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INTRODUCTION

It’s 2002 and I’m graduating from junior high.

The final weeks of the school year were drawing to a close – as was an important chapter of our lives. We spent the last school days before summer vacation unsupervised in classrooms, discussing the future with the carefree solemnity that masks the insecurities, fears and wordless anticipation of all teenagers embarking on early adulthood.

Much of the talk revolved around our plans for the upcoming summer, the prestigious new schools we were headed to, even extracurricular classes to prepare us for the grueling three years of senior high. And many of us instinctively understood how this transition would test the bonds we’d forged during our tumultuous adolescent years.

Like everyone, I carefully curated my aquamarine yearbook, then coyly shoved it in front of close friends, casual acquaintances, teachers, and the boy I had a crush on. They jotted down their names, hobbies, and horoscopes. Most left phone numbers. But the more trendy amongst them attached a line of digits they called their QQ number.

I had no idea what QQ was – few did back then, when Microsoft Windows was still a clunky, buggy program. PCs were the preserve of the well-to-do, at least in China. Steve Jobs had yet to conceive of the iPhone. Computers were something that we had access to for 40 minutes a week at school – already considered a privilege compared with other students in Beijing, let alone across the country. The dot-com bubble was a vague notion hidden in the foreign section of newspapers. In China, only less than 20 million computers had access to the internet.

I wouldn’t spare a thought for that odd moniker QQ for another two years, as I hunkered down for China’s life-defining university entrance exam, sleeping four hours a day, blocking out everything and anything that didn’t help advance my quiz skills. But as with millions across China, the name QQ gradually, almost insidiously, crept into my consciousness. And it was, in some ways, the only real thing that endured from two decades ago.

The telephone numbers my classmates scribbled hastily in my yearbook are no longer in use. Neither are the multitude of emails that ended in yahoo.com or hotmail.com. What remains is QQ and the company behind it: Tencent.

As a teenager, I had little concept of what life-long connections meant. Nor did I unduly ponder how technology morphs and shapes friendships and bonds. It’s strange to think that the social networks, people and symbols we most associate ourselves with — the basis of our modern-day identities — are so tied up with big tech platforms. And how, when these companies grow outdated, parts of our lives vanish along with them.

Tencent’s entire philosophy is to be a connector. It strives to link content, information and people, helping a billion users build their identities.

Its story is about the struggle to stay relevant, to avoid the fates of the many technology giants that have made way for newer models. This book is about that struggle, and the story of a company whose success eventually threatened its very existence, potentially upsetting the political overlords at home.

It’s a story about a company that many outside China – not unlike much of my junior high class two decades ago – struggle to grasp, years after it overtook Facebook in 2017 to become the fifth largest company in the world.

Little known to people beyond the tech community, Tencent’s sphere of influence extends far beyond its home turf. It reaches the screens of hundreds of millions of global gamers via titles like Fortnite and movie-goers via Hollywood blockbusters like Men in Black: International and Venom.

Backing some of the most popular global goods and services, including Tesla, Reddit, Snapchat and Spotify, it’s the puppet master that merges the functions of WhatsApp, PayPal, Facebook, Uber, Deliveroo, Yahoo, TikTok into one super-app known as WeChat.

Tencent has been one the world’s most powerful companies that few people outside its home turf are aware of.

That’s changing. Amid escalating tensions between China and the US, global audiences are increasingly captivated by the power-brokers in the world’s second-largest economy. From Huawei and Alibaba to artificial intelligence surveillance startups, China’s tech giants have been thrust under the spotlight. Their fate amid a sweeping industry crackdown stemming from President Xi Jinping’s campaign to ‘curb the disorderly expansion of capital’ is even more intriguing.

When I started writing this book, I was inspired by the notion of unearthing the story behind one of China’s biggest entrepreneurial success stories. For years, I’ve heard people lament how China creates the best tech entrepreneurs but few writers bother to document their stories for a global audience – the discourse has swung from pandering ­obsequiousness to casual dismissal, based on the simple notion that their achievements are of no merit because everything is controlled by the ­government. The truth lies somewhere in between.

I wanted to write a book that would open doors to understanding the broader landscape of the rainmakers who uphold China’s startup and venture capital maze, to decode the rising class of magnates underpinned by technology and capital, and more importantly show how technology services run by a presence halfway across the world could affect the lives of people living in Europe and the US. I wanted to document this era before our collective memories got distorted and we missed the opportunity to tell the stories of these entrepreneurial gladiators.

As I progressed on this humbling journey, the narrative for China’s tech industry changed drastically. What we are now facing is a paradigm shift in regulation in China’s political landscape – the government is hell-bent on reining in its biggest tech champions, which have amassed data from more than a billion users. For the Communist Party, ensuring ­stability at home – which entails keeping the rising class of wealthy, tech-savvy moguls in place before their economic aspirations turn political – is ever more pressing as tensions with the US brew.

The more important and interesting question now is: what does it take to be a successful entrepreneur in Xi Jinping’s China?

For years, Tencent flew under the radar by design. Tencent’s billionaire founder Ma Huateng, who goes by the English name ‘Pony’, shies away from media attention. His cordon of communications chieftains have swatted and stonewalled media queries with vehemence in the past. If his arch-nemesis, Alibaba founder Jack Ma (not related), is known for his high-profile, self-aggrandising personality, then Pony Ma has made a career of hiding behind the scenes.

Tracking Pony became something of a sport. It required tracing and chasing him down across cities at conferences and forums, interviewing his cotorie of confidants and conducted hundreds of interviews with Tencent’s executives and staff at a conglomerate that spans gaming, payments and finance, cloud computing, news portals, instant messaging, video and film streaming and production. In the decade that I’ve been writing about China and its bustling internet industry, documenting the rise of Pony Ma has granted me a front-row seat to understanding the unpredictability and ferocity that defines China’s startup landscape.

At its peak, half of China’s ten richest people hailed from the tech scene. Alliances and allegiances change in the blink of an eye, national champions become public enemy No. 1 overnight. To get to the top, a generation of young entrepreneurs have had to cope with the vagaries of a suspicious, if not draconian, government, while spurring on an industry bloodbath by waging all-out war with thousands of headstrong entrepreneurs intent on building the same types of businesses.

It did seem, at one point, that Pony was ready to step out of his shell. In January 2015, when Tencent was on a tear – expanding in everything from finance to gaming and Hollywood and surpassing Amazon in valuation – I sat down with him at Tencent’s headquarters in Hong Kong, along with a small group of select foreign-media reporters.

Slight and bespectacled, Ma walked into the meeting punctually, and sat across a boardroom table so wide, it seemed the sheer scale of it could help deflect unwanted interrogation. The self-conscious Chinese mogul had come a long way since his callow years as a programmer, swapping his unkempt mop of hair with a hard-part comb-over. The meeting was Pony Ma’s way of sharing his ideas about what kept him up at night, where the juggernaut was headed, and to shed light on his empire’s relationship with the Chinese government.

It was also his gambit for greater presence on the global stage. Whether it was whisking in soccer superstars like Lionel Messi to campaign for WeChat, or clandestine negotiations with Elon Musk and Evan Spiegel for stakes in their companies, Tencent one way or another has been able to insert its presence into the tentpoles that uphold Silicon Valley. ‘Internationally, China has become a leader for quite a few mobile internet products and services,’ Pony said1.

At the time, China produced two billionaires every week. The world watched what once was dubbed the Middle Kingdom leap into the digital age in broad brush strokes. Behind the hyperbole of that internet explosion – a thirty-six-fold jump in online population; the birth of one unicorn, or a company worth more than $1 billion, every 3.8 days – there was also a Wall.

The Great Fire Wall of China: one out of three people using the web access it through a filter that obscures Facebook, Twitter, Snap, Instagram, the New York Times and YouTube. In a sense, it’s a parallel ­universe, where nearly a billion people live and thrive – much to Westerners’ surprise – on China’s equivalent of such mainstays. There’s Meituan for Deliveroo, Didi Chuxing for Uber, WeChat for WhatsApp and Facebook. The services often are even better in terms of convenience and design.

That Swiss Army knife of a super-app WeChat is the most deft at merging the functions of all those mentioned above. Domestically WeChat is known as Weixin, and the company has made it a point of emphasising that they operate as two apps within and outside of the mainland. China’s deficit of privacy controls also means its companies and government have an edge when it comes to collecting the data that empowers the algorithms that screen, monitor, name-shame and, sometimes, imprison its citizens.

The dynamics between companies and the authorities are like no other. Way before China began its unprecedented crackdown on the internet sector, I sat down once with an official and talked about the vicissitudes that startups and entrepreneurs endure. ‘No matter what kind of hotshot you are, we will always have a way of showing you who’s boss,’ the person said, making an off-hand remark about Pony Ma. ‘Don’t think because you control a billion users and moved to Singapore or some overseas country that we can’t do anything about you.’

The person then delved into how when regulators felt Tencent needed to be taught a lesson, they would step up censorship efforts, block or shut down web services till the company got the message. The tactics were not always conspicuous. Given WeChat’s overseas ambitions, they would sometimes disrupt its service for overseas users, delaying messages or transactions for just half a minute. ‘That small hold-up is more than enough to drive users crazy and make people ditch the app altogether,’ the person said. ‘That’s how you show them some colour.’

The Wall no longer resides just within China. When Chinese people travel outside of the country, the Wall follows them via their telecom providers. A person using a China Mobile SIM card is barred from roaming on Google even after venturing beyond the country. Authoritarian nations in Africa, Southeast Asia and Russia see the appeal of the model. They too want to create their own intranet.

As the internet splits in two, aligning itself between the American and Chinese models, Tencent’s story offers a window into an alternative vision of what the global online sphere could become. Silicon Valley’s unfettered techno-utopia, once deemed the superior if not sole approach, is now under siege. US President Bill Clinton famously said in 2000 that controlling the internet would be like ‘nailing jello to a wall’, that liberty would spread by cell phone and modem, inviting everyone to ‘imagine how much it could change China’. With the emergence of companies like Tencent, a swathe of the world is increasingly keen to adopt China’s tightly controlled and heavily censored web. It’s a stunning ideological coup for Beijing that would have been unthinkable less than a decade ago. In December 2018, Pony joined Chinese government officials in declaring their country’s destiny to become an internet power.

Tencent’s reputation is, if anything, controversial. Permeating daily life in China – more than two-thirds of Chinese people use it for everything from texting to shopping, flirting, dating, watching videos, playing games, and ordering food and taxis – Tencent’s apps have become ideal tools for mass surveillance.

The Communist Party finds the idea of Tencent both appealing and daunting. The story behind how Ma has been able to manoeuvre under the peremptory and watchful ruling authorities is one of the most fascinating untold tales.

There’s a Chinese saying ‘Li yu tiao long men’ – ‘a carp leaping over the dragon’s gate’. Legend has it that if it manages to swim upstream and vault an arch atop a waterfall on the Yellow River, it transforms into an Oriental dragon, a snake-like creature symbolising imperial power. The story of China’s internet tycoons like Pony Ma for the past two decades is that of a generation of carp becoming dragons. The twist, though, is that these idealist geeks, who ventured out to change the world, are now shackled and have become part of a system that they wanted to change. Once self-made dragons have achieved the level of success they have in China, the more important question seems to be when and how do they bow out unscathed?

This book is written for anyone interested in these questions. It’s a book about Tencent, but also its compatriots – many of which grew up under Tencent’s wing – that together created what’s now been branded as a golden era for China’s internet industry. It’s for anyone who is a competitor, user, investor, an aspiring entrepreneur in Southeast Asia, the US or UK, an avid China watcher, an admirer of the self-made billionaire or just a curious mind asking what it takes to succeed in the world’s biggest internet market under an ever more suspicious and watchful regime – one that rivals and increasingly thinks of itself as superior to the US.

 

1 马化腾:互联网产业走出中国道路 期待更多众创空间落地浙江_科技_新华网
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