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1
Introduction: Fashion Work,  

Precarious Labor, and Women 
Designers in Shanzhai Culture

Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.
–Charles Caleb Colton, Lacon: Or Many Things in a Few Words

One of the traditions for the Chinese celebration of the Lunar New Year 
is that families gather for a reunion dinner and watch the annual Spring 
Festival Gala, a state-sponsored variety show broadcast on China Central 
Television (CCTV). The closest American equivalent to this event in 
popularity is the Super Bowl. For 27 years, the gala has been a dominant 
cultural force on the government’s flagship TV channel, a venue for 
movie stars and popular singers and the choreography of hundreds of 
professional performers—and for high-ranking political figures seated 
in the front rows who will be filmed in close-up against the backdrop of 
the pageantry. A competing event seemed unthinkable until, in 2009, a 
strikingly fresh New Year Show appeared as if from thin air on the same 
night as the CCTV event that featured, not celebrities, but ordinary 
people who had recorded amateur dancing, singing, and other per-
formances with hand-held cameras for broadcast online. The copycat 
show stood out for its embrace of the improvisational do-it-yourself 
(DIY) ethic, its creative spirit, and its rejection of authorities and stars, 
and it gained enormous publicity in China and beyond. The Wall Street 
Journal described the show as a high point of a peculiar kind of copycat 
culture in China known as Shanzhai and as an expression of a certain 
kind of creativity, ingenuity, rebellion, and resistance to the dominant 
cultural values associated with the gala, concluding that “imitation is the 
sincerest form of rebellion” (Canaves & Ye, 2009). In fact, the Shanzhai 
phenomenon is widespread in China early in the twenty-first century, to 
the point that it can shed considerable light on the country’s changing 
cultural landscape. 
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A neologism in Chinese, Shanzhai literally means “mountain strong-
holds” and evokes images of treks into the wildness, risk-taking, and 
even a sort of Robin Hood ethos. Shanzhai also carries a strong conno-
tation of subalternity, with the savageness, cruelty, and rebelliousness of 
the participants serving as symbols of resistance to the dominant group 
(Hennessey, 2012). In contemporary China, Shanzhai is a well-known 
term for counterfeit goods and copies, having been originally associated 
with counterfeit cellphones produced by networks of local and regional 
entrepreneurs (Lin, 2011). These phones come in a variety of colors 
and shapes and often offer features that even high-end name-brand 
phones lack, such as mp3/mp4 players, radio and television capabilities, 
LED lights, dual SIM card support, long stand-by times, and multiple 
speakers.1 The distinctive features of these devices, together with their 
affordability, have made them especially popular among working-class 
migrants in China. From these practices of copying cellphones, the 
meaning of the term Shanzhai has expanded so that it now covers a wide 
range of copycat phenomena. 

This book explores the Shanzhai phenomenon in the context of the 
fashion world by telling the stories of a group of women who have par-
ticipated actively in the practices of appropriating name-brand products 
to create their own designs and selling them at reduced cost on digital 
platforms to local consumers. The activities of these women consti-
tute what I call “Shanzhai fashion,” making them “Shanzhai designers” 
dedicated to a very specific kind of copying than the term information 
technology is often associated with. I use the gendered noun in speaking 
of these designers advisedly, for Shanzhai fashion is largely a women’s 
undertaking. Most of its practitioners can be described as “fashionis-
tas”—devoted followers of fashion—who are eager to share their fashion 
knowledge and experience with others. Few have any professional 
training in fashion design; rather, they have learned by practice as they 
labored to turn a hobby into a profitable business. In producing fashion 
items that range from low- to high-end, these designers look to a broad 
range of brands and markets, including Euro-American brands, regional 
fashion labels from South Korea, Japan, and Thailand, and, on occasion, 
popular domestic lines.

To be sure, the Shanzhai phenomenon has lost some of the novelty 
that it held in the mid-2000s, when China and the world were stunned 
by the advent of almost perfect replicas and creative appropriations of 
name-brand technological devices. However, while Shanzhai practices 
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and products have been constantly in the spotlight ever since, most of 
the existing scholarly work on the subject has considered Shanzhai labor 
largely in regard to men’s ambitions, contributions, and precarity. Thus, 
the dominant overarching discourse has been one of nation-building 
and nation-branding through technological development, digital 
expression, innovative resistance, and the creation of a vibrant national 
culture. Working against this discourse, I foreground the pivotal role 
of women in Shanzhai culture in order to reconceptualize in multiple 
dimensions the state of crisis and political potentiality with which it is 
associated. I accordingly focus on the flexibility that women designers 
show in creating Shanzhai fashion products while constantly facing 
risks and being subjected to regulations while remaining unacknowl-
edged by and excluded from both state ideology and popular discourse 
about techno-utopias and national development. The fashion work 
and Shanzhai practice of these women is inherently intersectional, for 
it resides at the boundaries between legitimate and illegitimate and 
between creativity and imitation; they are interlopers in China’s creative 
industries. 

More specifically, the labor of women designers in Shanzhai fashion 
exemplifies the precarious creativity embedded in the ongoing cultural 
transformation of production and consumption in China. Precarious 
creativity is a condition in which individuals aspire to acquire a certain 
level of autonomy over the cultural content and products that they create 
in the face of constraints of uncertainty and insecurity within the broader 
cultural environment (Berlant, 2011; Curtin & Sanson, 2016; McRobbie, 
2011). 

I accordingly conceptualize women’s labor in Shanzhai fashion here 
as a specific kind of digital labor or what Tiziana Terranova (2000) has 
called the “free labor” that individuals contribute to and get pleasure from 
the digital economy in both material and immaterial terms. Shanzhai 
women designers are versatile; they make fashion copies of clothes 
and accessories—tangible, material, physical products—and, at the 
same time, generate and circulate fashion information and knowledge 
through posting, sharing, instant messaging, and vlogging—all of which 
are intangible, digital, and immaterial outcomes of Shanzhai practice. 
Shanzhai is, in addition, a business for these women, who need to take 
into account resource management, market competition, and industrial 
regulations, which in turn call for the input of even more labor in the 
form of business meetings, factory visits, scouting of locations for pho-
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toshoots, infrastructure maintenance, customer service, logistics, and so 
on—further efforts that, while they do not necessarily generate physical 
products, remain indispensable to the fashion industry in particular and 
the digital economy in general. Digital labor, as I approach the phenom-
enon in this book, is both a significant feature of the digital economy 
in which short-term work and self-employment often dominate and an 
important but unacknowledged source of capital accumulation. Par-
ticularly, women’s digital labor of this sort exemplifies the gendered 
experience of precarity in creative cultural work. These women, in the 
active production of cultural artifacts, grapple with the autonomy of 
creativity while remaining unacknowledged and marginalized both in 
conventional Shanzhai discourse and by the state. 

In order to establish the context for my exploration of the work that 
these women contribute to the larger fashion value chain, I offer a 
journey through the burgeoning Shanzhai fashion industry from their 
perspectives.

DESIGN AND COPY:  
THE SHANZHAI FASHION INDUSTRIAL VALUE CHAIN

The production of Shanzhai fashion includes several steps. During the 
initial stages, women designers, working individually, determine the 
preferred style of potential customers through online voting; then, in 
light of the voting, they purchase the original product that will serve as 
a template and research the material and aesthetic design. They solicit 
down payments from interested consumers that serve to estimate the 
demand and entitle the consumers to a small discount when purchas-
ing the finished product. Next, the designers make several sample 
versions and modify them until they arrive at the production models, a 
single batch of which usually runs to several hundred. At this point, the 
consumers are asked for full payment and the finished product is shipped 
to them. The whole process usually takes around a month, though in 
some cases longer (especially for winter clothing); occasionally, nothing 
is produced owing to difficulties in obtaining the necessary materials. 
Notably, Shanzhai fashion does not conclude with the purchase of the 
product, in that many consumers share selfies and other life photos as a 
way of commenting on the products after receiving them, a phenome-
non that is so prevalent and appealing to both consumers and designers 
that the latter may offer the former cash incentives to post positive 
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reviews with photos in what is known as a “buyer’s show.” Armed with 
these comments and feedback, designers further adjust their designs in 
response to the market, which in turn leads to another cycle of produc-
tion, consumption, and circulation. In Chapter 3 in particular, I elaborate 
on the production culture of Shanzhai fashion to illustrate how Shanzhai 
fashion remains highly consumer-centric. 

To be clear, these designers and their businesses are part of the large 
and complex Shanzhai fashion industry, which forms a hierarchy. At 
the lower end of the industry are cheap knockoffs produced by apparel 
original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) or factories that offer OEM 
services to transnational fashion powerhouses.2 The brands involved 
include American Apparel, TopShop, ASOS, and H&M; the online shops 
sell the products at low prices and expect rapid turnover. Figure 1.1 shows 
an example of an online shop called Butterfly Bones that is typical of 
such lower-end operations, selling only factory knockoffs and numerous 
fakes from so-called “fast fashion” brands, with which it shares a business 
model based on offering relatively low prices, rapid turnover of designs 
and styles, and large inventories.

Figure 1.1 The online shop Butterfly Bones’ American Apparel knockoff, with 
a price approximated at ¥49.99

Note: The conversion rate for Chinese yuan to US dollars was approximately 6.4 to 1 at 
the time the research was done in mid-2016.
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Some stores have advertised their products as what are called in 
Chinese yuandan (原单) or waimao (外贸), products that come from the 
same batch ordered by the established fashion companies. The two terms, 
often used interchangeably or in combination as waimaoyuandan, refer 
to the leftovers of name-brand products, which are sometimes treated as 
off-brand fakes or counterfeits with no brand because they have failed to 
meet quality control standards or were produced from surplus original 
materials. These yuandan or waimao products, then, trace back to the 
originals; they are limited in number and sold at prices slightly higher 
than those of the “pure” knockoffs but significantly lower than those 
of the originals. Notably, these self-proclaimed leftovers are sometimes 
created as part of marketing strategies: they are meant to draw market 
share from copies and fakes. Figure 1.2 shows an offering in an online 
shoe store, Huihui Large Size Shoes (HLSS), of Russian waimao shoes 
for ¥29.90.

Moving up the industry, greater creativity is evident as women 
designers develop their own lines of products rather than marketing 
goods from garment factories. A general observation of the mid- to 
high-end fashions makes clear that the prices are proportional to 
the attention devoted to the design, though all of these goods are the 
products of similar Shanzhai processes. 

Figure 1.2 Huihui Large Size Shoes’ listing for a pair of Russian waimao shoes
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The businesses of some of these designers combine self-designed 
Shanzhai products and fast fashion, in that they sell both their own copies 
of high-fashion labels and merchandise knockoffs offered by OEMs. 
Figure 1.3 shows a winter dress that the designer Wanzi ordered from a 
Shanzhai-oriented factory and sold for ¥269. Wanzi told her consumers 
that the dress was a copy of a luxury brand and that the factory had made 
several modifications that she demanded, changing the sleeveless design 
to half-sleeved for a fall-winter wardrobe, enlarging the collar to make it 
more comfortable, and providing a petite option. 

Women designers usually compare the original product to the 
Shanzhai version during the copying process and regularly update their 
customers about what is new in their copies. Sometimes, though, these 
designers, rather than juxtaposing the original and the copy or mention-
ing the Shanzhai process in their product description, market their own 
brands and highlight the creative aspect of their designs. For example, 
Figure 1.4 shows a shirtdress offered by the online celebrity designer 
Daxi in her 2015 fall collection costing ¥198. The pattern of the fabric 
is strikingly similar to Burberry’s iconic oversize check pattern, but the 
design seems to be her own invention intended for a fashion-forward 
persona.3 In the product description, she said that she had attempted to 

Figure 1.3 Wanzi’s modified version of a name-brand dress
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convey a feeling of the British aristocracy through the dress through a 
retro style of gentleness, suaveness, elegance, and femininity. 

The category of “Shanzhai women designers” is, then, fragmented and 
multi-dimensional and at times seems to harbor contradictory impulses, 
for example in the coexistence of the ethics of creativity and copying 
that is explored in Chapter 4. The unifying theme of Shanzhai fashion 
is the individual spirit of “creating one’s own version of things” that 
endows cultural production with self-expression through the creation of 
both knowledge and value. Shanzhai women designers, especially those 
selling high-end products and their businesses, represent only a portion 
of the Shanzhai industry, but they serve as its trend-setters. In their 
practices, they straddle the boundary between creativity in conformity 
to a legitimate global intellectual property rights (IPR) system and the 
imitation that is inherent in all fashion design. 

Because women designers serve as points of contact for all of the 
other participants in Shanzhai fashion as the crucial link among pro-
duction, circulation, and consumption, my focus in this book remains 
on women who have run Shanzhai fashion businesses. However, I have 
also encountered numerous other actors, such as global fashion buyers, 
shop owners, online celebrities, customer service staff, garment factory 
workers, retailers, and Shanzhai fan bases/consumers in the Shanzhai 

Figure 1.4 Daxi’s self-designed dress inspired by Burberry with its classic 
oversize check pattern 
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fashion industry. These participants also contribute significant labor and 
creativity to the booming industry. 

The women depicted here ran what were often essentially single-person 
operations, acting simultaneously as managers, buyers, designers, clerks, 
retailers, and even, in some cases, as online celebrities. They embraced an 
entrepreneurial DIY spirit, aspiring to the glamor, fantasy, cosmopolitan-
ism, and status associated with transnational consumerism and fashion 
awareness. In order to create copies of fashions through appropriation, 
modification, and innovation, these women actively monitored noto-
riously fickle global fashion trends, consumed high-fashion products, 
maintained contacts with garment factories, established and networked 
with their consumers, sustained their popularity through social media, 
and remained alert to the political and economic climate, especially with 
regard to e-commerce policies and rules. 

Unlike technological Shanzhai products, a Shanzhai fashion brand 
cannot become one of the legitimate brands that are pervasive in daily 
life because its position in the gray market lacks visibility. Shanzhai 
fashion businesses, then, inhabit a liminal space in a creative industry, a 
situation that reflects both the gendered and the techno-utopian dimen-
sions of Shanzhai culture. While women designers have been pushing 
the limits of copycat production, engaging in self-branding, and aspiring 
to the success of such established Shanzhai brands as the electronics firm 
Xiaomi, none has been recognized as a conventional successful business 
in the digital economy. It is precisely because they are confined to this 
gray area that these women’s creative activities are characterized by great 
precarity as well as great potential.

SHANZHAI CULTURE, GENDERED LABOR, AND THE CHINESE 
DREAM: PRECARIOUS CREATIVITY IN FASHIONING CHINA

Studies of Shanzhai culture have investigated its historical, socio-cultural, 
economic and political origins, manifestations, and impacts from various 
perspectives, recognizing it as a constantly evolving and nonlinear 
process (e.g., Chubb, 2014; Hennessey, 2012). The bulk of scholarship 
also approaches Shanzhai creativity as that of industrial practitioners and 
as a set of appropriative practices dedicated to a user-centric consumer 
market. This mindset appeals to businesses that serve global consumers 
(Tse et al., 2009); more importantly, it positions Shanzhai as a counterfeit, 
subaltern culture that repurposes nationalism in the name of innovative 
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capacity (Ho, 2010; Keane & Zhao, 2012). The Shanzhai phenomenon 
is peculiar in a time when the government intends to appropriate grass-
roots creativity to enhance its market economy.

From the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
the country has evolved radically from a socialist planned economy to 
an effective market-driven one rooted in state control and the official 
rhetoric of “socialism with Chinese characteristics” (Denton, 2014). 
Some scholars and political observers have related China’s economic and 
social changes to the Western neoliberal mode of social development and 
economics since the core practices of deregulation, marketization, and 
privatization have served as the governmentalities in the Chinese reform 
era (Harvey, 2005; Wang, 2004; Zhang & Ong, 2008). However, the result 
of these transformations and changes in the vast terrain of China’s social, 
economic, political, and cultural life has been the liberation and empow-
erment of some sectors of Chinese society at the expense of others that 
have been left behind and traumatized and found cold comfort in Deng’s 
famous declaration, “let some people get rich first” (Shawki, 1997).

Amid the paradox between neoliberalism and national solidarity in 
modern China, Shanzhai seems to offer an alternative to the uncritical 
acceptance of self-discipline, entrepreneurism, privatization, and precar-
iatization. Put another way, in the context of a vibrant ethos of national 
pride and creativity, Shanzhai manifests the affective practice and expe-
rience of globalizing China, which should be unconstrained by Western 
economic, cultural, and political power (Tam, 2014).

Despite acknowledging Shanzhai practice and its grassroots creativity, 
the majority of scholarship on Shanzhai culture has fallen short when it 
comes to providing a dynamic view that transcends the binary opposi-
tion between creativity and copying. An exception is the work of Chang 
(2004), who, while not mentioning Shanzhai specifically, in analyzing 
the production and consumption of high-end copies in East Asia (specif-
ically, fake Louis Vuitton products in Taiwan), drew attention to the fact 
that copies and counterfeits are subject to a global fashion consciousness 
while at the same time subverting global capitalism by appropriating its 
power of dissemination. From this perspective, copying creates not only 
material value but also knowledge and culture.

Similarly, in analyzing the production and consumption of such 
cultural artifacts as television programs, films, cellphones, and various 
petty commodities, Yang (2016) called for an understanding of creativ-
ity in Shanzhai culture as a social and interactive activity corresponding 


