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THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE NORTHERN DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS

EASTERN DIVISION
AIDONG ZOU, )
)
Plaintiff, ) No. 23 C 16600

v. )

) Judge Virginia M. Kendall
THE ENTITIES AND INDIVDUALS )
IDENFIED IN ANNEX A, )
)
Defendant. )
)

ORDER

Plaintiff Aidon Zou filed this action against 149 defendants alleging violations of federal
copyright law pursuant to 17 U.S.C. § 501 ef seq. (Dkt. 2). A subset of the defendants—Duailipin
(#5), Alayger (#6), VRPQ (#8), OLDSH (#1), RRGIOH (#2), Shenzhen Tinff Technology Co.,
Ltd. (#11), and SUMMERIJOY’s (#143) (hereinafter “Defendants”)—moved to sever Zou’s claims
against them from his claims against the remaining defendants. For the reasons discussed below,
the Court denies Defendants’ Motion to Sever [38].

BACKGROUND

Zou holds copyrights for two teddy bear slipper products, which protect the “[s]culptural
features” that are “capable of existing independently of the utilitarian aspects” of the slipper. (Dkts.
2 at Y 62-63, 2-1, 2-2). The copyrights were both registered in November 2023, but they bear
dates of first publication in July 2019 and July 2020 respectively. (Dkts. 2-1, 2-2).

At some point after making his slippers available for purchase online, Zou realized that
online merchants were selling similar products. (/d. at § 3). Zou filed this action in December
2023, alleging that a group of 149 foreign individuals and entities violated his copyrights. (/d. at
4).

Defendants operate various “e-commerce stores” on third-party online platforms wherein
they sell allegedly unauthorized reproductions Zou’s copyrighted slippers. (/d. 9 3-6). Zou claims
that Defendants all purchase their infringing products from one or more major manufacturers in
China. (/d. at § 5). Defendants now move to sever the claims against them. (Dkt. 38).

LEGAL STANDARD
Under Rule 20, “[p]ersons ... may be joined in one action as defendants if: (A) any right to

relief is asserted against them jointly, severally, or in the alternative with respect to or arising out
of the same transaction, occurrence, or series of transactions or occurrences; and (B) any question
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of law or fact common to all defendants will arise in the action.” Fed. R. Civ. P. 20(a)(2). In
addition to the two requirements of Rule 20(a)(2), the Court also considers whether joinder would
prejudice any party or result in needless delay. At root, “the impulse is toward entertaining the
broadest possible scope of action consistent with fairness to the parties; joinder of claims, parties,
and remedies is strongly encouraged.” United Mine Workers of Am. v. Gibbs, 383 U.S. 715, 724,
86 S.Ct. 1130, 16 L.Ed.2d 218 (1966). Though not binding on this Court, in many courts such
requirements for joinder are “liberally construed in the interest of convenience and judicial
economy in a manner that will secure the just, speedy, and inexpensive outcome of the action.”
Lane v. Tschetter, 2007 WL 2007493, at *7 (D.D.C. July 10, 2007). An examination of each of
these requirements shows that joinder is proper at this time.

DISCUSSION

Defendants filed a motion to sever claims against them from those against the other
remaining defendants. (Dkt. 38). Defendants’ motion asserts that joinder is improper because Zou
has not met the requirements for permissive joinder under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 20.
(Dkt. 39 at 1). Specifically, Defendants assert that Zou failed to show that his claims against
Defendants arise out of the same transaction, occurrence, or series of occurrences. (/d.). This
argument is unavailing at this stage of the litigation.

Courts generally find that claims against different defendants arise out of the same
transaction or occurrence if there is a logical relationship between the separate causes of action.
See In re Price, 42 F.3d 1068, 1073 (7th Cir. 1994) (discussing the “same transaction or
occurrence” requirement in the context of Rule 13). See also 7 Charles Alan Wright & Arthur R.
Miller, Federal Practice and Procedure § 1653 (3d ed. 2001); Malibu Media, LLC v. John Does I-
6,291 F.R.D. 191, 201 (N.D. IIl. 2013).

Here, Zou has made well-pleaded allegations to satisfy Rule 20(a)(2)(A), which provides
that joinder is proper if “any right to relief is asserted against [ Defendants] jointly, severally, or in
the alternative with respect to or arising out of the same transaction, occurrence, or series of
transactions or occurrences.” This test is flexible, and courts are encouraged to seek the “broadest
possible scope of action consistent with fairness to the parties.” Gibbs, 383 U.S. at 724, 86 S.Ct.
1130. Zou alleges that “all “Defendants are engag[ed] in [a] systematic approach of” selling
infringing products under various aliases that allow Defendants to conceal their true identities.”
(Dkt. 2 at 99 51-53). Zou further claims that Defendants, acting in concert, employ and benefit
from substantially similar advertising and marketing strategies. (/d. at § 10).

Taking Zou’s allegations as true, there is a clear logical relationship between Defendants’
actions, as each Defendant copied Zou’s work, manufactured counterfeit versions, and set up
online stores to sell the counterfeits under a cloak of anonymity. Based on these allegations, Zou
sufficiently alleged that each Defendants’ infringement is part of the same series of occurrences.

Also, Zou alleges that Defendants each contracted with manufacturers and customers to
produce and sell infringing products. (Dkt. 2 at 4 5). Thus, Defendants also participated in the same
series of transactions which violated Zou’s copyrights. Further, it bears mentioning that although
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Defendants claim that they are not acting in concert, they move as one to sever the claims against
them.

Zou’s well-pleaded allegations also satisfy Rule 20(a)(2)(B), which provides that joinder
is proper if “any question of law or fact common to all defendants will arise in the action.” Against
Defendants, Zou alleges use of third-party manufacturers and online retailers to facilitate their
production and sale of infringing products. Consequently, the factual inquiry into the means and
methods used in any alleged copyright infringement will be substantially identical, as the methods
Zou uses to investigate, uncover, and collect evidence about any infringing activity will be the
same as to each of the Defendants. The Court recognizes that each Defendant may later present
different factual circumstances to support individual legal defenses. “Prospective factual
distinctions, however, will not defeat the commonality in facts and legal claims that support joinder
under Rule 20(a)(2)(B) at this stage in the litigation.” First Time Videos, LLC v. Does 1-500, 276
F.R.D. 241, 252 (N.D. IlI. 2011).

Finally, joinder at this stage is consistent with fairness to the parties and in the interest of
judicial economy because joinder will secure the just, speedy, and inexpensive conclusion for Zou
and the remaining defendants. Joinder does not create any unnecessary delay, nor does it prejudice
any party. If Defendants were severed, the ensuing additional cases would require their own
proceedings. Zou would be prejudiced by such severance, as each resulting claim would require
their own filing fees, a multiplication of expense that would further inhibit Zou’s ability to protect
his legal rights. Such obstacles would make it less likely that Zou could protect his copyrights in
a cost-effective manner.

The Court has little reason to believe that any risk arises of unfairness or denial of
individual justice to Defendants at this stage in the litigation. The case against each of them will
be individually considered for purposes of any ruling on the merits. At this stage, joinder of
Defendants promotes judicial economy while protecting the interests of the parties for a just,
speedy, and inexpensive outcome. Joinder at this stage is therefore consistent with fairness to the
parties. Additionally, the two requirements of permissive joinder under Rule 20(a)(2) have been
satisfied. The motion to sever is therefore denied without prejudice.

CONCLUSION

For these reasons, the Court denies Defendants’ motion to sever [38] for improper joinder.

Hginia M. Kendall o
ted/ States District Judge
Date: March 8, 2024



