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FACE THE MARKET ON YOUR OWN

Huogiaong Road, Shenzhen, 2016, in Simon Denny, .Real Mass Entrepreneurship®, 2017, Videostill
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Simon Denny, .Real Mass Entrepreneurship®, 2017, Videostill
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of capitalism wherein the self is given back to the
individual, whose being (subjecthood) is ostensi-
bly now buffered from the market by a productive
shell. Without effective copyright enforcement, as
is the case in Huaqiangbei, everybody has access
both to the ideas® and to the revenue these ideas
garner — a setup that stands in contradistinction
to the Silicon Valley model (which echoes the art
market model), where both ideas and revenue are
aggregated by a few powerful groups at the top,
validated by an elite set of individual “creatives.”
In Huagiangbei, “imitation, innovation, itera-
tion”? is a frequently invoked maxim. And it’s
one that, (bearing relation to Confucian ideals,
Chinese landscape painting and language learn-
ing, etc.), has a culturally significant historical
precedent.'® Huaqiangbei follows the logic that
if you drop legal barriers to imitation — and note
that while copyright laws might be intended to
protect small operations from big businesses, they
are disproportionately used by big businesses to
defend against competitors — everybody is able
to innovate their own version of whatever (be it
a programmable LED strip, a selfie-stick with a
fan, or a smartphone with a built-in garage door
opener); in Shenzhen, anyone with a good idea
can have access to the means of production and
sell to the global market. But moreover, the suc-
cess of any one “maker” is necessarily indebted to
the innovation of those around him or her, thus
incentivizing community as a requisite part of
securing individual wealth. Further, it is much
more difficult for corporate monopoly to take
hold in an environment like this. For example,
Shenzhen (home to Foxconn'’s biggest factory)
remains the world’s largest producer of iPhones.
Yet without protected access to the Chinese mar-
ket, Apple wields far less power over consumers
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in China comparative to elsewhere in the world."
China’s markets are, of course, much more
complicated than just the Mass Entrepreneurship
initiative though. At the top end, big China tech
does embrace a form of protectionism that drives
domestic growth (a market of some 1.4 billion
consumers is not nothing), enabling the suc-

cess of very large, monopolistic companies like
Tencent. And as a strategy, mass entrepreneurship
has its pitfalls too. For one, it greatly privileges
well-educated urbanites, providing scant infra-
structure for the nation’s less educated popula-
tion to be integrated. '* Moreover, it deepens the
nation’s problem of precarity (a new precarious
management class compounding that of the
already precarious factory-employed). In addition,
government funding often fails to reach the small
businesses it is intended to support.

Perhaps we'll find a better answer in a system
that combines both an open-copyright environ-
ment and some form of carefully implemented
Universal Basic Income. Even if a mass entre-
preneurial program like the one promoted in
China proves to be part of a credible answer to
the future of the labor-value-meaning equation,
platform-based market leaders are still likely to
control a lot of money and power. Will the com-
bined income of the world’s mom-and-pop shops
be able to politically oppose the might of these
platforms without more democratic implementa-
tion of regulations on markets that otherwise tend
toward monopoly? Or is this precisely a place
around which the voice of a new New Left might
be cohered?

Notes

1 A Special Economic Zone (or SEZ) is a jurisdiction assigned
financial regulations that differ from the norm of that
state. Intended to incentivize growth, job creation, and
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international investment in the country at large, SEZs often 7 Huaqiangbei has become nearly mythic in its status as a

demonstrate disproportionate growth in comparison to
the rest of the state, thus in turn creating new norms and
accelerating deregulation. A SEZ like Shenzhen is an entire
city, including both busi and residential prog| !
For example, Apple Inc. (as of May 2017) lays claim to 91%
of the smartphone market. To put that in economic terms,
the company (as of December 2016) reported cash assets
of $246.09 billion USD (predominantly held in offshore
accounts), making gains, in the last three months of 2016,
at a rate of roughly $3.6 million an hour. See Tripp Mickle,

“Apple’s Cash Pile Is Set to Top $260 Billion,” https://
www.wsj.com/articles/apples-250-billion-cash-pile-
enlivens-hopes-fuels-expectations-1493566748. This
tendency is engendered by Silicon Valley standard practice
systems — such as venture capital for funding platform
start-ups, where wealthy investors who can afford to lose
billions of dollars over long periods offer services at a loss,
undercutting existing markets in price and convenience,
therefore gaining effective monopolies (Uber, Amazon).
How UBI is implemented and what is considered “uni-
versal” (i.e., national or fully global? refugees inclusive?
undoc di ?). and “basic” (i.e., how much
income is a fair base) would determine the merits of such
a system. One could imagine, as a negative example, a
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scenario where UBI becomes an excuse for unfair econo-

mic restructuring which replaces more targeted welfare

systems.
4 Across the West, scapegoats such as immigration policy
or asylum for refugees tend to replace the fact that it is an
increase in automated labor that is chiefly reconfiguring
employment. Repatriating automated factories to the US,
for example, is hing that would benefit corporations,
not the would-be workers who will no longer be necessary.
The “maker” movement is a DIY electronics hardware
subculture framed by Dale Dogherty's “Make” magazine in
2006 and popularized by Chris Anderson in his 2010 Wired
article “Atoms Are the New Bits.” China’s maker movement
has adopted many of the mainstays of US maker culture,
but has been further shaped by the Chinese government’s
investment in the sector vis-a-vis, not least, it's policy of
Mass Entrepreneurship.
“Shanzhai” is a counterfeit item; in the context of Shenz-
hen, often electronics hardware. Shanzhai has been talked
about in this ecosystem as an open-sourcing of intellec-
tual property, and is a term that has increasingly positive
connotations in China, implying not theft, but a spirit of
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access and innovation.
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global hub for the maker and is idealized as

a space of g in electronics
hardware.

The most scalable examples being selfie-sticks, hoverboard
scooters, and Bluetooth-speaker-equipped karaoke mics,
all of which are products with no founder, no inventor, no
patent, and therefore no monopoly.

By imitating something, one first comes to intimately
understand this object’s mechanics; once this is mastered,
innovation can happen on top of that initial form; and then
finally, various versions of that de can be iterated.
See, for example, Jonathan Ocko, “Copying, Culture, and
Control: Chinese Intellectual Property Law in Historical
Context,” in: Yale Journal of Law & the Humanities, vol. 8, no. 2,
1996.

“For 2016, Apple experienced year-on-year decline in
China with the tech giant’s shipments volume to China
falling from 8.4 million units in 2015 0 44.9 million in
2016. Meanwhile, its market share dropped 4 percentage
points to 9.6 percent, even as the Chinese smartphone
market grew 9 percent for the full year, according to the
latest IDC Quarterly Mobile Phone Tracker.” hutp://www.
cnbe.com/2017/02/06/apples-market-share-in-china-falls-
for-first-time.html.

Although initiatives like Tat Lam’s Shanzhai City is working
to close these gaps with data literacy-focused metrics
across wider sectors and demographics.




