility is central to the Dark Horse Club.  

Although Inno Way’s vision posits the potential of  the Internet as an abstract opportunity, 

Beijing’s startup environment presents entrepreneurs with possibilities and impossibilities tied to 

particular bodies and subject positions, to personal histories and individual aspirations. Bodies 

and the kind of  success they embody are central to the digital mediation of  aspiration in Beijing’s 

startup sphere. While the Dark Horse club provides entrepreneurs with a platform and an 

opportunity to face investors, it produces its events as startup spectacles. Its events draw on 

issues of  gender to address an entrepreneurial audience. The Dark Horse Club evolved out of  a 

Zhongguancun-based entrepreneurship magazine called The Founder ( X  chuangyejia). Feng 

Mei, one of  the organizers of  the day’s Dark Horse event, thought Inno Way’s value was that it 

offered a center for startup presentations called “road shows”187 (Feng, April 7, 2015). On the 

day we first met, she explained to me (Fieldnotes June 13, 2014) that the Dark Horse Club was a 

platform for entrepreneurs and angels.  

While I did meet an angel investor that day, it did not turn out to be a mythical event. After 

the presentations, Li Bao took me to a lunch where I met Liu Suyan, an angel investor who had 

been one of  the judges at the event. A young man with a wealthy family background, he 

explained his investment philosophy over lunch by saying that he only invested in products he 

would use himself. Later, driving back to Chaoyang, this time crawling along in evening traffic, Li 

Bao told me that Internet investment had been booming the last couple of  years. However, he 
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thought that there were too many startups and not enough angels. It was hard to get a foothold 

in this environment, he told me. It was not like in the early days when the first Internet 

companies had become hugely successful, he reflected. Nowadays, to be successful, he thought, 

one had to work quickly and under much pressure. To get angel investment was only the first 

step. After that, they would have to prove themselves and convince investors to receive further 

rounds of  capital investment. Despite these challenges, Li Bao did not want to work as an 

employee but preferred to find his way as an entrepreneur. 

Five days after our trip to Inno Way, the mood in the office at Jingyuan seemed to have 

improved. As always, they ate lunch in the office kitchen and, following tense days of  meetings, 

kicked around a shuttlecock before returning to work. Mei Yulin showed me a message from Li 

Bao, in which he let them know that the investors thought that their new idea was excellent, “hen 

bang ” (Fieldnotes June 20, 2014). Nevertheless, investors did not commit. As the 

possibility of  external funding failed to materialize fast enough, Li Bao decided that the financial 

situation was becoming too precarious. Efforts to reorient their startup ambitions came to a 

close, Crowd-Fun was dissolved, and attention refocused on Bloom Media. The team had to be 

downsized, and Mei Yulin was among those leaving the company. 

In the end, the threshold to venture capital proved too high for them, and they were held 

back by the very issue they wanted to resolve with their crowdfunding project. They envisioned 

Crowd-Fun to provide access specifically to people working in the entertainment sector. This 

ambition had arisen out of  their inability to get funding to shoot short films and aimed at 

lowering the threshold to capital for others in the same situation. Thus, underlying their startup 

project was the belief  that the Internet had the power to transform the investment industry and 

produce a platform for aspiring professionals and users. They were guided by a vision of  a “flat” 

entrepreneurial landscape with a low threshold to capital, one expressed in the notion of  the 

platform. Inno Way and the Dark Horse Club, which sought to create platforms providing the 

very same “flattening” function to young entrepreneurs, mirrored their vision. Such a flattening 

was not just a technological effect, I argue, but also an act of  mediation and performative 

production. The platform makes evident how the capture of  a popular potential also requires the 

captivation of  an audience.  

The Dark Horse Competition 

I had an opportunity to witness the Dark Horse Competition in 2014, about half  a year 

after the unhappy end of  Crowd-Fun. The Dark Horse Club officially launched its yearly 

entrepreneurship gathering on December 12, 2014, the same day Inno Way held a large job fair. 
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Olympic torches were lit to mark the beginning of  a string of  competitions, for which torches 

would travel south to the cities of  Shenzhen, Nanjing, Wuhan, and Shanghai before returning to 

Beijing on December 21 for the year’s final two-day event. The finale in Beijing included the last 

stage of  Dark Horse Competition, a yearly spectacle of  entrepreneurial aspiration, competition, 

and investment. With the event being sold out weeks in advance, the Dark Horse Club issued an 

apology for all those failing to get tickets. I only managed to witness the competition because 

Feng Mei smuggled me in. For her to provide me access, I had to arrive early at the China 

National Convention Center (  guojia huiyi zhongxin). When I entered the 

convention hall, it was still nearly empty. A bottle of  water and a can of  Red Bull lay placed on 

each seat. To the back, convention stands led up to a black and yellow wall with nearly 200 tablet 

computers set into it. Visitors could use them to swipe through the Dark Horse Club’s startup 

registry. Now and then, visitors paused to scan a QR code and establish a connection. 

As the seats slowly filled up, a gigantic display spanning the back of  the stage played a music 

video repeatedly. The clip featured Niu Wenwen, CEO of  the Dark Horse Club’s mother 

company, The Founder, together with successful business leaders as they gathered in a studio to 

record a motivational song. Accompanied by drums and an electric guitar, they are introduced 

individually and in groups, often standing with their arms on each other’s shoulders as they take 

turns to sing about the sunshine that follows the melancholy of  a rainy day, telling the audience, 

“every time you feel sad, tell yourself  you want to move up.”188 In regular intervals, the song’s 

refrain filled the hall echoing, “keep going, just keep going, keep going, just keep going, for how 

many years and for how many times, keep going for your ideals.”189 The song’s production 

followed the aesthetic style of  songs like Band Aid’s Do They Know It’s Christmas or Michael 

Jackson’s We Are the World, which similarly featured celebrities gathered in a studio. This song’s 

“cause,” however was not raise money for charity, but to give voice to the hardship of  

entrepreneurs. Rather than compassion, the message was persistence. 

The figure of  the diaosi provided the event with a narrative and performative genre. It placed 

the audience within narratives of  desire and incorporated them into the event’s performance of  

success and failure. At the event, the diaosi, who is “odds with popular representations of  the 

successful, heteronormative male” (Szablewicz 2014, 265), was presented both with economic 

opportunity as well as with the object of  his sexual desire. As the event began, a speaker went on 

stage and welcomed the “diaosi” in the audience. He pointed out the beautiful female models 
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working at the event, referring to them as “sexy goddesses” ( xinggan de nüshen). 

This staging of  male failure and female beauty ties into the use of  WeChat for marketing 

purposes. Wearing QR Codes attached to their short dresses and carrying signs reading, “scan 

me” ( sao wo), these models weaved their way through the audience. Advertising various 

companies and services, they halted occasionally to give people an opportunity to capture the 

codes. To me, this straightforward objectification of  female bodies was disturbing. Avoiding eye 

contact, these models effectively had QR Codes speaking for them.  

In their role, I argue, the models became part of  an apparatus of  capture, a focal point of  a 

larger assemblage involving elements like diaosi, sexual desire, bodies, and economic interests, 

which was spanning the event and beyond. As I watched the happenings on stage, my focus 

was diverted sporadically as the rhythmic clicking of  their high heels announced their renewed 

arrival. Men and women in the audience alike stood up to take a picture and scan the codes 

ornamenting their bodies. Online, the Dark Horse Club commented that these models “gave the 

whole room a downright sexy atmosphere”190 (iheima 2014a, i  2014a). The visibility of  

their bodies was the bait pulling the audience into the formation of  economically salient 

relationships. Carrying QR codes, they effectively became interfaces providing access to digital 

content.  

In his talk, Niu Wenwen spoke of  the difficulties entrepreneurs face when trying to get 

funding. Although resources are available in China, he explained, the question was how to get to 

them. Time is of  the essence, he suggested to the audience, since startups needed to secure 

financial resources quickly to survive—they needed to “mate” (iheima 2014b) with investors. 

The dilemma, he explained, was that without resources, entrepreneurs “can’t draw enough eyes 

on them”191 (iheima 2014b). Despite these challenges, the Dark Horse Competition suggests a 

chance to escape Niu’s fatalistic scenario. The term “dark horse” originates from an English 

19th-century novel called The Young Duke by Benjamin Disraeli, in which “a dark horse, which had 

never been thought of, and which the careless St. James had never even observed in the list, 

rushed past the grand stand in sweeping triumph.” (Disraeli 1831, 163, original emphasis) The 

term describes an unexpected winner and has found widespread use in China. At the Dark 

Horse Competition, it narrativized entrepreneurial opportunity for the event’s “diaosi” audience. 
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Invoking such “dark horse” potential, Niu Wenwen recounted how he predicted six years 

ago that the times were changing, that “spring has come for the nobodies”192 (iheima 2014b). 

His phrasing plays on the notion that with the popularity of  diaosi online culture, China’s 

formerly disenfranchised population has taken center stage and found its voice. With regards to 

innovative entrepreneurship, he nevertheless admonishes, the share of  investment that small 

enterprises get is still too small despite increased societal and governmental support. The 

distribution of  resources did not follow the principles of  the market, he criticized. So on this 

day, he promised, they would create such a market, a “black market”193 in which everyone was an 

“inside trader” (2014b).194 He ended his talk by wishing everyone “success in ‘mating’”195 

(2014b) during the two days of  the event. The sexually charged notion of  “mating” (  

jiaopei) was the event’s overarching theme, giving expression to the Dark Horse Club’s ambition 

to match startups with shareholders, products, mentors, and personal.  

The promise of  seeing eye-to-eye with those who are successful could not have been more 

explicit than when diaosi and dark horses, so-called, walked onto the physical platform that was 

the stage. Looking down onto the audience, entrepreneurs walked to the front of  the stage 

accompanied by “sexily dressed models”196 (iheima 2014a). Two women were among the eight 

finalists, one of  them the CEO of  a lingerie startup called “Eve’s Secret.”197 She walked onto the 

stage wearing her company’s underwear. In a statement published online, she called on women to 

be themselves and work hard. Wearing sexy underwear, she insisted, is not about pleasing men, 

but about being confident in oneself. The Dark Horse Competition highlights how elements like 

“the diaosi,” QR codes, and performative bodies both on and off  the stage work together to 

create an event with the ability draw a crowd. The stage at the Dark Horse Competition serves as 

a reminder that platforms can also be used to captivate an audience and that its space, however 

flat, is a performative space charged with gendered difference. While the competition does 

provide some entrepreneurs with a chance to be discovered and financed, the conditions of  this 

visibility make evident that the entrepreneurship platform is not a neutral space that puts 

everyone on equal footing. 
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Negotiating Failure 

Crowd-Fun’s failure did not shatter Mei Yulin’s belief  in the opportunities offered by the 

Internet. When I spoke to her after she had left the company, she still maintained that the 

experience had made her understand that this was the “age of  the Internet” (Mei Yulin 

November 11, 2014). She insisted her understanding of  the Internet—not primarily 

tech-savyness but rather a more abstract understanding of  the Internet’s “significance”—would 

help her career in the future. Trying to make sense of  their failed startup attempt, Mei Yulin 

(November 11, 2014) reasoned that, because too many crowdfunding platforms were emerging 

simultaneously, investors simply waited for the field of  contesters to thin before investing.  

Li Bao also emphasized the difficulties involved in the creation of  a successful startup in 

China’s Digital economy, pointing to the tough competition in Internet entrepreneurship. “It’s 

very hot now,” he reasoned, “so basically everyone gets into entrepreneurship, but really a small 

number of  them actually succeeds.”198 (Li Bao September 24, 2014) He believed that the craze 

about Internet entrepreneurship was a fad that would run its course in a few years. Nevertheless, 

like Mei Yulin, he did not consider Crowd-Fun a wasted effort: “I think this failure was quite 

good, I think the gain that came out of  it was much bigger than the pain of  failing.”199 To some 

degree, I argue, this kind of  optimism and hope is rooted in the way in which failure is 

renegotiated in Beijing’s Internet entrepreneurship environment as an essential element of  

success. However, not only does failure supposedly present a valuable experience that can 

become an advantage in future ventures but it also constitutes a lucrative market. 

Before leaving Beijing in May 2015, I had dinner with Mei Yulin. Sitting in a Taiwanese 

restaurant, the question of  opportunities in China’s digital economy came up once again. In a 

statement that seemed to be a conclusion of  sorts, she said: “In today’s Internet its is about 

getting the diaosi to get everything under heaven.”200  (Fieldnotes May 7, 2015) She had 

mentioned this saying before, arguing that diaosi make up a significant part of  the online market 

(Mei Yulin November 11, 2014). Although many people used the term ironically, she explained 

to me there existed a considerable number of  actual diaosi. She reasoned that, in addition to their 

numbers, their extensive Internet use, which had them spending their days at home surfing the 

net, made them an attractive online market. For these reasons, in her eyes, the diaosi presented an 

opportunity. 
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Following the popularity of  online diaosi culture and the success of  Diors Man, media 

enterprises and marketing strategists quickly discovered the figure of  the diaosi. The intensity 

with which netizens proclaimed themselves—or others—to be diaosi, led to their discovery as a 

consumer group. The fact that the diaosi proclaimed themselves so fervently invested them with a 

kind of  offline realism. Analysis International (  Yiguan) (2013, 2013), a consulting company 

specializing in the digital economy, observed in late 2013 that, just as the previously marginalized 

diaosi increased their power as a community (  qunti), an increasing number of  Internet 

companies began targeting them, claiming that their customers were, in fact, the diaosi. The 

concept may have started out as insult directed at poor “losers” (  shibaizhe) who spend 

their lives in obscurity (  andan) while playing video games, Analysis International argues, but 

with increasing popularity, the term “slowly became a way of  describing the daily struggles and 

sufferings of  ordinary Chinese citizens” (2013). They conclude that the diaosi may just become 

China’s most important consumer group. 

The way in which new media and communication technologies constitute the diaosi both as 

consumers and aspiring entrepreneurs is central to understanding the promise of  the Internet in 

China. New media and communication technologies have produced China’s masses, or the 

popular, as an opportunity. Books and arguments about “Internet thinking” proclaim that the 

non-elite majority of  consumers have replaced the rich elite as the most desirable customer 

group (Xiang, Cai, and Liu 2014, Zhao 2014). They argue that this shift came about because the 

Internet makes it viable to connect with a large mass of  potential customers. The diaosi, Zhao 

suggests, “individually do not possess much purchasing power, but assembled by the Internet, 

they generate a formidable purchasing power and influence.”201 (Zhao 2014, 39) Any successful 

company, he concludes, must understand the diaosi and catch them (41). In such arguments, the 

saying “get the diaosi, get everything under heaven”—for which Sohu’s online shows are a prime 

example— appears as a proclamation of  the Internet’s vast economic potential. 

The connection between opportunity and the diaosi is peculiar because the figure is widely 

associated with a critique of  a widespread lack of  socioeconomic mobility. Discussions of  this 

issue have specifically addressed China’s digital economy. “’Success’ is in the process of  being 

deconstructed”202 (Pang 2012a, 3), the magazine Xin Zhoukan writes in its introduction to a 2012 

issue on the diaosi phenomenon. In line with the popular reading of  the diaosi as an expression of  
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socioeconomic immobility, they argue, success has become harder to achieve for the average 

Chinese. A few pages later, the first article by Lin Qi claims that “The golden age of  

Zhongguancun” (Lin 2012, 8) is over. Zhongguancun, Beijing’s technology district, in many ways 

symbolizes the growth and success of  the digital economy. Yet, in the era of  big Internet 

companies like Tencent and Baidu, Lin (8) argues, people can no longer simply go to 

Zhongguancun “and start a business with a three-inch floppy disk”203 (8). Considering the 

current real estate conditions, the financial crisis, and the lack of  security, Lin reflects, “the 

poorer you are, the harder you work, and the harder you work, the poorer you are.”204 (5-6) 

However, drawing on the promise of  digital connectivity, socioeconomic opportunity is 

reaffirmed by platforms like Crowd-Fun or the Dark Horse Club.  

China’s “nobodies” became China’s most chased after consumers at a particular moment 

when the Chinese economy was slowing, and the government’s economic strategy increasingly 

emphasized entrepreneurship and innovation. Notions like “Internet plus” and “innovation 2.0” 

conceptualize innovation and economic growth as decentralized productions, 

consumer-oriented, and made possible by the Internet. Business, in this environment, not only 

targets the masses of  online consumers but also seeks to incorporate them as producers into a 

process of  bottom-up innovation. It is not surprising, then, that the diaosi, who in many ways 

seem to embody this notion of  decentralized and participative production, became an important 

economic concept. The diaosi, I contend, are not just considered a huge consumer group but 

they also embody a creative potential. Importantly, both of  these aspects depend on digital 

media and Internet technologies.  

The value of  the diaosi is envisioned beyond their existence as a consumer group. In a 

circular argument, which builds on the idea that the Internet has democratized access to the 

market, the digital availability of  countless desiring and dissatisfied individuals presents an 

opportunity for the diaosi themselves. Who better to understand a market populated by losers 

than the losers themselves? The flattening effect of  the Internet, they are told, awards them a 

chance to put their unique insights to good use. In this line of  reasoning, the Internet can ease 

the very tensions it accentuates by transforming China’s disadvantaged population into potential 

customers and entrepreneurs. Likewise, Niu argues that “nobodies have strong demands and 
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even though we are small, if  we gather these demands, we can open up a big market.”205 (iheima 

2014b) In such a circular argument, the audiences at events like the Dark Horse Competition 

constitute their own opportunity.  

Both the Dark Horse Club and Crowd-Fun were models for a new kind of  

entrepreneurship and investment environment made possible by the Internet. The importance 

of  Internet technologies, as tools and beliefs, was central in both projects. Each project, in its 

own way, sought to provide aspiring entrepreneurs with access to venture capital. Start-up 

platforms at Inno Way, just like the Internet in general, are presented as having a “low 

threshold,” providing opportunities to those with little means. However, the question, who 

controls such platforms, remains relevant. At Inno Way, online and offline platforms were 

closely interwoven. In such a context, I suggest, the Dark Horse Club articulated the promise of  

online platforms in an offline setting, all the while mirroring the efforts of  online platforms to 

commoditize relationships by “turning connectedness into connectivity.” (van Dijck 2013, 16) 

Whether it is Inno Way’s effort to create a centralized platform for entrepreneurship services, 

entrepreneurs, and investors, the Dark Horse Club’s ambition to be a platform for early-stage 

entrepreneurs, advertisers, and investors, or Crowd-Fun’s goal of  becoming a platform for media 

producers, one has to recognize the mediating power of  platforms administrators as well as their 

strategic interests in generating connectivity. While platforms tend to promise symbiotic 

relationships, they rarely acknowledge their politics and economics. 

In the Dark Horse Competition of  2014, which took place about half  a year after Li Bao 

gave up on Crowd-Fun, Jingdong Crowdfunding was one of  the main sponsors. During his 

speech, Niu Wenwen thanked Jingdong Crowdfunding, for “giving nobodies a platform”206 

(iheima 2014b). A speaker presented figures and numbers on crowdfunding success rates, 

conveying the competitive advantage of  using Jingdong’s platform. A commercial was played. In 

it, an awkward young man finds himself  in a trendy bar. Insecurely, he looks at a beautiful 

woman who appears to be there alone. As she leaves, he follows, and just as he exits the door, 

she grabs him and asks him if  he wants to be “bigger.” After a cut, he arrives at the Jingdong 

crowdfunding “headquarters” where he witnesses the success of  others. Jingdong CEO Liu 

Xiangdong himself  frequently appeared in my WeChat feed during the Dark Horse Competition. 

Photographs of  him and his girlfriend circulated with high frequency. While his girlfriend, who is 

widely known as the “milk-tea-beauty” since gaining online fame after pictures of  her drinking 
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milk tea became an online sensation, presents an ideal image of  successful female beauty, Liu 

likes to present himself  as a diaosi. This kind of  gendered narrative of  success and failure often 

holds a key position in the production of  grassroots entrepreneurship platforms. As China’s 

“nobodies” become crucial audiences, consumer, and entrepreneurs, the technological and 

performative production and renegotiation of  failure and success become central issues. 
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Chapter Four: Wonder Lady 

On September 3, 2014, the Da Peng Studio celebrated the launch of  season four of  Wonder 

Lady (  jipin nüshi) with a live event open to fans. Arriving at the location, I saw a long 

line of  young women waiting to get in. Posters in front of  the event hall showed Yu Shasha (

), the lead of  the show, wearing a pink dress and angel wings. The image is split down the 

middle, contrasting the left and right side of  her body. With the right side showing brilliant white 

feathers and dress and the left side displaying roughed feathers, smudged face, and messed-up 

hair, the image as a whole oscillates between the idealized purity of  an angel and the roughed-up 

appearance of  a kid after a schoolyard fight. Simultaneously, both sides are also in tune. Yu 

Shasha, eyes and mouth wide open, is pictured just as she is just about the sink her teeth into a 

burger.  

Apart from Yu Shasha and Da Peng, the event saw appearances by a range of  celebrities as 

well as Sohu’s CEO Zhang Chaoyang. Interviewing Yu Shasha on stage, the moderator reflected, 

that everyone could see how Yu Shasha was a “gentle and cultivated” ( wen wen er ya) 

and good-looking “young girl” ( xiao guniang) (Fieldnotes September 3, 2014). How was 

her on-screen performance different from her regular persona, he wanted to know. “What other 

women don’t dare doing, she does,”207 Yu Shasha explained in front of  the predominantly 

female fans come to see her, pointing to a kind of  voyeurism at play when people feel, “Ah, she 

dares doing this! Actually, I sometimes want to be like this, but I don’t dare.”208 The message was 

clear: by behaving in in ways women are not supposed to behave, Wonder Lady provided its 

female audience with the pleasure of  breaking the rules and crossing lines.  
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The characters Yu Shasha plays are eternally caught up in situations shaped by normative 

expectations about gender and femininity. Having been chided by her boss for being late to work 

late in a sketch in episode four of  season three, Yu Shasha’s character complains to her female 

coworker, “Ah, do you think these men don’t know women have to put on makeup before 

leaving the house?”209 At issue is the fact that she is expected to make an extra effort towards an 

attractive appearance and that she has to make that effort on her own time. In a decisive 

moment, she decides to clock in at work and then put on her makeup on the company’s time. 

The following day, she is refused entry by a security guard checking her identification. Looking 

like she just crawled out of  bed, she is told, “This definitely isn’t you.”210 Following her attempt 

to stage a minor revolution, she is refused access to the workplace. In the scene, Yu Shasha 

struggles with expectations regarding female appearance and beauty in the workplace that are 

pervasive in China’s market economy. One informant working at Sohu (though not as part of  the 

Da Peng Studio) told me how her boss forbade her to wear correctional glasses because he 

thought they made her eyes look too big. After that she wore contact lenses to work. Some of  

Wonder Lady’s jokes tackle such issues head-on.  

This chapter explores how the makers of  Wonder Lady sought to captivate an audience by 

engaging normative expectations. The humor of  the show, I argue, engages pressures caused 

both by personal aspirations and normative expectations. Its sketches mediate an experience of  

being trapped by the normative codes of  a patriarchal and increasingly competitive and 

consumerist society. The situations in which Yu Shasha finds herself  caught up in are readily 

recognizable scenarios and overdrawn normative binaries. However, rather than negating 

normative binaries, it reproduces them to create a performative space of  encounter. Playing out 

in the normative frameworks that constitute questions of  personal quality, such performative 

encounters show the famous and the ugly, the rich and the poor, as well as fans and celebrities to 

fall short of  ideals. In this effort to captivate an audience, the content and marketing of  the 

show aim to provide fans with a sense of  intimacy and affinity to its idols by showing them to be 

equally struggling with the demands of  personal aspiration and normative expectation. 

Aspirational Binaries 

Two days after the premiere, the team journeyed to the southern edges of  Beijing to shoot 

scenes for the remaining episodes. Bringing me on board as a set photographer, Bai Hang had 
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offered me an opportunity to join their production team. My task was to take 

behind-the-scenes footage, mainly photography, but also video, for promotional purposes. In the 

car, Bai Hang concentrated on his phone, checking his Weibo account. Within the two days that 

had passed since the premiere, the number of  his followers had risen from around 600 to over 

ten thousand people. With the first episode having reached eight million views, spirits were high. 

When I conveyed to Bai Hang that I had been excited about seeing my name in the credits of  

the premiere episode, he laughed and responded that he would make me even more famous 

today. He wanted me to play Superman. 

Later that day, I found myself  wearing a Superman costume while waiting for my turn on 

the set of  Wonder Lady in a small skateboard park. Next to me, Spiderman, a security guard, and 

a People’s Liberation Army soldier were sweating in the sun. All cameras were pointed at a guest 

star whose role demanded that he impress Yu Shasha with his skateboarding skills. Various 

members of  the production team had dressed up and now stood waiting for their turn. The 

experience had a surreal quality. Dressed up as Superman, I watched take after take as the guest 

celebrity tried to make his tricks appear effortless. The team was getting antsy as time 

progressed. According to the day’s schedule, several scenes still waited to be filmed. When Bai 

Hang finally called the scene a wrap after more than an hour, the superhero sketch had to be 

postponed to another day, and I was somewhat anticlimactically told to change back into my 

clothes.  

The set was located in a demonstration park for a Vanke development project called 

“Golden City.” The skateboard park provided more insight into what the Golden City could one 

day be: not just an apartment but also a home to raise a family and aspire to a good life. Model 

apartments stood spread out across the park as individual structures, on display for potential 

buyers. Fully furnished and almost appearing to be designed for the set of  a television show, 

these model apartments evoked an upper middle-class lifestyle, complete with lush carpets, 

chandeliers, and pieces of  art framing the fantastic settings. China’s real estate boom was tied to 

a rising Chinese middle-class, Li Zhang has argued, and presented “a dramatic move away from 

yearning for a social utopia under Maoist socialism and toward building a private paradise in 

postsocialist times.” (Zhang 2010, 1) She highlights how self-cultivation and self-governing, as 

indicators of  personal quality, shape residents’ lives at gated communities in the city of  Kunming 

(1). The crew of  Wonder Lady reproduced this kind of  aspirational setting. 

A sketch filmed in one of  the model apartments and later streamed in episode six of  season 

four shows Yu Shasha playing a mother engaged in a children’s game with her son. Sitting in an 

idyllic child’s room, perfectly equipped with toys, animal print pillows, and colorful wallpaper, 
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they try to slap each other’s hands before the other can pull away. Winning the game, her son 

laughs sardonically and mocks her slow reflexes: “Mama, you are too stupid,”211 he teases her. 

The first shot fades out to Yu Shasha’s angry stare and returns to a scene in which the child is 

sleeping. Day has turned into night, and Yu Shasha stands over her son as she lovingly strokes 

his hair. Then, having made certain that he is asleep, she slaps his hand. She laughs at her son, 

who is now awake and crying, and tells him, “You are too stupid.”212 

Although inappropriate in any setting, the model bedroom situates her behavior within the 

politics of  middle-class value and aspiration.213 It is not that Yu Shasha’s performance challenges 

conceptions of  how a mother ought to behave, but that her obvious failure to conform to social 

norms contrasts so strongly to middle-class obsessions with self-cultivation and self-sacrifice for 

the sake of  one’s child. “In the privatized site of  middle-class nurture,” Anagnost argues, “the 

child’s singularity, enforced by the state’s one-child policy, stands in marked contrast to the 

thronging masses of  migrant laborers and the specter of  social disorder they arouse.” (Anagnost 

2004, 196) Yu Shasha’s behavior challenges the purity of  middle-class values in its opposition to 

“the masses.” To understand this mode of  captivation, it is necessary to address how Wonder 

Lady contrasts aspirational middle-class settings to less polished ones. 

Later that day, which had begun at the Golden City demonstration park, the production 

team of  Wonder Lady moved on to Beijing’s fringes north of  the fifth ring road. As the day 

approached midnight, Ma Da had difficulties finding the previously scouted location. Driving to 

the set along unlit streets, he told me how Bai Hang had insisted that they find a place that 

looked “run-down” (  pohuai). After a couple of  wrong turns, we found the entrance to a 

dirt road. As we waited to signal the others, I switched to the car Bai Hang was in, his girlfriend’s 

Mercedes. Although everyone was tired after 18 hours of  filming, excitement took over as the 

passengers began collectively shouting directions in an attempt to avoid the large water-filled 

potholes scarring the road. When the crew had finally gathered in a small and crumbling 

courtyard, it was close to midnight, and they had to work quietly so as not to rouse the 

neighbors. Silently, the crew installed lights and set up the camera, repeatedly squeezing through 

the courtyard’s narrow entrance. When everything was ready, I stood crammed to one side of  the 
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yard with the rest of  the crew to take photographs of  Yu Shasha and Da Peng’s arrival. Da Peng 

was on a phone call when he arrived. After he hung up, his attention immediately shifted to the 

crew and the scene’s extras, letting his charm do its part in setting everyone at ease.  

The scene later streamed in episode three of  season three begins at another location, a fancy 

Beijing bar, where Da Peng approaches a dressed-up Yu Shasha sitting at the bar. Without much 

of  an introduction, he suggests to her that they could go to a hotel, his place, or hers if  she 

prefers. Despite her warning that her home is quite far, the first shot ends with Da Peng’s 

character leading Yu Shasha’s obviously inebriated character away. After a quick fade to black, the 

viewer is shown an entirely different setting. Seated around a small table, they reappear next to 

her extended family. Her thick regional accent contrasting strongly with the standard Mandarin 

Chinese she spoke at the bar and her mouth stuffed with food, Yu Shasha’s character exclaims, 

“Ah, fuck, you have to ride a day and a night to finally get home.”214 Then she enthusiastically 

introduces each member of  her family to Da Peng, announcing him, in turn, as a “handsome 

guy” (  shuaige) she had met in Beijing. To introduce him, she has to ask his name. While Da 

Peng appears utterly lost, Yu Shasha flourishes, making a toast and indulging in the food. 

Not just when watching the sketch, but also when traveling from the Golden City’s model 

apartments to the crumbling courtyard, the show’s reproduction of  socioeconomic difference 

struck me. Bai Hang explained that settings had to be immediately recognizable as either “top 

grade” (  gaodang) or “run-down” (  po) to attract an audience. Moreover, for high-class 

settings, they used handsome celebrities and beautiful idols, whereas for the more run-down 

scenes they used “life-like” actors. He insisted this choice was not about “promoting being rich” 

or about “promoting luxury”215 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014). “So it doesn’t matter if  we are in a 

very luxurious place, we are still producing something that is very ‘low,’”216 (October 8, 2014) he 

argued, emphasizing the often vulgar language of  the show. True enough, even though Yu 

Shasha acts differently in the bar, she falls short of  how a “classy” woman would be expected to 

behave. However, the sketch ends not in her embarrassment or shame for getting picked up at a 

bar, but in Da Peng’s utter frustration as he sits tight-lipped next to an exuberant Yu Shasha. 

Her characters, Yu Shasha (April 24, 2014) thought, were witty and resourceful, reserving 

their own judgment of  themselves. Expressing a similar thought, Bai Hang pointed out how the 

show’s humor resulted precisely from the contrast between her beautiful appearance and her 

“inappropriate” behavior. He described her on-screen persona as a “very strange ‘black 
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sheep’”217 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014). Despite such subversive ambitions, her characters fail 

to escape consumerist and aspirational politics, or more specifically, their qualitative 

distinctions. She fails to avoid what Ann Anagnost has described as the “apparatus of  capture 

that reproduces the social balance of  power,” codes attributing value in China according to 

binaries of  “good or bad, rich or poor, lacking or having quality, being civilized or uncivilized” 

(Anagnost 2004, 195). Yu Shasha, to some degree, traverses such binaries in her show. However, 

her ability to do so does not necessarily challenge binary oppositions. Rather, personal 

aspirations, desires for socioeconomic mobility, and “tales of  crossing over the divide” (195) can 

work toward reproducing the moral codes that constitute the politics of  difference. 

This form of  “value coding” (Anagnost 2004, 194) is central to the production of  Wonder 

Lady. However, while the makers of  the show carefully reproduce and design the normative 

framework in which Yu Shasha acts out her roles, the conditions and experiences they mediate in 

doing so are not unified in the same way as governmental quality discourse. Anagnost’s 

discussion of  value codes as an apparatus of  capture point to the impact of  the Chinese 

government’s large-scale intervention into the conduct of  its citizens. However, rather than a 

specific value politics, Yu Shasha’s performances relate to a more general experience of  being 

restricted by a situation beyond one’s control. The show’s content relates to the shared 

conditions under a project of  modernization that is inextricably tied the Chinese nation-state but 

irreducible to it.  

According to Jarrett Zigon, the situation presents a conceptual approach which “allows us 

to conceptualize how persons and objects that are geographically, socioeconomically, and 

culturally distributed get caught up in shared conditions that significantly affect their possible 

ways of  being-in-the-world.” (Zigon 2015, 502) To get “caught up” in a situation, he argues, is a 

singular actualization that is nevertheless connected to the shared situation. In the context of  a 

Chinese politics of  personal value, it is important to note, crossing the divide and inhabiting a 

middle-class subject position may be as desirable as getting caught up in a binary politics of  

embodied difference can be frustrating. The producers of  the show sought to captivate an 

audience by mediating the shared effects and experiences of  the Chinese project of  modernity, 

showing it to be both a force that may inspire personal aspiration as well as a moral discourse 

that can feel utterly restrictive. Having to deal with the entangled pressures and promises of  a 

middle-class lifestyle, personal aspiration, and heteronormative good-life fantasies themselves, 

the producers of  the show engaged their audience through this shared experience. 
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Material Dreams 

Given Wonder Lady and Diors Man’s success, many members of  the production team had 

tales of  how they “crossed the divide.” Yu Shasha voiced her own experience as a member of  

“Beijing’s floating population” (  beipiao) (Yu Shasha April 24, 2014), when telling me about 

her absolute lack of  success after her graduation from the Beijing Film Academy. People floating 

in Beijing, she explained, had come to Beijing to fulfill their dreams only to find that they were 

unable to achieve them. She had roamed from set to set to share her CV without avail. Looking 

back, she felt this approach had been hopeless. Her sudden breakthrough came when she was 

discovered in a singing competition and later given a long-term contract with Sohu. Like other 

team members, she was well aware that aspirations could have a darker side. 

Even though the members of  the production team were now part of  a successful online 

media franchise, to some, the memory of  ordinary student life or unemployment was still quite 

fresh. Perhaps most clearly during conversations with Bai Hang, I came to realize that their new 

status came with the pressure and desire to materialize their success. One of  Bai Hang’s goals in 

life was buying a Ferrari. A Lamborghini would also do, he told me (Fieldnotes November 3, 

2014). To him, the point of  buying such an expensive car was not primarily driving it. He 

suggested that after buying it, he might have no practical use for it, except to show it off. It was 

about making his success visible. Everyone had a dream, he said, but if  you did not achieve it, 

your dream was worth nothing. If  you talked about becoming a director for 30 years and never 

actually made it, he reasoned, who would want to hear you talking about your dream? He felt 

that nobody would take him seriously. Buying a Ferrari, according to his logic, would let others 

see that he had reached his goals and made something of  himself.  

I asked him if  he thought his goal was materialistic. With a smile, he said that Marx had, 

after all, already pointed out that “matter” (  wuzhi) guides “consciousness” (  yishi). 

Only if  your dream took material form, he added, did it have “meaning” (  yiyi). At the age 

of  27, he had entered a stage in his life in which his success and progress were expected to 

materialize. He was in a relationship and eager to get married. Although he could not afford it 

at the time, he began looking at apartments. If  it was only about him, he told me, he would 

not be in a hurry to buy, but since he wanted to get married at some point, it was important. 

“It is all part of  the dream,” he told me, “a washing machine, a TV, an apartment.” 

(Fieldnotes January 8, 2015) I had always known Bai Hang as someone not easily fazed by 

expectations of  others and was surprised to find him think about his life in such terms. 
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However, his eagerness to prove himself  through material consumption was not surprising, 

considering that he had struggled to live up to the standards of  his surroundings for years. 

Getting the position of  assistant director of  Diors Man was Bai Hang’s breakthrough. Before this 

opportunity arose, however, he had spent years trying in vain to gain a foothold in China’s 

entertainment industry. Bai Hang graduated from University in 2008 with a degree in 

advertisement. The transition into professional life was not easy. His first job was as a 

screenwriter for a TV show. After working there for three months, he did not receive any pay. 

Although he did work for a salary, they did not pay him. “It really was fucked up,” he told me 

and laughed, “I really didn’t have any money, and he still screwed me, but that was the first job, 

yes, the first job.”218 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014) After having dipped his toes into the deep 

waters of  China’s entertainment industry for the first time, he felt that there was no progress for 

a long time. 

In 2009, Bai Hang managed to secure a highly competitive spot in a one-year program in 

directing at the Beijing Film Academy. I attended the same program as an international student. 

Apart from learning about the practical challenges and complexities of  moviemaking, the school 

introduced him to many friends who all “had a common dream”219 (Bai Hang, October 8, 2014). 

After working on several projects with friends, he got his first paid job as an art director. For 

each day’s work, he received fifty Yuan Renminbi (approximately eight USD). Even the producer 

felt that the pay was low, and gave him an extra ten Yuan every day to cover the cab fare to the 

next subway station. 

While he did think that there had been happy moments during that period of  his life, his 

inability to financially contribute to his surroundings weighed on him. Lacking opportunities for 

work and unable to afford rent for three years after graduation, Bai Hang stayed with friends for 

as long as they were able and willing to have him. He simply didn’t have any money, he explained 

(Bai Hang October 8, 2014). “The only unhappy moments were when you needed to scrape 

money out of  your pocket,” he told me “because we were all adults, you couldn’t put your hand 

in your pocket and fucking never take it out. You definitely wanted to take it out and buy 

something for someone.”220 (October 8, 2014). To become an adult, it seemed, he had to 
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progress financially. Simultaneously, he was pursuing a dream that both appeared to extend his 

hardship and help him endure it. 

He described this period in his life in terms of  a continued desire to become a director on 

the one hand and the difficult circumstances of  his everyday life on the other. Despite low 

income, Bai Hang’s enthusiasm for his work kept him going. You had to love it, he insisted. At 

the same time, his dream was pushed aside by more pressing matters. “Your dream is not what is 

on your mind day in and day out,” he reflected, emphasizing that what mattered was “how you 

will get through the next day.”221 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014) Brought on by a simple lack of  

financial resources, mundane problems of  everyday life took center stage. “What mattered was: 

will I still have to live at a friend’s place next month? Shouldn’t I rent my own apartment? Will I 

be able to invite others to go out and eat?”222 (October 8, 2014) Thus Bai Hang found himself  

trapped between “real problems”223 like wanting to “fucking eat something”224 (October 8, 

2014) and his reluctance to depend on others.  

Bai Hang wanted his work to “accumulate to something,”225 (Bai Hang, October 8, 2014) 

but instead experienced his life as a series of  dispersed efforts that somehow were not adding up. 

After finishing a commercial or short film, he would find himself  waiting for work. At the same 

time, he felt that he had no choice but to push on and pursue his dream of  becoming a director 

because he “didn’t have the ability to do anything else”226 (October 8, 2014). He hoped his 

career would gain momentum like a “snowball”227 (October 8, 2014) rolling downhill. He 

wanted his success to grow as he moved forward. However, success, he emphasized, was 

unpredictable rather than an exact science and could arrive very suddenly. Therefore, it was 

central that one “doesn’t give up in one’s heart”228 (October 8, 2014). “You absolutely need to 

love it, that is central, you need to love it” (October 8, 2014), he declared. Only once you knew 

what you wanted could an opportunity arise. 

Things changed rapidly for Bai Hang when Lu Zhang, the producer working at Sohu and a 

former University classmate, contacted him about working as assistant director on Diors Man. Bai 

Hang was invited for a trial day of  shooting. On the big day, he was to work with famous 
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Taiwanese actor Lin Zhiling ( ). He spent the previous night in a state of  excited 

anticipation, not sleeping, preparing, and thinking about possible problems and their solutions. 

“A, B, C, D, I had lots of  plans. […] If  she did this, I would use plan A, if  she did this, I would 

use plan B, and if  she did that, I would use plan C.”229 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014) To his own 

and his friend Lu Zhang’s frustration, he arrived ten minutes late the next day. He felt nervous. 

Apart from thinking about how to deal with all the professionals involved, he was also 

wondering how he could get along with an international star. “After all, nothing bad happened,” 

Bai Hang concluded, “Everyone liked me.”230 (October 8, 2014) By eleven p.m., after fifteen 

hours of  shooting without any major problems, he was hired. Bai Hang found a level of  success 

in online media that would have been extremely improbable in television. 

Becoming part of  Diors Man, Bai Hang joined a team made possible by the rising 

importance of  the Internet in China’s entertainment industry. Not very tall and of  slender 

physique, Bai Hang did not possess an imposing appearance. He underlined this fact with casual 

clothes and a simple hairstyle, which he cut himself. Nevertheless, I always felt, the production 

team respected his authority as a director. Although, when directing Wonder Lady, he participated 

happily in collective foolery during short breaks, he became very earnest once work started, 

taking up a more authoritative and directorial tone to issue commands while they worked. 

Filming a show, Bai Hang explained, was a collective effort and therefore a director should not 

be too full of  himself. Despite his newfound success as a director, he maintained that he was a 

diaosi. “You all aren’t diaosi,” he would jokingly tell the crew, “only I, the director, am a diaosi.” 

(Bai Hang October 8, 2014). His “loser” performance, allowed him to deal humorously with his 

newfound hierarchical position as a director as well as with his relative inexperience as a young 

and upcoming talent handling some of  the biggest celebrities of  China and beyond. His 

statement may have been ironic to some degree, but it also reflected his background—his lack of  

an apartment, his unmarried status, and his very recent past as a struggling director.  

His case was not the only sudden breakthrough. The members of  the Da Peng Studio were 

relatively young, and many had graduated only a few years back. Some were married while others 

were still unmarried. The sudden success of  Diors Man and later Wonder Lady changed their lives 

dramatically. A particularly good example of  such sudden change is the story of  how one 

producer found his way to the Da Peng Studio. He had just graduated when he became aware of  

Diors Man. Reading an announcement that season two was to premiere soon, he wrote a private 
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message to Da Peng’s public WeChat account, telling him that he was interested in the show. As 

an attachment, he sent him his CV. “Then he answered me that day, I hadn’t expected this”231 he 

remembered. Eventually, Da Peng hired him, and a month later he began working as a member 

of  the Da Peng Studio. Going to work at Sohu, he felt that he had entered the “Internet 

business” for the first time. 

Getting Caught Up 

How did such backstories and aspirations influence how the production team sought to 

relate to their viewership? To explore this question, I would like to return the issue of  

captivation. Alfred Gell’s brilliant article Vogel’s Net (Gell 1996) and his posthumously published 

book Art and Agency (Gell 1998) have inspired discussions of  captivation that have moved 

beyond his original interest in the question of  art. His arguments prompted Daniel Miller (2000) 

to discuss websites as traps and Rey Chow (2012) to theorize capture and captivation. Partly, this 

lasting influence was made possible by Gell himself, who proposed a radically open definition of  

art, one in which “anything whatsoever could, conceivably, be an art object from the 

anthropological point of  view” (Gell 1998, 7). What mattered, in his opinion, was that an object 

had to fit into an anthropological theory of  art that focused on “social relations in the vicinity of  

objects mediating social agency” (7). Discussing Vogel’s Net, Chow identifies in Gell’s work “a 

democratic attempt on the part of  the cultural anthropologist to dissolve the distinction between 

art (‘Western’) and everyday objects (‘non-Western’)” (Chow 2012, 43). My aim in this section, 

however, is not to debate the difference between art and non-art, but to contemplate captivation 

in the context of  popular online media and specifically in Wonder Lady. 

In Art and Agency, Gell argues that a spectator is captivated or “trapped” (Gell 1998, 71) by a 

work of  art because of  the undecipherable artistic agency it displays. Gell’s analysis relates 

captivation to an experience of  distance between the observing subject and its object (68). It 

derives, he argues, from the incommensurability of  the observer’s agency and the agency 

associated with a work of  art (69). The observer is captivated by a work of  art precisely because 

she or he is unable to grasp the skills and techniques that made possible its production. Thus, the 

gap between artist and spectator is a consequence of  the skill and artistic virtuosity that goes 

into the manufacture of  an artifact. Gell’s emphasis on technical production is significant. 

Although Gell focuses on a mode of  captivation based on “indecipherable agency” (72), he 

acknowledges that captivation may be produced in other ways.  
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The production of  Wonder Lady as a popular online media format, I argue, cannot be 

understood in terms of  distance and incommensurability between the producer and the 

spectator that matters, but rather as a mediation of  shared experience and affinity. For the show 

to work, the contexts and subtexts of  its jokes have to be easily accessible. It is precisely the 

relatable experience of  getting “caught up” in personal aspirations and social expectations, which 

is meant to be captivating, rather than artistic virtuosity. While the production of  Wonder Lady 

depended on the mediation of  shared experiences, the relationship between producers of  the 

show and their viewership remains an uneven one. After all, the preconception of  the audience 

creates an uneven relationship between producer and audience, as the “temporally 

preemptive” (Chow 2012, 45) act of  designing media content meant to captivate an audience 

lets the producer negotiate the terms of  the encounter with the viewer in advance. 

Rather than about his dreams, Bai Hang argued, directing Wonder Lady was about “realizing 

the audience’s dreams”232 (Bai Hang October 8, 2014). Apart from highlighting the importance 

of  themes of  personal aspiration, his statement also reiterates that the show was designed to 

cater to an audience. In light of  Bai Hang’s statement, how should we think of  the relationship 

between the makers of  the show and the viewership they seek to attract? Given that Wonder Lady 

constitutes a commercial effort, the online show can be read as a commodity, but what does this 

imply? In chapter two, I have challenged the view that the relationship between the Da Peng 

Studio and its audience can be understood in terms of  the standardizing and commodifying 

effect of  the culture industry and a creative audience that opposes it. Here, I would like to 

extend this discussion and consider the role of  commodities and consumption in Wonder Lady. 

Coining the concept of  the culture industries, the Frankfurt School studied the 

“commodification, standardization, and massification” (Durham and Kellner 2006xvii) of  mass 

culture as a function of  capitalist ideology. Benjamin critiqued the personality cult around movie 

stars as “the phony spell of  a commodity.” (Benjamin 2006, 27) While Benjamin was ambivalent 

about the culture industry’s mass production, he nevertheless saw in mass audiences a critical 

potential. Adorno and Horkheimer, on the other hand, saw the effect of  the culture industry in 

unequivocally negative terms. They saw spectators dazzled by “cultural commodities which, at 

the same time, they recognize as false.” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2006, 71) A later version of  

this argument can be found in Guy Debord’s critique of  mass media and consumption in Society 

of  the Spectacle, in which he describes “the spectacle’s basic practice of  incorporating into itself  all 

the fluid aspects of  human activity so as to possess them in a congealed form, and of  inverting 
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living values into purely abstract values, we recognize our old enemy, the commodity” (Debord 

1983, 19, original emphasis). In these arguments, the commodification of  culture is characterized 

by a loss of  aura, autonomy, and uniqueness. 

The assumption of  alienation and standardization underlying such arguments has 

encountered resistance in scholarship. In his discussion of  advertising in India, William 

Mazzarella refutes the notion that commodification “entails the subsumption of  concrete 

particulars to abstract universals.” (Mazzarella 2003, 37) In particular, he challenges the view that 

commodification and particularly the commercial production of  mass-mediated images create 

floating signifiers detached from “concrete life-worlds, particular histories, and embodied 

experience” (39). At the same time, however, a critique of  the notion of  commodification as 

alienation cannot take shape as a return to a position of  pure particularity. In emphasizing the 

concreteness of  life-worlds to critique capitalist abstraction, he notes, anthropological endeavors 

have reproduced “misleading distinctions between ‘inauthentic’ (commodified) and ‘authentic’ 

(organic) cultural forms” (44). Given how closely the Da Peng Studio observes online trends to 

find inspiration, such a distinction between organic culture and commodified lifestyle is difficult 

to maintain. As the lines between media producers and consumers are blurring, who can be said 

to be alienating whom? When applied to Diors Man and Wonder Lady, commodification and 

alienation present us with a grammar that may obscure more about their production than it 

reveals. 

Underlying arguments about cultural commodification and alienation is the notion that the 

commodity, despite its alienating effect, exerts much attraction and thus power over the 

consumer. Thus, the concept of  the commodity fetish presents us with a Marxist theorization of  

captivation. When a product of  labor becomes a commodity, Marx wrote, “it changes into a 

thing which transcends sensuousness” (Marx 1990, 163), gives rise to “grotesque ideas” (163), 

and achieves “mystical character” (164). Marx’ account of  the commodity fetish, Graeber argues, 

posits a process of  alienation, which results from creative production and specifically from “the 

extraordinary complexity of  how all this creative activity is coordinated socially” (Graeber 2005, 

428). In an argument remarkably similar to Gell’s theorization of  artistic captivation as 

indecipherable agency, the commodity fetish captivates the consumer because of  her or his 

inability to grasp the complex and entangled creative processes that go into the production of  an 

artifact. Again, we are confronted with a conceptualization of  captivation as the production of  

indecipherability.  

Once, while working as a photographer on the set of  Wonder Lady, I met a few young men 

who had been hired to play thugs. We were filming in the courtyard of  a barbecue restaurant in 
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the early evening when the crew’s high-powered spotlights caused smoke to rise from one of  the 

restaurant’s junction boxes. Things came to a standstill while the problem was resolved. As we 

were waiting, one of  the extras told me that he was a huge fan of  Diors Man and Da Peng. When 

I asked him why he liked the show so much, he responded that it was “very diaosi.” He insisted 

that he and his friends, too, were diaosi. Growing up, they lacked many things, he told me, and 

now that they lived in Beijing and had access to these things, the way they enjoyed them was very 

“diaosi.” He added that other people would regard him and his friends as diaosi. His 

self-affirmation as a diaosi was not only connected to how others regarded him but was also tied 

to a feeling of  inaptitude in the urban and relatively wealthy city of  Beijing. 

When I met him, he was wearing a black t-shirt with the label CK printed in big letters on 

the front. His shirt caught my attention because the brand’s golden letters appeared to echo a 

joke tied to Diors Man’s name. On the set, the production team of  Diors Man would wear T-shirts 

bearing the Dior label in its iconic font. As if  sprayed onto the shirt in gold paint, two letters 

were added, transforming Dior into Diorsi and thereby creating a hybrid between Dior and diaosi. 

Their choice of  the generic term Diors for the English title of  the show (for some reason they 

dropped the -i) is part of  this play on brands as a status symbol. No matter if  you dress in 

expensive brands, the shirts seemed to suggest, you remain a diaosi. In a humorous take on the 

social and cultural capital of  brands, the production team wore shirts that appeared to mock 

such attempts at camouflage. Do the obviously sprayed on letters affirm a loser status? Is the 

revelation of  a diaosi below the brand a mockery of  those failing to impress or rather of  the 

production of  status through expensive brands? 

As the example of  the t-shirt shows, commodification does not simply remove a concept 

from embodied and concrete reality. On the other hand, the t-shirt also highlights how the 

search for an original state and identity still untouched by capitalism is misguided, considering 

how the concept of  “the diaosi” itself  has the potential to problematize questions of  identity and 

commodification even as it is being commodified. Other than the term’s inherent ambivalence, 

the diversity of  its users makes identification all the more impossible. While diaosi performances 

and productions may be infused with anxieties about lacking opportunities and success, they 

remain accessible to a variety of  people—including celebrities and marketing strategists. Even if  

applied ironically, the diaosi genre possesses a productive and collective quality. 

Wonder Lady and Diors Man’s mediation of  stark difference—between luxurious and 

impoverished settings, between “regular people” and celebrities—may present an instance of  the 

commercial abstraction so often associated with the commodification of  lifestyle. However, 

China’s Internet users are quite capable of  playing a role in how such abstraction is produced 
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and ultimately plays out. With the advent of  mass media, as Mazzarella has pointed out, the 

tension between the particular and the abstract so central to capitalist modernity “is now played 

out in full public view.” (Mazzarella 2003, 39) Rather than the “one-way process of  abstraction,” 

(41) critiqued by Marxist thinkers, Mazzarella points to the need to examine a continuous 

negotiation between abstractions and particular life-worlds. 

Both Wonder Lady and Diors Man, I argue, engage their audience by addressing the encounter 

between abstract ideals and particular experiences. Their work is not a critique of  

commodification or consumerism, but a humorous take on individual experiences of  abstract 

ideals and norms in a consumerist society. The mediation of  a shared experience that the shows 

employ as a means of  captivation relates to a perceived gap between particular experiences and 

the promise, lure, and tension of  abstract ideals. The brand, in this context, becomes a tool 

through which to address the felt discrepancy between one’s specific experience and consumerist 

and modernist expectations. Wonder Lady’s performances address the gap between abstract ideals 

and the particular experiences that take shape in relation to them. As her characters get caught 

up in the politics of  personal aspiration and social expectation, Yu Shasha comes to embody 

personal experiences that reflect back onto the abstract codes of  value that constitute the 

apparatus of  capture. 

Female Comedy and the Trap 

Central to Wonder Lady is the way in which Yu Shasha gets caught up in an apparatus of  

capture and its binary codes of  value only to exceed the expectations built into the system of  

values. She exceeds the intentionality of  the “trap’s” original demand. Engaging Alfred Gell’s 

work on captivation and in particular his discussion of  the trap as a work of  art (Gell 1996), Rey 

Chow contemplates captivation as an experience of  “being held by an unusual person, event, or 

spectacle” (Chow 2012, 47). Captivation, she writes, “is semantically suspended between an 

aggressive move and an affective state” (47-48). This conceptual move is where her argument 

departs from Alfred Gell’s theorization of  captivation (Gell 1998). Although Chow’s 

discussion shows much appreciation for his work, she challenges its positing of  a strict 

hierarchy between artist and spectator as well as its lack of  a “theorization of  the state of  

being trapped (or awestruck)” (Chow 2012, 48). Central to her argument is that the moment 

of  capture produces a “discursive excess” (46) that exceeds “the trap's presumed discursive 
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unity.”233 (47) This point matters because Wonder Lady’s mediation of  capture is directly 

linked to the manner in which it seeks to captivate an audience. 

Wonder Lady’s sketches present us with a transgressive reproduction of  social norms. This 

reproduction of  gender norms points to how ironic and humorous repetitions can “mock by 

submission.” (Deleuze 1994, 5) Although she cautions that parody is no inherently subversive, 

Judith Butler makes a similar argument in her discussion of  drag as a subversive imitation. While 

the gender meanings performatively appropriated in “parodic styles are clearly part of  

hegemonic, misogynist culture,” she argues, “they are nevertheless denaturalized and mobilized 

through their parodic recontextualization.” (Butler 1990, 138) In Wonder Lady, ironic 

performances highlight and challenge the experience of  “being caught.” Rey Chow has 

emphasized the “marked semiotic kinship between the trap and art and literature” (Chow 2012, 

45). She argues that the “fundamental structure of  unevenness is the reason the trap, as much as 

being an archetypical device for portraying suffering, can also be a source of  comic relief.” (45) 

Caught up in a matrix of  norms defining appropriate female appearance and behavior, Yu 

Shasha also challenges them. Following Chow’s argument, Yu Shasha’s performances reveal how 

the moment of  capture entails a productivity exceeding the trap’s original design.  

Wonder Lady’s use of  themes of  entrapment raises an important issue about its mode of  

engagement with its audience. The production team’s effort to connect with their viewership 

depended on what they saw and mediated as shared experiences in contemporary China rather 

than through the production of  distant virtuosity. This professional orientation is not surprising 

since they saw themselves as working in the field of  popular culture. Consequentially, they 

presented their work as entertainment and comedy, rather than art. Neither Diors Man nor Wonder 

Lady’s sketches were impressive because of  a display of  technical skill. In fact, their style was 

kept purposefully simple to emulate popular online media production. Rather, by keeping its 

pattern simple and picking up on popular online themes, the show sought to tap into popular 

media production. In her role as Wonder Lady, Yu Shasha plays with normative expectations as 

she gets herself  into stereotypical situations only to get caught up in unexpected ways. 

Experiences of  the restrictive effects of  norms and values were not just a source for new 

content, but also part of  the conditions shaping the production of  the show. The production 

team dealt with the very issues that the sketch about the wedding dress problematizes: the 

constraining effects of  norms and values. When the Da Peng Studio took over production, its 

                                                

233 Chow emphasizes how the experience of the one captivated brings into being a “radically heteronomous 
affective assemblage” (Chow 2012, 47). It is in this moment, Chow writes, that the careful preemptive design is 
“folded into another space and time that comes into being through entrapment” (46). 
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declared goal was to create China’s best female comedy show. It had been a low bar, Da Peng 

(January 26, 2015) acknowledged, since there were hardly any comedy shows centering on female 

comedians. He argued that this male dominance was a general state and emphasized that male 

performers dominated traditional comic dialogue (  xiangsheng). When the Da Peng Studio 

began producing Wonder Lady in 2014, they found that one of  the biggest difficulties was that Yu 

Shasha could not reproduce the more sexually explicit elements of  Diors Man. They thought the 

sexual references so central to their male-centered comedy show would be considered too 

inappropriate for a female lead. 

Yu Shasha and Da Peng faced a very different set of  demands. Whereas Da Peng’s comedic 

performance capitalized on his versatile and average looks, Yu Shasha’s performance drew on a 

contrast between her physical beauty and her crude manners. Moreover, Da Peng’s roles 

depended on sexually suggestive humor that was off-limits for Yu Shasha. She stated very clearly 

that she felt her audience was not very tolerant concerning her roles and would consider her 

“dirty” (Yu Shasha April 24, 2014) if  her show adopted Diors Man’s vulgar humor. Given these 

constraints, the production team was well aware that their audience provided both possibilities 

and limitations. Bai Hang compared media and artistic production to dance, a process of  finding 

interesting and creative forms of  expression without breaking the rules. To him, the challenge 

was to go “dancing with handcuffs.”234 While he felt the Chinese government played a big part 

in producing and enforcing rules, he also argued that every artistic production had to deal with 

rules and limitations precisely because it was produced for someone. He emphasized that to him 

these limitations were a challenge that simply forced him to produce an even better show. The 

testing and playful engagement with rules and boundaries was not limited to onscreen 

performances. Rather, the production of  Wonder Lady was, at times, an experimental process in 

which the makers of  the show partook.  

On July 28, 2014, the crew was filming in an elegant restaurant. Ma Xueyang ( ), a 

handsome Chinese singer, was playing Yu Shasha’s on-screen boyfriend. I was documenting the 

day’s shoot on video. This task mostly meant that I had to capture interactions between Yu 

Shasha, director Bai Hang, and guest actors. Bloopers, or any spontaneous banter after a take 

were also in high demand. The team was excited about one scene in particular. Two producers 

played minor roles in it. Unable to contain their excitement, they laughed and talked to each 

other about being “gay” (Fieldnotes July 28, 2014). In general, during fieldwork, I encountered 

much curiosity about questions of  sexual orientation. When Bai Hang posted a picture of  myself  

                                                

234 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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to his WeChat feed, producer and friend Lu Zhang responded with one word—“gay.” What 

ensued was a discussion among many of  their WeChat friends about how one could tell whether 

or not I was, in fact, gay. 

The sketch shows Yu Shasha and Ma Xueyang holding hands while siting opposite each 

other at a table. Somewhat secretively, Yu Shasha’s character tells him that she has a secret—she 

possesses a superpower. With the power of  her mind, she insists, she can bend things. 

Attempting to prove her supernatural abilities to her unconvinced boyfriend, she picks up a 

spoon, focuses on it, and tells it to “bend” (  wan). Failing to do so, she picks up a fork and 

tries again. After a quick cut, the camera has moved closer, showing Yu Shasha and her side of  

the table, strewn with unbent cutlery. She is still engulfed by her efforts when the camera zooms 

out, revealing that the male guests at the restaurant are now paired up and sitting on each other’s 

lap. To Yu Shasha’s unceasing invocations, it is revealed that Ma Xueyang’s character also has a 

man sitting on his lap. While the cutlery remains straight, the sketch suggests, the men are no 

longer so. The joke plays on the fact that the colloquial Chinese term “bent man” (  wan 

nan) refers to a gay man. Rather than impressing her boyfriend with her superpower, Yu Shasha’s 

character has “made him gay.” 

Whether intentionally or unintentionally, the sketch reproduces being “queer” as a 

divergence from the norm. Bai Hang was shocked when I asked him if  they thought 

homosexuality was funny. He insisted that they did not mean to ridicule homosexuality, but 

merely thought the wordplay was entertaining (Fieldnotes November 3, 2014). However, there 

also was a sense of  excitement as members of  the production team engaged in the 

gender-related role-play. At the very end of  the sketch, producer Du Chang takes another man’s 

hand and leads him away. The sketch does not challenge heteronormative norms, but in the 

framework it reproduces, “being queer” opens up a performative dimension that allows the 

sketch to progress from a very conventional setting, a date between a man and women, to a 

wholly unexpected one. In the scene’s conclusion, the show’s regular guest and waiter Li Jian sits 

on the celebrity singer’s lap. Viewers are left with a celebrity and a real-life waiter caressing each 

other, unable to resist their desire. Thus, in the scene, the divergence from heteronormative 

gender norms also dissolves the socioeconomic distance between the two men, if  only on 

screen.   
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Marketing Affinity 

Before filming for the sketch in the courtyard began, Da Peng and Yu Shasha sat themselves 

down on low stools placed in front of  a table. The ten actors playing the family of  Yu Shasha’s 

character surrounded them. Da Peng then proceeded to record a WeChat voice message, which 

appeared in Da Peng’s public account shortly after midnight. “Hello, ah, this, today we have a 

guest of  honor,”235 Da Peng begins. Then, Yu Shasha’s voice appears shrouded in a heavy 

southern accent, as she responds, “Hi everyone, guess who I am. I am Yu Shasha! What are you 

up to? Sleeping already? I am here with Da Peng at this late hour, what are we doing? 

Hahahaha.”236 Da Peng’s voice returns and informs listeners that they are filming Wonder Lady. 

With the message completed, Da Peng put the phone away and shooting began. 

On Da Peng’s public WeChat account, fans will find a new voice message every day. There 

was something strangely personal about hearing such a message by Da Peng for the first time. 

Sitting in my living room with my phone in my hand, his voice, the improvisational character of  

the message, the background noise when he spoke, and even the sound of  his breath, all worked 

towards creating a feeling of  intimacy. Although I was well aware that this message was public, it 

nevertheless felt as if  he was addressing me personally in the privacy of  my apartment. This 

sense was further supported by the way in which the particular infrastructure of  the WeChat 

App brings together entertainment, social media, and business applications. Through WeChat, 

users can receive Da Peng’s voice messages alongside messages from friends.237 Apart from 

announcements of  various events and premieres, his messages tend to be conversational. He will 

tell his fans about his work, that he may feel tired from a long day’s work, or that he has been 

trying to lose weight. 

Listening to Da Peng’s voice message, fans get a seemingly immediate access to Wonder 

Lady’s production process. Taking inspiration from Mizuko Ito and Daisuke Okabe’s discussion 

of  mobile image sharing as the production of  “intimate visual co-presence” (Ito and Okabe 

2005), I consider Da Peng’s regular voice messages to be a similar digital production of  intimate 

co-presence, albeit an auditory rather than a visual one. However, whereas Ito and Okabe’s work 

focuses on sharing practices in family and friendship networks, Da Peng’s voice messages present 

a marketing effort aimed at producing such intimate co-presence. This involvement of  fans in 

                                                

235 Author’s translation, “Hello, ”  
236 Author’s translation, “

a ”  
237 While subscriptions to public accounts are displayed separately from friend’s messages, the feed is displayed 
alongside personal messages from friends. 
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the production process provides listeners with a sense of  unedited and immediate access to the 

show. How do such virtually unlimited reproducibility and sharing-functionality of  digital media 

and communication technologies relate to the Da Peng Studio’s efforts to captivate an audience? 

The productivity of  technological reproduction is central to understanding this effort. 

Discussing mechanical reproduction in The Work of  Art in the Age of  Mechanical Reproduction 

(Benjamin 2006), Benjamin argued that reproduction via technological means dissolves the aura 

of  a work of  art and thus reduces the distance between the work of  art and the spectator 

(21-22). In film, he believed, the loss of aura disappeared alongside the presence of the 

audience. “While facing the camera” he described the fate of  the actor, “he knows that 

ultimately he will face the public, the consumers who constitute the market.” (27) To Benjamin, 

cinematographic film production commodified performance art while also allowing “the 

audience to take the position of  a critic” (25). Bringing to the fore a question about how 

technological reproduction reduced the distance between the masses and media artifacts, his 

work continues to be of  central importance in studies of  mass media.  

The reduction of  the distance between media artifacts and their audience is crucial here. 

Mechanical reproduction allowed media to circulate and multiply. “To an ever greater degree,” 

Benjamin argued, “the work of  art reproduced becomes the work of  art designed for 

reproducibility.” (Benjamin 2006, 23) Re-conceiving the “the copy-image as an endlessly 

multipliable and endlessly movable part” (Chow 2012, 4), Chow contends, Benjamin made it 

possible to approach capture as the production of  reality, rather than the representation or 

enclosure of  reality. Da Peng’s voice message and behind-the-scene pictures of  the set, because 

of  virtually unlimited reproducibility, can provide fans with a real experience of  affinity and 

participation. The primary mode of  these media artifacts is not representational because they 

constitute experiences and realities of  their own that become detached from an “original” 

location. 

Looking at Wonder Lady’s marketing efforts, we can see that affinity was not only a 

technological effect but also a conscious effort. The Da Peng Studio produced Wonder Lady to be 

enjoyed alongside daily activities, rather than apart from them. This aim was not only evident in 

the short duration of  each episode and its intended mobile enjoyment, but also in its marketing. 

To market the show, they created a version with English subtitles and streamed it on a 

language-learning platform. Distributed in such a manner, users could enjoy the show while 

studying (Du Chang January 25, 2015). Also, to produce and market the show, the Da Peng 

Studio had an infrastructural assemblage of  different digital media technologies at its disposal.  
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Sohu, the online media service provider funding and streaming Diors Man, focuses on 

mobile markets. With phones and tablets having already overtaken personal computers in terms 

of  user traffic, Sohu’s marketing division suggests (Sohu 2014), Sohu was particularly well 

equipped to tackle the challenges of  mobile Internet marketing. Because of  its capacity to 

produce original content as well as distribute material, they argue, it can reach users through its 

various channels and offers efficient product marketing opportunities by using big data. Due to 

online commercials and product placement, users can watch Wonder Lady and Diors Man, like 

most series on Sohu Video, free of  charge. Earnings are additionally generated through optional 

premium memberships. 

The marketing of  Wonder Lady focused on creating an intimacy between the show and its fan 

base by involving them in the production process. Rather than focusing on a finished product, 

they involved their viewers, providing regular updates about what was happing behind the scenes. 

My work as a set photographer served so produce material that would provide a carefully 

selected insight into the production of  the show. When I began work on the set of  Wonder Lady 

in July 2014, I was ignorant of  the demands of  this line of  work. I was told that my task was 

shooting material for a behind-the-scenes documentary as well as doing set photography for 

marketing purposes. On my first day, Ma Da gave me a camera and advised me to document 

their work. As I was filming the team setting up, he approached me again, telling me that I 

should focus on the stars. 

Wonder Lady and Diors Man’s ability to enlist so many Chinese and foreign guest stars 

depended on Sohu’s status as a powerful media platform. The shows’ relationship with its 

celebrity guests was symbiotic, Bai Hang told me during an Interview. Stars helped raise the 

ratings for the show. Not only did their appearance on Wonder Lady draw their fans to the show, 

celebrity guests would additionally put their own social media presence into the service of  the 

show. Before an episode aired, they would share photographs from the set and announce their 

appearance to the millions of  social media followers they had on platforms such as Weibo or 

WeChat. In turn, Wonder Lady’s media format provided them with an opportunity to show 

themselves in a different light. “She needs our platform, our comedy show, to reveal another side 

of  herself,”238 Bai Hang (October 8, 2014) explained the show’s attraction to stars. This interplay 

between the unreachable off-screen celebrity and the approachable on-screen actor corresponds 

with Benjamin’s observation that film responded to the “shriveling of  the aura with an artificial 

                                                

238 Author’s translation, “ ”  
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build-up of  the ‘personality’ outside the studio.” (Benjamin 2006, 27) Wonder Lady actively 

marketed this tension. 

The photographs taken on the set supported this play with the image of  the “ordinary 

celebrity.” Regular updates about the work on set not only served to produce a mediatized 

intimacy between fans and Wonder Lady. Rather, the show became a platform that helped 

celebrities perform a certain degree of  affinity to their fans and meet them on eye-level, so to 

say. A sense of  intimacy is central to the relationship between a star and her fans, Powdermaker 

argued in her study of  Hollywood. Moreover, she suggested that it was easier for an audience to 

identify with stars who are not perfect. “Certainly no folk hero or god has ever been known so 

intimately by his admirers as are the movie stars,” she mused, “but of  course, none of  the 

ancient gods had publicity departments.” (Powdermaker 1950, 249) As an “idol series” (  

ouxiangju), Wonder Lady capitalizes on the dual presence of  celebrity guests as stars and as the 

characters they play on screen. When singer Ma Xueyang ends up with a waiter on his lap, his 

performance signals that he is not above “silly” humor. The display of  intimacy with a waiter 

also is a gesture towards his and the show’s fans. It is part of  the production of  an intimate 

co-presence between the show, its guest celebrities, and the fans.  

Just as much as Wonder Lady builds on such mediations of  intimacy, it reproduces normative 

codes of  difference, normative binaries between the rich and the poor, the civilized and the 

uncivilized, those of  high quality and those who lack it. In the binary framework that the show 

reproduces, celebrities serve an important function as embodiments of  success and beauty. Their 

appearances on the show aim to reveal that they are just as foolish as everybody else. Wonder Lady 

capitalizes on the pull of  personal desires for fame, success, and beauty while acknowledging the 

pressures of  heteronormative expectations. It addresses abstract ideals that take shape in 

celebrity guest appearances or model apartments, as the experience of  getting caught up in the 

desire and pressure to reach and fulfill them. By aesthetically reproducing the apparatus of  

capture, Wonder Lady creates a performative space that allows the show to jump across the 

boundaries and blur the lines separating success and failure. This production spans beyond the 

comedy show and includes marketing efforts on social media and public events. While the 

Wonder Lady’s online marketing depends on the social distance between celebrities and their 

numerous fans, it creates a space in which they move a little closer. Its effort to captivate an 

audience is based on a digital production of  affinity as it performs encounters in-between the 

normative binaries that characterize Chinese modernity.  
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Chapter Five: An Exemplary 

Entrepreneurship Ecology 

When I first contacted Haizhi Kechuang to ask for an Interview, I was offered an Internship 

instead. Meeting with members of  the staff  for the first time, they suggested that I could 

accompany them to events, do translation work, and help out wherever I could. What motivated 

them to offer me an internship, it appeared, was creating a basis for future exchange. My joining 

them, Li Yuhua suggested, could establish a relationship that would last beyond the conclusion 

of  my fieldwork. As a researcher based in Germany, perhaps I could help them understand 

similar entrepreneurial developments in Europe. At first, I was surprised by the ease with which I 

became part of  Haizhi Kechuang. However, in hindsight, their interest in me pointed to the 

comparative foundations and global ambitions underlying the production Inno Way. Moreover, 

their welcoming attitude spoke to their goal of  creating an open and inclusive startup 

environment.  

The production of  Inno Way as a startup cluster took place in relation to startup discourses 

and models that have already spread across the globe. It involved both international networks as 

well as international comparisons, most prominently with Silicon Valley. While I was doing 

fieldwork at Inno Way, THTI Holding’s research department, which had been responsible for the 

initial conception of  Inno Way, was busy researching the state of  startup services in Israel and 

the United Kingdom. Such regional comparisons preceded the creation of  Inno Way, making the 

entrepreneurship service cluster part of  comparative development projects of  much larger scale. 

The belief  that Beijing’s northeast shared certain characteristics with Silicon Valley that made its 

development as a technology zone feasible was foundational to Zhongguancun and later Inno 

Way.  

Haizhi Kechuang’s Li Yuhua, drew a very similar comparison. While she saw Beijing’s 

emphasis on software development as a main difference to the Californian Silicon Valley, she 



149  

emphasized the fact that Silicon Valley and Beijing share an “immigration culture”239 (Li Yuhua 

27 April, 2015). In the case of  Beijing, she was referring to the yearly migration of  university 

students, pointing out that “every year several hundred thousand students come here”240 (27 

April, 2015). As a result, Haizhi Kechuang worked closely with surrounding universities. All of  

these, Li Yuhua explained (27 April, 2015), had their own spinoff  mechanisms meant to support 

startups. Inno Way was aimed at connecting with them by offering opportunities to young 

entrepreneurs who, perhaps, were not ready to create a project while still at University. Working 

toward this goal, they frequently visited universities across Beijing to inform students about Inno 

Way’s startup services.  

Silicon Valley’s status as a guiding example of  technology entrepreneurship prompted 

questions about its uniqueness and reproducibility. Idealized accounts of  Silicon Valley at Inno 

Way focused on the Californian technology startup center’s autonomous development, its 

“organic” culture as well as its unique spirit and atmosphere. This idea already guided the 

creation of  the Garage Café. “Silicon Valley is not a product of  planning,” Su Di and Wang 

Haizhen argue in their book about the café, but emerged only once “there existed a good system, 

a good atmosphere for a startup culture”241 (Su and Wang 2013, 23). Only in the right 

environment, this view suggests, can a startup culture such as the one in Silicon Valley grow. 

Paradoxically, this sense of  Californian exceptionalism nevertheless prompted efforts to emulate 

Silicon Valley. Su Di established the Garage Café to reproduce the “spirit” (21) of  Silicon Valley 

locally. If  they could foster a similar spirit, they appear to suggest, an innovative startup 

environment would follow naturally. While Inno Way’s high density of  coffee shops reflected 

such a perceived need for an American-inspired startup “spirit,” the question how to “localize” (

 bentuhua) foreign models remained pertinent.  

While my interlocutors at Inno Way saw Silicon Valley as an inspiration and point of  

reference, there was a clear understanding that Chinese efforts aimed at creating a productive 

startup environment also had to be adapted to a Chinese context (Fieldnotes January 22, 2015). 

Li Yuhua emphasized that Inno Way had the support of  the country’s top universities, its finest 

entrepreneurship platforms, its most important Internet companies, and its most dynamic 

entrepreneurship atmosphere. Because Inno Way can count on all of  these elements, she 

concluded, there was no other entrepreneurship ecology quite like it in China, just like no second 

                                                

239 Author’s translation, “ ” 
240 Author’s translation, “ ”  
241 Author’s translation, “ u 【 u
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Silicon Valley existed in the United States. At the same time, Li Yuhua thought that, Beijing’s 

local resources were central to reproducing the American model.242 Her statement is telling, 

since the question of  reproduction mattered not just because Inno Way found inspiration 

abroad, but also because it was itself  to become a model for Chinese policy efforts aimed at 

fostering innovation through startup environments all over China. 

This framing of  Inno Way, both as a unique entrepreneurship ecology as well as exemplary 

effort in creating such an ecology is a recurring pattern. Inno Way’s administrative office was 

tasked with developing not only a centralized entrepreneurship environment and a productive 

community, it additionally had to become a model of  its own, one for a new brand of  mass 

entrepreneurship space that was aligned with the Chinese government’s economic policy. 

Through the implementation government policies aimed at supporting the development of  

innovation-oriented incubators, Inno Way argued, it had “already become a demonstration street 

for the development of  innovation-style incubators as well as a new landmark of  Beijing’s 

innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem.”243 (Yu 2015) This double-life as an intervention into 

Beijing’s startup environment and as an exemplary model for national economic policy meant 

that the startup center had to continually negotiate between the needs of  personal ambition and 

a nation-building project aimed at “modernizing” the Chinese economy. 

Rather than a top-down process of  policy-making, Inno Way took shape through complex 

interactions between an emergent startup culture, entrepreneurial projects and the possibilities 

afforded by a booming Chinese digital economy. Thus, articulations and materializations of  

technology entrepreneurship had to accommodate needs of  government policy, the economic 

goals of  startup organizations inhabiting it, and demands of  entrepreneurs seeking collaborators, 

information, training, and financial resources. As an interface between an emerging Chinese 

startup culture and national economic policy, Inno Way had to accommodate these various 

actors while establishing itself  as an entrepreneurship service cluster and mass entrepreneurship 

space. Not just Inno Way but other interlocutors and organizations as well struggled to 

simultaneously deal with the particular demands of  a local entrepreneurship environment and 

with the need to demonstrate exemplarity on a national and international stage. This chapter 

traces the work of  different actors at Inno Way and seeks to understand how they operated 

within Inno Way’s “entrepreneurship ecology” while facing expectations of  exemplarity and 

ambitions to gain national and global recognition. How did they deal with such questions of  

scale, accommodating both the needs of  early-stage entrepreneurs at Inno Way and ambitions of  
                                                

242 To protect Li Yuhua’s anonymity, no citation is given here. 
243 Author’s translation, “ ？ w X ”  
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national economic development? Finally, what effect did such tensions have on the entrepreneurs 

working there? 

Double Ambition 

Inno Way faced a challenge that was twofold. In addition to creating a productive and 

innovative local startup environment, its entanglement with national projects of  economic 

development meant that Inno Way’s entrepreneurship ecology needed to reach a prominent 

status on a national and even global scale. After gathering resources along Inno Way’s relatively 

small pedestrian street, Haizhi Kechuang wanted the entrepreneurship service cluster to have an 

effect beyond its physical boundaries. They proclaimed that Inno Way aimed to reach a 

prominent place in “global innovation entrepreneurship” 244  (Inno Way n.d.-d) through a 

combination of  government guidance and marketization. Therefore, while Haizhi Kechuang was 

to guide the development of  a local entrepreneurship ecology able to support entrepreneurs, as a 

political and economic project, it also had to reach exemplary status.  

In administrative charge of  Inno Way, Haizhi Kechuang’s declared main task was to provide 

services for entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship service providers. While startup service 

providers were their direct customers, Zhang Yuling argued, their primary goal was nevertheless 

“to provide services to entrepreneurs”245 (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015). Zhang Yuling was an 

outgoing former business management major and now a mid-level employee at Haizhi Kechuang 

who somehow managed to respond to the most stressful situations with a sense of  humor. That 

more than three-quarters of  the staff  were female, she explained to me, was because she and 

many of  her female colleagues had been transferred from Qingkong Kechuang’s research 

department. Women, she felt, simply made more studious students and more attentive 

researchers. Thus, a team of  female researchers had moved on from planning Inno Way to 

administrating it. In fact, she explained, they wanted more male staff  but had few job 

applications from men. 

When speaking about the predominantly female team, Zhang Yuling laughed and told me 

that many her co-workers were “nühanzi” ( ) (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015). The online 

term refers to a “manly women” (chinaSMACK n.d.) or, more specifically, women who do not 

fulfill stereotypical expectations about femininity because they are “outspoken”246 and able to 
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“endure hardship” 247  (Baidu Baike n.d.-a). Despite her cheerful and joking manner, her 

comment reveals how normative expectations towards femininity are especially prevalent in 

China’s service industry. While economic reforms provided young women with new 

opportunities, these were often linked to a sexualization of  femininity (Hanser 2005, Zhang 

2000). Zhang Yuling’s use of  the concept of  nühanzi gave expression to a sense that, while she 

and her coworkers worked in the startup service industry, they did not conform to normative 

expectations of  femininity associated with service work. Although highly gender-normative in 

the way it produces such outspokenness and toughness as masculine virtues, the concept is not 

necessarily applied in a derogatory manner. 

Whenever I spoke to Zhang Yuling, she conveyed to me a genuine excitement about her 

work at Inno Way. Her enthusiasm was fueled by her desire to support local entrepreneurs as 

well as her ambition to extend Inno Way’s sphere of  influence. “Whether the scope is Beijing, 

the whole nation or all of  the worlds entrepreneurs, we want to provide a service to all of  

them.”248 (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015) She described their ambition to extend Inno Way’s 

influence as a desire to “provide services to more people and send our brand and our resources 

outwards”249 (April 20, 2015). Their broad outlook was intimately entangled with national 

aspirations. Their close relationship with the government meant that they, to some degree, had to 

adopt the government’s gaze and frame their project in terms of  national development. “If  

China wants to do something,” Zhang Yuling explained, “it will do it by governing the entire 

nation.”250 (April 20, 2015). As a government-backed large-scale project, Zhang Yuling and the 

other staff  at Haizhi Kechuang could not avoid an engagement with national economics and 

politics.  

Therefore, Haizhi Kechuang had to coordinate the development of  their local 

entrepreneurship ecology while also operating in a national framework of  economic policy. 

Haizhi Kechuang expected local startup organizations to provide a range of  entrepreneurship 

services. In turn, Zhang Yuling explained, the government lowered their rent (Zhang Yuling 

April 20, 2015) Taking up an intermediary position, the administrative office was to support local 

service providers and “coordinate dealings with the government, helping them to strive for more 

favorable policies”251 (April 20, 2015). This engagement with the government, however, also 
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meant that Inno Way and its startup service providers had to navigate a nation-building project 

aimed at “modernizing” the Chinese economy. 

One consequence of  this national frame was that Inno Way Inno Way regularly received 

delegations from provincial and national Chinese governments as well as foreign delegations. 

Premier Li Keqiang visited Inno Way on May 7, 2015. On social media, Haizhi Kechuang 

reflected that, given the prime minister’s attention and encouragement, Inno Way now faced even 

higher expectations. At a time when the Internet is rapidly changing things, they reasoned, “Inno 

Way will have to continue pushing out the old and bringing in the new”252 as well as develop its 

“function as an example”253 (Yao 2015). Visiting Inno Way, Li Keqiang visited not just an 

infrastructural project but also an exemplary entrepreneurship ecology that could embody 

government mass entrepreneurship and Internet plus policy. 

If, as Inno Way’s webpage claims, the entrepreneurship service cluster was to be “a holy land 

for innovation and entrepreneurship culture and a spiritual home for entrepreneurs” (Inno Way 

n.d.-a), it had to produce said culture, and spirit in an exemplary way. This theme was a recurring 

one. “Just as many entrepreneurs pilgrimage to Silicon Valley in the United States,” a news article 

about Inno Way observed, “this place has already become a habitat for the spirit of  grassroots 

entrepreneurship and its characteristic entrepreneurship culture is attracting entrepreneurs from 

all over the country.”254 Thus, Haizhi Kechuang’s work with local entrepreneurs was both about 

supporting their ambitions and creating an environment that possessed an exemplary startup 

culture and entrepreneurship spirit. Li Keqiang’s inspection of  Inno Way was linked to such a 

production of  a model infrastructure. As he visited incubators and spoke to entrepreneurs, all of  

which was captured on camera and shared on social media, he visited a new model for national 

rejuvenation and innovation that depended on China’s grassroots. 

This production of  exemplarity is related to Li Keqiang’s socialist rhetoric of  mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation. It continues a socialist practice of  producing national models 

for the masses. Judith Shapiro recounts how Mao Zedong famously invited China’s masses to 

copy the Dazhai Brigade of  the Dazhai People’s Commune as a “model of  self-reliance” 

(Shapiro 2001, 95). Dazhai’s workers, who supposedly labored to recover from devastating floods 

in 1963 while refusing the state’s help, became the subject of  a propaganda campaign. In 1964, 

the village was made “a national model for agriculture” (96) and became a site of  pilgrimage in 
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which China’s revolutionary youth could study model laborers (99). The “dogmatic uniformity” 

(98) demanded by Mao, Shapiro argues, had disastrous consequences as it “usurped the power of  

decision-makers experienced with proven local practices.” (98) Dazhai’s workers, in turn, had to 

embody a specifically Maoist form of  exemplarity. Like discourse about personal quality in the 

reform era, Inno Way makes evident that such a politics of  exemplarity persists in reform era 

China. Apart from continuity, there are also significant differences.  

Specifically, Inno Way’s celebration of  bottom-up innovation and individual ingenuity—and 

the shift in emphasis from imitation to creativity that comes with it—presents a stark contrast to 

China’s Maoist period. Models, Pang writes, “led to the transformation of  the ordinary people to 

match the regime’s expectations through their diligent copying.” (Laikwan 2017, 83) From today’s 

perspective, Pang has observed, China’s Maoist period is easily thought of  as an “immaculately 

monotonous world, one full of  repetition and imitation.” (1) However, while uniformity was the 

“dominant logic of  subject formation” (2), she argues, this focus on uniformity did not preclude 

diverse cultural experiences. Also, exemplarity had to be individually embodied. Mao’s use of  

models often involved exemplary individuals such as the model soldier Lei Feng (Shapiro 2001, 

98-99). Even within model work units, model individuals became the faces of  exemplarity 

(Laikwan 2017, 89). Such individuals were “first identified by people within their own 

communities before being targeted by the party.” (90). Inno Way has its own model individuals. 

Successful entrepreneurs and CEOs speaking to grassroots entrepreneurs at the startup cluster’s 

many public events, I contend, embody a new form of  exemplarity in reform era China. 

Inno Way’s ambition to foster an entrepreneurial spirit comparable to that of  Silicon Valley 

highlights the reproduction of  an individualist startup culture, in which the creative Internet 

entrepreneur becomes an exemplary individual. Rather than aspiring to uniformity, Inno Way 

was to unify entrepreneurs in their aspirations. They did not have to pursue a uniformly Chinese 

Dream but could pursue their personal Chinese dreams. My argument is not one about diversity 

within Inno Way’s entrepreneurship platforms, as people can be “individual” in remarkably 

similar ways. Inno Way’s abundance of  coffee shops proclaimed a globalized, urban, and 

supposedly creative lifestyle that was to inspire entrepreneurs and prompt them to produce 

innovative business models and digital solutions. While the government continues to select and 

promote models, Inno Way is extraordinary in the sense that it is a model for an 

entrepreneurship environment that can speed up and intensify the production of  models among 

the masses. As an effort to emulate Silicon Valley’s startup culture, Inno Way is a model to 

dealing with an explicitly individualist startup culture. In this context, the question how 

international models such as the incubator and accelerators could be applied to a Chinese 
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context to generate and support unique and successful startups was of  utmost importance. To 

explore this issue, I turn to the Binggo Café.  

The Binggo Café 

One of  the first things explained to me when I began working as an intern was Haizhi 

Kechuang’s institutional background. Haizhi Kechuang’s status as a subsidiary of  THTI Holding 

in particular embedded it in a network of  cooperation. They worked closely, for example, with 

THTI Holdings’ research department and with Inno Way’s Binggo Café, which is also an 

incubator and another subsidiary of  THTI Holdings. Working as an intern at Haizhi Kechuang 

thus helped me get access to these entities as well. I had visited the Binggo Café even before 

becoming an intern at Inno Way’s administrative office. While organizations like the 3W or the 

Garage Café had been running for several years, THTI Holdings founded Binggo only in 2014 

when Inno Way was established. I had become aware of  the organization well before I started 

working at the administrative office through its event series listed in the weekly announcement 

of  events published on Inno Way’s public WeChat account.  

One series of  events was the “Binggo Open Lesson” (Binggo  gongkaike), in which 

various experienced professionals shared their business insights. Binggo further hosted the 

“Women Entrepreneurship Saloon,”255 a series of  talks organized by the All-China Women's 

Federation. 256  Another popular event series featured famous speakers and was called 

“entrepreneurship and dreams”257 (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). They featured speakers such as 

Xu Jinghong r , a former leader of  the Tsinghua University Science Park who spoke of  

dreams and the meaning of  life (Fieldnotes November 24, 2014), or Liu Yan , a dancer 

whose lower body was paralyzed since a tragic accident during a dance rehearsal for the Beijing 

2008 Olympics opening ceremony. Liu Yan, who talked about holding on to dreams despite 

misfortune, finished her very personal story by saying that “dreaming is a process”258 (Fieldnotes 

November 1, 2014). These events seemed to perform an inspirational function rather than giving 

practical advice on how to create a startup and attracted a relatively young crowd. Everyone 

wishing to attend had to register beforehand through Binggo’s WeChat account. During these 
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Talks, staff  from Haizhi Kechuang would often operate a live feed on WeChat sharing the 

speaker’s main points. 

For each of  these talks, the café’s seating was rearranged into neat rows. The Coffee shop 

itself  had a design one might as well find in any other metropolitan city in the world. Homely 

lighting and wooden tables stood in contrast to an industrial-design cement floor. One wall 

featured a row of  chalkboards, filled with drawings—the Binggo Café’s name, and English 

slogans, such as “here to make money” or “from startup to smart up” (Fieldnotes November 1, 

2014). Hanging on another wall, rough wholesale coffee bags with “cafés do brasil” and 

“meddellin supremo” printed on them further accentuated an effort to provide the space with an 

international flair. The wall next to the entrance features a cartoonish painting of  a laboratory. 

Above it were the words “innovation,” “happiness,” “ideas,” and “dream” (Fieldnotes November 

1, 2014). This inspirational theme reflected Binggo’s thematic emphasis. 

While the first floor served as a coffee shop and event hall, the second floor was home to 

the co-working space Binggo Xueshe (Binggo ). There, entrepreneurs could rent a desk for 

1200 Yuan per month. When I asked Xi Jingqi, a Binggo employee, about Binggo Xueshe’s 

function, she explained that it had turned out quite differently to what they had imagined it to be 

at the beginning. When Binggo was created, their idea had been to maintain a classic accelerator 

scheme by selecting startups for a three-month program (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). However, 

facing diverse startup projects at different stages of  development, they decided it was more 

productive to provide them with a “platform” (  pingtai) and an “atmosphere” (  fenwei) 

rather than a fixed training schedule. Central to this new goal, apart from the co-working space, 

was a Binggo WeChat group forming a support network that connected around 150 members. 

Having such a digital support network emerge around the Binggo Café, they felt, allowed them 

to respond to the particular needs of  their startups more easily. Focusing on networking, they did 

not offer any systematic training to their entrepreneurs. 

Xi Jingqi was relatively new to the world of  startups. She had found her way into 

entrepreneurship services as the wave of  popular technology entrepreneurship hit China. 

Studying the example of  Silicon Valley, she remembered, had opened her eyes, had shown her a 

world in which “everyone is an entrepreneur,”259 and had provided her with an idea of  “what an 

incubator actually does.”260 (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015) Silicon Valley, she felt, it let everyone 
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“think and act freely”261 (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). She became part of  an all female 

entrepreneurship service staff  at Binggo that, she told me with a laugh, had been nicknamed 

“Binggirls” (March 19, 2015). She thought that they were nühanzi. That they were a female team, 

according to her, was because then CEO of  THTI Holding Qin Jun  one of  the leading 

figures behind the creation of  Inno Way and founder of  the Binggo Café, was a women.

The newly founded coffee shop and incubator, Xi Jingqi felt, lacked direction. They 

organized a large number of  events that year and were constantly on the search for new startups. 

Although she believed that things had progressed significantly by the time I made her 

acquaintance, she nevertheless stressed that they were still learning and trying to improve their 

services. One way in which they sought to support their in-house startups actively was through 

an event called “Binggo Demo Day” (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015) held on the last Thursday of  

every month. For each of  these events, they reserved several slots for Binggo’s in-house startup 

teams. In preparation, they coached them and helped them fine-tune their “roadshows” (  

luyan). Apart from providing startup teams with an infrastructure and professional network, 

Binggo functions itself  as an angel investor supporting selected startups (March 19, 2015).  

Importantly, Xi Jingqi argued that Binggo’s efforts were aimed at a larger public. As a 

subsidiary of  THTI Holding, a leading creator and administrator of  technology parks, Binggo’s 

history was closely associated with “the government” (  zhengfu) (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). 

In its effort to gather the startup industry in one place, the government financially invested in 

each startup service provider. The government’s support, however, also meant that it then 

“guided all of  the organizations that come here”262  (March 19, 2015). In her eyes, this 

background had advantages and disadvantages. They lacked Internet experience that former 

online media companies turned startup service providers like the Dark Horse Club or 36kr 

possessed. At the same time, she felt that they redeemed themselves by having a broader 

outlook, one they shared with Chinese government policies such as “mass innovation” (

 dazhong chuangxin). Rather than focusing exclusively on their in-house startups, they wanted 

“to help more people”263 (March 19, 2015). This broad outlook found expression in many 

events open to the outside, a number of  which they organized in cooperation with other 

organizations. One such example is the Startup Weekend. 
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Startup Weekend 

In March 2015, I was invited to work as a volunteer at an event called “Startup Weekend.” 

Binggo organized the event in cooperation with a global non-profit startup organization also 

named Startup Weekend. An announcement presented the organization as a “global grassroots, 

nonprofit movement of  active and empowered entrepreneurs who are learning the basics of  

founding startups and launching successful ventures.” (Yoopay 2015a) Financially supported by 

Google as well as others, Startup Weekend hosts 54-hour events, in which participants form 

startup teams on the spot. For a fee of  200 Yuan participants could sign up for the event at Inno 

Way. The event successfully attracted a large number of  young Chinese curious about technology 

entrepreneurship. During the weekend, the Binggo Café was brimming with participants 

frantically working on their projects. However, behind the scenes, the event laid bare conflicting 

visions of  what an entrepreneurship community is and how it could be created. 

The Startup Weekend at the Binggo Café began on a Friday at 6:30 pm. with registration 

and a dinner. Then, Michael Fuller, the Startup Weekend representative set off  the event with a 

PowerPoint presentation introducing the organization and laying out the event’s rules. One of  

his slides read, “You will fail, but that’s ok” (Fieldnotes March 15, 2015). At the beginning of  the 

first day, everyone eager to propose a project got one minute to pitch his or her idea. Proposals 

had to be concrete but were not supposed to be too refined already. The idea, as one slide 

suggested, was to start with a “Half  Baked” idea. After a round of  voting, teams formed around 

successful projects. Mentors with entrepreneurship experience were present to guide the teams 

as they worked on developing a presentable startup idea. 
Over the course of  the weekend, teams worked frantically on getting their projects ready for 

the final pitch on Sunday. The event had drawn a young crowd. Many of  the participants I spoke 

to were students curious about entrepreneurship, testing out possibilities in the event’s safe and 

playful environment. The winning team presented a project aimed at making teaching resources 

available online for free. When I talked to the team members, their willingness to jump into a 

project with people they hardly knew and work on a startup idea most of  them had never given 

any thought to before that Friday struck me as quite extraordinary. Although the event’s 

emphasis was on a playful and entry-level engagement with the challenges of  entrepreneurship, 

the organizers also spoke of  teams that had formed spontaneously at Startup Weekend events 

and gone on to become successful startups. 

Michael was critical of  Inno Way. He felt that it lacked the positive characteristics of  a 

startup community. Specifically, he criticized that China’s startup environment mostly consisted 

of  clubs, rather than communities and traced what he saw as Inno Way’s failure to become a true 
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startup community to the manner in which it was created. Rather than emerging from an 

entrepreneurship community, he told me as we watched young entrepreneurs huddled in groups, 

Inno Way was created as an infrastructure aimed at producing a startup environment. In his view, 

this government-backed top-down approach did not allow Inno Way to grow as an “organic” 

community (Fieldnotes March 15, 2015). Listening to his remarks, a Binggo employee 

commented that Inno Way might not be a community yet, but that it might get there given time 

to develop. However, Michael based his judgment on a particular understanding of  how startup 

communities had to evolve, one rooted in American startup discourse. He specifically mentioned 

a book called Startup Communities (Feld 2012) as a helpful guide towards understanding what a 

startup community ought to be. 

The book, written by long-time entrepreneur and investor Brad Feld, outlines “a new 

framework for creating and building a startup community in your city.” (Feld 2012, xii) Retelling 

his own experiences in startup scene of  Boulder, Colorado, he asserts that a startup community 

can, under certain conditions, be created elsewhere. Some of  the central tenants of  Feld’s 

argument are that a successful startup community must be lead by entrepreneurs who have 

long-term commitments to the community, that the community must be an inclusive one, and 

that there must be ongoing activities that engage members of  the community (25). It is a 

strongly communitarian vision of  entrepreneurship, in which more experienced leaders mentor 

young startup founders. This understanding of  a startup community follows the principle “give 

before you get” (50). Feld’s book emphasizes the need for an inclusive and mutually supportive 

community, just as Michael did when I met him in Being. In addition to this vision of  startup 

communities, the two are also institutionally linked. Feld had witnessed the very first instance of  

a Startup Weekend in Boulder and had served on the organization’s board of  directors since 

2011. 

In his book, Feld repeatedly insists that startup communities and government are largely 

incompatible because “entrepreneurs work bottom up and government works top down.” (Feld 

2012, 142) Feld finds much cause for friction when startup communities and governments 

interact. While he believes that a government can provide support to startup communities, he 

insists that it cannot “lead or provide key resources for the effort of  building a startup 

community over a long period of  time” (63) because it moves slower, follows election-cycles, and 

lacks entrepreneurial experience. However, the fundamental difference, in his view, is that “the 

best startup communities operate as networks” (63), whereas governments are fundamentally 

hierarchical. 
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Xi Jingqi was hesitant to compare Inno Way to other startup scenes. She thought that 

“Silicon Valley” had become a label (  biaoqian) that was frequently applied to make projects 

recognizable, giving rise to declarations that Zhongguancun or, more recently, Inno Way was 

“China’s Silicon Valley”264 (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). She was certain that Inno Way would not 

become a second Silicon Valley, because China’s “cultural system is too different”265 (March 19, 

2015). Inno Way was connected to “the circumstances of  national development”266 (March 19, 

2015), she argued, and it could therefore only developed well if  it followed national 

developmental trends. However, after getting to know Michael from the Startup Weekend, Xi 

Jingqi’s take on entrepreneurship became conflicted. 

Following Michael’s suggestion, she went on to read Feld’s Startup Community, finding out 

about Boulder’s startup community and about how one of  the very first startup accelerators, 

TechStars, was created in Boulder by an entrepreneur who “wanted to help others after he had 

become successful”267 (Xi Jingqi March 19, 2015). She came to see how, there, it was “all about 

give before you get” and began to “yearn for this place”268 (March 19, 2015). In Boulder, she 

reflected, the people had come before the accelerator. Accelerators had developed in the United 

States and then spread to China. This application of  fully developed format without the 

involvement of  a local community, she thus came to believe, meant that accelerators had 

developed in China in the “wrong order”269 (March 19, 2015). Through these American sources, 

she came to believe that accelerators had been created in China without the participation of  a 

community and that this top-down approach was a problem. 

Entrepreneurship Service and Its Discontents 

To gain a better understanding of  Binggo, Xi Jingqi suggested, I should get an alternative 

viewpoint and talk to a startup founder working in their upstairs office. She referred me to Guan 

Zheng who, she knew, was not entirely satisfied with the services they provided. Born in China, 

Guan Zheng had moved to the United States as a young Child. After graduating from University 

and working in the “corporate world” (Guan Zheng March 25, 2015) for about five years, he 

founded a company and eventually managed to get into the prestigious Y-Combinator 
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accelerator program in Silicon Valley. He returned to Beijing in 2011 at the age of  31 and 

witnessed how local startup services grew exponentially in 2013 and 2014. Having worked the 

first two and a half  years out of  an apartment near Zhongguancun, he then moved into a 

co-working space called Tech-Temple for a few months. He eventually found out about the 

upcoming opening of  Inno Way through social media. He applied and moved into the Binggo 

co-working space right after the street officially began operating.  

The idea that Inno Way would gather many resources and would thus create opportunities 

for them had motivated his decision to take up office space at Binggo. When I met him almost a 

year after he had moved into Binggo, he shared his frustration with me. While his startup had 

fared quite well, he was nevertheless disappointed with Inno Way. It was not that there was no 

funding to be had. Rather, he thought that there was “tons of  money going around” (Guan 

Zheng March 25, 2015) if  you had a good startup project. However, if  you did have such a 

project, he believed, “you don’t need incubators, you don’t need this street” (March 25, 2015). He 

considered most startups at Inno Way to be of  lesser quality, and so thought that “it doesn’t 

matter what they do, they ain’t gonna get anything anyways.” (March 25, 2015) There was a huge 

gap between a few good teams that were chased by investors and the rest. Most entrepreneurs at 

Inno Way, he argued, “have no clue what they’re doing and they all crawl down this street—they 

think they’re gonna get something out of  it, but for the most part they’re not.” (March 25, 2015). 

On top of  this, he believed, no “top investors”  (March 25, 2015) came to Inno Way. 

According to Guan Zheng, these problems were connected to the inadequacies of  

government. “It’s a government effort,” he told me and making a point similar to Feld’s, added 

that “the government has no clue what they’re, how they are doing” (Guan Zheng March 25, 

2015). The government, he felt, had simply assembled resources and now tried to create a 

“buzz” (March 25, 2015). “But what they don’t really understand is that, like Silicon Valley wasn’t 

formed by some, you know, upper-level management” (March 25, 2015). Rather, Silicon Valley 

was created in a “grassroots effort” (March 25, 2015). “Silicon Valley doesn’t have huge screens 

sticking up front that tell you this is the Silicon Valley, right” (March 25, 2015). To him, it seemed 

that the incubators here did not understand that established platforms such as the Y-Combinator 

had gained their name and reputation in a long and gradual process. 

When I went to meet Guan Zheng that day, a public lecture held at the Binggo Café forced 

us to search for a place sit elsewhere. To him, this inconvenience was but one example of  a 

larger issue—an effort to “cold-start” an incubator. Although producing successful startups was 

a long-term effort in need of  much investment, and without guarantees, they tried to “kick-start 

an incubator” (Guan Zheng March 25, 2015) by hosting numerous events and making it look like 
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they were successful. Most of  the venues at Inno Way appeared to him to simply work as “PR 

machines” that “do very little incubating” (March 25, 2015). From the outside, he argued, it may 

look like a lot was going on in these incubators, while, on the inside, little was being done for the 

teams. Thus in his eyes, the many public events at Inno Way were aimed at creating a buzz, rather 

than supporting in-house teams. The high frequency of  such events at Binggo and the noise they 

created were an annoyance to him, affecting his work.  

“There is a lot of  money, so you can raise money on the street, by all means,” Guan Zheng 

assured me despite his dissatisfaction with Inno Way and Binggo, “If  you are a decent team, if  

you are doing something reasonable, very easy to raise money no matter where you are” (Guan 

Zheng March 25, 2015). His point was, rather, that Inno Way did not raise your chances. There 

were success stories, and some interlocutors I met spoke of  Inno Way in more positive ways. 

One of  my first encounters at Inno Way was Cheng Yan, who had first heard the 

entrepreneurship service cluster on WeChat. He managed a programing school and sought to 

develop business online. Drawing a comparison between Inno Way and Silicon Valley, he 

explained that “this is a place where capital investment and technology […] come together.”270 

(Cheng Yan September 2, 2014) He had managed to secure funding here, he told me, insisting 

that Inno Way had made things easier for entrepreneurs. He recounted to me how he was once 

mocked for being a bad student until he decided to prove himself  and stop being a “diaosi” 

(September 2, 2014). Having long struggled, Yan explained to me, he now tried to help other 

entrepreneurs. Like others I spoke to, Cheng Yan’s take on Inno Way combined entrepreneurial 

ambition with digital optimism and a sense of  community.  

Nevertheless, Guan Zheng’s critique of  a lack of  support for startups was a recurring theme 

during my fieldwork. Entrepreneur He Zixiao’s had previously worked at the 3W, but ended up 

moving to the Garage Café because it was more affordable. She found that getting funding was 

hard especially for young people (He Zixiao, April 28, 2015). She created her first startup while 

still attending university in 2004 and is currently working on her third project, an O2O (online to 

offline) startup in the field of  tourism. She had rented a table at the café and was working on her 

third startup project. Chances of  making valuable connections to investors at Innoway, in her 

view (April 28, 2015), were rather slim. She felt that the difficulty in getting investment lay not in 

meeting investors, but in managing to stand out and convince them of  your idea in the brief  

minute that they spare to listen to you. She also pointed to the limitations of  an idea-driven 
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startup environment, emphasizing that the people who frequented the Garage Café had ideas but 

little practical knowledge on how to implement them. 

He Zixiao’s comments point to a central tension at Inno Way. The street and its platforms 

had to manifest exemplarity to an outside embodied by representatives of  the nation-state or 

other delegates. This function, at times, appeared to clash with the specific demands of  local 

entrepreneurs. While Inno Way offered various opportunities to entrepreneurs to rent workspace 

flexibly and find exchanges with other entrepreneurs, she believed that there was a lack of  good 

mentoring programs that could guide them with their projects. Finding Inno Way too crowded, 

she and her team worked at the Garage Café while looking for a more permanent office space 

elsewhere. After spending some time at the Garage Café, He Zixiao realized that most of  its 

customers were quite new to the idea of  entrepreneurship. If  your “project was already 

established, or let’s say it already matured a bit,” she reflected, “it may not be suitable for you”271 

(He Zixiao, April 28, 2015) At some point in the future, she said laughingly (Fieldnotes April 23, 

2015), this street could become a tourist destination that people can visit to experience 

entrepreneurship. 

He Zixiao and Guan Zheng’s remarks about how the staging of  entrepreneurship was at the 

heart of  Inno Way rather than the systematic training of  entrepreneurs were rooted in personal 

experiences. They nevertheless shed light on a more general tension between efforts aimed at 

creating a supportive entrepreneurship environment and others designed to produce exemplary 

mass entrepreneurship spaces. He Zixiao made an important observation, whens she stated that 

Inno Way’s incubators were all entrepreneurial projects themselves (Fieldnotes April 23, 2015). 

The implementation of  the incubator model at Binggo was not just a result of  governmental 

pressures. THTI Holdings had an interest in doing so. More than just implementing a model, it 

created a model of  its own, one that could be replicated elsewhere. During the two years since 

the establishment of  Binggo at Inno Way, it created a chain of  TI Binggo startup venues, 

opening six more incubators. In doing so, it “expanded to other places with a strong 

entrepreneurship atmosphere”272 (Ti Binggo n.d.) becoming a unique influence in Chinese and 

international “entrepreneurship ecologies”273 (n.d.). TI Binggo now operates in five Chinese 
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cities including Beijing and provides “early stage entrepreneurs with services such as angel 

investment, entrepreneurship training, and mass entrepreneurship space”274 (n.d.). 

Startup Culture and Online Media 

To some degree, attempts to produce Inno Way as a project of  national and global status 

took place through strategic networking. Inno Way has continued to push ahead with an 

“international strategy” (Inno Way n.d.-b) aimed at establishing a global influence and has 

engaged international partner organizations in US, Germany, France, Italy, Israel, South Korea, 

Canada, Australia, and India. In November 2015, the Haidian Property Group, which 

co-founded Inno Way, and the Zhongguancun Development Group opened an Inno Way office 

in Silicon Valley together (n.d.-b). The step revealed an ambition to create large-scale networks 

between entrepreneurial institutions and entrepreneurship environments. “Zhongguancun’s 

orientation is towards creating a technology innovation center with global influence, so we pay 

quite a bit of  attention to organizations that are internationally famous and influential,” Li Yuhua 

explained Inno Way’s outlook. 

When I interviewed Zhang Yuling ten months after Inno Way’s official opening in 

November 2015, I was somewhat surprised to hear that she was not happy at all with their 

progress. Although extensive resources were at their disposal, she felt that they had fallen short 

of  their ambitions. Their team of  around twenty people simply lacked the necessary numbers to 

pursue all of  their plans, she explained. A central, as of  yet unfulfilled ambition, was to build an 

online community.  

The Internet was the basis for a plan to connect Inno Way with China and the world in 

general. Zhang Yuling explained that they wanted to create a platform, comparing it to the 

Alibaba Group’s online retail website, Taobao. They hoped to create “a Taobao for the field of  

entrepreneurship” (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015), a platform capable of  assembling national and 

global resources. Many startups, Zhang Yuling (April 20, 2015) was aware, did not stay in Inno 

Way beyond their initial three to six months. Despite such short duration, they hoped to establish 

good relationships with these entrepreneurs during that time, so that, when they left, they would 

maintain a mutually beneficial relationship with Inno Way and its early-stage startups. Central to 

this ambition was the creation of  a large online community. Ultimately, they wanted to use the 

Internet to “provide services to more people”275 as well as spread their brand. However, because 

                                                

274 Author’s translation, “TI Binggo X 【 X ＋ ”  
275 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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they thought that such an online community nevertheless needed an offline foundation, they 

started to “first work on the offline community”276 (April 20, 2015). Importantly, the Internet 

remained a central component in their effort to foster an entrepreneurship ecology. 

The concept of  “grassroots entrepreneurship” ( X caogen chuangye) (Hu Yujing April 

23, 2015) was important to their work, Haizhi Kechuang’s Hu Yujing argued, because there was 

“quite a lot of  grassroots entrepreneurship on this street.” Her question, “What is grassroots 

entrepreneurship?”277 she answered by saying that it was about people who, while they had “no 

money,”278 did have “an entrepreneurship idea and an entrepreneurship project”279 (April 23, 

2015). She further explained that Inno Way’s “threshold was very low,” which meant that “these 

people who basically don’t have anything have a, a kind of  possibility or, perhaps, it is a kind of  

hope”280 (April 23, 2015). After all, she added, not everyone was born “second-generation-rich” 

( n  fuerdai) (April 23, 2015). Her use of  an online concept such as fuerdai points to the 

recurring influence of  online discourses in articulations of  Inno Way. 

To publish personal tales of  entrepreneurship as part of  a series called “Inno Mark,”281 

Haizhi Kechuang called upon entrepreneurs to share their story. Published on Inno Way’s public 

WeChat account with plans for a book, these testimonies gave entrepreneurs an opportunity to 

tell the personal stories behind their startups. There were further plans to publish a book as well. 

Zhang Yuling spoke excitedly of  the project, explaining that they wanted to share “authentic” (

) (Zhang Yuling April 20, 2015) entrepreneurial stories of  success as well as failure. One of  

the startups featured was Chaoji Biaoge (  , an Internet project offering a cloud 

platform to enterprises, which enables them to gather and share data. The autobiographical text, 

written by Liu Kai  traces his and his partner’s story as “grassroots” entrepreneurs from 

their modest origins while working as a two-man team in a coffee shop to their later move to 

Inno Way. Part of  the tale is Liu Kai’ wish to one day win over the perfect women, 

“white-skinned, rich, and beautiful”282 (Liu 2015). The article features a photograph of  a skinny 

Liu Kai, his hair kept long and wild and wearing old jeans, standing in-between two scarcely 

dressed female models, completing an image of  the desiring underdog-entrepreneur.  

                                                

276 Author’s translation, “ ：S ？ ” 
277 Author’s translation, “ X ” 
278 Author’s translation, “ a ” 
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281 Inno Mark was their own translation of the Chinese name: X  chuangye yinji. 
282 Author’s translation, “ ” 
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In Beijing, Yang Xiao, a graduate of  Beijing University joined their team. Arriving in Beijing, 

Liu writes, they felt like they had “finally climbed onto an extensive stage and, while they were 

nervous, a sense of  yearning was stronger.”283 (Liu 2015) This feeling of  having entered a large 

stage was reproduced by the Inno Mark media effort, which gave early-stage projects significant 

exposure. It created a sense that, while the platforms at Inno Way were “low threshold,” the 

startup cluster nevertheless gave those with little means a chance to get exposure. The huge 

screen at Inno Way’s southern square played giant-sized images of  the Inno Mark entrepreneurs 

in a loop. Looking up to the screen one day, I saw Chaoji Biaoge’s Yang Xiao. Suddenly, this 

grassroots entrepreneur looked bigger than life as he smiled down at me with a confident smile. 

Not all entrepreneurship service providers at Inno Way had a low threshold, Zhang Yuling 

acknowledged. Nevertheless, places like the Garage Café did offer easy access. A while back she 

had seen an entrepreneur present his startup project at the Garage Café and had gotten the 

impression that the audience may have considered him a “lunatic”284 (Zhang Yuling April 20, 

2015). What mattered, she nevertheless argued, was that they “offered a platform”285 (April 20, 

2015) to entrepreneurs. At Inno Way, they could “give voice to their ideas.”286 This opportunity 

for exposure was central to her, since even Ma Yun may have been considered crazy when he 

first presented his “dream of  Taobao”287 (April 20, 2015). Thus one of  the most important ways 

Inno Way supported entrepreneurs, she argued, was by first giving them an opportunity “to 

display themselves”288 (April 20, 2015).�

In an attempt to draw on the advantages of  Inno Way’s location in the vicinity of  numerous 

Universities, Haizhi Kechuang organized a series of  events at Beijing Universities. Before each 

university event, members of  the team gathered in the office. Spread out on the tables were 

stacks of  information leaflets and brochures waiting to be distributed in bags bearing an iconic 

rendering of  Inno Way. For these events, representatives from incubators and cafés would join to 

present their respective startup venues to interested students. A media report on one such visit to 

Beijing University published by Haizhi Kechuang on Inno Way’s public WeChat account 

recollected how, as students filed into the room, it was filled with “the smell of  people, the smell 

of  entrepreneurship, the smell of  dreams, the smell of  fire.”289 (Inno Way 2015) “What we call 
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open, is a place without thresholds,” the article cites the Garage Café’s CEO, “so long as you 

have an idea, you can come to Inno Way, come to the Garage Café, and you will be able to find 

the resources you want.”290 (2015) At the event, startups looking for interns could present their 

projects and invite students to join their team. After that, selected entrepreneurs presented their 

startup, explaining what internships they offered, and inviting students to apply. 

One thing that was striking about these events was an evident effort at gamification. 

Students could vote for the best startup of  the evening, and in turn, every student who voted 

could win a price in a lottery. Biaoji Xiaoge’s Yang Xiao frequently joined these trips. His startup 

also supplied the software for the voting process as well as the lottery (Fieldnotes March 27, 

2015). The playful nature of  these University events was further supported by software called 

wangju hudong , which allowed students to comment on the speaker’s presentations. At 

the beginning of  the event, students were encouraged to scan a QR code adding Inno Way’s 

public account to their WeChat. Below the code were three Chinese characters inviting them to 

“have fun with the screen”291 (Fieldnotes April 8, 2015). Sending messages to Inno Way’s 

account, they could share their comments with everyone in the room. A Haizhi Kechuang staff  

member would then approve of  these comments and let them appear on the screen, running 

from left to right across the PowerPoint presentations.  

In this setting, the application of  this online media style presented a clear break with the 

frontal lecturing with which the students usually had to contend. When a handsome young 

entrepreneur presented his startup, students eagerly commented on his looks, calling him a 

shuaige , and causing collective laughter. One comment early on during an event read, 

“Success is a child of  failure”292 (Fieldnotes March 27, 2015). This style of  commenting was 

derived from a function found in Chinese online media called “bullet screen” or “barrage” (  

danmu). Chinese online videos “barraged” in such a manner feature a large number of  comments 

floating across the screen as they play. During Inno Way’s university events, in a break with 

traditional conceptions of  authority, participatory style of  online media was extended to a 

presentation of  Inno Way. New media and communication technologies offered themselves as 

social technologies that connected the staff  of  Haizhi Kechuang in a production of  openness 

and participation. In their effort to foster a startup culture and an entrepreneurial spirit, online 

culture offered itself  as a rich source, and a means through which to reach their young audience. 
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Narratives of  success, at Inno Way, drew heavily on the Chinese Internet. Chinese online 

media provided startup platforms with a stream of  resources, tropes, performances, and genres 

that infused startup environments with a spirit of  creativity and participation. Lacking time to let 

a startup culture grow “organically,” Chinese online media provided a template for the playful 

and collective production so desired at Inno Way. The Internet provided tools through which to 

engage a young audience and encourage their transition to entrepreneurship. Inno Way drew on 

online discourses and genres to mediate aspiration at Inno Way for China’s digital masses, thus 

connecting online grassroots culture with grassroots Internet entrepreneurship. The Internet, in 

this way, provided the tools through which Inno Way mediated aspiration and the spirit that was 

to infuse its startup environment. It inspired Inno Way’s ambition to create an online community 

that would extend its influence beyond its physical limitations, and it provided the startup cluster 

with the cultural resource through which to try and create an exemplary entrepreneurship 

ecology.
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Conclusion: The Digital Mediation of 

Aspiration 

In this thesis, I have argued that the Internet is central to understanding contemporary 

Chinese aspirations. Focusing on the work of  Internet professionals in Beijing’s digital economy, 

I have examined their role in what I have discussed as the digital mediation of  aspiration—the 

application of  Internet technologies as tools and models to mediate aspirational possibilities and 

impossibilities. I have addressed how my interlocutors employed Internet technologies to 

narrativize, materialize, and embody aspiration in contemporary China, and analyzed this activity 

in the context of  national politics. By examining such professional activity, I explored Internet 

entrepreneurship and online media as popular spheres in which the personal the national 

converge. This convergence of  personal and national aspirations in the popular connected my 

two main sites of  research, Inno Way and the Da Peng Studio.    

To understand how Internet professionals use Internet technologies to mediate between the 

Chinese government and its citizens, I examined how Inno Way and the Da Peng Studio engage 

popular hopes and frustrations. Whether it is the Internet entrepreneur at Inno Way or the diaosi 

in one of  Sohu’s comedy shows, each figure negotiates the relationship between personal 

aspiration and a national project of  modernity. The Da Peng Studio successfully found an online 

audience by humorously reproducing aspirational tensions. Its shows, Wonder Lady and Diors 

Man, deal with a sense of  being left behind by China’s procession towards modernity and with 

the strain caused by demands for personal quality. The production team engaged popular online 

media as an active force. To the Da Peng Studio, Chinese Internet users were a source of  trends, 

genres, and jokes that needed to be incorporated into their media production to engage an online 

audience. Engaging an active online audience that itself  gives expression to hopes and anxieties, 

they used online media to mediate issues of  socioeconomic immobility and inequality. 
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Inno Way and mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, in turn, present a vision in 

which Internet technologies help grassroots entrepreneurs overcome challenges and in which 

their aspirations and those of  the nation can support each other. At Inno Way, entrepreneurship 

platforms, CEOs, and models work to create a space of  dreams and aspirations for grassroots 

entrepreneurs. Central to the startup cluster is the idea that the digital economy has a low 

threshold, and thus distributes opportunity more fairly among China’s population. In this sense, 

Haizhi Kechuang presents Inno Way to China’s masses as a space of  opportunity that is open to 

everyone. Inno Way’s digital mediation of  aspiration is most visible in the way it articulates and 

materializes the promised democratizing and flattening effect of  the Internet. Uniting grassroots 

entrepreneurs, angel investors, and successful CEO’s in one space, it sets the stage for a 

collective and performative production of  popular aspiration. 

My aim in this thesis was not to simply denounce such production as false ideology. The 

Chinese Internet does, in fact, present opportunities. I did meet successful entrepreneurs at Inno 

Way. Likewise, the Da Peng Studio and the stories of  its members are an example of  how the 

digital economy can create new professional possibilities. Their success depended on the 

opportunities provided by a developing field of  professional online media production. Lu 

Zhang, who did not finish his university degree, and Bai Hang, who was a relatively young 

director, did not think the television industry would have granted them the same chance. They 

saw in the digital economy as a less hierarchical and more open professional space. Stories like 

theirs invest dreams of  success in the digital economy with a sense of  possibility. Since there is a 

huge mass of  consumers supposedly reachable at the touch of  one’s finger, it suggests, even the 

masses themselves can use the Internet to become immensely successful.  

Internet technologies and the access to China’s digital masses they facilitate fuel dreams of  

online fame and success and support the idea that any entrepreneur has a chance to conquer the 

digital market. Moving from intellectual and nationalist debates about the Chinese people and 

modernity to economic and political projects in Beijing’s digital economy, I have considered how 

digital media and communication technologies popularized the question of  the people. 

Envisioned and engaged through the Chinese Internet, China’s masses are no longer solely the 

concern of  intellectual elites or government officials. Instead, as I have argued, the popular and 

its potential have become a general concern in contemporary China. Notions such as “diaosi 

economics” found in Internet thinking are indicative of  a form of  digital mediation of  aspiration 

that employs the Internet as a lens through which to envision popular opportunity. This 

popularization of  the question of  the people is central to understanding how the popular is 

digitally mediated as an aspirational opportunity.  
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This kind of  digital opportunity is central to how mass entrepreneurship and innovation 

policy links up national and individual aspirations. Governmental discourse draws on Internet 

technologies to mediate between entrepreneurs and the nation-state. Specifically, they employ 

discourses such as Internet thinking or Internet plus that articulate the potential of  the Internet 

as an entrepreneurial practice of  remodeling. Because of  digital connectivity, so the argument 

goes, anyone’s idea can have national implications. The notion that a single innovation, whether it 

comes from a grassroots entrepreneur or a research department, can find traction in a digitally 

connected China and transform society supports the government’s promise that the ambitions 

of  Chinese citizens are aligned with those of  the nation-state. 

The very connectivity that is said to create such personal opportunity produces the popular 

as a vast opportunity. The extensive scale of  contemporary entrepreneurial ambitions in Beijing’s 

digital economy is especially evident in the ambitions of  Crowd-Fun. As a startup without 

funding, they envisioned China’s digitally connected population as a potential that—provided 

with the right platform—could revolutionize the investment sector. Both as practical tools and 

conceptual lenses, Internet technologies shaped their ambition to stage an intervention of  

national scale. The popular, to them, was not just a sphere in which aspirations were mediated 

but was also itself  an object of  their entrepreneurial aspirations. Projects such as theirs provide 

insight into how the Chinese Internet guides understandings of  the popular as a site of  nearly 

unlimited economic opportunity. 

What I have tried to show in this thesis is that whatever the opportunities the Internet 

provides to Chinese citizens, the underlying principle of  such opportunity remains competition. 

Internet entrepreneurs are well aware that they face a plethora of  challenges when competing 

with China’s Internet giants. Moreover, the platforms provided to Chinese Internet 

entrepreneurs are not neutral spaces but enterprises with their own ambitions and politics. From 

their perspective, stories of  success are central to the production of  startup platforms as 

democratic and just support systems in Beijing’s startup industry. Dreams about digital success in 

China’s digital economy take shape as a distant break, a salvation that follows hopefully valuable 

and enriching experiences of  failure. However, while most of  the Internet entrepreneurs I met 

had stories of  failed startup attempts, they held on to what I have termed digital optimism—a 

firm belief  that the transformative potential of  Internet technologies was available to them. 

Visions of  nearly unlimited opportunity thus bridge the distance between experiences of  failure 

and the hoped-for eventual fulfillment of  personal dreams.  

This tension, the distance between personal dreams and present experiences of  failure are at 

the heart of  Inno Way as well as Wonder Lady and Diors Man. They each mediated the affective 
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force of  dreams of  a better life while creating a performative space in which failure was bearable. 

Nevertheless, Inno Way and the Da Peng Studio addressed aspirational possibilities in different 

ways. While Inno Way articulated failure as a valuable experience that could one day bring 

success, Wonder Lady and Diors Man produced failure as a nearly universal state and provided a 

release through laughter. Apart from these differences, however, there were connections. The 

transposition of  the diaosi across these sites highlights how the digital mediation of  aspiration 

spans online media and Internet entrepreneurship. The diaosi genre can easily accommodate the 

performative production of  the eternal loser in online comedy as well as that of  aspiring 

entrepreneurs and popular opportunity in startup environments. In a sense, the diaosi is 

remarkably similar to the grassroots Internet entrepreneur in her or his acceptance of  failure, 

and the genre’s valorization of  failure might just have made it an attractive means to mediate 

aspiration in China’s startup sphere. As such, my research shows, it is not characterized by a clear 

politics but constitutes an aesthetic means through which various projects address dreaming 

subjects and mediate their aspirational possibilities and impossibilities. 

Capture and Captivation 

The digital mediation of  aspiration is not a neutral process, and I have used the concepts of  

capture and captivation to analyze its politics. To examine the relationship between popular 

aspirations and the popular as an object of  national aspiration, I explored Inno Way and mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation policy as a political and economic project aimed at capturing 

popular creativity for national innovation. Central to this was the production of  an open and 

innovative environment in which a latent popular potential could be unleashed and guided 

toward national development. While this project of  capture has by no means replaced earlier 

efforts to produce and inscribe subjectivities that have characterized the mass politics of  the 

Mao era and the population politics of  the reform era, it nevertheless presents a political shift in 

that it presupposes the popular as an indeterminate and useful potential. 

This move to a political project of  capture can be observed in the rhetoric of  the Chinese 

Dream and mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy alike. Each of  these discourses aims to 

channel rather than determine the popular. The reasons entrepreneurs seek out Inno Way are 

manifold, and so are the outcomes of  their labor. The diverse ways in which they are captivated 

by dreams of  finding success in China’s digital opportunity highlight that capture is not a 

one-sided process of  determination. In fact, this indeterminate process of  captivation is what 

makes Inno Way attractive as a technology of  capture. Inno Way and mass entrepreneurship and 

innovation policy are about managing and utilizing unpredictability just as the Chinese Dream is 
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about binding personal dreams to the project of  the nation-state rather than determining their 

meaning altogether.  

National innovation through popular creativity requires Chinese citizens to imagine new 

possibilities, dream up new futures, and aspire to economic success. In this context, the digital 

mediation of  aspiration becomes a way to captivate the people. As China’s “digital masses” 

became valuable customers, audiences, and entrepreneurs, the mediation of  aspirational 

possibilities and impossibilities provided a crucial mode of  engagement. I have examined such 

captivation in discourses about the potential of  Internet thinking, applications of  WeChat, the 

staging of  opportunity in the Dark Horse Competition, discussions of  the digital masses, and in 

Inno Way’s production as a low threshold environment.  

As opposed to the abstract and latent potentials that guide projects of  capture, captivation 

points to the centrality of  personal and embodied experience in China’s politics of  aspiration. 

The capture of  a popular potential for national innovation rests on the captivation of  a popular 

audience highly concerned with the hopes, pressures, and anxieties tied to questions of  social 

reproduction. To examine the digital mediation of  aspiration as a mode of  captivation, I 

explored how aspiration, technologies, and gender are constituted, embodied, performed, and 

materialized Beijing’s digital economy. Together, the concepts of  capture and captivation shed 

light on the popular both as an abstract object and as a realm of  personal experience. Projects of  

capture envision the popular as a potential that is dispersed among Chinese citizens. Capture, on 

the other hand, makes evident that such efforts have to find traction in personal experience. 

Entrepreneurial aspirations, be it at the Dark Horse Club or at Inno Way, take shape in 

performances of  heteronormative notions of  gender. Beyond the productivity of  the digital 

masses, mass entrepreneurship spaces incorporate popular concerns with reproduction and 

references to online themes of  gender, middle-classness, personal quality, and mobility. The 

presence of  gender norms and the differential treatment of  male and female bodies points to the 

practical limits and inequalities of  digital opportunity. The corporeal dimensions of  China’s 

politics of  aspiration make evident that Internet entrepreneurship does not unfold in a utopian 

cyberspace and indicate that “the digital” needs to be studied as a politics of  materialization and 

embodiment. 

Alongside Beijing’s startup environments, I examined experiential dimensions of  captivation 

by discussing the production and marketing of  Diors Man and Wonder Lady. The work of  the Da 

Peng Studio indicates that capture, not just as something articulated in policy documents and 

envisioned in mass entrepreneurship spaces but also as a captivating—and restricting—quality 

politics, is intensely felt in contemporary China. The concept of  captivation adds a critical 
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dimension by opening up abstract visions of  capture to the unpredictable experience of  “getting 

caught,” an experience that is irreducible to the intentionality of  the technology of  capture. 

Here, too, gender played a central part. Sohu’s comedy shows provide insight into a highly 

ambivalent performative space, in which genres, norms, and values come with unexpected twists. 

Rather than strategically trying to capture and transform the popular, the production team of  the 

Da Peng Studio sought to take the view from below, to understand discourses and genres in 

popular online media with the intention of  emulating them. 

The population has long been subject to political interventions aimed at increasing popular 

productivity, and capture is not a novel political project. Quality discourse, following Anagnost, 

presents an apparatus of  capture that has the mediation of  aspiration—the possibility of  

traversing the divide created by binary codes of  value—at its heart. Inno Way and the Da Peng 

Studio, I suggest, engage this history. Both at the Da Peng Studio and at Inno Way, failure is 

valorized. At the same time, their modes of  captivation are distinct. Inno Way and mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation policy suggest that even those stigmatized by reform era value 

politics can find success in China’s digital age and even support national development. Both as 

online consumers and as Internet entrepreneurs, “the masses” possess value once again. The Da 

Peng Studio, in turn, reproduces binary norms and gendered difference while challenging their 

implications. In Diors Man and Wonder Lady sketches, nobodies of  various kinds fail without 

losing personal value. Each project calibrates the apparatus of  capture that is quality discourse, 

maintaining the binary categories it established while renegotiating their implications. 

Oppression, Resistance, and Capture 

Popular creativity, I have argued, has gained new significance in the context of  the Chinese 

Internet. In my two research sites, however, popular creativity had very different political 

implications. While Inno Way and the Da Peng studio both address questions about the 

possibility of  personal success in the context of  a national project of  modernity, they also 

highlight the ambivalent role played by the Internet as it inspires entrepreneurial dreams and 

amplifies dissatisfied voices. The two projects, I have shown, make visible two very different 

political responses to digitally supported creativity. Paradoxically, the Chinese government 

simultaneously seeks to suppress and utilize this popular creativity. Censorship of  online media 

makes evident that the Chinese government is uncomfortable with the productivity, creativity, 

and agency of  Chinese Internet users. In my research, the censorship and temporary removal of  

Diors Man reflected a continued effort by government authorities to limit the creative output of  

popular media in China.  
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The Chinese government’s regulation and censorship of  online media presents a large-scale 

effort to shape and control creative expression and public opinion online. It involves censorship 

measures such as the removal of  contentious content, the blocking of  keywords on Chinese 

search engines, and a firewall restricting access to content abroad. Government censorship, 

simply put, severely restricts access to online content and free expression in China. While I did 

address this issue in the context of  Diors Man, I did not make this dimension of  Chinese Internet 

politics the main focus of  my research. Partly, this was the case because my informants did not 

understand censorship as the defining characteristic of  Chinese online media. Although they 

were well aware of  online censorship, most saw it as a nuisance that could not diminish what 

they saw as the enormous potential of  the Internet in China. In this thesis, I sought to explore 

how such digital optimism persisted.  

The other reason is conceptual and methodological. I aimed to explore a multidimensional 

rather than simply oppositional politics of  the Chinese Internet. In research of  the Chinese 

Internet, the question of  governmental censorship is of  great importance, and so it should be. 

However, what I have tried to show in this paper is that the politics of  online expression are 

much more layered than accounts of  government oppression and user resistance suggest. Studies 

of  censorship, I suggested, too often present Internet users as an abstract collective unified in its 

subversive potential. I have argued that the popular is a not site of  pure resistance, but a sphere 

in which dominant norms and values are reproduced, not just opposed. In this regard, the 

reproduction of  gendered difference is a particularly pervasive example. The question of  gender 

in popular media challenges us to take into account how mediation, as production and 

reproduction, can at once challenge and reaffirm dominant norms. 

I have previously made a more extensive case outlining the limitations of  studying online 

politics as a binary politics of  oppression and resistance (Lengen 2017). In this thesis, I have 

tried to formulate a critique that is capable of  including into its analysis governmental 

technologies other than censorship and repression. Exploring Inno Way and mass 

entrepreneurship and innovation policy, I argued that repression is not the only governmental 

response to a creative online sphere. At Inno Way, the popular is a source of  innovation and a 

potential that needs to be harnessed. The Internet, in this perspective, is a media sphere to be 

controlled and monitored as well as a potential a source of  innovation—not just a media sphere 

to be suppressed but also an economic potential to be harnessed.  

The notion of  “grassroots” reflects this ambivalence. Both at Inno Way and at Sohu, the 

grassroots rise to a prominent position. China’s online grassroots culture gave rise to the diaosi, a 

figure that challenges quality discourse and its insistence on self-cultivation and self-betterment. 
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This productive online sphere presented the producers of  Diors Man and Wonder Lady with what 

they saw as a vibrant online grassroots culture that was capable of  producing trends and themes. 

They further saw in such online grassroots culture a means to push the limits of  professional 

media production set by government authorities. Treating their audience as a site of  creative 

production, they sought to engage and incorporate grassroots culture into their work. At Inno 

Way and in mass entrepreneurship and innovation policy, we find a similarly affirmative stance 

toward a popular grassroots potential, but one in which it is framed as a source for national 

development.  

Capture, as a form of  political intervention, I argue, reveals a mode of  contemporary 

Chinese Internet politics that differs from online censorship. Whereas censorship is primarily a 

form of  repression, capture has as its principle modes appropriation and production. Rather 

than suppressing popular creativity, as is often the case in online media, the Chinese government 

aims to capture it for innovation and development. Contrary to the expectation that a creative 

economy would demand a loosening of  government control over the media, however, the 

Chinese government has tightened its grip on online media in recent years. It has increased 

government oversight over professional media providers and taken steps to ban the use of  

virtual private networks, or VPNs, that have so far provided millions of  Chinese and countless 

companies with unfiltered access to foreign media. The crackdown on VPNs, which are central 

to economic actors in China, especially puts into question the future Chinese government’s 

paradoxical politics of  suppressing online expression while wanting to capture digitally mediated 

popular creativity for national development and modernization.
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