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“Now you can't go to the cemetery to visit someone who has been  
through green burials.  

You have to go to the internet (laughs) to look into the images and videos etc., 
 now it’s not like we can honour them with some flowers.”  
(Ire, co-founder of the Enable association December 2021) 

 

 

Immersion  

This paper attends to the materialisation of “seameteries”, new resting places for the 

dead and the ways in which actors of the funeral industry care for them. Hong Kong 

has one of the most liquid real estate markets in the world, and it is within the 

archipelago’s saturated urban space that an oceanic turn — involving marine zones 

dedicated to the scattering of ashes and web platforms on which one can “surf” to 

visit the dead— has emerged. The paper asks: how do H2.0 burials potentially 

reconfigure ways of caring for the dead? And I suggest that sea burials potentially 

“spectralize” ancestors by preventing them from moving passed the critical state of 

“Gui2,” or ghost in Cantonese.  

 By situating this research in the context of Hong Kong, an archipelago whose 

history and (extremely dense) urban make-up is inseparable from its relation to water, 

the question becomes about what happens to (necro)waste when land is so scarce, 

when space is finite? Where can the dead rest when, as I’ve been told countless times, 

“people in their lifetime already struggle to find a place to live” and sleep at night? In 

addition to its urban density, Hong Kong also happens to have a large and growing 

elderly population that is rendering the question of disposing of the dead even more 
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acute. This urgency has been exacerbated by SARS pandemics that have affected 

Hong Kongers, the Covid-19 pandemic being its latest manifestation.  

 To mitigate urban pressure and remediate the accelerating speed at which the 

dead circulate through the funeral industry, the Food and Environmental Hygiene 

Department (FEHD) has been increasingly pushing the dead off shore, into the water 

and online. In 2014, it launched sea burials, supplemented by an already existing 

Internet Memorial Software (IMS) on which visitors can also “surf” to visit their dead.  

During 8 months, in 2021, I shadowed and conducted interviews with funeral 

workers as well as designers and government employees in their attempt to care for 

the dead. Through watery media, this care attempts to provide and materialize new 

resting places for the dead while opening and rendering transparent what is 

sometimes deemed as being a black boxed and opaque industry. 

 In order to sound out how the emergence of H2O and more particularly 2.0 

“seameteries” in Hong Kong’s waters reconfigure ways of attending to and caring for 

the dead, I build on a media ecological approach. This approach allows me to 

apprehend the sea and the digital realm as a media, that is as an apparatus of 

mediation which produces forms of (de)subjectification, which in the case of this 

research occurs by way of “spectralization”, or so I argue. Giorgio Agamben (2007) 

expanded the notion of apparatus originally coined by Michel Foucault. Beyond the 

realm of institutions and their production of subjectivities, for Agamben an apparatus 

consists of any physical device of mediation that not only produces subjects, but 

which also produces what he calls “spectral subjects,” that is, disembodied subjects 

whose relation to matter has been severed by apparatuses’ mediations. The 

‘ecological’ approach to understanding media (to be differentiated from mass media 

[see Bardini, 2016]) that I am taking here widens our scope in terms of how the 

environment, whether ‘natural’ or technological, composes a medium which, in the 
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context of this research, acts less as an extension of the human body (McLuhan 1994) 

than as a milieu that conditions our individual and collective attention, and produces 

a bewitchment (Citton, Neyrat & Quessada 2012).  

 In what follows I attend to the digital remediation of the sea’s remediation of 

the dead, in short: to the dead’s hypermediation (Citton, 2015). Rather than pitting the 

analogical and digital against each other, the ‘old’ against ‘new’ media and their 

effects on hermeneutic practices, I follow Citton and Katherine Hayles’ call for a 

practice in comparative media to look at how the sea (analog and digital) brings about 

specific modalities of attention by which the dead are (de)subjectified. I suggest in 

this paper that the oceanic turn to burials initiated by the government fast tracks the 

dead out of the realm of the living and prevent them from moving passed the critical 

state of “gui2,” or ghost in Cantonese. As spectral dead subjects stuck as ghost 2.0 

and H2O, “gui2” are depotentialized of their capacity to turn into proper ancestors 

and (positively) affect the living by channelling qi energy. The current digital turn of 

burials ultimately appears as a counterproductive immunitary politics that causes the 

living to lose touch with the dead, thus falling short of fostering a meaningful 

connection between the living and the dead, while also turning ‘nature’ and 

particularly the sea into the ultimate ghost (Citton, 2018).  

 

Backtracking on processes of fast-tracking 

Hong Kong is said to have one of the most “liquid” real estate markets in the world, 

with a high frequency of transactions (Leung, Ng & Tang, 2020). In this saturated and 

fluid urban space, accommodating human remains in cemeteries has been an 

environmental, political, and design challenge since the 1970s. While cremation has 

been promoted for the past 40 years, “green” or “ecocentric” ways of disposing of 
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the dead (Barnett, 2018; Löki et al., 2019) have been brought to the forefront for the 

past decade in Hong Kong (Chan, 2016). 

Since the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912, and even more so 

under the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since 1949, spiritual practices around 

death and burials have been the target of reforms. Traditional funeral ceremonies, 

involving the burning of sacrificial paper offerings to help the dead find their way into 

the underworld, were deemed superstitious or feudalistic and have thus been 

repressed under the Chinese Communist Party’s materialist ideology and Marxist 

political project (Yiwu, 2003; Goossaert, 2017a; Whyte, 1988). Although such practices 

have experienced a revival since the demise of Mao Zedong (Aveline-Dubach, 2012), 

traditional burials are now once again the object of the Xi Jinping’s nationalist and 

environmentalist policies (Kipnis, 2021). 

Though cremation involves the emission of harmful pollutants (Lee, et al., 

2022; Boningari & Smirniotis, 2016), so-called “green burials” involving the scattering 

of ashes are promoted as ecological. Beside the environmental rhetoric, green burials 

have taken precedence for economic reasons: namely, to make space for agricultural 

production on the mainland (Kipnis, 2021; Friedman et al, 1991) and real estate 

development in Hong Kong. 

In order to dispose of the dead more efficiently, the government began 

importing crematorium technology from Great Britain in the 1970s (Teather, 1999). 

Unlike on mainland China, cremation was never made mandatory under British 

colonial rule in Hong Kong. It nevertheless became the norm, due to sheer urban 

pressure and the city’s rapidly growing population (Goossaert & Palmer, 2011; Oxfeld, 

2020). Further, cremation became the default option for most people because of 

increased migration from the mainland, migrants’ inability to be buried on the 
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mainland due to the nationalization of land and because of discriminatory burial 

policies toward Hong Kong Chinese residents (Teather, 1999; Chan, 2016; Chan, 2019). 

However, “green burial” cremation is at odds with traditional spiritual practices 

of care for the dead. Although cremation is practised in Buddhism and is thus not 

completely foreign to Chinese culture (Yeoh & Tan, 1995; Waters, 1991; Lee, 1988), it 

does contradict a philosophy of gestures of care for the dead as they are practised in 

Chinese folk traditions (i.e. informed by Taoism, Buddhism and Confucianism, see 

Goossaert, 2017a; Javary, 2012). Unlike grave sites or urn niches, the scattering of 

ashes in gardens of remembrance and at sea does not offer a stable and single 

location from which qi, the energy that brings good fortune to the family, can be 

channelled.  

 

Afloat and traceless  

For the past decade, Hong Kong’s government has been inciting people to turn to 

green burials by emphasising Taoist tropes of human-nature harmony, promoting the 

sea, and concomitantly the internet, as the ultimate resting place. To that end, marine 

zones have been designated for the scattering of cremated remains, while digital 

memorial platforms offer mourners a medium through which to re-member them. 

The government has been relying on the Internet Memorial Platform they set up in 

2010 in order to provide the dead a new modality of presence. As a government 

employee explained to me in an e-mail, the IMS is “a free memorial website and 

enables users to create memorial webpages for their loved ones. … Users can furnish 

the webpages with stories, photos or videos of the deceased, express condolences, 

give electronic offerings, etc.” It helps counter the limits that the ocean as a resting 

place poses. If in the ocean the dead are nowhere to be “located” other than in one’s 
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heart, as I have been told many times, and particularly so from Christians, the Internet 

Memorial Service hopes to provide everything the sea does not:  

 

“Nowadays, public are widely using Internet to communicate, we setup the IMS 
which can allow people to link up with their relatives and friends around the 
world in showing and sharing their affection for the deceased through a 
dedicated webpage. Besides, it is convenient for users to worship their lost 
loved ones anywhere and anytime without limitation when comparing with the 
traditional one.” (personal email exchange, January 2022) 

 

 Although many such Internet Memorial Platforms are increasingly being 

introduced as a component of funeral services (see for instance the work of Xu, 2022 

; Zhang,  Xiang, & Hao, 2019), and in spite of “(being) a simple and user-friendly 

platform for the public to create their own memorial webpages,” people and their 

dead don’t quite seem to stick to the internet. There are 18 000 registered users of 

Hong Kong’s digital memorial platform (as of January 2022 and as indicated by a 

government employee), While one of my interlocutors indicated that the platform “is 

running smooth, so far” without “any malfunction of the system”, another source from 

the government suggested however that registration to the platform just added 

another layer of bureaucracy. A short lag in time between a death and its digital 

remediation was often enough for people to get lost in transduction, from one milieu 

to another. If people initially register, many fail to connect themselves and activate 

their account once registered by the FEHD. 

 With low traffic apart from an increase in “the usage rate / hit count of the IMS 

during Ching Ming / Chung Yeung Festival period”, the platforms remain quite dead 

themselves and rather unattractive to the people involved in the funeral industry I 

got to speak to. As Frank (pseudonym), a funeral worker once told me, the internet 

does not quite provide a meaningful and respectful way to connect with the deceased 
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because people “need to connect with the body”, the body of the living and that of 

the deceased. The existing internet platform invisibilizes both bodies.  

 It is the contention of this article that although the internet memorial aims to 

provide a “site” onto which family members can connect and meet, it further 

accentuates the scattering of the deceased. While the dead are accessible 

“everywhere”, they cannot really be found anywhere. The digital memorial platform 

removes all politics of location by promoting the possibility of seeing the dead 

everywhere at any time. By claiming this view of the dead from nowhere, the platform 

reinstates a disembodied point of view, a point of view removed from material 

implications. The materiality of the interface is being invisibilized as much as the 

polluted ocean in which ashes are drowned in biodegradable plastic bags is relegated 

as mere invisible background by the government. Although the web platform gives 

the deceased a networked self (Rotman, 2008), it remains disembodied, with gestures 

reduced to a predetermined click, the invisibilization of the materiality of those 

milieux creates an innocent and disembodied objective point of view from nowhere 

(Haraway, 2002). This atrophy of gestures coupled with the floating presence of the 

dead turns it into a floating ghostly figure (as gui2 are represented without feet in 

Chinese folk culture), and render the platform literally dis-affected, that is, emptied 

of corporeal affects. 

 At stake here is less the fact that the remediation enabled by the web platform 

is digital, but that it remains a mere metaphoric representation of the dead locked 

into a software architecture. Hong Kong-based media theorists Damien Charrieras 

and François Mouillot (2015) have shown how the digitalization of music instruments 

constrain the creativity of performers precisely because the platforms are merely 

metaphors of instruments, mimicking instruments’ layout and studios, and thus 

limiting their capacity to com-pose (“faire avec”), in the literal sense of the word, to 
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play with the instrument, and ultimately to create music. In the case of the IMS and 

other similar platforms, such sites merely mimic cemeteries and/or rely on symbolic 

icons such as the portrait of the deceased, the digital icon for flowers. The web 

platform appears as merely instrumental. Its layout forces therapeutic practices of 

care to fit within standard actions reduced to a click1, inhibiting potential innovative 

interaction between mourners and the digital instruments provided for them to 

interact with the dead.  

 What disappears then is the texture of communication rendered ultra “smooth”, 

f(r)ictionless, as some government employees I got to talk to emphasised. Yet it is 

those frictions that feed the necessary fictions by which we keep the dead alive with 

us, through us. All those bodily gestures that betray and incarnate the dead through 

the flesh of the living. The current digitalization of the dead as it is carried out on the 

existing platform disembodies them, limiting their presence to the heart, as I’ve been 

told many times. It is thus not only that without any physical location to be found the 

dead cannot become ancestors and bring luck to the family, it is also that it becomes 

harder for them to live and be lived. In fact, belief in folk practices deemed 

“superstitious” by the government are corporeal events that need to be-lived and 

incarnated. 

 The digital platform of the memorial, just like the bureaucratic processes and 

the rational and utilitarian aspects that follow the passing of someone, is problematic 

therapeutically because it proscribes healing by occulting feelings and finding one’s 

way of re-membering. By doing so, it precisely disembodies and erases the dead, 

removing them from the realm of the living. For the dead are never quite completely 

dead. Pragmatically, they are literally being re-incarnated through the living, feeding 

 
1 On a critique of the digital and the atrophy of communication, see Han, Byung-Chul “ In the Swarm : 
Digital Prospects!"(2017). 
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other forms of life (Heinrich, 2013) and ways of living (Despret, 2017). From the 

insects and animals, as well as humans, living off the dead literally (from the dead’s 

food or the dead as food) and figuratively from the economies and gestures of care 

that grow from and attend the dead. It is precisely these ecologies emerging in the 

wake of the dead that so-called green and oceanic burials fail to address, leaving 

environmental concerns to a mere rhetorical device, a virtualization of some sort that 

ends up leaving nature as mere background on which to dispose of the dead.  

At the same time that the computerization, and in fact “spectralization” of the 

dead occurs, oceanic (analog and digital) burials perpetuate a modern understanding 

of nature as being an inanimate support system to be mobilised as a utilitarian 

function. The scattering, or rather drowning of ashes in biodegradable plastic bags at 

sea suggests a form of composting whereby the sea appears as a mere landfill for 

un/desired matter out of place, at least from a government perspective. Sea burials 

in Hong Kong take place nearby intense aquaculture sites, wastewater discharge and 

nearby marine dead zones where underwater life has withered under the effects of 

intense urbanisation, ocean acidification and intense fishing. Under those conditions, 

the ocean increasingly disappeared as a milieu that used to provide people with 

affective and semiotic dimensions, in ways that it fulfilled existence. 

 Digital burials as they currently take place under a predetermined set of 

conditions invisiblizing their own materiality and that of the ocean where the dead 

are drowned perpetuate the sea’s own residualization, to use Yves Citton’s expression 

(2018), where nature becomes the ultimate ghost, “the repressed of the repressed.” 

In lieu of policy recommendation, what follows is a speculative fabulation by which 

to imagine a hyper mediation of the dead through the live-streaming of a fictional 

seametery composed of human-coral holobiomes in Hong Kong seameteries. I take 

on the case of Hong Kong’s corals and their becoming gui2 lo3 (meaning both ghost 
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and white settler), bleached by waves of imperialism whose ripple effects have left 

marine life withering. It is a speculation about the spectres 2.0 and H2O of humans 

whose skeletons are turned into life support systems for lab-bred corals reintroduced 

onto the ocean floor. It started out as a rumour that I could never trace. Like a bait, it 

lured me into conducting fieldwork among the dead in Hong Kong. As human 

skeletons turn into exoskeletons for corals, this human-coral posthumous symbiosis 

is again remediated through live-streaming interfaces that allow mourners to visit 

and commemorate the dead while also attending to the re-emergence of underwater 

forms of life. The piece weaves together the human and environmentally dead in 

order to imagine how the former can resurrect the latter, and vice versa. Their 

becoming gains yet a supplementary degree of existence through live-streaming 

technology which channels, this time literally and materially, the qi energy previously 

left untapped and scattered in medial environments.  

 

Under-water-commons 

We’ve been under sea water, in the artificial sea, for as long as I can remember. 

Creatures of laboratories, test tube babies, the scientists pamper us. One day, some 

of us were moved to a much bigger tank. The pressure and acidity level felt different. 

It became harder to breathe. The water currents too weak, oxygen did not quite 

circulate. Our polyps became very pale, white like gweilos under the effect of 

underwater settlers. Some of us gave away our symbiotic algae, the zooxanthellae, 

the same way that other species would give their last breath.  

 In this open air aquarium that is the South China Sea, biologists traded their 

white lab coats for black neoprene wetsuits, made of fossil fuels that others pumped 

offshore. With care, they repopulated a depleted underwater fauna and flora. One by 

one, they anchored us into the folds of 3D printed statues, like replicas of the famous 
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terracotta soldiers who were buried with the first emperor, Qi Shi Huang, to keep 

protecting him in the Yeung realm. Like those terracotta soldiers, we reincarnate this 

ancient funeral art. Although this time, it’s a mutual give and take, a reciprocal capture 

of some sort. We protect the dead and they protect us in return. A symbiotic art. We 

become sea soldiers in spite of ourselves. They call us “super-corals,” because for 

decades we’ve had to cope with thermal stress, with typhoons and tides of red algae, 

red like the molecular revolution that reverberates the ripple effect of the 

continentalization of a Chinese regime. This wave spurred by another, that of a salt-

water imperialism, salted and wasted water, by millions of people crammed into thin 

margins of land, islands, saturating and inflating a real estate bubble. A market said to 

be liquid, so liquid that it paradoxically led to the production of ever more concrete 

and land reclamation, drying up the sea. Liquidity and concreteness fully embedded. 

Talk about a polydoxe! The high speed frequency of trade that composes this liquid 

market is also felt though the high frequency of containerships passing, that 

transduces into an underwater cacophony, a sonic watersphere in which we can’t 

hear ourselves bubbling. The vibrations turn the sea into a kind of resonance machine, 

of noise ever more white.  

 After colonising our under-water-commons, they are now reverse-

engineering a gestural ecology by laying us on the front line, so that we can become 

a milieu, an in-between where schools of fish, mollusks and crustaceans can find 

shelter. The small gestures of scientists reanimate our withering ecologies, buried 

under the excess waste, leftovers of overconsumption. You’d think that earthlings 

would stop consuming, agglomerating on the shoreline in towers of concrete. From 

the point of view of the Earth, the sea has this power of attraction, gravitational and 

recreational at the same time. To remediate this rapid bleaching of our coral colonies 

due to the effects of underwater colonisation, scientists started grafting us onto 
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calcium-based support systems. Our exoskeletons grafted onto human skeletons. 

Partly coral, partly human, a “coralized” I to speak from.  

 A bit like polyps, human bodies grow flesh onto their skeletons. They live out 

of water but are 75% made of it. Their tears are salted, spilling out when they overflow 

with emotion. After their last breath, their flesh decomposes like our zooxanthellae 

swim away. Just as for us, only their bones, made of minerals, remain. They grind 

those friable rocks into a mineral powder that they use to make those statues on 

which we grow. That way they allow us to anchor ourselves, while we anchor the 

dead in return, reincarnating them in populating them organically, when otherwise 

they would drift away. 

 In turn, they protect us, for they have their own spillover effect, like a ripple 

effect on the surface of water: they create hypersensitive zones, untouchable natural 

reserves at the threshold of exhaustion. These areas used to be open to mourners 

twice a year. During the Qing Min and Chung Yeung festival, people used to come 

and swim and dive among us. Instead of sweeping the tombs, removing the lichens, 

the grass and leaves that colonise the concrete, they dove down to look at the dead 

and at us looking back at them. One day though, there was an accident. Someone 

drowned. Under the pressure, of emotion, of water coming from outside and inside, 

something happened. Some say it was a water gui2 attack in our haunted waters. 

Since then, only the scientists, immunised, or so they seem, dive with us. They 

attached photographic tentacles to rocks. Through them, they live stream us. 

Watching us become a-live. We’ve never left the aquarium. Earthlings look at us grow 

from their dry world, differently haunted from behind pixelated screens, salted tears 

sometimes leaking from their polypupils.  
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