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Abstract	

	

This	paper	engages	with	discussions	on	geographies	of	urban	density	by	investigating	the	

enduring	power	relations	 that	underlies	 the	 forming	and	deforming	of	urban	densities	 in	

Beijing.	Articulating	a	topological	framework	with	the	infrastructural	lives	of	socio-spatial	

reordering	in	Houchangcun	Road,	often	being	labelled	“the	most	congest	in	the	universe,”	

this	paper	presents	the	way	in	which	the	authoritarian	state	manages	to	sustain	its	will	to	

power	and	legitimacy	and	renders	this	will	a	kernel	of	the	geography	of	power	densities	in	

the	urban	process.	It	turns	out	that	this	congestion-density	is	induced	by	the	state’s	folding	

together	of	various	dimensions	of	urban	process	and	is	experienced	in	an	infrastructurally	

disturbed	way.	 The	 topological	 consistency	 of	 power	 as	 such	 is	with	 broader	 theoretical	

implications,	 since	 it	 reminds	 us	 the	 significance	 of	 political	 mechanisms	 underlying	 a	

world	of	intensive	heterogeneities	on	the	one	hand	and	the	limit	of	verticality	as	a	principal	

metaphor	in	talking	about	urban	density	on	the	other.	Furthermore,	it	also	paves	the	way	

for	rethinking	the	reach	and	limit	of	social	infrastructures	in	the	political	making	of	urban	

densities	 and	 urban	 lives,	 and	 in	 so	 doing	 conditions	 further	 conceptions	 of	 alternative	

approaches	to	urban	space	and	justice.		
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Folding	Beijing	in	Houchangcun	Road,	or,		

the	topology	of	power	density	

	

	

The	urban	process	in	Beijing	is	also	a	process	of	deformation,	where,	in	every	single	year	in	

the	 late	2010s,	 dozens	of	millions	of	 square	metres	 “unauthorised	buildings”	were	being	

demolished	and	tens	of	thousands	of	migrant	workers	driven	away	(Zhao,	2017)1.	The	past	

three	years	alone,	for	instance,	have	witnessed	an	intense	state-led	campaign	of	expelling	

the	so-called	“low-end”	migrants	from	informal	settlements	(Pils,	2020),	a	series	of	actions	

in	the	inner	city	on	sealing	off	street-front	shops,	and	a	new	wave	of	relocating	residents	at	

the	city	centre	to	the	urban	periphery.	The	starting	point	of	such	actions	is	a	widely-shared	

idea	 that	the	density	of	this	22-milion-people	city	 is	too	high	to	be	a	“world-class”	capital	

city.	 This	 decade-long	 process	 of	 crackdowns	 eventually	 feeds	 into	 a	 regime	 of	 state-led	

deintensification	in	Beijing,	which	in	turn	sets	up	a	stage	for	further	investigations	of	urban	

densities/	 intensities	 from	 a	 China	 perspective.	 Following	 discussions	 on	 geographies	 of	

urban	density	(McFarlane,	2016),	in	particular	the	conceptualisation	of	urban	density	as	“a	

political	and	lived	set	of	intensive	heterogeneities”	(p.	631),	in	this	paper	I	study	a	related	

question	with	observations	from	Beijing:	are	there	enduring	(even	unchanged)	relations	or	

	
1 Two documents of Beijing Municipal Government set the agenda and pave the way for these conducts, namely, 
The Three-Year Action Plan for the Construction of Beijing’s Rural-Urban Continuum (Beijing Municipal 
Government, 2015) and Instructions on Organizing and Carrying out the Special Action of “Reconciliation, 
Remediation and Promotion” (2017-2020) (BMG, 2017). As direct results of the action plans, Chen Jining, the 
mayor of Beijing, reported that the city makes blank a total area of 68.3 million m2 land in 2018 and another 57 
million m2 in 2019, all by demolishing the so-called “unauthorised buildings” (违章建筑, weizhang jianzhu) (J. 
Chen, 2019, 2020). Meanwhile, the population of this city is reported decreasing in the last four years in a row, from 
21.73 million in 2016 to 21.54 million in 2019, whereas the population of residents with no local hukou (mostly are 
migrant workers) saw a rapid decline from 8.23 million in 2015 to 7.65 million in 2018 (BMBS, 2019; Du, 2020; 
Sun, 2019).  
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attributes	that	remain	the	same	in	the	forming	and	deforming	of	various	urban	densities,	

and	how	and	how	far	is	such	a	consistency	rendered	possible	spatio-politically	in	the	urban	

process?		

	

Adopting	a	 topological	perspective,	especially	with	“folding”	as	a	key	analytical	concept,	 I	

explore	empirically	the	changing	densities	of/	around	Houchangcun	Road,	which	showcase	

the	dialectics	between	material	 changes	and	enduring	power	relations	and	 inform	us	 the	

way	in	which	the	state’s	will	to	power	and	legitimacy	remains	unchanged,	folding	together	

political,	 ideological,	 material-infrastructural,	 and	 technological-economic	 dimensions	 of	

urban	densities	in	the	urban	process.	The	relationship	between	the	density	of	(state)	power	

and	the	material,	social	and	experiential	dimensions	of	urban	density,	it	turns	out,	is	by	no	

means	 a	 straightforward	 one;	 instead,	 the	 articulations	 between	 these	 two	 aspects	 are	

enabled	 by	 the	 “folding”	 process	 in	which	 divergent	 density	 dynamics	 are	 rendered	 into	

part	and	parcel	of	the	same	power	arrangement	and	its	reproduction,	and	this	point	could	

be	depicted	vividly	from	a	topological	perspective.	The	topological	consistency	of	power	as	

such	 is	with	 broader	 theoretical	meanings	 in	 and	 beyond	 China,	 since	 it	 reminds	 us	 the	

significance	of	political	mechanisms	underlying	a	world	of	intensive	heterogeneities	on	the	

one	hand	and	the	limit	of	verticality	as	a	principal	metaphor	in	talking	about	urban	density	

on	the	other.	Furthermore,	it	also	paves	the	way	for	rethinking	the	reach	and	limit	of	social	

infrastructures	in	the	political	making	of	urban	densities	and	urban	lives,	and	in	so	doing	

conditions	further	conceptions	of	alternative	approaches	to	urban	space	and	justice.		
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Density,	power,	folding	

Beijing’s	urban	forms	are	subject	to	consistent	transformations,	while	the	issue	of	density	

is	kept	as	a	key	matter	of	concern	–	with	the	state	playing	a	critical	role	in	both	processes.	

To	capture	the	role	of	the	state	and	the	mechanisms	of	density	 in	these	transformations/	

deformations,	 topological	methods	 are	not	 only	 relevant	but	 also	necessary.	 Focusing	on	

various	 “qualitative	 properties	 of	 space”	 (Secor,	 2013,	 p.	 431)	 that	 are	 not	 affected	 by	

topographical	or	geometric	changes	(such	as	 those	of	urban	 forms),	 the	view	of	 topology	

foregrounds	the	ways	in	which	things	are	connected	with	and	related	to	each	other	(Allen,	

2011,	 p.	 285;	 see	 also	 Leach,	 1961)	 and	 the	 dialectics	 between	 changes	 and	 enduring	

relations	(Martin	&	Secor,	2014,	p.	422).	John	Allen,	for	example,	adopts	this	perspective	on	

connections	and	relatedness	 to	examine	what	he	 labels	 “power-topologies”	 (2011,	2016).	

For	Allen,	proximity	and	distances	are	no	longer	indicatable	of	the	ways	in	which	power	is	

practised;	instead,	it	is	powers	of	reach	and	connection	that	now	loom	large	in	the	spatial-

topological	shifts	of	the	architecture	of	power.	Similarly,	McFarlane	(2016)	approaches	the	

geographies	of	urban	density	by	attending	to	the	rise	of	“heterogeneous	intensities”	in	and	

of	the	urban,	where	he	recognises	that	density	is	relationally	made	in	a	networked	way	and	

hence	induces	political	significances	accordingly.	In	their	topological	views,	both	Allen	and	

McFarlane	bring	to	the	fore	the	significance	of	 intensity,	a	Deleuzian	concept	that	focuses	

on	the	processes	and	spaces	of	becoming	and	“give[s]	rise	to	extensive	structures”	(Secor,	

2013,	p.	435).	While	this	view	is	extremely	helpful	in	reminding	us	the	meaning	and	reach	

of	connections	and	relatedness	in	the	dynamic	and	networked	making	of	densities,	it	pays	

relatively	less	attention	to	the	other	aspect	of	the	topological	methods,	that	is,	the	dialectic	

between	changes	and	enduring	relations.		
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At	the	very	beginning	of	topological	thinking	in	the	18th	century,	it	is	this	dialectic	that	was	

put	at	the	centre.	With	the	famous	diagram	of	the	Bridges	of	Konigsberg,	Euler	figures	out	

some	specific	attributes	of	shapes	(such	as	vertices,	edges,	and	faces)	that	remain	the	same	

no	matter	how	and	how	 far	 these	shapes	per	se	 are	deformed	(Shields,	2012,	pp.	43-47).	

With	this	characteristic,	according	to	Shields,	another	analytical	potential	of	the	topological	

method	is	that	it	“allows	one	to	rigorously	approach	situations	where	the	order	of	things	is	

deformed	by	any	given	force”	(ibid.,	p.	48).	This	reminder	is	also	helpful	in	understanding	

the	geographies	and	politics	of	urban	densities.	For,	living	with	density/	intensity	in	Beijing	

is	a	multiple	process	that	involves	such	issues	as	the	urban	logic	and	ideology	of	the	state,	

contested	power	relations	 in	everyday	 life,	 representations	 in	arts	and	urban	sci-fictions,	

and	networked	infrastructures	deployed	in	urban	governance.	And	underlying	all	of	these	

consistently	 changing	 urban	 forms	 and	 density	 discourses	 is	 the	 state’s	 enduring	will	 to	

power	 and	 legitimacy.	 It	 is	 only	with	 the	 help	 of	 topological	methods	 can	we	 be	 able	 to	

depict	the	constant	role	of	the	state	and	the	spatio-political	processes	through	which	power	

is	practised	as	well	as	contested.	In	other	words,	in	“the	multiplicity	of	dense	interactions”	

(McFarlane,	 2016,	 p.	 639)	 that	 are	 subject	 to	 transformations,	 there	 are	 also	 and	 always	

enduring	(power)	relations	with	the	central	role	of	the	state	that	are	worth	equal	attention	

–	this	requires	further	empirical	exploration	and	China,	because	of	its	authoritarian	regime	

at	work,	offers	a	suitable	case.	

	

Here	emerge	 two	categories	 that	are	different	yet	 interconnected	with	each	other	 in	one	

and	the	same	urban	process:	the	density	of	(state)	power	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	material,	
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social	and	experiential	dimensions	of	urban	density	on	the	other.	The	challenge	we	are	now	

facing	is:	how	and	how	far	can	we	distinguish	the	two	categories	when	they	are	more	often	

than	not	simultaneous	and	interdependent?	In	this	paper,	I	want	to	tackle	such	issue	with	

the	theoretical	insight	of	“folding”	as	an	analytical	concept,	and	with	the	empirical	focus	put	

on	 the	political	 affordance	of	material	 infrastructures	 (Knox,	 2017;	Marres,	 2012).	While	

the	material	politics	of	infrastructures	is	to	be	examined	in	details	in	the	next	section,	here	I	

want	to	extend	my	elaboration	on	the	term	“folding”	by	drawing	on	a	sci-fiction	(Hao,	2015)	

and	a	post-structuralist	philosopher	(Deleuze,	1993).	Intensive	urban	experiences	in	China	

are	 well	 portrayed	 in	 Folding	Beijing	 (Hao,	 2015),	 a	 sci-fiction	 that	 won	 the	 2016	 Hugo	

Award	for	Best	Novelette.	In	this	fiction’s	setting,	the	urban	space-time	of	Beijing	has	been	

divided	into	three	layers,	occupied	by	three	classes	respectively,	and	folding	and	unfolding	

in	a	given	turn	that	prohibits	border-crossing.	By	telling	a	story	where	a	precarious	worker	

at	 the	 third	 layer	breaches	 the	 law	 to	deliver	 a	message	 in	 the	upper	 layers	 and	 to	 earn	

money	for	his	adopted	daughter’s	education,	Hao	accurately	describes	an	ordinary	life	that	

is	quite	 familiar	 to	almost	everyone	 in	Beijing	at	present.	This	 fiction	 is	real	 in	 the	sense	

that	a	socio-spatial	reordering	process	is	indeed	unfolding	in	the	state-led	deintensification	

process	 in	Beijing,	which	sets	a	 limit	to	the	potential	of	social	 infrastructures	(cf.	Simone,	

2004,	2014)	and	 requires	us	 to	 attend	 to	 the	manifold	and	dynamic	parameters	 that	 are	

politically	(re-)shaping	urban	density/	intensity.		

	

In	this	story,	we	can	see	also	the	analytical	potential	of	the	term	“folding.”	While	being	used	

only	in	a	metaphorical	way	in	Hao’s	sci-fiction,	folding	is	a	keyword	in	Deleuzian	topology	

(Allen,	2011;	Deleuze,	1993).	For,	 it	 is	with	 folds,	 turns	and	 twists	 that	various	 intensive	
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relationship	manage	to	establish	social	proximities	over	physical	distances	and	vice	versa	

(Allen,	2011,	p.	290).	Topological	connections	and	relatedness	can	become	sources	of	both	

the	state	authority	and	discontents	and	contestations.	In	the	narrative	of	Folding	Beijing,	as	

well	as	in	the	general	process	of	state-led	deintensification,	the	shadow	of	the	authoritarian	

regime	and	the	reach	of	 its	“power”	looms	large,	no	matter	how	urban	space-times	per	se	

are	made	and	remade.	Facing	this	topological	consistency	in	the	enduring	power	relations,	

we	need	to	move	a	step	further	to	explore	how	power	is	practised	spatially	and	how	far	its	

consistency	is	sustained.	In	this	vein,	I	think	folding	is	a	better	metaphor	than	verticality	in	

depicting	local	density	dynamics	and	the	associated	socio-spatial	effects,	whereby	we	can	

see	 clearly	 that	 this	 problem-space	 is	 first	 and	 foremost	moulded	 through	urban	politics	

and	urban	political	economy.	Here,	we	are	also	equipped	to	further	conceive	a	topological	

framework	for	understanding	the	enduring	relations	that	shape	and	reshape	urban	density:	

towards	the	geography	of	power	density.		

	

Houchangcun	Road:	the	geography	of	power	density	

In	the	process	of	 folding	Beijing’s	urban	space-time,	 the	previous	order	of	 things	 is	being	

deformed	to	make	way	for	the	socio-spatial	reordering	towards	an	emerging	urban	society.	

To	capture	the	enduring	power	relations	underlying	this	process,	a	promising	direction	is	

to	empirically	identify	a	case	where	the	deformations	are	significant	and	hence	vivid.	Road	

infrastructures	can	be	a	good	candidate	because	of	their	affective	forces	and	the	associated	

“technologies	for	delivering	progress	and	development”	(Harvey	&	Knox,	2012,	p.	521).	In	

the	case	of	China’s	great	urban	transformation,	the	infrastructures	like	urban	roads	are	also	

with	political	and	political-economic	significances	because	they	often	mark	the	end	of	the	
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previous	lived	landscapes	(either	rural	or	urban),	the	start	of	urban	space	(re-)production,	

and	a	pre-condition	of	the	state’s	land	business	(Y.	Chen,	2009;	Zhao,	2017).	By	rigorously	

approaching	such	situations	of	forming	(new	densities)	and	deforming	(old	densities),	we	

can	see	more	clearly	the	dialectics	between	changes	and	enduring	relations,	and	in	so	doing	

uncover	the	topological	patterns	of	power	density.	And	in	this	sense,	road	infrastructures	

embody	a	spatial	setting	where	the	topologies	of	(state)	power	and	the	materiality	of	urban	

politics/	political	economy	are	articulated	with	each	other.	This	is	a	key	point	I	am	going	to	

further	elaborate	with	the	case	of	Houchangcun	Road	in	Beijing.	

	

Houchangcun	Road	is	 located	at	the	north-western	frontier	of	Beijing’s	expanding	central	

area.	In	the	last	few	decades,	it	had	been	serving	a	local	village	named	Tangjialing,	until	the	

late	2000s.	At	that	time,	Tangjialing	became	famous	nationally	for	accommodating	tens	of	

thousands	of	migrant	workers,	many	of	whom	were	with	university	and	even	postgraduate	

degrees.	Labeling	 them	 the	 “ant	 tribes”	 (蚁族,	yizu),	 the	academia	and	 the	general	public	

were	shocked	by	 the	contrast	between	 their	education	background	and	 the	“dirty,	messy	

and	disappointing”	environment	of	living	in	the	village	(Gu	et	al.,	2015;	Lian,	2009).	Similar	

to	many	other	informal	settlements	in	the	global	south,	a	key	characteristic	of	Tangjialing	

was	its	high	density	of	population.	Aiming	to	“remedy”	such	a	situation,	Beijing	Municipal	

Government	(BMG)	announced	a	list	of	50	“key	villages”	in	July	2009,	including	Tangjialing,	

as	principal	areas	of	decreasing	the	undesired	density,	beautifying	the	urban	environment,	

as	well	as	reestablishing	the	social	order	(Beijing	Daily,	2009).		
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Figure	1.	Locating	Houchangcun	Road		

(Source:	https://ditu.amap.com;	last	accessed	on	20	October	2019)	

	

After	removing	Tangjialing	village	completely	from	the	urbanising	landscape,	this	area	was	

turned	 into	 a	 combination	 of	 376,200	 square	 metres	 of	 resettlement	 housing	 (only	 for	

villagers	 with	 local	 Beijing	 hukou,	 excluding	more	 than	 90%	 of	 the	 previous	 population	

such	as	 the	 “ant	 tribes”),	238,000	square	metres	of	 land	 for	business	and	 industrial	uses	

(for	 the	 village	 collective	 that	 is	 formed	 by	 villagers	with	 local	hukou),	 and	 2.27	million	

square	metres	of	green	space	that	was	later	named	“Zhongguancun	Forest	Park”	(BMCRW,	

2010;	Zhang,	2012).	Meanwhile,	the	surrounding	area	of	Tangjialing	was	incorporated	into	

“Zhongguancun	National	Demonstration	Zone	of	Independent	Innovation”	and	designated	

for	the	development	of	software	industries	–	the	above	forest	park	was	accordingly	named.	

As	a	critical	state	project,	Zhongguancun	Software	Park	has	been	developed	drastically	since	

the	early	2010s:	from	2010	to	2018,	the	number	of	enterprises	it	accommodated	rose	from	

Houchangcun	Road	
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216	to	687	–	including	such	leading	technology	multinationals	as	Baidu,	Didi,	IBM	(Beijing),	

Lenovo,	Sina	and	Tencent	(Beijing);	and	the	annual	income	of	these	enterprises	witnessed	a	

ten-fold	increase	in	the	same	period,	from	RMB	24	billion	to	250	billion2	(ZHSP,	2019).	It	is	

for	this	reason	that	people	intend	to	label	this	place	the	“Silicon	Valley	of	China,”	especially	

after	the	completion	of	Phase	Two	of	this	software	park	in	2015	(H.	Li	et	al.,	2016;	Zhou	&	

Mu,	2018).		

	

Witnessing	the	quick	decrease	of	undesired	density	and	the	dramatic	increase	of	densities	

of	green	and	high-tech,	this	four-kilometre-long	Houchangcun	Road	remained	the	same	in	

its	original	place.	It	continued	serving	the	emerging	centre	of	China’s	IT	industries	with	its	

two-way	 four-lane	 setting	after	2015,	until	 a	 summer	 storm	 in	 the	next	 year	 rendered	 it	

“the	most	congested	in	the	universe”	(Han	&	Xiang,	2016).	Here	is	an	excerpt	from	a	news	

report	of	this	moment/scene,	which	shows	vividly	the	extent	of	congestion	in	this	road	as	

well	as	its	affective	impacts	on	many	people:		

	

“On	20	 July	 [2016],	Beijing’s	 sky	 fell	 violently.	As	 a	nationally	well-known	city	 for	

serious	 traffic	 jam,	 Beijing	 was	 immediately	 put	 into	 a	 more	 severe	 situation	 of	

congestions	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 storm.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 situation	 in	

Houchangcun	 Road	 was	 still	 unique	 –	 compared	 with	 other	 parts	 of	 Beijing,	

congestions	here	were	in	a	sense	tremendous	and	monumental,	which	brought	this	

	
2	World	Bank	official	exchange	rate	for	1	US	dollar	to	Chinese	yuan	is	6.77	in	2010	and	6.616	in	2018	(yearly	
average).	With	these	rates,	the	annual	income	here	is	USD	3.54	billion	in	2010	and	USD	37.79	billion	in	2018.	
(Source:	 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/PA.NUS.FCRF?locations=CN;	 last	 accessed	 on	 1	 December	
2019)	
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road	a	new	fame:	‘the	most	congested	road	in	the	universe.’	According	to	commuters	

who	work	at	Zhongguancun	Software	Park,	today	they	spent	on	average	70	minutes	

to	go	through	the	four-kilometre-long	road.	After	a	process	of	two	successive	bodily	

experiences	–	“sitting	in	cars	and	stuck	in	the	road”	and	“too	desperate	to	stay	put	

and	hence	get	off	cars	and	walk	in	the	storm”	–	many	of	them	eventually	managed	to	

arrive	at	the	company	by	lunch	time.”	(Han	&	Xiang,	2016)	

	

“The	most	 congested”	–	 this	 is	a	 label	 that	has	been	attached	 to	Houchangcun	Road	ever	

since	and	made	 it	well-known	nationally.	This	 label	 showcases	 the	 rise	of	an	unexpected	

urban	density,	which	is	neither	informal	nor	planned	but	is	with	significant	affective	forces	

in	shaping	the	process	of	socio-spatial	reordering.	There	are	two	key	factors	contributing	

to	the	road’s	congestion	and	its	effects.	First	of	all,	the	scale	of	employment	rose	together	

with	 the	number	and	scale	of	enterprises.	Local	planners	estimate	 that	 there	are	at	 least	

246,000	IT	workers	in	the	area	centred	with	the	software	park,	which	renders	this	area	the	

densest	 in	 terms	 of	 employment	 at	 the	 outskirts	 of	 central	 Beijing	 (outside	 the	 5th	 Ring	

Road)	(H.	Li	et	al.,	2016).	Second,	the	residential	choices	for	these	IT	workers	are	limited.	

With	 local	 statistics,	H.	Li	et	al.	 (2016)	 figure	out	 that	 IT	workers	 intend	 to	minimise	 the	

distance	of	commuting	and	concentrate	their	residential	choices	at	two	places:	the	first	 is	

right	around	the	software	park	(more	than	50%)	and	the	other	is	in	Huilongguan	(25%),	a	

neighboring	residential	community	 that	piloted	China’s	affordable	housing	policies	 in	 the	

late	1990s	and	is	now	the	biggest	community	in	Asia	(very	likely	in	the	world	as	well)	with	

more	than	360,000	residents	(T.	Li	&	Zhao,	2018;	Zhu	et	al.,	2019).		
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Between	the	two	dense	poles	(one	of	employment	and	the	other	residence),	Houchangcun	

Road	turns	out	to	be	the	main	–	and	only	–	passage,	where	the	whole	space-time	of	Beijing	

at	present	is	folded	into.	In	the	infrastructural	experiences	of	this	road,	which	seem	to	be	

congestion	at	first	glance	but	are	in	reality	the	everyday	effects	of	an	unintentional	density	

produced	by	the	process	of	state-led	de-intensification,	a	pattern	of	folding	–	echoing	Hao’s	

(2015)	illustration	–	reveals	itself.	In	this	pattern,	three	moments	of	(de-)intensification	are	

foregrounded,	namely,	the	demolition	of	Tangjialing	for	lowering	the	density	of	(undesired)	

population,	the	building	of	the	super-large-scale	residential	community	for	(the	unachieved	

goal	 of)	making	 the	 population	 density	 even	 at	 the	 urban	 level,	 and	 the	 clustering	 of	 IT	

industries	to	improve	the	density	of	technology	and	urban	innovations.	Three	layers,	of	the	

precarious	migrant	workers,	 the	emerging	urban	middle	class,	as	well	as	 the	high-skilled	

and	high-income	people	 respectively,	 encounter	with	each	other	 in	 the	deforming	of	 this	

road	and	condition	the	latter’s	destiny	of	being	“the	most	congested	in	the	universe.”	This	

congestion	 is	 induced	 by	 the	 state’s	 folding	 together	 of	 various	 dimensions	 of	 the	 urban	

process	and	is	experienced	in	an	infrastructural	way	by	the	tens	of	thousands	of	workers	–	

in	IT	industries	in	particular.	It	hence	marks	an	alternative	density	(of	both	the	traffic	and	

power)	 that	 is	produced	 topologically	by	 the	 consistent	power	 relations	with	 the	 central	

role	of	the	state,	which	is	simultaneously	disabling	the	modern/	high-tech	imaginations	of	

the	urban.	

	

This	alternative	density	of	the	“infrastructural	lives”	not	only	sets	a	limit	to	the	state’s	will	

to	power	and	legitimacy	but	also	paves	the	way	for	our	investigations	of	the	socio-political	

process	 of	 urban	 infrastructures	 and	 densities	 (Graham	 &	 McFarlane,	 2015;	 McFarlane,	
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2016).	 It	 is	 through	 these	 ruptures	 and	 disabling	 effects	 that	 the	 political	 affordance	 of	

material	infrastructures	is	vividly	put	into	play,	which	in	turn	facilitates	our	understanding	

of	politics	from	the	perspective	of	material	participation/	engagement	(Knox,	2017;	Marres,	

2012).	 In	a	topological	 framework,	such	ruptures	work	powerfully	to	uncover	the	folding	

nature	of	the	state-led	de-intensification	and	socio-spatial	reordering.	Here,	Houchangcun	

Road	and	its	congestion-density	not	only	brings	together	multiple	dimensions	of	the	urban	

experiences	but	also	generates	a	gap	in	the	enduring	power	relations	that	are	underlying	

China’s	urban	process.	In	this	disturbing	moment,	we	are	able	to	join	Euler	and	figure	out	

specific	attributes	of	“shapes”	(read:	space-time)	that	remain	the	same	when	the	shapes	per	

se	 are	being	deformed.	The	 folding	of	different	and	often	contrasting	 layers/	densities	 in	

Houchangcun	Road,	as	discussed	earlier,	already	shows	vividly	what	the	manoeuvres	of	the	

state	are,	regarding	urban	densities,	and	how	and	how	far	the	manoeuvres	eventually	feed	

up	into	an	ironic	reverse.	

	

For	the	authoritarian	regime	that	has	been	sparing	no	effort	in	remaking	the	urban	space-

time,	the	forming	and	deforming	of	various	densities	are	by	and	large	taken	as	signals	of	its	

omnipresent	power	and	control	–	over	space	and	society	in	toto.	This	imaginative	pattern	

of	 authoritative	power	has	 far-reaching	affective	 forces	when	 it	works	well,	 since	people	

might	be	convinced,	ideologically,	by	the	conceived	modern	images	of	the	urban,	and	hence	

attend	more	to	changing	forms	and	shapes	of	the	city	than	the	enduring	(power)	relations	

that	are	more	fundamental.	But	this	congested	road,	however,	brings	a	gap	of	endurance	to	

the	fore	and	displays	the	actually-existing	limit	of	the	authoritarian	state	in	disciplining	the	

urban.	Hence,	in	this	gap,	we	can	see	a	crisis	of	the	state	project	of	urbanism	that	performs	
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to	be	hegemonic	(Shin	&	Zhao,	2018;	Zhao,	2017),	since	ruptures	as	such	clearly	denounce	

both	the	state’s	willingness	and	capacity	in	delivering	that	certain	vision	of	a	“modern”	and	

“inclusive”	city	they	have	claimed	to	do.		

	

And	at	this	moment,	we	are	also	invited	to	recognise	some	other	aspects	of	this	otherwise	

invisible	politics	of	urban	socio-spatial	reordering	–	which	are	also	consistent,	yet	silently.	

In	this	topological-political	landscape,	we	can	identify	the	voices,	discontents	and	sufferings	

of	those	migrant	workers	who	are	driven	away,	the	ordinary	residents	who	are	not	allowed	

to	 participate	 in	 (re-)making	 the	 urban,	 and	 the	 IT	workers	who	 are	 selected	 as	 “model	

citizens”	but	still	trapped	in	cars	on	a	daily	basis	in	Houchangcun	Road.	In	this	moment	of	

congestion,	disturbing	and	folding,	we	are	empowered	to	feel	“the	weight	of	the	world”	(cf.	

Bourdieu,	1999)	as	multifold	experiences	that	are	configured	politically	and	dynamically	by	

the	enduring	power	relations	in	the	urban	process.	Such	topological	consistency	marks	the	

core	 attribute	 of	 China’s	 urban	 transformation	 –	 one	 that	 “remains	 the	 same”	 no	matter	

how	the	urban	space-time	is	made	and	remade.	And	density,	in	this	urban	process,	means	

more	than	a	purely	morphological	representation	of	urban	changes	(in	terms	of	verticality	

or	metaphors	the	like);	what	we	should	focus	on	is	instead	the	underlying/	enduring	power	

arrangements	where	the	state	plays	the	central	role,	and	a	topological	perspective	could	be	

helpful	in	this	regard,	as	being	evidenced	in	the	case	of	Houchangcun	Road.		
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Figure	2.	The	official	discourse	of	“de-intensification”	in	Houchangcun	Road	at	Beijing	Daily	

(Source:	Yu	&	Wang,	2019)	

	

That	said,	 these	state	manoeuvres	continue	 in	de-intensifying	urban	space-time,	and	now	

with	the	congestion-density	at	Houchangcun	Road	as	a	new	focal	target	in	the	endeavours	

of	bridging	the	gap.	In	early	2017,	BMG	announced	that	this	road	was	to	be	expanded	from	

four	lanes	to	six	lanes	(Beijing	Daily,	2017).	In	mid-2018,	a	bicycle-only	highway,	the	first	of	

its	kind	in	Beijing,	was	also	proposed	to	connect	Huilongguan	and	Shangdi,	the	two	dense	

poles,	in	order	to	reduce	the	traffic	on	Houchangcun	Road	(BMG,	2018;	T.	Li	&	Zhao,	2018).	

Both	projects	were	completed	in	June	2019	(see	Figures	2	and	3),	which	not	tackle	so	much	

the	congestion	issue	per	se,	nevertheless,	as	they	represent	the	latest	moment	of	the	state’s	

interventions	in	infrastructural	lives	to	sustain	the	“enduring	power	relations”	in	the	urban	

process.	 This	manoeuvre	 further	 invites	 us	 to	 foreground	 the	 dialectic	 between	 changes	

and	endurance	in	topological	dynamics.	In	the	case	of	urban	densities	in	Beijing,	to	recap,	

what	matters	the	most	is	the	state’s	will	to	power	and	legitimacy	than	any	other	concrete/	
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material/	lived	form	of	urban	densities.	A	topological	geography	of	power	density	emerges	

here,	in	this	spatio-political	process	of	urban	change,	which	in	my	view	works	both	in	and	

beyond	Houchangcun	Road.		

	

	

Figure	3.	The	bicycle-only	highway	between	Huilongguan	and	Shangdi	

(Source:	photo	by	author,	25	September	2019)	

	

Epilogue	

This	paper	lays	its	foundation	in	topological	thinking	and	the	analytical	concept	of	“folding”	

–	 borrowed	 from	a	 sci-fiction	 (Hao,	 2015)	 and	 a	 post-structuralist	 philosopher	 (Deleuze,	

1993)	simultaneously.	Articulating	such	a	topological	framework	with	infrastructural	lives	

of	the	ongoing	socio-spatial	reordering	in	Beijing	–	and	in	Houchangcun	Road	in	particular	

–	I	figure	out	the	way	in	which	the	authoritarian	state	manages	to	sustain	its	will	to	power	
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and	 legitimacy	 and	 renders	 this	will	 a	 kernel	 of	 the	 geography	of	 power	densities	 in	 the	

urban	process.	In	changing	densities	of/	around	Houchangcun	Road	in	the	previous	decade,	

three	of	them	are	of	particular	significance:	lowering	the	density	of	undesired	population,	

making	the	population	density	even	at	the	urban	level,	and	improving	the	density	of	green	

and	high-tech.	When	these	density	dynamics	are	being	folded	together,	however,	a	new	and	

unexpected	density	is	given	birth	to,	which	is	embodied	in	the	label	of	the	road	as	“the	most	

congested	in	the	universe,”	and	which	is	neither	informal	nor	planned.	For,	this	congestion-

density	 is	 induced	by	 the	state’s	 folding	 together	of	various	dimensions	of	urban	process	

and	is	experienced	in	an	infrastructurally	disturbed	way.	Such	a	disturbing	moment	is	with	

political	significance,	since	it	showcases	the	political	affordance	of	material	infrastructures	

by	bringing	to	the	fore	a	gap	of	endurance	and	revealing	the	limit	of	the	authoritarian	state	

in	disciplining	the	urban.	In	addition,	this	paper	also	uncovers	the	power	of	the	topological	

framework	in	investigating	the	dialectics	between	changes	and	enduring	power	relations.	It	

is	from	this	perspective	that	we	are	invited	to	examine	the	complex	articulations	in	which	

the	material,	 social	 and	 experiential	 dimensions	 of	 urban	 density	 are	 rendered	 into	 part	

and	parcel	of	the	enduring	power	arrangement	and	its	reproduction.		

	

The	role	of	the	state	(especially	the	topological	consistency	of	its	reach)	in	the	socio-spatial	

reordering	of	China’s	urban	process	is	remarkable	because	it	reminds	us	the	significance	of	

concrete	political	mechanisms	underlying	a	world	of	intensive	heterogeneities.	McFarlane	

(2016)	suggests	that	such	a	set	of	intensities	is	better	studied	with	an	assemblage	approach	

where	living	experiences	should	be	foregrounded.	Concurring	with	the	analytical	power	of	

this	approach,	I	want	to	add	a	comment	that	the	dialectics	between	changes	and	enduring	
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power	relations	should	be	attended	to	as	well,	 in	which	the	state	also	and	always	plays	a	

role.	By	situating	the	state’s	logic	and	rationales	in	the	daily	and	infrastructural	lives	where	

the	enduring	power	relations	and	associated	state	effects	are	often	significant,	we	will	be	

able	to	recognise	the	reach/	limit	of	social	infrastructures	in	the	political	making	of	urban	

densities	and	accordingly	to	conceive	the	alternative	approaches	to	urban	space	and	justice.	

And	this	may	in	turn	generate	new	articulation	points	between	research	on	urban	densities	

and	the	fruitful	studies	on	the	“everyday	state”	(see	Anjaria,	2011;	Corbridge	et	al.,	2005;	

Doshi,	2013;	Roy,	2009	for	some	empirical	cases),	which	hopefully	could	further	bridge	the	

gap	between	the	broader	fields	of	urban	political	economy	on	the	one	hand	and	materiality	

studies	on	the	other	(see	Schindler,	2017)	–	towards	a	better	world	of	cities.		
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