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Abstract This article focuses on data workers in Shenzhen, who, since 2013, have
been recruited to fill positions in the city’s Weaving the Net program (zhiwang
gongcheng, 織網工程). The program, furthering both the expansion of city
gridding management techniques and local experiments with China’s Social Credit
system, is designed to generate a daily set of data to inform the city’s “Smart
Brain”, and is a core way of managing the city’s “floating population”. In this
article, we approach the grid management of Shenzhen and its connection with
histories of Chinese social control through data workers themselves. We argue that
data workers expand our understanding both the integration of human-
technological assemblages into smart city initiatives and the labor of data
generation for programs of state social control. Extending STS approaches to
smart city infrastructure, we use the figure of the data worker to the present both
familiar and distinctive characteristics of Chinese Smart City initiatives.

Keywords Data workers ▪ floating people ▪ grid management ▪ smart city ▪ social
credit system

1 Introduction

In November 2020, a question appeared on Zhihu.com, China’s largest question and
answer platform. “What is it like to be a data worker?” This post got 106,000 reads,
and the answer with the most “likes” was posted by an anonymous data worker from
Shenzhen. In their answer, this data worker described his daily routine like this:
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Most of the work is to register population and housing information, also [I am] required
to do many other community jobs. Grid data workers are asked to keep constant con-
tacts with all the landlords, tenants, business owners, shop keepers, by WeChat.
During COVID, we are also wearing PPEs, helping community tracing and recording,
checking people’s temperatures, and even delivering food and medicines… Every
morning, we would firstly arrive at the community office, take on uniforms (90%
like police uniforms, except that we have a “grid data worker” badge on the
uniform). Then there would be a group meeting with other team members. After that
everyone goes to their own grid with the working mobile device, walking along build-
ings and stores, knockings doors and asking people questions.

The question and answer exchange reveal an emerging profession in China: the grid
data worker (wangge xinxiyuan,網格信息員). Unlike the phrase “data worker” used
colloquially across emerging studies of data entry and administration (Holten Møller
et al. 2020), the data worker here is enrolled in social and city management. Operat-
ing in a city divided, assigned to their own smaller grids (the size of which is based on
calculations of geographic and demographic data) she or he works collecting data and
inputting it into a mobile device. The grid data worker is a new profession in China,
having grown and consolidated over the past few years. Marking this, in June 2020,
the Chinese Central Government’s Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security
(renli ziyuan he shehui baozhang bu, 人力資源和社會保障部) formally listed the
job of “city management grid data worker” as a new profession in China. A data
worker’s official job description is as follows:

Use modern digital management technology to inspect, verify, report, and deal with
public facilities, city environments, and social management issues. Collect, analyze,
and dispose of relevant information.1

This Zhihu post andMinistry of Human Resources and Social Security’s new job defi-
nition together give us an initial picture of the data worker, a figure we argue provides
analytical insight both into changing governance mechanisms in urban China, and the
growing role of digital technologies within them. In this article, we aim to provide
both the context for the introduction of the new job of data worker, and perspectives
on specific everyday experiences of the role. We follow the anonymous Zhihu reply
back to the city of Shenzhen, where, since 2013, data workers have been recruited
under the city’s Weaving the Net project, in order to explore the imaginaries of data
and sociotechnical labor that make up its composition. Drawing on policy documents,
job advertisements, official communication channels and forum posts, we arrive at an
analysis that places their emerging role at the intersection of three spheres of socio-
technical policy: experimental social management in the Chinese state, social credit
policies and smart city initiatives. We view the figure of the data worker, the work
they do and the data they generate, as a lens through which we can understand
shifts in knowledge produced for the Chinese state by data workers.

To develop this argument, we provide first some background to the scheme the data
workers are employed under: Shenzhen’s Weaving the Net Project. We focus

1 The official website of the Chinese Central Government’s Ministry of Human Resources and Social
Security: http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/gkml/zcfg/gfxwj/202007/t20200706_378490.html.
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particularly on the way the policy articulates the need for data to manage both migrant
workers and housing. We then offer a theoretical synthesis that illuminates the context
in which data workers emerge as a bridge between initiatives to manage “floating
populations”, the generation of data for social credit systems, and Chinese smart
city imaginaries and practices. As Hu (2019) notes, Shenzhen has a “unique status”
in the Chinese urban system, not only for its rapid growth but also the presence of tech-
nology companies: “[p]artly because of its status as a new planned city, the Shenzhen
Government is proactive in embracing the smart city concept and branding it as a
leading smart city in China” (Hu 2019: 6). Building on these intersections, we seek
to show how the data workers in Shenzhen’sWeaving the Net scheme are both in con-
tinuity with China’s developing grid-based social management2 policies (Lin 2013;
Mittelstaedt 2021; Tang 2020) and integrated as part of smart city logics, encompassing
in Shenzhen’s case, the management of people through housing. Following descrip-
tions of the everyday life of data workers and the systems to which they connect,
we take the reader into the project of Weaving the Net, following both data worker
accounts and corporate narratives to provide a new perspective both on the manage-
ment of migrant populations and the generation of Chinese smart cities.

2 Methods

We have built our analysis on four main kinds of material: official discourse, state public
communications, tech company reports and websites, and informal social media used by
grid workers themselves. This combination of methods allows us to explore the role, pos-
ition and politics of data workers during the current global circumstances of COVID-19,
when field research itself is neither feasible nor responsible. Our first source, official
accounts, required the thorough review of national and local policy pertaining to
Weaving the Net, legal documents describing the status of migrant workers and
housing, as well as state media reports of grid data workers in Shenzhen. We reviewed
the relevant policy documents of the social credit system and grid management issued by
both the municipal and district level governments of Shenzhen in the past few years, ana-
lyzing the context into which data workers have been introduced to better understand the
intersections of these various initiatives as envisioned in policy. Second, we also paid
attention to Shenzhen government’ new methods of public communications during the
pandemic: the channels in Chinese social media platforms including WeChat, the most
widespread social media platform in China. Given the frequent interactions between
grid data workers and community residents during the pandemic, it has been relevant
to our study to review the Shenzhen government’s public account, created to specifically
explain and promote what data workers are doing every day to the general public. Any
WeChat users subscribed to that public account would receive daily updates, what Jiang
and Fu have called a “continuation and extension of E.gov and Gov Weibo with more
mobile and personalized interactions with government entities” (Jiang and Fu 2018:
383, see also Neagli 2021). These digital mediums provide us with a generative approach
for data collection under pandemic conditions.

2 The shift from social management to social governance is a larger discussion than we can unfold here,
however, see He 2016 for a discussion.
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Third, given that Shenzhen is one of the biggest high-tech hubs in China, the con-
struction of Weaving the Net Project has involved many local high-tech companies.
Reports of their involvement can be found in local news reports and government
papers. Therefore, part of our data is also from the companies themselves. By gather-
ing and analyzing different companies’ websites and reports, we have explored the
stories and languages they use to describe their participation in the Smart City in
Shenzhen. This allows us insight into the ways that they have collaborated with
the municipal and district government, and in particular, how they think of the
grid data workers within the broader system. We maintain a critical position on
this “corporate story-telling” (Söderström, Paasche, and Klauser 2014) done by com-
panies, attending as much to the imaginaries in play as the reported practices.

Finally, in order to obtain a view of grid data workers in Shenzhen that comes
neither from state sources nor company narratives, we have sought ways of listening
to the voices from the data workers themselves. As Shenzhen is one of the first cities
to recruit such a big number of “professional” data workers in the country, there
have been many online discussions of people sharing their personal experiences data
work. China’s biggest search engine, Baidu.com, hosts discussion forums for grid
data workers, each accruing thousands of posts. The majority describe data work in
Shenzhen. We have used these discussions among data workers themselves to
produce a composite understanding of personal experiences. Whether presented posi-
tively or otherwise, these snapshots offer insight into the way that data workers’
family backgrounds, hopes for career development in a rapidly changing society
shape experiences of and perspectives on the role. Some users share very specific per-
sonal and job information (e.g. the district or community they were working at) online,
and following the Association of Internet Researchers guidelines (AOIR 2019), we have
chosen to anonymize all the information that may reveal their real-personal identities,
especially the information about their work stations and hometowns.3 Though the dis-
cussions we found are posted on public Chinese forums, with no log-in required to read
them, we still consider the context specificity of this informal, user-generated content
(AOIR 2012, 2019) building on Nissenbaum’s contextual integrity (2010). Treating
social media as ethnographic sites in China means considering a range of issues,
from computational and state censorship (Yang and Wu 2018) to self-censorship
(Huang 2015), and the production a “China” on the internet that is “only a title slide
of its multilayered, complex reality” (Wang and Liu 2021: 3). As a result, these data
are presented in conversation with the other three types, as one part of understanding
the figure of the data worker in Shenzhen.

3 Positioning Shenzhen’s Weaving the Net Scheme

Shenzhen, located in southern China in the Pearl River estuary in Guangdong province,
appears in ethnographic accounts as a city of transformation and change. Established as
one of China’s first special economic zones in 1980, its growth, its fostering of

3 In the case that the descriptions offered by data workers of their daily work were linked to specific data
workers, harm is not a likely result (AOIR 2016) We consider the translation and publication of their anon-
ymized stories.

464 Hailing Zhao and Rachel Douglas-Jones



technological innovation (Lindtner 2020) and its experimentality (Du 2020) have fueled
the imaginations of both academics and journalists of global urbanism (O’Donnell,
Wong, and Bach 2017). Given this history of economic and infrastructural growth,
scholarship and policy alike have focused on the management both of its growing popu-
lation and the urban environment needed to house and feed them (Bach 2010; Ai 2014).

As a result of its growth and industrial success, Shenzhen is known as a city with
one of China’s highest proportions of migrant workers. In 2019, of its total of 22
million, only 4.9 million had full residential registration, or a hukou (戶口) in
Chinese; 13 million were classified as permanent residents (changzhu renkou, 常
住人口), meaning that they were registered as staying for more than 6 months and
thus able to access some of the local social benefits. Another 10–12 million were
called as “floating people” (liudong renkou,流動人口), not registered with any gov-
ernmental bodies in Shenzhen.4 The category of “floating population” is a category
of migrant worker, created “at a particular time in recent Chinese history and has
been employed by the state as a unified social category” for the purposes of regu-
lation and monitoring, anthropologist Li Zhang has argued (2001: 46). Yet among
migrants in China, the floating population remains one of the most difficult groups
to define and measure (Goodkind and West 2002: 2237). They are frequently rep-
resented as “a monolithic and formless entity consisting of unregulated, dangerous
laborers who require stringent social control and surveillance” (Zhang 2001: 33).

The governance of hundreds of millions of floating people has for decades been
of concern to Chinese authorities in maintaining social stability. Since the 1950s, the
household registration hukou (戶口) system has been a crucial institution stringently
managing different groups of people including rural migrants to cities (Chan 1994,
2009; Naughton 2007). Because the hukou system largely constrains rural migrants’
access to urban welfare, they become urban sojourners, secondary citizens who lack
urban social connections and therefore cannot claim public housing and other local
welfare support (Chan 1994; Solinger 1999; Zhang 2001). Since the post 1978 econ-
omic and agricultural reforms, the state has been decentralizing the control of
migrants through continuous hukou reform (Chan 2009; Fan 2008; Wang 2005).

Against this backdrop, in 2013, the central committee of the CCP passed a new
document for the management of migrant workers and social management called
“Decision on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the
Reform” (see also He 2016).5 In this document, the ruling party states to “improve
the methods of social governance”:

We will persist in governing from the source, dealing with both the symptoms and root
causes… taking grid management and socialized service as our direction, improving
grass-roots level comprehensive service platforms, reflecting and coordinating in a timely
manner the interests and appeals of the people from all walks of life and at all levels.6

4 Given the huge numbers of migrant workers in the city, there have been debates about the floating popu-
lation data in Shenzhen for a very long time. The data source we use here for the people with Hukou and
permanent residency is from the official website of Shenzhen Municipal Government in 2019: http://tjj.sz.
gov.cn/ztzl/zt/sjfb/.
5 http://www.china.org.cn/chinese/2014-01/16/content_31213800.htm.
6 ibid., emphases added.
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Cities responded differently. Within a month of the publication of the 2013 Decision,
the local government in Shenzhen had launched the project of Weaving the Net
(zhiwang gongcheng, 織網工程). This project did two key things.
First, as detailed in the Introduction toWeaving the Net documentation, the local gov-
ernment explicitly identified that the project was an initiative to build on grid man-
agement to better implement its policy towards the floating population: managing
people through housing, managing people and housing together (yifang guanren,
renfang gongguan, 以房管人,人房共管).7 While the policy of “managing people
through housing” had been initiated in Shenzhen in 2003, the Weaving the Net
project made way for the local government to build up a digital, holistic system of
locating, identifying, and managing the city’s extensive floating population in a
more efficient way.8 Grids are a statistically driven geo-coordination technique for
creating data-rich spatial units, increasingly studied across fields for the way they
reshape census practices (Deichmann, Balk, and Yetman 2001; Grommé and
Ruppert 2019), produce new spatialities (Kitchin and Dodge 2011; Westerveld and
Knowles 2020), and, in China, reformulate grass-roots surveillance and service-pro-
vision governance (Gang 2018; Lin 2013; Mittelstaedt 2021; Tang 2019). While a
comparison across national implementations of urban gridding is beyond our
scope here, the narrative around organizing data collection into grids represents
“modernization”, the increased potential for the reuse of population data (Grommé
and Ruppert 2019: 251) and a key site through which “technological and political
rationalities intersect and mutually constitute one another” (Lin 2013: 908; see
also Ruppert and Scheel 2021). Through Weaving the Net, the densely populated
city of Shenzhen was divided into 18,000 grids,9 with each grid assigned a commu-
nity grid data worker to collect, document, and report various types of data on a daily
basis. Each grid covers 300–500 apartments and/or 1000 people, with small
businesses (e.g. restaurants, grocery stores) nearby. Then each building was given
a unique identification number and documented in a city-wide data platform.10

Second, Weaving the Net prompted the large-scale recruitment of grid data
workers. Their work, inspecting the streets and asking questions in homes on a
daily basis made the merging of grid governance and floating population manage-
ment possible. Through its emphasis on documentation, digital reporting, project
promoting, and problem solving, almost every part of Weaving the Net project is
based on a large amount of coordinating work between the human and non-human
digital devices (Ruppert 2009), ranking and reporting each building, and dealing
with the dynamics within each “grid”. Not surprisingly, in 2020 Shenzhen’s
Weaving the Net project has created one of the biggest teams of grid data workers
– 16,000 recruited through various government agencies – in the country.11 As we
will show, in addition to producing data for Weaving the Net, data workers thus
become enrolled in wider “smart city” projects of sensing and managing city life.

7 Guangdong Provincial Government website http://www.gdzf.org.cn/wzsjb/sjbsh/202012/t20201218_
1063288.htm.
8 ibid.
9 In 2007, this figure was 8,764 (Lin 2013).
10 Nanfang Daily, https://new.qq.com/omn/20210415/20210415A01IZF00.html.
11 Shenzhen Evening Post, http://www.szszfw.gov.cn/jczl/202003/t20200306_19041785.htm.
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In contrast with popular narratives of smart city instrumentation and automation
(Madsen 2018; Shelton, Zook, and Wiig 2015), the data workers are here made
part of the way the city is newly known. We approach their work against the backdrop
of interlocking policies with longstanding priorities in Chinese population govern-
ance described above, considering first who data workers are and what they do, fol-
lowed by how they are seen from the perspective of smart city initiatives. First
however, we provide an overview of how we have come to understand their work
and position.

4 Who are Data Workers?

“Data work” is a growing field, the term being used variously across sectors to indi-
cate the oft overlooked labor carried out by scientific assistants who organize data
sets, clean files and prepare data for analysis (Walford 2021). Data workers, as scho-
lars in STS adjacent fields like Computer Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW)
have found, also seek “contextualize” data as they work to make it administratively
meaningful (Holten Møller et al. 2020). In the context of the production of data for
nation states, STS researchers have been attending to how data scientists and statis-
ticians are creating new ways of knowing, and hierarchies of expertise (Grommé,
Ruppert, and Cakici 2018).

The data workers of Shenzhen, and the new labor category in China more gener-
ally are, at this point, integrated into city (rather than national) data production. Their
role is increasingly recognized. In addition to the new official job category, they have,
as seen in the opening example, risen to prominence across China COVID-19 Pan-
demic. As data workers donned PPEs, and, in the words of the opening poster,
“assisted with community tracing and recording, checking people’s temperatures,
and even delivering food and medicines”, they became portrayed in Chinese
media as part of local and national strategies against the virus (Liu 2021). Data
workers helped to manage quarantine, became key vectors of track & trace programs,
even coordinated food delivery in their grid communities (Wan 2021). Their different
roles situate them between knowledge work, social work, and surveillance work, dis-
tinctions we suggest, blurred by the nature of data’s re-usability. But what are the
official demands of the job? By looking at a recent job advertisement (below)
issued by the Nanshan District government, we can see one version what a data
worker looks like in Shenzhen:12

Shenzhen Nanshan District is hiring 340 people 10/09/2020
Entry requirement for the post:
(1) Essential: bachelor’s degree or above, under the age of 35
(2) Desirable: China Communist Party members, relevant working experiences at the
grassroots level, social work major and/or having social work qualifications; workers
with extraordinary performances in COVID-19 Prevention. The requirements can be
adjusted to those with a college diploma and 40 years old, but these applicants
cannot take more than 10% of the whole working team.

12 http://gd.offcn.com/html/2020/09/217691.html.
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This advertisement is issued by a contract company, reminding us that the data
workers are not categorized as a formal civil servant. To be employed as a civil
servant is to enter a position of prestige within the job sector. In China, a civil
servant job has, since the Maoist era (1949–1976), been called an “iron rice bowl
(tie fanwan, 鐵飯碗)”, because it is a very stable, well-paid job as well as the
most convenient way of changing one’s Hukou and citizenship status in China
(Coase and Wang 2016).13

In Shenzhen, for example, a civil servant job would grant a local hukou and
includes an annual salary with at least 200 thousand yuan (30 thousand USD),
extra allowances for helping house buying, better access to medical treatments,
and quality public education for their children.14 But the grid data workers are just
offered a fixed-term contract (normally one to three years) by an outsourcing
company. While data workers are doing a government job at the community level,
they are not recognized as a government worker on paper. Data workers’ tasks
may give people an idea of what a junior civil servant position could be like, as
the tasks are similar, but a data worker cannot be promoted into the government
apparatus. Their employment rests with the outsourcing companies,15 whether
private or state-owned, meaning that the local government branches have no
further responsibilities towards them. To become a data worker, applicants first
apply online, finish a written test, and then attend face-to-face interviews with rel-
evant government bodies. Salaries span 4000–6000 yuan (615-923 USD) per
month after tax, with very few other benefits. As Shenzhen is one of the most expens-
ive cities in China, the average monthly salary in the city has reached 10,453 yuan in
2020 (1060 USD),16 and the data workers just earn half of this average.

As a result of these working conditions, most of the data workers actively sharing
their working experiences online are young people. The prevailing narrative is of a
person who has just graduated from the university and is struggling to find their
first job. Most of the job applicants are not (yet) qualified to get a civil servant job
but becoming a data worker provides them with quasi-governmental working experi-
ences. On online discussion forums on Baidu and Zhihu.com, posts frequently
address the question of how to change career from being a data worker to other

13 It should be noted that being a civil servant is not always a good choice in China in the past few
decades. In the early 1990s, when Shenzhen was just established as a special economic zone to start
the open up policy, it became the most attractive place in China with people giving up their “iron rice
bowls” and launching their own private businesses for wealth (Coase and Wang 2016). As Hoffman
(2006) also argues, the administrative reform within the Chinese state apparatus in the 1990s pushed
many university graduates to look for higher paid jobs themselves and become “patriotic professionals”
outside the government bodies. However, around the 2010s, more and more research finds that the
younger generations in China are returning to the state for jobs again (e.g. Ko and Han 2013; Ko and
Jun 2015; Jiang and Yu 2012). Although the motivations vary, the rising payment and stability of civil
servant jobs may have contributed to the rapidly increasing applicant numbers, while the growth of
private businesses in China is slowing down (ibid). In Shenzhen, the qualification exams for civil
servant jobs have become one of the most competitive exams in China.
14 https://shenzhen.huatu.com/2020/1113/1882066.html.
15 Government outsourcing has changed the landscape for nonprofits as well as contractors. See Shihua
and Gong 2020.
16 https://www.163.com/dy/article/G0R1HD8O0535TNRH.html.
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government jobs; whether it is a good job for recent graduates; how to settle down in
city with such little pay; and how to cope with complex migrant communities in the
city village and heavy workload.

Being a data worker represents a range of things to those who undertake it, but a
prevailing theme in posts is the challenge of the role. One Shenzhen data worker
complained that doing his/her job was difficult on a number of levels:

No one in the grid would report voluntarily, so I have to walk around every day. The
supervisor will check our work every month, anyone who has three people unreported
or more would be fined 300 yuan (50 USD). I need to work really hard to get the pay (as
signed on my contract).

While there do appear to be cases where data workers finally changed to a more
successful career by passing the civil servant exam, they are rare. In fact, in a
“hot post” asking, “whether there are possibilities of promoting to the street
level government or even higher”, an answer from an experienced data worker
received the most “likes”:

I have done this job since I finished my college diploma, it is eight years now. To be
honest, I feel like I am just getting a job for food and waiting to die… I had been
suggested by my families to work in companies to get a higher payment, but I did
not dare to give up this stable job, with the hope that I may have chances to be a
civil servant one day. But now, I have not passed the civil servant exam yet, so no
chances for promotion. As I have stayed in the street for such a long time, it is really
difficult to change into other sectors… this job is not suitable for any men with skills
or breadwinners who need to feed the whole family, but it is a perfect job for
married women between 20-30s who need to take care of their children…

Indeed, there are many discussions around who is most suited to a job that some neti-
zens describe as “repetitive, tedious, and trivial”. Although most discussions online
are initiated by recent graduates, replies from current data workers in Shenzhen made
it clear that young students should not consider the data worker position as the start of
a promising career; “unless they are girls who would marry and have babies in the
near future” so they do not mind of getting a boring and lower paid job. In fact,
we also find complaints across the forums from data workers saying that there
have been “too many moms” in their working teams.

4.1 Collecting Data

Whatever their hopes for the job, by knocking people’s doors, the data that data
workers collect almost cover every aspect of people’s daily life, from the personal
ID, biometrics information, household information, occupation, contacts, ethnicity,
the building they live, the companies they work for, the contracts they have signed
with landlords, to the vegetable stands nearby and potential security risks in the com-
munity. As we saw in the opening post from Baidu.com, while “most of the work is to
register population and housing information […] Grid data workers are asked to keep
constant contacts with all the landlords, tenants, business owners, shop keepers, by
WeChat.” The job-issued mobile phone is a key part of the data collection work,
and Figures 1 and 2 below show what data collection application on a mobile
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device looks like. Used to collect data in each worker’s grid, inputting the data
becomes a daily routine. In Figure 1, we see the login screen for the data worker
who must use their phone number (as a form of ID) and password to access the col-
lection screen. In Figure 2, we see the “Collection” screen. It is headed with an image
of the year’s best grid workers receiving their certificates, the second of a now annual
competition. Below the photo are four icons in dark blue used for daily data collec-
tion: left to right these are population check, city facilities, companies and incidents.
The row below concerns specific theme collection, with the light blue icons detailing
collection on: buildings, survey, digital ID and confirmation of address. The Collec-
tion screen is one of four used by a data worker, as seen across the bottom of the app
(Home, Collection, Tasks, Me).

What data workers are tasked with varies nationally. Studies of their role (and the
degree of continuity they represent with prior forms of social management in China)
are just beginning, heightened by the significance of data workers during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In his recent review, China Studies scholar Jean Christopher
Mittelstaedt collated comparative tables of data worker responsibilities across
towns in six provinces, arguing that the variability in implementation of grid

Figure 1 and 2. Left: the login page for the data workers. Right: the data items they need to
collect.
Source: http://www.8xia.com/android/158247.html.
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work17 is the result of a tension between policies that, over the years, have empha-
sized top-down management of people at some points, and service provision and
mass participation at others (Mittelstaedt 2021: 6). This distinction between
service provision and grass-roots monitoring is important, since in Weaving the
Net, “managing people through housing” in Shenzhen, is both intended as a form
of management, yet is framed as part of service provision through interaction with
residents. In Bao’an for example, Shenzhen’s district with the most floating
people, data workers ranked rental houses based on a range of issues, including
how accurately the landlords and tenants had reported their contracts and personal
information from both sides. Data workers entered the buildings, documented the
security facilities of the house, hygiene conditions, whether there are public security
concerns, how cooperative they are with the grid data workers, and so forth. We now
explore the implications of this detailed, everyday work against a backdrop of shifts
towards grids (wangge, 網格) (Figure 3).

4.2 From Housing to Grids

In 2014, a year after Weaving the Net was set in motion, the city’s overall Office of
Floating People and Rental Housing was renamed as the new Community Gridding

Figure 3. The data workers (in black) were collecting personal data (in green) with their
device in Shenzhen.
Source: https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/c2Sebw4I6joo4hrJxfdhhw.

17 For full-time “grid members” (the equivalent of Shenzhen’s data workers) across the country Jianyang
City, Sichuan Province includes four different categories from those above: “discovering hidden dangers
and collecting reports, collecting basic information, investigation and persuasion work in disputes, propa-
ganda and mass mobilization” (2021: 11). These four categories are further broken down into 31 cat-
egories, totalling 135 separate tasks.
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Management Office.18 This re-naming foregrounds the importance of grid manage-
ment, a concept that organizes the heterogeneity of urban space and population.
Given the scale of Shenzhen’s population, the ranking and/or scoring policies from
the districts vary slightly in how they articulate the connection between housing
and migrants. In general, however, the rental houses visited by data workers were
scored or ranked in different ways, based on their security facilities, data reporting
conditions, and types of contracts signed by the landlords and tenants.

This documentation is exemplary of how governments across China are increas-
ingly involved in rental housing management (RHM), gradually changing their focus
from managing people through access to traditional hukou to RHM. Urban planning
scholars have noted this shift: Gong’s (2016) ethnography in the city of Dongguan,
Guangdong Province reveals how grid governance targets the floating people and
operates in their communities in new ways.19 Rental Housing Management turns
out to be a new approach for managing floating people at the community level, a
“shift of political rationality in China’s urban planning” (Lin 2013: 916) in which
“it is not the individual enterprise that is subject to surveillance; it is the environment
it operates that is to be disciplined” (Tang 2000: 61). In Gong’s research, we can see
the changing governance of the floating population in the past few years, which,
through the combination of RHM and its underlying grid governance together, has
restructured migrants’ communities in many Chinese cities.

The integration of “grid governance” as both city and social management – a
practice that has seen significant growth since 2004 – connects with prior social man-
agement strategies of the Chinese state (Hoffman 2018; Mittelstaedt 2021). Prior to
the Weaving the Net Project, communities in Shenzhen were governed directly by
different Resident Committees (juweihui, 居委會, RCs), like other Chinese cities.
Resident Committees, also called “the government next door” (Lumba 2014), have
been functioning as intermediaries between the state and residents since the
Maoist era, and were closely involved in management of the SARS outbreak
(Bray 2008). Historically, Resident Committees were given various administrative
and political tasks to do in the neighborhood, from implementing one-child policy,
organizing safety patrols, to launching recreational activities (ibid.). Although scho-
lars argue that the roles that RCs play are diminishing in urban China due to the rising
of middle class and their gated, modern apartments or communities (Lee 2007; Tang
2020; Tomba 2014), it should also be noted that these community-level organizations
are becoming increasingly important and complicated in floating population manage-
ment in many big Chinese cities.

Given that most of the migrant workers, both in Shenzhen and in other cities, may
not live in the gated middle-class communities, for a long time RC workers and their
volunteers, were considered a still active “useful” socialist legacy in floating popu-
lation communities (Xiang 2005; Zhang 2001, 2010). In Beijing, for example, a
number of retired male and female local RC volunteers were mobilized during the

18 https://k.sina.cn/article_1831059072_6d23be8001900sbbg.html?from=news&subch=onews.
19 Four techniques are applied: partitioning (dividing people and buildings into grids), monitoring and
digital entrance guarding (introducing digital tools for surveillance), and local registration (with the
help of community workers) (Gong 2016).

472 Hailing Zhao and Rachel Douglas-Jones

https://k.sina.cn/article_1831059072_6d23be8001900sbbg.html?from=news%26subch=onews


2008 Beijing Olympics to help city management in terms of community security and
migrant control, reporting any possible risks in the neighborhood (Chen 2006; Tang
2020). The way they were mobilized shared features with the former system – it used
telephone and paper, and there was no collaboration with high tech companies. But it
signified a departure in another respect: a move towards the use of so-called “grid
governance” (wanggehua zhili, 網格化治理).

Emphasized by President Xi and the central government since 2013, then widely
used in many contexts, the concept of the grid appears in domains as distinct as city
management, environmental protection, food security, hospital management and
even national security (Wu 2015). “Grids” (wangge, 網格) divide street offices
and residential communities according to their geographical and administrative
boundaries, with each grid being assigned government personnel for all three
levels (district, street offices and residential communities). In her work analyzing
the histories of Chinese state security, Samantha Hoffman (2017) takes synthetic
approach to the relationship different policies. Connecting the social credit system,
gridding management and the national security policies together, Hoffman argues
that these projects should be understood as the overall process of introducing
further technologies into what has been called as “social management” in China in
the past decade.

Hoffman’s synthesis is arguably visible inWeaving the Net, where, through a grid
governance approach to floating population management, data was further incorpor-
ated into social credit records for buildings and their owners. In Shenzhen’s westerly
Bao’an district, discussed above, the rank of buildings generated by data workers
would also be digitally documented in the local social credit system and attached
with both the landlords and tenants’ personal credit records respectively. Tying
these rankings to the social credit system meant that landlords and tenants with
higher ranks would be given more priorities in their next contract leasing or house
hunting process in the Bao’an District. Grid management does not just allow for
the management of housing and people together, however. It also, as we explore
further below, generates data that is being further integrated into initiatives under
the Social Credit System.

In Shenzhen, then, two features of data workers stand out. In contrast with earlier
modes of social management in China, Shenzhen’s data workers are new actors: they
are neither volunteers – they are in paid employment – nor local residents. In Shenz-
hen, data workers are often also newcomers, anxiously looking for a job to start their
career in the city. Unlike the retired RC volunteers in Beijing, grid data workers seem
to represent a more “professionalized” way of governing urban communities.
Second, the work of data workers in grid governance is highly digitalized. Digital
technologies have been integrated into the initial design, implementation, and
daily operation of the Weaving the Net project. As an extension of the local govern-
ment, the Shenzhen data workers contribute significantly to surveilling the large
population of migrant workers in the city. Instead of conversations over the
washing line, the form taken by Resident Committee members, grid data workers
are employed, uniformed, given mobile devices, their daily work is routinized, and
more importantly, the grid system behind the workers links them with a bigger
picture: the construction of Smart City programs in China.
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5 Data from Data Workers

If data workers spend long days collecting data on their official smart phones, where
does the data go? Meet the data worker portrayed from the perspective of the tech
companies, who harvest, organize and analyze the data coming in from Shenzhen’s
grids. In a promotional video created by Huawei,20 we meet a person in uniform
called “community grid data worker” patrolling a vegetable stand in the street.
This person, named “Little Xiao (小肖)” by the neighborhood, proudly described
his job in the video:

We proactively walk to the people, collect data constantly, and serve them when needed
…Many people do the same job as me, we report everything we do to a huge data
center; our everyday job is interconnected with that new digital world… 21

In the video, Little Xiao does daily tasks imagined to improve civic life: he takes pic-
tures of illegally parked bicycles and checks the smart lamp posts in the streets via his
mobile device (a designated smartphone). As we saw from the screenshots of the
Shenzhen data worker app above, these are just some of the tasks assigned to data
workers nationally. The “huge data center” Little Xiao mentions is a city-wide
online platform, established before Shenzhen’s grid data workers were recruited.
The product of close collaboration between the Shenzhen government (including
the city level and district level) and local high-tech companies Huawei and
Tencent, the data center does not simply store data, it is also part of an exercise in
analytics. The platform to exchange data between different districts, the specific
capacities and functions of which differ slightly from one district to another, is
dubbed the “Smart Brain” (zhihui danao智慧大腦) across government departments.
The “Smart Brain” is a Huawei branded concept for centralized smart city platforms,
referenced elsewhere in Chinese language literature as the “brain and heart of a smart
city, and also the core of the construction of a smart city platform” (Xi 2019: 159).
Smart-city pilot projects have been expanded across the country by the Chinese
central government since 2010, and around 500 cities are cooperating with infor-
mation technology (IT) firms to improve their data collection, transportation,
public administration, population control, and health service.22 Of course, cities’
“smart” initiatives intersect with existing priorities and technologies, whether these
are prior policies about sensors, energy or transportation (Tang and Ho 2019) or
reclaiming land to build green smart cities from the ground up (Joss and Molella
2013). The interests are locally shaped: as early as 2006, reports Lin, Shenzhen offi-
cials expressed interest in “layering other socio-economic data (e.g. real-estate data,
micro-economic data, environmental protection data, and so on)on [an] urban-grid
base” (Nanfang Daily, July 28, 2006) (Lin 2013: 913). The computational logics
upon which grid mechanisms rely are easily packaged in the international language

20 Huawei’s company website, https://e.huawei.com/cn/videolist/enterprise/e-branding/91871b5f643c40
ddae29468485e828c6.
21 Ibid.
22 National Information Centre, see: https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/xxgk/jd/wsdwhfz/202005/t20200515_1228
150.html.
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of the “smart city”, and as the political scientist Tang has documented, the story is
that “grids transform smartness into wisdom” (2020: 4).

Weaving the Net arose as an urban migration policy, and while not on the surface
a smart city initiative, in choosing to “manage people through housing”, required
considerable amounts of data. The project necessitated the creation of a database
every building in Shenzhen, documenting more than 6,600,000 buildings of all
types.23 From this database of buildings, further data was required on the people
who lives in the houses, trade outside them, manage them. In contrast with smart
city imaginaries that depend on computational vision and sensing, this is data not
easily obtainable through smart city sensors and cameras alone. Seen from this per-
spective, the demand for a large group of data workers was created: as the last step of
data collection and reporting, the data workers, whose main job is to interact with the
community residents, become a part of the whole digital program. For technology
companies, data workers are part of smart city development, slotting into a longer
history of the integration of IT into city management. Since Geographic Information
Systems (GIS) began to be integrated into city government in Shenzhen, it has pro-
vided the means to “govern and discipline urban environments on a larger scale” (Lin
2013: 906).

As Little Xiao goes about his work as a data worker, he is a highly visible (public)
part of this larger scale infrastructure. However, when speaking to the viewer in the
Huawei video, he describes himself in the company’s terms as the “nerve ending in con-
necting the Smart City”. Little Xiao’s “nerve ending” analogy borrows from Huawei’s
conceptualization of the smart city as an “organic lifeform, which may, through collab-
oration between the brain, nervous systems and various organs of the body, continu-
ously recognize and improve the physical world” (Huawei 2017). This organic
lifeform remains predominantly technological: when discussing the need of “neural net-
works of smart cities” promotional material highlights technologies: “ultra-wideband
network, cloud, big data, IoT” that will achieve “perception” (Huawei 2017).

STS has long taken a critical position relative to the language of “smartness”
(Ross 1993) but has maintained its close attention to the different models of partici-
pation, governance and big tech collaboration that are emerging in smart city
initiatives, critical of technocratic imperatives (Hartley 2020; Löfgren and
Webster 2020). Analyses from urbanism are directly critical of the favor that
smart city showers on “business-led technological solutions” (Grossi and Pianezzi
2017; Marvin et al 2015) while others critique the basis of thinking a city compu-
tationally at all (Mattern 2017, 2021). Within the Asia-Pacific region, studies of
specific initiatives have shown the different possibilities and divergent paths of
digital urbanism under local governments, and the specificity is important: there
is no single smart city. The international narrative of the Chinese smart city is tech-
nological, as Laurent et al. put it for Singapore, the “infrastructural nature of smart
urbanism… render[ing] embodied human work invisible” (2021: 512). Across
China, cities have installed a large number of street cameras, enabling government
to not only document criminal activity but also track people’s mobility on a large
scale (Curran and Smart 2021; Yang and Xu 2017). Returning to Gong’s (2016)

23 http://www.sznews.com/news/content/2019-08/20/content_22401376_7.htm.
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research in Dongguan, he also finds that a number of digital surveillance devices
have been set up in every entrance of the rental houses, as part of a smart city
project to enhance the efficiency of floating population management. However,
data workers – people-phone assemblages– have an equally key role: as much as
IoT sensing and video surveillance fit elements of Huawei’s “neural networks,”
data workers themselves are usually doing the work at the “nerve endings”, knock-
ing on doors, walking the streets, negotiating human relationships, smartphone in
hand.

This is why data workers often appear in the stories created by small high-tech
companies and government offices as they seek to create more standardized digital
facilities, mobile devices and specific apps for “floating people management
(liudong renkou guanli, 流動人口管理)”. A company named EiDlink (Jinlian
Huitong, 金聯匯通) for example, has created an e-identity app as part of a Shenz-
hen eID + Floating Population Comprehensive Management Pilot (eID 2021).
Instead of replacing contact with employees of the state, a marketing video on
their company website shows how this application operates with the help of grid
workers, who arrive at doors, smartphone in hand.24 A layered app, depending
on the existing infrastructure of ID cards and QR codes, as well as the city’s exten-
sive registration database and facial recognition, it is nonetheless the data worker
who shows up, uniformed, at the door, to verify the identity of those inside using
their smartphone.

5.1 Data Workers in the Chinese Smart City

In Shenzhen, the organic metaphor extends to the control room, the “Smart Brain”
constructed by the Longgang District Government in Shenzhen. Huawei Headquar-
ters is itself based in Longgang District, and the “Smart City Brain,” made most tan-
gible in the huge digital screen (figure X below), embodies collaborations across the
tech sector and with local government. The screen itself was created in 2017 by
Absen, an LED display company, and claims to present more than 2000 types of
“real-time” data collected from each street.25 What is notable about this vision of
dashboard city life is that the data are collected both by data workers and digital
devices (Figure 4).

The public narrative of the “Smart Brain” is prominently found on Huawei’s
website, where, in a short video a government official from the Longgang District
Government proudly talks about its collaboration with Huawei in constructing the
Smart Brain26:

With the help of Huawei, we [the Smart Brain] can get access to various information
sources scattered among different government departments and control the city oper-
ation constantly. A more efficient emergency response, making the city management
more visualized and intelligent.

24 https://eid.cn/eidcase/case_7.html.
25 Huawei’s company website.
26 Huawei’s company website, https://e.huawei.com/cn/videolist/enterprise/e-branding/91871b5f643c40
ddae29468485e828c6.
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These claims for the advantages of smart city life are familiar to scholars of smart
cities, where technologies are foregrounded as the automators of efficiency. The
video concludes with a short speech from the government official:

How to enhance the government’s operating efficiency is a question that we have been
always exploring. The arrival of digital time gives us the opportunity [to answer the
question]. Now we are hand in hand with Huawei, embracing the digital time
without the fear of transformation.27

The imaginaries of real-time technological perception detailed in Huawei’s videos
have a long history, both in computing and in Chinese framings of idealized social
management, albeit with separate genealogies. In 1991, computer scientist Marc
Weiser’s “The Computer for the twenty-first century” forecast a computing imagin-
ary in which computational machines would be invisible, a naturalized and unobtru-
sive backdrop to everyday life. Kevin Ashton’s subsequent framing of Internet of
Things technologies positioned sensors as a solution to a big, real problems – the
problem of knowing everything you need to know about the physical world’ (Cole
2018). The smart city builds on both of these technologies, proffering real-time dash-
boards as “paradigmatic illustrations” (Madsen 2018: 1) of precisely the efficient,
connected overview that Huawei puts forward in its marketing materials. “Smart-
ness” to Huawei cis CCTV coverage, GPS in garbage trucks and automated

Figure 4. Huawei’s Dashboard in Longgang District, Shenzhen.
Source: https://www.sohu.com/a/357288371_374240.

27 ibid.
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adjustment of traffic light waiting times. In what follows, however, we take up
Shelton et al’s invitation to study the smart city as it actually exists (Shelton,
Zook, and Wiig 2015) as a means of avoiding its reification (Madsen 2018).

5.2 Working with Data from Grids

Eden Medina’s historical analysis of Chile’s Project Cybersyn traces a computer
project that was imagined as a way of managing Chile’s economy, complete with
a real-time control room, wall of screens and continuous data (Medina 2011). As
Hoffman notes, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the complex systems theory that
informed Cybersyn was already in conversation with social management in China,
which officials thinking about “how technology could be used to support social man-
agement… but it was only theory at this stage and not practice” (2017: 71). Follow-
ing the development of Weaving the Net begins to draw how grid management
combines with digitalization to bring not only new kinds of information to local man-
agement but also imaginaries of the power of data.

Grid management lends itself to such projects through its provision of data: it can be
re-used for a number of different ends. Some researchers, picking up Hoffman’s thread
regard the use of technology in social management as part of a larger picture of strength-
ening state surveillance in China (Dai 2018). That is partly because the implementation
of SCS and the changing floating population governance in many Chinese cities happen
almost at the same time, using similar digital tools, and under the name of “Smart City”.
This observation is shared by privacy legal scholars Yang and Xu who report that in
March 2016, the vice president of Sesame Credit, Hu Tao, gave a speech claiming
that “Technology plus credits are the future of the smart city” (Tech 2016). Scholars
of SCS and grid governance have noted the significance of the vast data collection
and sharing ambitions that are implied by the SCS and grid governance programs,
because the Chinese government is purportedly collecting digital records on the
social and financial behaviors of private citizens and organizations with the support
of IT firms including Alibaba and Baidu (Chen and Anne 2017).

To see how data collected by data workers intersects simultaneously with the
smart city and the Social Credit System (SCS), some history is necessary. The
Social Credit System first appeared in official documents at the Sixteenth National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party held in 2002, within discussions on
“improving the modern market system and macroeconomic adjustment”.28 Before
the 2010s, SCS had been largely designed to regulate the market economy, help
“reduce financial risks, improve financial stability,” and allow the government to
better perform its responsibilities of “macroeconomic adjustment and market over-
sight”.29 The project was initially led by the National Development and Reform
Commission and the People’s Bank of China at the national level.

However, since 2011, SCS has been expanded to include more social factors in
response to a CPC decision to promote “socialist morality.” The “Decision on

28 Jiang, Zemin (2002) Address to the 16th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, Novem-
ber 8. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/zyjh_674906/t10855.shtml.
29 The Office of the State Council (2007) http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2007-04/02/content_569314.htm.
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Deepening the Reform of the Cultural Regime,” issued that same year, designated
four areas for improving trustworthiness and credibility: honesty in government
affairs, commercial integrity, honesty in society, and judicial credibility. Currently,
almost every province in China has started their own experiments with social
credit system programs (Liu 2019). SCS in many places aims to create a joint
reward and punishment mechanism through which individuals and companies with
good credit records can receive benefits from the state while those with bad credit
scores may receive state sanctions (Chen and Anne 2017).

At present, no coherent nation-wide system of social credit in China exists. Instead,
there are multiple departmental and localized systems with different features and
designs in different places. Thus, we can see the current SCS as a fragmented
system, characterized by local experiments, contradictions and contestations (Ahmed
2018; Liu 2019; Zhang 2020). However, given the possibilities for sharing data
across systems, and the emphasis on data collection. scholars across disciplines are
examining the SCS from a broad surveillance and social management perspective.
For instance, Liang (2018) understand SCS as an undergoing infrastructure of social
surveillance in China, comparing it with other more traditional surveillance mechan-
isms like hukou (household registration) and Dang’an (personal archives).

While hukou contains population registration information and is mainly used for
migration control, Dang’an aims to archive personal information, including ID
numbers, employment records, and education data, and is usually unavailable to indi-
viduals. Liang (2018) then argues that with the development of new technologies,
China’s surveillance assemblages have moved from the traditional Hukou and
Dang’an to more sophisticated methods like CCTV, Internet censorship, and big
data analytics (Creemers 2018). A series of initiatives, including SCS, have indicated
that the government is rapidly upgrading digital information control mechanisms.
Based on this research, some scholars have gone further to argue that the SCS is, or
has the potential to be, an all-encompassing system (e.g. Chen and Anne 2017; Meiss-
ner and Wübbeke 2016). By introducing automated and real-time monitoring, the gov-
ernment is integrating previously separated surveillance platforms into “an internet of
surveillance” and building “an all-encompassing system penetrating, controlling and
shaping society” (Meissner and Wübbeke 2016: 52). Thus, the SCS is regarded as
an extension of Dang’an. In addition to individuals, the SCS also aims to constantly
monitor and rate the behavior of companies and other market actors (Meissner 2017).

At the same time as data workers become integrated into the project of knowing,
creating the data that will serve an explicit project of efficiency, they database, online
platforms, mobile devices, and street monitors are not tools any more, but they are the
purposes too: by constructing the Smart Brain, they become the driving power of
transforming the city. As they send their data to the Smart Brain, the data workers
are imagined as part of part of the technology, making Weaving the Net a project
of digitally recreating the city.

6 The Figure of the Data Worker

In a conference of January 2021, the central committee of Chinese Communist Party
warmly praised the 4.5 million grid data workers’ contribution of combating the
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spread of COVID-19 across the country, for which they have been called as the
“community gatekeepers” in doing the trace and tracking work.30 Data workers
already do more than data collection in their jobs. In fact, as we have shown from
the Shenzhen’s local government reports, grid data workers’ jobs have been
expanded to cover a wide array of issues, given that they know the residents and
businesses in their own grids better than other government workers. For instance,
as we presented at the beginning of this paper, data workers have been asking to
trace and track any travelers from abroad, regularly checking travelers’ self-quaran-
tining situations at home, and delivering daily essentials for them (Wan 2021). At the
same time, given the roll-out of COVID vaccinations in Shenzhen, data workers are
mobilizing people in each grid of getting vaccinated, offering free rides for the
elderly to the vaccination centers, and answering questions.

Though the basic job contents of data workers remain the same as data collection as
well as “feeding” the smart city brain, what a data worker would do every day could
vary according to the different local government agendas. In doing these jobs, the data
workers are expected to be present and known in local communities, to be seen and to
communicate about reporting information and work in the name of efficiency. The use-
fulness of data workers during the COVID-19 has been shown in doing “social man-
agement”, therefore we can confidently assume that there will be more and more grid
data workers in different Chinese communities. Meanwhile, it remains to be seen how
data workers as a new job description will develop in other cities beyond Shenzhen,
particularly in cities of different scales, and with different technological actors. In
this sense, Weaving the Net is a particularly local project.

As our analysis of the job adverts and online posts above highlighted, the large
scale of recruitment of data workers in Shenzhen is also changing the politics of
the local job market. When the data workers complained online, they noted the
trivial, tedious jobs they do for data collection and community inspection. Here, in
their work, we also have a contradiction about the smart city: the smart city construc-
tion involves a big number of “non-smart” manpower; and the large number of
efforts in population control reveals that the floating people may be too fluid to be
controlled. What is more striking from the job adverts and discussions is that, as a
new profession working in the communities, the requirements of becoming a data
worker may have nothing to do with relevant working experiences or knowledge
about local communities or residents.

Rather, the job applicants are much evaluated by how efficiently they can be the
“nerve end” of a grand digitization project: the Smart City. This means that only the
young, well educated people (to handle the digital devices), and those who can accept
a poorly paid job (mostly women) can join this new profession. In fact, data workers
are not the only group in Shenzhen that are recruited to do the government job but
ended up with an outsourcing company and unfair payments. Anthropologist Mun
Young Cho’s ethnographic research on the social work practices in Shenzhen’s
Foxconn industrial zone reveals how neoliberal-style outsourcing has created precar-
ious labor conditions for frontline social workers. Her research finds that most of the

30 Ministry of Justice of PRC, see http://www.moj.gov.cn/subject/content/2021-01/11/1698_3264372.
html.

480 Hailing Zhao and Rachel Douglas-Jones

http://www.moj.gov.cn/subject/content/2021-01/11/1698_3264372.html
http://www.moj.gov.cn/subject/content/2021-01/11/1698_3264372.html


government-commissioned social work positions in the factories were filled up with
migrant youth from the countryside, reproducing and perpetuating China’s rural–
urban divide (2017). These social workers, mostly young female graduates and nor-
mally seen as part of the “white collar class” in sharing the state responsibilities for
providing social welfare, may just find themselves ending up like factory workers
they were working for. Our research on data workers echoes with Cho’s findings
of social inequalities and outsourcing jobs in Shenzhen. Although Weaving the Net
project has involved a lot of high technologies, it may end up with creating numerous
poorly paid, gendered jobs, which has strengthened the existing social inequalities
rather than reduced them in the city. As part of the floating people themselves in
the city of Shenzhen, data workers as a new profession reveals the other side of
the “Smart City” in China’s context: it is not that smart, intelligent, or digital as
we might have imagined. Smart urbanism should be viewed through an infrastruc-
tural lens, making the human work of smartness visible (Willems and Graham 2019).

Finally, Shenzhen’s new policies that use grids as the basis for both social credit,
and smart city initiatives are also happening in other Chinese cities. In Guangzhou, a
city which is two hours’ drive from Shenzhen, the municipal government has also
divided the city into grids and registered all the rental houses. Like Shenzhen, data
workers rank the buildings with different stars. In districts with a high proportion
of floating population, these ranking stars are directly calculated as social credit
scores. These scores then largely decide the social benefits and/or punishments
that both the tenants and landlords can enjoy in the city. In one Guangzhou’s
eleven districts, Baiyun District,31 the rental houses are marked with four hierarchical
colors: Red (prohibited for renting), Orange (strictly regulated), Yellow (main focus),
Blue (general focus). These different colors also mean different work instructions for
the grid data workers. Those who break the rules would be reported and punished by
the data workers. In Panyu District,32 the policy goes further: those (including the
tenants and the landlords) with a higher rank in their rental houses would be quanti-
fied up to 20 credits, which can be directly used as part of their children’s public
school enrollment application. Given that Shenzhen’s Weaving the Net project has
been building a more comprehensive data platform, it would not be surprising if
the city also sought a more standardized, quantifiable scoring system solidifying
the connection between the data produced by data workers and the creation, regis-
tration and implications of social credit.

7 Conclusion

In this article,we have presented the new role of dataworkers inChina, positioning them
within a context of data hungry policies and technologies, and within a context of pol-
icies of people management and control. Focusing on theWeaving the Net program, we
have illustrated how data workers can be a lens that bridges the ordinarily separate lit-
eratures on the SCS, floating population and smart city. Data workers’work knits them
together, showing that the study of data workers offers an approach to smart cities that

31 Source: http://lsj.gz.gov.cn/gzdt/content/post_6531965.html.
32 Source: https://www.sohu.com/a/240832588_119778.
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begins with narratives and practices of data collection beyond connected technologies.
Ethnographically, much work remains to be done, from tracing the organizational struc-
ture of the data workers’ team and its specific relations with the local government
bureaucratic system to the question of how dataworkers deal with data (in)consistencies
in their daily work. This work is especially important as trenchant critiques of thinking
the city computationally emerge (Mattern 2021) and technologies continue to attract
critical attention in commentaries on Chinese urbanism. We see data workers as a gen-
erative community of engagement, both ethnographically and theoretically, for compre-
hending both the past and futures of Chinese urban governance, and a key route to
understanding how new webs are woven for people on the move.
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