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economic sociology. perspectives and conversations

Note from the editor

Global markets
and local cultures

Cheris Shun-ching Chan

oward the end of last issue’s

editorial note, I posed the

question of “what consti-
tutes economic sociology” In this
and the next issue, I have invited
contributions from some authors
whose works may not be typically
classified as “economic sociology;,’
but their subject matter is definitely
of great interest to economic sociol-
ogists.

The global expansion of
modern capitalism has always
been a central concern for sociolo-
gists across different subfields (e.g.,
Sassen 1991; Harvey 1995; Berger
and Dore 1996). The questions
about the forms of capitalism in
different locales, the transnational
relocation of production, the cre-
ation of global markets for an in-
finite variety of commodities, the
prevalence of technofinance, and
the management of offshore labor
and capital are all core concerns of
economic sociology. In this issue,
we bring together a wide range of

topics related to the theme of glob-
al markets and local cultures.
Glocalization - the concur-
rence of universalizing and partic-
ularizing processes — was high-
lighted early on in social theories
(e.g., Giddens 1990; Robertson
1992). The role of local cultures in
the globalization of modern capi-
talism, however, drew more atten-
tion from anthropologists than so-
ciologists in the 1990s (e.g., Appa-
durai 1996; Watson 1997; Inda and
Rosaldo 2002). Since the 2000s, we
have seen an increasing number of
empirical sociological studies of
culture and globalization. In my
own study of the global expansion
of commercial life insurance to
Asian societies, I found that local
cultures play a critical role in shap-
ing market features and trajecto-
ries (Chan 2012a; Chan 2012b).
For example, in the face of the Chi-
nese cultural taboo on the topic of
premature death, transnational
and domestic life insurance firms
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have consistently pursued different strategies across
three different Chinese contexts. While the transna-
tional firms have attempted to remove the local cultur-
al barriers, the domestic firms accommodated local
preferences by redefining life insurance in a way that
could get around the cultural taboo. Consequently, the
market emerged as a money management rather than
a risk management market with highly localized fea-
tures. This happened in the cases of mainland China
and Taiwan where protectionism against transnational
players was put in place. In colo-
nial Hong Kong, the absence of
competitive domestic insurance
players due to a laissez-faire gov-
ernment resulted in a market with
features similar to those in Euro-
American contexts. Nonetheless,
the market size in Hong Kong was
unusually small due to transna-
tional insurance firms’ reluctance
to accommodate local preferences
(Chan 2012b). The life insurance
case demonstrates dynamical ne-
gotiations between local cultures
and global market forces through
the market behaviors of domestic
firms and transnational enterprises. It also illustrates
that state actions could mediate who the dominant
market players are, which then affects the extent of lo-
calization and market development.

The six articles that follow are all about global-
local dynamics in cultural terms, and their subject
matter all belongs to economic activities, ranging from
shoe production and bazaars to capital offshore, film-
making, digital finance, and microfinance.

The first contribution, “Traduttore, traditore” by
Claudio Benzecry, presents to us a fascinating story
about foot fitting in the global production of shoes.
Deriving from his ethnographic studies of the work
and lives of experts in charge of shoe design and pro-
duction in Dongguan, South China, this essay exam-
ines how the “standard foot” of fit models is translated
into multiple global markets through designers, tech-
nicians, and models working for the production of
shoes in a specific locale. Using rich ethnographic
data, Benzecry found that various actors in the pro-
duction process combined ethnic stereotypes with bi-
ology to explain the variation of foot size, shape, and
features of different ethnic groups. For instance, Chi-
nese feet were seen as very different from European
and American feet, and Russian feet were seen as very
unique. Despite the highly standardized production at
the global scale, there exists a tension between stan-
dardization (universalities) and tacit knowledge (lo-
cal, ethnic particularities). Benzecry insightfully ana-
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lyzes how global classifications are achieved through
local imaginations of Other in the process of produc-
ing a commodity for the global markets with local
variations. This essay manifests “sociological imagina-
tion” in its fullest extent by examining one of the most
unnoticed and taken-for-granted social processes in
shoe production at a global scale.

Along the lines of universalities and particulari-
ties, Bian Xiang’s essay about the global bazaar econo-
my in Yiwu, southeast China, most vividly displays
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global-local dynamics in the face-to-tace channel. As
Xiang describes, this economy combines global dy-
namics, such as dis-embedding, generalizing, and
wide information sharing, with bazaar characteristics,
like being embedded, local, and conducive to small
players. Three major groups of actors - manufactur-
ers, internal migrant shopkeepers, and foreign trad-
ers — engaged in information sharing, intensive nego-
tiations, flexible adaptations, and close collaboration.
Standard rules, transparent transactions, and cultural
diversities are the norms of the marketplace, yet each
of the three groups has their own distinct patterns of
behaviors and perceptions. The size of this market-
place is impressive, as Xiang reports that there were
500,000 foreign traders annually in the mid-2010s, to-
gether with 75,000 retail shops and 200,000 small
manufacturers who supply low-technology and low-
price commodities. Intriguingly, this “free market” is
owned by the state, and generalized trust of the market
is made possible thanks to public order. Through this
global bazaar, products without brands or direct mar-
keting channels are able to reach out to the world.
Xiang concludes that the global bazaar economy is
constituted by multiscalar, multifaceted, and compos-
ite processes.

From global trading in China we then turn in
Julia Chuang’s piece to Chinese capital going offshore.
Why do Chinese capital holders move their capital off-
shore? How do they choose destinations for invest-
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ment and negotiate with brokers? What are the cultur-
al implications manifested through these economic
practices? Chuang observed that tension existed be-
tween brokers and Chinese clients, as the former
complained that the latter adhered to a “Chinese men-
tal map” when choosing capital destinations. For in-
stance, Chinese clients displayed an overwhelming
desire to invest in Manhattan-based real estate and a
marked disinclination to choose former Soviet Union
locations. They also preferred “fixed deposits and fixed
rates” and displayed deep mistrust in financial institu-
tions and even in brokers. Yet, Chuang perceptively
noticed that while Chinese clients refused to follow
brokers’ advice based on western investment princi-
ples and adhered to local cultural schemas when seek-
ing out investment products, they paradoxically
embraced western-centric markers of prestige. The
hierarchy of cultural symbols in which US superiority
is not only reinforced and reproduced but also inter-
nalized by these Chinese capital holders through their
offshoring investment.

Along the same line of Chuang’s argument is
Sylvia Martins “Globalization and film locations,’
which documents how a cultural hierarchy is in play
in global filmmaking. Hollywood as a vehicle commu-
nicating US cultural values and advertising US com-
modities for both domestic and international audi-
ences has been in place for over a century. According
to Martin, part of Hollywood’s globalizing processes
and decentralization of production in the recent de-
cades has involved filming overseas in the quest for
local authenticity to a story — what scholars termed
“runaway productions.” Taking Hong Kong as an ex-
ample of a locale for Hollywood’s global/local filming,
Martin found that there is a public performance of
foreign (and particularly Hollywood) privileges in the
postcolonial city Hong Kong. Unsurprisingly, the
privileging of foreign filmmaking was promoted by
the postcolonial government. For instance, Nicole
Kidman and her Australian crew members were grant-
ed an exemption by the Hong Kong government from
the seven-day mandatory quarantine to film her scenes
in the city in August 2021 during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Another example is the production of Batman
in the city that received permission from the govern-
ment to close down some local businesses in the busy
financial center and yet keep the city lights on through-
out the night for filming. Seeing how white foreigners
receive preferential treatment, domestic filmmakers in
Hong Kong complained about being discriminated
against by their own government. Thus, Martin’s essay
fascinatingly describes how a transcultural undertak-
ing is reinforcing a cultural hierarchy through local
government’s desire to sell their imagery to the global
audiences.
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While Chuang and Martin highlight the cultural
hierarchy in the global-local dynamics, the strength of
local cultures can be seen in the last two contributions.
Tracing global blockchain markets in local configura-
tions, Alex Preda and colleagues made every effort to
conduct field visits to Hong Kong and Shanghai in the
midst of the pandemic. They found that while block-
chain as a distributed digital ledger is global in nature
and supposedly standardized and locality-less, its op-
eration is indeed anchored in specific, local bodies of
expertise. The expertise includes software engineers,
finance specialists, legal professionals, business devel-
opment experts, and so on. Taking software engineers
as an example, Preda et al. observed that there are
significant differences in the ways this expertise is or-
ganized in different locales. While software developers
in Tokyo adopt crypto trading platforms as their pre-
dominant activities, those in Hong Kong concentrate
on expertise in gaming, and those in London have sig-
nificant expertise in payments, supply chain, or cyber-
security. Together with their experience of getting
access to fieldwork, Preda et al’s essay illustrates how
local cultures as knowledge, perceptions, skills, and
etiquettes matter in making a universal, digital-based
global market.

Smitha Radhakrishnans “Extractive masculini-
ties” takes us to gendered for-profit microfinance ac-
tivities in India. Grounded in ethnographic data, this
contribution presents two important and intriguing
findings. First, Indian microfinance institutions dis-
play conspicuous masculine culture. Women clients
were construed as grateful but needy, benevolent but
unreliable. Men were portrayed in a privileged light,
and presumed to be service-oriented even when their
actions were exploitative. Radhakrishnan argues that
by articulating the microfinance environment in a lo-
cally relevant way in India, this environment repro-
duces masculine cultures of finance found around the
world. She found that a US-based microfinance insti-
tution’s branch office offered training adapted for the
locals, yet the trainers often drew upon globalized
tropes of the capable, entrepreneurial Third World
woman as an “ideal image” of gendered subjectivities.
This leads to Radhakrishnan’s second finding; that, ex-
cept for those from upper-class groups, the majority of
local women did not take on the empowerment ideol-
ogies. The working-class women maintained their
own meanings for their lives, refusing to conform to
the US-led inoculation of ideologically decontextual-
ized understandings of Third World femininity. This
indicates microfinance institutions’ unsuccessful at-
tempts to socialize local women to embrace and inter-
nalize a particular set of global scripts.

The six contributions altogether point to the
multifaceted dynamics and relations between culture
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and globalization. On the one hand, the global expan-
sion of modern capitalist enterprises and products
embodies the global reach of certain cultural values,
ideas, and way of life that produce and reproduce a
hierarchy of cultural authority in some spheres of life.
On the other, resistance to cultural imperialism is in
evidence and the strength of local cultures has been
brought to the fore in globalizing development. At the
same time, as some of the articles illustrate, the role of
the state is equally, if not more, critical along with cul-
ture in shaping the global-local dynamics.
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Traduttore,
traditore.

The expert
work of
producing
global (yet
local) market
classifications

Claudio Ezequiel Benzecry

Introduction

Global Shoe Industry (Benzecry 2022), I study the

work of repair and maintenance necessary to keep
the global scale going. I do so by studying the work
and lives of experts in charge of design and devel-
opment of shoes for the US market. Research for
this project began in 2012; I conducted five years of
research in between New York City (USA), Dong-
guan (China), and Novo Hamburgo (Brazil), scru-
tinizing the friction (Tsing 2005) between expert
work and cheap labor in the production of a ubig-
uitous commodity: shoes. Low-level commodity
production is not usually thought of as a place
where knowledge is produced; rather, it is studied
either through a global value-chain approach or an
attention to shop-floor politics. In this unexpected match
between case and theory, I aim to defamiliarize the work
of coordinating tacit and embodied forms of knowing.

I n my new book, The Perfect Fit. Creative Work in the
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The focus on experts (in this case Taiwanese de-
velopers, Brazilian technicians, and US designers)
who all work together in Dongguan, in South China,
underscores the accumulated embodied knowledge -
stored in people, routines, buildings - as the epistemic
culture (Knorr Cetina 1999) that makes “disposable”
bodies possible. These specialized skills - we could
posit — are the condition of possibility by which other
“disposable” bodies become key sites of capitalist ac-
cumulation.

Ethnography for this project began in 2013
when I started “shadowing” a New York design team,
visiting their offices weekly, attending some review
meetings, and accompanying them on shopping trips.
In some cases, I also had access to email communica-
tion between designers and their Dongguan office. My
first trip to Dongguan took place in June 2014. I went
there with the design team to see their development
process. I returned in December 2014, and then twice
ayear in 2015 and 2016. I moved slowly away from the
design team into the work of trading offices, sample
rooms, and showrooms. I later interviewed techni-
cians, managers, developers, and fit models as well —
seventy-nine in total.

In the book I describe at length several instances
of the interaction between local cultures of expertise
and global markets; in this essay I want to emphasize
one: the work that designers, technicians, and models
perform of translating the “standard” foot of fit mod-
els into multiple markets, taking into account the per-
ceived ethnonational variations of those markets as
the horizon that orients the translation work, and the
modelized ways in which this happens. In doing this,
The Perfect Fit performs a classic ethnographic trick: it
takes what has always and a priori been considered
macro and inverts it, centering its explanatory power
on the most micro element possible in the social sci-
ences (i.e., embodiment), or more precisely, the right
foot of a fit model. Fit models allow for the production
of standardized shoes. They are an obligatory point of
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passage for design ideas, materials, and sketches, as
well as central players in a larger infrastructure of
scale-making.
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In other parts of my book, I have shown how a
world was made to travel toward designers via images
of other designs, products, shops, and customers. In
this essay, we'll see another procedure of miniaturiza-
tion in a double sense — of the comparative scope of a
foot, usually the smallest female shoe size, versus the
whole range of size variation in multiple locales - for
making the world flat.

This results in a foot that becomes an immutable
mobile (Latour 1986; Law 1986), moving from China
to the US, or from the US to China, without distor-
tion. Moreover, through the fit model’s foot, we see all
the translation between multiple cultural standards -
sometimes across size conventions in different regions,
other times according to gendered expectations — and
how both sets of standards are intertwined with im-
puted racial and national bodily characteristics.

What's in an “American” leg?

On my first trip to Dongguan during January of 2014,
I witnessed a scene that would repeat itself all
throughout the four years of fieldwork, at the end of
many detailing and fitting sessions: once the fit model
tried on a shoe, the US designer tried it on herself too.
The scene points to what happens when the standard
foot is not enough. One part of the answer to that
question is easily understood via participant observa-
tion, as what designers do is to bodily restore tactile
knowledge: some of the key things they check for are
the leather’s quality and resistance, how much it will
“age” and crack with use, and whether it bends if
pulled. The fit model narrates these issues, but they
are hard to transfer from one body to the next. The
second part of the answer is more surprising, as de-
signers explained what they are doing is to try it out
on an “American” leg.

The designer will not just see how the shoe fits
the foot model but will also try it on herself, to see the
fit on a “US” leg like hers. Part of what explains this
new trial of strength (Boltanski and Chiapello 1999) of
the shoe prototype is the movement from the model’s
standardized foot to the designer’s “American” leg and
foot. Designers — as I'll show in more detail in the next
section — point to the anatomical differences between
US and Chinese calves, feet, leg length, and distance
between knees and feet as things that need to be ac-
counted and adjusted for. Though in most cases -
when working on pumps, flats, or sandals, for in-
stance — designers let the model be the key site for
validation to happen, the belief in differences not at
the foot but at the leg level inspire them to act differ-
ently when working on boots. In this trial we get to
witness once again — and at a different site and mo-
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ment of the process — the tension between standard-
ization and tacit knowledge.

All the developments described are based on be-
ing able to transfer findings, techniques, and infra-
structures from one kind of body to another. There is
a tension in the process of standardization between
the need for generalizability and the local test scena-
rio, framed by tacit and local knowledge. So, one of the
key issues as the production of a shoe progresses is
how to loosen the boundary between the sample room
as a laboratory and the “outside” world. The section
that follows interrogates in full what happens when
trying to replicate with an Other - in this case, usually
a US customer - in mind. In the next few pages, I de-
scribe the kinds of translation issues that arise.

Between market, culture,

and biology

Carrying out something similar to what in scientific
contexts has been called a bridge study (Epstein 2007),
US designers engage in translation work to imagine
how a future shoe will look on an “American” foot.
This kind of ethnonational conversion involves a com-
parison - especially at the level of the calves for boots,
the main item in Fall collections — between the mod-
el’s leg and foot and what they consider a typical US
foot. The alleged differences intertwine cultural and
biological attributes. Sometimes the differences are
explained as “cultural” - in the US the prevalence of
sports and of wearing fashion early on in life leads to
more muscular feet; in China women have flatter feet
because they don’t grow up wearing heels. And some-
times differences are presented as biological, so
“Chinese” models have narrower feet, wider calves,
and shorter toes in the designers’ descriptions.

The first time I heard of the difference between
US and Chinese feet wasn’t from an American design-
er, though; it was when, after figuring out the existence
of fit models, I was interviewing Marshall, a business
partner in a trading company in Dongguan. Marshall
is a Taiwanese man in his mid-thirties who had stud-
ied in the US. His explanation of the distinction be-
tween US and Chinese feet was not a direct answer to
a query about national variations, but rather one about
how they cast women for fit modeling. He asserted
that what matters the most is that customers get the
foot they want — and in a company like theirs, which
produces shoes for many different markets, that means
having multiple fit models to suit a range of clients’
needs. When asked to clarify a bit about those needs,
Marshall went beyond the “wide versus skinny” foot
dichotomy I was expecting:

Volume 23 - Number 2 - March 2022



Traduttore, traditore. The expert work of producing global (yet local) market classifications by Claudio Ezequiel Benzecry 7

You know the feet of different ethnicities is very different,
the Chinese foot is very different from European, American
or Russians. For instance, the Russians - at that time | learned
later they were producing shoes for a Russian brand - they
have a very special foot, so if they found someone like that,
they always want to see the same one, you know, the bone
is more protruding here, something like that. And lots from
Europe and the US, because they do a lot of sports when
they are young, so more muscle on the foot, not as boney,
you know. A lot of Chinese, they don't do a lot of sports or
activities, so the foot is very thin, and also very wide. Yeah,
every country is very different ... It's not only the perfect
foot, sometimes the foot is big; in China, you see, the girls
are short so they have small feet, it's sometimes you can hire
someone with a big foot, you want to do that because you
don't have 7.5 or 8 or 9.

This procedure works by anticipating a different ideal-
ized future (Beckert 2013; Schutz 1959): that of the
peculiarities of a niche market, with companies ori-
enting themselves accordingly, by having a clear
understanding of what the fit model’s actual foot can
perform in relationship to the feet of most of the cus-
tomers in the markets they are producing for. In doing
so, designers, technicians, production managers, and
even fit models work with an implicit stereotypical
theory of cultural difference. In this local theory,
culture, biology, and markets become intimately inter-
twined, explaining why a particular kind of model is
better for a particular region of the world (or the
opposite).

Looking into how markets are matched with
models, and especially at what explains the difference
among feet, is yet another important window for ob-
serving how the global is both imagined and produced
concurrently, as much at the infrastructural level as it
is when designers scout for ideas and trends to trans-
late into designs. For instance, Chinese feet are
described as flat - in comparison to the US - and
thinner, and the explanations given for these some-
times have to do with biology, as when accounting for
shorter toes and rounder calves, and sometimes with
culture, as when explaining how some of these charac-
teristics are a consequence of not growing up wearing
heels, or of weighing less because of diet and having
not engaged in competitive sports at an early age. The
peculiarities of US women who play soccer — some-
thing much less prevalent in the rest of the world - are
usually highlighted when explaining this phenome-
non.

The variability in ethnonationality when aiming
to replicate through sympathetic magic (Taussig 1993)
a distant Other’s feet is presented as an advantage of
South Brazilian trading companies vis-a-vis their Chi-
nese counterparts. Brazilian feet in Novo Hamburgo
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are portrayed as less limited than Chinese feet, since,
to quote Christian, a developer for the higher-end US
market, “South Brazil has all kind of girls; we have
Brazilians, Germans, and Italians” - he refers here to
the large Italian, Portuguese, and German migrations
to the area — “so we can serve better multiple markets.”

There is a tension between homogeneity and
heterogeneity in all of these accounts, with internal
homogeneity complicating the possibilities for repli-
cation, and with a variability in which market is pre-
sented as more or less homogeneous depending much
less on the country’s actual ethnic composition than
on the volume of product they produce for that region.
In that respect, Brazil appeared in most of my inter-
views as divided between north and south - not at the
level of consumers, but of models — as women in the
north have to walk more, and because of the tempera-
ture usually wear sandals and open-toe shoes, which
results in them having both stronger calves and flatter,
wider feet. Europe, on the other hand, when named
appeared not as divided into multiple national mar-
kets but rather as a unit when it came to replicating
feet in Dongguan. Regardless of whether a fit model
works for a Spanish company, for the Dutch market,
or for a British department store, the name under
which standards are subsumed when the model is
asked who she works for is always the same: “Europe.”
While an order from a US client will include anywhere
from 30,000 to 200,000 pairs, orders from European
buyers can be as small as 2,500.

In this intimate relationship between bodies as
they are imagined and invoked and bodies as they are
part of an actual infrastructure, we manage to see the
cultural work of producing classifications that are pre-
sented as abstract and universal. This nevertheless
generates certain features that are incorporated into
artifacts that will then be circulated back to consum-
ers. In trying to understand where they come from, I
want to point to one ethnographic scene I have already
presented, one testimony obtained in an interview,
and the step-by-step process of assembling the infra-
structure of production for a new market in Mexico
for a trade company that had worked until then just
with the US.

Sometimes the relationship between ethnonatio-
nal variation and replication has been learned the hard
way, as, for instance, when the fit models from the
market the shoe is being developed for are unable to
try on the finalized samples successfully. This hap-
pened on several occasions during my fieldwork and,
as I've explained, resulted on at least two different
occasions in the US reference fit model traveling to
China to try some of the comfort shoes being devel-
oped on a wider foot. This kind of taken-for-granted
routine at the epistemic level collided also with the re-
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alities of how the infrastructure was set up when Mar-
cio, one of the Brazilian technicians I interviewed ex-
tensively, described to me how complicated it was for
him to work for the Russian market, given that the
standards put in place for that market were different
enough to alter, for instance, the proportions of boots.
Both Brazilian and Chinese traders follow the propor-
tions set historically by German and Italian makers.
This requires not only the hiring of a model just for
that market — one with a protruding metatarsal, as sig-
naled by Marshall, the Taiwanese production manag-
er — but also the development of different lasts than
those used for the US or Europe at large. This leads to
Marshall compromising his own technical expertise in
trying to generate the proper replica, and forcing him
to learn some procedures anew.

Translation issues are relatively common knowl-
edge, and technical workers have learned to work
around them or to replace the nonworking parts (usu-
ally the fit models) when necessary. Stereotypes about
what the feet of a consumer for a certain market are
like are accepted as received lore and presented to out-
siders like me as facts to deal with. That is why I found
the “putting a foot for a market anew” experience of
Venus - an Afro Latina US designer who has a sample
room and factory in China - working for Mexico very
much revelatory of how those stereotypes are pro-
duced. She described the experience to me as one in
which she sat in multiple trips, for days at a time, at
different locations of the department store she was
producing shoes for in Mexico City, observing the feet
of the female customers who were going to the floor
where shoes were sold. While she also paid attention
to what they said about the shoes on display, she was
far more interested in listening to their complaints as
they tried shoes on - paying attention to where the
shoes pinched them, the areas where the foot hurt
against the leather, or where they looked too loose -
and, more importantly, in taking notes, pictures, and
sketches of feet and legs. This happened so frequently
that sometimes clients felt uncomfortable around her
and wondered “Y esta qué mira?” as she would scan
them from the floor up. When pointing at a picture of
one of the samples developed in Dongguan, she ex-
plained to me that the lady in the image “tiene un pie
mas mexicano.” By that she meant with a much higher
instep than in the US (but relatively similar to China)
and with a smaller ball.

In her narrative, biological and cultural expla-
nations were intertwined once again in producing the
alignment:

A lot of women in China have a very high instep. And Mex-

ican women have a foot that is flatter, like in China too, but
the difference is that they have a very pronounced heel, be-
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cause girls start wearing heels when going out much young-
er than in China or even the US. For the US market the foot
is wider; in Mexico women are more delicate than in the US,
the ankle is thinner.

The explanation she gave involved received cultural
stereotypes, as most scholarship would expect; but it
was also the result of typification work, achieved after
multiple years and locations handling feet. (Venus
worked for Inditex — owner of ZARA - for years as a
technician developing their lasts for multiple markets,
the rare case of a female technician.) Unlike the rest of
the companies, designers, and technicians covered in
the book, Venus’s small line has a different challenge:
to triangulate production, fit, and development be-
tween South China and New York for a consumer on a
third, relatively new market. Her work of bracketing -
while recognizing niche standardization so as to make
the “Mexican” standard possible — revolves around
constantly comparing the “Mexican” Chinese fit mod-
el (the company had to do a special casting in order to
find her) and the “US” Chinese fit model (who works
with her in most other lines, and who sometimes tries
shoes on if the first model is unavailable) with the US
fit model. If a shoe looks a bit loose on the “US” Chi-
nese fit model, for instance, the shoe will get approved
for development.

Regardless of which of the Chinese models is
being used, if the instep is tight it is OK for the Mexi-
can market — but wrong for the American one; on the
other hand, if the US model in New York reports that
a shoe is too tight on the instep, it means it needs to be
modified to be loose on her. The measurements of the
ball and the girth of the heel present similar issues,
with a Mexican shoe needing 46 millimeters of ball
circumference, which would be too narrow in the US.
Hence, if shoes are too tight at the ball level in China,
they would not be OK for the US market but would
work for the Mexican consumer. Unlike other indus-
tries, replication and transposability here are not the
product of the movement from flesh to metal, from
the bodies to an outer bar, since all standard holders
are actual bodies; rather, they are products of the
meeting of flesh at one location with flesh at a different
one.

Given that there is a potential for standards to
be constantly corroded, the work of surveillance to
make sure the measurements are the right ones for the
market in question is a continuous endeavor (Alder
2002); it’s not about disembodying embodied features
but rather about the constant dis- and re-embodying
of measurements and quirks. The standardization-pro-
ducing strategy of the export shoe industry works by
combining two styles of modelization that are at odds
in other fields that use humans to produce generaliz-
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able results. The first style is universalization, wherein
a whole infrastructure works around and brackets the
peculiarities of a particular foot to conform to an ab-
stract and idealized measurement scale, and in doing
so is always using people from one nationality to rep-
resent multiple ethnonational differences and general-
ize from them, so there are “Russian,” “American,” and
“Mexican” Chinese models.

The second style is niche standardization (Ep-
stein 2007) and surrogacy (Bolker 2009; Friese and
Clarke 2012), as fit models are stand-ins for a particu-
lar segment of the population broadly conceptualized
- US women - and the work to maintain the standard
is not about adapting the infrastructure to the fit mod-
el’s foot but rather to the imagined consumer’s foot.
This relationship between particular and universal
structures the industry at large, as trading companies
and factories deal with it by segregating workers by
ethnonational standards, having different teams of
models and technicians working for different national
markets. What I've described here, zoomed into, and
shown is the actual work of translating Chinese (and
sometimes Brazilian) feet and legs into objects that
anticipate the problems expected when aligned with
one market, in this case that of the US.

This is the local expert work during and after
standardization, predicated on the ideas that design-
ers, technicians, and line builders have about their
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The global

bazaar
economy

Biao Xiang

global bazaar is a marketplace where small, in-
A dependent enterprises buy and sell a wide range

of goods globally and directly, without relying
on a centralized mediator. Typical examples of global ba-
zaars are the Yiwu Market (officially the “International
Trade City”) in southeast China and the Dubai markets
(the Dubai Wholesale City and a group of specialized
marketplaces such as the Deira Covered Shoes Market) in
the UAE.

These global bazaars are distinct from “globally
connected bazaars,” which are old marketplaces in-
serted in the dominant paradigm of world trade (e.g.,
relying on supply chain and tour-
ism to sell mass-produced souve-
nirs to foreign tourists). Global ba-
zaars represent an alternative to
the dominant model. In the global
bazaar economy, producers and
traders with limited capital and
technology join global trade in an
equitable and sustainable manner.
In this sense, the global bazaar
economy differs from “low-end
globalization” (Matthews 2011,
2017), which consists of informal, and even illegal,
trade activities facilitated by personal networks. They
“prosper where the state has less capacity or will to
regulate” (Mathews et al. 2012, 8). Global bazaars, in
contrast, are open, stable, and protected by the state.

A global market based on
multiple local practices

The global bazaar economy is an ecosystem that brings
together multiple local practices into global operation.
It is through such articulation of local practices that an
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unusual combination of the “global” and the “bazaar”
is achieved. In order to operate globally, transactions
in the marketplace need to be transparent, following
standard rules, and everyone is welcomed regardless
of their cultural background. This makes a sharp con-
trast to the classical bazaar, where transactions are
deeply embedded in time-honored, often impene-
trable social ties. “In the bazaar, information is poor,
scarce, maldistributed, inefficiently communicated,
and intensely valued” (Geertz 1978, 29). Bazaar trad-
ers guess, bet, and bargain intensively. Over time, buy-
ers and sellers form clientelistic relations, and they
tend to negotiate with each other rather than looking
for other offers. A result is the “traditionalization” of
the economy: a family devotes itself to the same trade
and works with the same partners over generations.
“Grooved channels” form the basis of communication
and transaction (Bestor 2004; Geertz 1978). In the
global bazaar, information is abundant and rules are
transparent. There are no “jungle of prices” or “caco-
phony and contradictions” (Geertz 1979, 217). Traders
constantly change partners and establish new chan-
nels each time.

As a “bazaar;,” the global bazaar economy must
set a low entry barrier to accommodate a large num-
ber of small players. Bazaar traders are autonomous,
free from control by a third party, a feature that distin-
guishes the global bazaar economy from the so-called
digital bazaars, such as eBay, Amazon, and Taobao.
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Traders at digital bazaars are mediated by centralized
computer servers and do not engage in sustained com-
munication with each other. If we characterize the
classical bazaar as “information poor, relation rich,”
and the digital bazaar as “information rich, relation
poor,” we should emphasize that the global bazaar is
both information and relation rich. Global bazaars si-
multaneously facilitate an open flow of information,
intensive negotiations, flexible adaptations, and close
collaboration.

This essay illustrates how the global bazaar
economy in Yiwu, southeast China, developed by
building on multiple local practices. A city with a pop-
ulation of 1.86 million in 2020 (Yiwu Bureau of Statis-
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tics 2021),! Yiwu exported RMB 286.79 billion worth
of goods to more than 210 countries in 2019 (Yiwu
government 2020). Three groups are central to Yiwu's
trade. The first group were foreign traders, of which
Yiwu received 500,000 annually in the mid-2010s
(Yiwu Customs Ofhice, Bureau of Commerce, January
2019, personal communication). This group was re-
sponsible for the lion’s share of Yiwu's exports. An im-
portant subgroup were merchants with from the Mid-
dle East who often hired migrant Chinese Muslims
(Hui) from northwest China as their translators and as
buying agents. The second group were internal mi-
grant shopkeepers who ran the 75,000 shops in Yiwu
Market, which measures over 6.4 million square me-
ters (Yiwu government 2021). Almost all the shop-
keepers are Chinese, and many of them are from Wen-
zhou, a city known for its wholesale lights market and
one that was used as a model for Yiwu Market. The
third group were 200,000 manufacturers around Yiwu
who supply the Market with low-technology and low-
price commodities (Lu 2014, 23). Goods traded in
Yiwu Market are made exclusively in China.

Each of the three groups have their own culture,
namely distinct patterns of behaviors and perceptions.
Although some of them are transnationally mobile,
they are culturally local. Yiwu Market achieved its
global operation by linking the multiple local modes
of practice. Transactions in global markets, contrary
to other kinds of markets, are based on, rather than
displace, local practices, allowing small players to join
the global trade without losing their autonomy. How,
specifically, did Yiwu achieve this? In what follows, I
first describe interactions between traders within
Yiwu Market and then discuss the relation between
producers and traders.

Channels among traders:
Precise match

When asked how Yiwu Market succeeded as a global
bazaar, traders, officials, and local researchers all men-
tioned “channel advantage” (qudao youshi). Mr. Shou,
director of the Yiwu Bureau of Commerce, explained
(January 2019, personal communication):

A foreign trader lands in Yiwu, goes to the Market, he im-
mediately finds the supplier who can make the things that
he has in mind. Whatever you have in mind, no matter how
unusual the design is, you can always find the right channel.
You can find the right factory [via shops] who can change
their products as you want [...] After you buy the stuff, you
have many channels to find firms who do customs clearance
and shipping for you. They are all right next to the market-
place. You see them everywhere.
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Channels are created by buyers and sellers for a partic-
ular transaction. Channels are different from supply
chains, as channels are non-hierarchical. Nor are
channels interpersonal networks, as channels are con-
stantly shifting. One deal, one channel. All transac-
tions need channels to some extent; but in Yiwu, small
traders can establish, sustain, and switch channels at
particularly low cost. With channels, buyers and sell-
ers reach tentative agreements quickly, and sustain
rapid back-and-forth communication until the deal
ends.

Channel-making in Yiwu Market is greatly fa-
cilitated by the “marketplace procurement model”
(shichang caigou moshi). This model, specific to Yiwu
Market, was introduced by the local government in
2013. The most important advantage of this model, ac-
cording to Mr. Chen, Director of Yiwu Customs, is
that it enables “Chinese peasants who know nothing
about the international market to engage in interna-
tional business, and enables foreign merchants who
know nothing about China to buy goods from China”
(January 23, 2019, personal communication). Traders
can carry out international trade in the same way they
do their daily shopping. They are exempted from the
normal regulations of international trade. They do not
need special licenses for international trade or foreign
currency accounts. The buyers and sellers settle pay-
ment directly, often in RMB. Shops in the Market are
exempted from value-added tax (VAT) when they
purchase goods from factories and thus do not need
VAT invoices. This exemption not only lowers the
price but also means that factories do not need to pro-
duce formal records of their costs, for instance of pur-
chasing materials. This model opens doors for infor-
mal transactions all the way down, which is a great
relief for low-end factories. The “marketplace procure-
ment model” has accounted for about 80 percent of all
exports from Yiwu since 2014 (an officer at Yiwu Cus-
toms, January 24, 2019, interview).?

Yiwu Market is conducive for channel-making
also because the entire marketplace is state owned. All
shopkeepers rent shop space from the government di-
rectly. Subletting is forbidden. State ownership keeps
the rent low and prevents financial speculation over
shop space. The Market management, which is part of
the city government, imposes multiple-level adminis-
tration to ensure public order. At the grassroots level,
every thirty shops are grouped into a “grid,” and every
eight to ten grids (between 200 and 300 shops) consti-
tute a “block” Shop tenants elect “grid heads” and
“block heads.” The leaders liaise between the Market
management and individual tenants and are tasked
with maintaining social order in their trading area.?
Public order in the Market contributes to public trust.
Traders in the Market establish channels with each
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other quickly not because they trust each other, but
because they trust the Market.

One example of the “channel advantages” is the
rapid development of e-commerce in Yiwu from the
end of the 2010s. Instead of being marginalized by
online transactions, Yiwu attracted large numbers of
e-commerce enterprises. Most are small operations,
with one or two staff. They sell goods through popular
platforms such as Kuaishou, TikTok, and Taobao to
consumers in China (the Chinese market was critical
for Yiwu Market when international trade was severe-
ly disrupted during the COVID-19 pandemic from
early 2020). One village in Yiwu reportedly attracted
20,000 migrants who set up live streaming sales stu-
dios. They sold 600,000 items every day in mid-2020.
E-commerce traders moved to Yiwu because they
could source a wide range of goods in the Market, and
could negotiate with the manufacturers through
shopkeepers to rapidly adapt goods to the latest fash-
ions.

Channels between traders and
producers: Flexible collaboration

Yiwu Market would have been another globally con-
nected bazaar, rather than a global bazaar economy,
had it not been connected with the 200,000 factories.
Most of the factories have no brands or direct market-
ing channels of their own, and they reach out to the
world by working with shopkeepers in the Market.
Some factories directly rent shops in the Market. These
factories win customers by satisfying their specific
needs in a timely manner. At the same time, they fol-
low fast-changing fashions closely — being half a step
ahead of others is how they gain a market share tem-
porarily, before moving on to another product. Thus,
any hints from traders is valuable (for analyses on sim-
ilar channeling functions of specialized wholesale
marketplaces in rural industrialization in the Yiwu
region, see Bellandi and Lombardi 2012; Jin and Ke
1997; Ke 2012).

Traders equally cherish their channels to pro-
ducers. Like producers, small traders have to be quick
in following fashions and have to be finely niched,
constantly searching for goods that are slightly differ-
ent from competitors. I accompanied an Algerian
trader and his translator in a search for pens in Yiwu
Market one day in 2017. The trader ordered 200 pens,
and he asked to change the color of the coating, re-
move a flower image on the pen, and add Arabic text
on the box. His translator and buying agent, a Chinese
Muslim, explained his follow-up communication with
the producer (January 9, 2017, interview):
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After they signed the contract (with the shop who represents
the factory), | will talk to the factory almost every week. They
are small factories. Their material supply is not stable; they
may have blackout for two days without warning. Rarely do
factories deliver goods on time. You just have to chase them.
When the goods are delivered, there is always something dif-
ferent from what we asked for: the color, the thickness of the
gold rim, etc. [on the pen]. Then we negotiate again!

Flexible collaboration between traders and producers
is facilitated by clusters of small producers around
Yiwu. Since the 1990s, the Yiwu government has ac-
tively cultivated industrial clusters. Each cluster
brings together a large number of small enterprises
that produce different versions or parts of the same
type of goods. The cluster of artificial jewelry, for in-
stance, consisted of more than 8,000 factories in 2016,
supplying 800,000 kinds of products for more than
3,000 shops in the Market to be exported to over 170
countries (Huang Hairong et al. 2016). Other clusters
contributed 40 percent of the world’s electronic
watches, 40 percent of zippers, and 35 percent of
socks in China in mid-2015 (Zhu 2016). Each cluster
is like a company, and each factory is like a depart-
ment. The very fine division of labor among the
numerous factories within the cluster means that pro-
ducers can work with each other flexibly to produce
what traders want, no matter how niche the require-
ments.

Factories extend channels further by adopting
the “putting-out model,” a form of subcontracting
work where enterprises put out work to rural produc-
ers. According to one estimate, factories that were reg-
ular suppliers of Yiwu Market paid RMB 6.5 million a
year to a rural population of 3.5 million in 2013 (Lu
2014, 23). A keyring producer showed me a two-page
long note from a Japanese trader that specified what a
ring should look like. The producer, hiring eighteen
workers in 2017, told me: “We are basically a design
studio. We design the product according to the foreign
trader’s requests. We then collect some parts from oth-
er factories and outsource [the production of] other
parts. For example, coloring the balls and stuffing the
mascots are dispersed to individual households” (Jan-
uary 11, 2017, interview).

Another government initiative aimed at
strengthening channels between traders and produc-
ers is to make each product traceable by introducing
QR codes. Mr. Yan, director of the Trade Office at the
Yiwu Bureau of Commerce, told me: “We want to
make everything traceable. We can then go back to the
origin of everything that is sold here. If there are dis-
putes [between traders about a good], we can go back
the producer to know who should be responsible”
(January 25, 2019, interview).
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Conclusion

The global bazaar economy allows small independent
players to enter into legitimate global trade without
losing their autonomy. Such an economy combines
global dynamics - dis-embedding, generalizing, wide
information sharing - with bazaar characteristics -
embedded, local, and conducive to small players. Yiwu
in China develops the global bazaar economy by link-
ing together multiple local practices: small-scale pro-
duction, a well-organized bazaar, and trade based on
diaspora networks.

Such an articulation across groups and cultures
is achieved through “channels” — connections created
by traders and producers to reach a precise match be-
tween demand and supply, and to carry out flexible

Endnotes

1 The 1.86 million does not include foreign traders but does include
some migrant shopkeepers in the Market.

2 The percentage dropped to 73.9 percent, possibly because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which prevented the physical contact that is
crucial for the bazaar economy (Jinhua Daily 2021)
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Questions of
culture in the

life of offshored

Chinese capital

Julia Chuang

ince 2008, private Chinese family wealth has been

rapidly expatriated overseas. Chinese citizens are

currently transferring money out of the country ata
rate of around 450 billion USD per year (Fan 2016). One
industry study estimates that 60 percent of Chinese citi-
zens with a net worth of more than 1.5 million USD are
either in the process of moving abroad or considering do-
ing so (Hurun Report 2021). This capital flow is motivat-
ed by a range of factors: a lack of profitable avenues for
reinvestment within China, increasingly restrictive and
unpredictable political regulations on the private sector,
and/or a desire to hedge against risks of political crack-
down by making preparations for a possible future emi-
gration.

In global cities outside of China, networks of
transnational brokers work to facilitate the transfer of
Chinese assets: private bankers, realtors, life in-
surance agents, education consultants, immigra-
tion lawyers. These brokers act simultaneously
as fiduciary agents, exploiting regulatory voids
where wealth can be protected from taxation
and political instability (Harrington 2016), and
as cultural intermediaries, transmitting to cli-
ents the symbolic distinctions conveyed by
transnational consumption (Sherman 2011). They
navigate a regulatory space that is shaped by national
and subnational governments and multinational cor-
porations simultaneously competing for capital in-
vestment (Eichengreen 1996).

The data for this essay come from interviews with
twenty transnational brokers, based in transnational
cities outside of mainland China, all catering predom-
inantly to Chinese clients. I supplement this with par-
ticipant observation at life insurance workshops in
New York City and realtor association meetings in
Boston, MA. I used personal recommendations and
snowball sampling to recruit interviewees.

economic sociology. perspectives and conversations

15

This essay will explore the different cultural logics
guiding distinct capital flows among Chinese capital
holders. As Chinese capital holders consult with trans-
national brokers on where and how to invest their as-
sets and plan for future emigrations, they encounter a
global industry of fiduciary agents and cultural inter-
mediaries, who attempt to adapt their investment and
consumption practices to western market norms. Yet
my preliminary research documents differences in
how Chinese capital holders have adapted their eco-
nomic and cultural practices to western, global norms.
While capital holders reject western investment prin-
ciples, preferring to seek out investment products leg-
ible according to Chinese norms, they conversely em-
braced a western-centric hierarchy of value in the
realm of cultural consumption. I end the essay with
reflections on the implications of this divergence.

Moving assets, moving people

This piece investigates the life of “over-accumulated”
capital in China - capital that has accumulated as a
result of China’s trade surplus and now seeks new ave-
nues for profitable reinvestment. Yet as over-accumu-
lated Chinese capital seeks reinvestment in offshore
markets, strict regulations on migration and capital
controls have created a market demand for intermedi-
aries who can navigate legal obstacles to migration
(Goh, Wee, and Yeoh 2017) and create regulatory
voids enabling tax-free capital flow (Harrington 2016).

In many global cities, Chinese-speaking interme-
diaries have created a customized, one-stop-shopping
experience for high net-worth Chinese individuals

Julia Chuang is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of
Maryland. Her book Beneath the China Boom: Labor, Citizenship, and the
Making of a Rural Land Market was published by University of California
Press in 2020. jchuang1@gmx.de

seeking any combination of transnational asset pro-
tection and expatriation. Most of these intermediaries
are members of the Chinese diaspora, and most serve
solely Chinese clients.

In the world of Chinese capital expatriation, bro-
kers have altered and localized various services and
investment products to the local needs of Chinese cap-
ital holders. Life insurance policies have been trans-
formed into overseas inheritance vehicles that treat
premiums as investment principals to be repaid, tax-
free, to clients with dividends. Trusts protect assets
from taxation and allow families to exert control over
children’s spending habits. Realtors sell properties to
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Chinese clients, then serve as all-around personal
concierges for the clients’ children, who utilize these
properties on weekends as they attend nearby elite
boarding schools. Finally, immigration consultants
specialize in finding circuitous avenues to invest-
ment-based visas, green cards, and permanent resi-
dency, often helping clients strategize complex step-
wise migrations targeted at attaining clients’ desired
status — not always full citizenship - in their preferred
destinations.

Two types of capital flows

What kinds of capital holders utilize the services of-
fered by transnational offshore wealth brokers? This
essay focuses not on Chinese professionals, whose in-
come is likely to be tied to wages and employment, but
instead on members of the Chinese ownership class:
those whose assets are tied to company shares, real es-
tate, or other non-wage assets.

I identify two groups of capital holders seeking
wealth expatriation, which I call “embedded elites”
and “renegade elites” These groups are distinguished
more by their embedding within Chinese markets and
their relationship with the Party-state than by their
absolute size of assets.! Embedded elites are well con-
nected to both Party and market elites, often running
businesses that rely on industry protections, subsidies,
and other forms of special treatment for profitability.
This reliance, however, renders them vulnerable to
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) crackdowns and ar-
bitrary imprisonment on trumped-up charges. Rene-
gade elites, by contrast, tend to draw income from in-
formal ventures in less regulated industries like ship-
ping, manufacturing, and mining. They are not reliant
on Party connections for business profitability and are
therefore under no threat of CCP crackdown.?

Brokers discern different orientations to money
among these two types of clients. Embedded elites, for
example, often never meet their wealth managers, in-
stead appointing other fiduciary intermediaries to
handle their financial dealings. They keep the sublegal
aspects of their wealth management as far from them
as possible, often transferring assets to family mem-
bers rather than holding it themselves. Renegade
elites, on the other hand, deal on a daily basis with tur-
bulent finances, and often chafe against the norms of
the low-risk, low-return world of fiduciary wealth
management. One wealth manager described difficul-
ties with handling older renegade elites, who were ac-
customed to the high upsides of Chinese markets and
rejected the low returns of western stock markets. She
described a rough-and-tumble orientation toward
capital among these investors: “They’re just like, I don’t
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know why I'm talking to you. This is not making mon-
ey, this is like losing money” Indeed, much of the work
of managing clients lies in acclimating them to west-
ern investment dispositions, and identifying clients
who are “[open] to understanding how to manage
wealth differently than just gambling.”

Renegade and embedded elites use different meth-
ods to bypass state capital controls on foreign exchange
on the currency conversion of large sums of capital.
Embedded elites use sophisticated methods to transfer
currency: shell companies or complex transactions
embedded within company IPOs or shell companies.
Renegade elites, on the other hand, typically engage
informal currency brokers (duigiao) who swap their
RMB cash assets for US dollars in informal transac-
tions with foreign merchants seeking to purchase Chi-
nese labor or materials under the table, tax-free.

What these elites seek in offshore markets differs
as well. Both groups regard western stock markets as
low-yield, low-risk sites for parking capital. Many bro-
kers relayed to me that investment opportunities in
Chinese markets, by contrast, can yield 20-30 percent
returns, rates which, to many Chinese elites, justify at-
tendant risks of considerable market fluctuations.
Therefore, renegade elites see offshore markets as plac-
es where they can lower their exposure to market fluc-
tuations, often creating commercial and residential
real estate portfolios to maximize returns.*

Embedded elites, meanwhile, often have access
to high-return and relatively low-risk investment ave-
nues within mainland China through venture capital
firms like Alibaba Capital Partners and Baidu Ven-
tures, which invest in high-technology industries such
as biotechnologies, artificial intelligence, and pharma-
ceuticals, where profitability rates remain high. The
profitability of these high-tech sectors stems partially
from the substantial influx of state capital into these
sectors, thanks to central state and local government
subsidies (Hong et al. 2015).5 Because high-tech in-
dustries remain profitable, capital holders with access
to investment channels in the high-tech sector tend to
treat offshoring as a diversification strategy, rather
than as an investment strategy. For them, offshore
markets are attractive places to park money away from
Chinese government detection.

More data on the range and distribution of Chi-
nese capital in various investment destinations is
needed. But if it is indeed true that private Chinese
capital seeks profitable reinvestment only within do-
mestic China, looking offshore only for safety or trans-
national family planning purposes, then we might
view the current moment as a sectoral rather than a
spatial shift in the industries that have moved to the
core of the world economy. In other words, rather than
continuing to seek profits in manufacturing through
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further offshoring to more peripheral sites with lower
labor costs (Silver 2005), Chinese capital is instead
“climbing the value chain” by seeking reinvestment in
high-tech sectors.

Transnational family planning

Transnational family planning has become a method
for utilizing kin ties to facilitate asset transfer. Accord-
ing to brokers, nearly all families offshoring wealth
engage in transnational family planning, generally
with a male breadwinner continuing to earn income
in China while children are sent overseas, traditionally
accompanied by a mother or grandmother (peidu
nainai). This transnational family structure is a rever-
sal of what anthropologist Aihwa Ong once observed
of working-class migrant families in Southeast Asia,
with male breadwinners engaging in “astronaut” mi-
grations to wealth destinations while their wives and
children remain in low-cost sending communities
(Ong 1999). The elite Chinese astronaut who stays be-
hind to continue plundering China’s turbulent mar-
kets is part of a larger household diversification strate-
gy: he maximizes the high returns available in main-
land China’s investment terrain while his family’s emi-
gration allows him to move existing assets to low-risk,
low-return sites.

Diversification is a hedge against the risk of po-
litical crackdown in China, but many breadwinners
wish to maximize their money-making capacity in the
mainland while it lasts. This often means a breadwin-
ner who resides in China and retains Chinese citizen-
ship even while wife and children live abroad. One
private banker described transnational family struc-
tures as facilitating an anxiety-ridden race to accumu-
late capital among embedded elites:

The musicis still on and they ... need to be in China. Do they
need to dance to the music until they stop? And it’s not stop-
ping yet? Yeah, they feel that it's close to the end, then they
feel, you know, this clock is ticking. So they have a lot of anx-
iety to bring their family ... and to move some certain assets
to the US.

The strategy of leaving the primary breadwinner in
China was also helpful for tax purposes: it removes the
requirement of the household paying income taxes in
the US. Subtle, legal avenues of tax evasion were com-
mon among all of my interviewees” Chinese clients, no
matter their level of wealth. “It’s not in the DNA [of
Chinese people] to pay taxes,” one interviewee com-
mented. Another private banker distinguished be-
tween their more civic-minded clients emigrating
from democratic origins, and Chinese clients, who
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generally “do not trust the government in any realm.”
Indeed, this lack of trust among Chinese clients ex-
tended further. Many brokers described their clients’
lack of trust in financial institutions and even in bro-
kers themselves:

There's a huge lack of trust, yet yearning for security ... my
experience dealing with 90 percent of the folks coming
straight from mainland China is just deep mistrust. Deep
mistrust for me, you know? Yeah, so they only want cash with
fixed deposits, fixed rates; or real estate.

This lack of trust, engendered by an unstable political
climate surrounding wealth in China, led many clients
to make plans to emigrate far before actually emigrat-
ing themselves.

The world of wealth expatriation is one marked
more by strategic exchanges of capital for future mo-
bility than by the present movement of people. Bro-
kers encourage clients to move family members over-
seas, as a means of “taking care of their overseas
money.’® However, brokers estimated that 90 percent
of their clients had no immediate plans for emigration
at the time of transnational family planning. In spite of
this, many, aided by brokers, pursue citizenship by in-
vestment opportunities through visa programs which
required sizable investments in commercial business-
es or real estate.

Differentiated desirability
of citizenships

These practices feed into a global regime of mobility,
wherein different citizenships confer different levels of
cross-border mobility (Kim 2018). For example, capi-
tal holders often attempt to attain green cards in west-
ern nations which share visa-free travel agreements
with other western nations, like the UK, Canada, or
Australia, in order to maximize their future mobility.
In addition, brokers aid clients in accumulating proper
“migration-facilitating capital” (Kim 2018): for exam-
ple, they direct capital holders toward less attractive
destinations which offer citizenship by investment,
with the caveat that these destinations share special
treaty agreements with the US, the UK, and other at-
tractive destinations. For example, one broker directs
his clients first to apply for investment-based citizen-
ships in Grenada, Turkey, or Bulgaria, then to apply
for E-2 treaty visas to the US using their new non-Chi-
nese, intermediary citizenship status.

Clients often voiced preferences in their emigra-
tion strategies which reflected local needs and cultural
schemas. For example, brokers did not try to market
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Bulgarian investment-based citizenship to Chinese
clients, even as an intermediary citizenship status in a
larger stepwise strategy of emigration to the US, due to
clients’ perceptions of Bulgaria as economically back-
ward, a negative counterfactual to China’s prosperous
socialism. One broker stated that he “[doesn’t] think
that Chinese have much interest in a former Soviet
Union location,” then commented that in choosing
citizenships, his clients adhere to a shared hierarchical
schema of desirability, with US citizenship as most de-
sirable” and Bulgarian citizenship among the least de-
sirable: “They rank the world as if it's a high school
class ... Every student has been ranked from top to
bottom, and that’s where you get the whole America
number one thing”

While clients desire US citizenship because, in
the global regime of mobility, US citizenship allows
considerable visa-free cross-border mobility, they
share a distaste for citizenships in former socialist na-
tions, where they believe the political safety of their
assets could not be guaranteed.

A “Chinese mental map”
of market risk

Chinese clients’ perceptions of market risk and market
reward were filtered through culturally specific sche-
mas of trust. Chinese clients made decisions on where
to invest their assets based on culturally specific
notions of what constitutes a “safe” investment. Bro-
kers described a flood of Chinese applications for
permanent residency in Hungary during the 2000s,
for example, because permanent residency could be
purchased based on a government bond. The sudden
popularity of Hungarian permanent residency was a
rare exception to the rule of devalued desirability of
citizenships in former socialist locales. One broker
explained this exception by pointing to a common
perception that government bonds are trustworthy
products, regardless of the economic health of the
bond-issuing country:

Yes, the Eastern European country of Hungary with a prob-
ably per capita GDP in the 25 to 30,000 mark, was selling
permanent residency based on a government bond. Buying
a government bond. Right now, government anything is at-
tractive to Chinese clients, because government for them is
the ultimate backstop.

Local schemas of value and desirability, therefore,
were multidimensional: in the case of Hungarian
permanent residency, the perceived value of a govern-
ment bond outweighed the undesirability of a post-
socialist context.
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Brokers’ attempts to advise clients on invest-
ment strategies were often stymied by these strongly
held culturally specific schemas of value. Many bro-
kers, for example, described an overwhelming desire
among Chinese clients to invest in Manhattan-based
real estate. While some brokers attributed this prefer-
ence to clients” desires to acquire social status, others
attributed it to the tendency for Chinese clients to as-
sume that similarity between the distribution of risk
and reward in US markets and in Chinese markets.
Whereas brokers understand the Manhattan real es-
tate market to be saturated with large conglomerates
and offer only low returns, they have trouble redirect-
ing their clients to more “backwater” investment lo-
cations like Texas or Florida, where they anticipate
higher returns.

One broker attributed the preferences of clients
to an obstinate “Chinese mental map” which super-
imposed the Chinese schema of development onto the
US terrain. Clients gravitated to Manhattan real estate,
he explained, because in China the equivalent invest-
ment, in a Beijing-based large property developer,
would have netted great rewards during the early
decades of post-socialist development.

Location ... in [the] Chinese mental map is important. So if
you can get a Four Seasons Hotel, which has great brand-
ing in China, or Intercontinental, these brands resonate [with
Chinese clients]. Because in China, that was the way to go. If
you invested with Poly [a Chinese state-owned conglomer-
ate], if you invested with Wanda, if you invested with Wenke
in Beijing and Shanghai for the last fifteen or twenty-five
years, you are a multimillionaire today. If you invested in
some small company in Nanning, [a third-tier Chinese city,]
you are lucky if you have a couple hundred thousand left.

Brokers frequently described their clients as evincing
preferences applicable to the Chinese development
terrain, but which they viewed as outdated and irrele-
vant to global investment markets. For Chinese in-
vestors, however, government-backed bonds and
Manhattan real estate were legible markers of a “safe
investment.”

Recent studies have depicted how economic
transformations such as the rise of Asia have recast the
elevation of local cultural preferences over western,
“global” preferences as a form of nationalistic pride
(Hoang 2015). But in the world of Chinese overseas
investment, brokers were often consumed with con-
vincing clients to adapt to western investment norms.
Some brokers dismissed unsavvy clients who “haven’t
lost their Chinese accent” and remain “rooted in mid-
dle class ways of thinking” despite having access to
large sums of wealth (these tended to be renegade
elites). They sought to acclimate Chinese investors to
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western norms of wealth management: to direct cli-
ents seeking safety toward investment in low-risk,
low-return public stock markets, and to direct clients
seeking high returns to limited partnership invest-
ments in multifamily real estate syndication in sub-
urbs and second-tier cities. These attempts, however,
were often received reluctantly by clients, who still
preferred to fill their portfolios in single-family real
estate properties in first-tier cities, assets with more
legibility in the Chinese context.

Western-centric cultural con-
sumption

Whereas brokers encountered considerable friction
and resistance in their attempts to acclimate clients to
western investment practices, they described by con-
trast clients who had automatically internalized west-
ern-centric norms in the realm of cultural consump-
tion. Clients were hyper-aware of minute distinctions
of cultural capital, and brokers leveraged this aware-
ness to establish trust with their clients. Brokers de-
scribed the importance of speaking the “right kind of
English”: Singaporean- and Hong Kong-accented Eng-
lish, which carried a British lilt, signaled a more elite
provenance than Chinese-accented English. Nearly all
of the brokers I spoke to were members of the Chinese
diaspora, and all leveraged global signifiers of cosmo-
politanism - western educational pedigrees, member-
ship in golf clubs, social connections to wealthy and
well-connected Chinese elites — to establish common-
ality with their clients. Performing the “right” kinds of
cultural capital is important for brokers, who must
signal social similarity with clients as a basis for trust-
worthiness (Harrington 2016).

Yet brokers are also cultural intermediaries who
produce and legitimate particular aesthetic disposi-
tions among clients (Bourdieu 1984). As such, they
assist their clients in signaling class in culturally ap-
propriate ways, sometimes modifying tastes and dis-
positions in clients they viewed as inappropriate (see
Sherman 2011 for a similar argument). Many brokers
shared a view of their clients as members of the “new
money” elite with tendencies toward more “gauche”
tastes, and sought to correct these tendencies. These
brokers found an enthusiastic audience for these cor-
rective services. One successful broker, for example,
attended Harvard Business School and a Swiss finish-
ing school for young women, then started a highly
popular finishing school in Beijing for aspiring young
Chinese women interested in learning the cultural sig-
nifiers of the global cosmopolitan elite.

Just as clients sought to add prestigious brand
names in their investment portfolios, they also sought
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out brand names among higher education institutions
for their children to enroll in. Some clients viewed
higher education as a form of migration-facilitating
capital: international education ensured their chil-
dren would access a global social network and global
job opportunities.® More elite clients simply prized
brand-name pedigrees for the social distinction that
they would offer in their home countries. As one bro-
ker put it:

It's [about] sending them to a Philip Andover, Philip Exeter, or
Choate ... so they can mix with a right American and Europe-
an people ... and then next step, sending them to Harvard. |
mean, like that is what they pay for ... pedigree, they are so
clear about the pedigree that children need to have.

For the most elite of capital holders, the “right” institu-
tions for social mixing are inevitably western institu-
tions, signaling the function of pedigree cultivation as
status symbols rather than as linked to social repro-
duction and the transmission of a particular class hab-
itus. Another private banker emphasized this social
signaling function of educational pedigree, stating
that even his clients whose children attended Peking
University and Tsinghua University, the most elite
universities in China, pursued further study at Har-
vard, because “at the end, they still need to go to the
US to get dujin, to get coated with gold”

Conclusion

This essay has documented several findings: an accel-
erated rush among Chinese capital holders to offshore
private wealth, variation in the avenues that capital
holders use to move assets, and a stark difference in
the cultural schemas that guide wealth investment
practices and cultural consumption practices among
capital holders. I have argued that in economic prac-
tices of investment and emigration, Chinese capital
holders hew to local schemas of value. In cultural con-
sumption practices, however, capital holders enthusi-
astically embrace a western-centric hierarchy of value,
striving earnestly for symbols of social distinction
produced and legitimated in the west. Brokers de-
scribed considerable friction in the “taste work” they
performed to persuade clients to adapt to western
norms of investment. By contrast, brokers were more
likely to find themselves working to “catch up” with
the cultural tastes of clients who had automatically in-
ternalized western-centric markers of prestige.

This finding complicates previous assumptions
of how economic transformations shift local cultural
schemas of value. Kimberly Hoang, for example, ar-
gues that after Asian capital overtook US capital as the
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majority source of foreign direct investment in Viet-
nam, local cultural preferences began to prioritize
pan-Asian tastes and beauty standards over western
norms (2015). Cultural schemas of value, she implied,
tend to reflect economic power hierarchies.

Yet these cultural schemas of value are multidi-
mensional, reflecting different power hierarchies in
different realms. As Chinese capital holders seek west-
ern destinations as politically safe locations for park-
ing capital, they embrace western symbols of social
distinction and prestige. They participate in and re-
produce a western-centric global regime of mobility,
prizing western citizenships for the increased
cross-border mobility they confer, and pursue higher
education at western elite institutions purely for their
status-signaling function. Yet the continued dyna-
mism of Chinese markets creates an inversion of this
prioritization of western cultural values. Chinese cap-

Endnotes

—_

Wealth managers distinguish between ultra-high net-worth
clients (those with assets over 20 million USD) and only “affluent”
clients (those with assets between 5 and 10 million USD).

2 There is a third category of elite Chinese capital holders who do
not utilize transnational wealth management services. These are
often politicians themselves, or company executives with close
Party ties, whose passports are confiscated or held by the Party.
For example, one hundred members of the National People’s
Congress and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Confer-
ence are billionaires (Hurun Report 2021). These elites are those so
closely entangled with the Party apparatus that they use state and
enterprise institutions to offshore their wealth and have no need
for private banking or overseas family trusts. They generally reside
in mainland China for their entire lives but send wives and
children abroad to manage their assets.

3 Many wealth managers described indigenous wealth managers in
China as hyper-aggressive in finding sublegal methods for
overseas asset transfer and investment. As a result of their
encroachment, many western-based wealth managers have seen
their client rosters limited in recent years to those less politically
embedded.

4 Brokers explained clients’ preference for real estate as a cultural
phenomenon, stemming from Chinese clients’ desire for the
psychological security of having physical manifestation of their
assets, given the instability of Chinese markets and awareness of a
historical legacy of government expropriation established by the
Cultural Revolution.

5 To subsidize R&D, the central state provides tax deductions and
financial support to domestic enterprises engaging in high-tech
R&D activities. In addition, local governments offer additional R&D
subsidies to local enterprises through either direct subsidies or
subcontracting through government-funded research projects
(Hong et al. 2015).

6 Avenues for asset transfer varied widely. Clients moving large

sums of family wealth tended to use private bankers to help them
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ital holders prioritize Chinese-specific norms of in-

vestment, which during the early years of China’s eco-

nomic boom netted gains far greater than any gains
imaginable in western markets. In my study, Chinese
capital holders adhere to cultural schemas of value
that are multidimensional: they assess the desirability
of options, like Hungarian citizenship by investment,
according to multiple axes of value.

Finally, the notion of unevenness or lag in adap-
tation to global or western norms presents new ques-
tions. Why are investment practices more “sticky”
than consumption-based practices, less easily altered
to fit new cultural norms? As the winds of global eco-
nomic hegemony shift, placing China more squarely
in the center of the global economy, questions of cul-
tural adaptation and shifting norms in the economic
realm become ever more relevant.

establish shell companies, commonly limited liability companies
located in the British Virgin Islands, to hide assets from the
Chinese government. Many also purchased whole life insurance
policies, a common vehicle for tax-free transnational inheritance.
By purchasing whole life insurance policies based in Hong Kong
or the US, which allow policyholders to pay high premiums, up to
two million USD annually, into a fund which is invested in capital
markets with dividends and can be later cashed out, upon the
policyholder’s death, tax-free, Chinese clients ensure that they can
pass substantial wealth to emigrating children without triggering
estate taxes. Finally, most clients without offshore shell companies
established family trusts to avoid reporting overseas asset
transfers to the Chinese government.

7 Finally, although US citizenship was viewed as universally
desirable, not all clients sought to attain full citizenship. Many
preferred to obtain treaty visas over green cards, which allowed
them to come and go and did not obligate them to stay in
destinations to prove residency. Treaty visas do not lead to a path
to permanent citizenship: instead, they allow investors indefinite
visa renewal, contingent on ongoing commercial investments.
These treaty visas, referred to as “mini green cards,” were often
ideal for capital holders who needed to travel occasionally to “care
for” their overseas assets yet did not want to physically relocate or
pay taxes in their destination sites.

8 Gaining admission to elite higher education institutions, however,
requires an extraordinarily long-term commitment, one that
Chinese families readily take on despite considerable difficulty. To
get around quotas for Chinese international students at top
boarding schools and elite universities, many families hire
educational consultants to enroll their pre-teen children in
overseas middle day schools. Because many day schools, as
opposed to boarding schools, have a requirement that one parent
needs to be residing in the US for enroliment, families put
considerable effort into procuring legal visa status for mothers or
grandmothers to accompany school-aged children. When no visa
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category can be identified for guardians, families send a rotating
set of female caregivers — mothers, aunts, grandmothers - who
each stay for three months at a time, the maximum stay permit-
ted by travel visas. Families then adapt their transnational
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Globalization
and film

locations:
Runaway
productions in
Hong Kong

Sylvia Martin

CC obody cares about Hong Kong film.” I was
N on the set of a Hong Kong film shoot in
October 2021, and a film director! that I
have known since I started research on film/TV produc-
tion here in 2005 uttered this to me, as he had many times
over recent years. The director’s remark referred to his
perception of a lack of interest on the part of young people
to pursue a career in the Hong Kong
film industry, making feature (narra-
tive, non-fiction) films geared to the-
atrical release. While there remains a
stream of Hong Kong storytellers,
some of whom are working toward a
less commercial capacity, other inter-
locutors had over the years also com-
mented that working within the
Hong Kong film industry is not gen-
erally regarded in Hong Kong society as a worthy profes-
sion to aspire to, years even before the territory’s National
Security Law’s? film censorship measures started to take
hold.

The director had invited me to visit a nighttime
film shoot in Sai Wan on Hong Kong Island. It was
9 p.m. and the film crew had begun setting up along a
narrow street near a subway station exit. The sequence
involved a man chasing a racing car down the street,
which entailed the involvement of a car stunt team.
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“Hopefully we'll finish before the sun comes up,” the
director commented. As the crew set up the shot in the
heat and humidity of the evening, all of them wearing
masks, pedestrians streamed past us: backpack-wear-
ing university students, residents walking dogs, shop-
pers ducking in and out of small businesses lining the
sidewalk. A shirtless man pushed a metal cart piled
high with rubbish past us, near the lighting equip-
ment, and a couple of young men who had just bought
cold drinks from the nearby 7-11 stood drinking and
talking in an alley off the street. Meanwhile, three el-
derly men strolling past the crew paused to gather
around a nearby parked car that had been ticketed, ex-
claiming over the price of the fine. The passersby bare-
ly looked at the crew, and the director and I chuckled
over the three men showing more interest in the park-
ing fine than in the car stunt being set up. Once film-
ing started, crew members were stationed at the street
corners to temporarily re-route oncoming traffic and
halt pedestrian activity. In Hong Kong, location film-
ing by local crews is not an uncommon sight. Between
takes, activity resumed with minimal disruptions, the
local filming absorbed into the rhythm of the urban
environment.

In this paper, I take up the director’s observation
to examine some of the challenges of working in the
Hong Kong film industry, as they demonstrate, I con-
tend, some of the complexities of media labor amid
globalizing processes. The instability and uncertainty
of media labor has been documented in media indus-
tries around the world, what media scholars Michael
Curtin and Kevin Sanson refer to as “precarious cre-
ativity” (2016). The precariousness is a major deter-
rent, especially in a city that has in the past twenty
years increasingly seen its industry overshadowed by

Sylvia J. Martin is an anthropologist and assistant professor in the Sociology Department
at University of Hong Kong, where her research includes media, globalization, and the
state. She is the author of Haunted: An Ethnography of the Hollywood and Hong Kong
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in Visual Anthropology Review; Media, Culture & Society; and Critical Studies of Media
Communication. Her current research looks at how US empire is sustained through
Hollywood and U.S. military collaborations and joint innovations. sim1@hku.hk

mainland China’s growing film industry and market,
as well as Hollywood’s influx of blockbusters into its
local theaters and, as I illustrate here, onto its streets
for location filming. This paper draws on multi-sited
anthropological research I conducted in the Holly-
wood and Hong Kong film industries between 2003
and 2007, and in 2011, that compared how media pro-
fessionals addressed risks of media production in a
globalizing world (Martin 2017). The two industries
are renowned for producing commercially oriented
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film, and also share a nearly century-long history of
flows of labor, ideas, and cinematic genres, their con-
vergences forming, I argued, transnational media as-
semblages. Ethnographic fieldwork included observ-
ing location filming in Hong Kong and an internship
at a Hollywood production company at a Los Angeles
studio and working as an “extra” on Hollywood film/
TV sets.> Exemplifying the transnational, and trans-
pacific, nature of filmmaking, I occasionally met with
research participants from Hong Kong in Los Angeles,
and numerous Hollywood-based filmmakers and film
executives in Hong Kong. While there were clear con-
trasts between the Hollywood and Hong Kong film
industries, there were also striking commonalities be-
tween them, including a sense of unease among pro-
duction workers about their future, as production was
becoming unmoored from each industry’s historic
geographic base: Hollywood’s experiencing an in-
crease in partially outsourced “runaway productions”
out-of-state and overseas, and Hong Kong’s with pro-
duction jobs moving to the mainland amid a growth
in Hong Kong-China co-productions. Globalization
- entangled in localized neoliberal imperatives and
broader geopolitical concerns — may hold varying spe-
cific consequences for both production centers, yet sa-
lient similarities nevertheless existed between them.

Extending from the film shoot described above,
I focus on location filming in Hong Kong as part of
Hollywood’s globalizing processes and de-centraliza-
tion of production through what industry scholars re-
fer to as “runaway productions” I demonstrate that
the reception of Hollywood runaway productions in
Hong Kong reveals that the postcolonial Hong Kong
SAR government privileges facilitating foreign film-
making in the territory over local Hong Kong film-
making as part of a broader cultural logic in Hong
Kong that has historically favored expatriates and
business elites. Location filming, I contend, not only
contributes to cinematic storytelling but constitutes a
narrative in its own right, a public performance that
conveys to onlookers the Hong Kong government’s
valorization of foreign (and particularly Hollywood)
media production as part of what David Harvey refers
to as urban entrepreneurialism, despite disruptions
those productions may cause and the needs of local
storytellers that remain overlooked. These events illus-
trate the complex cultural dynamics at play within
globalization.

Overview

To briefly contextualize, the Hollywood and Hong
Kong film industries are both commercially oriented,
yet they are situated quite differently. Hollywood, es-
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tablished in approximately 1915, is located in a state
mythologized for its strong frontier ideology (Messeri
2016, 47), within a nation-state many consider an im-
perial power (McGranahan and Collins 2018). Hong
Kong’s film industry is based in a territory colonized
by the British starting in 1841, prized for its harbor.
Hong Kong was occupied by the Japanese military
during the second Sino-Japanese War, and post-war,
in the resumption of British administration, the film
industry was not immune from Cold War tensions (Fu
and Yip 2019). After the 1997 handover, Hong Kong
became a Special Administrative Region of China as
part of “one country, two systems” governance.

Hollywood’s domination of film markets around
the world, especially after World War II, is due in part
not only to extensive global distribution networks fa-
cilitated by US multinational media corporations but
to American “exertion of political pressures on other
countries to open their markets to freer trade ... In-
deed, Hollywood has always received abundant help
from the U.S. State Department, the Commerce De-
partment, and other agencies of federal government,”
(Scott 2005, 153). From the 1910s, Hollywood was,
and remains, a vehicle to communicate US cultural
values and advertise US commodities for audiences
both domestic and international. In contrast, Hong
Kong’s film industry was offered little support by first
the British colonial and, post-1997, the SAR govern-
ments (Chan, Fung, and Ng 2013). Yet for many dec-
ades, Hong Kong’s film market influenced regional
and international audiences, and was designated a
“Hollywood of the East” by film scholars for its high
output in the 1970s-80s (Fu and Desser 2002; Stokes
and Hoover 1999). By the early 1990s, locally based
film productions started to decline (Szeto and Chen
2013), and the city’s current theatrical output would
increasingly emerge through co-productions with
China, particularly after the implementation of the
2003 trade agreement, the Closer Economic Partner-
ship Arrangement. Hong Kong’s film industry and fi-
nancial services are seen by Western and especially
American film companies as a stepping-stone for en-
tering mainland China’s market, and in subsequent
years, Hollywood, like Hong Kong, has forged closer
ties to mainland China for its promise of profits. Local
Hong Kong productions currently play to more niche
audiences locally and internationally, while also ob-
taining distribution on the globally streaming plat-
form Netflix.

As various scholars of Hong Kong film have as-
serted, the Hong Kong government, especially under
the British colonial administration, did not provide
support for sustainability as a viable commercial mar-
ket (Chan, Fung, and Ng 2010; Szeto and Chen 2013).
Joseph Chan, Anthony Fung, and Chun Hung Ng
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argued, “it is simply not fair to leave the Hong Kong
film industry to struggle on alone in light of the fact
that it has only a small domestic market to start with”
(2010, 82). In the past eighteen years, Hollywood films
have generally dominated the top ten grossing films of
the Hong Kong box office, with the number one gross-
ing film from 2006 to 2020 a Hollywood production
(Box Office Mojo 2021). Throughout my research, in-
dustry members complained of a lack of interest and
support from the government. Despite the glamour
often associated with celebrity, some research partici-
pants’ family members discouraged them from a ca-
reer lacking what is considered the respectability of
white-collar professions in legal, medical, or academic
fields. These young people (many from a middle-class
background) have also been strongly encouraged to
pursue stable and secure professions, which working
in the precarious film industry is not, even prior to the
increasing scrutiny that the territory’s industry is un-
dergoing with recent amendments to its Film Censor-
ship Ordinance. Even in the past several years, univer-
sity students and young professionals, especially young
women, have described family expectations to pursue
more “respectable” and practical jobs than those in
film. Reports of Triad involvement in filmmaking have
also been a hindrance to the film industry’s respect-
ability (see Curtin 2007; Martin 2012). The next sec-
tion examines how these aspects of Hong Kong’s film
industry intersect with globalizing media production
processes.

Runaway productions

“Runaway production” is a term that refers to the
de-centralization of Hollywood’s Los Angeles base,
with productions filmed overseas or outside of south-
ern California. In what media scholar Daniel Steinhart
identifies as the beginning of Hollywood’s globaliza-
tion of production processes, the aftermath of World
War II saw an uptake in Hollywood productions film-
ing overseas in diverse international locations result-
ing from a new emphasis on realism and a push for
Hollywood studios to hire cheaper labor overseas,
combined with the lure of foreign subsidies and tax
incentives (2019, 5-6). Runaway productions were
(and remain) pursued for two main motivations: eco-
nomic (including using stand-in locations) and cre-
ative, in the quest for locales considered “authentic” to
the story. Both kinds include combining key Holly-
wood crew members with local, on-site labor. Accord-
ing to Steinhart, the term “runaway” was adopted by
Hollywood unions in the late 1940s to designate those
productions that sought to avoid paying American
union rates (2019, 26). Media scholars have been
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largely critical of contemporary runaway film and
television production for its association with out-
sourcing to cheap(er) labor, weakening of union over-
sight, loose environmental protections, and reliance
on foreign tax subsidies and domestic tax credits
which they refer to as a form of “welfare for the
wealthy” for Hollywood studios (Mayer 2017, 2; Mill-
er et al. 2005). The globally fragmented labor process
of media production enforces what Toby Miller et al.
refer to as “contingent labor as a way of life” (2005,
123), and based on the New International Division of
Labor, they conceptualized this fragmentation as the
New International Division of Cultural Labor, which
relies in part on “the role national governments play in
collusion with MNCs [multinational corporations]”
(2005, 120).

“Authentic” narratives on location

“Creative” runaway productions - those that seek au-
thenticity — while perhaps a more legitimate endeavor
than a purely economic one, can nevertheless be a
fraught transcultural undertaking, especially consid-
ering historical interactions between film industries
and the broader geopolitics surrounding them. A run-
away production that filmed in Hong Kong for cre-
ative reasons, with its “authentic” locale matched to
the source material, recently made international head-
lines, in August 2021. The star and executive produc-
er of US-based Amazon Prime Videos upcoming se-
ries Expats, Australian-American Nicole Kidman, flew
into Hong Kong on a private jet on August 12 to film
her scenes. Kidman was vaccinated but granted an ex-
emption by the Hong Kong government from the
mandatory seven-day designated hotel quarantine for
other Australians. The exemption was criticized as she
flew in from Sydney, Australia, which was experienc-
ing a surge of the highly contagious Delta variant of
Covid at the time such that the quarantine for arrivals
from Australia was extended to fourteen days from
August 20 onwards. The reason given for Kidman’s ex-
emption by Hong Kong SAR’s Commercial and Eco-
nomic Development Bureau was “for the purpose of
performing designated professional work, taking into
account that it is conducive to maintaining the neces-
sary operation and development of Hong Kong’s econ-
omy” (CEDB 2021). Select bankers and diplomats also
enjoyed this privilege. Kidman reportedly resided on
the island’s Peak, an exclusive area historically restrict-
ed to non-Chinese by the British colonial government.
Meanwhile, the Asian American director of Expats,
Lulu Wang, was not allowed to forego two different
rounds of the mandatory twenty-one-day quarantine
for travelers from the US, according to her Instagram
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account. Kidman was also seen shortly after her arriv-
al shopping in Central Business District; it was not
clear if she had deviated from her government-ap-
proved itinerary, but the Secretary for Commerce and
Economic Development claimed that Kidman’s outing
may have been for a costume fitting. In English-lan-
guage news outlets and on social media, people ex-
pressed indignation that Kidman was granted an ex-
emption, but it was defended by the government.

The filming of Expats struck a sour note with
local journalists and commentators (see Hui and Li
2021). Expats, based on an English-language novel by
Janice Y. K. Lee, is about the lives of three American
expatriate women in Hong Kong. Journalists pointed
out the juxtaposition of the HKSAR government fa-
cilitating an Amazon production filming on the city’s
streets while at the same time unprecedented film
censorship was being proposed in the city for local
productions and local stories. It is also important to
note here that Kidman’s government exemption could
have resulted in a public health crisis for Hong Kong,
which the government claims to be avoiding at all
costs in its Zero Covid policy, especially as Kidman
filmed in some of the densest areas of the city, such as
Mongkok and Central Business District. The “authen-
ticity” that this runaway production provided for
Amazon conveyed another stark truth, already famil-
iar to Hong Kong people, of the city’s privileging of
business elites, especially western ones. Further, as I
show below, the government’s approval for a foreign
production that would showcase the city’s gleaming
landscape and private lives of expats who interact
minimally with local individuals and issues drew on
the territory’s consistent tactic of attracting and asso-
ciating with transnational capital by advertising its
high-end global brand.

The disparities in potential harms and privilege
for local conditions that come with runaway produc-
tions echoed an earlier Hollywood-Hong Kong en-
counter. In November 2007, Warner Bros. blockbuster
Batman: The Dark Knight filmed in Hong Kong, the
director, Christopher Nolan, seeking to feature the
city’s famous skyline. At a press conference for the
eight-day production, the Chairman of the Hong
Kong Film Development Council, Jack So, announced,
“I am sure Batman will further raise Hong Kong’s pro-
file and attract more tourists to come here” (Press Re-
lease 2007). Given the dominance of US blockbusters
in international markets, which beckon global audi-
ences to imagine themselves amongst cultural land-
marks and national treasures (Appadurai 1996), it was
not surprising that a government media authority
sought inclusion of the city in this Hollywood specta-
cle. Domestically, the filming drew crowds as well; in
contrast to the nighttime film shoot described earlier
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and most other local filming I observed, people flocked
to watch Batman filming, which a Hong Kong news-
paper reported as an exciting event for “cooperative”
onlookers, quoting a local newspaper vendor who ap-
parently claimed that “20% of his newspapers were
unsold but it was a ‘worthy sacrifice to have such a big
movie shoot here” (Crawford and Chan 2007). The
Batman production even received permission from
the government to close down some local businesses
surrounding the escalator in the busy financial and
tourist center of Hong Kong Island. Yet while the gov-
ernment welcomed the film shoot, criticism came
from other quarters. In response to the production’s
request for businesses to keep the city lights on
throughout the night for filming, environmentalists
such as Gabrielle Ho, from conservation group Green
Sense, balked, telling US media, “We welcome the
filming of ‘Batman’ in Hong Kong, but why do we need
to keep the lights on to make the backdrop? It seems
like filmmaking is coming before environmental pro-
tection,” (CBS/AP 2007). Media scholar Vicki Mayer
points out the “imperial” quality of Hollywood run-
aways with their capacity for “occupation” of other
places (2017, 46) bringing, in these cases, disruptions
with implications for local public health and light pol-
lution concerns.

The HKSAR government’s accommodation of
Batman also drew criticism from the local film com-
munity. The production was supplied police officers to
manage bystanders while filming outdoors, leading
Hong Kong film director Johnnie To Kei-fung to com-
plain that the government “can offer 100% support for
them, but they can’t even offer 1% to us locals. It’s dis-
crimination, because we Chinese are not worth as
much cash to them (Ho 2007).” Runaway productions
thus represent not only the global coordinates of film-
making, but iterations of Hong Kong’s colonial and
racial hierarchies. As historian Poshek Fu chronicles
in the first half of the twentieth century:

Racism was rampant in the colony, where both everyday life
and social life was racially segregated. For example not only
were the natives not allowed to live in certain residential
neighborhoods, such as the Peak, which were marked out for
the ruling elite ... but they were paid less than whites were
for the same work (2002, 66).

Local filmmakers discern the disparities in access to
various locations and forms of assistance, which also
publicly demonstrate to Hong Kong people that west-
ern productions, especially Hollywood ones typically
fronted by white foreigners, receive preferential terms.
Throughout my research in Hong Kong, complaints
from film producers about the lack of assistance from
the government’s media authorities often arose (Mar-
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tin 2017). A film producer criticized the double stan-
dards:

| would tell the police that my films were promoting Hong
Kong, making it look good, but they didn't care. We'd get into
huge shouting matches in the street and they'd waste my
time. But when foreigners film a Coke commercial here, that's
a different matter. Everything is available to them. (p. 117)

Stories of police harassing film crews on location while
demanding to see location permits, instead of protect-
ing the crews, were also recounted to me. According to
a member of the Hong Kong Stunt Man Association,
for several decades colonial and postcolonial govern-
ment authorities had not adequately protected crews
filming outdoors when threatened with theft and ex-
tortion by local gangs. A film director pointed out that
outdoor filming comprises up to two-thirds of a lot of
Hong Kong films, and so operating without the gov-
ernment’s assistance and the free or low-cost protec-
tion of law enforcement for crowd control is challeng-
ing. Producers complained that they were forced to
pay police offers to work as private security in their
off-duty hours, without their police uniforms to scare
gangsters off. As far back as 1992, film workers (in-
cluding Jackie Chan) staged a public protest against
Triad violence in filmmaking, which included disrup-
tions on location (Passmore 2006). Meanwhile, the
disruptions that runaway productions bring are dis-
missed by governments colonial and postcolonial. To-
gether, this communicates to local onlookers, who in-
clude young people and “influencers” savvily photo-
graphing the city for their social media accounts, that
local productions do not command the respect and
institutional support that foreign, and especially Hol-
lywood, ones do.

The Hong Kong government appears to host
Hollywood runaway productions as a way to broad-
cast the city’s lifestyle and leverage its soft power. This
tactic invokes David Harvey’s notion of urban entre-
preneurialism, of which, Harvey notes, “the selling of
the city as a location for activity depends heavily on
the creation of an attractive urban imagery” (1989,
13). City governance entices consumption by “ap-
pear[ing] as an innovative, exciting, creative and safe
place to live or to visit, to play and consume in” (9,
italics added). Hong Kong politician Regina Ip recent-
ly asserted that despite political and pandemic trou-
bles, “Brand Hong Kong” remains viable and compel-
ling for Amazon and Kidman, stating “the film pro-
ducer’s choice of Hong Kong for location shooting,
despite competition from other Asian cities, gives a
big boost to its reputation as a safe and hospitable city”
(Ip 2021, italics added). Meanwhile, another Hong
Kong-based, expatriate-centered novel, Exciting
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Times, currently being adapted by Amazon Studios,
may also film in the city. Although Harvey does not
cite hosting Hollywood runaway productions as a tac-
tic of urban entrepreneurialism, I contend that ex-
tending his concept to runaway productions in Hong
Kong highlights the government’s desire to sell the
city’s urban imagery as a means for it to further asso-
ciate with transnational capital and tourism. Yet Hong
Kong develops and displays an “image of prosperity”
to hook Hollywood runaways even as the postcolonial
urban governance continues to overlook the needs of
local filmmakers (Harvey 1989, 14). Hong Kong re-
searchers Chan, Fung, and Ng recommended the im-
portance of the HKSAR government promoting a
“local film culture” (2010, 5); however, the government
prioritizes advertising its sights and offering its sup-
port services over nurturing its homegrown, and
home-based, film talents — a Hong Kong boosterism
achieved through Hollywood blockbusters, the gov-
ernment tethering itself to a US soft power resource in
the hopes of touting its own.

Steinhart does point out that in the post-World
War era, “[European] industries welcomed Holly-
wood production and financing at the same time that
they resisted it (2019, 13-14). Regarding the Batman
production, the HK Film Development Council
chairman remarked that overseas film productions in
Hong Kong could bring new technology and facilitate
exchanges and employment opportunities, benefiting
the local film industry. Numerous research partici-
pants spoke of gaining experience on runaway pro-
ductions in Hong Kong; a production manager for
instance cited the technical skills he and his peers
gained by working on a blockbuster of this scale that
they used on jobs elsewhere. Praise for the local film
industry was also voiced by the Film Development
Council, its chairman noting that “the Batman team
would gain first-hand experience of the local crew’s
efficiency and professionalism” (news.gov.hk 2007).
Yet when the chairman remarked that “Films for in-
ternational release will also help showcase Hong Kong
to an international audience,” the government’s stakes
in accommodating overseas filmmaking in the terri-
tory became clear. Showcasing Hong Kong through
global Hollywood is a coup for the city, less so its film
industry.

Conclusion

Returning to the film director’s comment that “No-
body cares about Hong Kong film,” it is understand-
able that members of the local film industry feel that
their efforts are marginalized given the lack of support
from both the British colonial and the postcolonial
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SAR governments. They see a discrepancy in their
treatment compared to Hollywood runaway produc-
tions, which I suggest reveals the government’s prefer-
entialism toward foreign/Hollywood productions as a

Endnotes

1 To protect privacy, | do not use individuals'real names, unless they
are mentioned in media reports, and obscure production details
as needed.

2 The National Security Law was implemented in Hong Kong on
June 30, 2020, after the 2019 protests to prevent and impose
punishment for offences of secession, subversion, organization
and perpetration of terrorist activities, and collusion with a
foreign country (e-legislation.gov.hk).
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Meaning in
the margins:
Tracing global

blockchain

markets in local
configurations

Alex Preda, Julie Valk, and Ruowen Xu

e started writing this a few days after Alex re-
W turned from ethnographic fieldwork in Hong

Kong. This research trip required being on
the road for two months, first doing a washout period in
Bucharest, followed by quarantine in Hong Kong, then
finally fieldwork itself. This was not Alexs first time in
Hong Kong, but in fact the sixteenth. The day Alex board-
ed a flight back to London, another one of us (Ruowen)
boarded a flight to Shanghai for an extended period of
fieldwork in China. We plan another round in early 2022
in Japan as well, and in the US too, in addition to the on-
going work in London.

Why do we do all this? We run a re-
search project on blockchain firms: for those
readers who are perhaps less acquainted with
the field, blockchain is a distributed digital
ledger (there are several ways of building
such aledger, each with its own assumptions,
modus operandi, and consequences) that,
through its very properties, is global in na-
ture. If there is something paradigmatic for
global (financial) markets, then it is block-
chain: by design, it is meant to facilitate ex-
isting global markets, create new ones, and
make local markets global, or at least expand
their reach. Finance is heavily involved in this process,
not least in the flows of venture capital supporting
blockchain creation and expansion, but also in migrat-
ing (and transforming) insurance, supply chains, art
transactions, or systems of exchange to blockchain. It
is also an apparently digital process, one that should be
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perfectly suited for what is called online or digital eth-
nography. And indeed, it is a process we have been fol-
lowing in online conferences, Twitter feeds, Discord
and Telegram chats.

As we have discovered, such apparently uproot-
ed, locality-less, exclusively digital processes - i.e., de-
signing, setting up, assembling, running, and using
blockchain - are always anchored in particular local
practices, situations, configurations, and epistemic
preferences. The boundaries where blockchain tech-
nologies interface with specific regional cultures and
attitudes to technological change (not to mention with
existing financial infrastructure and regulatory juris-
dictions) are messy, emerging spaces. It is precisely
these boundary spaces that require our presence, to
witness them unfold and grasp the lived experience of
those who operate within these spaces.

Blockchain is never abstractly global. Social sci-
ence scholars have more recently pointed to its mate-
riality — to server farms mining assets, transmission
networks, and more. These material assets often are
concentrated in specific locales, including specific cit-
ies around the globe. We should also point out here its
anchoring in, among other things, local bodies of ex-
pertise accumulated over decades (e.g., with software
engineering, financial, or legal expertise); local rela-
tionships between software engineers, finance profes-
sionals, lawyers, and managers; locally accumulated
pools of capital; local understandings of regulatory
priorities and of legal concepts.

This brings us to our main point and to the chal-
lenge that we want to discuss in this article: global
markets, and the creation thereof, are not disjointed
from local cultures. There is more than just one local
culture involved in this process. How do we, as eth-
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nographers, go about studying a truly global process
in relationship to the manifold local cultures within
which it is anchored? This challenge is not reducible to
studying a (single) culture different from one’s own: as
we have mentioned, blockchain design, creation, set-
up, and operation take place simultaneously in several
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local contexts. It is not reducible to simply working
out the particular features of local culture(s) either:
the challenge consists in working out how global pro-
cesses emerge out of manifold local cultures at once.

Having said this, readers will wonder what our
understanding of culture is. We will come to this later.
We want to discuss first the makeup of our team, be-
cause we believe it does play a role in navigating vari-
ous local cultures while upholding a certain sensibility
for global phenomena.

None of us is anchored in a single culture; we all
have, at several points in our professional lives, lived
not only in different cultures but also in the interstices
between them. One (Alex) is Eastern European, with
experience of Germany, the UK, and the US, having
done fieldwork in North America, Europe, and East
Asia. One (Julie) is a dual citizen, British and French,
brought up in France by British parents. She has a
long-standing relationship with Japan, where she has
lived, worked, and conducted extensive fieldwork.
One (Ruowen) is Chinese, educated in Hong Kong
and the UK, having lived in all these places and with
fieldwork experience in mainland China. We all have
experience in a multitude of local cultures, both pro-
fessionally and in our private lives. This makes it easier
not only to move across different cultures but also to
recognize and appreciate their interstices, overlaps,
and boundaries. We can talk meaningfully about the
proper ways of handing out a business card in Tokyo
or in Hong Kong, the proper way of walking out of an
interview appointment in Tokyo, but also about how
making interview appointments in Hong Kong differs
from making them in London, for instance. In other
words, we recognize the importance of knowing local
interactional routines, and of adapting to them in our
field interactions and beyond.

Nonetheless, we all have a strong interest in
technology, materiality, and the digital. We recognize
the global dimensions of the digital realm, irreducible
to local interactional routines. This is also helped by
the fact that one of us (Julie) is a gamer, and she (very
usefully) keeps us up to speed on developments in the
domain. We recognize that digital objects circulate,
that they are exchanged in processes distinct from
physically local markets. Take digital art, artifacts used
by gamers, or contracts on a wide range of fractional
property rights: all these are digital objects circulated
and exchanged online within communities that span
the globe.

Hence, while we know how to adapt to local in-
teraction formats in our fieldwork, our ultimate inter-
est is in analyzing the processes that create “the digi-
tal” as a domain sui generis: not just the “digital”
broadly speaking, but digital global markets that deal
in digital entities. During fieldwork, we heard repeat-
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edly from our informants about the emergence of a
digital world or, better said, worlds (supported by
blockchain) that are not mere digital representations
of physical processes, but something different. It is less
relevant in this context whether our informants - soft-
ware engineers, venture capitalists, business develop-
ers — are right or wrong. What is relevant, and worthy
of investigation, is that they pointed us to a series of
processes that they saw as exclusively digital, as a do-
main of its own situated next to and above physical
worlds. And yet, while saying this repeatedly, our
informants worked within particular, specific local
contexts and local relationships and sustained a whole
range of face-to-face interactions. Prima facie, there is
a tension here, and it is worth investigating.

When we started this project, as a first step we
wanted to better understand expertise. In a certain
sense, what we are doing includes as a baseline an eth-
nography of collaborations between various forms of
expertise: every blockchain firm requires a durable
collaboration between software engineers and finance
experts. And then legal expertise, business develop-
ment expertise, and so on is added to them. Each and
all these forms of expertise are local, in the sense that
they are embedded within particular locales, in partic-
ular configurations. To give an example, London, New
York City, or Hong Kong are nodes of financial exper-
tise, given the sheer number of finance professionals
working in these locales. However, they are also nodes
of software engineering expertise. London is one sim-
ply because of the presence of software engineers
graduating every year from a significant number of
universities situated in a sixty-mile radius from cen-
tral London and being absorbed into local fintech
firms (not to mention inflows of expertise from out-
side London). In 2018, London was home to more
than 350,000 engineers, the highest number in Europe
(second was Paris with 268,000, see Ranger 2019).
Knowing a local culture of financial expertise or of
software engineers in blockchain became critical for
our project. As we discovered, such cultures are not
the same everywhere: the ways in which these two
bodies of expertise relate to each other, the ways in
which they perceive each other, and the ways in which
they work together (or apart) are locally determined
by a manifold of factors including flows of capital, per-
ceived priorities in developing specific blockchain
projects, and specializations decided in the local aca-
demic sector, to mention just a few.

When Saskia Sassen’s The Global City was pub-
lished thirty years ago (1991), she made the argument
that global cities were agglomerations of service in-
dustries coalescing around and servicing core sectors
such as finance. However, we can see global cities in a
perhaps more decentralized fashion as local cultures
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of expertise relating to and interacting with each oth-
er. This certainly seems to be the case for blockchain.

Take for instance software engineers: as we dis-
covered during our fieldwork, there are differences
among local groups of software developers involved in
blockchain enterprises in London, Hong Kong, or To-
kyo. Tokyo, for instance, being an early adopter of
cryptocurrencies, has a predominance of crypto trad-
ing platforms. Hong Kong, where regulatory barriers
were kept up for longer, has fewer crypto trading plat-
forms but more companies with expertise in gaming,
which has become very relevant for some sectors of
the blockchain economy. Compared with Hong Kong,
London has less expertise in blockchain conjoined
with gaming but significant expertise in payments,
supply chain, or cybersecurity, among others. Addi-
tionally, while software developers tend to concentrate
in London, Tokyo seems to outsource much of this
work, while Hong Kong seems to collaborate more
across the border with developers based in Shenzhen.
This means that while each of these locales can be seen
as a node of software expertise in relationship to
blockchain, there are in fact significant differences in
the ways this expertise is organized and oriented to-
ward particular activities. As software developers in
Hong Kong have expertise in blockchain and gaming,
they are active in the field of NFT-based digital art and
of collectibles as well. NFTs are non-fungible tokens,
unique digital identifiers of digital objects that can be
transacted online, supported by blockchain (a large
amount of NFT transactions take place on the Ethere-
um blockchain). We do not see the same orientation of
software engineering expertise in London or in Tokyo:
a consequence of this is that Hong Kong seems to be-
come (among others) a hub of NFTs and digital art,
attracting not only venture capital but also prominent
auction houses from around the globe.

A consequence of such orientations is that they
generate particular issues, to which other local nodes
of expertise will have to respond. Take cultures of legal
expertise: both London and Hong Kong are com-
mon-law jurisdictions. With regard to blockchain and
crypto assets, both jurisdictions share legal concerns
about anti-money laundering and transaction trans-
parency. Yet, in addition to these, the emergence of
Hong Kong as a digital art and NFT hub raises specific
legal issues that do not have a similar prominence in
London. As we have mentioned, NFTs are unique
identifiers of unique digital objects. A problem debat-
ed by legal practitioners in Hong Kong as a digital art
hub is whether ownership of the unique identifier is
the same as ownership of the unique digital object or
not. Imagine you buy a pair of unique jeans and obtain
a unique receipt. The receipt identifies the jeans as
unique. What have you bought, legally speaking: the
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unique sales receipt, or the unique jeans? These are is-
sues that have significant legal and financial implica-
tions, and that can redefine what it means to own art.
In London though, other legal issues are at the fore-
front, related more to fractional ownership, use of
NFTs in legal evidence, or cybersecurity, all domains
where London’s software developers are more active
and have a significant presence. In Tokyo, as far as we
have seen until now, issues of cybersecurity have been
dominant with regulators, among other things due to
some prominent hacks in the past. Thus, different (le-
gal) perspectives and priorities arise as responses to
what nodes of other expertise are doing.

These local cultures — be they engineering, or
legal, or financial — have to be investigated close up if
one wants to understand how blockchain develops
and why some projects are situated in particular cen-
ters and others are not. The internal dynamics of
blockchain firms, the ways in which they organize
workflows, also depend on such local cultures and
how they stand in relationship with each other. For in-
stance, one of us (Alex) going to Hong Kong and mak-
ing the rounds of various blockchain firms simply al-
lowed us, as a baseline, to map the location of various
firms upon the city: we learned where the engineers
sat and where finance professionals sat, and where
they overlapped. We learned where software engineers
were recruited from. We learned about their interac-
tions with each other, how they perceived each other,
and how such interactions and perceptions impact the
organization of firms. In parallel, other members of
the team (Julie and Ruowen) were attending block-
chain conferences in London, interacting with practi-
tioners who build and use blockchain applications. We
could swap notes in real time about the differences we
were observing; for instance, about the involvement of
large investment banks in blockchain efforts in Lon-
don, which was different from what we were observ-
ing in Hong Kong.

This should have made clear that, for the pur-
poses of the project at least, we do regard local cultures
as locally evolved constellations of professional skills
and relationships within and among groups of experts,
together with local constraints and resources. These
are provided among other things by flows of invest-
ments, perceptions of what is locally important and
needed by way of blockchain projects, as well as local
understandings of regulatory needs. Understanding
how blockchain develops means understanding how
these cultures have evolved and what their dynamic is,
as well as how they stand in relationship to each other.
These local cultures achieve gravitational force, not
only in the sense that they manage to attract more cap-
ital and more expertise but also that a series of rele-
vant activities gravitate in their orbit. For instance, to
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give but one example, some engineering expertise is
outsourced to places like Vietnam or Eastern Europe-
an countries, but this does not happen based on costs
or on the convenience of being in the same time zone
(or not exclusively in any case). It happens based on
the gravitational pull local firms have developed, as
well as on whether the outsourced expertise is core or
not with respect to the firm, and on whether there is a
need or not to intermediate between the forms of ex-
pertise involved in blockchain firms.

How do we, as ethnographers, get access to local
cultures of expertise, be they in finance or software
engineering, in various locales? These are cultures of
professional groups that, to a large extent, are cosmo-
politan and internationally mobile. While doing field-
work in Hong Kong, for instance, one of us inter-
viewed not only local software engineers who had
worked in London or in the US for many years but
also expats from Western Europe and North America
who were working in Hong Kong. Accessing local fi-
nancial or software engineering expertise is supposed
to be difficult, either because of the busy-ness of the
former or because of the “supposed shyness” of the lat-
ter. As we discovered, accessing local cultures of ex-
pertise is largely shaped not only by local interactional
conventions, but also by the makeup of these cultures.
For instance, being introduced to informants by a lo-
cal professional organization can be essential in some
locales. In some other locales, it may matter less than
a network of personal and professional connections.
Having a clear, public academic profile and a history
of relevant academic work matters too. It also matters
if the ethnographers have acquired a certain degree of
conversational ability in the languages of the domain,
such as finance or software engineering. When we
started this project, we took (online) introductory
classes in computer science. We also attended several
online conferences on blockchain. Some of us at least
had conversational ability in finance due to previous
work on financial markets. All in all, accessing a local
culture of expertise requires a certain degree of inter-
actional expertise, i.e., the ability to speak the language
of a domain (Collins and Evans 2007).

If we regard getting access to the field as intrinsic
to the ethnographic work, then we had to situate our-
selves on the margins of several expert cultures, in sev-
eral locales, by connecting to professional networks,
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but also by acquiring basic abilities in speaking the lan-
guages of the domain (i.e., finance and software engi-
neering). In this regard, it was relevant that we had,
through our biographies, lived in several cultures. This
was relevant not only with respect to recognizing and
following local interactional conventions but — perhaps
more important — with respect to the ability to situate
oneself on the margins of a professional culture differ-
ent from one’s own, in a place different from one’s own.

Conclusion

At least for the case at hand, we can make the argu-
ment that digital global markets in digital objects are
emerging — we see them at work in the processes of
designing, setting up, and running blockchains for fi-
nance, art, real estate, supply chains, and many more.
This makes our investigative journey truly exciting.
Yet, when talking about global markets, we should not
forget that these are not untethered enterprises. They
are anchored in local expert cultures that involve col-
laborations between different professional groups. Key
to them are finance, software engineering, business
development, and legal groups. Accessing these local
cultures ethnographically can rarely if ever be done
exclusively online. It requires mobility. It requires in-
teractional expertise on multiple levels, from knowing
local interactional conventions and routines to speak-
ing the languages of these cultures, and the languages
of these locales. It requires building professional con-
nections and inserting oneself into professional net-
works, even if only on their margins.

Key to our project, and perhaps any project that
deals with the tension between the global and the lo-
cal, is the capacity to sit comfortably in the “spaces be-
tween” and the ability to stay with ambiguity. Much
about blockchain has yet to be written in terms of ex-
actly how it can affect the world as we know it. As we
edge closer to seriously considering the propositions
of this technology, analyzing how different locales,
cultures, and professional pockets change, adapt to,
and react to blockchain will be a task better undertak-
en from the front row seats, rather than simply on a
screen. It is through the exploration of the nuance of
different local cultures and local realities that we piece
together the global blockchain market.
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Extractive
masculinities:
Bringing gender
back into
microfinance

Smitha Radhakrishnan

hen Mohammed Yunus won the Nobel
W Peace Prize in 2006, he drew global atten-

tion to the potential benefits of lending small
amounts of money to impoverished women in coopera-
tive groups. His work in Bangladesh, in cooperation
with the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee
(BRAC), had lowered vulnerabilities for women in rural
areas to a large extent, and appeared to be a promising
method for addressing global poverty (2014). But Ban-
gladesh’s apparent success with microlending trans-
formed our understanding of financial services for poor
women worldwide by giving credence to a parable
of female entrepreneurship leading to empower-
ment. This parable resonated with a wide audience
across the world and across political spectrums.
Furthermore, the idea that small loans were good
for poor women transformed market-led develop-
ment initiatives in banks, governments, and fi-
nancial services startups. If we just gave poor
women loans, the reasoning went, those capable, enter-
prising women will solve global poverty for us. For pow-
erful financial institutions, the notion of microlending
provided a “business case” through which to profitably
access the unbanked “bottom billion” of the world’s pop-
ulation (Roy 2012). By lending to women who were in
relatively vulnerable positions in their communities, fi-
nancial companies could count on attractive profit mar-
gins through a winning combination of high interest
rates and reliable repayment. Over the past three dec-
ades, the largely charitable not-for-profit microcredit
movement that began in Bangladesh has transformed
into a profitable multibillion-dollar global financial in-
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dustry, often integrated with state programs. In India,
the commercial microfinance industry relies upon spe-
cial regulatory arrangements with both state and nation-
al banking systems, a topic I explore in depth in my
book.

Financial products targeting the poor have con-
tradictory, and often adverse, effects on women bor-
rowers, while disproportionately benefiting the finan-
cial institutions that are supposed to be “helping”
them (Roy 2010; Mader 2015; Paprocki 2016; Karim
2011). But we still understand little about how for-prof-
it microfinance works on the ground sociologically.
How do the legal, institutional, financial, and political
worlds of microfinance facilitate the constant supply
of loans to working-class women? One particularly
glaring lacuna is a thorough consideration of gender
as a constitutive axis of power in the global micro-
finance industry. A substantial sociological literature
informs us that gender significantly structures local
and global institutions, workplaces, families, and fi-
nancial flows (Roberts 2014; Pyle and Ward 2003;
Acker 2004). Yet these insights have not yet been used
to interpret microfinance, arguably the world’s most
pervasive development intervention.

In my research on India’s multibillion-dollar
microfinance industry, I center gender as a system of
power operating at multiple scales and interlocking
with other structures of difference, including caste,
class, race, and geography. I show that the industry re-
lies centrally on local and global constructions of gen-
der inequality to function smoothly and remain profit-
able over time. In this essay, I draw from data collected
for my new book, Making Women Pay: Microfinance in
Urban India (2022), to illustrate how the Indian micro-
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finance industry, through its connections with global
and local cultural and economic flows, constructs ex-
tractive masculinities that allow privileged men to fun-
nel economic value from caste- and class-disadvan-
taged women and make it look like selfless service.

The gendered extraction of value

Despite the apparent focus on women, the existing lit-
erature on market-led development neglects gender as
a constitutive system of power, focusing instead on a
relatively narrow understanding of women (Kar 2018a;
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Karim 2011; Paprocki 2016; Sanyal 2014). All these
approaches focus primarily or exclusively on borrow-
ers and local cultural conditions to explain how and
why womanhood and femininity work in a way that is
compatible with economic and social exploitation,
with microfinance acting as a “treatment” that may
make things worse or better. Other approaches to
market-led developmentidentify the financially-driven
interests of elites and global capital flows as the source
and the justification for exploitation. Ananya Roy’s
(2010) powerful account of “poverty capital,” for ex-
ample, identifies the interests of the World Bank, pow-
erful global financial companies, and corporations as
coalescing around microfinance initiatives around the
world. Roy identifies how racialized images of re-
sourceful Third World women legitimize the profit-
oriented programs of a new kind of hegemonic devel-
opment consensus.

Building upon these framings, I follow the work
of feminist political economists and feminist scholars
of work and organizations to argue that gender struc-
tures the entirety of global microfinance, from its im-
plementation with clients to its organizational struc-
tures to its global financial infrastructure. In this pa-
per, I focus this message further to highlight how mas-
culinity, and in particular the masculine identities of
elite men, come to legitimize the extraction of value
from women of all class and caste backgrounds, and
particularly women clients. My focus on gendered val-
ue extraction and its legitimization questions per-
sistent ideas in many areas of sociology, economics,
and world-systems theory that gender is something
that belongs to the “local” and the “cultural” and is
subordinated to the dynamics of capital in the context
of the global system. I briefly highlight two interlock-
ing sites for this analysis: the masculine culture of In-
dian microfinance institutions (MFIs), and the (large-
ly unsuccessful) attempts by them to transform the
subjectivities of women borrowers.

Methods

Between 2011 and 2016, I conducted interviews and
ethnographic work primarily with two leading MFIs
in southern India, which I call Kanchan and Sowbag-
ya. At Kanchan, I focused primarily on optional train-
ing programs for clients. I attended training sessions,
studied training materials extensively, and interviewed
trainers, corporate staft overseeing the training pro-
gram, and borrowers who had experienced the train-
ing alongside a loan from Kanchan. As a point of ped-
agogical interface between MFIs and clients, training
programs are a particularly interesting site at which to
understand the formation of gendered subjectivities.
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In the slums of Bengaluru and Chennai, Sow-
bagya was Kanchan’s biggest competitor. I found that
clients were loyal to Sowbagya. Many women I met
in urban neighborhoods saturated with microfinance
had taken loans from them for years. I made contact
with Sowbagya through their head office and re-
ceived permission to study their lending operations.
Eventually, I also had the opportunity to engage with
their new training program, which ultimately be-
came a competitor of sorts to Kanchan’s, and thus
enhanced my understanding of how MFI-produced
training materials produced new gendered subjec-
tivities. As a part of my work with Sowbagya, I ob-
served client home visits by branch staff and interac-
tions between clients and staft at branch offices, and
I conducted interviews with clients and staft at mul-
tiple levels of the organization. I interviewed em-
ployees ranging from a newly recruited loan officer
to the founder and CEO of the company. The bulk of
my fieldwork in India with Sowbagya and Kanchan
took place in 2011/2012 over the course of six
months.

In 2016, enhanced with greater knowledge and
contacts, I returned to Bengaluru and Chennai to in-
terview C-suite level executives at several other com-
peting MFIs. These interviews gave me a broader view
of the industry as a whole, its history, key players, and
the impact of the changing policy environment on the
experiences of clients and staff alike. In all, I conduct-
ed 122 interviews at every level of the industry with
seven different firms, in addition to the ethnographic
work described above. For the larger project captured
in my book, I also analyzed the policies of the Reserve
Bank of India and conducted additional interviews
with lenders on the peer-to-peer lending platform
Kiva.org. These data sources historicized Indian mi-
crofinance while also providing a transnational per-
spective on the industry.

The masculine culture of
Indian MFIs

Perhaps the first notable gendered power dynamic in
microfinance is that between borrowers and those
who control microfinance programs. Borrowers in In-
dia are over 96 percent women, while men make up 88
percent of microfinance staff (Sa-Dhan 2018). At the
C-suite level of leadership, there are almost no women
in the industry. Although there are women in the up-
per echelons of Indian banking, and there were several
important women involved in creating and imple-
menting programs in Indian microfinance, over time I
found that most of those women were edged out of
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strategic leadership roles as the industry has become
more corporate.

Several educated women leaders in NGOs of-
fered holistic microfinance services to poor women in
the 1990s and early 2000s, including Vinatha Reddy
and Kalpana Sankar. By 2010, the companies that
these women founded had become largely commercial
financial service companies, and the leadership of
these new companies was comprised exclusively of
men.! Many women I interviewed at the corporate of-
fices of MFIs operated within the charitable or corpo-
rate social responsibility functions of their companies,
while the strategic work was consolidated in the hands
of powerful men from privileged backgrounds in
banking and technology. The monopolization of pow-
er by elite men, far from being questioned, was widely
accepted and even praised. In my analysis of newspa-
per reporting on influential MFIs, I found that, with
the exception of occasional scandals accusing MFIs of
exploitative lending, most coverage of individual Indi-
an MFI CEOs was positive, regarding them as benevo-
lent, Gandhi-like figures who had given up more lu-
crative opportunities to serve the poor.?

The masculine culture of microfinance institu-
tions was not just about the disjuncture between lead-
ers and clients. Within MFIs, I found a stark gender
division of labor in which few women had opportuni-
ties to advance. There are several types of workers in
MFIs: field staff who work directly with clients in their
neighborhoods, including loan officers, recruiters, and
trainers; branch staff who work at MFI branches to
handle the disbursement of loans and various branch
services; back-end staff who process customer and
staff data and keep the computerized banking infra-
structure intact; and the corporate staff who work at
the head offices of MFIs that often operate in several
states or across the country. While there is a slightly
higher proportion of women working in back-end and
branch positions, there are few women working as
field staff in MFIs. Working in the field was considered
masculine work because it required mobility through-
out the city or countryside and constant interaction
with clients and their families. Overall, the most re-
cent data show that only about 12 percent of all MFI
staff were women (Sa-Dhan 2018).

While the working-class men I met found op-
portunities to advance within the industry, the women
I met rarely advanced beyond its lowest rungs. One
employer I spoke to even said that she preferred hiring
men as trainers and fieldworkers because they were
less likely to be stymied by childcare or other house-
hold responsibilities that most men do not agree to
shoulder. Ritu, herself a financial analyst who had
been compelled by family circumstances to curb her
career while her children were young, openly said that
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she avoided hiring mothers. Ritu felt that the discourse
of women’s empowerment went too far, keeping her
from giving good opportunities to men. “I know my
boys [men employees] will never go on maternity
leave. We have to accept that women do these things,
however good the reasons may be, the fact is that they
do it ... When an employer says, ‘all things are equal, I
would rather have a guy, which is already happening
from time immemorial ... No, I cannot practice gender
equality, much as I would like to.” The interplay of in-
dividual attitudes, organizational practices, and cul-
tures of class and gender inequality made it almost
impossible for working-class women wishing to work
in the industry to stay in it for long.

In my study of the internal organization of MFIs,
I found expressions of masculinity closely aligned with
what Raewyn Connell has termed hegemonic mascu-
linity, the “institutionalized pattern of masculinity in
the milieu of corporate management [that] involves a
focus on competitive achievement and a certain ruth-
lessness in achieving personal and corporate goals”
(Connell 2013, 92). The focus on profit and growth by
increasing interest rates and loan sizes, even to the
detriment of clients, was legitimated through gendered
extraction. The women clients being served were con-
structed as needy and grateful, while women workers
were understood as benevolent but unreliable. Privi-
leged men, on the other hand, were presumed to be
service-oriented, even when their actions were exploit-
ative. Working-class men, in contrast, enjoyed some
level of mobility within organizations, a topic that I ex-
plore in detail in my book. Not only was financial value
extracted from the bottom of the class and gender hier-
archy to the top, but symbolic value was extracted too,
as women’s enactments of gratitude and neediness, and
in other cases success, legitimate the organizations that
bring them commercial financial services.

The MFI environment reproduced masculine
cultures of finance found around the world, while ar-
ticulating that environment in a locally relevant way.
That successful articulation of gender and class has al-
lowed MFIs to be profitable and run smoothly. But
how did global understandings of women’s empower-
ment, entrepreneurship, and poverty impact how In-
dian MFIs viewed their own clients?

Producing gendered subjectivities

My study centrally focused on training offered to
women clients and in particular on a set of training
sessions that a US-based MFI’s branch office in Benga-
luru translated and adapted for the Indian MFI part-
ner Kanchan. Although culturally adapted in terms of
dress, language, and in some cases cultural references,
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the training transmitted the same message to poor and
working-class clients in India as it did in Latin Amer-
ica, where this training had circulated for over a de-
cade: women should “manage” themselves and their
time, identify as entrepreneurs, and start small, home-
based businesses that could provide additional income
for their families. I identify this constellation of im-
peratives as the ideology of working motherhood. The
ideology of working motherhood shored up women’s
primary roles as care providers but also encouraged
them to earn a wage at the bottom of the labor market,
ideally combining waged work or entrepreneurship
with caring for the family. This message was particu-
larly strong in Kanchan’s training, but I found a simi-
lar message in another training program I studied car-
ried out through Sowbaya (Radhakrishnan 2018).

The women clients I observed responded am-
bivalently to messages that asked them to rethink their
identities as mothers and women; the ideology of
working motherhood failed to resonate with most,
who aspired to stable jobs outside the home while still
being able to care for their children. When the mes-
sage of working motherhood did resonate, it was often
among the most privileged clients, who were relatively
more educated than their peers and had access to oth-
er forms of income and capital. These privileges al-
lowed them to take entrepreneurial risks. The cultural
adaptation and translation of empowerment ideolo-
gies, then, did not necessarily effectively funnel global
understandings of empowerment to local women.
Rather, when MFIs carried out the acts of cultural ad-
aptation and then subsequent presentation to poor
women clients, they were able to improve their own
reputation and shore up their legitimacy, both to local
and global audiences.

On one particularly hot afternoon outside a
large city in Tamil Nadu, a Kanchan trainer screened a
video to women clients featuring a dancer in classical
Bharatanatyam regalia. Set to instrumental music, the
dancer mimed the daily tasks of an Indian housewife,
including sweeping, making beds, caring for children,
and running a store. The dance, adapted from a story
about a ballet dancer in the Latin American version of
the same training program, was meant to model per-
sistence in a culturally relevant way for clients. It was
meant to inspire clients to consider the idea that they
were capable of doing housework, caring for children,
and earning income from an entrepreneurial venture.
But most of the audience did not understand the mi-
metic language of Bharatanatyam, which is more pop-
ular among upper-class groups.

At the end of the film, Nandini, the trainer,
asked the audience what the message of the film was.
After a long silence, a woman in the group admitted,
“we did not understand the film, madam. You must
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tell us what it meant.” Nandini explained the message
in detail, and the gathered women nodded along but
did not seem convinced of the message, judging from
the subsequent discussion. After the training, I asked
the women attending whether they found it useful,
and the responses were lukewarm. As Kamala, a con-
struction worker, put it, “all this is not for me.”

During this training session, men from the local
branch office were circled just outside, watching the
women watching the video. These men were involved
with Kanchan’s lending operations and were impressed
simply by the existence of the film. Even my research
assistant and I were part of the spectacle. The very fact
of the training affirmed the company’s commitment to
corporate social responsibility, and allowed for photo
ops of women clients receiving world class training in
a culturally relevant mode. The actual relevance of the
film to clients’ lives, however, was never a point of
concern in company-wide discussions with upper
management that I participated in. On the contrary,
leaders involved in implementing the training insisted
on the relevance and importance of the training, often
drawing upon globalized tropes of the capable, entre-
preneurial Third World woman, even in the face of ev-
idence to the contrary with their own clients.

The uneven implementation of training for
microfinance clients further highlights both the cen-
trality of gender and class-based extraction in making
microfinance work smoothly. Poor and working-class
women clients give up their precious time for training
that is not designed with their specific interests and
needs in mind. Yet, working-class women’s own mean-
ings for their lives are resilient, even in the face of
pressure to conform to ideologies dictated by decon-
textualized, racialized understandings of Third World
femininity.

Conclusion

Local and global understandings of masculinity and
femininity play a central role in the smooth function-
ing of the commercial microfinance institutions I in-
vestigated in India. Although scholars have previously
noted some of the exploitative aspects of microfinance,
they have tended to ignore the structural aspects of
gender and class that the everyday operations of loan
disbursal and repayment rely upon. My research un-
derscores the importance of constructions of gender
in constituting and legitimating the exploitative char-
acter of Indias commercial microfinance industry.
Vulnerable women face a complex financial ecosystem
in which they must manage the terms of many com-
peting products and forge a viable livelihood. Within
the context of few social, economic, or political enti-
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tlements, access to loans at high interest rates and re-
strictive terms may, for many, provide a lifeline
through which women clients can access a greater lev-
el of economic stability for their families. As a result,
women clients may appear grateful for the services of
MFIs and feel indebted to the privileged men who run
them, who are otherwise highly praised within Indian
society for their service to the poor. Attention to gen-
dered constructions and the legitimization of ex-
tractive masculinity allows us to better understand the
inaccuracy of these constructions. Privileged men in
MFIs enjoy disproportionate rewards that follow a
corporate rather than a non-profit or state-provided
service logic, even though they are, in effect, providing
financial services that the government should be pro-
viding to all its citizens at a reasonable cost. In con-
trast, working-class women clients pay exorbitant in-
terest rates despite timely repayment, attend training
that is not designed to meet their needs, and perform
gratitude through polite gestures of deference to social
superiors without necessarily receiving any long-term
benefit.

I have also shown, however, that the exploitative
dynamic at the core of microfinance’s social and eco-
nomic functioning is limited when MFIs attempt to
produce new gendered subjectivities among clients,

Endnotes

1 In the formal banking sector, powerful women leaders such as
Bindu Ananth and Usha Thorat continued to shape the policy
environment, however. Women have long had unique opportuni-
ties for advancement within Indian banks and in the financial
environment in India more broadly, though their presence has
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The volume “Com-
petition. What it
is and why it hap-
pens,” edited by
Stefan Arora-Jons-
son, Nils Bruns-
son, Raimund Has-
se, and Katarina
Lagerstrom, is an inspiring contri-
bution to the conceptual discus-
sion of competition in the social
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sciences and beyond. Drawing
from contributions to two con-
ferences, dating back to 2017 and
2019, it unites a wide range of
empirical studies from disciplines
such as sociology, anthropology,
management and organization
studies, accounting, educational
studies, and philosophy, which
are framed by a strong theoretical
introduction and conclusion cen-
tred around the question of how
precisely competition emerges.
This constructivist approach,
which, instead of taking compe-
tition for granted, directs its at-
tention towards the elements and
processes leading to the establish-
ment and maintenance of compe-
tition in specific contexts, intro-
duces an interesting shift of focus
in the current literature on com-
petition which is, in wide parts,
dominated by discussions regard-
ing the effects of competition and
competitization. In social science
literature on competition, a con-
structivist approach is, of course,
not entirely new. However, this
volume adds a very precise con-
ceptualization of competition to
the debate and illustrates how
this can be studied empirically.
The theoretical foundation
of the volume is laid by Stefan
Arora-Jonsson, Nils Brunsson,
and Raimund Hasse in their in-
troduction, but their constructiv-
ist conceptualization of competi-
tion is further expanded through
other empirical-theoretical con-
tributions in the book. In an at-
tempt to develop an alternative
to existing theoretical approaches
from economics, management,
and sociology that tend to neglect
the origins of competition, the
editors put emphasis on the con-
structed nature of competition
and propose understanding com-
petition as a particular relation-
ship in which “a focal actor desires
something that this actor perceives
as scarce, because of a belief that
other actors have the same desire”
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(p- 12, original emphasis). The
question of how actors, their re-
lationship, scarcity, and desire as
the key elements of competition
may or may not connect is taken
up in the next chapter in which
Daniel Sands, Gino Cattani, Jo-
seph Porac, and Jason Greenberg
discuss how market boundaries
are “continuously defined, con-
tested, and redefined” (p. 26).
Complementing analytical per-
spectives from economic as well
as organizational literature with
a sense-making approach in the
analysis of competition between
restaurants in New York City, they
show that there are considerable
differences between the compet-
itive relationships perceived and
constructed by the competitors
themselves and descriptions of
competitive relationships in the
tield based on the other factors
such as formal overlap of menus
and prices. This points to the
constructed nature of competi-
tion that cannot be described in a
single objective manner.

The following two chap-
ters develop theoretical ideas
on how precisely competition
arises. Using the examples of
Christmas decorations and fash-
ion, Patrik Aspers analyses cases
in which competition emerges
spontaneously and unintendedly
through a process which he calls
“mutual adjustment of actors”
(p. 49). Although he describes
this kind of competition in op-
position to organized forms of
competition, he also shows how
competition by mutual adjust-
ment can become intertwined
with these. The aspect of organi-
zation is further developed in an-
other chapter by Arora-Jonsson,
Brunsson, and Hasse who state
that specific modern institutions,
such as a globalised economic or-
der, a social order characterized
by options for social mobility,
or the evocation of new desires
in consumption, promote the key
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elements of competition. How-
ever, for competition to emerge,
the authors argue, organizational
efforts may be needed. Extending
Simmel’s classic triad of two com-
peting parties and a third adjudi-
cating party, they bring into play
a so-called fourth party that is re-
sponsible for decisions regarding
membership, rules, monitoring,
and sanctions, but in some cases
also needs to establish some of the
missing elements of competition.
This process is, however, far from
straightforward: Sometimes com-
petition arises from organization
as a side-effect and very often dif-
ferent actors involved in the con-
struction of competition, e.g. com-
petitors, third parties and fourth
parties, do not agree on whether a
situation is competitive or not.
Altogether, the contribu-
tions to the volume examine com-
petition in a variety of empirical
fields, reflecting the book’s basic
approach that competition cannot
be reduced to economic markets.
The thematic focus is on competi-
tion in the field of education, both
between schools (chapter 5) and
between students (chapters 6 and
10), on the role of competition
within organizations such as mul-
tinational corporations (chapters
11 and 12), and between organiza-
tions and companies in the fields
of gastronomy (chapter 2), food
waste (chapter 7), and auditing
(chapter 8). Other areas in which
competition is studied include top-
ics as diverse as Christmas decora-
tions (chapter 3), fashion (chap-
ter 3), sports (chapter 6), financial
journalism (chapter 9), and a DIY
(do-it-yourself) biology communi-
ty project participating in a contest
(chapter 9). While the chapters all
follow the book’s pivotal idea that
competition must be constructed
through a variety of efforts and
even then does not necessarily
work, some chapters apply this
approach more convincingly than
others. Although the emphasis on
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the construction of competition
reasonably leads to empirical cases
where competition is not yet or no
longer established, in some cases it
remains unclear why the situations
described should be understood as
competition at all.

We want to single out just
one chapter that applies the basic
concept of the volume in an excel-
lent way and thus illustrates the
usefulness of the approach - Seren
Christensen and Hanne Knudsen’s
contribution on The organization
of competition and non-competition
in schools. The authors are interest-
ed in competition in the classroom
and how teachers try to enforce but
also to reduce competition. While
competition is one of the oldest
techniques for reinforcing learn-
ing in schools and played an essen-
tial role throughout the history of
(Western) education, the purpose
of teaching was reconceived after
WWIIL Students should be ed-
ucated into democratic citizens
capable of cooperation, dialogue,
and mutual understanding and no
longer compete against each other.
Today the situation is again differ-
ent: While the primary concern of
education is to maximize learning,
the role of competition in achiev-
ing this goal is somewhat unclear.
Christensen and Knudsen pursue
this question based on a study in
a contemporary Danish classroom.
Using the example of an education-
al computer game, they show how
competition could be strengthened
by introducing a class wide rank-
ing system, which made the for-
mer individual playing for rewards
of the game (stars and trophies)
a social concern. Nevertheless,
the ranking system did not result
in full-fledged competition since
the teacher did not reward higher
ranking with more recognition.
Instead, students could decide if
they wanted to compete or con-
centrate on their individual learn-
ing. By recognizing these different
ways of relating to a concrete form
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of competition, the chapter shows
exemplarily how competition is
constructed and how this process
is characterized by ambivalence
and unpredictability and is embed-
ded in a historical context.

At the end of the volume,
the editors synthesize the results of
the empirically oriented chapters
in a very useful way. They discuss
how competition is constructed
in the cases presented and point
out that competition often re-
lies on (already) institutionalized
foundations such as modern no-
tions of actorhood. While in many
cases competition is the result of
organizational efforts, in others
competition is an unintended out-
come. Sometimes it might even
be difficult to avoid competition.
The editors also emphasize that
there might be multiple types of
competition for different kinds of
goods simultaneously, an “ecology
of competitions” (p. 224), and that
there might be trade-offs between
them. As in the introduction, they
point to asymmetries in construc-
tion of competition between the
actors involved, be they compet-
itors, third parties, or fourth par-
ties. Moreover, they address possi-
ble consequences of competition,
such as the attraction of attention
as a social drama, the neglect of
goals other than winning the com-
petition, the loss of autonomy or
the weakening, but also the rein-
forcement, of conflicts. Finally, the
authors emphasize that it seems
more difficult to eliminate compe-
tition than to introduce it.

In sum, the volume is a valu-
able addition to competition re-
search. It is not only a collection of
contributions on a widely defined
common issue, but rather a fruitful
discussion of a phenomenon and a
theoretical approach to this topic
from different perspectives that are
well linked to each other and de-
velop the approach further. In par-
ticular, the distinction of a fourth
actor should be emphasized, which
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is a helpful contribution that allows
for greater accuracy in the analysis
of competitive constellations. The
downside of the volume’s coher-
ence is that it leaves little room for
a critical discussion of the theoret-
ical foundation and most contri-
butions adopt it as a common base
that is partly expanded, but not
really challenged in itself. For ex-
ample, it should be noted that the
volume takes a specific approach
to the constructedness of competi-
tion that pays little attention to the
material aspects of construction,
as do, for example, the authors of
the performativity approach, who
analyse the materiality of mar-
ket competition. Interestingly, the
book’s claim that the discussion of
competition beyond the economic
realm is a novel approach can be
questioned when looking at a num-
ber of recent publications from the
fields of cultural anthropology, his-
tory, or sociology, e.g. in the Ger-
man-speaking context (Biirkert et
al. 2019; Jessen 2014), which deal
with competition in a wide range
of non-economic contexts. In any
case, the volume is an interesting
step towards a well-founded theo-
retical discussion of an important
phenomenon.
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Reading the intro-
duction of Charles
Camic’s Veblen may
leave an aftertaste
of label fraud. To
many sociologists
- and particularly
many economic
sociologists — Thorstein Veblen is
one of the canonized classics of the
discipline. While written by a so-
ciologist, Veblen deals with Veblen
as a research subject, not with Ve-
blen’s output as part of sociology’s
theoretical toolkit. A second obvi-
ous classification — that this must
be a biography, then, written by a
sociologist - is also slightly mis-
leading. After all, the book leaves
out the genre-typical deep detours
into the influential thinker’s pri-
vate and romantic life as well as his
last twenty-five years.

Veblen: The Making of an
Economist Who Unmade Econom-
ics instead is a masterful piece
in the sociologies of knowledge,
ideas, and science. Camic’s aim is
to provide a historical reconstruc-
tion of the social constitution of
Thorstein Veblen as a resourceful
knowledge maker and innovator,
embedded in his social environ-
ment, time, and place.

The theoretical argument
underlying this historical account
relies heavily on what the book
calls knowledge-making practices.
By tracing him through the emerg-
ing American research university
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system and economics field, Cam-
ic demonstrates how Thorstein
Veblen acquired the intellectual
tools to materialize as the icon-
oclastic scholar and social critic
that became canonized in the
20th century. The mechanism of
practice acquisition is called rep-
etition-with-variation. In different
contexts, knowledge domains, in-
stitutions and academic relation-
ships, Veblen was confronted with
a core set of intellectual practices,
incrementally  solidifying into
what Camic calls an “academic
second nature, which the budding
knowledge maker increasingly
takes for granted as the right way
to construct knowledge, regardless
of the problem at hand” (p. 41, em-
phasis added.)

The major opponent of Cam-
ic’s account is the long-standing
theory of Veblen’s scholarly style
as emerging from his outsider po-
sition in turn-of-century academia
and U.S. society more broadly. The
portrayal of the outcast Norwegian
immigrant, developing a sharp eye
for the idiocy of his “host society’s”
mores, has emerged in the 1930s
and rarely been fact-checked.
Camic calls this type of explana-
tion overhang narrative and finds
it in a range of important biogra-
phies. He challenges it by demon-
strating how much of an academ-
ic “insider” Veblen was, working
with many of the most influential
thinkers of the time, and by tracing
how core styles of Veblen’s thought
were omnipresent in his environ-
ment.

The book consists of six
major empirical chapters, sand-
wiched by a programmatic intro-
duction and theoretical chapter
and a brief conclusion mainly
dealing with Veblen’s later years
and legacy. The empirical chap-
ters seamlessly switch between
representations of Veblen’s per-
sonal life, educational and pro-
fessional journey, and the devel-
opment of American society and
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thought. The ease of presentation
and breadth of information alone
makes Veblen a joy to read. Espe-
cially the reconstructions of edu-
cational experiences is of impres-
sive depth and detail, down to
individual syllabi and class notes.

Chapter 3 sketches the histo-
ry of the Veblens’ immigration to
the U.S. and family life as North-
western farmers. It quickly moves
on to Thorstein Veblen’s years in
school and at the just-established
nearby Carleton College, where
Veblen studied extensively with
Germany-trained economist John
Bates Clark. Camic outlines how
studying the classics brought stu-
dents into contact with confron-
tational intellectual styles as well
as historical thinking. Moreover,
Carleton brought Veblen, an ex-
ceptionally good student, to study
the professionalizing natural sci-
ences and emerging evolutionary
thinking. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 trace
Veblens educational trajectory
through Carleton, a brief teaching
stay in Madison, Johns Hopkins,
and Yale University.

While increasingly zero-
ing in on philosophy and political
economy as intellectual foci, Ve-
blen came into extensive contact
with some of the country’s most
influential intellectuals. As Camic
points out, many of the “Veblenite”
features of Veblen the later think-
er were in circulation at these
young institutions: the valuing of
the creation of new knowledge, a
historical mode of thinking about
economy and society, evolutionary
conceptions of institutional devel-
opment, a confrontational mode of
thinking and arguing, and the rou-
tine distinction between socially
productive and unproductive ac-
tivities.

Potentially the most infor-
mative of the book, chapter 7 trac-
es Veblen’s route through Cornell
University, where he went for a
second PhD, towards a teaching
position at the newly established
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University of Chicago. Camic
demonstrates how Veblen transi-
tioned to becoming a profession-
al knowledge producer at Chi-
cago, for the time being working
between the factions of the early
American economics profession’s
infighting. Chapter 8 shows how
Veblen put his acquired practic-
es to use to intervene in the field,
produce “economic theory, and
launch attacks on received wis-
dom. Focusing Theory of the Lei-
sure Class and Theory of Business
Enterprise, Camic argues that Ve-
blen’s capabilities for becoming a
leading academic and social critic
should be understood as the result
of thousands of hours of layered
practical experiences.

Veblen: The Making of an
Economist Who Unmade Econom-
ics has been extensively reviewed
as a biographical treatise. A casual
survey of these reviews suggests a
generally very favorable reception
in this genre. As a piece of his-
torical sociology, Veblen has been
praised as exemplary as it tells
history “from the past” (Andrew
Abbott): it traces the emergence
of Veblen the influential econo-
mist through the contingencies of
his upbringing, rather than select-
ing explanatory episodes from the
vantage point of the final outcome.
I would like to add a third element
of praise that connects to general
social theory and economic so-
ciology. In earlier work, Charles
Camic has been among the major
proponents of recovering the no-
tion of habit from the behaviorist
notion of quasi-automatic routine.
In Camic’s reconstruction, Veblen
emerges as an entrepreneurial,
innovative figure by creatively ap-
plying recombinations of acquired
habits to new problems. Veblen
may be of interest to scholars in
economic sociology investigating
innovation and entrepreneurship
as it outlines a genuinely non-be-
haviorist way to think about the
habitual bases of creativity.
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T Does Brexit rep-

“‘";!“'“l“::j"“":‘ resent one of the

i first electoral vic-

e tories of a new

group of financial

actors seeking to

impose a libertar-

ian-authoritarian

regime on a global scale? Marléne

Benquet and Théo Bourgeron’s

short book answers this question

in the affirmative, using a three-
step approach.

In their first chapter, the au-
thors underline that two-thirds of
the donations made by the finan-
cial sector during the Brexit refer-
endum campaign were directed to-
wards the Leave camp (p. 39). More
precisely, the donations reveal a
confrontation between two distinct
groups of financial institutions
(p. 44-45): the actors of the first
financialization (banks, institu-
tional investors, insurance compa-
nies, etc.) and those of the second
financialization (hedge funds, pri-
vate equity funds, etc.). While the
first group of actors directed their
donations to the Remain campaign
(81 percent), the second group
mainly financed the Leave cam-
paign (79 percent) (p. 48). Among
the donors to the Leave campaign,
a “handful of men” played a deci-
sive role: four hedge fund manag-
ers alone made 55 percent of the
payments to Vote Leave Ltd (p. 50).
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The second chapter of the
book carries out a socio-historical
analysis of the shift between the
two regimes of financialization.
The actors of the first regime gained
a prominent position during the
wave of financial deregulation in
the 1980s, driven in particular by
the Delors Commission. However,
this “political regime of financial
accumulation” (p. 13) was quick-
ly weakened by the emergence of
new financial practices in the US
and competition from tax havens.
These pressures pushed the actors
of the City of London to find new
ways to increase their profits, lead-
ing to the development of a “sec-
ond finance,” of which hedge funds
are the emblematic representa-
tives. However, the growth of these
new financial institutions suddenly
slowed down from 2008 onwards,
following the financial re-regula-
tion measures taken by the Euro-
pean authorities in response to the
financial crisis. In reaction, the ac-
tors of the second financialization
then sought to sever their ties with
both the UK political authorities
and the “neo-liberalism” of the Eu-
ropean Union, which had become
too constraining (p. 72).

In the third chapter, the
authors build on these observa-
tions by arguing that the accu-
mulation regime of the neoliberal
EU is gradually being replaced by
an authoritarian libertarian re-
gime. Moreover, according to the
authors, the elections of Donald
Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, and Vik-
tor Orban are victories for these
actors of the second financial-
ization, who seek to emancipate
themselves from the institutional
architecture of neoliberal regimes.
The doctrine promoted within this
new ecosystem is that of economic
libertarianism, whose political side
is authoritarian. This combina-
tion makes it possible to curb any
democratic demands that would
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oppose pushing financialization
further into economic sectors that
do not yet follow such logics, such
as the National Health Service or
ecosystems. According to the au-
thors, these new dominant elites
dare to emancipate themselves
from democratic logics because
there are no other credible elites
competing with them for power
(p. 125). In fact, the actors of this
new political regime of accumula-
tion would no longer even bother
with the democratic illusio to legit-
imize their domination. They are
then supposed to follow a “kind of
elite survivalist ideology or nihil-
istic hedonism” (p. 135), whereby
they would enjoy the material life
of this world before it collapses.

The paradox raised by the
authors at the beginning of their
book is stimulating and intrigu-
ing: Why are some City players
committed to Brexit when it might
weaken their financial profits? The
analysis of the financing of the
Leave campaign and its ecosys-
tem is clear and compelling, and
provides stimulating insights into
the struggles within UK financial
capitalism. However, the explana-
tions put forward by the authors to
address this paradox are not based
on sufficiently robust empirical
material and do not address many
of the current debates in political
economy.

First, the distinction made
between two groups of financial
actors, supposedly representing
two moments of financialization, is
questionable. Indeed, since at least
the beginning of the 1990s, finan-
cial innovation and deregulation
have led to a growing interconnec-
tion between regular banking insti-
tutions and shadow banking (Ga-
borand Ban, 2016, Tooze 2018). For
example, the first signs of the 2007
financial crisis materialized when
one large universal bank, BNP Pa-
ribas, froze three of its associated
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hedge funds that were heavily ex-
posed to subprime. Furthermore,
some of the choices made by the
authors are questionable: “passive”
investment funds, such as Black-
Rock or Vanguard, are classified
among the losers of the first finan-
cialization, whereas many studies
emphasize that they were the main
winners of the post-crisis period
(Fichtner et al., 2017).

Second, the authors lack
coherence in their analysis of the
effects of European economic in-
tegration, which initially led to
the deregulation of the financial
systems and then, after 2007, to
the divorce of the City’s players be-
cause of re-regulatory initiatives.
However, the sources of financial-
ization are as much national as su-
pranational (Lemoine, 2016) and
financial re-regulation has been
less intense on the European conti-
nent than in the UK (James, 2018).

Third, the authors claim the
existence of a causal link between
the electoral victories of “libertar-
ian-authoritarian” actors and the
desires of financial actors for a
change of political regime, without
much caution. In fact, the recip-
rocal influence of economic and
non-economic factors on voting
for far right-wing nativist par-
ties is not really addressed, even
though these issues form the core
of a growing and vibrant research
agenda (Berman, 2021). Moreover,
the authors do not provide data,
nor do they refer to other empir-
ical work, on the possible links
between the actors of the second
financialization and the electoral
campaigns of Trump, Bolsonaro,
or Orban.

In sum, while the book is
convincing in the core of its anal-
ysis of the financing of the Brexit,
the thesis of the replacement of the
neoliberal regime by an authori-
tarian libertarian regime remain to
be demonstrated.
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Endnote

1 This review was originally published in
French in the Revue frangaise de science
politique 71 (4), 627-628 (2021).
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