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INTRODUCTION

THE NOTE ARRIVED SOMETIME AROUND MIDNIGHT, WITH no letterhead and no address line. Slipped by an unknown person under the hotel room doors of tech luminaries from around the world, it posed a challenge: register your objections by 8 a.m., or the following ideas will be attributed to you.

When global tech founders and leaders descended on the 2014 World Internet Conference in Wuzhen, China, they didn’t know what to expect. Representatives from Apple, Facebook, and Microsoft were ferried into the town’s pristine tourist zone on traditional black-awning boats alongside Chinese tech moguls like Alibaba’s Jack Ma and Tencent’s Pony Ma. Chinese state media characterized the conference (a state-sponsored affair) as an opportunity for their government to challenge the digital dominance of the United States. For the most part, though, the gathering was a standard tech conference—until its final night, when its participants received the piece of paper.

Purporting to speak for the conference goers, the paper was titled “Wuzhen Declaration,” and it endorsed an idea championed by Chinese autocrat Xi Jinping: cyber sovereignty. The concept was simple—the web should be carved up into countries just like the physical world, and each government should be free to control its own domain.

Atop the declaration was a short cover sheet, which gave recipients an email address to which they could send any objections or proposed revisions. A group of them sprung into action: in China, “cyber sovereignty” meant letting the government surveil, censor, and propagandize its people, who did not enjoy the right to free speech or a free press. Global executives didn’t want to be seen condoning such an authoritarian stance.

The Chinese government had hoped to produce a document that would challenge American and European ideals of an open internet. But without the buy-in of foreign executives, the statement was useless. Defeated but proud, and ever-controlling of their messaging, the conference organizers pretended the paper had never existed in the first place.

The 2014 Wuzhen gambit was soon lost to history, but it was a sign of tensions to come. It’s difficult to remember now, but the 2014 internet was an optimistic place. Social media use was surging; it seemed that the dreams of early digital pioneers were becoming reality. That the internet would be a place where anyone on earth could express themselves freely, a place where discourse and commerce flowed beyond the constraints of geography.

This unenclosed frontier was a threat to governments. And their efforts to control it would shape the next decade of international competition.
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THE WUZHEN CONFERENCE is remembered as a geopolitical project, but it had a simpler mission, too: showcasing a wildly impressive crop of up-and-coming Chinese entrepreneurs. Just hours before conference goers received the piece of paper, they had heard from Zhang Yiming, a founder whose product would, in just a few short years, give China exactly the sort of soft power it sought, without the inconvenience of joint statements or the buy-in of any other governments. Yiming’s creation would become so beloved by citizens around the world that it would ignite a new cold war, resetting the balance of digital power between the US and China.

Yiming wasn’t a conference headliner, though a dramatic orchestral theme still played as he approached the stage. He was short and slight; his shoulders barely reaching above the laptop protruding from the lectern. His presentation laid out plans for a futuristic marvel: a company that, through machine learning, aimed to eliminate the feeling “I wish I had known.” It was wild to think that a computer might someday identify our desires better than we could. The idea challenged basic ideas of human agency and self-determination. Would we really be willing to cede our own curiosity to this man’s machines?

Yiming’s company was called ByteDance, and it was fueled by a central algorithm that profiled users, determined their interests, and fed them news and entertainment that it thought they would like. Its secret sauce was attention, as much of it as possible: if an app could hold users’ focus for long enough, it could track their decisions and actions, and use those decisions and actions to predict what they wanted to see next, before they even knew to look for it.

ByteDance would eventually build an app called TikTok: a frictionless feed of short, entertaining videos trained meticulously on people’s interests, personalities, and senses of humor. By 2021, TikTok would overtake Google as the most visited website in the world. By 2024, it would amass a following of more than a billion users, nearly the size of Islam.

TikTok would collect a daily census of this worldwide population, noting who they were talking to, what thoughts they were broadcasting to fellow users, what they were paying attention to, and what city or town they were in at any given moment. The app’s algorithm would then make billions of decisions each day about what information to show people, creating a unique, custom experience for all who developed a relationship with it.

As a business, ByteDance was an extraordinary success. It had a flywheel effect: the more you used its apps, the better they learned your preferences, which led them to serve you things you liked, which led you to use them more, which led them to get even better. By the time it launched TikTok, ByteDance was the most valuable startup in the world. It had hundreds of millions of users in China, but Yiming wanted more. He wanted ByteDance to have a presence on every screen on the planet.

When Yiming went global, he began competing with companies that openly cast themselves as engines of democracy and self-determination. Facebook said it was about connecting people. Google’s slogan was “Don’t Be Evil.” But TikTok—the first major internet speech platform that wasn’t American—introduced itself as pure entertainment. If he wanted to play both sides, Yiming could take no position on the knotty problems raised by the piece of paper in Wuzhen.

The rise of China as an economic and technological superpower has been endlessly discussed in the US. But until the late 2010s, its arrival in Silicon Valley hadn’t really set in yet. American tech giants embraced the idea that they were tied to a moral arc that bent toward online openness. TikTok’s rise clearly wasn’t tied to that arc, though, and its skeptics claimed it was tied to a conflicting one.

In the years between the 2014 Wuzhen Conference and TikTok’s launch, Xi Jinping fully realized his project of fragmenting the internet—at least in China. Three years after the Wuzhen resolution went unadopted, a project that began as an effort to build consensus ended in conscription. The Chinese government passed a law saying that any Chinese company or person could be forced to spy for the state and then deny that they’d done so.

Yiming was neither a cheerleader for nor a member of the Chinese Communist Party. ByteDance was a haven for brilliant, often liberal Chinese engineers, and was routinely the target of government crackdowns for insufficiently toeing the party line. But politicians in the US, Europe, and elsewhere took the Chinese government at its word: Yiming and his staff, as Chinese nationals, might at any moment be forced to act as (unwilling) spies, gathering data or covertly seeding propaganda to advance China’s geopolitical ends.

Around the world, lawmakers began asking questions about how much TikTok was subject to Chinese government control. The company ducked and dodged, trying to claim the platform wasn’t controlled by people in China. But it was, and its own employees knew it.

The public was shocked to learn that details of their private lives were subject to capture by Chinese ByteDance staff. Whistleblowers came forward to correct the record, throwing ByteDance into a panic. Members of the company’s internal audit team were let go for using location data to track journalists (including me). This was in many ways precisely the kind of spying that made people fear Chinese control of the app, and led to a criminal investigation.

The White House negotiated with ByteDance, asking it to wall off TikTok’s US business, and to grant the US government unprecedented control over its operations. During those negotiations, ByteDance invested more than $2 billion to build a system that purported to keep Americans’ data in the US. The system, known as “Project Texas,” was a novel attempt to divorce ownership from control. When its shortcomings came to light, American legislators sprang into action, determined to strip the Chinese government of its power over TikTok by forcing ByteDance to sell it off. But in targeting a foreign government’s capacity to warp and distort discourse, they ultimately granted that same corrosive ability to their own.

As governments jousted over control over TikTok, and investors circled around a potential fire sale, the app’s users continued to give ByteDance their greatest asset—their attention—for free. Across 150 countries, people formed relationships on and to the app, often spending more time with it than they spent with their family and friends. The jury might be out on whether TikTok could know us better than ourselves, but it came to know us better than just about anybody else.

This is a book about a tug-of-war between the world’s two most powerful governments, and the team of transactional technologists caught between them. It is about how a private internet platform became a titan of soft power, at a moment when China threatened to overtake the US in cultural and economic influence across the world. It is about how supplanting intentional human choice has strained an increasingly fragile democratic project. And it is about how world leaders sought to harness a machine that could shape the personal realities of more than a billion people.

It’s inevitable that strongmen would come for a tool that could seize and hold so much human attention. This is the story of what happened when they did.
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Chapter 1

INFORMATION LOOKING FOR PEOPLE



ON A SUNNY MAY DAY IN 2019, FOUR YOUNG WOMEN IN jeans and sneakers roamed the streets of the ritzy River North neighborhood of Chicago, looking for people to interview about a new phone app called TopBuzz. The women were employees of the Beijing-based tech giant ByteDance, which made TopBuzz, though nobody was supposed to know that. Their boss had told them to pose as college students working on a school project.

The women were in Chicago to learn, to feel American society so they could better build technology for it. As they enjoyed a Lake Michigan boat cruise and posed for photos under The Bean, their boss encouraged them to talk to as many Americans as possible, to figure out what motivated them, interested them, and kept them engaged.

Their app, TopBuzz, aimed to be a one-stop shop for everything on the internet. Bright yellow moulding bordered a personalized “bottomless feed” of posts scraped from thousands of websites: articles from USA Today and Agence France-Presse (AFP) abutted celebrity gossip, posts from meme sites like Cheezburger and Bored Panda, and online communities like GirlsAskGuys and Quora. Between the news, gossip, and community chatter were posts by accounts with names like Buzz Fire and PlayBuzz, which reposted popular material from elsewhere on the internet, like popular photos from Instagram and videos from YouTube.

Machine learning models categorized each article, blog post, and other piece of content by topic and theme, and then targeted them to people who might not be actively looking for them, but would click when they saw them. TopBuzz used your behavior to tailor your feed: every second you spent in the app was an opportunity, a clue about what might better draw you in and hold your attention next time. Even when you didn’t click, perhaps you paused before scrolling past a certain topic or type of post, or there was a pattern in the last posts you viewed before you closed the app.

By spring 2019, TopBuzz had amassed more than 40 million American users—in the US, it was roughly 60 percent the size of Twitter. But because TopBuzz was run from China, the people working on it often didn’t understand the news they were curating. Employees with limited English and minimal context about American daily life were ripping and republishing American news—but first, they were feeding it through a censorship filter: TopBuzz strictly forbade publishing articles that might displease the Chinese government.

In some cases, TopBuzz employees were allowed to green-light articles on US-China relations, if—as one China-based staffer described it—the angle of the story was not critical of the Chinese Communist Party. But in other cases, news about China was disallowed entirely. An automated “Leader Sensitive” flag excluded articles that mentioned, for example, the 2019 Hong Kong protests, the Chinese autocrat Xi Jinping, and even the children’s book character Winnie-the-Pooh, whom some said resembles Xi.

Curators at TopBuzz also had the ability to “sticky” or “pin” certain articles or videos at the top of users’ feeds—a useful feature in breaking news scenarios. Infrequently, however, employees said they were ordered to “pin” specific posts, and would have to submit screenshots back to the company to show that they had done so—or, at least, that’s what former staffers told me. One recalled employees posting panda videos and promoting Chinese tourism in the app, while another remembered staff “stickying” a stilted video of a white man talking about why he was glad he had moved his startup to China.

At the helm of TopBuzz’s US operations was a Chinese tech veteran in his thirties named Wang Xinyuan. Wang was an extrovert, well put together and personable, with a love for travel and an easy smile. He was the boss who had encouraged his young staffers to strike up conversation with locals in Chicago under the guise of being college students. In addition to his Beijing-based team, Wang also managed a small team of American staffers who acted as “cultural translators,” helping their Chinese colleagues run a news app in a foreign country.

TopBuzz’s team struggled with some of its practices. Americans pushed back when the company censored news (LGBTQ-themed videos were often blocked) and they balked when it republished scraped articles under made-up bylines without authors’ permission. One staffer said the fake bylines “sounded like stripper names.”

Chinese staffers also criticized the company’s censorious policies, though unlike the Americans, they worried they might face consequences for speaking out. One particularly outspoken Chinese employee told friends she believed the Chinese government wouldn’t let her travel to the US because of her anti-government speech. Another similarly vocal Chinese employee didn’t show up for work one day, leading American colleagues to worry that he might have been “disappeared” by the government.

As Wang and his staffers interviewed their way across Chicago, they were joined by a few of Wang’s American reports—members of the company’s “cultural translation” project. The group rented cars and drove to Indianapolis. On the highway, the Chinese staffers marveled at billboards about Christianity and abortion. One asked a colleague why the government allowed homeless people to live on the streets.

The US team often struggled to convey to their Chinese colleagues what was and wasn’t culturally appropriate. For a while, the company hosted a Q&A feature inside TopBuzz, where Chinese staff wrote questions for American users, often on topics like race, policing, and guns. US staffers were horrified by the questions, which they sometimes saw as racist. One American remembered seeing the question: “Why are Black people always so loud?”

In Indianapolis, Wang and his team descended on a lively craft beer hall with its tables arranged in a big square. Wang sidled up to a group of blue-collar workers, buying them drinks and trying to make friends. After he sat down with the group, his American staff watched with alarm as Wang began telling jokes about Asians and referring to himself as a “yellow man.” By the end of the night, his new friends seemed to warm to the performance.

The next day, the TopBuzz group met up with executives from their parent company, ByteDance, in an aging office building on the north side of the city. The ByteDance leaders had flown in to observe a session at IndyFocus, a local market research firm where the company had rented a two-way mirror lab for the day.

The lights were dimmed. The observer section of the lab was like a cross between a small movie theater and a college lecture hall. On the other side of the mirror was a small, drab conference room dotted with concealed cameras, where IndyFocus interviewers would talk to TopBuzz users one-on-one. The ByteDance group sipped on bottles of Perrier and nibbled on sandwiches as they watched the interviews through the mirror. Monitors powered by the hidden cameras showed close-ups of the interviewees’ facial expressions and phone screens. One American staffer munched on popcorn.

At the end of each interview, the jet-lagged observers would come out, thank the interviewees, and hand them a “swag bag” containing TopBuzz merch. There were two types of swag bag: one featuring a blue hat with white lettering, and another featuring a red hat with white lettering, which resembled then-President Donald Trump’s signature MAGA hat.

In the observer room, after each interviewee filtered through, one employee was asked to guess their political leanings. Based on the staffer’s guesses, likely Democrats were given blue hats, and likely Republicans were given red ones—a surprisingly low-tech form of inference for such a tech-focused company.

ByteDance shuttered TopBuzz in 2020, and later denied that it had ever ordered employees to push pro-China videos to its users. Some Americans who worked for TopBuzz, though, eventually came to feel a deep discomfort about their time there. They looked back in disbelief: a Chinese news app, run largely by people who didn’t even understand the news they were curating, had accumulated more than half a Twitter’s worth of US users and served them a personalized news feed of often misappropriated, censored news.

The next morning, Wang and his staff flew home. Sitting in an airport café with staff, Wang watched a TV news segment about the thirtieth anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre, expressing disbelief: he just couldn’t believe people were talking openly about it. A colleague asked why he was so surprised. In asking their question, they said the words “Tiananmen Square.”

Wang quickly shushed them. (The colleague couldn’t tell if he was joking.) He said: “You never know who’s listening.”


   




Chapter 2

THE MORAL CHAMPION



BYTEDANCE WAS A MORE THAN $10 BILLION COMPANY IN China by the time it launched TopBuzz. Its signature product was a news app called Jinri Toutiao (“Today’s Headlines” in English).

The app had a buttery-smooth user experience, and offered Chinese readers a personalized feed of news and entertainment years before Apple News launched in the US. It took a maximalist approach to collecting data, and was run by a culturally fluent and savvy team. Helmed by a culturally competent staff, the algorithm’s power was formidable: it catapulted ByteDance to Tech Giant status within just a few years of its founding.

Toutiao was the brainchild of ByteDance’s founder and CEO, Zhang Yiming: a techno-optimist obsessed with the idea of creating technology that would know us better than we knew ourselves. Yiming (as he preferred to be called) was a slight, bespectacled introvert. Some colleagues described him as cold, but nearly all agreed that he was humble and reasonable, and that he had excelled at building a company based on data, mathematics, and rationality.

Yiming grew up in modest privilege, as an only child to upper-middle-class public servants. His father worked for the municipal Science and Technology Commission before changing careers to open an electronics factory. In high school, he developed a deep love for science and computers, and he attended Nankai University, a renowned public research university in the Tianjin region of China similar to elite US state schools like the University of Virginia and UC Berkeley.

Yiming was deeply rationalistic: he viewed his human experience as a set of inputs, and tried to optimize the best outputs that those inputs could produce. In college, he didn’t join any student clubs, and largely set his studies above friendship, dating, and the other defining escapades of university life. He embraced an extreme approach to self-discipline, almost always refraining from watching movies and playing cards or video games with his classmates. He was proud of this abstention, so much so that he even gave himself a nickname for it: the “moral champion.”

Yiming married his college girlfriend, whom he met on the Nankai campus by offering to fix her computer. His grades were good, but not exceptional, and he had a largely flat affect: he rarely got visibly excited, but almost never showed anger. On the rare occasions that he consumed works of popular culture, he did so through a cerebral lens. According to a now-deleted social media post republished by the Chinese-language blog 老郭种树, he once watched a Twilight movie with members of his family only to dissect it later on social media, studying its psychological effects on its audience. “Satisfying the psychological needs of users is user experience,” he allegedly posted.

Yiming believed his particular psychological needs were different from most people’s. “A small number of elites pursue efficiency and realize self-awareness, and they live in reality,” he told Caijing magazine. He thought most people, though, would fall prey to vice to some degree, whether that meant drinking, gambling, or some other form of indulgence. He didn’t expect other people to eschew these temptations in the way that he had—in fact, he would later come to see Jinri Toutiao, his flagship creation, as something of a vice itself.

For a person who called himself a moral champion for his abstemious behavior, Yiming was unusually fixated on the mechanics of temptation and indulgence. As he sought to perfect the art of delaying gratification in his own life, he began exploring how apps could learn from their interactions with humans, and eventually simulate the same type of reward center that he sought to control. When he read David Kirkpatrick’s The Facebook Effect, an admiring 2010 narrative about Facebook connecting communities around the globe, he allegedly said on social media that it reminded him of studying the properties of dopamine.

After college, Yiming cycled through engineering jobs at tech companies. One of them was Microsoft, where he quickly learned that he didn’t like feeling like a cog in the wheels of a larger organization. After Microsoft, he joined Fanfou, China’s first Twitter competitor, and first experienced working on social media. This was more like it: he loved the pace, the excitement, and the real time user engagement of the microblogging platform. But in 2009, his time there was abruptly cut short.

In summer 2009, ethnic clashes broke out in Urumqi, a city in the northwestern Chinese province of Xinjiang. Uyghur Muslim factory workers in the city had been accused of sexual aggression toward coworkers who were Han Chinese, the country’s dominant ethnic group. Protests over the accusations grew into a series of riots that killed nearly two hundred people, resulting in a brutal government crackdown against the Uyghur community.

At the time, social media apps were viewed as largely liberal institutions: in a series of uprisings across the Middle East, Twitter and Facebook had helped anti-government protestors document and publicize democratic movements. Fearing the same types of public accountability from its own apps, the Chinese government took an unprecedented step: it shut down internet access across Xinjiang, and shut down platforms where citizens were discussing the riots nationwide.

The government announced a series of blocks and outages on Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, and on a spate of similar Chinese platforms, including Fanfou. This was one of the first times—but far from the last—that Yiming would find himself frustrated with the Chinese government’s suppression of online speech. In a now-deleted blog post, he voiced support for Google, another target of the crackdown. “Go out and wear a T-shirt supporting Google,” he wrote. “If you block the internet, I’ll write what I want to say on my clothes.”

When Fanfou closed in 2009, Yiming took a calculated risk: at age twenty-six, with his college roommate, Liang Rubo, he founded his first startup. The product was a real estate search engine called Jiujiufang (or, in English, “99 Rooms”), which claimed it could help you buy a house from the palm of your hand. Smartphones were just beginning to take off in China, but Yiming saw how they would change our relationship to computers. Unlike many of its competitors, Jiujiufang embraced a design that it called “vertical search”—vertical because it was optimized for the vertical orientation of mobile phones, rather than the horizontal orientation of computer monitors.

Jiujiufang was a success—by 2011, it had more than six million monthly active users. But after just three years, Yiming was ready to move on from search engines. Search was inefficient: it required a user’s full attention, and people were inherently lazy. The ideal system would give them the information they wanted without them having to ask for it.

Yiming believed tech was undergoing a shift: one from “people looking for information” to “information looking for people.” So he, Rubo, and a few other engineers from Jiujiufang struck out to form a new venture, called ByteDance, that would be centered on building apps that predicted what you wanted to see, and served it to you without prompting.

Their first app was painfully simple: named “Hilarious goofy pics,” it loaded a stream of, well, goofy pics. Similarly simple creations included “Inspirational quotes,” “I’m a foodie” (for food pictures), and “Real Beauties—Every day 100 beautiful girls.” Of these initial apps, the most successful was a comedy app called Neihan Duanzi, or “Implied Jokes,” which would load an endless stream of funny memes. Users could upvote them or downvote them, then, based on their up or down vote, another post would load. The more votes a user made, the better the app would be able to infer their sense of humor.

Using this same underlying theory, the team also began training an algorithm to predict which news articles they would most want to read—the algorithm that would eventually undergird ByteDance’s first true breakthrough product, Jinri Toutiao.

The predictive aspect of this project—when compared to the user-prompted “99 Rooms” search engine—was key to Yiming. He believed that algorithms could do a better job of identifying things for people than people could themselves, and that, accordingly, recommendations would supplant search as the primary way that we would find and consume information. Yiming was early to this idea, but it was one that would later fuel apps from Facebook to Baidu to Spotify, and even influence how mainstream newspapers presented information. (Today, even the New York Times engages in personalization on its home page.)

Toutiao began collecting the stuff that recommendation engines run on: clues, as many as possible, about users’ habits, networks, and preferences—both stated and revealed. By 2013, these signals included users’ browsing habits, their comments, the amount of time they spent reading specific articles, and the articles they chose to forward to others. The platform also offered an integration with Weibo, a Chinese social media platform similar to Twitter. Where users opted in, the integration would give Toutiao access to all the user’s posts, comments, likes, and other data from Weibo—a rich source of data, especially about new Toutiao users who hadn’t yet given the algorithm other meaningful information about their interests.

Toutiao was a near-instant success. By late 2013, when Yiming was just thirty, it had amassed more than 60 million users. In its early days, the app developed a reputation for trafficking in lowbrow news. It kept people coming back for more, but they were coming back for celebrity gossip and tawdry photos, rather than rigorous, reported news. To Yiming, this wasn’t troubling: “Users need some indulgence,” he said in an interview, “whether these things are religion, novels, love, or Jinri Toutiao. . . . I don’t think there is much difference between playing Texas Hold’em and drinking red wine and watching gossip and videos.”

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Chinese Communist Party was not wild about Yiming’s dream of a fully automated, personalized news curator—though it wasn’t the celebrity gossip they were most worried about. In China, the government tightly controlled the media, and required it to promote certain narratives and suppress others. If an algorithm was in charge of serving people news, then how was ByteDance to ensure that it was sufficiently “promoting national unity,” or distributing enough government propaganda?

Yiming argued that the lack of human editors was a good thing. “If Toutiao has an editor-in-chief, he will inevitably choose content according to his own preferences, but what we do is not choose,” he told Caijing. He acknowledged that some human interference would always be necessary when anyone could post to an app. “Violations of laws and regulations require intervention,” he said, “but we do not interfere with user preferences or the diversity of content that is tolerated by society and the law.”

In a basic sense, Yiming thought people were just getting in their own way. ByteDance’s central creation, its algorithm, was essentially just a prediction machine—it took reams of data about how a person had acted in the past, and used that data to predict how they would act in the future—and Yiming believed it would do a better job showing people news they were interested in than any person ever could.

The story of ByteDance is in large part the story of its algorithm, the same one that Yiming first built to power Toutiao and would eventually power dozens of other ByteDance apps, too. In the early 2010s, ByteDance rose to power alongside companies like YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter to define the modern recommendations engine. But what would make Yiming unique was his insistence that his code could not only come to know Chinese consumers better than they knew themselves, but that it could extend that predictive power to every country and culture across the globe.

In 2014, Yiming went on a trip for Chinese tech founders to Silicon Valley organized by a Chinese startup incubator called GeekPark. The group visited the tech campuses of Google, Facebook, Yahoo, Tesla, and other renowned American startups, engaging in panel discussions and Q&As with some of the world’s most prominent technologists. In a blog post about the trip, Yiming wrote admiringly about a new era of sharing, where the internet allowed people to share everything from houses (Airbnb) to cars (Uber) to design (Pinterest) and ideas (Twitter).

“Some people may say they are not willing to share what they own with others, nor will they share their private data—but these are just current views,” he wrote. “We are still in the early days of the sharing era, and as time goes by more and more people will join in, which will lead to the reconstruction of business and social resources and the accelerated collapse of traditional boundaries. Technology and the Internet have no boundaries.”

Technology and the internet did have boundaries—or at least they would, soon. And though he didn’t know it yet, Yiming would spend the next decade of his life finding, moving, crossing, and forcing the world to define them.


   




Chapter 3

“VERY SIMILAR TO RUNNING A COUNTRY”



IN OCTOBER 2016, A BUTTONED-DOWN AUDIENCE FILED INTO the swanky Dogpatch, San Francisco, event venue The Pearl for the venture capital firm Greylock Partners’ annual #ProductSF conference. The agenda was filled with inscrutable, jargony panels: talks on things like “The Journey of the Pivot” and “Secrets Every PM Should Know.” One panel stood out, though, for being less focused on products and more on a vision for the future, in which platforms would operate like countries, competing to lure the world’s most powerful companies and institutions to their shores. The presenter was a Chinese hippie in sneakers, jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and a scarf, somehow suave in a sea of button-down shirts and business-speak.

Alex Zhu was thirty-seven years old, with an angular chin and shiny dark hair falling just above his shoulders. He was thin, almost gaunt, with a soft voice and a face brushed with the slightest hint of facial hair. His startup, Musical.ly, was virtually unknown to members of the crowd, unless they happened to have a child between the ages of eight and sixteen. Musical.ly was an app that let users record themselves lip-synching and dancing to clips of music. It was irrelevant, even “cringe,” to older teens. If you could drive a car or buy a beer, you had outgrown it. Few people over twenty-five had even heard of it. But to young American teens and tweens, it was the center of the world.

By fall 2016, Musical.ly boasted approximately 50 million monthly active users, many of them under the age of thirteen. By one estimate, nearly half the teens and preteens in the US were on the app, which led to strange media coverage, such as an ABC news anchor featuring a video made by her nine-year-old daughter, or a local Denver station interviewing a class of third graders. A New York Times article asked: “Who’s Too Young for an App?”

Entrepreneur and internet personality Gary Vaynerchuk declared it “no question the youngest social network we’ve ever seen.” Youth-oriented apps like Instagram and Snapchat had courted child users in the past, but they mostly marketed their apps to adults and older teens.

Though Musical.ly had offices in Los Angeles, Alex and his team primarily ran the company from their headquarters in Shanghai. To ensure that they understood the needs of their users—teens and tweens halfway around the world—the team stayed in constant communication with groups of the app’s most avid devotees via the Chinese texting platform WeChat. The Musical.ly team hosted daily WeChat threads with “musers,” asking them for product feedback and feature suggestions, but also just chatting about nothing. Sometimes, these conversations were “just to talk, to understand what they think, making jokes, to be immersed in the American teen culture,” Alex said.

Onstage at the Greylock Partners conference, venture capitalist Josh Elman asked Alex how he thought about building a community of users, especially when competitors like Instagram and Snapchat were trying to lure the app’s young stars away. Alex’s answer was that he wasn’t just building an app, he was building a new society—one with its own government, laws, and incentives. “The way I look at it, building a community is very similar to running a country, running an economy,” he said.

As Alex saw it, Musical.ly offered a wide-open frontier, new land to be settled. Alex compared his platform to the colonial United States, and his competitors—Facebook, Instagram, YouTube—to countries in Europe. “The economy in Europe is already very developed, and in your country, there is no population, you know, there aren’t so many things going on,” he analogized to Elman. “There is no economy. How can you attract those people to come in?”

Alex then answered his own question: people move to colonies for opportunity, for upward mobility, for the American Dream. And that dream—or its illusion, at least—was something he could engineer. He told Elman that his new colony would distribute “a majority of the wealth . . . to a small percent of people, to make sure those people then get rich”—and to make sure that everyone else saw them get rich.

The lucky few would “become role models for other people living in [metaphorical] Europe,” he said, inspiring them, too, to come to his new Musical.ly land. “You have to give the opportunity to average people, and make sure they get satisfaction. Make sure they are a middle class, coming up.”

Elman asked Alex about what role his Chinese-ness played in the development of Musical.ly. “Talking about centralized economies and more capitalistic economies, you have this really unique vantage point in that you live in China,” Elman said. He asked how Zhu’s Chinese team was able to so intimately understand the desires of teenagers in the United States.

Alex responded that many Chinese people followed US discourse quite closely: “A lot of Chinese people know American culture very well. Like, today, if you go to social media in China, many people talk about the presidential election, the debates,” Alex said.

“Really?” Elman asked.

“Yeah, people talk about the US presidential debate more than the Chinese one, because”—here, Alex’s voice betrayed a little nervousness—“there is no Chinese one.”

Elman, and the crowd, laughed uncomfortably.

Alex’s presentation was compelling—so much so that his charisma normalized behaviors that, from another speaker, might have raised eyebrows. Toward the end of the conversation, during Q&A, Alex offered a more direct answer to the question about how he came to understand Musical.ly’s American teen audience: he’d posed as a teen himself, asking others what they thought of the app, and trying to make them feel like their posts were reaching people.

“I personally registered a lot of fake accounts, and used this fake identity to talk with the users on the platform, comment on their videos, and see why they post these videos, and just try to understand, try to get empathy.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

ALEX ZHU WAS born around 1979 in Anhui, China, four years before ByteDance founder Zhang Yiming. Like Yiming, he attended a prestigious college—Zhejiang University—but unlike the “moral champion” Yiming, Alex’s passion was for the arts: he loved design, music, and other forms of creative expression.

Alex traveled extensively in his twenties, exploring and photographing destinations from Italy and Holland to Tahoe and Yosemite to the deserts of Inner Mongolia. Unlike Yiming, he embraced drinking and smoking, appearing to live life to its fullest. He wore his hair long—sometimes nearly down to his waist—and dressed in loose, artsy clothing. “He totally looks like a poet,” Elman later told Bloomberg. “Like an ancient Chinese painter sitting by the side of a river, you know, doing one of those giant scroll paintings.”

Perhaps unbeknownst to Elman, Alex actually was a poet, and since his college days, he had used the internet as a personal canvas for his creative output. By 2002, he had registered the domain www.keepsilence.com, a website that would serve as his personal blog throughout his twenties. On the site, he recommended music to his readers, from rock and folk songs to classical and Buddhist compositions. He also republished the works of writers he liked, especially the poet Haizi, and posted his own writing—sometimes prose, but mostly poetry.

Throughout his twenties, Alex wrote about classic themes of love and death, addiction and religion. “If my delicate life were trampled into dirt by careless horses’ hooves the moment it began, then my eternally unbound soul would scatter its final fragrance on the lift of a gentle breeze. But I do know this well: the Master of Heaven will show mercy to his last child on earth. He has allowed me to bloom in silence, to sing in silence, and even to resist in silence.”

He also tackled more abstract themes—one poem was titled “about the century and the motherland.”

As Alex aged, so did his writing. On the blogHi domain, in his late twenties, he began writing more about psychology and how the human brain processes information. (This blog, unlike the original keepsilence.com, was written in English.) In one 2005 blog post, he explored the cognition science behind human memory. In another, a comment on a short story published in Salon, he wrote: “Be always curious about our miraculous world. Everything around us contains tremendous information, but we are just ignoring it.”

This passage revealed another parallel between Alex and Yiming: both were obsessive about learning through observing the people around them—something Alex would do intently for nearly a decade in the United States before he launched Musical.ly.

Between 2004 and 2007, and again from 2011 to 2015, Alex had a fun job at a boring company: he was a “solution manager” and then a user experience (UX) designer—and eventually the resident “futurist”—at the German software conglomerate SAP, which makes software for businesses, like the platforms used to manage supply chains and track expenses. His job was to figure out new features for SAP to build, and to make SAP’s tools easier for their users to understand—so that they would intuitively know what each button and function and product would do, and why they would want to use it. And, as an antidote to the tedium of corporate life, he also started a Twitter account under the handle @bullshitting.

SAP allowed Alex to exercise his creativity and his artistic talent. But in the end, the work was just too corporate to keep him engaged. He told Elman at The Pearl: the company just “wasn’t sexy enough.” He wanted to build something for regular people, rather than businesses.

“I want to be a sexy man,” he quipped.

So in 2013, Alex left SAP and teamed up with a friend, Louis (Luyu) Yang. The two would-be founders had overlapped as product managers at a Shanghai insurance company called eBaoTech several years before. At first, their dream was to build an education platform called Cicada, where people could upload short videos teaching others something—how to tie a fisherman’s knot, or care for a tulip bulb, or play a song on guitar. But the idea was a bust. The way Alex tells it, the barriers to entry were simply too high: creators had to invest considerable time and effort into producing educational videos, and people watching the videos had to devote their undivided attention to them.

Alex and Yang analyzed Cicada’s failure, asking what they could have done differently. What they decided was that they should have made it frictionless: “If you want to build a new UGC [user-generated content] platform or social network, the content needs to be extremely light, meaning the content creation and content consumption have to be within seconds, rather than minutes or hours,” Alex said.

In 2014, Alex and Yang started Musical.ly, initially rolling out the service in both China and the United States. Chinese young people didn’t take to it, but it exploded in the US. Alex would later tell The Economist that this was because American teens had more free time than their Chinese peers did, and because they often had more freedom to make videos just for fun.

Musical.ly was one of the first apps made for kids who had never known life before the internet. Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube had offered millennial teens an exciting new addition to their existing, offline social lives. But Musical.ly users were true digital natives: phones and computers and tablets had always been there, and were used as much for school as for entertainment and pleasure. Of course, their devices would also help them individuate, key to how they made friends and developed their style, culture, and community for the first time.

Today, Gen Z nods to their digital nativeness with an observation they call the “Millennial Pause.” When people born in the 1980s or early 1990s make videos, there is often a second or two of dead air at the beginning. The creator is looking, perhaps, for confirmation that their phone is now recording—or just taking a moment to compose themself. After all, the video is a public performance, a publication of a purposefully made recording.

Gen Z doesn’t feel the performance. There is no delineation between physical presence and digital presence. To them, there is just presence, with nearly every facet of it distributed both online and in the physical world. To frictionlessly record and post a video is simply to exist.

Long before Alex started Musical.ly, he began thinking about how a new era of digital sharing would change people’s social lives. In January 2012, on a new blog that he called The Passion of Sisyphus, he published a short story called “Social Network, Big Data,” told from the perspective of an internet anthropologist, set two hundred years in the future.

The anthropologist studied what he called “the first wave of social network users” and described conducting research “entirely within” social networks. He talked about the effect on social media companies when people passed away and reflected on the permanence that the internet affords dead people, whose “lifestyles and thoughts” become “digital fossils that record the bygone eras.”

Describing his work in what he called “microhistory,” the character talked about studying in detail the social media profiles of the dead, looking for clues in selfies and other postings, anything that might provide a window into an individual’s understanding of and response to the world. “Then, I use pattern recognition tools to analyze his or her contacts . . . observing the formation, intensity, and eventual cooling off of each interpersonal relationship.”

Alex was playful and empathetic in his depiction—from the future—of modern digital life. Of social media’s early users, his anthropologist character said: “Their knowledge system was surprisingly simple, yet they kept a passionate interest in all social events at all times, always expressing their opinions. Their technology was primitive, which is precisely what makes us envy the almost idyllic lifestyle of that era.”

Alex’s blog post was fanciful, the stuff of run-of-the-mill science fiction. But the extent to which our world came to resemble it in just a dozen years suggested it had real value. The account had a nostalgic note to it, mourning “the beautiful landscapes, vibrant cities, and various plants and animals that were wiped out” and suggesting that “people of that era were happy because of their ignorance.” But there was a dystopian cast to it, too. In this futuristic world, the people of 2012 had “their thoughts and privacy . . . completely stored in [a] lunar data center,” from which they were “thoroughly scrutinized by their descendants.” And perhaps the darkest part was the narrator’s description of what life would be like two hundred years from now, when everyone lives in “nutrient tanks,” and are called “informational beings.”


   




Chapter 4

THREE WAYS TO MAKE MONEY ON THE INTERNET



AS ALEX ZHU TELLS IT, HE HAD THE IDEA FOR MUSICAL.LY in 2014 while riding the Caltrain from SAP’s Silicon Valley offices to his home in San Francisco. He saw a group of teens—some listening to music, others snapping photos and videos for social media—and thought, why not combine the two?

Alex was not the only entrepreneur to have this idea. At the time, the web’s preeminent destination for teen short videos was Vine, a platform owned by Twitter that allowed users to make videos that were six seconds or shorter. Because it gave people such a small window in which to make an impact, Vine’s videos skewed toward stunts and other raucous, silly behavior that quickly grabbed a viewer’s attention.

Soon, several other startups emerged to compete with Vine, specializing in a particular genre that was popular among teens and preteens: lip-synching and dance routines set to popular music. One such competitor was Flipagram, a slideshow app that let users make picture and video collages and set them to clips of music. Another was Dubsmash, an app that let people lip-sync over audio clips and dub their own audio over video clips.

Initially, Flipagram—which would later become ByteDance’s first entry into short video in the US—showed massive potential. It boasted stars like Britney Spears and Macklemore as early adopters, and in early 2014, the acclaimed Sequoia Capital partner Michael Moritz, along with fellow venture capital heavyweights Kleiner Perkins and Index Ventures, poured $70 million into the slideshow app. “It looked to us like a monster,” said John Doerr of Kleiner Perkins. “On the order of an Instagram.”

Doerr’s prediction did not materialize, because Flipagram wasn’t a replacement for Instagram—it was just an add-on. Flipagram was a tool for making slick videos, but not a destination for watching them. Teens would use it to prepare polished, cohesive “stories” that they would then post on Instagram and Snapchat. This gave Flipagram free advertising (the slideshows contained a visible watermark) but also cabined its ambitions: this was not an Alex Zhu–style conquest of a new land, not the creation of a new society; it was just a tool to help people navigate their existing land and society a little bit more smoothly.

Flipagram was founded by Farhad Mohit, a graduate of the Wharton School of Business and a serial founder coming off of a string of failed ventures. Mohit was older than Alex, and more focused on the business side of social media. He was a programmer by training, but saw himself as something of a hybrid between an engineer and a businessperson. As he told a local tech blog in 1999, “I . . . saw myself as the ideal person to bridge this gap between the techies and the suits.”

Long before he ever thought of Flipagram, Mohit made his Silicon Valley fortune. At Wharton in the mid-1990s, he and a classmate had founded Bizrate, a website where customers could review vendors they had hired, and Shopzilla, a related shopping comparison app. In 2005, they sold the websites to the E.W. Scripps Company for $525 million. Mohit was rich for life—two years later, he bought a 14,000-square-foot Bel Air mansion that is now valued at $38 million.

But Mohit was also still in his thirties, and hooked on the feeling of building companies from scratch. So he tried out several other ideas. There was Gripe, an attempt to integrate consumer complaints about businesses into social networks, and Cheers, which, as he put it, was “the ‘like button’ for the world around you.” Before them, there had been DotSpots, a platform that would “allow ordinary people, or what we call the ‘wisdom of crowds,’” to append user-generated content to works of journalism. Mohit later acknowledged on LinkedIn: “This didn’t work out as planned:).”

As an editing tool, Flipagram was a success. Tens of millions of people, mostly teens, had seized on it as a way to make their Snapchat and Instagram stories cooler. But Mohit wanted people to use Flipagram instead of Instagram, to like and engage with one another’s posts directly on the app—because that’s where money was.

On a Wharton podcast in 2009, talking about DotSpots, he laid out the stakes: “There’s only three ways to make money on the Internet. One is: sell subscriptions. We’re not selling subscriptions. Two is: sell software. We’re not selling software. Three is some form of selling advertisements. Today, we’re not selling advertisements. You know why? We don’t have anybody using the damn system. So if we never get anyone to use the system, it’s pointless for me to sit here and explain to you how we make money from it.”

What was true for DotSpots was also true for Flipagram. Mohit could charge for use of Flipagram’s services by charging for each slideshow a user made, or perhaps with a monthly subscription fee. (Eventually he did try a version of this, charging users to remove the Flipagram watermark from their slideshows, for $1.99 per post.) But the real money in early 2010s Silicon Valley was in advertising, which meant Mohit was chasing eyeballs—attention—and the goal was ubiquity. He began telling people that Flipagram had evolved from a tool into a network, and the company tried desperately to attract and retain creators to make videos and slideshows exclusively for the app. But when they weren’t on Instagram, Flipagram users were starting to spend more and more time on another app: Alex Zhu’s Musical.ly.

In August 2015, Musical.ly announced that it had raised a $16+ million funding round, mostly from Chinese and Chinese American investors. Alex had pitched Silicon Valley’s top firms, too, but had faced skepticism: no Chinese app had yet been able to break through to American audiences. Still, Musical.ly was starting to see cracks in the ceiling, because it had developed its own, distinctive style.

When teens recorded a Musical.ly post, music would play as they recorded, but they could pause it and slow it down, often to half or a quarter of its normal speed. This allowed them to film intricate, precise movements that they’d never be able to pull off at full tempo—but that looked very cool when stitched back together in a fifteen-second clip. They also began to experiment with “tutting,” an elaborate, angular style of movement, often done just with the arms, that grew out of the 1970s/80s Electric Boogaloo form of California hip-hop dance. The app became flooded with challenges and competitions, in which users snaked their fingers and hands across screens in routines that were tightly synched to popular music.

Tempo manipulation and tutting differentiated videos made on Musical.ly from those on other platforms. It was no longer just another video platform competing with Vine and Flipagram; instead, it was something with a language of its own. And while Flipagram, like Instagram and Facebook, sought out celebrity users as evidence of their success and free advertising for the service, Musical.ly—true to Alex’s theory that building a social platform was like building a new society—focused on minting new stars entirely.

Ariel Martin, who began using Musical.ly at age fourteen, landed herself on Time and Forbes lists of the internet’s most influential creators for the distinctive hand motions in her Musical.ly posts. She made how-to videos for other young dancers, teaching them how to record videos that would look precise and striking when played at full speed. Lisa and Lena Mantler, a pair of thirteen-year-old identical twins from Germany, became known for their tightly synchronized, bubblegum pop–style dances, gaining nearly 30 million followers on the platform. Jacob Sartorius, a teen musician who first posted on Vine, became so popular on Musical.ly that he launched national and international tours, and two of his songs broke into the Billboard Hot 100.

All of these platforms—Flipagram, Musical.ly, Vine, and Dubsmash—were competing for the same primary audience: teens and tweens. To win them, an app would need to establish that it was where the cool kids were. Platforms competed fiercely for users like Martin, Sartorius, and the Mantlers, who had built devoted followings. They offered them money, free promotion, and other perks, all with the ultimate goal of signing them to exclusive contracts, which would lock them and their fans to a specific app, making it the one where they would spend their time.

By building its own community from scratch, Musical.ly had made what Mohit at Flipagram had tried to, but couldn’t: a digital destination that threatened Facebook and Instagram. And Mohit knew it. In August 2016, after laying off staff, the company hired a banker to shop it around to potential acquirers. By that point, it was bleeding money and users, and VCs were worried about recouping their investments. Meanwhile, Mohit had two small children at home, and had promised his wife that he wouldn’t sink more of his own money into the company.

Many of Flipagram’s top prospects passed on the opportunity to buy it, but a few gave it some thought. The most exciting prospect was Snap, the corporate owner of Snapchat, which was considered “cool” by Flipagram’s users, and which had first popularized the twenty-four-hour “stories” that Flipagram was famous for making in the first place. But by late 2016, a Snap deal had failed to emerge. Demoralized, Mohit’s team began negotiating with another potential acquirer—a company from China known for a news aggregator called Jinri Toutiao, which was just starting to put down roots in the US under the name TopBuzz.

In May 2016, Musical.ly announced that it had raised another funding round—this time, for $133 million, at a valuation that made the company worth more than $550 million. Just under two months later, the company launched a second app, called Live.ly, that would allow Musical.ly users to make and watch livestreams. And that summer, amidst the launch of the Live.ly platform, Alex began hearing from Mark Zuckerberg.

In 2014 and 2015, as the market for teen lip-synching video apps had exploded, Facebook announced that it would begin a “pivot to video” that would promote short videos in its News Feed.

“With the launch of auto-play and the surge in mobile use, it’s also important to focus on posting videos that grab people from the first frame of video,” said a Facebook blog post. “Shorter, timely video content tends to do well in News Feed. Keep in mind that auto-play videos play silently in News Feed until someone taps to hear sound, so videos that catch people’s attention even without sound often find success.”

As Facebook announced this product shift, Zuckerberg began devoting much of his personal time and energy to studying China and the Chinese app market. Facebook had been banned by the Chinese government in 2009 along with Twitter, Fanfou, and other apps, but Zuckerberg was hopeful that he could find a way back into the most populous country in the world.

He studied Mandarin, becoming proficient enough in the language to give speeches and host Q&A sessions at Beijing’s renowned Tsinghua University. He posted a picture of himself in March 2016 jogging through Tiananmen Square—on a day when the air pollution was so severe that the air smelled of smoke and locals wore masks outdoors. (The incident was described in the New York Times as Zuckerberg’s “Smog Jog.”) In a bizarre request, Zuckerberg even asked China’s authoritarian leader, Xi Jinping, to choose a name for his firstborn child. Xi declined, saying the choice was “too much responsibility.”

In August, Zuckerberg invited Alex to Facebook’s headquarters in Menlo Park. Though the talks were serious, Facebook was wary about just how young Musical.ly’s users really were. Collecting information about children under thirteen was illegal under federal law. Still, illegal or not, hooking preteens was good for business: young people spent a huge amount of time on social media, and data about their developing commercial habits was valuable to advertisers.

Facebook also hoped that acquiring Musical.ly might help its other apps become cool again. By this point, the company’s internal research showed that its namesake app had lost popularity with young users. Teens’ views of Instagram, which Facebook had bought in 2012, were better, but still not as strong as the company would have liked. So in September, Zuckerberg sent a team to meet with both Alex and his cofounder, Louis Yang, at Musical.ly’s headquarters in Shanghai. But by then, he was not the only bidder knocking on Alex and Yang’s door.


   




Chapter 5

MANUFACTURING HYPE



STARTUPS ONLY END THREE WAYS. MOST SIMPLY FAIL: THEY raise some money, pursue a business plan, but fail to make the economics work, so they shut down. Luckier ones survive: they raise some money, then make some money, and if they’re profitable or promising enough, they drive toward an “exit.”

There are two types of “exits”—acquisition by a larger company or an initial public offering (IPO). But IPOs are only available to the very largest firms, so most founders and investors chase payouts through acquisition, which is how they turn their stake in a startup into cash.

“Exits” are the ultimate goal of successful startups, but they often aren’t as rosy as they appear. If a company is acquired for less money than investors put into it, then founders usually take home nothing. The story might still be an exit (better than most founders ever achieve), but an exit does not equal a profit.

By late 2016, Farhad Mohit, founder of Flipagram, was considering even the least appealing exits for his startup. Investors wanted to broker a deal, any deal, that would save them from total loss. Sequoia Capital, a firm that had invested in both ByteDance and Flipagram, had introduced Zhang Yiming to Mohit, hopeful that it could at least recoup its stake in the struggling slideshow app.

In January, Yiming pulled the trigger. Flipagram’s cash reserves had become critically low; according to one office rumor, Mohit had put down the company card during a meal with ByteDance execs, only to have it declined. Author Matthew Brennan reported that the purchase price had been a meager $50 million—$20 million less than the company’s Series A fundraise.

Flipagram employees were relieved when they heard the company had sold. Upon acquisition, Mohit said that Flipagram would continue to operate independently from ByteDance. The Chinese tech giant offered its new staff a show of goodwill—it sent Flipagram’s L.A.-based staff shirts emblazoned with 666, a good luck symbol in Chinese culture that often means “smooth,” “awesome,” or “cool,” without realizing that in the US, the number was associated with the devil. The employees laughed. Yeah, the shirts were weird, but at least their employer had enough money to send them free swag.

The Flipagram acquisition was the first in a series of moves Yiming would make to enter the US market. In 2018, Yiming had announced that he had two main goals for the coming years: first, an aggressive pivot into short video apps, and second, a global expansion that would make ByteDance’s apps as important to people beyond China as they were to those within it. By 2020, he said, he wanted more than half of the company’s users to be foreigners.

Within China, Yiming pivoted hard to the short video market. ByteDance was, if anything, late to the trend—in 2014, some three years before, Yiming had said he couldn’t ride the subway through Beijing without being bombarded by ads for new apps serving users feeds of short videos.

As early as 2011, Yiming had recognized that plummeting TV watch time, especially among young people, was an opportunity for web-based video—and he reasoned that online ads could be worth much more than TV ads, because they could be more precisely targeted to likely purchasers.

Yiming worried that ByteDance was both too small and too late to compete with other Chinese short video apps. But in 2016, it launched not one but three new apps that would try anyway. Each was targeted to a different segment of the market: Huoshan (or “Volcano Video” in English) targeted low-income, rural users, as Kuaishou had done. It grew by paying people cash for videos they posted on the app—the payments were small for ByteDance, but significant for the cash-strapped creators receiving them. The second app, known as Xigua or “Watermelon Video,” was a YouTube clone focused on longer videos. The third was a short video platform called A.me.

A.me was modeled after Musical.ly, but Musical.ly hadn’t done well in China. Alex Zhu had believed this was because Chinese preteens were studying while their peers in the US were socializing (a belief that was validated by studies comparing Chinese and American students’ study time). Still, ByteDance hoped that A.me could capture the attention of a demographic that his other apps couldn’t: digital native, wealthy, cosmopolitan teens.

Following the Musical.ly playbook, A.me obsessively courted its earliest adopters. A.me “talent managers”—who felt like peers and friends to A.me’s young creators—added them to group chats with ByteDance project managers and engineers. Just as the Musical.ly team had done in their WeChats, the ByteDance staffers encouraged their young users to make feedback requests and report bugs, and even to download and play around in test versions of the app. The company even paid for the young stars to travel to Beijing for meetups and events.

Like Alex Zhu had done with Musical.ly’s young “musers,” ByteDance’s talent managers became personal friends with the app’s earliest users. In the Chinese press, ByteDance was panned for cloning Musical.ly, but A.me’s users didn’t care; the app suited their needs.

A few months after the launch of A.me, ByteDance asked its creators’ chat to weigh in on a key strategic question: in December 2016, ByteDance decided to change A.me’s name, and the company wanted suggestions: What should the new name be? The chat members considered several options—Huangke 晃客 (“Rocker” or “Shaker”) and Shanka 闪咖 (“Flash Mobber”) were among them—but they settled on Douyin, or “Shaking Sound,” which reflected their focus on music and dance. When the company updated the app, changing its name from A.me to Douyin, it publicly credited several users from the chat with creating its new moniker.

To Yiming, the success of A.me—now Douyin—was important, but it was just one piece of the puzzle. ByteDance was also preparing to launch internationalized versions of its short video apps, just as it had launched TopBuzz as an internationalized version of Toutiao. Yiming was obsessed with out-expanding his competitors. He might not have been first to short video in China, but he could still be first to it abroad, and specifically, in the United States.

In mid-2017, ByteDance launched a clone of Douyin in Japan, Korea, Indonesia, and Thailand, luring celebrities to the app by throwing lavish parties that featured popular actors, singers, and models. These countries were a sensible place to start: most of Douyin’s fiercest competitors had not yet launched across Asia, so ByteDance began on an open playing field. And it worked: within a year, Korean pop supergroup BLACKPINK joined the platform, bringing millions of devoted fans along with them—and by 2019, the even bigger group, BTS, would join.

Back in the US, despite Mohit’s claim that Flipagram would continue to operate independently, ByteDance quickly seized the reins in LA’s Flipagram office. A new manager named Peggie Li transferred over to Flipagram from TopBuzz, and served as the primary manager of the startup’s L.A. office. She was young—in her late twenties—but experienced in video entertainment, with prior stints in Hollywood and at a studio that made YouTube videos. ByteDance also added some support staff to Flipagram, to fill out an office that had been plagued by layoffs as its cash reserves had run low. Maybe the new owners would help turn the place around, thought staffers.

Still, there were signs that ByteDance’s management approach would strain its new American employees. Li told her reports that they would need to move onto ByteDance’s employee goal system, under which they received evaluations every two months. She told them to set goals with the assumption that they would only meet 60 percent of them, and had a demanding, intense demeanor that frightened some of her staff.

The transition was especially tough for Flipagram’s community team, a handful of cheerful twentysomething talent managers whose job was to woo creators to the platform. Li told them that they would be evaluated based in part on how many views their creators received, but they quickly found out that those view counts weren’t fully accurate. Flipagram, like ByteDance’s Chinese app, Huoshan, had started to pay some creators based on the number of views they garnered. But the creators were often paid for fewer views than the app claimed they had received. This led to awkward conversations. The talent managers didn’t understand which views were real any better than their creators did.

Soon, though, the community team encountered a bigger problem: they started receiving a rash of complaints from victims of impersonation.

On all social media platforms, some degree of impersonation is inevitable. Someone steals someone else’s content and reposts it as their own. Or they sit on the username of a famous person or brand, confusing fans. Usually platforms respond by setting up systems to report and take down accounts engaged in impersonation.

But this was different: impersonation complaints had spiked dramatically and stayed high. The claims came from all sorts of people: well-known influencers from other platforms, parents of children, and even some of the creators that Flipagram staff were trying to recruit. Their claims shared parallel facts: each victim had discovered an account on Flipagram that was a mirror image of an account they maintained on another platform, like Instagram, YouTube, or Musical.ly.

Flipagram’s young talent managers were flummoxed. They consulted a back-end system to look at the email addresses linked to the mirror accounts, in the hopes of identifying the impersonators. To their horror, the addresses for the mirror accounts all shared a common format: they contained a string of numbers and the word “orange”—and ended in @bytedance.com. The fakes were coming from inside the house.

Unbeknownst to most of its US employees, ByteDance had assigned a team in China to scrape more than ten thousand videos each day from US-based social media platforms, including Instagram, Snapchat, and Musical.ly. The company would then use the scraped posts to train its For You algorithm (which had become exceptionally good at predicting Chinese users’ tastes, but less good at capturing virality in the US)—and to create fake accounts impersonating people on Flipagram.

When US employees found out about the scheme, they were furious. Their employer had falsely represented that a whole slew of people (in some cases, children!) had chosen to join their platform and agreed to their terms of service when those people didn’t even know the platform existed. The talent managers’ bosses told them to respond to the mountain of complaints by offering to turn over the impersonating accounts to their rightful owners. But they were not to reveal that it had been ByteDance itself doing the impersonating. Instead, they would say the offending accounts were created by “fans.”

Some US staffers pushed back on the scraping project, but ByteDance employees in China did not see the problem. Norms and laws about intellectual property and web scraping were different in China, and some Chinese staff argued that the fake accounts gave the company valuable information about which content users most wanted to see. They also said the scraped videos gave users examples of successful posts that they should emulate. But the fake accounts gave Flipagram another benefit: they made it look more popular than it really was.

Ultimately, the social media startup business is about manufacturing hype. People join new apps when their friends, or people they admire, are also on those apps. Nobody has time to keep up with yet another app—so for people to download and embrace a new platform en masse, it has to seem necessary, inevitable, like you’ll miss out on something important if you’re not there.

This hurdle is a variation of the classic “cold start problem”: at the beginning of every business’s life, it needs its first ten, then its first hundred, then its first thousand customers. How will it find and recruit those initial buyers? Platforms that rely on user-generated content have a compounded version of this problem, because the product is the users: their posts, their likes and comments, their interactions.

Misleading your customers is a bad look. But ByteDance was hardly the only tech giant using fake accounts to get ahead. Alex Zhu had solved Musical.ly’s cold start problem in part by posing as fictional teens to make other teens feel loved and accepted by their peers. Perhaps Flipagram’s fake accounts—like Alex’s—were a necessary evil, a helpful tool to jumpstart a flywheel of authentic engagement.

There was a problem with this theory, though: Flipagram wasn’t new. It already had many hundreds of real, human creators. Every time a user was shown a post from a fake account, that meant they’d see one fewer post from a real one—a reality that directly hurt creators who were paid per view. And at a moment when they were already losing momentum to Musical.ly, it pained Flipagram’s talent managers to watch their actual creators struggle to gain traction.

In the end, Flipagram turned out to be something of a social media Ponzi scheme—lots of people joined, but they joined in part because they were falsely told everybody else was already there. When they got there, the vibes were off—the app was missing dopamine. Flipagram’s failure made Musical.ly’s success all the clearer: Alex had created a new, distinct place online where people would want to spend time.

It would be years before ByteDance could claim to have built a place like that in the United States. So Yiming—who had begun his foray into video apps by trying to clone Musical.ly—did the next best thing: to the absolute shock of the Flipagram team, he announced that ByteDance would be spending nearly $1 billion to acquire Musical.ly.

For Yiming, the acquisition process was a very different beast the second time around. While Flipagram had been desperate to sell, poet-founder Alex Zhu had spent months entertaining not just Zuckerberg, but also other suitors including Apple, Disney, and Kuaishou. Alex was in the 1 percent of founders who truly made it: unlike Mohit, constrained by Flipagram’s dire finances, Alex didn’t have to sell to anyone—and with the world’s top tech companies in chase, he wouldn’t take a deal he didn’t like.

Alex’s choices were constrained, however, by one of his board members: Cheetah Mobile CEO Sheng Fu. As an early investor in Musical.ly, Cheetah Mobile, a Chinese maker of smartphone games, owned 17 percent of the company, and Sheng’s board directorship came with a vote of veto power over any deal he didn’t like.

Just as Sequoia had furthered its own interests by matchmaking Yiming and Mohit, Sheng had his own set of priorities for any potential Musical.ly deal. Under his freewheeling leadership, Cheetah Mobile’s apps would eventually be booted from the Google App Store for engaging in click fraud, and Sheng himself would be charged with insider trading and fined more than $500,000 by the SEC. But for the moment, he was eager to condition any sale of Musical.ly on some extra upside for him.

As Cheetah’s CEO, Sheng had arranged for the company to invest in a Europe-focused news aggregator called News Republic, and to build a fledgling livestreaming app called Live.me. Sheng wanted to offload the investments as a bundle, he said, so he would only approve the sale of Musical.ly if the buyer invested in the other two apps as well.

The prospect of acquiring unnecessary apps turned Kuaishou’s CEO away, and fears of violating federal laws against collecting data from children caused Facebook to waffle. But Yiming took the bundle, acquiring News Republic (which, after all, could fit in nicely with Toutiao and TopBuzz) and agreeing to make a $50M investment in Live.me. For Alex, the deal was a once-in-a-lifetime payday: he had brought his company to acquisition at a purchase price close to the “unicorn” level of a billion-dollar valuation. For Yiming, buying Musical.ly and Live.me was a way to circumvent the near-impossible task of persuading millions of American teens to migrate to an unknown Chinese app.

Right from the start, the plan was to merge Musical.ly into ByteDance’s domestic juggernaut, the app its users had renamed “Shaking Sound” or Douyin. Just a day after the deal closed, the ByteDance VP who had led the negotiations, Liu Zhen, told the press: “In the future, Douyin and Musical.ly will leverage their technology and content advantages to jointly create the world’s largest short video social entertainment platform.”

Just as it had with Flipagram, ByteDance quickly started making changes to Musical.ly, integrating its systems into the ByteDance back end. It kept Flipagram around, too, but stripped it of its more advanced editing tools, and lowered the video resolution, optimizing the app for regions of the world where internet connections were weaker. Flipagram would become an anglicized version of Huoshan, the app ByteDance had targeted at low-income, rural Chinese communities—and Musical.ly would become the equivalent of Douyin.

By early 2018, the transformation was complete. Flipagram was rebranded as Vigo Video, which shared Huoshan’s logo. ByteDance stripped away the bright orange branding in Flipagram’s L.A. office on Santa Monica Boulevard, replacing it with an awkward, temporary red sign that said ByteDance. Then, it moved Musical.ly’s US staff into the building, where the staffs of the two acquired companies—still bitter rivals—began working across the open-plan office from one another.

The vibes between teams were awkward, to say the least. Under ByteDance, Flipagram had pilfered videos from Musical.ly and impersonated their users. Meanwhile, according to one former Flipagram employee, Musical.ly had coded an autocorrect feature that changed mentions of Flipagram on the Musical.ly app to “lol.”

Despite the fact that they were all now ByteDance employees, the teams were told to continue competing directly with one another. Each cohort kept courting the same influencers, hawking the same exclusive contracts that would forbid them from working with the other, and hosting events where staffers for the other app were decidedly not invited.

ByteDance also began aggressively advertising both Flipagram and Musical.ly on YouTube and Facebook. Most of the ads featured typical Musical.ly and Flipagram fare: skits of young teens dancing to pop music. But a few of them took a different tack: a slew of Musical.ly ads that ran on Facebook in spring 2018 paired a reel of popular video from the platform with provocative language about the current president of the United States: “Donald Trump doesn’t use musical.ly. Join now.”

Toward the end of the summer 2018, the Musical.ly staff was tapped by ByteDance HQ to help plan the biggest event yet: an August 1 launch party that would mark a rechristening of Musical.ly, a merging of it into ByteDance’s internationalized version of Douyin. Because Douyin was unknown in the US, ByteDance had the opportunity to define it to millions of people for the first time.

Before the launch party, ByteDance had lined up top US creators, whom it would pay tens of thousands of dollars per post to direct their fans to follow them on the Douyin clone. Some contracts specifically required the creators to make posts advertising the new Musical.ly on their Instagram stories (complete with a new Douyin watermark), and promised to reward creators with “verified” status in exchange for posts.

The party itself was held at the celebrity-studded NeueHouse Hollywood, a ritzy club and coworking space. The Douyin logo—a cheerful, almost bouncing, music-note-shaped lowercase d—was emblazoned on the walls, people posed in photobooths wearing headgear in the shape of clocks, and waitresses wore minidresses with translucent aprons that shimmered back and forth between Douyin’s teal and hot-pink shades. Custom cocktails like the #ForYouFizz and the #Trendy-Tini flowed freely from an open bar, though many guests were underage. In a sea of sequins, stage lights, and exposed midriffs, hundreds of young performers filmed themselves and each other, “making content” as they edited snippets of the night’s energy to share with fans.
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