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Introduction

A whole history remains to be written of spaces—which would at the same
time be the history of powers (both these terms in the plural)—from the great
strategies of geo-politics to the littde tctcs of the habiat, insdtudonal acchi-
tecture from the clisroom to the design of hospiials, passing by economic and
political installations. . . . Anchorage in a space s an economico-political form

which needs to be studied in detail.
Michel Foucault, 1977

This book 1s an attempt to write a history of a particular kind of space in ur-
ban China—the space of the socialist work unit, or damwei. The point of do-
ing this is not simply to provide descriptions of physical spatial forms and
their transformation over time, but rather, as Foucault suggests, to explore
the relationships between space and power. In focusing on the damwei, the
basic unit of urban life under socialism, I particulady want to investigate how
the political and economic strategies of government in China have im-
pinged upon the everyday lives of the urban population through the ways in
which they create and structure particular forms of spatial order. The un-
derlying premise of this book is that detailed study of spatial formations can
provide new insights into the nature of political and social relationships in
China. The damwei, as | hope to demonstrate, provides especially rich termin
upon which to develop this kind of analysis.

The approach I adopt here 1s based heavily on methodologies developed
in the work of Michel Foucault. First, in tracing the history of the danmwei [
utilize what Foucault referred to as the “genealogical” method. This ap-
proach differs from conventional historical method in that it does not seek
to reconstruct the past or provide a seamless narrative of development; rather
the alm Is to explore how particular institutions of the present took shape
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through the layering of often disparate, unrelated, and discontinuous prac-
tices.” Since the damwei emerged through the juxtaposiion of a wide range
of disciplinary, governmental, biotechnical, and spatial practces over a con-
siderable period of tme, it seems to me that the genealogical method offers
a particularly appropmate framework for analysis. Second, I adopt Foucault’s
conception of power as a complexity of interrelationships between lnowl-
edge, nstitutional disciplinary prctce, and biotechnical strategies at the mi-
co level of everyday life. Saturated as it has been with soaal, politcal, and
economic significance, the danwei provides fertile ground for applying and
developing this micro-physical model of power. Third, I employ Foucault’s
technique for analyzing the rationalities of government, or what he terms
“governmentality”” In this body of wotk Foucault challenges many conven-
tional assumptons in posing a whole series of questions on the nature of
government: what is the object of government? what problems are deemed
approprate for government intervention? how Is intervention made think-
able? how can populations be mobilized to govern themselves? and so on.
The mtonalites that underpin modern forms of governmental activity and
the practices through which they opemtionalize their objectives have varied
over time and location. In the case of China, I argue in this book that the
damwei has been central to a distinctive form of socialist governmentality. Ini-
tally the damwei was an answer to a range of organizational and practical
problems faced by the CCP-led government in the 1940s and 19505 and be-
came one means through which a form of socialist governance could be de-
ploved among the urban population. Later the danuwei itself became part of
the problem, influencing the parameters and possibilities for governmental
intervention. Through detailed study of the danwei, fundamental questions
on the nature of governance in China can be further illuminated and re-
fined.

The research strategy underpinning this wotk 1s avowedly interdiscipli-
nary. [ have attempted to develop an analytical perspective based on the use
of primary and secondary materials covering a long historical period from a
range of disciplinary fields mcluding architecture, urban planning, anthro-
pology, sociology, cultural studies, and political science. Since I am neither an
anthropologist nor a sociologist I did not attempt to undertake systematic
fieldwork, case studies, or surveys. Instead I sought to build upon the many
fine existing empirical studies of urban China and to integrate my own re-
search findings with the exasting archive of knowledge within 1 new inter-
pretive framework. But before providing more detail on my approach to the
topic, 1t 1s perhaps approprate to introduce more fully the subject of my

study.
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What Is a Danwel?

“Foreign academics usually translate this term [danwei] as unit; however, the
word unit comes nowhere near to expressing the rich substance contained
by the Chinese concept of damwei. The damwvei phenomenon is the most typ-
ical and most comprehensive expression of the many unique features that
have been formed over many years as a result of China’s economic and po-
litical practices”? The problem of terminology 1s always magnified in trans-
lation—especially in translating from a chamcter-based language nto a pho-
netic-based language. The Chinese term danwei can mean “unit,” as in “unit
of measurement.” It can also mean something quite different and far more
complex: namely, a specific form of soclal organization that came to domi-
nate soclalist China's citles. Like Zhu Guanglel (quoted above), I feel that
unit 1s entirely inadequate as a representation for the “rich substance” implied
by this second meaning of damwei. Rather than adopt an English approsima-
tion, then, I think it 1s preferable to ssmply use the momanized form of the
term, damwei (as it 1s represented 1n the pinyin system of romanization for
modern standard Chinese). This goes some way, at least, toward capturing a
sense of the uniqueness of the Institution and its grounding in Chinese so-
clalist practices.

Perhaps the best strategy 1s to begin with a faidy simple defininon: damwei
is a generlc term denoting the Chinese socialist workplace and the specific
range of practices that it embodies. In the introduction to his pioneering
study of the danwei, Lu Feng highlights the way in which the term damwper
marks a common “system” shared by all urban Chinese workplaces: “In
China everyone calls the social organization in which they are employed—
whether 1t be a factory, shop, school, hospital, research insatute, cultural
troupe, or party organ—by the generic term damwei. This phenomenon
clearly shows that, over and above their individual chamcteristcs, . . . all
types of soclal organization in China have a common characternstic: the
chamcternistic of being a damwei”™* Clearly, then, there can be many kinds of
damwei, as He Xinghan explains:* There are big units [danwe] and there are
small ones, there are enterprises and businesses, there are publicly owned
units as well as collectively owned utilities, there are even Party, government
and military units. Even Buddhist temples can be divided mnto mnk order in
this way, with prefectural level and county level units and so on™

Despite the wide variety in the type and size of danwei, they all share a
common range of functions. As L1 Hanlin points out, the danwei offers far
more to its members than simply a regular salary:*“In China the danwei not
only provides members of society with economic reward for their worlg in
addiion, through the provision of housing, free medical care, child care cen-
ters, kindergartens, dining halls, bathing houses, service companies, and col-
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lective enterprises to employ the children of staff, the damvei provides its
members with a complete social guarantee and welfare services.””

A full complement of material benefits—the so-called iron nice bowl
(tigfanwan)—is, however, only one aspect of danwei functions, for, as He
Kinghan acknowledges, “It 1s also in charge of ideological remolding, polit-
ical study, policing and security matters, marriages and divorce, entry into
the Party, awarding merit and carrying out disciplinary acton.”® The damwei,
then, takes on a wide range of political, judicial, civil, and social functions.
Because of this, the danwei has become the principal source of identity for

urban residents:

It bestows upon its members rights, socal identity, and polidcal status to act within
and without the dumwei. For example, to go to another dumwei on business, to buy an
arhne ticket, or to stay in a hotel . . . a Chinese cinzen requures a letrer of ntroduc-
ton from his or her dumeel. Members of any dumeel respond to an oumsider accord-
ing to the status of the outsider as set out 1n the letter of introduction provided by
his or her dumwer”

The question of status is critcal to the danwei member, for it bears heav-
ily upon the Important issue of mianzi, or “face” Y1 Zhongtan Ulustrates this
point in the following passage:

The wortk unit is one’s rice bowl but it s also one’s “face”” So if a person doesn't have
a work unit then they will have no face. Not only does the lack of a work unit ex-
clude the possibility of a person having face, but even womse, without a work unit
they are often pigeon-holed as being “suspicious characters” or “dangerous pesons.”
One can even go so far as to say that, withour a work unit, such people come to be
regarded as “unemployed idlers”"

If the damwei provides identity and face to its members within broader so-
clety, it also supplies them with a social identty, a community, and a sense of
belonging:

“We are of the same work unit” at once captures the warmth and feeling between
sisters and brothers, bur also potentially sigmifies the enmaty between those m the
grp of an on-going struggle. Because the traditional conception of selfis so dim, 1t
15 only within a life built around human inter-relatonships that Chinese people feel
comfortable. . . . S0, even though the work unit sn't perfect, it s preferable to being
lonely and maming around in society without one !

Feelings of community and belonging are further bolstered by the design
of the archetypal danwei—a walled compound that has become the basic
spatial unit of the Chinese city. This point 1s well illustrated by American re-
porter Fox Butterfield m his description of a Chinese informant’s damwei
compound:



Introduction  §

She lived in an apartment in a vast compound of five-story gray-brick buildings
managed by her ministry All her neighbors were also employed by the ministry To
go 1n or out of the one entrance, she had to walk past an army guard 1 uniform, and
1f she brought any visitors mnto the compound, they had to register 1n the sentry bes.
The woman’s nine-year-old son went to school in another bullding inside the com-
pound; she shopped for groceries in the compound store; when the family was sick
there was a clinic in the compound.’?

In summary, it would be no great exaggeration to contend that the dan-
wei 1s the foundation of urban China. It is the source of employment and
material support for the majority of utban residents; it organizes, regulates,
polices, trains, educates, and protects them; it provides them with identity
and face; and, within distinct spatial units, it forms Integrated communities
through which urban residents derive their sense of place and social belong-
ing. The importance of the damwpei is further highlighted by the fact that any
person who does not have a danwer is considered to be “suspicious” or even
“dangerous.”

Readers who are familiar with contemporary China will no doubt
protest that [ should refer to the damwei in the past rather than the present
tense. [ readily admit that some of the features outlined above are no longer
common ot universal, that many urban residents now survive comfortably
outside of the danwei and that for many others the role and importance of
the damwei has diminished significantly in recent years.'”* In my defense,
however, I can offer two points for consideration. First, the bulk of this book
focuses on examining the origins of the archetypal, pre-reform socialist dan-
wei™ In this respect, the description outlined above provides a useful and
relevant introducton to the subject as archetype. Second, for the moment at
least, I would like to forestall premature claims as to the demise of the dan-
wei, As T will argue in Chapter 7, it seems to me that certain aspects of the
dampei system remain influendal to the present. One of the major themes
throughout this study is that forms and practices from the past are constantly
redeployed and reinvented in the present. For this reason [ believe it is un-
wise for us to write the danwei out of China just vet.

Studying the Danwel

In the last decade the damwei has emerged from relagve obscurity to become
a major area of concern within Chinese studies. This occurrence has un-
doubtedly been due to a conjunction of events: first, the greater access since
the mid-1980s afforded Western scholars to undertake case studies of grass-
wots Chinese wotkplaces; and second, the reemergence of sociology within
the Chinese academy.'® In China the latter development has meshed with
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the particular concerns of the reform period, namely the desire to trnsform
economic and mnstitutional modes of operation, resulting in much academic
Investigation being focused upon the basic-level economic and social struc-
tures that have underpinned what is now termed the “tradinonal” socialist
system. '

The growing literature on the damwei 1s characterized by a number of key
fault lines which divide scholarly opinion. The first area of contention con-
cerns the queston of origins: 1s the danwer a purely socalist institution, or
was 1ts formation primarily influenced by tradinons from China’s presocial-
ist past? Scholars have also developed quite divergent views on the nature of
the damwer; it has been characterized variously as a remmnant of feudal pater-
nalism, a tool of social control, a welfare community, and a system for culti-
vatng political and managerial elites. Fmally, debate has raged over the fate
of the danwei; some commentators have readily forecast its demise at the
hands of economic and structural reform, while others argue that although
diminished, its influence remains significant.

In relaton to the origins of the danwei there have been a wide range of
views. Andrew Walder, perhaps the best known and most often quoted au-
thority in this subfield, specifically rejects the need for a cultural perspective
in understanding the damwei.'” According to his analysis, the methods of in-
dustrial personnel management developed under socialism in China had
more 1In common with practices in the Soviet Union and other socialist
states than with trmditional practices of China’s past.'® With the exception of
Barry Naughton, who provocatively claims that “the danwel system
emerged during the mid-1960s"" most other scholars venture across the
1949 divide in looking for its origins. Some, including Lu Feng, Xiaobo Lii,
and Brantly Womack, focus on what they see as the damwel’s “revolutionary™
origins in the “communist supply system™ and other practices developed by
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) during the Yan'an period.® Others,
like Elizabeth Perry and Wen-hsin Yeh, have looked to labor and manage-
ment practices in urban Republican China to find the precedents for the
damvel*

In one of the more recent additions to the subfield, based on case studies
of several Chinese factories that operated both before and after 1949, Mark
Frazier concludes that the damwei system “can be understood as a matrix of
labor management msttutions overlaid at different periods between the
1930s and the late 1950s”** In many respects, Frazier’s work can be seen as
providing a synthesis of previous scholady efforts. Rather than looking fora
definiive point of origin In a particular policy or period, he suggests that the
damwei emerged through the layering of a whole range of practces over
time. In this way, we can view the damwei as 2 composite institution that
bears the marks of Reepublican, CCP, and Soviet influence. While this model
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appears to provide satisfactory explanations in relation to practices like labor
management, wage systems, and welfare distribution, 1t leaves other aspects
of the damwvel system unanswered. How, for example, can we explain the spa-
tial arrangements of the archetypal damwei compound—the high enclosing
walls and the symbolic axial layout of the key buildings? To my mind such
questions necessitate a deeper look into the question of origins.

A few scholars have hinted at much earlier onigins for the damwei. While
Lu Feng traces the organizational foundatons of the contemporary danwei
to the Yan'an period,” he also argues that it was founded upon a much
deeper historical connection to the clan system of feudal times: “'In form, the
damwei and the traditional style clan have a lot in common: they both exert a
patriarchal-type authority over their members; the responsibility of individ-
uals to the group 1s more emphasized than are individual mights, while the
group must take total responsibility for the care of its members."* Having
made the comparison, however, Lu provides no evidence to support a his-
torical link between the two. Indeed, this part of his argument seems to be
founded upon a fairly ssmplistic binary opposition between tradition and
modernity. Under this model, the fact that the damver exhibits signs of “pa-
triarchy™ and “collectivity™ 1s taken as sufficient evidence of feudal influence.

Cultural historian Yang Dongping provides a more convincing argument
that the damwei has earlier historical links. In his comparative study of Beljing
and Shanghai, Yang identfies “walls” as the key sign that there is a connec-
tion between the modern damwei and cultural practices in premodern
China.*® In particular, he argues that the persistent use of the walled com-
pound spatial form from ancient times to the present provides clear physical
evidence to support this link. Unfortunately, Yang provides little actual evi-
dence to bolster his observation, but he has flagged a line of inquiry that
seems to me very worthy of further exploration. My study, then, will begin
with a reexamination of China’s traditional spatial practices and formatons
in order to more fully explore the genealogy of the danwei as a sociospatial
artifact.

To posit a connection between the modern danwer and practices from
the premodern past, however, 1s not to suggest that the damwer 1s itself a
“feudal remnant.” On the contrary, I argue that the damwei 1s certainly an
entirely modern mstitutional formation. The point 1s that what 1s “modern”
invariably bears many traces and influences from all those practices that pre-
ceded 1t. The damwei has been influenced by spatial practices from China’s
past, but also by practces from the more recent Republican period, from
the CCP’s own revolutionary history, and from the Soviet Union. There is
no one point of origin or prumary source of influence, but rather a complex
process of layering disparate practices on top of each other. It s impossible
for a conventional historical approach to bung this complexity to the
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fore—the genealogical method, however, 1s well suited to precisely this kind

of problem.

Toward a Genealogy of the Danwel

Foucault’s genealogical method 1s instructive in that it makes no a priori as-
sumptions about the nature of “the state” or the relevance of conceiving of
soclal organization In terms of a binary state/society relationship. On the
contrary, by talang seriously the complexity of mundane daily practices, it
aims to challenge the view that deeper “truths” lie at the root of surface ap-
pearances. In this respect such a project could be thought of not as a con-
ventional narrative history, but rather as a “history of the present.”%

Four broad areas of concern are central to Foucault’s genealogical studies.
First, Foucault insists on the interconnectedness of power and knowledge:
“There 1s no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of
knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at
the same tme power relations* Foucault’s genealogical study of the prison
system Ulustrates this relatonship clearly by showing the close connection
between fields of knowledge such as ciminology and regimes of discipli-
nary power that emerged within the insttutional practices of the modern
prison.® In the following chapters I will argue that the power/knowledge
nexus is, likewise, critical to understanding the emergence and operation of
the Chinese danwei. Through analysis of a number of different fields—for
example, economic planning, labor management, and architecture—I will
demonstrate the ways in which the production and practices of knowledge
were Intmately ted to the modes of power relationships that operated
within the danwei.

Second, Foucault’s genealogical studies emphasize the importance of
technologies of the body to modern power relations. “Bio-power,” as Fou-
cault terms it, " brought life and its mechanisms mnto the realm of explicit cal-
culations and made kmowledge / power an agent of transformation of human
life."* This occurred particulady through institu tional settings such as work-
shops, barracks, prisons, and hospitals, where bodies were subjected within
disciplinary regimes aimed at maximizing the usefulness and uniformity of
individuals® As T will show, bio-power played an important role in the dan-
wei through a range of disciplinary spatial practices aimed specifically at
transforming individual bodies into productive proletarian subjects. Unlike
in the Western mstitutions studied by Foucault, however, body-centered
technologies within the damwei tended to promote collectivized rather than
individualized subjects.

Third, the genealogical method emphasizes the importance of uncover-
ing the operational prinaples, or rationalities, of government. Governmen-
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tality, as Foucault refers to it, 1s closely related to bio-power since it 1s con-
cerned with “the welfare of the population, the improvement of its condi-
tion, the increase of 1ts wealth, longevity, health, etc.” However, where bio-
power refers to the various micro-level disciplinary practices which bear
directly upon individual bodies, governmentality invokes the numerous sci-
ences of populaton—policing, economic management, accounting, statis-
tics, insurance, welfare, education, sanitation, urban planning—concermned
not with individual bodies but rather with the management of the many
bodies that consttute a population.* Based on the premise that planned in-
terventlon can improve soclety, the practice of government everywhere is
underpmned by an element of utopianism. Under socialism, where the end
objectives are more cleary articulated, the scope of governmental interven-
tion tends to be much wider than under capitalism. From their beginnings
during the Yan'an period, the practices developed by CCP-led governments
emerged to create 1 distincove form of soclalist governmentality. In the
chapters that follow, I explore the emergence of these practices, the logic
that informed them, and the key role played by the damwei as the basic unit
within this system of urban governance.

Finally, Foucault insists upon the necessity of mcorporating the problem
of space mto his broader modes of genealogical analysis.* The linkages that
connect space to the broader genealogical project and, specifically, to the 1s-
sues of power/knowledge and bio-power are most fully developed by Fou-
cault in Discipling and Punish, with his analysis of Bentham’s “Panopticon.”*
According to Foucault, the Panopticon 1s much more than merely a device
for maintaining surveillance within a prison; rather it should be viewed as a
symbol of a new kind of relatonship between power and space. In the
Panopticon, careful spatal planning has been deployved in order to produce
an ndividuating disciplinary effect.?® Foucault’s analysis demonstrates the
importance of spatial techniques to the operation of modemn forms of
power, alerting us to the realizaton that the spatal dimension can no longer
be ignored in the study of modern 1nstitutions.

Spatial considerations are obviously fundamental to this study. As T waill
show, the archetypal damwei 1s a highly determined, regularized, and ordered
spatal formation. Through applicaton of the genealogical method, I de-
scribe the ways in which the spatiality of the damwei emerged and became
linked to the particular strategies of power, knowledge, discipline, govern-
ment, and subject formation within urban China. Spatial arrangements are
significant, then, not simply for aesthetic or descriptive purposes, but more
importantly because space itself1s a productive medium 1mplicitly bound up
with and constitutive of the various biotechnical practices that define the
damwei.

Despite the groundbreaking work of Foucault and a few other scholars,
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spatial analysis has remained at the margins of scholarly work in the socal
sclences and humanities.® In Chinese studies, the neglect of the spatial ques-
tion 1s perhaps even more marked. Historles of Chinese architecture and ur-
ban planning have seldom strayed beyond conventional aesthetic concerns
and standard periodizations, while only a very small handful of studies from
other disciplines have attempted to incorporate spatial analysis into com-
mentaries on economic, social, and political themes. The exceptions include
Paul Wheatley's study of the spatial henitage of the imperial city;¥ Francs
Hsu's study of tradigonal family life in southwestern China, which contains
a detailed examination of spatial forms within the tradinonal home;® and
Francesca Bray's exploraton of gendered space and the wle of women's
work in late imperial society®® Until quite recently the archive of scholarly
work on post-1949 China was even more devold of studies relating to space.
Lisa Roofel’s case study of factory space,* Michael Dutton’s work on the
prison and on “streetlife]* and Li Zhang’s analysis of “migrant” space in
Beljing’s Zhejiang Village* are all good examples of ways in which this
long-term neglect 1s beginning to be redressed.** Nevertheless, there are stll
many gaps 1n our understanding of space n contemporary China. This study
of the damwei aims to help fill some of the remaining gaps.

Theorizing Urban Space

After a long period of neglect, space has recently become somewhat of a
buzzword within certain branches of contemporary scholarship. However,
many of the studies that purport to examine space or even that contain the
word space in the title in fact provide negligible genuine analysis of spatial
formations or practices.™ In this light, it 1s worth exploring in more detail
the problematic of space and the implications of “spatal analysis.” I have al-
ready referred to Foucault’s work on the Panopticon as a reference point for
developing a methodology for spatial analysis, but there are other perspec-
tives on this question that need considemtion.

The relevance of spatial formations and the analysis of space to the study
of human society—in particular, the study of urban society—has been the
subject of some debate over the last four decades. The debate has crossed a
number of fields: urban sociology, geography, architecture, planning, cultural
studies, and the interdisciplinary field of critical theory.*s Yet even among
those scholars who have championed its importance, there has been much
controversy on the basic question of what 1s meant by the term space. For
example, should space be considered a geopolitical concept, a geographical
concept, an economic commodity, a product of architectural design, or a
realm of governmental planning? Commentators, of course, have reached
different conclusions depending upon their disciplinary background and
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methodological outlook. However, much of the credit for the recent surge
in interest on the question of space can be attributed to developments in the
discipline of geography.

The conventional view of geography as an applied science based on de-
scriptive and quanttative analysis of the physical and human environment
was challenged in the late 1960s with the appearmnce of Marast geographers
who sought to link questions of space to their critique of capitalism . * David
Harvey, for example, sought to build a spatial dimension onto Marast theo-
ries of capitalist economic cycles, while Doreen Massey proposed that class
relations could be properly understood only within a spatial context.*” These
approaches, however, tended to subordinate the question of space to the
Marast valonization of social relations or, to be more precise, class inequal-
ity. By privileging the socioeconomic domain as the fundamental element in
modern human society, they relegated spatial considerations to the role of
mere geographical variable.

Henrn Lefebvre demands a much broader and more central role for spa-
tial analysis.*® He rejects what has hitherto been acknowledged as the or-
thodox Mamast position on space: namely, that spatial form is simply a su-
perstructural reflecion of underlying economic relatons. In contrast,
Lefebvre asserts that space 1s one of the central elements driving the pro-
duction, reproducton, and constant transformation of capitalism.* More-
over, he sees mulaple forms and possibilities implicit within the spatal prob-
lematic and attempts to develop a mulalayered theoretical analytic to
account for this complexity. Thus Lefebvre considers not only geographical
and geopolitical space but also the architectural and msttutional spaces of
everyday life. As well as addressing the built spaces of capitalism, he attempts
to account for the imaginative and theoretical processes involved mn the
thinking and planning of spaces. For Lefebvre, space 1s integral to capitalism
not sstmply because it mirrors or bolsters class inequalities as expressed in re-
glonal unevenness, but because the mulaple aspects of capitalist space struc-
ture the practices and possibilities inherent within all aspects of everyday life.
It 1s Lefebvre who insists that the political conception of space be extended
to include not just the macro geographical spaces of conventon—the na-
tion, region, city, town, village, and so on; but also the micro spaces of daily
life—the home, school, wotkplace, street, and so on. It 1s this Innovation in
spatal thinking that influenced Foucault and others to mtroduce a spatial di-
mension nto their genealogies of everyday institutions. And it is the
methodology that has developed out of this trend that is the starting point
for my analysis of the Chinese damwei.

Having established his broad conception of space, Lefebvre theorizes that
the actual production of space 1s driven by a dialectical struggle between
what he terms “social space” and “abstract space.” Social space describes the
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complex array of spatial practices that emerged layer upon layer over cen-
turies of “natural” social interaction.® With the mse of capitalism, however,
soclal space became subject to all sorts of interventions demanded by capi-
tal’s pursuit of productive economic relations. Lefebvre considers these in-
terventlons to be “abstract” in the sense that they were predicated upon de-
veloping a semes of technical, theoretical, and intellectual processes that
allowed space to be conceived of as an object amenable to manipulaton,
planning, and reconstitution in ways favomble to the more efficient and pro-
ductive operation of capitalism. Abstract space, then, is the space of the ad-
ministrator, the technocrat, the urban planner, and the architect. But above
all, abstract space 1s the space of the capitalist state:“Each new form of state,
each new form of political power, introduces its own particular way of par-
titioning space, its own particular administragve classification of discourses
about space and about things and people in space. Each such form com-
mands space, as 1t were, to serve 1ts purposes.”’s!

Although Lefebvre’s work is insightful in many respects, it 1s overly
skewed toward a state-centered analysis. His contenton that all attempts to
plan and program the producton of space necessarily serve the interests of
the capitalist state 1s, to my mind, both too generalized and too simplisac. It
1s too generalized because 1t subsumes all types and strategies of planned in-
terventlon under a single generalized category;** and it s too ssmplistic be-
cause 1t ignores the complex mnterests involved in the development and 1m-
plementation of spatial interventions. The true level of complexity becomes
apparent If we abandon the assumptions inherent within the Marxst posi-
tion and nstead apply the principles of the genealogical method. Utlizing
this approach, I suggest that the planning of space should be viewed asa gov-
ermnmental practice which has emerged, on the one hand, out of particular
ratonalities of governmental action and, on the other hand, within particu-
lar contexts of social relationships. It 1s not something that has been simply
imposed from above, but rather a set of practices that has developed through
long processes of experimentation, theoretical debate, and practical experni-
ence. To analyze a partcular regime of spatial practice, it 1s necessary to con-
sider the logic and rationality that informs it, the partcular spatal forms that
1t attempts to realize, as well as the historical and socal context into which
these Interventions are made. Only through attending to all these interre-
lated aspects can a full understanding of such spatial practices be reached.
Lefebvre’s method 1s simply unable to account for this degree of complexaty
in the production of space.

It 15 no doubt true that there 1s a close relationship between the rise of
capitalism and the emergence of spatial planning as a strategy of govern-
ment. However, to view this new spatial practice as entirely monolithic and
seamlessly dominant is to misconstrue and overestamate its role. For although
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it 1s premused on the belief that strtegic Interventions into spatial formatons
can transform social reality for the better, attempts to implement govern-
mental plans are rarely straightforward. To begin with, the logic that nforms
planned spatial intervention 1s an unstable and ever-changing field of applied
knowledge, subject at any given time to numerous contesting positions.
Moreover, accepted views on what constitutes appropriate Intervention can
change mpidly within a short space of time.** Second, planning 1s routinely
constrained by competing economic and political interests which often
mean that projects are only partially realized, or realized in quite a different
form from that intended by the planners. Third, even when fully realized the
effect of the spatal intervention 1s unpredictable; it may be used or appro-
priated by communities in ways quite different from those that were in-
tended. Finally, spatial formations have a physical presence that may remain
for many vears. Over its life span, any given space may be reappropriated, re-
deploved, or reinterpreted in many different contexts. In short, the planning
and 1mplementation of spatial Interventons nvolves the complex inter-
weaving of several factors: unstable and contestable fields of knowledge,
competing priorities among governmental agencies, the unpredictable re-
sponse of subjects to new spatial forms, and the unimagined outcomes of
historical transformation. These are among the factors I will take into ac-
count as I reconstruct a genealogy of the danuei over the subsequent chap-
ters.

I should emphasize here that for the most part throughout this study I
treat the damwei as an archetype. Clearly there has been wide variation in the
size and spatial layout of individual dameer. My point, however, as many other
scholars have averred, is that there 1s an overall unity in the history, function,
purpose, and design of danweis such that it makes sense to treat them all as
varlations on a general archetypal theme. Moreover, it 1s through analysis of
the archetype that we can most fully understand the genealogical heritage,
the spatial significance, and the governmental ratonale of the damwer. Many
Individual dameer, n various ways and for various reasons, fall short of the ar-
chetype, but this fact does not negate the relevance of the overall study. It
merely indicates that within some damwei the archetypal system was not fully
realized or developed.

I commence the genealogical project, in Chapter 2, with an exploration
of the ways in which sociospatial practices from premodern China have in-
fluenced the contemporary damwei. I focus on the ubiquity of walls and
walled compounds throughout Chinese history and examine how these spa-
tial forms were linked to specific regimes of discipline and governance. [
suggest that the principal role of the walled compound was to define realms
of social governance and that internally these spaces were organized to pro-
mote the production of collective-oriented subjecavities. While the defin-



14 Introduction

ing logic of this presocialist spatial order was Confucian, the spatal forms
that emerged proved readily adaptable to other forms of collective society.

In Chapter 3, [ pursue the genealogy of the danwei in two key modern
locales: the industrializing cities of Reepublican China and the revolutionary
base areas under CCP control. I show that, despite significant differences in
rationale, in both locations the organization of work and regulation of com-
munitdes was influenced by traditional practces emphasizing the collective
over the individual. Moreover, in my analysis of CCP organizational prac-
tice, [ pomnt to the rise of 1 distinctly pastoral mode of socialist governmen-
tality that was centered on the damwei system and implemented by a corps of
highly dedicated cadres.

The analysis in Chapter 4 1s premised on my contention that some as-
pects of damwei spatial practice are influenced by 1 modem European tradi-
tion of revolutionary architecture and planning, Utilizing Foucault’s concept
of governmentality, I discuss the way in which the discipline of utban plan-
ning emerged in Europe as a technique for policing and transforming social
relations through Intervention in spatial formations. I then show how revo-
lutonary architects and utopian socialist planners appropriated some of the
strategles of urban planning in order to facilitate radical transformations of
soclety, The Russian Revolution provided great impetus to this movement,
and a sympathetc poliacal environment under which radical spatial plan-
ning could actually be realized in practice. Subsequent developments in So-
viet architecture and urban planning became very influential in China after
1949.

Discussion in Chapter § centers on the emergence of the damwei as the
key unit of social and political organization in post-1949 China. I outline the
way In which key CCP governmental practces, particularly those related to
the provision of a soclal guarantee (baaxialai) and the politcal mobilization
of the urban population (zuzhigila), contributed to the formation and so-
Ldification of the danwei system. I show how some of the practices that were
to become emblematic of the damwei were actually adopted as contingent
and temporary solutions to unforeseen circumstances. Moreover, I also con-
sider how the rejection of the Soviet model affected the danwer and signaled
the reaffirmation of pastoral forms of leadership amongst grassroots cadres.

The significance of the damwei as a spatial unit is the focus of Chapter 6.
First, I explore the development of urban planning after 1949, especially
around the question of how to deal with traditional city formations like that
of Beljing. Second, I seek to explain how centml government planning and
Investiment strategies resulted m the damwei becoming a virtually independ-
ent spatial realm within relatively weak city jurisdictions. Then, through a
detailled reading of architectural and design practice and the emergence of
standardization, I argue that damwei space was arranged in order to directly
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promote soclalist collectivity and proletarian consclousness among its mem-
bers. In this respect, the damwei became a spatial machine for the production
of good socialists.

Chapter 7 looks at some of the effects of economic reform and restruc-
turing on the damwei over the last two decades. The emergence of “'scien-
tific” labor management, a nonstate sector of the economy, and new spatial
forms brought about through the large-scale reconstruction of the urban en-
vironment have all contributed to displacing the socialist danwer as the focus
of utban life. However, as [ demonstrate, in other respects the damver stll
plays a critical and influential role in the lives of urban residents and has even
adapted to take advantage of opportunities brought by the market. More-
over, some of the new institutions that have begun to take over the role of
the danwei—the xiaogu and the shequ—have clearly adopted some of its
chamcteristics. The trends explored n this chapter illustrate the complexity
of the soclal, spatial, economic, and political transformations that China is
currently undergoing. My analysis highlights the weaknesses inherent within
the simplistic “market transiion” models of change favored by many com-
mentators.

Chapter 8 concludes the study with a reconsideration of the key method-
ological 1ssues that underpin this book and a summary of the mamn argu-
ments. In particular, I emphasize the points of divergence with previous
studies. I argue that my interdisciplinary analysis of the damwei system pro-
vides ample evidence to justify a deep skepticism as to the existence of the
so-called party/state in China. The damwei 1s and was an msttutonal forma-
tion made of many dispamte and even contradictory practices. The only way
to understand its significance is to examine each of its various practices in its
specificity and in combination, rther than impute some overall coherence,
coordinaton, and control to a mythical party/ state.



