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From Panoramic Vision to Territorial Gaze. Observations and Reflections
on the Phenomenon of “Administrating Village by Satellite”

ZHANG Sen YE Jingzhong

Abstract Information is fundamental in national governance, and the progress of science and technology
provides exquisite tools for the state to observe society. Nowadays, satellite imagery, drone aerial photog-
raphy, high-definition watchtower and other high-tech information-gathering technologies are applied in ru-
ral governance. Farmland, mountains, forests, rivers, lakes, minerals, houses and other resources are
all exposed to the remote sensing of the high-altitude observation and geographic information systems. This
method of viewing the countryside from above through capturing the information has become an important
reference for the country to enhance rural administration. This phenomenon is called in this paper as “ad-
ministrating village by satellite”. Fieldwork revealed that the application of these technologies has drawn
clear ownership boundaries for natural resources in the countryside, which has facilitated the administra-
tion to precisely read the information of the countryside, improved the efficiency of administration, and
promoted the rationalization of grassroots governance. However, over-reliance on visual information tends
to lead village governance into result orientation, and the two-dimensional image compresses the vivid so-
cial processes. This makes the society clearer, but also falls into the trap of simplification. “ Administra-
ting village by satellite” materializes the ideology of panopticism into governance and attempts to solve
complex rural governance problems by de-politicized technology, which, to a certain extent, results in the
rigidity of the governance processes, and restricts the autonomy of grassroots governments and rural socie-
ties. Therefore, in the context of applying many new technologies in rural governance, it is necessary to
advocate for the return of the “human being” in the governance process.

Keywords Administrating village by satellite; Technical governance; Panoramic vision; Gaze; Rural

development



