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Introduction

WeChat (in Chinese, Weixin, meaning ‘micro-message’) is a mobile application for
smartphones marketed by Tencent, a Chinese company based in Shenzhen. WeChat is
currently China’s most popular app, with a larger number of users than any other single
smartphone application in the world. According to data provided by Tencent in February
2019, with 1.08 billion monthly active users, WeChat is today one of the most popular
messaging apps in the world, right behind WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger (Business
of Apps, 2019).

As a consequence of this success, academic interest in WeChat continues to increase
(Tang, 2019). For example, Eric Harwit (2017) analysed the strategies developed by the
Chinese government to monitor and control WeChat; Fangjing Tu (2016) has provided
an alternative point of view, arguing that ‘WeChat can be used to facilitate civil society
as well as to constitute obstacles for it” (p. 349). Plantin and De Seta (2019) have argued
that WeChat made a contribution by acting as a new infrastructure within Chinese soci-
ety. At the sociological level, Chen et al. (2018) provide a comprehensive overview of
the app in Super-Sticky WeChat and Chinese Society. Other scholars have focused on the
interactions among WeChat users (Cui, 2016) as well as on personal gratification and the
potential reinforcement of social boundaries (Gan, 2017). Various studies have explored
WeChat’s success from a comparative perspective, arguing that the famous microblog
platform, Sina Weibo, began to decline (in user numbers) as WeChat emerged and grew
(Benney and Xu, 2017; Gan and Wang, 2015; Negro, 2017).

This article contributes to this scientific literature using history, a discipline rarely
applied to the study of WeChat or, more in general, digital media (Balbi and Magaudda,
2018). Specifically, this article focuses on WeChat’s prehistory, identifying recurring
trends in the history of Tencent, the mother company that launched WeChat in January
2011. Tencent was founded in 1998; during the late 1990s and early 2000s (long before
WeChat), it developed popular digital platforms in China, including OICQ and QQ,
which anticipated WeChat’s main distinguishing characteristics. Following Paul Starr
(2004), we argue that Tencent has developed and managed WeChat by following a few
constitutive choices made during the years that preceded its launch.! Between 1998 and
2011, the corporation made some key decisions, which were driven by political motives,
economic profitability, technical visions and user pressures; these shaped the company’s
business mentality and way of seeing itself. Such choices, made before its foundation,
affected WeChat’s development and ‘culture’. In sum, instead of viewing WeChat as the
disruptive-innovation brainchild of brilliant programmers and entrepreneurs, a historical
approach can identify continuities and forms of remediation (Bolter and Grusin, 1999)
for old ideas, as well as strategies and technologies (such as pagers and computers) that
persist in the new mobile application.

This article is organized into four sections. The first describes the archives and histori-
cal sources used to retrace WeChat’s prehistory. The second section provides a short
history of Tencent, highlighting its key assets and business strategy turning points. The
third section develops the empirical analysis, using sources to identify the main argu-
ments underpinning Tencent’s four constitutive choices. In particular, we hypothesize
that the company drew on four principles to create its products: mobility, media
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convergence (young) community building, and Sinicization. The fourth and concluding
section highlights the way in which these constitutive choices paved the way for WeChat
and contributed to its current success.

Archives and sources

This article relies on four sets of primary sources rarely considered in Chinese academia
and translated into English here for the first time. The first set incorporates three of the
most authoritative Chinese IT magazines of the 1990s and 2000s: China Computerworld
(Jisuanji Shijie, hereafter CCW), Internet Review Weekly (Hulianwang Zhoukan, hereaf-
ter IRW) and IT Time Weekly (IT Shidai Zhoukan, hereafter ITW). Accessing the China
National Knowledge Infrastructure database (CNKI) at Beijing National Library, we
selected 52 articles from CCW, 89 articles from /RW and 23 articles from /TW published
between 1998, when Tencent was founded, and 2011, when WeChat was launched. These
magazines are key sources for understanding the Chinese digital culture of the time,
conveying different visions of technological development and the digitization of China.

The second set of historical sources includes three books on the history of Tencent,
Tencent annual reports and the company’s own data and self-reflections on the state of
the business. The three books are Pony Ma of Tencent Empire (Ma Huateng de Tenngxun
de Diguo), published in 2009 by the Chinese tech journalists Lin Jun and Zhang Yuzhong;
00 Small Empire: Ma Huateng Legend (Xiao QQ Dadiguo, Mahuateng Chuangji), pub-
lished in 2013 by Xiong Jiang; and Tencent 1998-2016: Evolution of the Chinese Internet
Company (Tengxun Chuan: 1998-2016: Zhongguo Hulianwang Gongsi Jinhualun),
published in 2017 by the journalist Wu Xiaobo and the only officially approved history
of the company. Overall, these sources provide internal documents, interviews with for-
mer and present staff members, and private anecdotes, recounting the ways in which the
company has narrated itself.

The third set of sources consists of reports published by the China Internet Network
Information Center (CNNIC). CNNIC is an administrative agency managed under the
aegis of the People’s Republic of China’s Ministry of Information Industry, which pub-
lishes the most important biannual statistical report on the country’s Internet develop-
ment. This report is open access and provides useful data and a comprehensive view of
Internet development in China, in which Tencent has played such a significant role.

The fourth and final set of sources includes Chinese hi-tech online blogs, such as
Chuansongme, TheNextWeb and SinaTech, as well as Western magazines and blogs, such
as Bloomberg, The Economist, Fastcompany, Forbes, Techinasia, Technode and Quartz.
We did not carry out systematic research on these sources; instead, we used them to
deepen our understanding of digital Chinese culture as well as the way in which Tencent
is viewed outside China.

A short history of Tencent

Tencent is a digital service provider founded in Shenzhen in November 1998. In 1999, it
launched OICQ), the first instant-communication application to be used on digital devices
in imitation of ICQ, the instant-messaging service developed in 1996 by Mirabilis, an
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Israeli company, and later bought by America Online (AOL). Unlike ICQ, OICQ allowed
users to interconnect with pagers and mobile phones, as well as personal computers, to
identify friends online and offline. Most importantly, it included Chinese encoding soft-
ware, which allowed users to write quickly in Chinese (Jun and Zhang, 2009).

After a lawsuit with AOL in 2001 (see below for more details), Tencent was obliged
to rebrand its service as QQ. QQ soon became a must-have application for most Chinese
Internet users; it was installed in computer offices, Internet cafés (wangba), and later on
mobile phones (Jun and Zhang, 2009; Koch et al., 2009; Wallis, 2013). In 2003, only 2
years after its launch, QQ topped the five-million-registered-users’ mark (China
Computer World (CCW), 2004: 7). In the same year, QQ launched both a gaming app
and a new mobile app (Xiong, 2013). In the mid-2000s, in line with both Western and
domestic social-networking trends, Tencent established two social network websites:
Qzone in 2005 and Qzone mobile in 2007. Thanks to QQ’s spectacular success, Tencent
debuted on the Hong Kong stock market in 2004 and it has now become one of the most
profitable companies in the world (Xinhua, 2019).

The new app Weixin (launched on 21 January 2011 and translated into WeChat in
2012) is the most significant service that Tencent has released during the last decade.
WeChat quickly became China’s most important message-exchange app, in part because
it enabled users to directly import all of their contacts and text messages from the former
QQ app. WeChat immediately shocked the market, despite being opposed by the three
main Chinese telecom companies (China Mobile, China Unicom and China Telecom).
Its competitors worried that their text messaging and other mobile services could be
disrupted by the Shenzhen company (Millward, 2018). However, WeChat’s success can
be traced back to long before its recent launch. Between the 1990s and early 2000s,
Tencent made four constitutive choices that shaped company strategy, contributing
extensively to WeChat’s creation and current success.

The four constitutive choices

From its founding to the present day, Tencent has applied four paradigms and guiding
principles to all of its technologies and services (from applications for pagers to personal
computers, software, social networking, mobile phones and smartphones). These para-
digms and principles are mobility, media convergence (young) community building and
Sinicization. These are the four ‘constitutive choices’ that have shaped Tencent’s
mentality.

Mobility and ‘nomadic’ access: Pagers, mobile phones and cloud
computing

The first constitutive choice made by Tencent, at a time when computing and digital
communications were mainly desktop, was to invest in mobility and mobile communica-
tions. An article published in the Internet Review Weekly in December 2000 pointed out
that ‘the real added value of OICQ was its natural capacity to be designed around its
users (Tieshen Genzong)’ (Internet Review Weekly (IRW), 2000: 30). Right from the start,
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Tencent has been perceived as a mobile company, capable of creating portable and ubig-
uitous services.

In the 1990s — before the mobile-phone boom — being ‘mobile’ in China meant com-
municating through paging devices. Pagers were wireless telecommunication devices
that enabled users to be contacted on the move; they were the ancestors of mobile phones
(Agar, 2013). They became quite popular in the United States from the 1980s onwards,
but, as Yan (2003) has shown, the pager industry also grew steadily in China, from
873,800 users in 1991 to 48.84 million in 2000.

Before founding Tencent and becoming its CEO, Ma Huateng was a pager software
developer. He pushed Tencent engineers to develop a series of creative services for pag-
ers, including text messaging, emails and a ‘wireless-network paging system’ (wuxian
wangluo xunhun xitong). All of these services allowed users to store their cell-phone
books and diaries online and to exchange times, locations and schedules with other users.
By creating a ‘comprehensive pager business’ (xunhu giye daquan) (Lin and Zhang,
2009), Tencent contributed to strengthening the portability concept among Chinese
users. To speed up the system and make it more efficient, Tencent bought 100 servers in
2001. This allowed OICQ to be much more responsive than other international paging
services, such as ICQ, AOL, AIM, Yahoo Pagers and instant-communication software,
such as MSN. This strategy enabled OICQ, then renamed QQ, to reach 95 per cent of the
Chinese instant-messaging market in just a few years, making it the largest paging ser-
vice in Asia and the third-largest instant-messaging service in the world, in terms of users
(CCW, 2001a: 13).

This ‘mobile mentality’ became more and more crucial to the corporation’s culture
over time. In 2001, Ma Huateng argued that ‘one of the most important resources for our
future is mobile communications. The first goal is to charge every short message and
then share the revenues with mobile operators’ (CCW, 2001a: 13). Following this strat-
egy, Tencent partnered with telecom operator China Mobile on the ‘mobile Internet’
programme, Monternet (Mengwang Jihua). This programme, joined by 3,600 service
providers in 2002 (Kong and Luo, 2006), combined mobile and Internet communica-
tions, integrating various services such as multimedia messaging, a wireless-application
protocol (WAP), web browsers and mobile games.

Although pagers did not become a dominant technology in China, they helped Tencent
develop its business strategy in at least two ways. First, Tencent used pagers to create the
largest wireless network in China, arranging agreements and partnerships with many
private and public companies, including Guoxin, China Unicom, Zhongbei, Wangsheng,
Wanlingtong and the China Railway Group (CCW, 2001b: 11). Thanks to these partner-
ships and the integration of diverse communication standards, such as GSM and IP
phones, Tencent became a leader in mobile communications. Second, pagers were
Tencent’s first step into mobile society; they made mobility a key part of company cul-
ture. In 1998, when Tencent was founded, there were only 1.17 million Internet users in
China (CNNIC, 1998) and only 820,000 computers were connected to the Internet
(CNNIC, 1998). In mainland China, where personal computers were even scarcer, citi-
zens could gain familiarity with the Web at Internet cafés, which were popular in big
cities such as Beijing and Shanghai as well as in provinces such as Guangdong, Sichuan,
Jiangsu and Zhejiang. In the 2000s, when personal computers were spreading
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worldwide, more than 30 per cent of Chinese users still accessed the Web primarily in
Internet cafés (CNNIC, 2008), using different terminals and logging in at different
places. This Chinese characteristic captured the attention of Ma Huateng from the very
beginning:

[In the US] users access the Internet using their personal or office computer, where their
personal data is stored. In China, it’s different; the majority of Internet users access the Internet
from the workplace (dangwei, labour unit) or Internet cafés. When Chinese users log into the
system, their contact list and contents are not accessible and this is very annoying. (Lin and
Zhang, 2009: 40)

Tencent services, such as OICQ and the upgraded version QQ, were a response to this
‘nomadic need’ for access to information and connectivity. Unlike its Western competi-
tors, such as AOL, Tencent software stored user information (such as personal data and
contacts) on company servers, rather than personal devices. In other words, from its
earliest days, Tencent was one of the first Asian (and worldwide) companies? to manage
and coordinate a complex set of cloud-computing services, allowing users to access their
essential information from any device and any location.

Media convergence

The second constitutive choice made by Tencent can be summarized using the buz-
zword ‘media convergence’. In Western societies, the idea of media convergence
emerged in the 1980s and combined various visions of the digital future (Balbi, 2017).
Technologically, for example, it was commonly believed that all digital devices would
soon integrate, enabling people to use a single one (the so-called éiberbox) to access all
kinds of media messages. From a political-economy perspective, corporations working
in different sectors, such as telecommunications and mass media, would inevitably
merge into more profitable mega-groups. This was a failed prediction — or at least one
that, several mergers later, was shown to be unprofitable. From the 2000s onwards, the
idea of a cultural convergence emerged, in which consumers and producers would no
longer be distinguishable.

Tencent quickly embraced the rhetoric of media convergence. In Spring 2001, the
company began to combine personal computer communications and mobile devices,
such as telephones, launching Mobile OICQ (Yidong OICQ). This system was developed
alongside China Telecom and based on three different and complementary mobile stand-
ards: GSM, SMS and WAP. Whereas, in the past, users had only been able to exchange
messages between personal computers and pagers, Mobile OICQ allowed communica-
tion between mobile phones and personal computers (/7 Time Weekly (ITW), 2001: 22).
Users could thus exchange instant messages between mobile phones and PCs with no
constraints. PC-based QQ clients could also receive messages sent to them remotely on
a mobile device, check the online presence of other QQ users through their status and
even obtain information and potential contacts directly through their mobile phones.
Overall, thanks to Mobile OICQ, computers and mobile phones became convergent,
using overlapping technologies.



214 Global Media and Communication [6(2)

Figure |. Image: 1-24 hours spent with Tencent.
Source: IRW (2007: 59).

At the same time, Tencent decided to enter other media sectors and launched a series
of online services, such as news (thanks to the QQ.com portal), gaming, e-commerce and
a search engine ([RW, 2009: 62). In the social media era, the company launched a wider
range of Web 2.0 services, including blogs and the social network Qzone, which became
the world’s third-largest social network in a few years (Bischoff, 2014). Finally, Tencent
entered the email sector, buying Foxmail, a freeware mail service launched in 2005; its
creator Zhang Xiaolong later developed WeChat.

In less than a decade, this convergence-based strategy allowed QQ to become

the primary platform for information exchange; leader in the competitive field of instant
communications and interaction services, the best regarded company in online and casual
gaming; one of the top three companies in the massive multiplayer online game sector (MMOG)
and the traditional business wireless sector, as well as a 3G mobile-communication leader.
(IRW, 2007: 57)

In 2007, according to a survey published by the Internet Review Weekly, two-thirds of
the lives of Chinese Internet users were spent using Tencent services. As Figure 1 shows,
the everyday lives of Tencent users included reading the news at 9:00 a.m. on Tencentwang
or Xinwenzhongxin, online gaming 1:00—4:00p.m., blog writing or communicating
online with colleagues 4:00—5:00p.m., listening to music on QQMusic player 5:00—
7:00 p.m., and using the social network Qzone from 8:00-9:00 p.m.

The importance of media convergence was addressed by CEO Ma Huateng in several
official speeches. In October 2005, for example, Ma gave a lecture titled, ‘Six Trends
that Will Bring About an Instant Communication New Era’ (Liu Daqushi Yingling Jishi
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Tongxun Xin Jiyuan), noting that Tencent was no longer in the business of instant mes-
saging. Instead, QQ was becoming a platform on which users could source various types
of content, including information, entertainment, music, video services, BBS and blogs.
As Ma argued,

Chinese Internet users have already experienced the point end era of the instant-messaging
platform, and we are now approaching a new set of trends in the field of instant communication
beginning in China. Chinese instant communication will rapidly develop the biggest social
culture in the world. (Wu, 2017: 146-148)

According to Ma, the six main trends to influence the Chinese Internet and Tencent
strategies from the mid-2000s onwards were entertainment (yulehua), social networking
(shequhua),’ individual-information processing (geren xinxi chuli),* security (anquanx-
ing), Internet wireless convergence (wuxian hulianwang ziliao ronghe), and localized
application convergence (bendihua yingyong de ronghe). These six trends encompass a
high degree of ‘convergence culture’, not only because the word convergence (ronghe)
itself is present in two of them, but because Ma predicted that users would concentrate
on entertainment and on social networking, would process information, and would deal
with security in all their online activities and through all their devices. Making all these
activities converge on one platform was the next step.

Summing up, Tencent has embraced the culture of media convergence at an early
stage, at the level of both technology and content, by merging wireless communications
with computers and mobile phones and providing a range of services and activities that
ultimately converged on one dominant platform, later named WeChat.

Community building and gamification: A ‘youth’ company

In one of his most famous publications, the Chinese Academy of Social Science scholar
Liang Guo (2007) labelled the Chinese Internet environment an ‘entertainment high-
way’, favouring this definition over the classic American ‘information superhighway’.
Tencent perfectly fits this definition as it was one of the first Chinese companies to focus
on entertainment and gaming services, spending time and financial energies on creating
a community of young users.

The centrality of young generations in Tencent’s strategy has already been researched,
both in the case of QQ (Meng and Zuo, 2008) and in the case of WeChat (Pang, 2016).
Meng and Zuo claim that the influence of the ‘one child policy’ led younger generations
to establish social links through social networks — with QQ providing tools to fight lone-
liness. Pang argues that WeChat succeeded among younger generations because it
allowed users to personalize their virtual identities without the interference of parents or
social control.

Tencent’s investment in younger generations also has a history. The strategy was
clear as early as July 2007, when Ma gave the following interview to China
Computerworld:
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Figure 2. The first OICQ logo, 1998.
Source: Chuansomen (2017, 28 January).

Tencent users are already aging [and] this problem needs to be fully considered once they
will become more mature. According to Tencent, this is particularly clear in the case of
college students. Will they still use Tencent every day? These students will gradually become
rich people. So, if they do not regularly access Tencent aren’t we missing an opportunity to
grow? (CCW, 2007: 3)

In other words, Tencent invested (and still invests) in younger generations to create a
persistent and long-term sustainable business. Young people get old, and if they have
integrated Tencent services into their everyday lives and habits, they will maintain this
routine in the future and will also be inclined to spend money using the application.

A stable community of users needs a leader and Ma Huateng played this role per-
fectly. Before becoming the CEO of Tencent, Ma was one of the most respected figures
in the community of ‘techno-enthusiasts’ (McLelland et al., 2018), who contributed to
the development of BBS® networks in China between 1993 and 1998. He was involved
in the launch of Pony Soft, one of the first BBS networks in China,® in Shenzhen in
February 1995 (Xu, 2017), as well as CFido, the Chinese version of the famous BBS
FidoNet (Driscoll, 2014). Like other techno-enthusiasts of the time, such as Lei Jun
(founder of the mobile company Xiaomi), Ding Lei (founder of web portal Netease) and
other future CEOs of Chinese digital corporations, Ma Huateng organized offline events
with other members of BBSes, rapidly becoming an online and oftline celebrity.

Reusing this social capital, as well as the BBS community, Ma Huateng also involved
users in Tencent corporate strategies. One emblematic anecdote involves the creation of
the OICQ and then QQ logo. The logo initially featured a penguin, with the bilingual
slogan ‘OICQ Zhongwen Wangluo Xunhuji’ (OICQ Chinese Internet pager, see Figure 2).
OICQ was a clear reference to the famous AOL instant-messaging application ICQ. The
Chinese hi-tech journalist Xiaobo Wu (2017: 35) has said that Ma Huateng himself chose
to include the letter ‘O’ to suggest the application’s openness (kaifang). The second part
of the slogan was exclusively in Chinese, not only to make it clearer to Chinese consumers
but also to emphasize the importance of pagers in China. Finally, the choice of the pen-
guin was inspired by Linux, a symbol of open and hacker culture.

As previously mentioned, in 1999, American Online, ICQ’s owner, decided to sue
Tencent through the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) for copyright
infringement; it won this case in May 2001. Consequently, in 2001, Tencent decided to
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Figure 3. The QQ logo after online consultation in 2001.
Source: Chuansomen (2017, 28 January).

change its logo and was probably one of the first companies worldwide to launch an
online user consultation. Users preferred to keep the penguin because of its reference to
Linux, but Tencent designers decided to differentiate it from the Linux penguin by add-
ing a red scarf around its neck and making it smile and wink. Then, to avoid any other
potential legal disputes, the application was renamed QQ, two letters that echoed OICQ
and sounded even more entertaining and cute’ (Figure 3).

From the 2000s onwards, Tencent aimed to expand its user base from techno-enthusiasts
to other users, and online gaming was the Trojan horse to achieve this goal. Probably, the
most notable example was the so-called QQ show (QQOxiu), launched in 2001. The QQ
show was a virtual social platform, which, for the first time, allowed QQ users to person-
alize and play with their profile interfaces. With the further development of the QQ coin
(QQ bi) as virtual currency that could be used to purchase accessories for avatars and
personalize blog pages, Tencent also began combining comics (especially anime) and
games (Liao, 2017). Through these, young users could build new fandom and gaming
communities on a single platform. By the end of 2004, QQ’s gamers peaked at more than
one million (/RW, 2004: 19), a record for China’s online entertainment gaming industry.
In 2010, Tencent started to develop one mini-online game per month, one normal-sized
game every 3 months, and one massive multiplayer online game (MMOG) every 9
months (Wu, 2017). The firm also developed children’s games, which are currently the
most lucrative application (Culpan, 2016).

Investment in young cultures has been also part of the corporate social responsibility
strategy of Tencent over time. For example, in June 2005, Tencent launched a collabora-
tive project with the China Children and Teenager Fund to initiate ‘Public Welfare 2.0°,
a campaign that invited QQ users to donate at least five QQ credit points. Tencent then
used these points to provide school supplies and other necessities, such as textbooks and
school uniforms, to poorer children and teenagers, especially in rural parts of China.
The campaign raised 200,000 RMB (US$26,228)? in less than 1 year (Tencent Press
Release, 2007).°

Tencent’s focus on youth cultures, community building through user involvement,
and the dimension of gaming and play can be viewed as three interwoven constitutive
choices. These choices enabled the company to increase user loyalty through services
that crossed generational boundaries, while also presenting itself as a young and sup-
portive private company, quite unique in the Chinese technological and social landscape.
All these aspects of the company culture started to emerge well before WeChat.
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Sinicization

Tencent’s fourth and final constitutive choice lay in its Sinicization (Zhongguohua) of
Western digital services. This strategy was the outcome of collateral events, which drove
the company towards a more Chinese self-narration, in contrast to Western companies.

As ‘Community building and gamification: A “youth” company’ section makes clear,
during its economic growth and expanding user numbers, Tencent faced international
legal issues and harsh criticism domestically. Internationally, OICQ was inspired by
ICQ, the ‘world’s most popular online communication community and international ser-
vice’ (Time Warner Group, 2007). Right from the start, OICQ tried to differentiate itself
through a process of Sinicization from its Western counterpart, ICQ, in two key ways.
The first involved its name. Notably, ICQ stands for ‘I Seek You’, to which Tencent
decided to add an ‘O’ at the beginning of the acronym, highlighting a different (both
Asian and open) vision of the platform. Furthermore, as noted in ‘Media convergence’
section, a second remarkable difference between OICQ and ICQ was the fact that the
Chinese OICQ gave users the chance to store their online conversations on servers so
that they could access them from different devices. This represented an early cloud-
computing strategy.

The re-appropriation of Western digital culture and its re-adaption to the Chinese
social, political and economic context provide one explanation for Tencent’s success. As
theories such as the social construction of technology (Pinch and Bijker, 1984) and more
recent studies on the role of corporate narratives and company cultures in the diffusion
of technological innovations (Natale et al., 2019) have shown, cultural traditions, sym-
bols and values are essential for integrating new technologies into different social con-
texts. In this sense, what we call Sinicization is not, as common sense would suggest, a
simple reproduction of Western ideas and products. Instead, Sinicization is a way of
reinterpreting and promoting innovation, while giving new products specific roles and
meanings in new cultures.

In the Chinese case, researchers have focused on the shanzhai phenomenon: the ten-
dency to imitate and infringe trademarks (Strafella, 2010; Zhang and Fung, 2013).
However, if shanzhai has been more grassroots-driven and focused on irony and parody
(see Herold and Marolt, 2011), the Sinicization of digital media in China relies on a
series of changes and amendments to Western ideas, applied by a Chinese Internet com-
pany and inspired by Chinese cultural and online behaviours. This phenomenon is par-
ticularly clear in the case of QQ.

Notably, the AOL legal suit was not an isolated case; the Sinicization process was
widely criticized and analysed domestically. The most representative case occurred dur-
ing the summer of 2010, when the cover of China Computerworld featured the striking
slogan, ‘Motherfucker Tencent’ (Gouride Tengxun) and an article inside accused the
company of lacking creativity and imitating well-established products and services in the
Chinese market (CCW, 2010: 20, see Figure 4).

Tencent does not usually try out new things. It finds a free mature market and eventually finds
a way to compete [with other companies]. Its way [to act in the market] is generating debate,
imitating, sometimes making use of shanzhai. At the beginning of 2006, Sina CEO Wang
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Figure 4. The famous China Computerworld cover, ‘Motherfucker Tencent’.
Source: CCW (2010).

Zhidong accused Ma Huateng of being the ‘king of plagiarism’, and even shameless plagiarism.
Accordingly, in recent years, similar voices have been circulating. More recently Hu Yanping,

Director of the DCCI Data Center . .

should be considered a natural enemy of smaller Internet companies. (CCW, 2010: 21)

., stated that Tencent is not a disruptive innovator and

Nevertheless, some Chinese media outlets defended Tencent’s attitude. Internet
Review Weekly, for example, emphasized Tencent’s tendency to integrate and imitate
Western products and make them Chinese:

When many people speak of imitation, they think of shanzhai and plagiarism. There are many
prejudices around imitation and it is by no means purely plagiarism and does not necessarily
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imply copying a product. Imitation’s deeper meaning is learning. We acknowledge that the
emergence of a large number of copycat products has made the word ‘imitation” a constraint.
We also acknowledge that the emergence of many shanzhai products has compromised the idea
of imitating and has become the main factor limiting Chinese economic development. By
imitating successful domestic and foreign products, services and websites, we can improve and
innovate without the need to develop new ones. We have to admit that imitation has played a
role in the development of the Internet. Almost all successful imitations have been grafted onto
other business models and resources . . . Tencent imitates new business models for its own use
and integrates several business models into its unique, continuously improving model. Many
domestic Internet models have come from imitating foreign ones. Tencent has enough funds
and users to achieve a diversified business. Innovation and imitation are the vehicles for
success. (/RW, 2010: 30)

This quote shows that innovation and imitation are not always seen as diametrically
opposed concepts in the Chinese context. In contrast to the revolutionary narratives that
characterize Western companies such as Apple (whose slogan is ‘“Think different!”), in
Chinese culture, Tencent is considered successful because it is good at imitating — and,
at the same time, innovating — Western technologies, adapting products to a different
social environment. In fact, Western companies also imitate to innovate — even Apple has
imitated other companies’ products in the past. The real difference between China and
the West is the social (i.e. political, legal and cultural) acceptance of imitation and so of
the ‘nationalization’ of IT products. Sinicization, together with mobility, media conver-
gence, community building and the gamification of young cultures, thus constitutes the
fourth cornerstone of Tencent’s mentality and culture before the rise of WeChat.

Conclusion: WeChat today and its historical roots

The Tencent Guangzhou Research and Development Group, led by Zhang Xiaolong,
developed the idea of Weixin in Guangdong Province in 2010. The first version of Weixin
was launched in January 2011. The online magazine TheNextWeb (2011) described it as
‘a free mobile application similar to Kik . . ., it let users search their contacts for other
micro-letter users who are automatically added to users’ buddy lists. It can also show
real-typing and the delivery status of the messaging app’. Weixin was renamed WeChat
in 2011 to promote the new service in international markets.

The key argument of this article is that WeChat’s success can be explained by examin-
ing the long-term business strategies (referred to as constitutive choices) of its founding
company, Tencent. Indeed, these long-term choices have been crucial to WeChat’s rise
and development and are still part of WeChat’s mentality and culture today.

The first constitutive choice was mobility. When WeChat was launched, the Chinese
telecom companies, China Mobile, China Unicom and China Telecom, had their own
working online messaging applications, most of which relied on text messaging. WeChat
was designed to be a mobile application that could be used on any phone or mobile ser-
vice, providing users with a more comprehensive service than simple text messaging.
From pagers to Internet cafés, from mobile phones to smartphones, this idea was imple-
mented and became successful: today, WeChat is constantly used and also linked to
transportation and mobility services, such as bike rentals, taxis, and car-sharing services,
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such as Didi. As Chen et al. (2018: 27) have noted, ‘Ma Huateng wanted Tencent (via QQ
and WeChat) to create a “new online lifestyle”. Tencent aspired to provide the utilities for
that new online lifestyle’. This mobility strategy did not originate with WeChat or smart-
phones — it was the legacy of previous decisions taken in the era of pagers and early
personal computers.

WeChat also followed the original Tencent paging-system concept when it came to
media convergence. Like QQ, WeChat can be accessed from both PCs and mobile
devices. It also supports text messaging, hold-to-talk voice messaging, broadcasting
(one-to-many), messaging with so-called Moments, location sharing, contact-informa-
tion exchange, and photo and video sharing. Moreover, WeChat developed a handwrit-
ing-input method that was eventually upgraded to include voice recognition — a feature
that broke down the technical barriers of mobile texting in Chinese (Wu and Wan, 2014).
In WeChat, there are several degrees of convergence. For example, by introducing QR
codes in 2012 and identifying users’ profiles (as QQ numbers did in the past), WeChat
blended wallets with phones and began to support the development of an online payment
and money-transfer system. The creation of a single app, integrating millions of light-
weight apps combined with a QR system, has made WeChat a comprehensive and uni-
versal platform (a kind of iiberplatform, revitalizing the old dream of media convergence:
the #iberbox), in which different content and services could be easily accessed from a
range of devices. Although this is nothing new, it can be understood as the final imple-
mentation of a long-term strategy and culture: a media-convergence tendency that has
characterized Tencent since the late 1990s.

WeChat is now a taken-for-granted service by three-quarters of the Chinese popula-
tion and linked to several everyday activities. Generations of young Chinese people are
building their social experiences and maintaining and extending their social connections
though WeChat (Pang, 2016). WeChat supplies 24-hour entertainment, enabling users to
play and pay, check out other peoples’ profiles, browse and post pictures, videos and
memes. In sum, WeChat hosts China’s biggest online community and one of the world’s
largest. However, this community was not created by WeChat itself; it originated from
Tencent QQ’s 784 million active online users. This long-term connection with users,
reflecting the age of BBS and Ma’s hacker culture, has also been maintained via the
company’s gaming culture, another legacy from the past.

Finally, as happened in the case of OICQ and QQ, WeChat’s success has been driven
by Chinese culture and values. Although WeChat was initially called the ‘Chinese
WhatsApp’ (TheNextWeb, 2014), the Western press has noted substantial differences
between the two mobile applications (Quartz, 2014). This has led to a reconsideration of
the whole Chinese Internet industry, as confirmed by an article published in The
Economist, entitled ‘China’s tech trailblazers. The Western caricature of Chinese Internet
firms needs a reboot’ (The Economist, 2016). Like OCIQ and then QQ, WeChat under-
went a process of Sinicization. One of the most emblematic recent cases involved the
success of red envelopes (hongbao), a monetary gift shared during special occasions in
China, such as weddings or the Spring Festival. Users can send red envelopes through
WecChat in a digitized version of a centuries-old Chinese tradition. The success of red
envelopes was immediate; in 2014, during the Chinese New Year holidays, WeChat users
exchanged 20 million red envelopes. After this event, the number of Chinese users
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making regular WeChat payments rose from 30 to 100 million in a single month (Chao,
2017). This shows that WeChat, like other Tencent services in the past, has profited from
Chinese traditions and social habits. This Sinicization of the platform is once again the
last long-term constitutive choice now taken for granted as an aspect of Tencent
culture.

The path to WeChat has long historical roots. In particular, the persistence of four
long-term constitutive choices in shaping Tencent’s corporate mentality challenges and
undermines the ‘revolutionary’ label that scholars tend to attach to WeChat and, we
would argue, to digital media in general. As this article has shown, WeChat’s success
cannot be attributed to magical innovative features or technological breakthroughs intro-
duced by the new platform. Rather, WeChat’s success has been generated by a strong and
coherent corporate identity and a long-standing business culture and mentality. Business
culture cannot change with the speed of technology. To adapt their business models con-
tinuously, digital companies must rely on stories, myths, practices, basic assumptions
and shared meanings. WeChat inherited several of these from Tencent and is still being
shaped by past, long-standing ideas or ‘constitutive choices’. In a nutshell, it is impos-
sible to understand WeChat’s current culture and mind-set without remembering its past-
dependent path.
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Notes

1. According to Starr (2004), constitutive choices in media history are on par with key deci-
sions taken by politicians, managers, engineers and even users, which have long-term and
path-dependent effects (i.e. decisions made at subsequent times are affected by these early
choices).

2. For example, at that time, neither Baidu in the search-engine field nor Alibaba in the e-com-
merce field was able to implement a cloud-computing strategy.

3. Ma predicted that within 3 years (by 2008), QQ would be a personal online space in which
users could communicate, play online games, share news, create online communities and
open online diaries.

4. According to Ma, Chinese users in 2005 were already collecting the data files stored or saved
in their Internet profiles. These users needed to process their information and data individu-
ally and easily, by storing, downloading and managing their online messaging, voice calls,
video communication and pictures.
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5. BBS stands for Bulletin Board System, a system of communication exchanges through tel-
ephone lines that won pre-Internet-era fame, especially in the 1980s.

6. According to Xu (2017), when Pony Soft was launched, there were fewer than 10 BBS com-
munities in China and fewer than 100 active users in total.

7. According to the American Sinologist Victor Mair (2011), there are two reasons behind this
choice. First, Q or QQ in Chinese can stand for ‘cute’. Second, the new name comes from
Taiwanese in which Q or QQ means ‘chewy’. According to Mair, ‘all the nice associations of
QQ are also in the background when one talks about the QQ instant-messaging service’.

8. All currency values have been converted through the historical currency converter, https://
fxtop.com.

9. Likewise, a very similar initiative was promoted in November 2018 on WeChat. It was called
Light Mountain Action (Dengshan Xingdong), a game in which the player, a student from a
rural area, scored points by overcoming challenges to reach the nearest school. The game
included some images and stories of students in Jiangsu Province who had to wake up before
dawn to reach the school. Only two days after the game reached, 20,000 users donated more
than 300,000 RMB (US$47,763) (Newby, 2018).
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