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Abstract

=

Check for
updates

The world is currently facing a wave of data centre construction. Fuelled by an explosion of data production and the emer-
gence of edge computing, our cities are witnessing the materialisation of new architectural typologies that increasingly con-
volute notions of digital and bodily distinction. Whilst the last 2 decades have seen the proliferation of separate human and
post-human urban environments, here we consider the agency and performativity of human communities within increasingly
tangled contexts. As edge computing continues to bring the material reality of data processing closer to our physical bod-
ies, perhaps its time to reassess who, or what, our cities now serve. In an age of unprecedented digital transformation, when
our identities seem to be ever more intangible, how we might perform within environments that are increasingly catering to
our digital rather than bodily needs? Today, the Anthropocene expels nature to the periphery. Tomorrow, humans become

marginalised—*“weeds”, thriving in an epoch of data.
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1 Weeds

The ecology of weeds is a popular subject amongst artists
and scholars. The 2016-2018 Vera List Centre Prize for Art
and Politics was awarded to artist Maria Thereza Alves’
body of work Seeds of Change. Alves’ work studies New
York City’s colonial past and trade history through ballast
flora found on merchant sailing ships travelling through
European port cities. The ballast flora’s uncertain and
broad origins allow us to question the notion of plants that
“become native” (‘Maria Thereza Alives, Seeds of Changes:
New York, A Botany of Colonisation’, n.d. 2023).

For the 2018 Taipei Biennial, artists Jeffrey Hou and
Dorothy Tang, in collaboration with students from several
countries in the Asia—Pacific region, led similar research into
the origin of city weeds. Titled Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei
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(2018), Hou and Tang examined local plants to understand
the physiological characteristics and life histories of weeds,
as well as their adaptive features and exosystemic behav-
iour (‘TAIPEI BIENNIALEN—IJeffrey HOU and Dorothy
TANG’ n.d. 2021).

In contrast to research-based work addressing the topic
of weeds, artist Michael Landy in Nourishment (2002) high-
lights plants’ diaspora and their adaptability to “find little
bits of soil to prosper” through aestheticism, arguably to
the appeal of art collectors (Tate n.d. 2021). In addition,
the writer Nina Edwards in her book Weed (2015) extends
the relevance of weeds in today’s society beyond their eco-
logical or aesthetic characteristics, to their ability to grow
in unattended spaces, and thus their adaptability to complex
environmental contexts (Edwards 2015).

What is a weed? What defines weeds if the term “plants”
is insufficient to address their essence? In the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary, the label ‘weed’ refers to an unwanted wild
plant, a description that rejects the conventional biologi-
cal classification of plants into genus and species. Rather,
as a type of autonomous and nomadic vitality, weeds are
characterised by their ability to evade human dominance
and control, often squeezing through the cracks of man-
made surfaces. With their autonomous act of growing in
cities, urban weeds are relentless and dynamic, resisting
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Fig. 1 Untitled (Brussels), Joel Austin & Kwan Q Li, C-type photography, 2017

established labels and stereotypes in search of new possi-
bilities and hybridity (Fig 1).

In the age of the Anthropocene, climate change, and geo-
political conflict, plants have been persistently thrust into the
spotlight. From landscape design to botanical gardens and
urban greenery, plants can function as tokens of state power.
Plants have witnessed centuries of humankind’s develop-
ment, forming a sort of living archive of historic migration
through colonisation, industrialisation and globalisation.
Perhaps most pertinent to humanity’s current dilemma, the
ecological development of plants may also contain survival
instincts—much needed in today’s age. The study of weeds,
from how plants subvert the contemporary city to their
diasporic patterns, might also offer a glimpse into a post-
human, digital and virtual era.

2 Data

Today’s society can be marked by the transcendence of
physical economies into digital and virtual systems. We
live in an age of data augmented by networks, from global
freight, to cellular data, to the internet. Yet, these virtual
systems, and their around-the-clock global connectivity and
neoliberal identity, come at a cost. Each digital network ulti-
mately is designed, operated, and owned by nation-states
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and businesses who (often under the guise of privacy poli-
cies, and through tailored digital advertisements) deploy a
plethora of tactics to influence our behaviour and shape our
desire.! Simultaneously, such digital forces have brought
about a surge in surveillance technology, with examples
ranging from digital social credit systems in China, internet
censorship in Turkey, and big data analytics in the United
States and beyond (Liang et al. 2018).

Equally significant, though perhaps less acknowledged,
our digital and virtual society also takes place on an urban,
material scale, in cities across the world. Data centres, tel-
ecom hubs, and server farms are burgeoning across urban
areas, resulting in an architecture of businesses that exist
without human occupation. Home to endless social media
data, from dusted profile pictures to our politician’s latest
tweets, one may consider these architectural containers a
manifestation of twenty-first century identity.

With a lack of concern for human occupants, Face-
book’s Lulea server farm located in North Sweden, resides

! (Zuboff 2019) Social psychologist Shoshana Zuboff put forward the
example of Facebook’s experiment and the Google-Incubated aug-
mented reality game, “Pokémon Go”, as a human behaviour modifier,
in which the spell of Pokémon hunting has led players into designated
zones physically and triggered real-life experience.
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Fig.2 Facebook Data Centre, Lulea (Sweden), Joel Austin & Kwan
Q Li, Perspective drawing, 2019

in a geographic area defined by an extremely cool cli-
mate—this reality reduces the facility’s air conditioning
bill, but also confirms its dismissal of bodily concerns.
Contrastingly, the Qianhai Data Centre in Shenzhen,
China operates as a “digital lighthouse” for the regional
tech-hub. This building disguises the reality of placing
thousands of server racks in the heart of the city through
a series of artificial green terraces and a digital display of
traditional Chinese iconography (‘Qianhai Data Center’
n.d. 2021). This is an architectural design deceives the
cities and citizens it serves (Fig 2).

Fig.3 Equinix HK3, Tsuen
Wan (Hong Kong), Joel Austin
& Kwan Q Li, C-Print photog-
raphy, 2019

Being a crucial cornerstone of the internet of things,
edge computing exudes a similar vibe of spatial subver-
sion. Technically understood as a distributional strategy to
situate data processing closer to end users, or “the edge”,
this computing typology has been explicitly framed as an
architectural decision rather than a type of technology. A
decentralised paradigm to optimise bandwidth, latency,
resiliency, and data sovereignty, edge computing proposes
a trans-utopian value system and allows the offshoring of
data processing from isolated mega data centres to our
urban centres. It permits spontaneity to users, and almost
synchronises virtual happenings with the real clock. The
authenticity of life is recalibrated when more and more
data centres are found in our cities, the places we call
home.

The upcoming epoch of data is more than a contempo-
rary vogue of cyberpunk, speculative futurism or judge-
ment-day abjection. The “edge” of our data production
and consumption is growing exponentially, the new world
is becoming an infinite polygon of connections, defeating
the general isometric rules of physical space. With the
growing influx of post-human architecture in cities, all of
us, internet users, are contributing to the displacement of
humans from our current physical occupation and resetting
the ecosystem.

In addition to being a presence in our cities, the tower-
ing energy consumption of global data centres now stands
at around 220-320 TWh/year (Kamiya n.d. 2021), a figure
that would place them collectively amongst the world’s
twenty-five most energy hungry nations (Statista 2019).
Whilst these architectural amalgamations exist to serve
our digital needs, they are increasingly becoming a physi-
cal concern.
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Fig.4 A Weed and a cigarette outside a data centre in Hong Kong, Joel Austin & Kwan Q Li, C-type photograph, 2019

Fig.5 Qianhai Data Centre, Shenzhen, Joel Austin & Kwan Q Li,
Sectional Drawing, 2019
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3 Humans

The tropical climate, urban density and searing house prices
of Hong Kong make it an apt case to consider this quasi-dig-
ital dilemma. Paying the world’s highest average house price
of 2020 in Hong Kong allows you to acquire 1.6 equivalent
houses in Singapore, or almost 3 similar-sized houses in
New York City or Paris (Pascual 2020). This golden fable,
however, is disconnected with many Hongkongers who sim-
ply cannot afford to own a home. In 2016, more than two
hundred thousand residents, stretched their daily lives in
subdivided units (The Government of the Hong Kong Spe-
cial Administrative Region 2018).” These housing types are
unique to Hong Kong which has a median per capita floor
area tipping a merely 5.3 square metres (Research Office,
Information Services Division 2016).

People’s cry for affordable housing remains a linger-
ing echo, whilst the government of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR) has been incubating a
post-human architectural network beneath the familiar visu-
als of its local scenery. To enable the further growth of the

2 (The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
2018) Subdivided units (SDUs) are formed by splitting a unit of quar-
ters into two or more “internally connected” and “externally accessi-
ble” units commonly for rental purposes.
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internet and its data servers, the government has deployed a
specific set of policies since 2012. These measures include
incentivising the development of data centres within redun-
dant industrial facilities, leveraging greenfield sites, and
eschewing potential residential developments (Office of the
Government Chief Information Officer, HKSAR Govern-
ment 2016). As a result, the city is now home to more than
50 data centres. Within this particularly intricate context,
one may start to consider what lies in wait for local com-
munities faced with the progress of a new generation of
ideological and architectural forms. Who, or what, will pre-
vail when faced with such steep land shortage and satirical
housing adversity?

Following trends in automation and artificial intelligence,
data centres may one day operate and expand without any
human guidance. With much of the architectural typol-
ogy resembling a post-human aesthetic, one can forecast
a moment in time when human co-inhabitation is deemed
useless. This leaves one to ponder: in light of the world’s
foreseeable focus on data centres, where are the humans in
the “post-human city”?

In “New Dark Age”, the artist and writer James Bridle
pronounced the current age “dark”, not referring to any
literal darkness or intellectual void, but to an opaqueness
that impedes our comprehension of current situations and
our capability to respond accordingly (Bridle 2018). Many
of today’s relationships, communication, and transactions
occur without direct human touch. In a growing atlas of
social media existence, human identity is becoming increas-
ingly detached from biological interpretation. In 2019, Ins-
tagram announced a policy against excessively retouched
imagery and unsolicited facts, it fuelled a philosophical
crisis: if our digital existence needs to be policed due to
its implications on real-life, could our digital profile then
be considered a legitimate reality in itself—one that exists
beyond a mere reflection (Facebook 2019)? With Facebook’s
daily users exceeding 1.6 billion in 2019 (Noyes 2020), our
understanding of such phenomena is crucial to both our
digital confidence and our ability as humans to exhort an
alternative (Fig 3).

4 Weedists

Is it time for a hiatus? Are we as humans doomed hopeless?

Whilst our world digitises and potentially renders bio-
logical beings idle, a similar threat of forced co-existence
has been a familiar predicament for plants and other non-
human livings throughout our anthropological history.
Can we draw a parallel between the relationship of weeds
surviving through manhole covers, to that of humans sur-
viving amongst data centres? What lessons are there to
be learned from plants, their adaptability, growth, and

diaspora, that we can apply to an anticipated post-human
future?

Reflecting on the non-complying attitude of weeds in
relation to technological, man-made, and linear boundaries,
“weeds” is an umbrella term that does not specify any spe-
cies or genus. They are anonymous, everyday greenery that
grows almost independently. Against dominant and anthro-
pocentric urban design, weeds exemplify the ‘geographic
discontinuity’ that Michel Foucault once mentioned to
Gilles Deleuze in a conversation regarding ‘intellectuals and
power’. Their discussion suggested that instead of becoming
an outweighing force against the common enemy of power, a
diffused form of struggle (like weeds) might be a more effec-
tive resistance (Foucault 1976). Then, could we learn from
the phenomenological observation of weeds in postulating
our own post-human manifestation?

The weeds’ spirit can be further understood through the
philosopher Jacques Derrida, who developed the decen-
tralised, deconstructive approach against a regime of
totalisation, in other words, a plausible existence of fixed
organising principles in the world. Derrida proposes that
instead of taking ideologies as a zero-sum game, “free-
play” can be activated against established structures to
unleash a poly-directional paradigm (Derrida 1978). In
the speculative struggle between data and humans, per-
haps it is not about eliminating one or the other. A vision
of co-existence arises when humans learn to navigate a
linear, post-human future through freeplay founded on the
survival mechanisms of weeds; professing a new human
identity as “Weedists”.

The notion of “play” indeed rhapsodies the vanguard into
alternative social ideologies that pervade digital culture, sur-
veillance, and urbanity. When linear perspectives, such as
the binary of human and data, are questioned, one might
consider to engage with a radical normality. This “free fall”,
defined by artist and theorist Hito Steyerl, defines the expres-
sion as a multiplication and de-linearisation of given con-
textual horizons and established perspectives (Steyerl 2011).

Weedists, thus, are in search of a playful identity that
operates against a demarcation of our future. Can we break
through the universal toils of inflating the neoliberal infor-
mation age, can we outgrow boundaries and dismantle
hegemony through the cracks?

Weeds are modest plants, fluidly formless with an ability
to move effortlessly across social and physical boundaries.
Alves’ ballast flora reminds us how weeds possess diverse
histories, diaspora, and native languages without being dog-
matically defined or categorised. Weedists are a performance
within an urban evolution, the key to human survival in the
post-human city (Fig 4).
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5 Performance as survival

In 500 BC, the philosopher Plato claimed that an idea is
truth, its material is its imitation, and art is therefore a
semblance of that imitation, a copy of the copy (Bychkov
and Sheppard 2010). In 2020, we witness our world evolv-
ing into an algorithm-mediated lifestyle; a post-human
architectural collage where digital presence prevails over
physical reality. When the virtual is actualised, through the
virtualisation of the actual—the borders amongst Plato’s
notions of “truth”, “form” and “copy” become unprec-
edentedly blurred.

The eclecticism of such concepts can be explored in cul-
ture when new societal relationships are imagined through
art. This “aesthetic dimension”, as defined by the philoso-
pher Herbert Marcuse in 1970, is “the possible Form of a
free society”. By capitalising the word “Form”, Marcuse
emphasises that an imaginative manifestation, mediating
between rational consciousness and sensuous need, would
become increasingly subversive of capitalist institutions,
and could substantiate liberty and agency in the twenty-
first century’s digital explosion (Marcuse 1969).

In response to a quote from the scientist-philosopher
Michael Polanyi—“we can know more than we can tell”,
this abstraction of art can fill a gap in our digital uncon-
sciousness, rejuvenating a tacit knowledge and propelling
a development of collective intelligence (Polanyi 1967).

Future—as its urbanity propels towards a post-human
condition, the performance of humankind may become the
primary reason for our current humanised “cities” to per-
sist as a tangible proof of humanity itself. Whilst a simple,
top-down coding of our behaviour into binary and pro-
grammable formula may eventually fail to respond to our
physical needs, the perseverance of weeds can be seen as a
key to human survival. Recalling the previously discussed
Qianhai Data Centre in Shenzhen, a digital infrastructure
possessing green ornamentation upon its concealing ter-
races—whilst these plants are complicit in their participa-
tion in a programmed, de-human scenery, are they not still
alive and blooming to their fullest? Even in the face of
technological potency, on occasion the analogue approach
of resorting to ecology can be a progressive deviation, an
ideological short circuit. A key for humans to survive.

When our physical and social landscapes are gradually
torn down to be replaced by digital and physical architec-
tures, it is time for humans to toy with our own complexity.
The curtain is up—we perform as humans now, but our
truth, form, and copy may ultimately become weedist (Fig
5).

“Performing Weedist” is a speculative, theoretical
proposition by artist Kwan Q Li & architect Joel Austin,
formulating part of their artistic research project, “Data
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Urbanism: no humans in the city, but weeds”, supported
by the Design Trust Seed Grant and the Council for the
Arts at MIT. A related cinematic work is exhibited at the
2021 Venice Biennale International Architecture Exhibi-
tion, Hong Kong Pavilion. The project is digitally archived
at https://nohumans.city.

Funding 'Open Access funding provided by the MIT Libraries'.

Data Availability We do not analyse or generate any datasets, because
our work proceeds within a theoretical approach.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are
included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in
the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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