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Abstract

Grid systems for local governance and administration in China, known as grid management
or wanggehua guanli (W 4%1t. % #), have been implemented since the mid-2000s. Where

existing research focuses on the embeddedness of grid technology in state-society relations,
the spatial dynamics of urban grid administration and their significance in China’s state
structure receive less attention. This analysis adopts the idea of the spatial process for a
dynamic approach to grid governance, from its incorporation in China’s urban management
efficiency drive to its implementation in city districts through local territorialization, to
assess the urban grid system as an administrative area and inter-scaled spatial governing
strategy. Implementation of the grid system establishes smaller governing areas while
networking higher-level jurisdictions, with the result of overcoming some of the authority
fragmentation in the state structure. Grid governance contributes to increasing local state

power in China.
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Introduction
In recent years, color-coded maps of grids have become common in local urban areas,

called shequ (#£:[X) in China. On a visit to Xianru shequ, a new residential area in Shandong

province, the grid map on the wall of the Xianru Shequ Residents’ Committee office showed
rainbow-colored blocks depicting residential buildings in seven grids.! Figure 1. But what is
the grid is far more complicated than what appears on the map. The grid exists in spatial-
technological relations with the state governing structure and grid areas are subject to change.
The word shequ, a keyword in the nomenclature of local governing areas in China,
can sound cumbersome in English. The sociological scholarship on state-society relations in
China Studies normally translates shequ as community or neighborhood. We maintain shequ
in this analysis because the normative translations lack the spatial and administrative
meanings of shequ governance. The word she in shequ means society and the qu means area,
district, or zone—a bounded area. In the hierarchy of China’s state structure, the shequ is a
demarcated administrative area of city subdistricts. In most cities, the introduction of the grid

system has established subareas of the shequ, called wangge (#%) or grids, which extend

the spatial governing system.

Figure 1 ABOUT HERE



This analysis positions China’s adoption of grid management in the territorial-
administrative system to demonstrate spatial variation and dynamics in grid implementation
and show how the grid system fills gaps in the local administrative structure and supports
party-state leadership. First, we consider the normative China Studies scholarship on grid
management in state-society relations. In reflection on its spatial limitations, we
conceptualize the urban grid through the idea of the spatial process in geographical thought.
Next, we introduce the jiedao (#1&), the subdistrict, the lowest-level administrative division,
in scale relations with the district and the shequ, and through the constraint of the “single-
item veto principle” or yipiao foujue yuanze (— 2275 ¥ J5i 1)) to show how Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) officials or party officials, especially local party secretaries, are
motivated to utilize grid capacity. To analyze grid implementation, we examine the work of
the Beijing Dongcheng district party secretary who innovated a best practices approach to
demarcation of grid areas. To demonstrate how the grid concept has evolved into a new de
facto scale of administrative space, we also draw on the grid implementation manual of the
Guangzhou city government. The final section demonstrates spatial variation and dynamism
in grid implementation through adjustments in area, size, and level of local government. The
conclusion reflects on the significance and dynamics of the grid in urban governance, its
extension of the structure of the administrative divisions, and its capacity to intensify state

power at the “grass roots” or jiceng (3£ )=) with implications for general research.

A set of research questions frames the course of the analysis. Amidst new research on
the grid system in China, how has the scholarship interpreted the grid system and in what
ways can geographical thought address its limitations? What capacities does the grid system
engender and whose interests do they serve? How has the grid become institutionalized in
China’s spatial governance system and implemented in local government and administration?

If grid spaces are dynamic governing areas, then in what ways and for what reasons do local



governments demarcate and change grid areas in practice? How does implementation of the
grid integrate with and extend the state spatial governance of the system of administrative

divisions and with what effects?

The limits of state-society relations
The China Studies scholarship on grid management adopts state-society relations to
treat the grid as a technology of governance and administration for social services provision,

social surveillance, and general “stability maintenance” or weiwen (4££%) (Lin 2013; Wu

2014; Hoffman 2017; Qian 2018; Schwarck 2018; Leibold 2019; Tang 2019; Mittelstaedt
2022; Kan and Ku 2021; Chen and Greitens 2022). It examines sociological categories
including grid workers who manage local population data, which has served, for instance, the
administration of stay-at-home quarantine during the pandemic (Chen and Greitens 2022).
Jean Mittelstaedt (2022, 7) identifies the how the grid works “as a hybrid system that enables
the party-state to both control and service the grass roots.” Grid systems, like many localized
institutions in urbanizing China, demonstrate some experimentation in focus and approach. In
practice, the daily routine work of grid management focuses on the maintenance of small-
scale urban infrastructure, for instance, signage, bus stops, trash receptacles, manhole covers
and more.

The stability maintenance rationale of local governance and grid management in
China is important, yet not because Chinese society is especially unstable. Understanding the
stability rationale is important because the regime interprets legitimacy through the continuity
of power and reproduces its immanence in local society through forms and practices of
monitoring that ostensibly seek to preempt instability (Yang 2017). Social instability is in

part an ideological discourse that constructs not an object of governance but the infinite



potential to reproduce the object of governance. Grid management telescopes into local
governance this potential in the name of stability control.

The connotation of stability maintenance echoes in research on grids as if space is
fixed and stable. The state-society approach, holding space constant, tends to make
assumptions about grids as uniform squares of fixed space. Indeed, misassumptions about
uniform grid areas characterize portrayals of China’s grid management. Among examples we
find “the ‘gridded management’ system is based on or built inside shequ and divides
neighborhoods in each shequ into individual grids (normally 10,000 square meters or 200—
300 households per grid)” (Qiao 2018). “A demarcated ‘she-qu’ is segmented into 100 x 100
square meters grids” (Wan 2015, 467-68). ““The system will carve up neighborhoods into a
grid pattern with 15-20 households per square” (Jiang 2021: 495). “Beijing is divided “into
1,652 geographic grid cells, with each cell 100 by 100 meters” (Wu 2014). “The method
carves up urban neighborhoods, and even some rural townships, into geometric grids, in
some cases as small as one hundred square meters” (Leibold, 2019 50). Even the specialist
literature suggests that grid systems in China uniformly checkerboard the landscape. These
portrayals are mistaken, however. Uniform grid spaces belong to the global coordinate
system of remote sensing forming grid squares at multiple scales at 100 km?, 10 km? or 1 km?
down to 0.1 km2. The system of grid governance is entirely different.

Embedded in the modernization drive for science and technology, grid governance in
China represents neither a system of uniform quadrilaterals nor merely a technology of urban
management. The grid in China is a technology-linked dynamic spatial area that networks
inter-scaled administrative areas, levels of government, and government departments. Grid
governance establishes dynamic and discrete local governing spaces that reduce and refine
the mesh size of the administrative net. Its digital function networks multiple government

bureaucracies at the same and higher levels to produce a new volumetric capacity. In prosaic



terms, the grid system seeks to make urban management more efficient. Its condition in
common with the grid coordinate system is the utilization of geographical information
science (GIS) applications to operationalize spatial data. It is evidence of the “modernization
of China’s governance system and capacity” (guojia zhili tixi he zhili nengli xiandaihua & %
TR HAKR 2 AR FERE S ILAR4L) with widespread rapid urbanization in China (CCP Central
Committee 2019; State Council 2020; NPR 2020). To analyze these complexities, we

introduce the idea of the grid process to conceptualize the general implementation of grid

governance.

The spatial process and the administrative divisions

The idea of the spatial process appears in multiple subfields of geography. In general,
it refers to interrelated changes in space and time in which historical dimensions contribute to
revealing causal elements of spatial transformation. The spatial process also reflects different
bodies of thought. In liberal economic thought, the spatial process tracks the diffusion of
economic activity and population mobility on a market landscape or the uniform plain of
location theory. Torsten Hégerstrand’s landmark 1968 book, Innovation Diffusion as a
Spatial Process, for instance, examines the dynamic distribution of technological innovations
with socioeconomic development (H&agerstrand 1968). In the lineage of Marxist thought, the
spatial process concerns the emergence of new spatialities at multiple scales with political
and economic restructuring. Rather than an assumed fixed landscape on which market
relations play out, new spaces emerge through dynamic relations of production and political-
economic change.

The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre’s philosophical treatise, generates this
dialectical approach to the spatial process. Lefebvre (1991, 34, 36) writes, “It is not the work

of a moment for a society to generate (produce) an appropriated social space...to which that



society is not identical, and which indeed is its tomb as well as its cradle. This act of creation
is, in fact, a process. ... If space is a product, our knowledge of it must be expected to
reproduce and expound the process of production.” Space at large, in Lefebvrian thought, is
socially produced in relation to the political economy. Steeped in twentieth-century debates
over modes of production, Lefebvrian thought accommodates analysis of the urban process in
the Chinese political economy (Cartier 2022).

Lefebvre (1991, 421) distinguished the “Chinese road” from the Soviet model in
which the governing project of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) “testifies to a real
concern to draw the people and space into the process of building a different society”
including “the production of space as a whole, the production of a space ever more
effectively appropriated.” The PRC continues socialist structures and institutions, especially
state ownership of land and the unitary state formation under the CCP which maintains power
over articulation of the territory in a system of administrative divisions. At the intersection of
land, government, and power, the structure of subnational governance in China takes shape in
a ranked system of territorial-administrative areas that reproduce the state spatial structure at
every level of governance from provinces to prefectures, counties, and townships/towns.

Contrary to normative assumptions about generally fixed systems of subnational
territory in national states, the administrative divisions in China are dynamic areas immanent
with adjustable areas and boundaries, rural and urban categories, and state-assigned
functional assignments among other dimensions (e.g. Cartier 2013, 2016; Carter and Hu
2015; Liu 1996, 2013). All government organs at different levels embed in this dynamic
spatial structure. The 2018 Administrative Division Regulations, which update the 1985
regulations, emphasize “scientific” demarcation of the administrative divisions in relation to
urban planning, social development, and local governance (State Council 2018; CCP Central

Committee 2019).



In the state spatial process, the Chinese central government changes territorial-
administrative areas to establish governing spaces for the unfolding political-economic
program. For instance, when China’s urbanization drive began in the 1980s, the first major
administrative reforms changed the old rural prefecture- and county-level administrative
divisions into administrative cities in order to govern urban-industrial transformation (Cartier
2015, 2022; Liu and Fan 2015; Martinez and Cartier, 2017). In the process, cities in China
changed in scale and scope, from small urban-economic agglomerations of the Mao era, into
large governing territories at prefecture and county levels. In response to the demise of the

Mao-era danwei (¥.1i2) or work unit, and new challenges of local governance with

urbanization, administration reforms also scaled down the governing space from the city
district and the subdistrict or jiedao through the establishment of shequ in subdistricts.

In general, a prefecture-level city oversees county-level administrative divisions—
counties, county-level cities, and city districts, which lead township-level administrative
divisions—rural townships or xiang (%), towns or zhen (%), and jiedao. Literally street-road
(#7-1H), and typically translated as “street,” jiedao is the lowest-level urban administrative
division with a defined territory. We maintain use of jiedao rather than adopt its misleading
translation. The common translation descends from the institution of the street office or

jiedao banshichu (#7i& 755 4b) in the 1950s, which originated in the institution of the Public
Security Station or gong'an paichusuo (A %)k Hi Fr) (National People’s Congress 1954).

Some debate ensues over the status of the jiedao as an administrative division
because, unlike the township and town, it does not have all the government organs, especially
the Local People’s Congress. But the Administrative Division Regulations, published by the
State Council, take the jiedao to be a de facto administrative division unit, and its territorial
adjustments, like those of the system of administrative divisions, exist under the governing

line of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. The province-level Civil Affairs Bureau settles the



demarcation criteria of jiedao, and the prefecture-level city government holds the approval
rights, under the supervision of the provincial government, for changes to the size, boundary,
and toponyms of jiedao (State Council 1985, 1986, 2018; Zhejiang Civil Affairs Bureau
2014). In the year 2018, for instance, there were 170 jiedao territorial adjustments nationwide
(Ministry of Civil Affairs 2018).

At the county level and the township level, the general urban process finds that
counties will become county-level cities or urban districts, and townships and towns will
become jiedao. Changing towns to jiedao, establishing a new subdistrict in a city, is state
spatial strategy to propel rural-urban integration and urbanization. Under rapid urbanization,
the number of townships has predictably decreased, from 24,745 to 10,253, while the number
of jiedao increased from 5,904 to 8,393 (Kan and Chen 2021, 631).

Consequently, we position implementation of the grid in the structure of the local
administrative divisions at and below the county level in subdistrict divisions in order to
demonstrate how grid implementation articulates and refines spatial governance with shequ
areas. The jiedao or subdistrict leads shequ areas, and grids are divisions of shequ. Like the
shequ, the territorial space of grids is mimetic with the state spatial structure of the
administrative divisions. Unlike the administrative divisions, shequ and wangge do not have
full organs of government. Like the administrative divisions, shequ and wangge are dynamic
areas under the authority of the higher-level administrative division, the jiedao subdivision of

the urban district.

The spatial challenges of local government
We encountered the administrative governing area of the shequ during research on the

urban administrative divisions with Liu Junde x| £, founding director of the Center for

Research on the Administrative Divisions in China, East China Normal University. Liu
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recognizes that the shequ is not a “naturally” formed place but is a designated governing
space that is superimposed on and integrated with society. Liu defines the shequ as a
xingzhengqu shequ or “administrative division-community,” with a defined territorial area,
scale of population, and governing institutions. For Liu, who has analyzed conditions for the
administrative divisions in general as well as demarcating shequ, a well-defined shequ space
improves the space-time relations of everyday local administration (Liu 2013, 10-41). The
shequ is not an administrative division but it is a governing space mimetic with the
administrative divisions at the pivot between the subdistrict and the grid.

Ideas and realities about spatial governance in China inhere within the dynamic
system of administrative divisions, yet it is not always clear why China determines and
changes state space in the process of administering society and the economy. Dynamic
governance of the administrative divisions serves prevailing goals of the regime in general
and interests of party officials in particular, whose career progress depends on meeting goals
within their administrative area. The organization and evaluation of party-state governance,
i.e. both party leadership and state administration, takes place within the hierarchical and
spatial organization of the administrative divisions. At the lowest level of administration in
cities, administrative responsibilities of the subdistrict telescope to smaller areas through
shequ and grids. Just how implementation of the grid serves interests of subdistrict or jiedao
government emerges in the “single-item veto principle.”

The single-item veto principle, abbreviated as zongzhiwei (275 %), represents the

problems and interests of officials in controlling administrative space. Introduced in 1991 by
the Central Public Security Comprehensive Management Commission, the zongzhiwei
intensifies challenges of local government because it rivets party officials’ promotion
opportunities to incident management (Zongzhiwei 1992a; Zongzhiwei 1992b; Yang 2017), in

which a single incident in the jurisdiction can limit future promotion. If a party official’s
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future is bound to her or his administrative space, then motivation to climb the ranks
generates interest to tighten authority over the administrative area. Consequently, local party
officials seek to establish governing authority “horizontal to the edge, vertical to the end” or
hengxiang daodi, zongxiang daobian (£ i) £]i4, ] F1 ).

The solution is a finer mesh of the administrative net in the form of the grid.
Historically, responsibility for local incident management was unclear and distributed among
the functional institutions in an area. The zongzhiwei turns the subdistrict into the local party
secretary’s space of responsibility in which the party secretary must achieve zero incidents of
social instability (Yang 2017). In practice, achievement of zero incidents requires rapid
response to identify any potential issue before it escalates. It compels a space-time approach
to everyday practice of administration.

In the process of urbanization, the jiedao is a dynamic space in three main ways.
Officials in charge of subdistricts face contradictions from area adjustments, urban and
economic growth, and fragmentation of administrative rights. One, larger jiedao create more
work for the local bureaucracy because the numbers of government officials and
administrators are assigned by unit, not area size. For instance, in the 2014 jiedao
demarcation criteria of Zhejiang province, jiedao territory ranges in area from 20 to 50 km?
and the population size varies from 30,000 to 150,000 (Zhejiang Civil Affairs Bureau 2014).
Meanwhile, jiedao officials have no rights to change the area of the governing space. Jiedao
mergers are common, and different jiedao demarcation criteria appear in different time
periods and in different provinces. Two, some jiedao might not expand in area but gain new
responsibilities with new housing, population growth, and commercial development, which
increases the work of jiedao offices including coordination with different levels of
government to accomplish specific tasks. Three, top-down administrative rights held by

higher-level government offices, such as at the district level, become “fragmented” in local
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practice in the subdistrict. This is the problem of fragmentation in the PRC governing
structure, well-known in in the scholarship as “fragmented authoritarianism” (Lieberthal and
Oksenberg 1988). In relation to the contradictions, let us give this political-sociological

concept some spatial dimensions.

Spatializing fragmented authoritarianism

The common approach to explaining fragmented authoritarianism adopts tiao-kuai

(%%-H) relations in which the tiao (£%) or hierarchical “line” in party and government
administration have “vertically-led governing institutions™ or chuizhi guanli bumen (I B %&
FRELTT). In this relation, authority is maintained by upper-level governing bodies. The
horizontal dimension is the kuai () or “piece” in which the kuai territory is the

administrative division and the office that represents it. The kuai symbolizes the state power
horizontally over the jiedao governing space, yet it is often interpreted as the office or jiedao
offices rather than the jiedao area, the territory itself, and its representative offices.

But the jiedao’s authority, especially its enforcement rights, is fragmented by tiao
relationships. For example, the Public Security Station in the jiedao exists in a tiao
relationship, led by the Public Security Bureau at the district level. District-level authority
over public security work in the jiedao limits or fragments the enforcement rights of the
jiedao in public security issues. In addition, the Urban Administrative and Law Enforcement

Bureau, known as the Chengguan (3%, is dispatched from the district level to the jiedao,

which fragments the jiedao government’s authority over urban management issues. For
example, in Guangzhou city, before 2014, the district Chengguan bureau held direct
leadership over the Chengguan branch at the jiedao level. Since April 2014, the power
relations have changed, with the jiedao office taking the major leadership over the

Chengguan branch and the Chengguan bureau at the district level holding the indirect
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(professional guidance) leadership over it (Xinkuaibao 2014). In many cities the Chengguan
branch at the jiedao level is still separate from the jiedao government office.

The fragmentation of local authority and its dynamism is interpreted as the tiao-kuai
contradiction at different levels and inside a certain administrative division (Lieberthal and
Oksenberg 1988; Mertha 2005). Where the goal is seamless governing capacity, this problem
is interpreted as poor cohesiveness in the bureaucratic structure (Zang 2017). The double
hierarchy of authority inside a local administrative area increases work for local government
and exacerbates the daily bureaucratic contradictions. But the fragmentation explanation
leaves latent the inherent spatial relations: both the horizontal-territorial governing bodies and
the vertically-led institutions exist in a local administrative division. We develop an elliptical
diagram to show the spatial-hierarchical relations of district, jiedao, and shequ institutions.
Figure 2. Different from the traditional vertical illustration of governing relations, this
diagram represents selected tiao and kuai governing bodies in schematic areas to visualize the
hierarchical and lateral relations within the immanent spatial structure. Inside the circles of
governing space, numbers represent selected governing bodies. The kuai government
includes functional government offices such as the jiedao Civil Affairs Office, the Public
Security Bureau, the Women’s Union and so on. In addition to the Public Security Bureau in

the district and jiedao, local civic policing exists in shequ minjing (# [X [ %),

Figure 2 ABOUT HERE

The city district, above the subdistrict, has enforcement rights to solve issues at lower

levels, yet with its territory tens of times larger than the jiedao, and hundreds of times larger

14



than the shequ, it does not manage specific issues directly. Consequently, in striving for
spatial seamlessness and rapid local management, jiedao or subdistrict officials seek to shift
responsibility for stability maintenance tasks to the subsidiary shequ where incidents are
more reliably identified in their smaller areas. The comparatively small size of the shequ
facilitates incident identification, but the shequ residents’ committee lacks the relevant
enforcement rights for resolving issues. Moreover, locating task responsibility two levels
below the city district government exacerbates the contradiction in authority fragmentation
among the three levels. The district level government—with three layers of governing space,
three levels of government institutions, and multiple responsibility spaces in practice—cannot

rapidly reach the grass roots.

The history of the disappearance of manhole covers in major cities demonstrates the
challenge in urban infrastructure maintenance. After steel prices doubled, in 2004, thousands
of manhole covers were stolen in Beijing alone. Sources differ on the total numbers, but
conservative estimates report that in 2004 nearly 22,000 disappeared in Beijing (cf.
Xinhuawang 2004, Renminwang 2015). And the many different types of manhole covers
exacerbated the management dilemmas. Central Beijing’s Dongcheng district had fourteen
types of manhole covers under the jurisdictions of ten different functional government
institutions, some at the jiedao level, some at the district level, and some even at the city level
(Chen 2006, 57). The theft of manhole covers occurred in many other cities and became a

national problem.

From the district government’s perspective, the double effect of the district being too

large to deal rapidly with the issue—many ranks and institutions involved in the reporting

hierarchy, with some cases requiring inter-institutional cooperation and at different levels of
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government—made the work among all relevant offices and administrative divisions, to
replace even one manhole cover, easily span days or weeks. Slow response in public
infrastructure management—structurally embedded in the spatial hierarchy, pressured by the
single-item veto principle, and with impacts of increased costs for public order maintenance
on local budgets—could lead to negative media exposure, aggravate potential hazards, and
jeopardize local officials’ career opportunities. Under these circumstances, in 2004, a district
government in Beijing experimented with determining the areas of urban grids that would

transcend the spatiotemporal gaps and inefficiencies of local government.

The “right size” in urban management

The early grid experiment resonated with the national discourse of social management
or shehui guanli (#+£:% #1), proposed in 1998 by Jiang Zemin and subsequently supported

by Hu Jintao, who preceded Xi Jinping, that would improve party-state governing control
through advanced technology. The Chinese government has consistently supported practical
adaptation of science and technology applications in government administration with
particular emphasis on data management through GIS applications. Some provinces and
major cities became early adopters of geographical information collection and digital
mapping. In 2001 Fujian province launched “digitalizing Fujian,” led by Xi Jinping, who was
the provincial governor at the time (National Remote Sensing Center of China 2012). (Xi
became party general secretary and president of China in 2012.)

In Beijing, new management techniques and advanced GIS technology became
available for pioneering government use in automation of the bureaucracy. In central
government administration, use of a GIS platform has facilitated automation of the State

Council bureaucracy since 1992 (National Remote Sensing Center of China 2012). The
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National Remote Sensing Center of China, affiliated to the Ministry of Science and
Technology, maintains the nationwide GIS data, including toponyms and the spatial coding
system that demonstrates how the grid is a spatial-technological extension of the
administrative divisions. The GB/T2260 coding system designates each administrative
division at and above the county level by a six-digit code. The GB/T10114 system codes each
of the subcounty-level divisions (xiang, zhen, jiedao) by a three-digit code. The designated
code of each grid is a fourteen-digit code that combines the six-digit number and the three-
digit number, in addition to the three-digit shequ number and the two-digit unit number of the
grid (Chen 2006, 133-34). Like the shequ in subdistricts, the space of grids is subsidiary to

shequ and inseparable from the spatial governing structure of the administrative divisions.

With advancing urbanization under reform, the goal of relatively seamless urban
governance became a new priority. In Beijing, technology applications for urban
management began relatively early. Beijing’s Dongcheng district, the eastern city core, had
participated in a pilot program in the early 1990s under 863 Program that surveyed categories
of geographical information. To concentrate enforcement of urban management, Beijing
merged separate functional departments in charge of different aspects of public infrastructure
and the urban environment maintenance into one bureaucracy, the Chengguan. Then the city
dispatched it, i.e. maintained enforcement rights authority at the district level, into the
existing governing space of districts and jiedao (Zang and Pratt 2019). In 1997, Xuanwu
district, in the west of central Beijing, was the first district nationwide to experiment with the
Chengguan bureaucracy. By 2002 it was established in cities around the country. But the
establishment of the Chengguan department at the district and jiedao levels could not resolve
the spatial-institutional distanciation between fragmented enforcement rights and relatively

large spaces of responsibility in subdistricts.
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Under these circumstances, Chen Ping [%:--, the party secretary of Dongcheng

district, developed an approach for a new “right size” space of responsibility—the grid—to
optimize the rigidity of the spatial governance structure in urban infrastructural management.
Along with Dongcheng district, sources concur that there were early experiments with the
grid in Shanghai in 2004. Debate ensues over which city was first with most sources favoring
Beijing (cf. Qian 2018). The case of Dongcheng rises to prominence because it innovated a
best practices approach to grid area size demarcation. The party secretary of Dongcheng
turned the size question into a governing problem that would be solved through precise yet

dynamic implementation of grid space.

Dongcheng district is the location of Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City,
among the most important places in the capital. It is an administrative division that comprises
multiple responsibility spaces in jiedao and shequ. In 2004, the area of Dongcheng district
was 25.38 km? and approximately rectangular with each side between four and five kms. It
had ten jiedao with an average area of 2.5 km? and 137 shequ averaging 0.18 km? with
hundreds of internal boundaries to negotiate (Chen 2006, 51, 132—-33). Though Beijing’s
smallest district, it was still too large for rapid resolution of the full range of urban
management tasks. Their variety required the district government to coordinate with thirty-
seven government departments and institutions at different levels for different responsibility
spaces. For Chen, the ideal solution was smaller spaces with more concentrated enforcement
rights that would shorten the physical distance of task management, which, in turn, would
decrease time spent in the traditional bureaucratic workflow. The grid and the GIS
technology, with its networked information, automating management techniques, would

allow it to be configured.
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The GIS for grid management codes information for each item of public
infrastructure, including its location and corresponding bureaucracy, to pin-point incident
tasks both physically and bureaucratically (Chen 2006, 58). Dongcheng coded 196,947 items
of public infrastructure, including all perceivable items on the street: manhole covers, bus
stops, advertising boards, parking facilities, old trees, green sites or parks, public sculptures,
chairs, public toilets, trash receptacles, and construction sites, in addition to water bodies and

water-control engineering. The government adopted the chengguantong (3£ i), an urban

management smartphone-based information collection device, to report on and record the

coded items.

Chen also proposed to optimize the district government workflow in the hierarchical
and bureaucratical governance structure through a digital platform center. It would integrate
the G1S-based data with the thirty-seven departments, including twenty-seven government
institutions at the district level and ten jiedao offices. A grid worker, responsible for
chengguantong information collection, would be assigned to each grid. Information collected
from the chengguantong would go directly to the district digital platform. With immediate
information and accurate locations, the district’s digital center would dispatch work tasks to
the relevant departments for relatively efficient administration of solutions. The networked

information, linking space in time, would transcend tiao-kuai contractions.

Inspired by the scientific potential of spatial-technological optimization, Chen
proposed a grid area less than one tenth of the existing shequ governing space. Chen’s
idealized grid area demonstrates theory rather than practice: each grid would be

approximately 100 meters on each side. This notion of the 100-meter length, which Chen

19



deemed to be walkable for fast and accurate spotting, locating, and resolving urban
management issues, has contributed to the misassumption of uniform square grids. Echoing a
long history of using the metaphor of ten thousand to name idealized numerics in China,

Chen named the project the 10,000 m? grid or the wanmi dan yuan wangge (/3 2K ¥ 70 #%).

From Chen'’s ideal-type grid and interrelated reports, various media and scholarly
accounts have repeated the notion of the grid as a uniform geometric space. But given the
dynamic nature of the administrative divisions system, this is, predictably, incorrect. In
reality, areas of grids are irregular and demarcated according to existing territorial conditions,
following existing boundaries of the shaku, jiedao, and district, and other specific local
conditions. In practice, Chen developed a set of principles for indigenization of “right size”

demarcation:

1. Scale principle: from 1:500 to 1:1000, in special circumstances no less than 1:2000

2. Territorial management principle: no grid crosses a she boundary

3. Geographical pattern principle: demarcation follows landscape features such as alleys,
courtyards, public parks and squares, bridges, rivers, hills, lakes and so on

4. Current management principle: where grids exceed 10,000 m? the management space of
danwei should not be split

5. Convenient management: the grid should be easy to patrol

6. Workload balance: each grid encompasses a similar number of public infrastructure items
and should not traverse built structures

7. Seamless stitching principle: there should be no gap between the grids and no overlap

8. Relative stability principle: the grid area should be relatively stable to maintain responsible

workflow of each task (Chen 2006, 130).
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This set of demarcation principles became the basis of the national standard for the
implementation of grid spaces (National Standard 2013). The irregular and dynamic nature of
the grid space also reflects changes in the conditions the local administrative divisions and
shequ. For example, in 200405, the first year of grid implementation in Dongcheng, the
district adjusted the boundaries of both the shequ and the grids, merging some shequ and
merging some grids. In 2005 the number of shequ in Dongcheng decreased from 137 to 126,
and the number of grids dropped from 1652 to 1593 (Chen 2006, 127). With slightly larger
size of shequ and grid areas, the adjustments were made to “fit” changing social

circumstances and optimize and balance the workload of each grid.

The new grids as responsibility spaces, compared to the shequ, supported by
networked spatial information on each public item, decreased the management time for each
incident case and reduced some management costs while better maintaining public
infrastructure. From 2003-05, local complaints about infrastructure conditions, an avid

concern of the public, fell from 52 to 14.9 percent of total “petition letters” xinfang (15 1)

(Chen 2006, 245). Dongcheng’s early success with grid management soon became a model,
held up for emulation by central and provincial party leaders—including Xi Jinping, who was
party secretary of Zhejiang province at the time, and Beijing’s mayor, Wang Qishan (who
later became premier under Xi Jinping). Zhou Yongkang, the former Minister of Public
Security, successfully endorsed the surveillance function of the Beijing model in 2010
(Mittelstaedt 2022, 7). Yet even earlier local officials in Shanghai and Nanjing went to
Dongcheng district to learn from Beijing’s experience (Chen 2006, 347-67).

In 2005, the National Ministry of Construction (which became the Ministry of

Housing and Rural-Urban Development in 2008) extended the Dongcheng grid experiment to
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fifty-one cities and districts in three batches (Chen 2008). Included in batch one were
Shenzhen, Chengdu, Hangzhou, and in Shanghai, Luwan district. Urumchi in Xinjiang was in
the third batch, launched in 2007, notably before violence broke out in Urumchi in 2009 (Wu
2014). However, the spread of the grid nationwide demonstrates only selective adoption of
the Dongcheng model with considerable local variation, experimentation, and
reinterpretation, resulting in larger or smaller grids. Among pertinent examples at the district
level, in a wave of mergers to create larger districts, the State Council approved the merger of
Chongwen district into Dongcheng, which expanded Dongcheng district to 41.84 km?2in
2010.

From the adoption of the geographical coordinate system to the determination of the
“right size,” Chen introduced the grid based on the extension of the spatial governance
structure of the local administrative divisions. Chen published his work in a monograph,

Gridding: The New Model of Urban Management (B4t - 35117 & 3 H A% ) with
Peking University Press in 2006. An endorsement by Chen Shupeng i 2, leading scholar

of GIS research in China, appears on the back cover of the book.

Telescoping the state spatial structure to the grid

The early Dongcheng experiment can be understood as the indigenized
implementation of new information technology for optimization of spatial governance and
administration of public infrastructure and the urban environment. The promotion of the grid
nationwide by the central government, since 2013, signals the further transformation of the
grid as an extension of the state spatial structure of local governance. Unlike the
administrative divisions, in which government institutions are physically present and
institutionally scaffolded, the grid and the grid technology reproduce the authority of

government institutions through virtual networks. The full array of relevant government
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institutions—city district, jiedao and shequ—network through the technological
administration of grid space.

In 2013 at the Third Plenary Session of the 18" National Congress, Xi Jinping called
for the construction a new “comprehensive service and management platform at the
grassroots” (jiceng zonghe fuwu guanli pingtai & /2 22 & AR 558 BE°F- 4), in which grid
management would be a key measure. The grassroots reform is an integral element of the
general injunction for the “modernization of China’s governance system and capacity,” in
addition to adjustment of the administrative divisions to optimize government organizational
structure. Its goals include the expansion of the objects of grid functions, from public
infrastructure and city environment items to characteristics and conditions of local society. In
this line of thought, the grid provides social services, collects information on society, and is
expected to facilitate new relations between the party, the government, and the people (CCP
Central Committee 2013, 2019). In 2019, the CCP Central Committee reemphasized this
programmatic work and its technological basis in the grid system.

In the process, the central government redefined the spatial scope of the grid from a
responsibility space for public infrastructure and city environment maintenance to a wider-

ranging information technology that encompasses people (ren A), places (di #), issues (shi
=), material items (wu #7), and organization (zuzhi Z12{) (CCP Central Committee and State

Council 2015). The expansion of expectations attached to the grid space, encompassing the
full range of local governance and its correlate functional institutions at upper levels,
reconstitutes the grid as a de facto governing space at the grass roots.

The “people” of the grid correlates with the population density basis of grid area
determination. In grid implementation since 2013, most places have adopted a scaled-down
version of the shequ based on a number of households. The shequ is usually a residential area

of 2000 to 5000 households and their demarcation is guided by the spatial distribution of
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housing. A grid in residential areas has come to mean an area occupied by 200 to 500
households, which varies in area size depending on the housing footprint and density. It must
be noted that the household is a spatial unit and a spatial concept in the governing system—
the household or hu in the shequ and grid is the occupied residential apartment—not the
members of the household or potential extended family defined by hukou.? In some high-
density residential areas, a portion of a building or a building and its surrounding area may
constitute the grid space.

The expansion of grid tasks, and the connection of the grid space to other layers of
administrative divisions and levels of functional government institutions, is evident in The
First Round Training Manual for Community Grid Service Management in Guangzhou ()|
TR TTT 4 DX R A AR 55 B 26— AR 10185 91| F- ). This 262-page manual published
by the Guangzhou Community Construction Leading Group, in June 2016, guides the
implementation of grid governance and grid operations training in Guangzhou. The manual
lists 176 task items in grid governance, supervised by fourteen government institutions at the
city level. Four institutions in a shequ, eight government bodies in a jiedao, and eleven
government institutions at the district level take responsibility for implementation of the 176
governing tasks (Guangzhou Community Construction Leading Group 2016). Table 1 lists
these institutions in the shequ, jiedao, district, and city. Following the logic of Figure 2, we
use numbers in the table to correlate governing institutions. In Figure 3, we put these
numbers into the ellipse of spatial governance structure to visualize the spatial-bureaucratic

relationship.

Table 1 ABOUT HERE
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The manual is studied by government institutions in every district, jiedao, zhen and
shequ. It shows that the work of the new grid space not only encompasses local government
concerns in public security, public infrastructure, and city image maintenance, but also
includes the collection of residents’ information and their government social services and
welfare provision, in addition to circulating a large amount of government information and
guidance from multiple departments in jiedao and shequ. Grid practice in Guangzhou,
involving some ten times more the number of functional government offices than
Dongcheng, demonstrates how cities have scaled-up and expanded grid governance. The
government institutions in charge of the social services, welfare provision, and information
circulation, at different levels, have a new space-time framework that closes the distance with
the people.

Based on the information in the Guangzhou manual, Figure 3 shows the spatial and
hierarchical relations of all the district-, jiedao- and shequ-level institutions before and after
grid implementation. The numbers in Figure 3 correlate with the numbers and corresponding
institutions in Table 1. The result shows how grid-based governance changes the spatial
governance structure and power relations. Before the grid, many government institutions at
the district level, such as a district’s Ethnic and Religious Affairs Office (number 15 in Table
1 and Figure 3), needed assistance from the district government, jiedao office, and shequ
residents” committee to negotiate the compartmentation of the jiedao and shequ governing
space for identification and resolution of local issues. For instance, grid-based governance
reports directly to the district’s Ethnic and Religious Affairs Office and thus contributes to

overcoming the spatial-temporal contradictions embedded in the historic horizontal and
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vertical enforcement dilemmas. Grid functions have been expanding with integration of

information needs of more government bureaucracies.

Figure 3 ABOUT HERE

Since the 2020 coronavirus outbreak, more enforcement rights related to disease
control were allocated to the jiedao and shequ. The grid space facilitated the shequ residents’
committee and the jiedao office to implement new policies, survey residents’ health, allocate
public resources, and provide government services (Jiang 2021; Zhu, Zhu, and Jin 2021).
With the policy of residential lockdown in many cities, the grid became a territorial unit and a
responsibility space for the implementation of a dramatically increased number of tasks in a
short time, from daily collecting of data on residents’ health status to delivering food and
groceries to households under quarantine. The small size of the grid clarifies the context of
responsibilities and task implementation and makes surveillance of individuals in the local
population more legible. Officials and party members from different government institutions
and at different levels are also required to volunteer to serve the grass roots and participate in
grid work (Gongren ribao 2020).

But the spatial-technological solution works better for some problems than others and
the Chinese scholarship introduces a different kind of critique. Instead of focusing on the
capacity for grid systems to gain surveillance over the people, like the state-society relations

approach, Sun and Yu (2015), for instance, identify structural conditions that can limit new
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capacities of the grid. Rather than solve tiao-kuai dilemmas, the grid platform or information
collection center can act as a new tiao line in the district, since its effectiveness depends on
leadership capacity of the district party secretary. Sun and Yu term this structural
contradiction, between the design of the grid and its reality in practice, grid “involution”

(neijuan %) in which the system can become more internally complex rather than more

efficient. It demonstrates how vertical line administration in the governing system reproduces

hierarchical power relations.

Grid dynamism in local practice

The grid functions as a networked techno-spatial governing area that refines and
magnifies spatial-hierarchical governance. The grid demarcation principle, whereby local
governments territorialize grids according to local conditions, seeks “seamlessness” between
grids and integrates ever-changing local conditions in dynamic urban development. Some
comparison from local jurisdictions, including Zhangdian district, Zibo, and Changning
district, Shanghai, demonstrate how local governments adjust the grid size and scale to
realize functional capacity in grassroots governance.

In the context of rapid urbanization, new grids become established with newly
constructed residential buildings. Xianru shequ in Zhangdian district, Zibo, is one of these
places. Established in 2007, it encompasses the newly built Xianru Garden, a real-estate
project of forty-seven residential buildings with 2,052 apartments, a garden, commercial
shops, and a “club building,” which is the location of the shequ residents’ committee.
Nearby, Jinsi Garden, with thirty-four buildings and 1,544 apartments, had also been
completed. But not all the apartments had been sold and too few people had moved in, so
Jinsi did not yet have the household numbers to establish a new shequ. In response, the Civil

Affairs Department designated Jinsi Garden to lie within the Xianru governing space, even
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though the two developments are about two kilometres apart and on opposite sides of a road.
The distance represented extra work for Residents’ Committee staff and an inconvenience for
residents, which delayed shequ work.

The situation of Xianru shequ territory also reflects how grids were delineated. In
2014, Xianru shequ was divided into seven grids, five of which covered Xianru Garden. The
other two encompassed Jinsi Garden. The two grids of Jinsi Garden were exclave grids that
left the residents separated from their shequ officials, in conflict with the state vision to
shorten the distance between local officials and residents. In 2016, the local party secretary
stated the exclave grid demarcation was temporary since there were other real-estate projects
under construction near Jinsi Garden, and as soon as they were finished and occupied, the
upper-level government would establish a new shequ governing space separating the area of
Jinsi Garden from Xianru shequ. This happened at the end of 2016 as predicted. Such exclave
grid spaces, resulting from existing spatial governance structures and local residential
conditions, are not uncommon. In Nanhai district, Foshan, the grid demarcation exercise
resulted in exclave grids at a distance from the shequ governing space (Huang 2016, 67-8).

Meanwhile, the re-demarcation of the grids in Xianru shequ in 2016 is not the end of
the story. The Xianru Shequ Residents’ Committee received a new policy from upper-level
government that required standardization in relation to the grid workers’ pay, to be based on
a standard quota of 500 households per grid in each shequ. Under this arrangement, with
2,052 households, Xianru shequ gained four grids’ payment quota so it re-demarcated the
five grids into four with attendant adjustments to each grid’s territory. Jinsi Garden was
reorganized into three grids under the leadership of the newly established shequ. In 2018,
with two real-estate projects under construction adjacent to Xianru Garden, the staff of

Xianru shequ expected to expand to take charge of them after the addition of new grids.
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Grid demarcation practice in Changning district, Shanghai, demonstrates
experimentation by local government to explore the potential of the grid space at a different
level in the spatial governing structure according to local conditions. Based in part on its
smaller districts, Shanghai has a history of concentrating more local power in the jiedao than
other cities (Derleth and Koldyk 2004). In 2011 Changning district experimented with the
grid as a subdivision of the jiedao governing space. Instead of dividing the shequ into several
grids, Changning district government divided the jiedao into three to four grids, with four
shequ to each grid (Wenhuibao 2014). In the process Changning effectively inserted a new
level of administrative space between the jiedao and the shequ and established fifty-four
grids, which was a substantial revision from 2006 when the district had 1459 grids after early
adopting the 10,000 m? grid unit principle of the Dongcheng model. Changning’s experiment
was based on coping with extensive social governance tasks required by the Shanghai Expo,
in 2010, to increase enforcement power of non-resident populations. The Changning
experiment proved to be an innovation in grid design and won awards and positive media
reports for its effectiveness (Shanghai Government 2017.

Variation in grid implementation exists by administrative division in general. Beijing
and Shanghai are province-level cities and often serve as interpretive models for other cities.
Party leaders of provinces, province-level cities, and major prefecture- and county-level cities
typically seek to articulate distinctive approaches to local government, now including grid
systems for urban management. Langfang city, Hebei province’s prefecture-level city
between Beijing and Tianjin, promotes organization of party branches and party groups in
grid governance, which strengthens party work at the grass roots (Hebei ribao 2022). In
addition, most provinces and many cities report more rural grids than urban grids. For
instance, Yantai city in Shandong province reports 4,210 grids in urban areas and 7,168 grids

in rural areas, which exemplifies the urban process under reform in which rural prefectures
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and counties have been incrementally reestablished as cities and urban areas (Yantai shike
2022). Systematic national data on grids are not available, which underscores the importance

of research on local governance.

Conclusion

The implementation of urban-administrative grids in shequ, beginning in the early
2000s, is a new move in China’s history of territorial governance and administration. But it is
not a new approach in China. Like shequ, space of the grid system in China is inseparable
from the administrative divisions—the dynamic state spatial structure in which the governing
system is embedded. The grid’s relationship with the shequ confirms Liu’s observation of the
“administrative division-community” in which the shequ represents how the party-state treats
local urban areas as space to be made legible for its interests. The spatial-technological
function of the grid seeks to telescope governing capacity to even smaller territorial areas,
generating networked administration that fills gaps in the spatial-administrative structure.

Assessment of the implementation of grids in shequ and their relations with the local
administrative divisions demonstrates articulation and refinement of spatial governance in
three main ways: the territorialization of localized grids in shequ through boundary
articulation and rearticulation; scale relations between and among the lower-level
administrative divisions at the district and subdistrict levels, the shequ, and grids; and digital
networking among the relevant bureaucracies at multiple points in the tiao-kuai matrix. The
urban grid is a territorialized space and a networked spatial relation among different levels of
government and governing institutions. Nested within the hierarchy of administrative
divisions, the grid seeks to achieve the goal of seamless grassroots governance, “horizontal to

the edge, vertical to the end.” Its digital dimension transcends hierarchical distance while
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building volumetric capacity—not a cube or a block form but a morphing three-dimensional
chunk of state techno-spatial capacity.

The grid process constitutes the dynamic implementation of the grid in space and time
with immanent potential for iterative change. Grid experiments demonstrate the general
principle of spatial governance through changes to subnational territory. Grid
institutionalization establishes an effective new scale of administrative area governance that
satisfies the “single-item veto” demand for seamless coverage and rapid response. From
changing areas of grids and party expectations for seamless governance, to government
handbooks on grid management, grid dynamism in practice demonstrates strategic territorial
modification and informational expansion through increasing numbers of linked bureaucratic
offices whose potential signals the potential for refinement of local governance. It
demonstrates party-state commitment to enhanced governing power at the grassroots level.

Implementation of the grid overcomes spatial contradiction in the governance
structure where rapid urban development meets the exigencies of the stability maintenance
regime and needs to maintain the urban environment. In the national “modernization of
China’s governance system and capacity,” the workings of the grid illuminate the complexity
of the state spatial governing structure. The party now seeks to use technology to overcome
governing inefficiencies across multiple levels of government and layers of bureaucracy.
Workings of the urban grid system inform the classic problem of tiao-kuai relations. The
urban grid system is a spatial solution to fragmentation in the bureaucracy, yet, as its critics
argue, the leadership priority of party secretaries can forestall and impede grid functions.
Such ever-emerging contradictions in the system contribute to rationales for changing the
dimensions and conditions of governing areas.

With dynamic territorial areas and dynamic links to multiple sites of administration,

the grid process demonstrates emerging spatial-technological capacity and continuities with
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the administrative divisions. In the dynamic of the Chinese governing system, in which
subnational territory in general is subject to change, grid governance, with its digital
capacities, compels new questions about the changing nature of integrated spatial areas for
local governance and administration. This geographical contribution to grid governance—the
grid process—supports comparative research on territorialization of grid implementation,
regional differences in grid innovation, grid systems in rural and urban areas, and impacts on

power relations in governing hierarchies that grid systems hold the potential to transcend.
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Notes
! Names of the shequ are pseudonyms. From local government interviews in Zibo, Shandong

province, April 2018.

2 The word hu [ translated as “household” derives from the shape of a half-door, indicating a
residential place with a door. Household registration of persons or family members in the
hukou is complicated. One person can be the su of hukou or the family may include many
people and several residential apartments. The household in hukou registration is a political,
sociological and anthropological concept, while the household number used to define shequ
and the grid means the number of residential apartments.
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