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Algorithmic Urban Imaginaries and
New Cities of Southeast Asia
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Introduction

[n December 2023, BBC Asia business correspondent Nick Marsh spent a night in Forest

City, Johor, Malaysia, to capture the atmosphere of one of Southeast Asia’s ambitious “new
futuristic cities.” He remarked, “Locals call it Ghost City ... it’s a bit dark—like someone

torgot to turn the lights on. Even in mid-afternoon, Forest City feels more like a haunted
house than a happy home” (BBC 2023). Once

Eﬁf-:f development began, the city housed only about 1% of that population. Dependence on
Chinese buyers, the COVID-19 pandemic, and other socio-economic issues have left it far

from its initial ViSion. '1"1:1:, the prﬂj:ct contnues to be promoted as a ﬂagship smart urban

dcwfup:fnt, with setbacks blamed on external ::hallcng;:s rather than its core techno-driven
approach.

Forest City Malaysia is just one of many new cities th |
. X ﬂ.'[ h g _ F ‘
predominantly in the Global South (Mot S Cot R 2{}2 emerged in the last decade

ers, built entirely from scratch, are often
3 - - 1 3 - ;I_

tal harmony. Promising luxury and symbolic affluence while deliberately omitting any visible

markers of social inequality, the
. , » tICY present a perfect, classless ; ey
appealing visualizations. However, ’ S Image of the future city, with
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This backdrop raises several important

aginaries of these new cities, and whose interests are prioritized in their creation? How do
dlgll-‘l_| media Ehf"P"-' 'iﬁh': urban imaginaries of these new cities, and what part do social media
algorithms play in this process? What are the social ramifications of these dynamics? How can
the process of constructing urban imaginaries be rethought to better incorporate social and
environmental justice into urban design and governance?

I'hese questions are at the heart of our chapter which examines three cmerging Southeast
Asian cities: New Clark City (NCC) in the Philippines, Forest City in Malaysia, and Indone-
sia’s new capital, Ibu Kota Nusantara (IKN). We explore the urban imaginaries shaping them
and their nies 1o economic and political interests, and in vestigate their connection to existing
inequalines and social and environmental justice issues. In doing so, we consider the lens of
pluriversal urbanism, which invites a reimagining of urban futures that are not singular or
technocratic but rooted in muluple ways of knowing, being, and building—grounded in lo-
cal contexts and artuned to diverse socio-environmental realities.

A Tale of Three New Cities

In this section, we delve into the tales of three ambitious new city projects: NCC in the Phil-
ippines, Forest City in Malaysia, and TKN in Indonesia. Designed with grand, futurisfh:* and
technocentric visions, these cities strive to be the archetypes of sustainability, m:lcudu:rnir}',l, and
livability. And yet, they also reveal the tensions berween innovation ;1mlh nclusmn,l environ:
mental concerns, and economic objectives. By r:vc;l'ling I;hi.‘lﬂf n:untr:fdh:tmns, W gmlnhmmghr
nto how urban imaginaries are constructed and their implications for the communiries they

intend 1o serve.

New Clark City (NCC), the Philippines
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Fygwre 25,1 Acerial view of the New Clark City Sports Hub.
Sowrce: Open access,

After Casanova’s term, NCC became a flagship project of President Rodrigo Duterte’s
“Build, Build, Build” (BBB) program (SCAD 2022). Under BCDA President Vince Dizon,
the city advanced further, completing sports facilities for the 2019 Southeast Asian Games.
[n 2020, BCDA and the Department of Agriculture launched an Agro-Industrial Hub to

support farmers and food security, while a partnership with the British Embassy contributed
to a central park and affordable housing. Once completed, NCC will be managed by BCDA
and incorporated into the Clark Special Economic Zone (Figure 25.1).

NCC presents itself as a smart city designed to overcome the infrastrucrural deficits of the
postcolonial metropolis. Yet, its development entailed the dispossession of Aeta communi-
ties and local farmers—land central to their livclihnuds——cnnstimting a violation of their
rights (Crabb, Agar, & Bohm 2024). Despite its high-tech promise, NCC is an exclusive and
disconnected enclave likely to reinforce inequality and serve clite ir;n:n:s!:s (Mouton 2021)

Amid Metro Manila’s escalating crises—climate vilnerability, traffic. and pulluﬁﬂn—"ﬁ:*;:
pmj:c[% a utupfan urban l'rn‘ag;inar}' of sustainability and innéwariun .‘ In pracuce hm':':v:r
it prioritizes private, often foreign, investment, elite interests, public debt :md‘ \mI's,.-u'u.:i.:dT
surveillance. Rather than addressing systemic urban L'haH:rlg:s It risks :1‘:2: ' jal
scgregation and enabling authoritarian governance ( | T

1 * | Therault & Saguin 202
Ultmately, NCC embodies the contradictions of modern i:inEr.um;kingai]n the Global

South: a smart, green vision marketed as progress while entrenching exclusion. displacement
and socio-spatial divides. y AiSPiacce ,

Forest City, M alaysia

A smart and green fururistic city that combines environ
edge technology to create an ideal, idyllic and technol
space ecosystem.

(Forest City 2025)
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Forest City,a $100 billion megaproject by China’s Co
four arnificial .ir'ul.m'-ﬁ? fﬁﬁ t.hr: E.n-aﬂ nlni' Malﬂ}'sja near the Johor Strait and Singapore. Launched
n 2013 and staricd consiruction in 2.['.'14, 't Was envisioned as a gated luxury enclave for up
to 700,000 r-_:hldrmh primarily targeting Chinese nationals. The new city is being promoted
s 4 futurisic blend of environmental sustainability and technological innovation, integrat-
ng a.,h'an.:n:d_ rcq:hnf'}lug}' Into t:t'clryd;.-.}' living and working spaces, largely through digital
| campaigns. 1 !"I.C [_"l-l‘l._'!llltl..f'[‘ I"IEEI"I-’1.|!|." relies on digj;l:'li':a[iuﬁ and dltomanton, L].Eil'!lg data-driven nar-

ratives to position itselt as smart and green. For instance, advanced 3D butlding models and
Building Information Modeling (BIM) automated design and quality checks, reducing waste
and costs. Smart sensors monitor and control energy usage remotely, while Building Energy
| Management (BEM ) systems further enhance sustainability by managing systems like HVAC
|Heatung, Vennlanon, and Air Conditioning) and lighting. The ciry’s 3D renderings high-
light 1t as a "green and smart” development with lush gardens, green walls, and pedestrian-
friendly designs, while car trathe and parking are relegated underground (Figure 25.2).
Despite 1ts green branding, Forest City has been criticized for its environmental impact,
notably the destructon of Malaysia’s largest seagrass field and damage to coastal mangroves.
More significantly, the project has harmed marginalized communities, particularly hsh-
ers, whose livelihoods have been threatened by habitat loss and declining fish stocks since

untry Garden Holdings, was built on

(allery.

Flure 25 ; A Model of Forest Ciry at its Marketing
Yoy Author
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reclamation began (Avery & Moser 2023). While Forest City includes publicly accessible
areas like the beach and town center, much of it remains gated, forming enclaves cut off from
nearby kampung (local sertlement) communities. In other words, the project offers buyers
a lush forest imaginary, while local residents bear the environmental, economic, and social
costs without equitable access to its facilities. Though technically part of Johor Bahru Dis-
trict, without integrated transport, economic planning, and coordination, Forest City risks
remaining a detached investment enclave rather than a meaningful part of the city.

I'he project’s urban imaginary reflects a broader trend of speculative urbanism, where ur-
ban greening is strategically used to deflect criticism while serving economic and geopolitical
interests (Avery & Moser 2023). Forest City exemplifies the intersection of local economic
development ambitions and the profit motives of Chinese investors. However, the gap be-
tween the project’s “smart city™ urban imaginary and its limited technological adoption,
coupled with its visible socio-economic and environmental impacts, has sparked opposition
from local stakeholders and political leaders.

Forest City highlights the tension between the state’s desire to position Iskandar Malaysia

as a green global competitor and the developer’s efforts to bolster its brand with selective
green and smart techniques—often at the expense of the local environment and residents

(Koh, Zhao, & Shin 2022). Initially planned to cover 1.600 hectares, the project was later
scaled down to under 405 hectares due to regulatory restrictions im posed by local authorities.
T'his tension arising from this speculative urbanism unearths the power dynamics between
stakeholders and reveals the interplay between sustainability, profit, and urban development.

Ibu Kota Nusantara (IKN), Indonesia

A smart, modern city that fulfils international standards and becomes |

urban design as a way of representing how far our nation ha
development.

sic. | an icon of
$ progressed in terms of

(IKN 2025)
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government,

T'hus came Nusantara, an IDR 466 trillion (USD 30 billion) project that began construc-
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torest and archi e
transform Indonesia’s civilization. chipelago city™ that would
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SUch as the
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sustainability, land disputes
Nave

h. Indigenous COmmunities
Balik and Paser tribes were excluded from decision-making about the capital’s

(Henschke & Utama 2020). As of August 2024, over 2,085 hectares of land
d contested within the 36,150-hectare project area. including

nent on tustomary territories (Kusumaputri 2024). These land
2 Srk contrage 1o the

Rﬂ“"_ﬂdhan 2024),
~ Like Fopegy City in Malaysia and NCC in the Philippines, Nusantara promotes a green
'migc

| Via jrs "Fﬂl'tﬁt Ei.[_!rl.'l'!- label and Fﬂ'ﬂmjﬂfﬁ of smart, :na:rg}'-n:tﬁci:nt infraf..truurun::. Yer
"ealiry diverges. ¢ Ommunities around the site report water and dust pollution. while strug-
Bling ¢, Ccess clean water (Widadio 2024). Four hectares of mangroves in Ealiklpapan Bay
:"?I'E cleared o dccommodate heavy equipment, and rock mining for construction caused
B Pollution 44 far away as Palu, Central Sulawesi. | | | |

" in the “Nagara Rimba Nusa” concept is an urban imaginary. Environmental

- " Tay Ic fauna— )
Warned that this so-called “forest” city could harm endemic fauna—from forest
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rangutans to bay species such as porpoises and

saltwater crocodiles (Greenpeace Indonesia 2024 ). According to the !“Jusaﬂtﬂﬂ; Capital C’_“!"
Authority, there are 440 threatened species in the planned capital city area, 136 of Which
are endangered and 34 highly endangered. “Forest” here does not mean reforestation o
avoiding concrete but serves as an aspirational contrast to Jakarta. As Fh': EE“:f planner Sofian
Sibarani said about “Nagara Rimba Nusa” in the early days of the project, W: have a chance
to design something much closer to an ideal city than anything we have now (Henschke &
Utama 2020). | |

[n summary, the urban imaginaries of new cities in Southeast Asia, ]l'lElllEiJHE Nusantara,
are shaped by visions of smart, green, technologically advanced living. These projects promise
relief from the dysfunctions of traditional cities—congestion, pollution, and overcrowding—
while projecting an image of futuristic utopias. Yet behind this alluring facade lic deeper
realities: socio-spatial exclusion, displacement, environmental harm, and the prioritization of
clite and foreign interests. These developments often produce isolated enclaves rather than
inclusive urban solutions. They reflect the tensions between sustainability rhetoric and the

speculative urbanism and authoritarian governance that frequently define large-scale projects
in the Global South.

dwellers such as proboscis monkeys and o

Algorithmic Urbanism, Urban Imaginaries, and Automated Utopia

Although these new cities vary in location, size, and cost, they share a common commitment
to the principles of “algorithmic urbanism.” The term was first introduced by Mark Swilling

(2015) to refer, in a broad manner, to urbanism driven by information and communication
technologies. Here, we define it as an emerging form of urban management and governance

where cities are increasingly shaped, operated, and regulated through algorithms that process
vast amounts of urban data. In this model, digital algorithms analyze and make decisions

based on real-time data flows guiding everything fr | ‘
| _  E g from trafhic systems and public services to
infrastructure and security. Unlike traditional urban planning, algorithmic urbanism depends

putation of city functions, driven by data patterns

and

phistication of smart urbanism. root d | .
" | _ , Footed in the “smart
concept, which draws from design frameworks that center advanced technologies and

data analytics (Gracias et al. 2023: Ju. Liu & Fen

_ * * Jn. g 2018; Rehan 202
d:j?ln}rlng sensors, networks, and analytics tools to collect and analai: e M
tation, energy, and public safety systems (Ang et al. 2017- 01
data-driven mode] will strengthen governance, improve !

s:.lstajnahility_r, and modernize policies, However, crit




Automated Utopia, Forgotten People

The techno-narrative is conveyed not only
;iu‘ﬂUEh 'lr"iEU-'iu}' ﬂppﬂﬂling ED and A r:ndtl'i

Jucive 1O 5Uc!1 d:picﬁuns_. Additionally, these new cities are marketed through digital cam-
paigns, especially on social media platforms, utilizing official promotional websites, paid
,dvertisements, and a curated network of brand ambassadors, digital marketers, and social
media influencers, Efﬁtﬂ disguised as initiatives promoting public transparency.

A clear example is the development of IKN, Indonesian President Joko Widodo ( Jokowi)
regularly invited social media influencers to the site to help cultivate a positive image of Nu-
antara (Paula 2024). During these tours, Jokowi highlights the area’s progress, including
a striking glass-and-chrome presidential palace shaped like the mythological garuda bird,
[ndonesia’s national symbol. In April 2024, he justified the deforestation by explaining that
the cucalvptus trees being cleared belong to a six-year-cycle industrial torest, not a natural
one, urging influencers to convey this to the public (Anindya 2024 ). Seen as “strategic part-
ners,” influencers are tasked with portraying Nusantara as a livable, attractive city, planned

to feature 65% forest and 25% urban areas. TikTok influencer Jerhemy Owen (2023), with
3 million followers, has promoted this vision to his audience.

Here, we witness the emergence of what we call “algorithmic urban imaginary” Drawing
on Bucher’s (2019) “algorithmic imaginary”—how people envision, perceive, and experi-
ence algonthms—we define this concept as the collective visions, representations, and per-
cepions of urban life and city-making that are shaped and influenced by algorithms. These
imaginaries are produced through the circulation of digital images, texts, videos, and other
lorms of media in online spaces, often driven by social media and algorithmic processes
that prioritize and amplify certain narratives, aesthetics, or ideas about urban development.
Increasingly, these imaginaries are also shaped by crowdsourced data—gathered through
digital platforms and citizen participation—which is used by decision-makers to guide urban
F"iﬁtﬂlﬂing1 monitor public sentiment, and justify policy choices, further entrenching algorith-
mic logic in city-making processes.

In this sense, algorithmic urban imaginaries are not merely abstract concepts but ac-
ively shape how cities are understood, designed, and experienced. They frame public per-
ceptions of what a city is or could be—particularly in the context of “smart cities”—and
ire Influenced by how data and algorithms select and present certain visions of urban fu-
tures. These imaginaries are dynamic, evolving through digital exchanges, and are shaped
by the algorithms that govern which images and ideas gain visibility and traction, thus
efiecting specific social, political, and economic interests embedded in the algorithms
themselves,

These imaginaries convey an “automated utopia,” a term we employ for an envisioned so-
Ciety or community that attains highly desirable or nearly perfect qua!itia.?s thrnugl'}, first, the
egration of automated technologies—such as digital systems, computing, a.lgﬂn.'l:hms, and
Al—intg urban design and narratives; and, second, th:: autnmaqnn of arignntl'fmlc content
‘Uration as ysers engage with these utopian imaginaries on social media platforms, Auto-

"dted algorithms filter and present information, shaping perceptions and ideals by reinforc-
"8 personalized and curated experiences (Lim 2020). As a result, this automation plays a
‘Tucial poe ision of society, driven by algorithmic pro-
“Cises thyy |

through promotional documents but also
ngs circulated in digital environments con-

In constructing a utopian, idealized v

‘Nat influence user engagement and interactions. I |
| '“FI."I: th]s thnpia prﬂmiil:! E—r:at:r tjﬁci:l‘lE}'-. resource ﬂptlleEEﬂﬂ.. and lmprﬂ\"td qua]—

Iy of i]ft-—nﬁlﬂnng CONVEenience saﬁ:r}p‘ and w:l]-h:ing——-it also risks -::llminishlng i.l."ld.'i\"idu.ﬂj
igcm:!,r by handing d:cisiun-m;kiﬂﬂ over to algorithms, sidelining the human factor in
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Musi : echnologi ,
the process. More importantly, It creates an Ilusion of progress, where I gical ad

o . . heir socio-political consequences. Ag
anc vershadow critical discussions about t e

. ' ' - : .H.n ﬂ
reflected in the three cases, this fagade of innovation il o :
as inequality, displacement, and -nvironmental degradation, raising questions about who

truly benefits and whether urban realities are being addressed or masked by curated digital

narratives. . ;
It also fails to consider alternatdve futures that center community engagement, social

equity, and environmental justice. Grassroots initiatives that Pﬁ“ﬁﬁzf’ Sllstal'mhﬂ'r}’shiﬂﬂl
governance, and inclusive urban planning are often overlooked, dtsplt:.’d‘ltlr pm:nu# to
empower citizens and foster resilience against the very problems these hIE|"":'=:"-:1"-l S'JIU'i?ﬂTIE
claim to solve. By elevating algorithm-driven narratives—amplified through algorithm-driven
mobilization—these projects risk reinforcing existing power dynamics and silencing voices
calling for more holistic urban development.

While social media platforms have amplified the formation of algorithmic utopian urban
imaginaries and enabled the rise of automated utopias, this does not mean that all Southeast
Asian digital netizens lack agency. Individually, citizens—especially those from marginalized
communities—may struggle to influence dominant narratives. Yet collectively, netizens have
found ways to challenge them. In the Forest City project, for example, viral TikTok videos
from Malaysians criticized the initiative as elitist and labeled it a “ghost city,” drawing main-
stream media attention, including from the BBC. In the Philippines, online protests against
the NCC project emerged before the 2019 SEA Games, when the CIty was set as the venue,
but quickly faded as discussions shifted toward sport-nationalism. On Indonesia’s 79th In-

dependence Day (17 August 2024), activists and Indigenous groups in East Kalimantan
unﬁlrle a banner reading “Indonesia Is Not For Sale: MERDEKA!™ just 40 kilometers from
Jokowt’s ceremony in front of the new Nusantara palace. The protest was promptly shared on

social rn:dj.a and cir::uiat-:d among supporters. In 2024, online criticism of the capital project
surged again following the resignation of the head and deputy of the IKN Authority, just two

F}p:ral.ﬁnns and marketing principles that govern
ity, with branding lying at its core (Lim 2024- 9)
confined to polarized clusters, where ysers divi

, : are div : .
“algorithmic enclaves™ are discursive arenas divided into Pro- and anti-enclaves. These

. | where indivi - |
teractions with algorithms, engage and unite re Incividuals, shaped by their constant in-

deepening division (Lim 2020: 194). — e A

Online discussions of the new citie
than real, pressing concerns faced by
degradation, and social challen
the voices of those directly

- While these digital con-
- the depth to drive meaningful
~Ommunities. A more inclusive



Wwhat narratives shape the urban imag;

x lew citd . new cties, and wh
' ? ' whose inte
Pnﬂﬂmd’d: jﬁ-r“ cities are Fran:[f:d NOT Just as construction pro cu:; but ] it
qructural failures in postcolonial cities, invoki J ut as solutions to infra-

‘ these projects rel -
g o F E m i W v {jn tE‘E i
promising cficiency where older cites falter | ! hnocratic imaginaries

Digital media constructs algorithmic urban imagi
narratives of progress, efficiency, and sustaina
messaging, portraying these cities as inevitable . * -
for example, in Indonesia’s IKN framed throu
ctration 1n Southeast Asia, these narratives sp

gh Al-driven efficiency. With high internet pen-
_ | | read beyond official channels via social media and
personal networks. Algorithmic curation personalizes these visions, reinforcing belief in ideal-

ized urban futures and subtly shaping grassroots aspirations—even without direct experience.

This interplay of curated imagery, promotion, and hitering creates a fragmented consensus
that often silences counter-narratives of exclusion, displacement, or ecological harm.

What are the social ramifications? While the imaginaries emphasize green aesthetics and
smart technologies, they overlook displacement, marginalization, and environmental harm.
In NCC and IKN, strong state backing has enabled the removal of local communities, re-

llecting contradictory state-society relations in postcolonial contexts. Forest City presents a
mixed case but similarly prioritizes investor interests over affected populations. Social media
dgorithms heighten the risk of downplaying displacement by reinforcing algorithmic en-
claves promoti ng development narratives. Activists share ground-level stories—including live
oroadcasts—but counter-narratives often remain siloed (Lim 2020), limiting reach. Margin-
dized communities thus struggle to disrupt the algorithmic momentum sustaining visions
of “forest-smart” cities. Southeast Asia’s new cities embody algorithmic futures, circulating
mages of green, smart, nature-integrated cities that appeal to upper-middle-class aspirations
While normalizing displacement in the name of development.

How can the process of constructing urban imaginaries be rethought to h:n:rli{iﬁnrpu—
fle social and environmental justice into urban design and governance? When pr:rlmf:al and
“onomic powerhouses continue to emphasize technocratic urban dcvclupmcnﬁt& 1?'h1lc nor-
Malizing social and environmental injustices that ensue, it is unlikely that r:thian:ng urban
1rn.1gjn;m.:5 to Edl‘.]pt sﬂiig]l}.r and gnvirunm:ntﬂ“}" just prim:ipl:s WDU!d come ITL:I':I'!I'I the top
N 2 large scale. Rather, alternative urban imaginaries that I'EI[}F on social and environmental
Ustice—such as those promoted by pluriversal urbanism, which fnr:grnunds locally rooted,
fﬂ-cr;&mdi and ml.]]l'.'lFlE urban futures—are more Ilkl:l:‘r' to come from scales that can be
"naged on the Jocal level (Padawangi 2022: 65-66). s
_ EQHED‘UlZﬁHE counter-narratives to algorithmic urbanism and urhaln imaginarics is more
kely ¢ occur at th dav experiences in shared physical environments and

b ¢ scale where everyday expenct Sl ik ke
PCes interact more intensively with the virtual. ['hese physical \ irtual linkages of ¢

irban spaces ( Lim 2019) provide uppﬂrmniti:s ro disrupt :?itr::dnv:n, markv::t:c:ntcr::d al-




colidarity. In these hybrid spaces, hope fo, ,

-rsal approaches that embrace diverse, locally
people and places rather than the gy,

lives and colle ctive

in communities’ everyday
more just urban future emerges
grounded, and co-created narrativ
mated utopias that overlook them.

s through F'”_“_'" ,
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