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From Social Trust
to Blockchain-Mediated
Trust

Yuxing Zhang

Gourmets all over China wait all year for autumn, because that means the crab season
is near. In the lower Changjiang (Yangtze) Delta region, the hairy crabs cultivated in
Yangcheng Lake and nearby ponds (hereafter YL crabs) are a gastronomic delicacy, prized
for their fragrant taste. YL crabs’ status was raised in 2005, when they were declared
China’s first geographical indication (Gl) product. Gl licensing is highly lucrative for
crab farmers - only certified producers can use that appellation in their marketing.
A problem for the eager public is the significant gap between the available supply of
YL crabs and the nationwide demand: YL crabs account for only 0.4 percent of China's
annual crab harvest.2 This has given rise to the counterfeiting phenomenon known as
‘crab bathing’ (JEiR ).

In crab bathing, crabs cultivated elsewhere are placed in Yangcheng Lake, then labeled
and marketed as locally harvested. Disguised as YL crabs, huge numbers are sold at
unreasonable prices; unscrupulous merchants even inject some of these crabs with
water to increase their weight (Xie 2021). Logistical chaos has ensued in the local crab
market, which the local government has failed to regulate. This market comprises
aggregators, buyers, regional wholesalers, shopkeepers, and finally, consumers. Step
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by step, with coordination lacking between these multilayered distribution channels,
the price inflates, and YL crabs become difficult to authenticate.

As early as 2006, anti-counterfeiting tags were distributed to farmers with Gl certificates.
Unfortunately, cheap, forged authentication devices soon flourished; they could even be
bought online for 1 RMB each (Sun and Zou 2007). The distribution channels coordinating
the movements of both authentic and counterfeit YL crabs are too readily interoperable,
enabling the latter to exploit the value chains of the former, which has led to public
distrust of the brand and even the market in general.

Upgrading the Industry via Standardization

A series of logistical betrayals - weight discrepancies, inflated prices for gimcrack goods,
the illicit flows of counterfeit crabs — were seen as resulting from the absence of well-
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A crab-focused
e-commerce store

on JD.com, selling YL
crabs with an anti-
counterfeiting tag
attached. The anti-
counterfeiting tags,
which change every year,
are distributed by local
bureaucratic agencies to
certified farmers.
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conceived, executable industrial standards (W. Zhang 2021). Responding to national
techno-developmentalist agendas, the local government delegated some regulatory
responsibilities to corporations. For instance, the Internet+ (B EX/+) initiative strives
to upgrade traditional industries using information technologies (State Council 2015).
Likewise, the Thirteenth Five-Year Food Safety Plan (State Council 2017) mandates
corporations’ use of digital means such as food traceability systems to oversee issues
like food security and false advertising. Although traditional market networks remain
resilient, these policies demonstrate a governmental desire to ‘upgrade’ the food
production market, by facilitating a shift from the hub-and-spoke network comprising
multilayered, value-extracting middlemen, to a platform-oriented, business-to-consumer
model wherein corporate and government agencies may easily intervene. In recent
years, Chinese e-commerce platforms, including JD, Pinduoduo and Seeco, have begun
to move crab sales online.

Driven by techno-developmentalist ideologies, local governments have now collaborated
with corporations to trigger e-commerce penetration and a so-called ‘industrial upgrade’
(7= F£%). On 13 September 2021, Pinduoduo (China’s largest agriculture-focused
e-commerce platform) and the Jiangsu Freshwater Fisheries Research Institute jointly
consolidated a Changjiang Delta Crab Grading Standard. It formalized a series of industrial
standards for crustaceans, including grading criteria, packing methods, storage and
shipment procedures, solutions to weight discrepancy disputes, and more (W. Zhang
2021).3 According to Pinduoduo’s promotional material, the new standards would curb
the spread of shoddy goods and false advertisement, both online and offline; and
offer clear guidelines for quality assessment, encouraging consumers to choose other
high-quality, non-YL crabs of the region (W. Zhang 2021). On the same day, Hancong
Jiang, official representative of Huai'an Bureau of Commerce, joined Pinduoduo’s crab
sale broadcast to introduce the standards and recommend Hongze Lake crabs to the
livestreaming event’s 600,000 participants (X. Zhang 2021). These were advertised as
being of the same quality as YL crabs.

The new standards were designed to formalize the distribution procedure and open
the market for non-YL crabs from nearby lakes (especially to nonlocals), thereby
triggering the development of new regional brands. Thus, Pinduoduo initiated the
Changjiang Delta Cloud Crab Sale Festival to promote crab e-commerce (Zuo 2020). It
also launched the Changjiang River Delta New Crab Farmer Program, offering farmers
training in e-commerce, ranging from creating an online store to livestreamed sales
strategies. This aimed to turn crab suppliers into tech-savvy entrepreneurs, cultivating
one hundred leading brands among one thousand certified crab vendors over the next
five years. Pinduoduo hoped to propel regional economic development by introducing
new regional brands to nonlocal consumers, creating an online value-added market
estimated to be worth twenty billion RMB (Xie 2021).

Technology-Mediated Trust

State policy and corporate promotional discourse have framed the transition to
platformized transactions as an ideal solution to help farmers bypass value-extracting
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middlemen, expand the market and ultimately upgrade the logistics of distribution via
transcribing the flow of crabs onto platform data. In 2019, the Chinese State Council
urged corporations to implement ‘smart’ Internet + Food (EB£ M +& &) supervision for
agricultural products (State Council 2019). According to Linwei Fan, who oversees the
quality control of crab products at JD, the platform has imposed the strictest standards
to remedy misleading advertisement.* Specifically, JD requires merchants to submit six
official certificates before they can launch online anything bearing geographic indications;
Al programs are deployed to authenticate product descriptions. Furthermore, each crab
sold on JD is accompanied by an exclusive, inalterable barcode that consumers can scan
to track harvesting, packaging and delivery (Liu 2020). If the number of crabs listed
by a supplier exceeds the productivity range estimated by JD’s big data, the platform
will stop assigning QR codes to this supplier (J. Chen 2020). Likewise, Pinduoduo has
developed a database of agricultural brands to algorithmically predict harvest times
and identify suspicious products appearing out of season (Pinduoduo Inc. 2021).

Although the market transition to platformized transactions is gradual and limited, it
is eulogized in China's techno-developmentalist discourse as a technological fix that
can provide a greater level of transparency for activities that were either partially or
completely opaque in traditional market networks. To achieve this, blockchain - data-
storage systems “using linked, sequential chunks of information” (Werbach 2018: 14)
- is key (Tang 2018). Blockchain infrastructure allows participants to trust the data
appearing on a distributed, synchronized ledger, since those recorded transactions
are immutable (Satoshi 2008). To participate in this agricultural e-commerce market,
crab farmers must subscribe to platform-based “trust-mediating services” (Bodd 2021:
2668), which register the distribution histories of crabs as measurable, time-stamped
checkpoints for “protocological control” (Galloway and Thacker 2007: 31), a form of
power and control that is operationalized via distributed networks and protocols.

Distributing crabs from the Changjiang Delta region to consumers nationwide relies
on cold-chain delivery. After harvest, highly perishable crabs must be kept between
2 and 8 degrees Celsius and delivered within three days.5 In cold-chain delivery, loT-
based thermal detectors harness and transmit real-time, location-tagged data inside
refrigerated trucks and flights, enabling verification of the crabs’ movement history
and environmental condition.

At the interface between blockchain-based cold-chain transportation, software
protocols and human labor, the platformization of crab distribution signals a gradual
subscription to an extra-visible “informatized sovereignty” (Rossiter 2016: 40) wherein
contingencies can be contained. Decisions mediated via data-crunching algorithms
are seen to possess greater trustworthiness than human-mediated representations in
fixing logistical chaos (Keymolen 2016; Botsman 2017). The threat of counterfeit crabs
is used by the state and corporations to legitimize the platformization process and
the corresponding shift from social trust to technology-mediated trust. Rather than
eliminating the need for trust, blockchains afford trustiness without trusting (Werbach
2018). Platformized transactions are complemented by “smart contracts” (Szabo 1997)
that supposedly empty the room of uncertainty, providing end-to-end observation and
verification, whereas human-led proactive measures by their nature must fall short.
Platformization has emerged out of local bureaucracies’ incompetence in regulating
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the value chains of Gl brands in the traditional market networks. Without replacing
state sovereignty in the market, informatized logistics complement state-mediated
trust by reformulating the movements of crabs into integrative, blockchain-enabled
platform data, in which institutional intervention can be undertaken more easily than
in the traditional, multilayered market networks.®

Notes:

"Gl indicates a product’s place of origin when its reputation is primarily determined
by the particular natural or cultural conditions of the region. See CNIPA 2021: 7-8. For
Gl descriptions of YL crabs, see W. Chen n.d.

2 Xie 2021, citing statistics from the Beijing News.

3 The standards classify crabs into four classes based on weight, completeness (i.e. no
missing legs), color, aroma, etc.

4 Cited in ). Chen 2020.

5 Cold-chain infrastructure is only financially manageable for large-scale companies.
Ninety-five percent of agricultural e-commerce platforms struggle to make a profit,
because the cost of cold-chain hardware can constitute forty percent of the total
expense (Yuanyuwuliu 2021).

¢ The transition to platformized transactions can lead to structural inequalities in terms
of market share and rights over data access. Platforms can accumulate hyperscale
data about individuals to shape the operativity of the agricultural market, and predict
and modify users’ behavior, wherein new varieties of monetization, subjugation and
control can be produced. See Zuboff 2015.

Acknowledgments:

Research for this article was funded by the Critical Digital Humanities Initiative at the
University of Toronto. Many thanks to Julie Y. Chu and Heangjin Park for their constructive
reviews, as well as to Tero Karppi and Yifan Zhang for their insightful comments on
earlier versions of this piece.

References:
Bodo, Balazs. 2021. “Mediated trust: A theoretical framework to address the trustworthiness

of technological trust mediators.” New Media & Society 23 (9): 2668-90. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/1461444820 22

collection no. 007 - #Logistics

48

Roadsides


https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820939922
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820939922

From Social Trust to Blockchain-Mediated Trust
Botsman, Rachel. 2017. Who Can You Trust? How Technology Brought Us Together and
Why It Might Drive Us Apart. New York: PublicAffairs.

Chen Jiying. 2020. “RARFAFEHEK DR A © KFER T SHIE » AR RNEEERE"
https://www.sohu.com/a /417576017 104421

Chen Wenyi. n.d. “YhIBFRE =& PR K F % //Product of designations of origin
or geographical indication — Sozhou Yang-Chen Lake Da-Zha Crab.” National Public
Service Platform for Standards Information. http://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/
gbDetailed?id=71F772D7C1EED3A7E05397BEOAOABS2A

CNIPA, China National Intellectual Property Administration. 2021. “Guidelines on Trademark
Protection and Enforcement in China.” https://www.cnipa.gov.cn/art/2021/11/30/
art_53_171784.html

CY331. 2021. “2021FHE K REFEL T E R FEIKRAT | EEHXFE~E81E
£ [E]." https://www.chyxx.com/industry/202109/976834.html

Galloway, Alexander R. and Eugene Thacker. 2007. The Exploit: A Theory of Networks.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

JD.com, Inc. n.d. Website: https://item.jd.com/29992629272.html

Keymolen, Esther. 2016. Trust in the Line: A Philosophical Exploration of Trust in the
Networked Era. Rotterdam: Erasmus University Rotterdam. https://repub.eur.nl/pub/93210

Liu, Rachel. 2020. “JD guarantees authenticity of Yangcheng Lake hairy crabs.” https://
jdcorporateblog.com/jd-guarantees-authenticity-of-yangcheng-lake-hairy-crabs/

Peng Sun and Juan Zou. 2007. “BEE# “RE’ BFE : ‘Prthaids’ 17T— https://
chihe.sohu.com/20070914/n252149988.shtml

Pinduoduo Inc. 2021. The Pinduoduo Newsletter, 8 December.

Rossiter, Ned. 2016. Software, Infrastructure, Labor: A Media Theory of Logistical
Nightmares. New York: Routledge.

Satoshi, Nakamoto. 2008. “Bitcoin: A peer-to-peer electronic cash system.” https://
bitcoin.org/bitcoin.pdf

State Council. 2015. “BE Stk FRIRMEH TR+’ TRIMESER” http://www.
gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-07/04/content_10002.htm

State Council. 2017. “+=H’ EBREMZTEHK.” http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/
content/2015-07/04/content_10002.htm

State Council. 2019. “kFFIXEMBERELZE TENENL. http://www.gov.cn/
zhengce/2019-05/20/content_5393212.htm

collection no. 007 - #Logistics

49

Roadsides


https://www.sohu.com/a/417576017_104421
http://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D7C1EED3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
http://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D7C1EED3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
https://www.cnipa.gov.cn/art/2021/11/30/art_53_171784.html
https://www.cnipa.gov.cn/art/2021/11/30/art_53_171784.html
https://www.chyxx.com/industry/202109/976834.html
https://item.jd.com/29992629272.html
https://repub.eur.nl/pub/93210
https://jdcorporateblog.com/jd-guarantees-authenticity-of-yangcheng-lake-hairy-crabs/
https://jdcorporateblog.com/jd-guarantees-authenticity-of-yangcheng-lake-hairy-crabs/
https://chihe.sohu.com/20070914/n252149988.shtml
https://chihe.sohu.com/20070914/n252149988.shtml
https://bitcoin.org/bitcoin.pdf
https://bitcoin.org/bitcoin.pdf
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-07/04/content_10002.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-07/04/content_10002.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-05/20/content_5393212.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-05/20/content_5393212.htm

Yuxing Zhang

Szabo, Nick. 1997. “The idea of smart contracts.” https://nakamotoinstitute.org/the-
idea-of-smart-contracts/

Tang Jing. 2018. “PRE K i 2B B By XRSEWIRERN A% XA (s R https://finance.
sina.com.cn/blockchain/2018-10-08/doc-ihkvrhpto231462.shtml

Werbach, Kevin. 2018. The Blockchain and the New Architecture of Trust. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

Xie Zhongxiu. 2021. “The internet redefines hairy crabs: Pinduoduo sells hairy crabs
with grading standards.” https://daydaynews.cc/en/food/the-internet-redefines-hairy-
crabs-pinduoduo-sells-hairy.html

Yuanyuwuliu. 2021. “48Y)R A E M E K EZENFISRMAFF.” https://www.sohu.
com/a /484803379 100226

Zhang Wei. 2021. “Bt% & A KRME[fT] LR B A RixE" https://www.sohu.
com/a/492643851_10012638

Zhang Xiao. 2021. “$IZ S HEHRK=FAELRITE > B ‘@WCHES JHE-
IRIFEE > RIFEE” http://newsxmwb.xinmin.cn/xinminhui/2021/09/15/32027245.html

Zou Juan.2020. “BZ3RT | [HEMARERAM  BEEASTMEHEEEER https://
www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail forward_9276531

Zuboff, Shoshana. 2015. “Big other: Surveillance capitalism and the prospects of an
information civilization.” Journal of Information Technology 30: 75-89. https://doi.
0rg/10.1057%2Fjit.2015.5

Cite as: Zhang, Yuxing. 2022. “From Social Trust to Blockchain-Mediated Trust.” Roadsides
7: 44-50. https://doi.org/10.26034/roadsides-202200707

Author:

Yuxing (Yolanda) Zhang is a PhD candidate at the Faculty of
Information, University of Toronto. Her research interests include
critical data studies, media theory, agroecology and biotechnology,
ethics of Al, media infrastructure, space media and more-than-
human ethnography.

collection no. 007 - #Logistics

50

Roadsides


https://nakamotoinstitute.org/the-idea-of-smart-contracts/
https://nakamotoinstitute.org/the-idea-of-smart-contracts/
https://finance.sina.com.cn/blockchain/2018-10-08/doc-ihkvrhpt0231462.shtml
https://finance.sina.com.cn/blockchain/2018-10-08/doc-ihkvrhpt0231462.shtml
https://daydaynews.cc/en/food/the-internet-redefines-hairy-crabs-pinduoduo-sells-hairy.html
https://daydaynews.cc/en/food/the-internet-redefines-hairy-crabs-pinduoduo-sells-hairy.html
https://www.sohu.com/a/484803379_100226593
https://www.sohu.com/a/484803379_100226593
https://www.sohu.com/a/492643851_100126387
https://www.sohu.com/a/492643851_100126387
http://newsxmwb.xinmin.cn/xinminhui/2021/09/15/32027245.html
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_9276531
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_9276531
https://doi.org/10.1057%2Fjit.2015.5
https://doi.org/10.1057%2Fjit.2015.5
https://doi.org/10.26034/roadsides-202200707

about Roadsides

Roadsides is a diamond Open Access journal designated to be a forum devoted to
exploring the social, cultural and political life of infrastructure.

@ roadsides.net
™ editor@roadsides.net
W @road_sides
@roadsides_journal

Editorial Team:

Julie Chu (University of Chicago)

Tina Harris (University of Amsterdam)

Agnieszka Joniak-Lithi (University of Fribourg)

Madlen Kobi (Academy of Architecture, Mendrisio)
Galen Murton (James Madison University, Harrisonburg)
Nadine Plachta (University of Toronto)

Matthaus Rest (Max-Planck-Institute for the Science of Human History, Jena)
Alessandro Rippa (LMU Munich and Tallinn University)
Martin Saxer (LMU Munich)

Christina Schwenkel (University of California, Riverside)
Max D. Woodworth (The Ohio State University)

Collection no. 007 was edited by: Julie Y. Chu and Tina Harris
Managing editors: Agnieszka Joniak-Liithi and Tina Harris
Copyediting: David Hawkins

Layout: Chantal Hinni and Antoni Kwiatkowski

ISSN 2624-9081

Creative Commons License
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
4.0 International License.

Cover design: Creative Direction Julie Y. Chu, Illustration Shahira Bhasha

UNIVERSITE DE FRIBOURG
UNIVERSITAT FREIBURG

collection no. 007 - #Logistics

Roadsides


https://roadsides.net
mailto:editor%40roadsides.net?subject=
https://twitter.com/road_sides
https://www.instagram.com/roadsides_journal/

