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Abstract

Designing Desires: Cultures, Commerce and Creativity
in Late-Socialist Chinese Interior Design

The last four decades have seen China’s interior design transform rapidly from
a decoration-based subsidiary role within the construction sector into a pivotal service
industry crucial to economy. This new salience of design and innovation in both
economic and cultural life presents an important opportunity for studies on creativity,
commercial practice and cultural production. By drawing on original research
materials and secondary data, this thesis examines the intrinsic operations of the
interior design world and the professional life of its practitioners, including design
business owners and individual designers. It traces the trajectories of modern design
from its historical roots to the present, highlighting the proliferation and
entrepreneurialisation of interior design, particularly evident in Shenzhen’s
transformation into a contemporary design hub since the reform era. This shift has led
to an unprecedented production of design professionals, driven by real estate markets
and intellectual property rights protection, and ongoing human capital cultivation
shaped by both the state and the design sector. Central to their professional life are not
only industrialisation, culturalisation and aestheticisation of interiors, but also
differentiation from existing products in a competitive market, which is achieved
through varying degrees of innovation and originality to counter mindless imitation of
foreign styles. While a significant change in practice has occurred involving the
hybridisation of modernist design with Chinese and oriental elements, the industry
demonstrates a persistent incorporation of Western design elements, knowledge, and
standards. Simultaneously, there exists a continuity of Confucian learning practices

through skilful copying. Focused on the design economy, this thesis underscores how



late-socialist neoliberal logics of efficiency, profitability and responsibilities to
oneself and the nation are constitutive of the process of subject formation. This
process entails not only the reproduction of regulatory norms but also the concurrent
exploration of alternative practices to align with commercial goals and personal

1deals.
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Introduction

This thesis explores the professional lives of interior designers working in
privately-owned design agencies in the city of Shenzhen. Over the past four decades
of reform, interior design as a profession and commercial sector has undergone a
significant transformation. This has been closely intertwined with the rise of
Shenzhen as a Chinese model city and a pivotal hub for contemporary design. By
viewing design simultaneously as a business service, an aesthetic-material formation,
commercial culture and as a subjective process, I examine the changes and
continuities in the practices that make up the field of interior design and the subjective
identities of its practitioners. In particular, I address how design practitioners work to
facilitate particular types of innovation and how they navigate regulatory norms and
operate within a society deeply rooted in Confucian and socialist legacies, but also

influenced by entrepreneurialism and increased valorisation of innovation.

l. Prevailing or Parting in the Design World

During an early afternoon in summer 2019, as the echoes of Hong Kong’s
protests reverberated through the air, I found myself within the restricted zone of the
Mainland Port Area at Hong Kong West Kowloon station, which serves as a border
control point between mainland China and Hong Kong. This station was where I often

caught a high-speed train for my research fieldwork and interviews in Shenzhen,



China — a 20-minute train ride away.! However, on this particular occasion, I
missed my train due to the extended inspection of my two mobile phones by mainland
Chinese immigration officers.

During the waiting period, a male mainland Chinese police officer, possibly in
his thirties or early forties, dressed in a blue Nike zip-up sweater and Timberland
boots, came up to me and struck up a conversation. His intention soon became clear
as he asked me a series of questions and offered to resolve my situation. Recognising
my research focus on the interior design sector in Shenzhen, the officer displayed
interest and inquired about which design software I used. To my surprise, he told me,
‘I studied interior design before’. Perplexed by the unexpected exchange, I asked him
why he changed to his current job. His response, tinged with a mix of resignation and
pragmatism, revealed a glimpse into the intricate motivations behind career decisions.
“You have to be outstanding among others,’ he began, ‘otherwise it is difficult to
continue’. He continued, ‘My current job offers me welfare, like housing and stuffs,
so it is not bad.” And with that, his topic veered into the realm of ‘education’.

The explanation given by the designer-turned-police-officer was brief, yet it
encapsulated the entrepreneurial ethos of young Chinese designers as they navigate in
the ruthless design world. In his case, the decision of whether to leave his design
career appeared to stem from intense peer competition in the interior design sector,
and the appeal of job protection and welfare associated with a civil servant role. His
experience serves as an illustration of the turnover within the interior design industry,
a phenomenon linked to the abundant supply of design graduates since the early

2000s, a direct consequence of the implementation of higher education expansion

! Trefer to ‘China’ as ‘mainland China’, which encompasses areas under direct administration of the
government of People’s Republic of China (PRC), but excludes the special administrative regions of
Hong Kong and Macau. When not specified, ‘China’ refers to ‘mainland China’.



policies in 1999. Recent decades have seen the allure of the interior design profession
in China, driven by its perceived potential for rapid growth and business opportunities
within a commodified real estate market which followed the ‘marketisation’ of the
real estate industry in the housing reforms of 1998. In the case of the designer-turned-
police-officer, what was suggestive about his remarks was both the hype and
competition surrounding interior design. The hype began to emerge strongly around
2003 when commercial real estate was recognised by the government as a pillar of the
national economy, and the design industries started gaining more commercial
prominence as China began moving up the value chain. In 2014, the State Council
released a document that highlighted the role of design services in promoting cultural
industries as a pillar industry for sustainable economic development. Within the realm
of design, interior design stands out as one of the four major sectors in China,
alongside product design, fashion design, and graphic design (Chen and Liang, 2015).
These dynamics have made interior design a sought-after career among young people
in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. While this trend has opened up
new avenues for interiors businesses to operate and enabled design graduates to
pursue their careers, the commercial culture of the interior design sector has fostered a
dynamic and competitive landscape.

The account given by the designer-turned-police-officer suggests that
maintaining a career in interior design relies on producing distinctive work to stand
out in this crowded and competitive domain; that is, in his own words, being
‘outstanding among others’. This underscores the view that design companies are not
only required to excel in meeting market demands but also to differentiate themselves
from their rivals in processes like tender bidding for projects such as model flats, and

international award competitions. In this ‘Darwinian’ world of interior design market,



they are compelled to compete with their peers to demonstrate their suitability and
capabilities in order to thrive in the socialist market economy, a reality that led
individuals like the designer-turned-police-officer to opt for alternative professions.

Importantly, what the designer-turned-police-officer referred to was unlikely to
represent the entire interior design sector. It is crucial to have a sense of the
composition of China’s interior design sector. The sector can be categorised into three
parts. First, there emerged a small number of big corporations specialising in curtain
wall design, construction, and interior design, focusing primarily on high-end large-
scale projects. Secondly, privately-operated civil design institutes, which are
previously state-owned, emerged due to the transformation of state-owned institutions
during China’s reforms in the late 1990s. Lastly, a significant number of small-to-
medium sized private design enterprises emerged, alongside a few large enterprises,
creating two distinct market segments. One segment focuses on design services and
renovation work for domestic residential spaces. The other segment encompasses a
broader range of design projects, like model flats, sales centres, residential spaces,
retail shops, office spaces, and hospitality spaces. It is widely recognised that the
latter market segment comprises skilled designers with more extensive design
knowledge and capabilities than the former. They are expected to handle diverse
projects involving various types of spaces, while also having the ability to set and
charge design fees. Specifically, this thesis centres on design companies that cater to
this particular market segment.

Within this realm of interior design, the investigation of this thesis aims to
focus on design practitioners who have continued to stay in the interiors business. I
focus on their work experiences and ask how these practitioners perform diverse and

multifaceted cultural practices while positioning themselves within the realm of



creativity. In doing so, I explore why they deploy particular models of creativity and
how these models shape the cultural practices they perform, enabling particular types
of innovations. Additionally, I examine how they engage with various forms of
undertaking using a variety of resources. Through this exploration, I address what this
reveals about their occupational and subjective identities, their agency, and the
dynamics of change and continuity that underline their practices.

There are important reasons for documenting the practices and the
professional lives of designers. As an occupational group, designers are pivotal to
cultural and socio-economic change. In recent decades, the recognition of design’s
importance in government policies, the economy, and culture has led to closer
relationships between design, sociology, and anthropology, particularly in exploring
design’s roles in socio-cultural and economic changes (e.g. McRobbie, Strutt and
Bandinelli, 2022; Entwistle and Slater, 2019; Irani, 2019; McRobbie, 1998, 2016a;
Julier and Moor, 2009; Lash and Lury, 2007; Shove et al., 2007; Molotch, 2003).
Accounts examining the relationship between design and its material forms, both the
physical and the digital, confirm that design professionals have been playing a crucial
role in the social and institutional organisation of production and consumption
(Alexander, 2020; Molotch, 2003; Scolere and Humphreys, 2016; Shove et al., 2007).
Shove et al. (2007: 9), for example, characterised designers (industrial designers in
particular) and users as the key reproducers of material culture, shaped by a dominant
commercial logic forcing designers to ‘meet what are generally taken to be pre-
existing needs’ through which the status and identity of designers are sustained.
Molotch aptly observed, ‘nowadays, the work of design — the intentional use of
cultural and material resources to create a worthwhile artefact — is where the cultural

rubber hits the commercial road’ (2003: 23).



Sociologists have also examined how material-aesthetic objects are mediated
by professionals, such as design and advertising practitioners (e.g. Nixon, 1996;
Alexander, 2020). This investigation illuminates, for example, the culturalisation and
aestheticisation of commodities as means of production (Lash and Urry, 1994), and
the sequencing of imaginative, aesthetic, and discursive elements in the commercial
system governing symbolic object production and performance (Alexander, 2020).
However, limited knowledge has been generated about the practices, identities, and
intellectual and cultural formation of design practitioners, and their perceptions of
newness and commercial production. This is particularly evident because individual
aspects of the design sector are often grouped within the broader category of creative
industries in current discussions. McRobbie (2016b) observed the need for ‘a stronger
post-industrial sociology of professional life’ through ‘re-differentiation’, suggesting
that conducting studies of creative professionals can offer values and insights into the
conduct of specific cultural sectors. Likewise, Campbell, O’Brien and Taylor (2019)
called for a new mode of ‘cultural’ occupational analysis in sociology of cultural and
creative industries. By showing the differences in cultural consumption engagement
and patterns between IT and other cultural and creative sectors, they emphasised the
need to pay more attention to shared cultures, knowledge, and tastes in specific
occupations in cultural and creative industries studies. My study contributes to their
calls for disaggregating the category of creative and cultural industries. By focusing
on the interior design sector, | consider this sociological study as an opportunity to
identify and understand the shared cultures, experiences, and professional lives of
design practitioners within this sub-field of design, wherein ‘design knowledge,
practice and context are interrelated and mutually constitutive’ (Sunley et al., 2010:

378).



As noted earlier, design has become a significant part of commercial and
cultural life in China over the past few decades. The Chinese design industry has
grown in size specifically, facilitating the shift of industries from a ‘made in China’ to
a ‘created in China’ model (L1, 2011; Justice, 2012). Against this backdrop, Chinese
designers were presented as a ‘cheerfully flourishing, globally driven’ community,
‘buoyed up by a new wave of Chinese consumerism’ (Buckley, 2008: 342). The
elevated recognition, professional status, and cultural significance of the interior
design sector are evident in home makeover reality TV shows, where established
designers are entrusted with home improvement and design projects, showcasing
interior design’s role in enriching people’s lives on a national broadcast scale. Despite
the increasing recognition and discussions about the industry’s newfound importance
in the economic and cultural realms, there has been limited attention to understanding
the working lives and subjective identities of these practitioners. I argue that this
missing piece of the puzzle can enhance our comprehension of their commercial
practices and the evolving status of design practitioners in the cultural economy. To
delve into this, I pose these questions:

e What are the experiences of design practitioners, and how are these
experiences understandable within the specific geographical milieu of
Shenzhen and the context of Chinese state?

e How do the industry and workplace cultures in which design
practitioners work set limits and offer resources for specific design
productions, thereby impacting their design jobs? How do they engage
with various form of undertaking and navigate the regulatory norms?

e What is the cultural and intellectual formation of these design

professionals? For example, what training have they received? In what



ways do they involve in the transmission and acquisition of cultural
norms, knowledge, languages, tastes, and practices within the design
community?

e What values, judgements, and self-identities shape and guide their
practices? Furthermore, what particular models of creativity do they
deploy, and why? How do these models enable or constrain particular

types of innovations?

In their pursuit of commercial cultural production, design agencies harness a
wide range of knowledge, expertise, materials, economic resources and cultural
resources to produce interiors that serve their clients. For instance, these firms highly
value their employees’ skills in design software and aesthetic judgement, as these are
essential for creating compelling and reputable designs, and effectively
communicating design ideas and strategies to potential and current clients. Hence,
practitioners’ practices, aesthetic preferences, subjective judgements and identities
impact the production process and final products, shaping their ability to connect with
clients and end-users, differentiate themselves from their competitors, and fulfil
service expectations. Furthermore, the values and identities held by both design
business owners and designers in managerial positions, which are scripted into the
workplace cultures, exert an influence over the specifics of design jobs and their
cultural practices. These cultural aspects and individual identities of design
practitioners are central to an account of the business activities conducted by design
companies and the unique roles performed by design practitioners. Therefore,
studying their working lives becomes necessary to explore these interrelated

dimensions.



The design practitioners this thesis focuses upon entered the industry between
the latter part of the 1990s and the 2010s, when China’s socialist market economy
started to actively engage with the global market, leading to private wealth
accumulation, and the emergence of urban professionals and entrepreneurs (Hoffman,
2010). Most of these design professionals are university-educated. They relocated to
Shenzhen to establish their careers and later started their own design enterprises,
holding job titles like chief designer and creative director. They share cultural
similarities and place emphasis on self-identity formation through consumption and
individual lifestyle choices, an aspect aligning with many of their clients and users of
their designed spaces — the urban professionals and the newly rich, such as private
business owners and managers of large-scale companies (L. Zhang, 2008; Hoffman,
2010). Hence, the close relationships that designers have with the cultivation of
aesthetics, taste, and cultural sensibilities, described as the ‘cultural milieu’ by Li
Zhang (2008: 25), through their subjective judgements and design preferences are
areas this thesis seeks to explore.

This thesis challenges some popular accounts that have influenced the general
understanding of Chinese design practitioners and their work. These focus on the
creative capabilities of individuals and government’s role, driving innovation,
economic growth and shaping urban areas. Richard Florida’s (2012 [2002]) The Rise
of the Creative Class is one such narrative. The book categorises designers as part of
the ‘super-creative core’ within the broader ‘creative class,” including professionals
like scientists, engineers, professors, software programmers, editors, artists, architects,
musicians and writers. In his attempt to illustrate how these professionals can be
attracted to cities through effective city-marketing strategies and urban cultural

policies, Florida generalises the values held by the members of the ‘creative class’ and



suggests that they all ‘share a common ethos that values creativity, individuality,
difference, and merit’ (Florida, 2012: 8-9). Similarly, certain accounts of the Chinese
design industry emphasise the instrumentality of creativity in the knowledge economy
by showing how China’s design can serve as a value-added practice, a business
strategy and a tool for economic and social reforms. These studies examine how the
transformation of consumer markets and their needs has intensified the ‘explosion of
creativity’ (Sinha, 2008), and how creative industries foster an innovative society (Li,
2011). From this research strand, we know better about the larger picture of how new
ideas, contents, and their creators serve economic functions, but we know very little
about how newness is defined and understood in specific professions.

In the field of design studies, innovative design has often been perceived as a
linear result of the efforts of designers, design companies, and government entities.
One such example can be found in China's Design Revolution, a work by design
scholar Lorraine Justice (2012). In her work, she traces the development and role of
Chinese design and designers, focusing on projects by a handful award-winning
designers in various design fields, such as product, fashion, graphic, interior and
media design, which are taken to support her claims about the potential of the ‘third
generation designers’ born after the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). The study
represents the dominant perspective that has tended to frame innovative works and
designed objects as products of creative genius, leading a ‘design revolution’ with
government support. Media narratives have similarly centred on these themes,
depicting the design industries as undergoing profound transformations within the
larger socio-economic contexts. These narratives have emphasised a growing interest
in home improvement through design, particularly during the pandemic, and the rise

of designed goods and decor, propelled by design talents, a burgeoning middle class
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and their increased consumption power (Krichels, 2013; Hu, 2023).

However, a critical problem with these narratives is their tendency to assume a
break with older practices in the new wave of designs. These narratives overlook how
the rubric of creativity and newness is influenced by the particularities of history and
culture within social institutions (Negus, 1999; Nixon, 2003). In other words, they
take creativity for granted as embedded capacity in the design process, rather than
attending to the creativity models deployed by design practitioners and their roles in
mediating between production and consumer and/ or user identification. As a result,
they fail to conceptualise and politicise creativity in relation to China’s historical and
socio-cultural backdrop, thus oversimplifying the complex processes, meanings and
implications associated with designed outcomes. In their narratives, these outcomes
appear as generalised markers and ‘clues’ of macro social changes (Justice, 2012: 13).
While their narratives do touch upon the motivations and challenges faced by design
practitioners, they have little to say about how the power of design and its culture
operates through designers’ roles as cultural and market intermediaries. This process
spans diverse objectives, encompassing individual and organisational goals, as well as
commercial and non-commercial purposes. It is this double role of design
practitioners that this thesis is concerned with interrogating.

My account has been driven by the consideration that more insights can arise
by foregrounding the neglected field-specific practices and cultures. In considering
these aspects in a sociological study of design practitioners, the notions of cultural
intermediaries and market intermediaries are an appropriate place to start. As a
profession, design is considered as one of ‘new cultural intermediaries’, a term coined
by Bourdieu (1984) in his work Distinction. Originally, Bourdieu used this term to

refer to cultural commentators, writers, journalists working in mass-media fields.
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However, the term has expanded to encompass other practitioners, including those in
‘media, design, fashion, advertising, and “para” intellectual information occupations,
whose jobs entail performing services and the production, marketing and
dissemination of symbolic goods’ (Featherstone, 1990: 11). Within these sectors,
small cultural businesses, where cultural intermediaries often work in a self-employed
capacity, are emerging as focal points of the modern urban cultural economy. This
phenomenon has been documented in a body of literature (Banks, 2010a; Gill and
Pratt, 2008; Hutton, 2009; McRobbie, Strutt and Bandinelli, 2022; McRobbie, 2016a;
Scott, 2017; Taylor, 2015). Scott (2017) indicates that this group of small business
owners, who are also new cultural producers, resembles the ‘petite bourgeoisie,’
embodying both its ‘old” and ‘new’ elements. On the one hand, they identify well with
the old petite bourgeoisie activities by virtue of their self-employment and
entrepreneurial subjectivity (Bechhofer and Elliott, 1985). On the other hand, they can
be considered as a sub-group within what Bourdieu (1984) termed as the ‘new petite
bourgeoisie’— a group of young, educated individuals who deploy taste and promote
‘the art of living, in particular, domestic life and consumption’ (366), playing the role
of ‘taste makers and need merchants’ (141). In my research, the majority of design
practitioners are designer-entrepreneurs, exemplifying the social group ‘new petite
bourgeoisie’ conceptualised by Bourdieu. In a sense, both terms ‘new cultural
intermediaries’ and ‘new petite bourgeoisie’ appear to aptly characterise Chinese
interior designers because interior design as an occupation and market sector is
relatively new under state socialism — it began to gain prominence since China’s
reform and opening-up policy in 1978. This is precisely in this regard my thesis
attends to both the cultural intermediary role and the entrepreneur role of these design

practitioners. Through this emphasis, I insist on the importance of historical
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particularity of these two roles undertaken by design practitioners to advance a better
understanding of their working lives and the commercial cultures of their field. Both
dimensions of designers’ practices are explored from five perspectives in this thesis.

First, it concerns the relationship between the designer’s role as a cultural
intermediary and the ‘culturalness’ of design — the aesthetic-expressive and taste-
making dimensions. I posit that interior designers represent an interesting case for
studying practices and innovation because interior design goes beyond functional
goals and has strong aesthetic and affective components with symbolic meanings,
making it part of the cultural industries sector (Hesmondhalgh, 2019). These
dimensions can outweigh design’s functional aspects, when compared to consumer
electronics or hardware designers who pay more attention to functionality. Pratt and
Jeftcutt (2009: 4) argued that ‘individuals are primary sources of creativity (and
invention),’ thereby shaping the ideation aspect of innovation. To analyse design
practitioners’ practices in a dynamic socio-economic context, it is necessary to take
into account cultural attributes of design, such as subjective understandings of taste
and aesthetics (Bryson et al., 2005; Power, 2009).

Thus, I suggest that the role of cultural intermediaries played by design
practitioners can be better understood within an analytic framework that illuminates
the connections between individuals’ subjectivity at the micro level and the contextual
institutional factors at the macro level. Studying interior designers’ experiences and
practices requires unravelling the connections between people’s models of creativity,
their designed outcomes, genre, and organisational cultures (Negus, 1999; Nixon,
2003), the history of aesthetic formations (Born, 2010; Molotch, 2011), and practices
(Shove et al., 2007; Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2002) within specific socio-cultural

contexts. In interweaving together these insights, I seek to contribute to empirical
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studies that examine the variations in the models of creativity deployed by designers
and how these models shape the types of innovation they produce. This endeavour
involves examining the changes and continuities associated with design aesthetics and
practices within a cultural-historical framework, an aspect that has been lacking in
current literature.

Through the analysis of individual accounts given by design practitioners, I
demonstrate how these practitioners’ models of creativity and the resulting innovation
are also shaped by practices that prioritise value creation and problem-solving. I
highlight two dominant models of creativity that design practitioners deployed. One
model is characterised by authentic creativity, emanating from within individual and
emphasising originality and personal expression in design. The other model,
derivative creativity, focuses on service provision and its incremental improvements.
In this context, practitioners emphasised slight design differentiation rather than
pursuing absolute novelty as innovation. While there has been a shift towards valuing
originality over mindless imitation of foreign styles, particularly evident in their
distancing from the notion of ‘style’ (known as ‘de-stylisation’), they tended to agree
that creativity can arise through copying and appropriating predecessors’ works,
aligning with a Confucian perspective of cultural production (Tang, 2023).

Second, the commercial dimension of practice informs my account of how the
market intermediary role of design practitioners developed and performed through
their designed products. I suggest that such understanding can benefit from the
scholarship on commercial cultures in cultural analyses, as well as those accounts on
market in economic sociology. Cultural analyses have long transcended the
dichotomy of commerce and culture to establish the commercial domain — wherein

cultural production across various industries operates — as a distinct object of study
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(Nixon, 1996; 2003; McRobbie, 1998; 2016a; Negus, 1999; Jackson et al., 2000).
This strand of research explores commercial cultures as the connections between
production and consumption. It emphasises that the commercial domain of goods and
services is influenced and shaped by the cultural domain of producers, such as the
dynamics of competing technologies and knowledges over times (Mort, 2000),
particularities of commercial behaviours and forms of entrepreneurship (McRobbie,
1998), sets of cultural meanings and values deployed as representations of the
consumer, as well as the informal cultures and subjective identities inhabited by
producers (Nixon, 2003). These aspects, in turn, impact consumer identities and
experiences. Their accounts have directed me towards exploring the subjectivities of
design practitioners, and their entrepreneurial practices and knowledge-acquisition
practices situated in various places and occasions, ranging from design enterprises,
client meetings to online sharing session and events like Milan Design Week.
Prompted by these emphases, | shed light on how acquired knowledge, practices and
preferences serve as resources and parameters in their design production. The
insistence on the co-constitution of commerce and culture has guided me to examine
the interactions between the subjectivity of design practitioners and the organisational
cultures of design enterprises and the wider industry. Doing so illustrates how the
missions or orientations of design enterprises can shape the ways in which design
practitioners create and communicate meanings and values through their project-
based designs, directed towards the target clients, consumers, or users.

Studies in economic sociology have offered important ideas that foreground
the role of design practitioners in shaping the consumer market and subjectivity
through such calculative processes. Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier (2013) suggest

that studying the work and activities of designers, advertisers, and critics, collectively
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termed ‘market intermediaries’ or ‘market mediators’, can deepen our understanding
of economic exchange mechanisms. By analysing items such as product labels,
advertisements, press, consumer reports, Michelin guides (Karpik, 2010), they argue
that these market intermediaries play a central role in ‘market work’ through the
production of ‘market mediation devices’ or ‘market devices’ — the ‘material and
discursive assemblages’ such as ‘objects, frames, practices and tools’ that ‘intervene
in the construction of markets’ (Muniesa, Millo, and Callon, 2007: 2). Muniesa, Millo,
and Callon (2007: 2) propose the notion of ‘market agencement’ to not only capture
market rationalities and the strategic, calculative practices of individuals aimed at
making devices more economically effective, but also to provide a better
understanding of how subject formation is intertwined with market devices. Drawing
from Deleuze (1992), they contend that ‘subject is not external to the device. In other
words, subjectivity is enacted in a device’ (Muniesa, Millo, and Callon, 2007: 2). In
this sense, interior designers undoubtedly operate as ‘market intermediaries’ by
designing artifacts and technical devices, such as showrooms, model flats, sales
centres for manufacturers and real estate companies as ‘intermediary objects’.
Through their professional practices and calculative decision making, they engender
‘market agencement’ that connects two worlds: corporations selling commodities or
providing services to consumers, and individuals articulating their demands for these
goods and services both as consumers and users. Often, this connection is
accomplished by creating attachments that forge bodily practices and affective links
between people and things (Hennion, 2010; McFall, 2009). My thesis offers an
additional example that has thus far been understudied in the ongoing discussion of
market devices: interior designed spaces, encompassing their decor and objects, as

well as the material and affective dimensions. Through the creation of market devices,
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the practitioners in my study mediate the ways economic calculations are performed
within markets, a process that becomes a part of their subject formation. Recent
studies on consumption practices have shown that both Chinese traditional values and
modern Western values have an influence on the consumption decisions of
contemporary Chinese consumers (Zhang, 2017; Hulme, 2014; Zhang, 2010). Despite
these findings, little attention has been given to how the subjectivities and creative
practices of design practitioners mediate the process of connecting with Chinese
consumers. Drawing on the combined insights from cultural analyses and economic
sociology as outlined above, I attend to the market work performed by design
practitioners in creating attachments between commodities and consumers or users. |
address how market-based calculative efforts of design practitioners, coupled with the
cultural, material, affective, and aesthetic qualities of designed spaces, developed and
deployed by design practitioners, offer agency as market devices that is integral to the
formation of subjective identities.

The third way in which the interrelated questions of market and culture emerge
relates to the issue of ‘quality uncertainty’ in designed outcomes. Beckert (2009) uses
the term ‘quality uncertainty’ to describe a central feature of aesthetic and creative
objects. This uncertainty arises from the absence of a standardised metric for
evaluating their quality due to their inherent incommensurability. This aspect
becomes particularly clear upon a closer look at the design works produced by the
practitioners in my study. Much of their work can be understood as what Karpik
(2010) called ‘singularities™— the largely personalised services involving varying
degrees of originality. Hence, the Chinese interior design sector, like many creative
industry sectors, exemplifies a ‘status market” (Aspers, 2009), where the quality of

design works is evaluated based on the status of the individuals and entities associated
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with the works. Within this framework of assessment-based practices, owners of
spaces, interior designers, and end users often resort to ‘status signals’ or ‘judgment
devices’ (Karpik, 2010) to aid in value-assessment. These signals include, for
example, prices (e.g. design fees), prizes (e.g. expert opinions), as well as formal and
informal rankings of design companies (i.e. the ‘impersonal device’ adopted by
design media, real estate companies, and peers). As | show in Chapter 3, the issue of
‘quality uncertainty’ in interior design work partly elucidates why the industry
exhibited limited interest in pursuing certification for professionalisation. The drive to
enhance one’s status within the local and global design arenas compelled designers to
focus on making new and successful commercial design, while vying for accolades in
international competitions. I argue that market competition has intensified the
entrepreneurial subjectivities among designers, influencing organisational strategies to
enforce identity control, celebrate passionate work and normalise extended working
hours.

The fourth way in which the cultural dimension of design intertwines with the
market landscape is through classification. My thesis addresses that classification
operates not only in the form of constantly changing status rankings and signals, as
previously mentioned, but also in the broader context of a global design hierarchy and
genre status. I show how the hierarchy of design, which generally places Western
advanced design in a higher position than Chinese design, orients Chinese designers
to ‘worship,” emulate, and acquire the formal knowledge and expertise of advanced
foreign design, which they utilise to create their own works. In this context of industry
culture, the dominant discourses of modernisation and notions of China’s ‘lagging
behind’ and ‘catching up’ persist among design practitioners who distance themselves

from a culture of blind copycatting and attempt to narrow the gap between China and
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the West in this hierarchy. This shaping of design practices affects both design
practitioners and their companies, particularly concerning the adoption of foreign
design standards and establishment of overseas business networks.

Within this hierarchy, design works can be ‘classified together on the basis of
perceived similarities’ (DiMaggio, 1987: 441) and constitute a genre. However, the
ways in which definitions and status of genres change need to be understood within
what Neale (1980) called the ‘genre world’. Neale defined it as ‘systems of
orientations, expectations and conventions that circulate between industry, text and
subject’ (19). I examine how the genre world influences the practices of design firms
and practitioners who encourage and discourage certain types of design innovation.
By attending to designers’ identification with genres, I draw out two types of creative
formations that most of my design practitioners identify with. One involves working
within the genre of Western modernist design. The second involves the hybridisation
of modernist design with oriental aesthetics, known as the ‘modern oriental’. I show
that design practitioners who identified with this latter genre sought to transform
genre boundaries by incorporating oriental elements into modern interiors that set
their work apart from imitative foreign decorative styles. Bringing to the fore the
classification dynamics not only underscores the importance of understanding the
emergent innovative formations in the market through genres, but also articulates the
arguments about the substantial impacts of Western design currents on Chinese
designers, a point highlighted in this thesis.

The fifth way concerns the specific links between places and times that impact
the practices of design practitioners and the design economy. I sketch out the key
historical moments that have shaped the meanings and roles of design over time. In

tracing the emergence of interior design as a service provision, profession, and a
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domain of aesthetic-cultural practices in China’s reform era, I situate the analysis in a
Chinese megacity, Shenzhen. Although interior design companies have flourished in
other megacities such as Beijing and Shanghai, and have spread to numerous second-
tier and third-tier cities across mainland China, Shenzhen stands as emblematic of the
profound changes experienced by interior design professionals over the past four
decades. This transformation is determined by an apparatus of techniques of power,
i.e. Foucault’s (1980) notion of dispositif, that has shaped Shenzhen into a Special
Economic Zone and a model city for experimenting with the tenets of ‘late socialism’,
or ‘late-socialist neoliberalism’. Following the perspectives of Li Zhang (2001) and
Lisa Hoffman (2010), I use the term ‘late-socialism’ to refer to the era in Chinese
society where the economy, the social and culture function under a one-party
Communist political system, exhibiting a continuation of socialist elements in terms
of techniques, norms, and modes of self-formation, institutions and practices.
Simultaneously, this era accommodates the presence of neoliberal elements, such as
privatisation, marketisation, and self-governance. These elements collectively
constitute techniques of governing that differentiate the late socialism era from the era
of high socialism, characterised by central planning and a command economy (Zhang,
2001). This mode of governmentality shapes the opportunity structure for design
practitioners, agencies and organisations through a set of processes coinciding with
the restructuring of the global economy after 1980. These processes include China’s
building of an export economy, the making of enterprising subjects, the legalisation of
private companies, the introduction and subsequent amendments of Chinese
Copyright Law, the marketisation of housing system, the expansion of real estate
sector, and the cultivation and incentivisation of design talents. Collectively, these

processes shape the emergence and growth of the interior design sector in China,
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contributing to the development of the late-socialist market economy. Recent studies
have examined Shenzhen as a prime example of urban growth and economic
modernisation driven by a logic of capital accumulation and an intense emphasis on
rapid development and swift construction since the reform era started in the late
1970s, often referred to as ‘Shenzhen speed’ (Huang, 2017). I contend that interior
designers play an important role in the design-construction processes that articulate
the speed of Shenzhen’s development. To comprehensively study Shenzhen, an
interdisciplinary approach should extend its focus to interconnected domains, such as
the interior design industry, where the regulatory norms of Shenzhen’s urban regime
and subjectification regimes become palpable at both the organisational and
individual levels, as I illustrate in Chapters 2, 3 and 7. I posit that an account of design
practitioners, encompassing their roles and their output, can enhance the
understanding of how techniques of governing shape the economic life and the
expression of design’s economic and cultural power. By exploring the working lives
of interior design practitioners, this account also opens up the dynamics of their
engagement with prevailing norms. Through this understanding, I argue that
Shenzhen serves as an appropriate place to examine the relationships between
industry and organisational cultures, practices, subjective identities and innovation.
Studying Chinese interior designers is particularly timely because the Chinese
regime has sought to align the design language of the built environment with a
nationalist narrative in recent years. President Xi Jinping called for an end to ‘weird
architecture’ in 2014, advocating for contemporary Chinese values and traditional
culture to be reflected in fine arts (Ramzy, 2014). In 2020, the Ministry of Housing
and the National Development and Reform Commission called for a halt to ‘copycat’

public buildings to strengthen cities’ cultural confidence and highlight Chinese
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characteristics. These discourses were also in line with Xi’s notion of the ‘China
Dream’, a slogan he began using in 2013 to refer loosely to his ambition for a
‘revivalism’ of the Chinese nation, including its culture. It is within this dynamic
context that different narratives of creativity exist and evolve, shaping the ongoing
landscape of Chinese interior design. My arguments about the increased interest in
hybridising Chinese and oriental aesthetics with modernist design among some design
practitioners, and their growing confidence in the professional status in the global
design industry, cannot be fully grasped without sensitivity to the larger nationalist
narratives mobilised by the state. In the following section, I introduce the research
methods that I employed to examine the inner workings of the design world and the

professional lives of interior designers that this thesis focuses on.

1. Research Methods

This thesis is primarily based on in-depth semi-structured interviews
conducted with 25 Shenzhen-based Chinese design practitioners who had three to
over fifteen years of working experience in the industry (see Appendix). Additionally,
it draws upon secondary data sources, including livestreams, online videos and
publications in which designers shared their work experiences and personal
viewpoints. My discussion of the design world is also informed by media coverage of
some of its protagonists through news and press interviews, and the project
descriptions, relevant images, and documents produced by designers and design
companies. The primary criterion guiding my selection process was to actively seek
out materials that capture the cultures, values, practices, ongoing debates, and trends

within the sector.
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This study focuses on professional designers and thus only those who worked
on multiple types of design projects were selected. In my sampling process, I also
ensured that my sample predominantly comprised practitioners born between the early
1980s and the 1990s, commonly referred to as Generation Y, or Millennials. These
age cohorts represent the major workforce in the industry, thereby enhancing the
relevance and applicability of my research findings. Interviewees were recruited via
snowball sampling, cold calls, and emails, with interviews conducted between
September 2018 and February 2022. Besides snowball referrals, names were taken
from different sources, including membership listings in interior design associations,
awardee listings of design awards, and reports by local and international design media
(such as gooood, archiposition, DesiDaily, Dezeen, Archdaily, Dinzd, Archilover,
Designboom). Most interviewees hold the titles of creative directors or chief
designers, who are founders or co-founders of their design companies, but I have also
interviewed some designers at beginning levels and some senior designers. Among
them are established professionals who have gained recognition for their distinctive
works and contributions to the industry, evidenced by awards they have won or
positions they hold in professional bodies. This underscores the elevated stature and
significance of interior design professions within the broader society. A large majority
of the interviewees have received formal design training at universities, holding
degrees in various fields such as interior design, environment art design, and
architecture. Additionally, some have backgrounds in exhibition design, visual
communications, and industrial design.

In conducting my research, ensuring ethical procedures and gaining access to
interviews were important considerations. | implemented several ethical procedures to

safeguard the rights of participants. Before conducting interviews and participant
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observation, my research underwent review by the University’s Ethics Committee.
After receiving the ethical approval, | started sending out interview invitations and
scheduling interviews. | made sure that | obtained written or verbal informed consent
from all participants before interviews began, and requested that they read the
prepared information which clearly outlines the nature of the study, the access to and
storage of the gathered data, their rights to anonymity, and rights to withdrawal at any
time without consequences.

The interviews took place in various settings, including face-to-face in public
places, workplaces, or online. From 2020 onwards, interviews shifted online because
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participation was voluntary, adhering to non-coercion
principles (House, 1990: 158). Chinese languages used during the interviews included
Mandarin and Cantonese, either of which was the interviewees’ native language,
providing a respectful environment that facilitated accurate and in-depth responses.
Unless the interviewees chose to disclose their real names, their identities have been
kept anonymous or concealed using pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality.

Conducting interviews has the limitations of not providing a ‘thick
description’ of practices that is possible through ethnographic accounts, but it is an
appropriate method for addressing the research questions that aim to explore
participants’ experiences, perceptions, and understanding of their practices in which
they have a personal stake. During these interviews, a wide range of topics were
covered to gain a holistic perspective. These topics included participants’ educational
and professional background, basic information about their companies, their design
practices, clients, work norms, workplace culture, professional identities, leisure
activities, observations of the design scene, aspirations, and opinions about diverse

aspects such as institutional support, policies, copying practices and
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professionalisation. The interviews conducted with design practitioners typically
spanned a duration of one to three hours.

The discussion of the design world is further informed by a month of
participant observation and informal conversations in Shenzhen from July to August
2019. To negotiate access for conducting participant observation, I initially contacted
several interviewees, including designer employees and design business owners,
discussing possibilities for conducting observation at their workplaces, and explaining
the purpose and scope of my study. This process involved sending formal requests for
obtaining necessary permission from the companies where applicable. After obtaining
permission, | negotiated the timing and commenced my participant observation. For
this phrase, | based myself at a small-sized design enterprise started by a Chinese
interior designer of the post-80s generation in Shenzhen. Like many interior design
enterprises, it relied on a diverse type of projects, including office spaces, showrooms,
and real estate projects such as model flats, while also servicing individual clients on
private residential flats and engaging in furniture design as side projects. Situated in a
building in downtown Shenzhen, the open-plan studio, without partitions between
desks — much typical workspace for young designers — serves as a reminder of the
merit it holds in facilitating the generation of good ideas through ‘casual contacts’ and
group work (Gladwell, 2001). The workspace exuded a design identity through its
designer items and furniture, such as Ligne Roset sofa, Bang & Olufsen speaker,
catalogs of designer furniture manufacturers, design books, and material samples.

During my fieldwork, I observed on a day-to-day basis not only the internal
activities of the design agency, including the casual conversations among the
colleagues, their project discussions, digital visualisation of design work, but also

other external activities, such as business-to-business furniture and material sales
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prospecting meetings, supervision of interior construction work, client meetings and
design proposal presentations across different places in Shenzhen. This provided me
with the opportunity to engage in their working lives and gain a greater understanding
of their interests, aspirations, values and challenges. Fieldnotes were taken digitally as
soon as possible on a daily basis, both during the participant observation and at the
end of the day, to ensure accuracy and capture details. They were used to record a
variety of information, including detailed descriptions of the physical environment
and people, such as layout, ambiance, number of people, their appearance, and
demographic features. They also covered individual behaviors, group dynamics,
language of individuals, practices, and notations of emotional states, where necessary.
I also recorded quotes and dialogue that captured participants’ knowledge,
perspectives, opinions, experiences, as well as details such as background information
on the happenings, norms, practices, and situational circumstances, which also shed
light on the contextual dimensions of design practitioners. To allow for further data
collection, analysis and interpretation, I made reflexive notes on my own biases,
assumptions, interpretations, personal reflections, and included preliminary insights or
analytical thoughts prompted by the observations or interactions.

Reflecting on the process of gaining access to research participants, | found
that identifying myself as a sociology PhD student from a UK university and as a
person coming from Hong Kong somehow could open doors. This was due to both
shared commonalities, such as languages and the fact that some design practitioners
or their business partners had studied in the UK, and the differences between me and
the interviewees. Some design practitioners were interested in talking with a
sociologist because they wanted to meet people from non-design disciplines, while

others simply wanted to share their thoughts and feelings about their work lives with
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people outside the industry. From the perspective of the interviewees, my position as
an outsider in the Chinese design sector seemed to allow them to open up.
Simultaneously, my cultural and ethnic identity as a Chinese from Hong Kong made
them feel that | was an insider with whom they spoke freely.

To address the inherent challenges posed by the constrains of the interviewing
method and participant observation, | ensured diverse data sources by collecting data
from over 20 public talks and presentations conducted by design media (e.g.
DesiDaily, ELLE Decor, Designwire), industry associations (e.g. Shenzhen Institute
of Interior Design), design companies, individual practitioners, and design-related
organisations. In my selection process, | made sure to include talks by designers not
only from Shenzhen but also from other cities. This deliberate choice broadened
perspectives beyond the local context, enriching the research with diverse viewpoints
and experiences. By incorporating talks from designers based in different cities, |
aimed to capture nuances of design practices and identify similar trends across varied
locations, highlighting the practices, norms, and values described and embodied by
these professionals. The purpose of examining the data from public talks is to foster a
comprehensive understanding of the broader design landscape and to supplement and
cross-check with interview data, thereby ensuring a wider representation. These data
were available or live-streamed through China’s social media platforms such as
TikTok and WeChat, particularly in the year 2020 as China was facing the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic. All data collected through interviews and public talks
was recorded, transcribed, translated into English, and coded for thematic analysis.
The translation from Chinese was kept as close to the original as possible, with slight
adjustments made to maintain the flow of conversation.

The data for this thesis also comes from government documents and secondary
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materials. This involved sourcing a wide range of governmental documents, related
textual materials, and statistical data spanning the interior design sector, design
professions, cultural and creative industries, design higher education, intellectual
property (IP) rights, and industry regulations. | gathered data from various sources
such as industry annual reports, official newsletters, and reports specific to Shenzhen,
while also delving into literature and sources documenting the histories of Shenzhen,
its design sectors, and China’s modern design. These materials were selected based on
their direct relevance to the research questions and were accessed in both online and
printed formats as available. The official discourses, historical accounts, textual and
statistical data found within these sources, shedding light on design as both a practice
and a profession, served to complement the descriptions provided by practitioners and
media accounts. By integrating interviewing with participant observation and analysis
of secondary materials, my aim was to achieve a comprehensive and nuanced
understanding of the subject matter while remaining focused on capturing the
experiences of the participants.

My approach in reading the data is influenced by both thematic analysis and
phenomenological analysis, focusing on questions of experiences, and understanding
practitioners’ interpretations of experiences and their meanings. I emphasised a dual
interpretation process when examining the accounts provided by individuals in the
design field. This process involves both the hermeneutics of ‘empathy’ and ‘suspicion’
(Smith et al., 2009; Smith and Osborn, 2003). To make sense of how design
professionals interpreted their world, I insisted on representing their experiences in a
manner that reflects their understanding, while taking a step back from their accounts,
examining the data critically, and asking questions about the underlying assumptions

and reasons behind their interpretation of experiences. By employing this approach, I
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identified recurring themes in the interview materials and other textual sources, and
examined how key themes, such as entrepreneurial subjectivity, innovation, cultural-
aesthetic production, market, and changes, varied across my sample and in relevant
discussions presented in the other secondary materials that I outlined.

At the same time, the need to understand the ‘discursive worlds’ individuals
inhabit and examine these in terms of how they shape possibilities for one’s
subjectivity and practices has drawn me to employ Foucauldian discourse analysis
(Riley, Robson and Evans, 2021; Braun and Clarke, 2013: 189). Its emphasis on
discourse allowed me to interrogate the discourse and language found in the interview
materials and other textual sources against the broader socio-cultural contexts of
regulatory practices, expert knowledge, and institutions within China’s
subjectification regimes of socialism and neoliberalism. During the coding process, |
followed Foucault’s method of ‘problematization’ to identify issues that design
practitioners considered problems (Riley, Robson and Evans, 2021; Koopman, 2014).
This helped me see where discourses overlapped or intersected (ibid). Informed by
this approach, I posit that discourses not only constitute social realities but also
embody a productive force, generating, shaping, and reproducing meanings, practices
and categories (Braun and Clarke, 2013). They underpin the operation of dominant
social norms, contestation and negotiation of these norms, as well as the (re)making
of subjectivity and practices. I recognise the guiding influence of discourses on the
perception of the subjects toward objects (including abstract entities such as self-
identities and material objects), while exploring the multiple subject positions that
individuals took up (Davies and Harré, 1990); some of which aligned with dominant
discourses, while some of which involved negotiation or resistance. In this context, I

reflected on how these different subject positions could generate agency and
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limitations for individuals in terms of how they can perceive the range of possibilities,
desires, and actions they can envision, aspire to, and ultimately engage in, as well as

how they understand their own identities and subjectivities (Braun and Clarke, 2013).

1. Outline of the Thesis

With this study, I hope to bring the questions of creativity and innovation, as
well as entrepreneurial subjectivity and performativity to bear on my account of the
Chinese design practitioners. I concentrate on the emergence of design practitioners
and designer-entrepreneurs, their professional lives, and their formation of
subjectivities and identities to emphasise their ongoing impacts on the cultural and
economic life in China’s late-socialist neoliberalism.

Chapter 1 is a literature review. I elaborate on the conceptual arguments
developed in relevant theoretical analyses that have shaped my own thinking about
the themes of this thesis. By situating these issues within sociology and the larger
field of social theories, I suggest how this thesis can offer a fuller understanding of the
relationships between design practitioners, the dynamics of societal change and
continuity, and their subjective identities and practices.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the evolving dynamics between modern
design, education and the economy from the modern China era through the
contemporary reform era. It outlines key historical developments and changing
policies towards design and their legacies, which have significantly influenced the
understanding and application of design as a concept and practice. I trace the
emergence of Shenzhen as a centre of contemporary design in China to its strategic

location and its role as a testing ground for policy innovation. I show that Shenzhen’s
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transformation into a model city has led to a network comprising design firms,
markets, and practitioners, giving rise to interior design as a profession in Chinese
working lives.

In Chapter 3, I present evidence of human capital cultivation strategies that
aim to develop designers as human capital for national, economic and business
growth in conjunction with Shenzhen’s design economy. Government initiatives of
incentivisation, talent attraction and retention elevated the importance of design in
public policies, while design enterprises fostered a corporate culture of identity
control, self-monitoring and self-cultivation. Within this process of design talent
cultivation, I highlight the politics of professionalisation through certification, while
also noting the limited interest among designers in pursuing such certification. In
addition, I examine the impacts of expanded design higher education on reinforcing a
technique-based hand-drawing art exam system and adopting a low-barrier approach
to the design profession. Meanwhile, the introduction of art institute test reform in
2015 signals an increased emphasis on self-expression in design works and their
differentiation.

Chapter 4 delves into bridging the gap between Chinese and Western design
worlds by exploring the actions of design practitioners and the state. It suggests that
design practitioners find themselves operating in an industrial milieu in which
discourses of China’s lagging behind constantly remind them of the need to catch up
with the West, while also drawing on their cultural roots to redefine design language
and vocabulary. I show how the dominance of Western advanced design has led to a
‘worship of the West’, as evident in practices such as the ‘pilgrimage’ to Milan Design
Week. This has resulted in the adoption of foreign design standards, collaborations

with Western counterparts, and an emphasis on affective objects and spaces

31



influenced by Western design trends. Meanwhile, external networking shaped the
diffusion of Chinese design overseas and the imaginary of China being a global
design hub. I explore the event of 2022 Shenzhen Global Design Award Conference at
Milan Design Week that was intended to elevate Chinese design globally. Amid these
networks, elite Chinese designers became sought by Italian high-ended furniture
manufacturers to design luxury pieces blending Chinese, oriental and foreign
elements primarily for the local Chinese market, a sign that cultural hybridisation has
gained more currency.

Chapter 5 discusses the defining characteristics and philosophical
underpinnings of China’s intellectual property (IP) regime, encompassing patents,
copyright, and trademarks. It examines how this regime both provides and withholds
protection to design-related rights holders, delving into the links between China’s
efforts to conform to the Western IP norms, its integration into the global economy,
and its responses to accusations of unfair IP practices during trade disputes with the
United States. Amid these disputes, recognising that China’s hybrid IP system is
influenced by traditional Confucian and socialist practices sheds light on how people
perceive originality and IP rights.

Chapter 6 examines the models of creativity deployed by design practitioners,
namely authentic creativity, which concentrates on self-driven originality and
subjective expressivity in design, and derivative creativity, which is service-oriented
and focuses on slight improvement or modification of existing designs. Operating
within an environment that saw copying as part of the creative process, the
practitioners had no agreement on how the work should be understood within the
rubric of creativity. Despite this, they aimed for slight design differentiation by

appropriating and rediscovering multicultural form, countering the imitative culture of
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copying foreign decorative elements and styles, while establishing themselves in the
commercial world.

Chapter 7 suggests that design practitioners find themselves reproducing
dominant norms in the design economy, including the logics of self-enterprise,
profitability, ‘Chinese speed,” and marketing design, and simultaneously adopt
alternative practices as strategies to co-exist with these norms within China’s late-
socialist neoliberalism. I argue that the reproduction of the regulatory norms is
particularly manifested in their embrace of rapid design service delivery and the
creation of experiential marketing design as market devices. The struggle to fully
comply with the regulatory norms that inhibit their pursuit of design ideals has led
designer-entrepreneurs to employ alternative strategies, such as relying on ‘surrogate
designers’ for non-ideal yet profitable projects or adopting a ‘fake identity’ to secure
high-status projects. Designers’ engagement with alternative projects, such as unpaid
volunteer design work and sustainable sales centres, also signals their negotiation with
the dominant norms that tend to suppress design capacities for cultural imagination
and social visions.

The conclusion revisits the questions of how we can analyse creativity and
innovation, entrepreneurial subjectivity, performativity and lifestyle minimalism
through this field-specific analysis of interior design practitioners. This is particularly
pertinent in the context of an innovation-driven economy, slowing economic growth,
rising interest in minimalism, persistent late-socialist dynamics of governmentality,
and politics of nationalist narratives in China. I argue that the analysis presented in
this study holds implications for thinking about the concepts of creativity and
innovation, the change and continuity in cultural practices, the aesthetic, the dynamic

relationship between design practitioners and markets, and their performative agency.
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Chapter 1

Design, Creativity, Performativity, and Agency

In this chapter, I interrogate several major conceptualisations framing this
sociological study of professional life and creative occupation. These include the
questions of ‘creativity’ and ‘newness,’ the concept of ‘entrepreneurial subjectivity’,
and the usefulness and relevancy of ‘performativity’ as a site for analysing the agency
of entrepreneurial self. This examination involves three groups of literatures that
underpin the arguments I present throughout this thesis. The first is the sociological
analyses that concern the multitude of forces in bringing upon newness and shaping
designs as socio-material objects and cultural practices, facilitating processes of
change and stability. The second is the ‘governmentality thesis’ put forward by
Foucault and other scholars adopting this perspective, explaining the emergence and
governance of the entrepreneurial self. The third is Butler’s theorising of
‘performative agency,” which captures the calculative dimension of agency enacted
through cultural practices that align with dominant norms, and the alternative vision
of agency that involves the pursuit of individual ideals and the associated deployment
of tactics. By locating the overarching themes of this thesis within the intersections of
these strands of studies, I reflect on the connections between design practitioners, the
ever-changing dynamics of society and the current regulatory norms and market
discourses, and how these factors influence the identities and practices of the design

practitioners.
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l. Designed Stuffs, Creativity and Change

In approaching the question of the relationship between design practitioners
and dynamics of change and continuity, Harvey Molotch’s (2003) work, Where Stuff
Comes From, has been both enlightening and limiting. First, Molotch examines
designs as cultural objects and suggests paying attention to an array of components
that constitute the production processes and lead to the emergence and evolution of
newly designed products and artefacts. These components include people, things,
technologies, aesthetics, institutions, places, contexts of production and consumption
practices, and morals and ethics. He uses the term ‘lash-up,’ as introduced by John
Law (1986; cited in Latour, 1987: 124), to denote the summing up of the social and
the material dimensions of innovations, aiming to understand how this ‘lash-up’ of a
designed object makes change and stability occur in the material world. For Molotch,
diverse actors such as designers, clients, and retailers are included in this ‘lash-up’ of
everyday products, like toasters, and more expensive items, such as designer
furniture. His approach to an interpretation of larger social patterns calls for
‘searching out the social evolution and detailed practices that stand behind the
tangible outcomes’ (Molotch, 2003: 13-14). In approaching his sociology of design
and material culture, Molotch (2003) is informed by actor-network theory (ANT) and
anthropology, coalescing into an approach that aligns more with a post-ANT analysis
(Gad and Jessen, 2010). Unlike a traditional ANT approach, his work holds a
heightened sensitivity to an anthropology of consumption and human-made artefacts.
This perspective builds upon the traditional ANT approach developed by Bruno
Latour, while challenging the cultural analyses influenced by Frankfurt School and

post-modern social theories. His approach not only accentuates the importance of
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history and place, but also allows a focus on the different facets of social organisation
and specific socio-cultural and organisational elements that go into the production of
material goods and built environments. These encompass human experience,
corporate organisations, aesthetics, hybridity, tacit rules, identity work, emotional
aspects of objects (such as meanings and affect), and qualities and consequences
associated with material goods, such as expressivity. It is these dimensions of
historicity and specificities of design as material products, aesthetic-affective objects
and cultural practice that also form the focal points of my study. Through this
analysis, my study responds to the call for an attention to the historical constellation
of creativity and aesthetic formations within sociology (e.g. Born, 2010; Molotch,
2011; Reckwitz, 2017). It also acknowledges the analyses that explore the centrality
of the aesthetic in the organisation of capitalist production (de la Fuente, 2000) and
the ‘aestheticization’ of everyday life (Featherstone, 1992; Welsch, 1996). Viewing
designed outcomes as underlined by aesthetics, historical development, place-specific
influences, and cultural practices is crucial not only for understanding today’s design
sectors, but also for deciphering why Chinese interior designers engage with
particular types of design. As | show, their designs are driven by particular models of
innovation and creativity, regardless of whether they are transforming, modifying,
reworking or reproducing the existing design outcomes. My thesis traces the social
evolution of modern design as a concept and practice, along with its relations with the
field of interior design in China for much of the twentieth century up till the present
day. Central to my argument is the exploration of how these developments, especially
concerning the relationship between design and concepts such as ‘crafts’, ‘art’ and
‘decoration’ and ‘service’, have shaped the practices of contemporary design

practitioners. Situating within these threads of analysis, I show how the shaping of
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Shenzhen into a key hub for contemporary design industries in late-socialist market
economy in recent decades has impacted the perception of interior design as a
discipline and profession. This, in turn, has influenced the approaches of designers
and design-entrepreneurs in their practices.

Second, Molotch’s concept of newness and familiarity within human society
serves as a good starting point in thinking about the creativity models deployed by
design practitioners. For Molotch, the emergence of new designs and change in goods
arises from both the ‘human proclivity for something a bit different, new, or inventive’
(2003: 16), and a desire for tradition and familiarity in things. As he puts, ‘Goods
provide a basis, in a number of different ways including their use, for there to be a
sense of social reality’ (2003: 11). In the context of classical sociology, Molotch’s
perspective on creativity, which posits it as intrinsic to human nature and emphasises
human inclination over their capacity, finds resonance with the views of Marx,
Durkheim, and Weber (Godart, Seong and Phillips, 2020). They all have tended to
view creative acts and creative processes as the outcomes of ‘a fundamentally human
and collective penchant to create something new by combining various elements from
both the cultural and material realms’ (ibid: 492). Molotch’s perspective also
converges with that of many contemporary sociologists, who perceive creativity as a
‘context-dependent construct’ within modern capitalism and ‘a configuration of
cultural and material elements’ that is present in both high culture and everyday
activities (Godart, Seong, and Phillips, 2020: 492, 494; Joas, 1996).

While Molotch’s account has been insightful in many ways, it has fallen short
in detailing the creative practices of designers because he privileged the networks of
forces and creativity that shape new designs into being and sustain the stability of

existing things. Therefore, his analysis tends to identify with the inclusivist view of
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creativity that sees creativity as embedded in and shaped by networks of daily social
practices comprised of cultural and material elements. This has led him to underplay
the models of creativity that designers deploy within varied commercial settings and
socio-economic contexts. This could also be why his attention to the actual working
lives of design practitioners, as well as their cultural and intellectual formation has
been somewhat scarce. With this thesis, I hope to address this gap by using evidence
from late-socialist neoliberal China to show how the cultural and intellectual
formation of creative labour, along with the commercial contexts, influences
individuals’ perspectives on innovation and creativity. This, in turn, lends distinct
quality to specific cultural practices that contribute to the creation of new designs.
My position on the conceptualisation of creativity is informed by a body of
literature that gets beyond a dualistic viewpoint of inclusivist or exclusive notions of
creativity, focusing instead on the intricate models of creativity deployed by
individuals. It is precisely in this regard that I find Raymond Williams’s (1983)
interrogations of the idea of creativity to be conceptually relevant. His work
foregrounds attention to an ‘inclusivist’ perspective of creativity, in which new ideas
and capacity for producing newness lie within all humans, as opposed to ‘exclusivist’
accounts that view creativity as the domain of gifted individuals who possess a
predisposition towards creativity. For Williams, both views have rendered the word
opaque in nature, especially the former perspective has extended its conceptual reach
to different disciplines, from literature, design, business management to national
policy and so on. He cautions against an excessive emphasis on the inclusivist
approach, as it may empty the abstract values of creativity by blurring the line
between imitative work and original creations. These arguments lay the basis for

models of creativity deployed by creative workers, which often assert the distinction
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between the notion of ‘authentic’ (or ‘inspired’) creativity and the notion of novelty in
commercial settings, as argued by Nixon (2003) and Negus and Pickering (2004). The
former refers to the sense of creation connected with romantic subjectivism and the
power of individual imagination, metaphysical force and inner feelings that lead to
self-expression and bursts of originality (Nixon, 2003). The latter encompasses
routinised practice, or the self-driven, contrived and manipulative aspect of the idea
(Negus and Pickering, 2000; 2004). | argue that drawing upon these findings of
sociological and cultural studies can offer a better understanding of the ways cultures
are sourced and re-worked by design practitioners, shedding light on their perception
of newness in relation to their own and others’ design work. This attention to
individual and subjective perceptions of creativity and innovation recognises that
creativity becomes a material-cultural configuration as mediated by design
practitioners. It opens for consideration whether studying the models of creativity
deployed by individuals can account for the types of innovative outcomes they
produce.

These sociological discussions surrounding the notion of creativity, as | have
indicated elsewhere, hold relevance to the interdisciplinary field of design thinking
and innovation studies, which explores the adoption and institutionalisation of service
design and design thinking practices in corporate settings (Tang, 2023). If my
argument regarding creativity stems from sociology and cultural studies, it also draws
from its broader dialogue with terminology like ‘radical’ and ‘incremental’
innovations (Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour, 1997; Perks, Cooper and Jones, 2005;
Verganti, 2009) as well as the ‘micro-creativity’ model of production (Keane and
Zhao, 2012), which are used by innovation scholars to classify the different levels of

newness mobilised by companies. | argue that sociological accounts of creativity can
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be enriched by invoking this typology of innovation grounded in institutional
understandings. When applied in this thesis, these understandings acknowledge that
innovation exists along a spectrum, encompassing both modest improvements and
more radical transformations. They also illuminate the links between the two models
of creativity deployed by design practitioners I outlined earlier and their roles as

service providers, offering problem solutions and experiences for clients or end-users.

1. Entrepreneurial Subjectivity and Performativity under Late Socialist

Neoliberalism

The emergence of the designer as an entrepreneurial figure in the neoliberal
China poses questions that concern the multiplicity of subjectivities and practices
within the space delimited by the state. These questions include: What is the
relationship between the self-identification of design practitioners and the diverse
types of design production they produce? To what extent do their visions align with
the tenets of late-socialist neoliberalism? How do they navigate the space between the
imperatives of rapid service delivery and marketability, while holding on to their
ideals? How do they address and challenge norms specific to the market and industry
that may not align seamlessly with their individual aspirations? How can we explain
this agency? To explore design practitioners as entrepreneurial subjects within the
context of China, | take an analytic approach grounded in Foucault’s concepts of
governmentality and entrepreneurial subject, and draw on related research conducted
by scholars in this field. While pursuing this line of analysis through a Foucauldian
perspective of governmental rationality, which I discuss subsequently, 1 also reflect
on its limitations in capturing the multiplicity of practices deployed by entrepreneurial

subjects in the Chinese context. Subsequent to this examination, | provide a reflection
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on the applicability of the psychoanalytic approach and its constraints, which has led
me to propose using the concept of performativity to examine how design

practitioners enact agency.

a. Governmentality and Entrepreneurial Subjectivity

For Foucault, governmentality means ‘conduct of conducts’ (2001: 341) and
concerns central political questions from the perspectives of sovereign power,
including ‘how to govern oneself, how to be governed, how to govern others, by
whom the people will accept being governed, how to become the best possible
governor’ (Foucault, 1991: 87). The relationship between governmentality and self-
entrepreneurialisation emerges through the framework of the freedom of choice that
propels the economy (Burchell, 1996; Hoffman, 2010). It is by means of freedom —a
technique and rationality of governing in liberal governmentality — entrepreneurial
subjects capable of self-governance can be produced and regulated. As per Foucault’s
definition, an entrepreneurial subject is a ‘homo economicus’, whom he refers to as
an ‘entrepreneur of himself, being for himself his own capital’, ‘producer’, and ‘the
source of [his] earnings’ (2008: 226). In this sense, entrepreneurial subjectivity is
generated through and inside power, norms, and practices within the economy, with a
focus on the ‘enterprise of the self” (du Gay, 1996: 181). Thus, this underscores the
twin processes of ‘being-made’ and ‘self-making’ (Ong, 1996). Many studies of
cultural labour or private micro-enterprises in the fields of design and music have
employed the lens of governmentality to scrutinise the politics surrounding self-
organised work and entrepreneurial subjectivity within Western liberal democracies
(e.g. McRobbie, Strutt and Bandinelli, 2019; McRobbie, 2016a; Scharff, 2016). In this

thesis, I explore this issue within China’s late-socialism to foreground the intricate
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differences between different models of governmentality in governing the activities of

entrepreneurial subjects.

The dominant presence of the Chinese government and its rationality reminds
one of the ‘techniques of power’, practices of ‘power/knowledge’ (Foucault, 1977)
and ‘biopower’ (Foucault, 1990) designed to monitor and control the conduct of
individuals in modern liberal societies that Foucault illustrated. By identifying urban
professionals as coupled to the nation through the dreams of national prosperity and
self-cultivation practices (Hoffman, 2007: 14), Chinese governmental rationalities
resemble the “police (i.e. policy) state’, or the ‘state of prosperity’ of the early modern
Europe that Foucault discussed (Foucault, 1988: 148; Gordon, 1991). The case of
China also aptly reflects how the rationalities that link the idea of prosperity and
happiness to its subjects and their strength and productivity align with the mercantilist
economic policy of maximising national wealth (Gordon, 1991: 10). Nevertheless,
despite these similarities, the cultural differences between Chinese late-socialist
society and the Western democratic societies, upon which Foucault’s theory of
governmentality is based, should also be addressed to provide a clearer picture of the
case of China. First, in terms of the power of government, Chinese governmentality
does not hold ‘a conception of limited government characterised by the rule of law
that would secure the rights of individual citizens’, a hallmark of Western liberal
societies (Dean, 1999: 147). Since the reform era started in the late 1970s, Chinese
governmentality has adopted both socialist technologies of government and neoliberal
strategies (i.e. socialist market economy) to govern individuals through choices and
desires. In this late-socialist neoliberal governmentality, the state’s sovereign power

induces the citizens, who are seen as the ‘counterpart to entrepreneurship, innovation
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and national competitiveness’ (Rose, 1999: 282) to become ‘self-responsible, self-
enterprising and self-governing subjects’ (Ong and Zhang, 2008: 3). Institutional
practices enact the vision of life as a well-organised enterprise, wherein the
‘enterprising self” operates under a set of distinct principles that prioritise ambition,
calculative thinking, responsibility, and personal accountability (Rose, 1992; du Gay,
1996). As Ong and Zhang (2008) note, the Chinese authorities hold the view that the
neoliberal logic informs the privatisation practices and policies, promoting
entrepreneurialism and self-enterprise essential for national growth, integration with
the global economy and overcoming past policy failures. Yet, the Chinese state does
not fully embrace the adoption of neoliberal techniques; it still retains the superiority
of ‘social engineering’ and ‘an accompanying belief in the strong necessity for the
Party-state to remain the primary driving force behind national development’ (Sigley,
2006: 494). In contrast, contemporary Western liberal societies tend to be skeptical
about the ideology of obtaining complete knowledge of the subjects and regard it as
incompatible with neoliberalism, and thus favor more indirect ways of shaping the

conduct (ibid).

Second, they have different conceptions of an individual. While the Western
notion of ethics is linked to individualism, the notion of ethical self within
contemporary Chinese governmentality is influenced by both marketised and
Confucian-socialist values. In Foucault’s analysis, an individual in Western neoliberal
societies is like an ‘atom,” functioning as ‘the abstract, elusive atom of market
economics’ (Gordon, 1991: 24), whereas the Chinese conception of an individual is
often defined and contextualised by social connections, referred to as guanxi in

Chinese (Yang, 1994; Gold, Guthrie and Walk, 2004). Mayfair Yang (1994) contends
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that this guanxi-oriented context is shaped by and through Confucian philosophical
roots, which concerns with placing social relations, rather than a legal system based
on rationality and objectivity, at the centre of the state and society. In this Confucian
culture of establishing a harmonious secular order, the self is subject to moral order
and status differences (ibid). Scholars sharing Yang’s perspective tend to insist on the
position that social interaction and connections are defining features in the formation
of an individual’s self-identity in the Chinese context (see Gold, Guthrie and Walk,
2002). Gold, Guthrie and Walk (2002: 10) notes that this strand of studies stresses on
the significance of how ‘the self is realised in the social sphere’ in order to ‘achieve a
sense of fulfilment as a “person”’. Although the rise of neoliberalism is considered as
contributing to the rise of individualisation in China (Hoffman, 2010; Zhang and Ong,
2008), an individual is traditionally considered as a social entity, rather than an
independent one. In contemporary China, as Ong and Zhang (2008: 2) elucidate,
‘regimes of living are shaped by the powers of the self with socialism from afar’ and
the ‘state controls continue to regulate from distance the fullest expression of self-
interest” (2008: 3). They argue that self-interest is permitted only when it aligns with
collective or state interest. In this sense, the meanings of self are embedded in state
planning influenced by socialist and Confucian values, which often serve as the basis
of ethical behaviors promoted and strengthened by the government authorities that
emphasise the collectivistic moral obligation of each individual, a legacy dating back

to the Maoist era (Liu, 2009: 144; Deng and Jeffreys, 2021).

Given the historical background, the ways ‘conduct of conduct’ played out in
the Chinese authoritarian society are different from those in Western liberal societies.

The relevance of Foucauldian governmentality theory in this study of practices lies in
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its capacity to capture the co-existence of both technologies of the state (totalizing
power of the state) and technologies of the self (individualising power of the state) in
enforcing the ‘subjectifying practices’ within the urban professional regimes in China.
The governmentality framework is useful but limiting to my investigation of how
design practitioners engage with the dominant practices and norms at the immediate
level of work within the organisational and commercial contexts. It has its limits in
sensitising us to relations of contestation or struggle that constitute the government of
one’s self (O’Malley, Weir and Shearing, 1997), not least due to its tendency to view
practices in micro-settings as total conformity to the normalising judgements in
society and to ignore individual responses in varied forms. In this way, individuals
living under the rule that relies on the nexus between knowledge and power to
produce subjects are described by Rose (1996b: 241) as operating like ‘a whole series

of little machines for fabricating and holding in place the psychological self’.

Although Foucault has suggested that dissenting ‘counter-conducts’ do exist in
modern biopolitics (Foucault, 1990: 95; Gordon, 1991: 5), his work could not capture
how subjects can achieve autonomy by evading the constraints of government (Smart,
1999: 94), and does not discuss further about how individuals engage in those
moments. Furthermore, with its rather binary vision of power and resistance,
Foucauldian studies do not elaborate much on the notion of resistance that is
associated with ethics of individualism, which Foucault defines in terms of the
technologies of self (Rose, O’Malley and Valverde, 2006: 90). As such, Foucauldian
studies is criticised for its tendency to overlook the role of agency, resistance and

microscopic change (Adams, 2007: 770), failing to address a multitude of practices at
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the micro level and understand struggles and resistances around governmentality

(Frankel, 1997; Newton, 1998; Mills, 1995; O’Malley, Weir and Shearing, 1997).

b.  Limits of Psychoanalytically-informed Analyses

Some consideration of the aspects neglected by the governmentality approach
can be found within the field of critical social theories and work studies of
enterprising selves, informed by a psychoanalytic approach. However, there are

limitations to these arguments, which 1 will discuss in the following.

Political theorists Jason Glynos and David Howarth’s (2007) framework of
‘logics approach’, a Lacanian approach to practices that invokes the category of
fantasy, offers a suggestive framework to explain individual work practices. They
explore how social reproduction and transformation of practices are construed as a
nexus of logics, which encompasses grammar-like norms that structure actions,
contingency within the norms, and fantasy. Based on this framework, they argue that
social practices are not governed by complete structures of social relations; they are
subject to contingency of self-identification, which allows for the emergence of the
‘contestable moment’ (Glynos, 2008: 277). In such ‘dislocation moment’, the subject
can feel unclear about how it is to follow the rules or engage in routinised practices
(Glynos and Howarth, 2007: 129). This concern about the vulnerability of practices is
linked to their idea of discourse that makes visible such tension, along with associated
affect such as ambivalence. Central to their belief of contigent social relations is the
logic of fantasy (Glynos, 2008: 286; 2014). This logic produces and structures the
subject’s unconscious enjoyment, closely connected to Freudian notions of libido and

primordial loss (Glynos and Howarth, 2007: 107). In this formulation, the authors
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focus on the role of fantasy, which disguises the inherent incomplete and changeable
natures of social logics through explanatory narratives with idealised (achieving
fullness or wholeness) and disastrous scenarios (impeding the realisation of the
ideals). One primary emphasis of the authors lies in how one’s strong attachment to
fantasies aimed at obtaining a sense of security against anxiety prevents norm change
and inhibits contestation. Conversely, one’s weak attachment to fantasies about norms
fosters openness to alternatives, thus enabling creative practices. It is this assertion of
a person’s affective attachment to fantasies that the authors used to explain the

persistence and change of individual practices (Glynos, 2008: 289).

This approach has been adopted in some organisation and work studies to
understand work practices (Thompson and Willmott, 2015; Hoedemaekers, 2017). For
example, Hoedemaekers’s study (2017) examines both affective attachment to and
transgression of norms in the daily work of creative workers, which are captured
within the notion of fantasy that underpins their identities. He argues that the creative
workers’ emphasis on autonomy and craft leads to counter-identifications with market
norms and commodification motivations, but it simultaneously allows these norms to

motivate and guide their work experiences.

Despite the analytic values of their arguments in enriching the intrinsic
dimensions of enterprising individuals and in highlighting contingent social relations
and alternative practices, this psychoanalytically informed approach is not without
problems. First, it seems to grant the concepts of fantasy a privileged position in
structuring actions. In particular, there is a tendency of Freudian accounts to read all
actions as driven by irrationality and impulses underpinning human subjectivity. Due

to this emphasis, selfhood is primarily a construct of libidinal investments. This is a
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significant problem in accounting for identity formation and social actions of the
enterprising self that figure importantly in my study because it obscures other broader
cultural-historical processes and contextual factors that go into constructing and
shaping a subject’s identity and conduct, which are emphasised in Foucauldian
perspective. Thus, while Glynos and Howarth’s logics approach shifts the attention to
contingency and avoids treating the categories of structure and agency as pre-given, it
also tends to subsume the question of agency under the narratives of affects and
fantasmatic dynamics. Furthermore, it neglects the questions of calculative decisions
in the world of commerce and the genre cultures that are important in the
understanding of work practices and hence the professional identities within the field

of commercial creative production.

Working within the psychoanalytic problematic also includes Tara Fenwick’s
(2002) research on Canadian women entrepreneurs, in which she argues that
enterprising individuals learn not only to become neoliberal subjects but also subjects
of ‘transgressive desires’. By scrutinising the psychic dimension of entrepreneurial
subjects in neoliberalism, her study particularly illustrates how the development of
entrepreneurial identity, discourse and employment is intertwined with learning and
the capitalist world of productive ‘desiring-machines’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983).
At the individual level, she references psychoanalytic social theorists to suggest that
enterprising selves are subjects implicated in learning processes, social experiences,
and cultural environments. In these contexts, she argues that they learn to deploy
suitable means for articulating and fulfiling their desires, projecting desires onto
objects, and mobilising impulse to transgress dominant logics of productivity and

profit. As she argues, ‘desire is not a simple longing for pleasure or fantasy, but a
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learned assertion of the legitimacy of desire to reject perpetual human capital project
(du Gay’s vision of the ‘enterprising self”) and seek immersion in fulfiling work for

its own sake’ (2002: 716).

Fenwick’s analysis portrays how being a subject of conflicting desires is
agentic, shaping one’s experience and self-perception, enabling resistance and
alternative pursuits. This learning-oriented approach, in addition to its focus on the
internal aspects of individuals, directs us to consider the ways work contexts and
social relations inter-connectedly shape enterprising selves, who learn to negotiate in
the marketplace. However, it remains largely concerned with psychic dynamics and
offers scant discussion on how the interplay between subjection and agency unfolds

within the activities of individuals operating within their professions.

Getting beyond the limitations of these sets of arguments has led me to
examine how the diversity of practices and agency can be more comprehensively
understood from a sociological perspective. | propose a closer examination of how
enterprising identities and their practices in specific professional fields are constituted
in and through both non-discursive practices and “discourse’ within the Chinese
economy. According to Foucault, ‘discourse’ serves to define and constitute these
practices as interconnected and comprehensible, functioning as rules and regulation
that govern what is considered true or false (2008: 18). Within the interior design
sector, entrepreneurial subjectivities are formed within the discourse of cultural
economy, which du Gay and Pryke (2002: 2) called “cultural practices’ that ‘format
and frame markets and economic and organizational relations’ (Callon, 1998). When
contextualising these practices and discourse within the Chinese governmentality, it is

evident that they inhabit in an array of dominant norms, such as the enterprising ethos,
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marketability of design, pursuit of profitability and the notion of ‘Chinese speed,’
which emphasises rapid service delivery. These issues surface in the conversations of
design practitioners as they speak about their plans, experiences, and professional
lives. As Butler asserts, ‘subjection consists precisely in this fundamental dependency
on a discourse we never chose but that, paradoxically, initiates and sustains our
agency’ (1997: 2). My reflection on these arguments has prompted me to consider a
framework that accounts for both the normative enactment of cultural practices and
the alternative practices as forms of agency in the context of China’s socialist market

economy. It is this discussion on agency that | now turn to.

c.  Performativity and Agency

In thinking about the professional lives i