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Abstract

Among all forms of spatial organization, the grid plan appears, historically, to be the most
measurable and recognizable system of civic geography. This paper explores how and why
different social groups have been able to define the symbolism of the grid to suit their own
political purposes and how governments and patrons have utilized the grid as the spatial
manifestation for their political ideologies. Based on case studies of cities operating under
very dissimilar political systems, i.e., the cities of ancient China and the city of Chicago in
the Unites States, this paper argues that the American grid plan focuses on its peripheries,
and that the expansive instinct of the American grid was effective in building a coherent
American nation, transcending regional and class divisions. By contrast, the Chinese grid plan
emphasizes the center,and the practices of urban planning in ancient China symbolized the

evaluative tactics of the elite.

Urban planning, whether in the form writing or cartography, constructs the landscape,
sutures together a fragmented urban experience, and signifies modes of political power
(Baudrillard,1983, 2). In terms of civic geography, the grid plan appears to be the most
measurable and recognizable system.This way of planning, through reliance on a mathematical
recticlinearity, is nothing new or even particular, and examples of urban grids feature
prominently in the Egyptian, Babylonian, Roman, Indus and Chinese civilizations. Everyone
canrecognize the checkerboard pattern, which appears “like a great geometrical carpet, like a
Mondrian painting (Stilgoe, 2004).” Subdividing a continent into repeated graph squares on
paper, the grid seems to be “totalizing, hermetic, abstract, and most importantly, assumes a
specific concept of space that is planar,non-hierarchical and infinite (Lee, 42).” It serves as an
instrument for producing abstract graphic knowledge of the city, based on its quantitative

correspondences to the actual terrain.

Yet different types of grid will define different forms of spatial logic. “The grid’s mythic
power,” as Krauss wrote, “is that it makes us able to think we are dealing with materialism (or
sometimes science, or logic) while at the same time it provides us with a release into belief
(orillusion, or fiction) (Krauss,1985,12).” As such, no grid plan can be considered independent
of its social and political context. But in its simple and seemingly universal form, the grid
gives rise to a variety of political ideologies and powers. In an attempt to engage these issues,
this paper will explore the ways in which the lines of the grid pattern were constituted and

how they found their form in the built environment; how a city or a piece of land developed
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Figure1
Aerial View of Chicago at Night,

Photography by Xi Cecilia Zhang

according to the logic of the straight line; and how governments and patrons utilized the
grid as the primary spatial mechanism for their political ideologies. Based on case studies
of two types of city developed within different political systems — namely, Chicago during
the Unites States’ Westward Movement, on the one hand, and the cities of ancient China
on the other — this paper pays attention to the varying applications of grid plans, which

define the space of cities, and even the essence of nations, in significantly different ways.

Boundless Grid

The grid, with its mathematical equality and indifference to variations, has been of special
use in the laying out of new towns prior to settlement or in renovating existing spaces
devastated by catastrophe (Sennett, 1990). It is certainly nothing novel in Western culture.
This way of planning cities was first applied to America by colonists and urban planners such
as William Penn, and naturally exerted its influence on America’s subsequent development.
Efficiency in expansion and conquest were paramount to the prosperity and growth of
the new empire. In devising a plan for the temporary government of the Western territory,
Thomas Jefferson in 1784-85 developed the rectangular survey as a way of simplifying real
estate transactions, and so radically altered the value of space from the qualitative to the
quantitative. Soon it was enacted into law and divided the land west of the original thirteen
colonies into an orthogonal grid of 36-square-mile townships; each in turn was divided into
one-mile square sections. According to John W. Reps, this indiscriminate application of the
square grid of the 1785 Land Survey to the entire Western territory of the United States was a
logical expression of practicality, establishing control over the land with the greatest degree
of speed, efficiency, and potential interest (Reps, 1965). The grid made it easy for speculators
to buy and sellland sight unseen, which allowed economic transactions to move unhindered

across a stable construction of space.

Developed in the nineteenth century to become the frontier and engine of America’s Westward
Movement, Chicago unexceptionally accepted the expression of Jefferson’s grid. Even though
the shape of the city was somewhat irregular, the grid denied its geographic disturbance.
[Fig 1] Viewed today from an airplane window, the effects of the city can be seen as being
characterized by repetition of the unit. Despite the occasional curved lines around bodies
of water, the perpendicular pattern persisted and became crucial for the city’s expansion. A
map from 1830 by James Thompson contributed much to the ultimate shape and personality

of the future metropolis. [Fig 2] Additions to the city over the last century extended the grid
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Figure 2

James Thompson’s Plat of Chicago in
1830. (Chicago’s first plat. Thompson
laid out the town with straight
streets uniformly ¢6 feet wide

with alleys 16 feet wide bisecting
each block), Chicago Historical
Society (ICHi-34284). Public domain,
Courtesy Wikimedia Commons

Figure 3
Rand McNally Map of Chicago in 1886

(a lot of expansion in just 30 years).
Source: Chicago Historical Society
(ICHi-31337). Public Domain, Courtesy
Wikimedia Commons

pattern established in the original plan. Amap from 1834 exhibited Chicago’s first real estate
development. The Kinzie Addition began from north of the Chicago River and east of State
Street; the Wolcott Addition was along the North Branch of the Chicago River. As the West
began to grow prodigiously, overland routes multiplied and stimulated the growth of the city.
The stimulus to Chicago’s growth also came from transportation facilities to the city from
the east (Mayor and Wade, 1969, 24-5). The city’s framework, the grid of Chicago, was highly

compatible with, and conducive to,commercial activities, manufacture and transportation.

For Chicago, the grid was a versatile planning model, and open to expansion once in place.
In the words of Reps, it was “flexible, with plenty of room for variety within and between
the presumably anonymous blocks (Reps, 1965, 267).” Concentrated within Chicago’s Loop
were many commercial skyscrapers, government buildings and offices, new department
stores and leading civic and cultural institutions. In the Loop, the grid was both “horizontal
and vertical (Sennett, 1990).” The radical innovation in Chicago’s mass transit accelerated
its horizontal expansion, pushing the city well beyond its earlier confines. Uncultivated land
quickly fell to the developer and the framework of the grid. Foreshadowed by Potter Palmer’s
move to Lake Shore Drive in the 1880s, social elites and middle class denizens were eager to
escape from the congested city by shifting towards the shore of Lake Michigan on the near
north side. The central city was certainly too congested to accommodate more residential
development and the growth of manufacturing, so investors looked for undeveloped land
close enough to the city yet far enough from downtown to be uncluttered and cheap (Mayer
and Wade, 1969, 186).

There seemed to be nothing to deter Chicago from its rapid expansion and it was dubbed
“the City of Speed” by Newton Dent of Munsey’s Magazine (Mayer and Wade, 1969, 272). He
wrote: “Nothing, that either man or nature can do, apparently, can check the growth of this
city that has spread back from the lake like a prairie fire, until its great bulk covers nearly
two hundred square miles of Illinois (Mayer and Wade, 1969, 272).” Chicago’s grid became a
“rhythm without measure,” ready to occupy a non-varying space (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987,
364). Its keynote was expansion and its vitality lay in its indefinable periphery. As addressed
by Daniel Burnham, “People in Chicago must recognize that their city is without bounds or
limits (Burnham & Bennett, 1993, 80).” Due to the characteristics of the grid, Chicago was
simultaneously territorialized and deterritorialized throughout the alternating opening of

the frontiers and exodus of migrants.
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To return to Jefferson’s idea, the grid of the American frontier was not, however, strictly
functional. Architecture was understood by Jefferson as “a symbolic expression of a culture’s
ideals and achievements and as an instrument for intellectual and moral improvement
(MacDougall, 1990, 15).” In Jefferson’s ideal version of America, independent farmer citizens
who lived in simple cottages on their plots of land should occupy the vast landscape for the
emerging nation of America (Kostof, 1987, 15). His grid was intended to produce a context of
equilibria while reducing complexities, enabling egalitarian citizenship. Frank Lloyd Wright
restated this national faith in the 1930s in his Broadacre City, where citizens would be assigned
to one acre of land so that they could exercise what he called man’s “social right to his place
on the ground (Kostof, 16).” Ownership of the landscape encouraged more than a sense of
independence. Divided up into squares, the land provoked a sensual hunger in later settlers
and its own characteristics promoted its future expansion. Jefferson’s grid answered the

needs of an agricultural economy and the conquest of the territories of the West.

The principle of the American grid was that it could be expanded without limit. It set norms
because it proceeded from the land as an abstraction. Not until farmers settled the great
rectangles platted by the surveyor did the lines become more than legal abstractions of
boundaries. Grids ran undisturbed over topography and climate changes and gave concrete
form to the principle of equality. The American grid finally expanded and reached the Pacific
by 1910. Its victory lay in its ability to internalize the outside and swallow up its differences. It
projected an even surface without variation. Its energy was in its frontier, where the interior
met the exterior and was ready to capture the unknown territory. The American grid in the
Westward Movement presented itself as a diffuse spatial machine and produced movement

toward expansion and submission.

Grid of Confinement

The grid plan constituted the essential urban planning approach in China, continuously from
the 15" century BCE onwards. [Fig 4] Guidelines were put into written form in the chapters
of Jiangren yingguo (Craftsmen Constructing the State) in Zhouli Kaogong ji (Records of
Craftsmen of Zhou Rituals) during the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 BCE). This short

paragraph exerted tremendous influence on historic Chinese city planning theory:

When a jiangren constructs a state capital, he creates a square, nine /i (Li is a unit of

length, close to the scale of a mile) on each side and each side has three gates. In the

Figure 4

Attributed to Chongyi Nie (died in
926), The lllustration from “Jiangren
yingguo” in Zhouli Kaogong ji.
Source: Wusan Dai #i&5=, Kaogongji
tushu ZTieAEi [lllustrated
Explanation of Kaogongji] (Jinan:
Shandong huabao chubanshe, 2003),
123. Public Domain

Figure 5

Cosmological Diagram of the Empire
in China. (Found in the ancient

text of Huainanzi, and copied in
various other texts.) Public Domain,
Courtesy Wikimedia Commons
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capital city are nine north-south avenues and nine east-west streets. The avenues are nine
carriage tracks wide. On the left is the ancestral temple and to the right is the altar of soil

and grain. In the front is the court palace and behind the market (Steinhardt, 1990, 33).

According to this paragraph and its accompanying map, the Chinese grid was conceived as
being developed within its own boundary, and designed to be filled in. Jiangren, literally a
craftsman, could be properly translated as “an architect” in this context. The ideal metropolis
should be well organized and standardized according to the concept of universal principles.
It was believed that subdividing the city into grids, according to universal principles, would
endow it with the symbolic power of the universe. The squareness, the numerical series
based on the number three, the relationship with the four cardinal points, and the implied
domination of a north-south over an east-west orientation are the basic elements of an

abstract pattern of the intentional configuration of a capital city.

Cosmological charts contributed to the design of a Chinese city. Figure 5 is a diagrammatic
and hermetic form of the imperial domain, in which the capital occupies the central square,
and as each concentric square moves out from the center, the degree of barbarism increases,
yet everything remains enveloped within their enclosures. This hierarchical grid chart is a
cosmological representation of the Chinese empire, which is based, not on any geographical

and topographic features, but on a perceived metaphysical order, which is noless real in that
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Figure 6

Map of Chang’an during the Tang
Dynasty (618-907). Source: Sicheng
Liang 28/, Zhongguo jianzhu

shi shER S [History of Chinese
Architecture] (Tianjin: beihua wenyi
chubanshe, 1998), 99

Figure7
Gates and Walls of the Forbidden
City, Photography by Weijia Da

it guides the administration of the lived world and its inhabitants. Cosmology informed not
only the composition of a city (especially the capital city), but also governance, therefore the
value of this cosmological grid lies in its claim to correspond to the living world, making it

an ideal guide to urban planning.

These cosmological principles were incorporated into many ancient Chinese cities’ architectural
layouts, though not always with rigid strictness. [Fig 6] For example, Chang’an, the capital of
the Tang Dynasty (618-907), was built rigidly symmetrical with the empire’s palace directly
in the center of the northern section of the city. Chang’an was designed to meet the ruler’s
requirements for governing: it was divided into wards, ordered by avenues running between
them. Each ward was guarded by tall and heavy ward walls, which, taken as a whole, constituted
the grid of the city. The divine center, square shape and the repeating wards all originated in
traditions from ritual and cosmological thought, which materialized in the political authority
of the emperor.The palace city was Chang’an, standing out from the repeating units. Chang’an
was also heavily guarded by repeating layers of walls, corresponding to the principles in Zhouli
Kaogong ji. All units were fenced in by ward walls, while the entire city was enclosed within
the great city walls. Walls in Chang’an not only guarded the city but also constituted the

framework of the symbolic grid, which was not expansive but restrained and self-defensive.

Beijing and its Forbidden City also materialized according to the cosmological map of Figure 5.
Ahierarchy of center and periphery was represented in the city planning of Beijing, sustaining
its social and political order. Heavily guarded, the Forbidden City was constructed as the core
structure of Beijing and the geo-political center of the empire. Gates and walls were two
principal features of the Forbidden City, as they “shaped a city and made it meaningful (Wu,
1991).” [Fig 7] Gates allowed a procession path to penetrate the walls and linked separate
parts into a continuum of space. Walls in the Forbidden City not only encircled spaces from
the whole city down to repeating enclosures, but also, “dissected, internalized and deepened
space (Zhu, 2004, 24).” In other words, walls gridded the whole space while gates offered the
circulation between different units of the grid. By deepening and segmenting the space, the
emperor would be concealed and protected. The emperor’s power was thus reinforced as the

supreme arbiter by the invisibility of his privacy and the myth of his capability.

Zhu Jianfei compared the Forbidden City to Bentham’s famous Panopticon proposal (Zhu,

2004, 180-83). [Fig 8] The Panopticon was designed to facilitate surveillance, creating an

Figure 8
Ariel View of the Forbidden City.
Source: Google Earth, Public Domain

inequality between the inspector and the inspected, between the viewpoints of people
inhabiting the annular building and the central tower. According to Zhu, the Forbidden City
was comparable to a half of the Panopticon. The northern end, where the emperor resided,
was equivalent to the Panopticon’s center of power. In this deepest center, the emperor
could immediately deliver his messages and decrees to his officers. This communication was
strictly one-directional. The emperor could maintain a panoramic gaze upon his subjects
and his country from above, yet there could be no visibility into the court from the outside.
The major effect of the Panopticon was to induce in its inmates a sense of the conscious
and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. Similarly, the
Forbidden City was also an apparatus of inducing consciousness of power, a space inscribed

through a network of discipline.

The hierarchical grid of the Forbidden City promoted its subjects’ consciousness of the social

order. [Fig 9] As with the Forbidden City, the city of Beijing itself also displayed a centrality,
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Figure 9

Map of Beijing from the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911). Public Domain,
Courtesy Wikimedia Commons
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symmetry and hierarchal spatial layout in its overall composition. At the center of the grid was
the palace city (the Forbidden City), occupied by the emperor and the royal family. The next
urban square was the imperial city, which included royal gardens, altars and residential areas
for noble families. The largest enclosure was the capital city, which housed the general urban
population. There was also an outer city attached to the capital city, and this was Beijing’s
most pedestrian and secular place, designated for commercial activities. Inside these urban

squares, city planners further subdivided the space into smaller squares.

In the disposition of the City of Beijing, horizontal depth correlated to vertical height within
the social hierarchy: the deeper one moved into the center of the city, the higher his or her

position. In terms of Beijing’s geographic space, it was essentially a flat grid disregarding

topographic features; while in terms of its social space, it resembled a strict pyramid. The
sacred imperial ideologies were represented as a hierarchical disposition revealing an
effective political domination. As there was a hierarchical structure for society, so there was
a hierarchical grid for city planning. The ancient Chinese grid ultimately turned out to be the

preventive mechanism, necessary to maintain the emperor as the supreme ruler of the country.

Understanding the Difference

Both Chinese feudalism and American capitalism have produced gridded space that does
not distinguish one from the other on appearance. Yet by way of comparison, the American
settlers used grid planning as a means of rendering the border region a potential or actual
site of occupation. The ancient Chinese, on the other hand, invoked grid planning to solidify
universal discipline and hierarchy. The gridded zones meant that most people generally
remained where they were deposited. As argued by Kate Brown, political powers often

produced urban grids “violently, to serve economic and political goals.” (Brown, 2001, 21).

For Jefferson, the expansive grid was the fusing mechanism which facilitated expansion into
the American West. With the mathematical accuracy of the grid, the western landscape was
informed by a realistic and scientific process of organization and transformation. It was self-
consciously seen as having the potential to assist in the expansion of political ideologies into
the new territories. For the Chinese, the urban structure closely paralleled the social structure.
The sacred imperial ideologies were represented as hierarchical dispositions revealing an
effective political domination. Inhabitants were accordingly located in the city block within
the network of the grid. In the words of Brown, “both boundaries can be porous, and so
gradually boundary lines...transformed into walls, laws and social customs.” (Brown, 2001, 46)

Perhaps for this reason, the same grid stretches across the American West and ancient China.

Jefferson’s anti-center ideology was comparable to an anti-elite nationalism. In his influential
1893 essay The Significance of the Frontier in American History, Frederick Jackson Turner identified
this point. He associated egalitarian qualities with the frontier spirit: “The frontier promoted
the formation of a composite nationality for the American people ... In the crucible of the
frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race (Linklater,
2002,174).” As a result, frontier people had a sense of themselves as democratically inclined
even though they might be deeply divided by different regional identities along class lines.

“The rise of democracy was an effective force in the nation,” Turner asserted, “..and it meant
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the triumph of the frontier (Linklater, 2004, 175).” Despite the inherent inaccuracies pointed
out by later historians and geographers, Turner’s remarks pointed out that the expansive
instinct of the American grid was effective in building a coherent American nation that

transcended regional, ethical and class divisions.

In direct contrast, the practices of urban planning in ancient China, focusing on the center,
symbolized the evaluative tactics of the elite. The hierarchical grid was shaped within the
most homogenized, traditional and centralized socio-political elite ideologies of ancient
China.The underlying ideas of Records of Craftsmen of Zhou Rituals resembled the principles
of Zhou Li (Rituals of Zhou):

Itis the sovereign alone who establishes the states of the empire, gives to the four quarters
their proper positions, gives to the capital its form and to the fields their proper divisions.
He creates the offices and apportions their functions in order to form a centre to which
people may look (Wright, 1977, 46-7).

The emperor of ancient China was the architect who designed his political map and the
mechanism of walling off spaces. The idea of the nation was a centralized one, historically
personified in the emperor himself. The masses were the object rather than the subject of
the nation. After all, the grid was but one of many traditions invented by political elites in an
attempt to legitimize their rule. Elite nationalism and the centralized grid became insufficient
only when the political and economic penetration of outside imperialist powers reached

such a degree that mass movement was required to counter it.

If one compares these national apparatuses in the context of the theory surrounding
checkerboard games, specifically Go and Chinese Chess, the relationships between repeating
units and the overall strategies concerned, the Chinese grid would be likened to Chinese
Chess. Chinese Chess pieces are imbued with eternal qualities: a king remains a king and a
solider remains a solider. They are “coded; they have an internal nature and intrinsic properties
from which their movements, situations and confrontations derive...Each is like a subject
of the statement endowed with a relative power, and these relative powers combine in a
subject of enunciation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987,352).” The coded chess pieces move within
their “striated landscape (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, 353). Their functions are structural and

devoted to protecting the emperor in the center. The American grid, on the other hand, can

be seen to evoke the strategies involved in Go. Go pieces are deprived of any personalities
or characteristics. They are anonymous, collective and nomadic, moving in a “smooth space
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, 353). They inhabit only an environment of the exterior, and so

seek the possibility of holding their own space and springing up at any point and direction.

As expressed by Gilles Deleuze in his treatise on the war machine: “The difference is that
chess codes and decodes space, whereas Go proceeds altogether differently, territorializing
or deterritorializing it...it seems that every morning, there are more of [their pieces] (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1987,351-2). Extrapolating this idea onto politically inscribed landscapes, we can
observe that while China historically emphasized its own interior, America emphasized
externalization as its overall space increased in size. Ancient China epitomized the idea of a
nation comprised of a few elites maintaining order over the masses, while America constructed
its nationalism by fusing the masses through the grid system. If the geographically non-
varying landscape is a metaphor for a nation, these contrasting notions of grid planning mirror

equally contrasting approaches towards constructing nationalism and cultivating people.
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