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ABSTRACT

With Lu in her seminal text describing a work-unit (danwei) as a “ spatial environment that fosters
social exchange, moral bonds, and equality, and a social community from which urban residents
derive their social identity and sense of belonging” (Lu, 2006, p67), this study looks to explore the
“spatial culture” (Hillier, 1989, p6) of a work-unit community as a microcosm of the wider social and
spatial transformations that are now occurring in contemporary Chinese society. Following the
formation of the People's Republic of China in 1949, the principle of the work-unit as the basic unit
within a state production administrative system became established as both a place of work and social
institution. As historically it has continued to be exposed to periods of transformation, from the Great
Leap Forward in the late 1950 ’ s and Deng ’ s Open Door Policy of 1978, through to the current
transition to a market economy, the Chinese work-unit is not only spatially distinct through being a
self-contained bounded unit, but also traditionally ideologically programmed. However as that
ideology has now been exploded, at least in work terms, the question is asked as to what is the role of
the work-unit in contemporary Chinese society in terms of its relationship to the city, work, and social
relations. With research by Bray, Lu and Borkland identifying a further need for a spatial approach to
elucidate a more erudite understanding of this unique phenomena, and drawing on Durkheim ’s ideas
towards a social morphology (1893/1997), and Hillier and Hanson’s theory of a “correspondence and
non-correspondence model ” (1987), this paper pursues an ethnographical approach to offer an
interpretation as to why the work-unit model may be adaptable or resilient to these ongoing
transformations. Questionnaire data was taken from 2012 and then 2018 to provide an additional time
comparison of resident ’s and worker ’s changing opinions. Space Syntax methodology supported the
analysis of the work-unit as a spatial culture and its relation to an urban context, both at a local and
city wide scale. In conclusion suggesting that the work-unit provides a surprisingly flexible
environment for those who live and work there, fulfilling not only both a supportive and varied role to
different social groups, but also as an evolving spatial culture that not only provides anchorage but
mediates a change in solidarity.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background

It was as an aspect of Mao Zedong’s early ideological agenda that the role of the work-unit became
recognized as the social-spatial model most suitable to allow the Chinese city to embrace the ruling
party’s political strategies from 1949 to 1978. Thus following the formation of the People's Republic
of China in 1949, the principle of the work-unit as the basic unit within a state production
administrative system became established as both a place of work and a social institution, being a
model of self sufficiency ideally suited to the early years of the newly established party whose
monetary funds were often limited.(Figure.1)

Figure 1：Structure of the Chinese work-unit(danwei)

Lu defines the work-unit “as the basic building block of urban china” (Lu, 2006, p48), with its unique
spatial form as a self contained bounded unit (Figure.2) becoming evident within the urban fabric of
all cities throughout the mainland. The role of the work-unit as a social and work institution became
so prevalent that by the time Deng Xiaoping took power in 1978, 95% of urban workers were part of a
work unit community. The work-unit remained an embodiment of the CCP’s original philosophy of
collectivism and solidarity well into Deng’s period of governance, as following his implementation of
“opening and reform policies” in 1978, the inclusive nature of its built form coupled with its central
relationship with the governing powers allowed it to continue to function as an apparatus of
propaganda to promote party ideology.

Figure 2：3D Model of a generic Chinese work-unit(danwei)
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1.2 Research Question

Within the 21st century the work-unit remains as a powerful economic and social model , with a
relationship between government and employees that still looks to provide benefits to all parties
involved .However as faced with the continued impact of economic reforms on the fabric of Chinese
society and in conjunction with the spatial nature of the urban realm changing to reflect the growth of
a consumer society, this paper investigates the “socio/spatial culture” of a number of typical
work-unit communities to explain how both the everyday life and the built form of this environment
may provide anchorage and mediate the change that is occurring beyond its boundaries

The research asks what will happen to the work-unit as type of organization under these conditions
of transformation, and looks to define its ongoing role within contemporary Chinese society in terms
of its relation to the city, work, and social relations.

Table1: The schematic diagram expanded to include ideas in spatial and social aspects, and introducing the research question.

To provide an effective comparison this research selected two work units as case studies, the Hunan
Provincial Education and Examinations Board work-unit(HPEEB) and the Hunan Provincial
Transportation Bureau work-unit(HPTB), both located within the second tier city of Changsha, China.
Being the provincial city for Hunan, Changsha holds both a significant strategic location in South
Central China, and a strong historical connection with he beginnings of the Chinese Communist Party,
with Hunan being the home to Mao Zedong. The city is bisected by the River Xiang, with the main
city centre located on the east bank of the river. With a population in excess of 7 million residents, it
is experiencing unparalleled urban transition and rapid expansion, with extensive investment in
transport infrastructure and new residential developments.
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Figure 3：High resolution composite aerial photograph of Changsha City showing the current location of the HPEEB work-unit

on the left back of the River Xiang, and he HPTB work-unit to the east of the river (Source: Author and Google Earth).

2. DATASETS AND METHODS
2.1 Spatial Methodology

To facilitate a greater understanding of the two work-units’ spatial properties, the study utilizes a
number of Space Syntax methods of syntactic analysis as outlined in the work of Hillier and Hanson
(1984). This syntactic analysis of a spatial culture of a work-unit will be used as a starting point for
the ethnographic analysis as it will help in the interpretation of the results.

Principle objectives are:

 Use convex analysis to identify areas of co-presence, both within the main administrative
building and within the site enclosure.

 Visual Graph Analysis (VGA) of the site to identify areas of potential movement and
co-presence.

 Examine the function of the boundary, seeking to identify other compounds within local
neighbourhood.

2.2 Social Methodology

In considering the work-unit as an institution that embodies the idea collectivism and how it looks to
organize human behaviour is central to the methodology, as it this perspective that will provide a
greater understanding about change and continuity in Chinese Society , and its ongoing role within
this process. The methodology therefore adopts a range of qualitative and quantitative approaches,
including hand-out questionnaires, online questionnaires and interviews, to reveal the social-spatial
relations that are characteristic of a work-unit organization. The structure of the interview questions
and questionnaires was guided by creating a range of sub categories that encompassed ideas of
collectivism, individualism, solidarity, community, integration, segregation, social mobility,
inequality, exclusivity, location, transition and continuity. These subcategories were as follows:

 Advantages and disadvantages of living and working in a work-unit.
 Location of work and home, and mobility.
 The work-unit as a social community.
 Relationship between spatial layout and people. Social-spatial relations.
 Relationship to the urban realm.
 Change and continuity – The past, the present, and the future.

Interviews and questionnaires with individuals at the HPEEB were originally carried out in 2012 and
then again 2018 to give an additional layer of data for time comparison. In the 2012 study, the data
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was mainly from hand-out questionnaires and interviews. Through the analysis of the results of this
study and the application of new technologies, the questionnaire for 2018 has been modified to be
closer to the current state of Chinese society and distributed through online questionnaires.

To explore ideas of change and continuity, the questionnaire invited individuals to rank the factors
considered most important to working in a work-unit in the past, the present, and the future. In
addressing the theme of“work and home” respondents were asked to plot the location of their home
and place of work over time within the city of Changsha throughout the duration of their working life,
as it was felt that through this data it would be possible to trace historic transformations. At the same
time, respondents were asked to select the places they used in their daily lives in the questionnaire.
Through the data obtained from the questionnaire, factors of people's shopping, medical care,
residence and children's school were marked on the map and connected with the location of the
work-unit in order to find its connection with the surrounding as a micro-society at the city wide scale.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Spatial analysis of selected work-units

3.1.1 Hunan Provincial Education and Examinations Board work-unit

Being established in 1999，HPEEB‘s principle role is as an administrative organization overseeing the
process of examinations that are mandatory for students entering into the higher education system
within the province. The organization consists of approximately 90 full-time office staff including
officers (civil servants) and administrative managers, a number of temporary contract office staff, and
60 support staff (waitresses, receptionists). The HPEEB work-unit, although relatively small in scale,
remains a spatially self-contained compound comprising of a main administration building, six
housing blocks for managers and officers, support staff accommodation, two hotels for visiting
officials, landscaped gardens, a canteen, a restaurant and various recreational facilities . The whole
complex is surrounded by a secure boundary, with two principle entrances in use, the one to the east
being the main entrance and the west entrance being the secondary entrance.

Figure 4: View towards the main administration building from the east gate entrance, support staff accommodation and

officers housing.
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Figure5: Site Plan of HPEEB work-unit

It is primarily a “walled and gated enclosure” with two main entrances giving access to a “well
integrated internal circulation” system that facilitates movement both between locations on site and
from the entrance to key points within the compound. With both housing for support staff and senior
staff on site allows a “close association of work and residence” to be maintained. Evidence would also
suggest that there is a “high level of provision of social facilities”. Finally displaying possible
characteristics of a “rationalist architectural layout and style” (Bray, 1996; Lu, 2006).

As convex analysis is a good indicator of occupation potential, revealing relations of integration,
segregation, and connectivity within the spatial system, the results show the area of the landscaped
gardens as the most integrated space within the complex at ground level (Figure.6), indicating a high
potential for co-presence amongst individuals and a “generative” space compared to the
“conservative” spaces of the canteen, the badminton court, and table tennis club room which display
levels of higher segregation. It is these spaces that look to reproduce cultural and social values integral
to the community though acts of ritual and re-enactment rather than spatial integration.
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Figure 6：Convex Analysis of the Work-Unit site at ground level.

Visual Graph Analysis (VGA) also highlights the “well integrated internal circulation system”. When
compared with the location of entrances within the site, this evidence would indicate that entrances to
the private domain of the housing for officers/senior staff (No5) remain discrete and segregated
compared to the entrance to the support staff accommodation which leads onto the basketball
court(Figure.7) .

Figure 7：VGA of HPEEB work-unit site
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3.1.2 Hunan Provincial Transportation Bureau work-unit

In order to get a more accurate analysis result, the Hunan Provincial Transportation Bureau work-unit,
a historical unit established in the 1980s, was chosen for comparative analysis because of its history
and location on the east bank of the river. Surrounded by a wall, the HPTB's space structure with only
one exit that guarded by a security room is more closed than the HPEEB. This work-unit provides
canteen, bathhouse, activity room and sport room to employees who work here to meet their daily
needs.Residential buildings within the wall are sold to employees at a price below the market average.

Through Visual Graph Analysis, it can be clearly seen that the spatial structure of the HPTB is similar
to that of the HPEEB. The integration of the parking lot in front of the main office building and the
staff canteen is relatively high while the staff quarters are segregated .

Figure8：Site Plan and VGA of HPTB work-unit site
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3.2 Social analysis on work-unit sites

3.2.1 Correlation between employees and work-units

Ideas of collectivism and unity were explored further within the set of questions that looked to address
the social properties and characteristics of this work-unit community. Again individual’s answers
reiterated that working and living here created a definite sense of community, with their individual
work roles facilitating many opportunities to meet with other colleagues throughout the day. Overall
individuals suggested that both social structure, either through the provision of communal spaces and
communal activities of the unit and the design of the spatial layout contributed to this sense of
community, suggesting that it also reinforced communication between individuals.

Detailed questionnaire data reflects the degree of association between employees and work-units. By
quantifying the results of three questionnaires from different periods and places, it can be concluded
that what is the difference between the sense of belonging of employees and their work units in
different times or places. By controlling time variables, it is possible to analyze whether HPEEB has
changed from 2012 to 2018 due to social development. Meanwhile, combined with the historical
development and spatial structure of HPEEB and HPTB, it can confirm the impact of the unit on
individuals.

Experts grading method was used to develop a rating system for correlation between employees and
work-units, and used this system for evaluating the data of the questionnaires. The system contains 11
elements in terms of personal work experience and connection with work-units. The elements are as
follows:

a- Working time in the current work-unit
b- Total time for work
c- Number of changes of work-units
d- Whether the spouse is in the same work-unit
e- Whether live in the local area
f- Frequency of contact with colleagues
g- Lunch place(Canteen/Home)
h- Frequency of lunch with colleagues
i- Frequency of use of unit recreational facilities
j- Frequency of discussion about work outside of working hours
k- Frequency of seeing colleagues after work

For more accurate calculations, experts who have studied Chinese social relations and professors from
the School of Architecture of Hunan University were invited to rate the weights of each element by
the AHP method. The elements are divided into two parts, employee loyalty and dependence on the
work unit. First assign weights to these two parts, then score each element internally, and finally get
the specific formula.

The final formula is:

ζ=0.3*[0.56*a/(b*c)+0.27*d+0.17*e]+0.7*(0.09*f+0.22*g+0.2*h+0.16*i+0.15*j+0.18*k)

Through the formula, and the sample size of the three questionnaires is controlled at a similar level,
the average result of each questionnaire is calculated (Table.2). The maximum value of the result in
the ideal state is 1.
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Table2：Samples and average calculation results of questionnaires

The results calculated by the formula showed that the HPEEB correlation value did not change
significantly from 2012 to 2018. The figure of correlation between employees and work-unites in
HPTB is higher, which may be related to the longer history of this bureau and its proximity to the city
center. Employees working in this unit will think that living in this walled and gated space is much
simpler, and this also reflects the difference in social relations within the boundary of work-unit as a
micro society.

3.2.2 Relationship to the City at a Local Scale

With respect to the main benefits of living in a work-unit all interviewees comprehensively cited
convenience and time efficiency as the main advantage and comments related to reducing pressure on
public transport were given, again alluding to more historic benefits of living and working in a
work-unit where provision of an extensive public transport system was often limited in the early years
of CCP being in power, limiting the time spent commuting thus being a paramount objective.

Results from the questionnaire reveal that the majority of the work-unit employees choose to walk to
work, which reflects the characteristic of the danwei system(Table.3). People use private cars and
buses more in their daily lives because modern work-units no longer have all the functions they need
to live, such as supermarkets and schools.
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Table3：Graph showing results from questionnaire highlighting the way people choose to travel daily and to work

Figure9：The connection between the work-unit as a micro-society, and it’s urban context
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3.2.3 Continuity and Change: Past, Present, and Future

The set of data from the hand out questionnaire looked to provide a comparative overview of the idea
of change and continuity, as individuals were asked to rank factors according to considered
importance from the past, present, and future. The following set of graph facilitates a more thorough
interpretation of these results(table.4). At present, people are most concerned about employment
stability, which may be related to the nature of the work-unit. Working in the work-unit often means a
more stable life than working in companies or other occupations.

Compared with the survey in 2012, after six years, people are more concerned about obtaining a good
income and retirement protection for the future, paying less attention to the social status of the unit
and distributing housing. This result may reflect the increasing emphasis on personal comfort at work
and living conditions. Due to different work-units and age structures of employees in the two surveys
in 2018, younger employees are more likely to choose the opportunity for further training and
promotion at workplace in the future. On the other hand, compared with the research of six years ago,
the proportion of older workers who are concerned about provision for retirement has the highest
growth while their concern for social status of the work-unit has been significantly reduced. One
possibility being that the career of employees enters a stable period thereby paying more attention to
old-age security with the increase of age.

Table4：Change in trend over time of factors considered important to working and living in a work-unit
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3.2.4 Relationship between Spatial Layout and People

Questions in this section of the questionnaire looked to address the relationship between individuals
and the space they occupy, attempting to draw a differentiation between how the layout of the work
environment influenced how effectively individuals work together compared with how people
interacted socially. The results of the three questionnaires were compared at the same time(table.5),
showing that more than a third people thought space would affect work efficiency, and more than half
thought it would affect communication between people. Most of the employees are satisfied with the
location of the work-unit.

Table5：Data statistics from three questions about the influence of spatial layout
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4. DISCUSSION
Of the shared spatial characteristic defined by Bray, it is the boundary that remains central to the
continuing role of the work unit, as critically it is here that provides a demarcation between different
communal groups within the urban realm. However as this role is now both multifarious and
adaptable it should continue to be redefined as the ethnographical evidence would suggest that it is
now slowly moving away from its traditional form, offering not only stability but flexibility,
witnessing a two way process of osmosis that now facilitates society to enter back into the work-unit
community allowing it to continue to adapt to these external influences. This is important, as it acts as
a counterpoint to mediate the most profound and indicative aspect of change within the Chinese urban
realm, a change that Bray suggests “has seen the locus of urban life shifting from the danwei
compound onto the street”, in principle facilitated by “expanding consumer demands” (Bray, 2005,
p167).

So the current role of the work-unit is one that allows it to be positioned on a sliding scale between the
two binary positions of mechanical and organic solidarity, acting as a mechanism that not only allows
its residents to perpetuate continuity but also to mediate change. As Hillier and Netto argue that it is
one of society’s critical properties that allows it “to create and reproduce their emergent structures
largely by localised activity” though a process of “description retrieval” and “description enactment”
(Hillier and Netto, 2002, p), the proposition that it is this process that allows the social structure of the
work-unit model to be continually reproduced as a social organization is reaffirmed. A dualistic role
as not only does it continue to reproduce social and cultural values of the socialist state but also
produces new social relations as it engages with that which is occuring beyond its boundary. The
ethnographical evidence also supports the proposition that its social-spatial relations draw
comparision with Hillier and Hanson model of “correspondence and non- correspondence”.

Is it becoming less about a unit of economic production and more about its social role in reproducing
values of collectivism and solidarity, or is it the other way around with it simply reflecting what is
going on in wider society with the social collective ideas that held it together slowly disintegrating,
becoming a social group that it is in fact ceasing to reproduce anything and is facing a period of
decline and eventual disintegration. However, as this would suggest an oscillation between two
conditions, another possibility should be also considered where is it in fact something in-between as
its architectural form may act not only to perpetuate continuity but also mediate change?

5. CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion the continued role of the work-unit heralds a contingent of mixed messages as it is also
in transition, and the nature of the data illustrates this. On one hand the space looks to both unite and
divide, as the results show evidence of equality through areas of co-presence and ceremonial acts, but
division through the inequality of housing allocation. An organizational structure that reveals a
community not only providing stability as daily routines perpetuate continuity for those either too old
to embrace the speed of change, or too overwhelmed by the prospect of economic uncertainty though
entrepreneurial endeavor, but also seeing more individuals embracing social relations outside of its
traditionally internalized structure.

This idea of both anchorage and mediation is therefore central, and is illustrated by the research into
these two organizations that the work-unit not only mediates between the local scale of its built from
and the global scale of the urban realm, but also between the past and the future. This mediation is
pivoting on what the different groups need for ontological security with each have slightly different
requirements, as some individuals not only wish to hold on to something familiar but also desire to
participate in varying degrees in the change that is now occurring.
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Table6：The schematic diagram reintroduced to include a final proposition of the contemporary work-units current role.

From the evidence it would appear that the “nature” of the work-unit (danwei) is also it’s distinct
architectural and spatial form, and by remaining relatively unchanged is acting in a subtle and
complex way, as it is through the built forms connection with the social organization that also
facilitates a degree of familiarity to the employees and inhabitants of this community. This is
important as it not only provides an anchorage to the past, but also begins to allow an engagement
with the world beyond it spatial boundary. Perhaps as political intents and power remain at the heart
of its foundations, until political reform is underway the work-unit will remain a formidable social and
spatial influence within contemporary China, continuing to adapt to a new role that allows it to
mediate an ongoing systematic change of solidarity.
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