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The collection closes with “The oracle of Chemnitz” by Karola 
Köpferl and Albrecht Kurze. It is a concrete, sensory demon­
stration of what RESIZE, REMIX, and REGEN can look like in 
urban space: an old garage transformed through retro tech­
nology and storytelling into a site where forgotten artefacts 
find new cultural life.

Together, these ten contributions do not converge on a single 
answer. They circle the same questions from different angles: 
What scales fit? What already exists that we could work with? 
What might we restore rather than merely sustain? The con­
versation continues.

We wish you a great read and hope it offers inspiration for a 
regenerative future of emergent technology! We are always 
open for responses via riot@thingscon.org. 

Andrea Krajewski & Iskander Smit, editors of RIOT 2026

Notes:
To assist with the linguistic revision, condensation and sum-
mary of individual text passages, Anthropic Claude Opus 4.5 
was used. Responsibility for the content, verification of state-
ments and selection of sources lay entirely with the authors.
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Maja Riemann

41 Arcane Designing:  

On the regenerative 

potential of magic

Radically expands the space of  

possibilities: magic, fantasy and  
more-than-human worldviews as  

a resource for regenerative design 

imagination.

Albrecht Kurze

49 Resize, Remix, Regen: 

Frankensteining  

IoT Design Methods

Makes the transition to methodology: 
how can existing design methods be 

practically deconstructed, combined 

and revitalised? 

Rob van Kranenburg, 

Maarten Lens-FitzGerald

59 Kenner Futures: 

Backcasting a new 

deal for mobile  

infrastructure 

Translates the methodological  

question to infrastructure policy:  
6G is reimagined as the commons,  
a citizen-led process and democratic 

infrastructure.

Contents

02 Editorial

05 Imprint 

Sen Lin

08 The politics 

of design

Key premise: Design is never neutral; 
rather, it shapes power, behaviour and 

social norms.

Martijn van Loon	

12 Invisible Debris:  

Rethinking digital 

waste in an era of 

perpetual storage

Illustrates political responsibility through 

an everyday yet invisible problem:  
digital waste, cloud storage and  

resource consumption.

Joanna Montgomery	

17 The things we  

cannot throw away

Shifts from ecological materiality to 

emotional materiality: objects are not 
merely resources, but vessels of  

memory and meaning.

Phil van Allen 

23 Uneasy symbionts 

in the clearing

Opens up the broader AI framework: 
beyond the hype, we need a different 

understanding of AI as part of  

complex ecologies.

Iskander Smit

29 Rethinking  

intelligence:  

immersive AI and  

the regenerative 

turn

Deepens this idea and shifts AI 

from centralised large-scale  

systems to local, relational and  

collective intelligence.

Kars Alfrink, Sunjoo Lee,  

Lena Trotereau, Fieke Jansen

34 Mud and models: 

Does making matter 

for regenerative AI 

speculation? 

Brings the AI debate down to earth: 
making, mud batteries and ‘Grounded 

Futures’ show how speculative design 

can be materially anchored.
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Franciellen Albuquerque,  

Manuela Conte, Yağmur Erkisi, 
Sara Klaverstijn  

92 Rooted in you

An interactive installation in which  

children playfully explore their  

connection to the ecosystem through 

AI-generated natural worlds.

Nicolas Jester, Tajin Popo, 

Silve Pott, Leon Stil

93 Symphony 

of servos 

An interactive music wall that gives 

people with low literacy skills a  

self-directed way to engage  

with the library through movement, 

sound and a sense of achievement 

gained through play.

88 Exhibition of  

student projects

Jesse Birnage, Anna Both, 

Maaike Hoevenaars,  

Anniek van de Velde

90 Echo of  

expectation 

An interactive installation that  

challenges our usual everyday logic 

and demonstrates just how unsettling 

simple tasks can be for people  

with low literacy levels. 

Barbora Halanova,  

Mehraneh Miriramsheh,   

Iskje Vogelenzang de Jong, 

Damian Westerborg, 

91 Doctor diagose

The game playfully highlights the 

risks of jumping to conclusions  

when self-diagnosing.

Karola Köpferl, Albrecht Kurze

67 The Oracle of  

Chemnitz:  

An interactive art in-

stallation to  

reanimate old things 

in a garage featuring 

a rotary phone

Demonstrates a concrete, sensory,  

local implementation of remix, reuse 

and regeneration in urban space. 

Peet Sneekes

84 ThingsCon 

Hot Takes:  

Starting  

at the End 

Conclusion as an open forum: 
voices, friction and a debate  

open to further exploration.
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On the strange afterlife of obsolete technology, and the gap 

between what we design and what people hold onto 

I strain to reach the top shelf in my living room and inadvert­

ently clatter my body against the bookcase. A small ava­

lanche follows, and a handful of boxes tumble down and spill 

open across the carpet. 

I look down at the noor. Between my feet lie pieces of myself.

The plastic moulded, PCB-mlled physical form of an idea that 
began life in my head and transpired into tens of thousands of 

units. Countless boxes shipped all around the world, before 

the design changed and the software was updated and an­

other version took over. 

I crouch on the noor and pick one up.

Hmm, was this the mrst device ever used in a children‘s hos­

pital? Was it the one used live on Good Morning America? 
Is it the mrst ever unit that rolled off the line at 2:17am in 
Shenzhen?

I don‘t know.

But I do know one thing for sure; I cannot throw them away.

The product is called Pillow Talk. A wristband and a pillow 

speaker. You wear the wristband to bed and it transmits your 

heartbeat - in real time, across any distance - to your part­

ner‘s pillow. They fall asleep to the sound and feeling of your 

heartbeat and you, to theirs, like you are resting your head on 

their chest.

It’s a simple product that does one thing. A heartbeat as data. 

Intimacy as signal.

It was used by couples separated by work and deployment, 

by parents and children at opposite ends of the country, by 

loved ones navigating illness and enduring hospital stays. It 

shipped to over eighty countries and sat on bedside tables 

in languages I cannot read, in relationships I know nothing 

about. 

Then, sensor technology got a bit better and battery lives im­

proved. We developed a newer version - better hardware, 
better mrmware. Smartwatches became mainstream, apps 
could do a lot of the heavy lifting, and our increasing cus­

tomer base of hospitals desired custom devices. The original 

units became technically obsolete.

But they didn‘t disappear from those bedside tables.

Couples who had eventually moved in together—who no 

longer needed the device at all—kept it on a shelf. 

I found this strange at mrst. Even as a nedging startup, long 
before legislation demanded, we offered a recycling scheme. 

We also had a “donate your device to a children’s hospital 
when you don’t need it anymore” option. I had been very con­

scious of my actions in mass producing a consumer electron­

ic, and had diligently sought to minimise the carbon footprint.

The things 

we cannot 

throw away
Joanna Montgomery
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rarely the same object. Across their owners, they are not even 

the same kind of attachment. But they all share something pre­

cise: none of them are kept because they were the most used, 
or the most expensive, or even the most liked. They are kept 

because they witnessed something - and feel as though they 

still contain it.

I have been quietly witnessing this phenomenon for some 

time now. I keep looking for the word for this part of the mod­

ern-day human experience and I can‘t mnd it. Not in English, 
anyway.

We have “nostalgia”, but nostalgia is about the past in a gen­

eralised way - a longing for a period of time. What we’re talking 
about is more specimc. It‘s about a particular object, and what 
it was present for.

We have heirloom, relic, keepsake, memento. But those words 
were built for objects that were always symbolic—jewellery, 

portraits, hand-stitched things. Objects that were made to car­

ry meaning, that knew from the start what they were for. They 

look the part. They are robust, personalised, often beautiful. 

A dead electronic doesn‘t look the part. It never signed up to 

be a keeper of anything. It was designed to be used, to be up­

dated, to be replaced. Its obsolescence was baked into the 

roadmap before it even existed (albeit it often with disregard 

for how long it would sit in landmll.) And yet here it is, in a draw­

er, holding something someone can‘t let go of.

I‘ve started thinking the absence of a word is itself telling. 

Language usually catches up with human experience fair­

ly quickly. We typically name the things we encounter of­
ten enough to need a name for them. The fact that we haven‘t 

named this yet suggests we either haven‘t noticed it as a phe­

nomenon, or we‘ve noticed it and quietly agreed not to look di­

rectly at it.

Maybe both.

In Japanese, there is a concept—mono no aware—that trans­

lates loosely as the bittersweet awareness of impermanence. 

The particular feeling of something passing. It‘s often applied 

to cherry blossoms, to seasons, to the transience of beauti­

ful things. It’s close, but I don‘t think it quite mts here. The thing 
I‘m describing isn‘t about beauty or transience. It‘s about 

weight. About the feeling that an object has absorbed some­

thing it cannot release.

There‘s also tsundoku—the accumulation of unread books. 

Saudade—a longing for something loved and lost. Languages 

that border on untranslatable tend to name things their speak­

ers live with frequently enough to need a shortcut for. 

We are living with this thing. We just haven‘t named it yet.

What I‘m reaching for is something like: this object witnessed 
something irreplaceable, and now carries it. It has a weight­

iness that feels like it might matter. It is an item you‘d feel 

Yet people kept it. 

Not as decoration. Not exactly as a souvenir. They keep it as 

something for which there is, I keep discovering, no precise 

word. The object that had carried their relationship across 

the distance. The thing that had held a heartbeat through the 

years before they were in the same room.

It was such a curious piece of behaviour that I started paying 

attention. And I started to see it everywhere.

My friend Zara has a baby monitor jammed awkwardly in her 

towel cupboard. Her children are 9 and 7; they have their 
own bedrooms and adult-sized furniture. And yet she keeps 

the physical unit—the one that kept them company through 

teething and fevers and night terrors. The object that, for two 

years, was carried back and forth between the living room 

and their bedside table as they navigated the particular, ani­

mal fear of new parenthood. She didn‘t keep it because it still 

worked. She keeps it because of what it has witnessed.

Another friend has a battered digital compact camera—lens 

cracked, battery that won‘t even charge—sitting in a draw­

er. She carried it on every university night out for three years 

and uploaded the photos to Facebook the morning after. The 

camera is dead. She will not throw it away. In some meaning­

ful sense, it is her twenties.

And then there is the Nokia phone. Jason keeps it charged 

—just charged, nothing else—because it contains the text 

threads with his childhood sweetheart who died in a car ac­

cident. He likes to read them sometimes. The phone has no 

other function. It is kept the way people keep voicemails they 

cannot bring themselves to delete: not to communicate, but to 
return to. To read the words again, in the original timestamp, 

unchanged.

None of these objects are beautiful. That‘s the thing that 

keeps catching me. A gold ring carries memory and it also 

catches light. A handwritten letter carries memory and it also 

has texture, ink, the pressure of a particular hand, maybe 

even that person’s smell for a little while. Photographs carry 

memory and we‘ve built entire rituals and frames and albums 

around the preciousness of their physical existence.

A dated Nokia charging in the corner for no reason is some­

thing else. There‘s something almost embarrassing about it. 

You can‘t display it on a shelf. You can‘t explain it to an in­

quisitive guest without getting into something complicated. 

And if someone opens the wrong drawer whilst looking for 

cutlery, you‘re going to have to say something. And whatever 

you say will sound strange, because the object doesn‘t look 

like what it is.

It looks like something that should have been recycled at 

least half a decade ago. But it is, in fact, irreplaceable.

These things we collect in our homes, squirreled away in cor­

ners and tangled in drawers full of miscellaneous cables, are 
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guilty throwing away. Not because it‘s precious in any mate­

rial sense, but because to discard it would feel like an act of 

erasure.

We don‘t have a word for it. And the people keeping these 
objects don‘t have a framework for the attachment they feel, 

which means they also can‘t articulate it.  So they just close 

the drawer and carry on.

Here is the pattern I keep coming back to: There are two mo­

ments in a product‘s life. The moment it stops being useful. 

And the moment it becomes impossible to throw away. We 
plan meticulously for the mrst one. We‘ve never even named 
the second.

Whether by design or by denial, a product team has no vis­

ibility into the second one. The roadmap has no column for 

it. There is no metric that captures the night a user lay in the 

dark holding a piece of hardware and understood something 

about their life that they hadn‘t understood before.

As technologists and creators, we are extraordinarily good at 

designing for the beginning. Activation. Onboarding. The mrst-
use moment. We optimise for acquisition, retention, engage­

ment, the path to upgrade. We track the metrics that tell us 
whether a product is working, if people keep returning to it, if 

it’s making a difference in their lives. 

None of that maps to heartbreak. None of it maps to birth, or 

grief, or the hollow emptiness at 3am in the aftermath of a re­

lationship ending. The product lifecycle and the emotional life­

cycle of the same object run on completely different tracks… 

and we only ever intentionally thought about one of them.

Whether we are builders or just consumers, most of us are 
familiar with what happens when a modern day technology 

product reaches the end of its life. The gratuitous email about 

sunsetting is deployed, the servers switch off, the app stops 

working. The hardware becomes, in technical terms, junk.

But the emotional layer doesn‘t end there. It has nowhere to 

go.

So users compensate. They deal with it the only way humans 

know how to deal with hard things; as best as they can. 

They keep dead devices. They avoid deleting data they ha­

ven‘t looked at in years. They create small private rituals—

boxing something carefully, keeping the charger just in case, 

putting it somewhere specimc rather than in a bin bag. Not 
because the object still functions. Because it still means 

something, and there is no designed transition for that mean­

ing to move through.

That‘s not nostalgia. That‘s a missing product experience. 

Users mlling a gap we left open.

This raises questions the industry is not yet asking. Should in­

timate connected products have an archival state—not de­

graded function, but preserved meaning? When a company 
pivots or a server shuts down, what is owed to the object still 

sitting on someone‘s bedside table? Could a device, at end of 

life, offer something other than silence?

Should devices be designed to shed functionality but retain 

meaning? Or are we, right now, accidentally manufacturing 

digital relics—ugly objects loaded with emotional weight that 

has no designed outlet, no ritual container, no graceful end?

We design products for use. But people keep them for what 
they witnessed.

That gap—between the product lifecycle and the meaning li­

fecycle—is where something important is being missed. Not 

carelessly. Because we don‘t have the language for it. We 
have onboarding. We have deprecation. We have end-of-life. 

We don‘t have a word for the object that outlived its function 
but not its signimcance. And we don‘t have a framework for 
what we owe the person left holding it.

Perhaps there is something instructive in what users are al­

ready doing. In many ways, they are doing the work we nev­

er designed for. They are quietly remixing these objects—

into grief containers, into proof of survival, into markers of who 

they used to be and the lives they formerly lived. 

Which makes me wonder whether that is the most interesting 
design question we‘re not asking. Not “how do we manage 

the end of a product‘s life?” But how do we build things open 

enough to become something else entirely—something we 

couldn‘t have imagined, in the hands of someone we‘ll nev­

er meet?

Maybe that‘s what responsibility actually looks like at this 

scale. Not controlling the ending—just leaving enough room 

for one.

Sometimes, I think about the scale of what I created. Eighty 

countries. Tens of thousands of units. All those bedside ta­

bles, all those nights, all that intimacy moving through hard­

ware I designed and shipped and then, in the ordinary course 

of building a company, moved on from.
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I never thought about the things I was leaving behind. Not the 

hardware— the moments inside it. The deployments endured. 

The labours survived. The relationships that didn‘t make it, and 

the ones that did. The person who reached for this thing in the 

dark because the distance was unbearable and they needed, 

more than anything, to feel that someone was with them.

I never expected to receive an email from two parents who 

used the device with their 8yr old in a hospice. The way my 
breath left my body when they mentioned they tucked one half 

of their product into her small, white cofmn. 

Did I manufacture tens of thousands of pieces of future nostal­

gia—without taking any responsibility for how that would feel? 

Was there any way I could have known?

I look down at the unit in my hand. Its slightly worn box has a 

story. Ah, yes, it’s the demonstration unit I took to trade shows, 

the one that convinced hundreds of buyers to place large or­

ders. In many ways, the object in my hand changed my life. 

There is a small dent in the corner I don‘t remember and will 

never be able to explain.

I slide it back into its sleeve.

And I tuck it back onto the shelf.

Joanna Montgomery is a designer, engineer, and entrepre­

neur working at the intersection of technology and human re­

lationships. She is best known as the creator of Pillow Talk, an 

award-winning connected device used in over 80 countries to 
help people feel close across distance, including in hospi­

tals and care settings. Joanna’s work focuses on technology 

that renects the realities of being alive - disconnection, loss, 
vulnerability, and the edge cases where behaviour refuses to 

fit the mode and products must hold up under pressure. 
www.joannamontgomery.com 

https://www.joannamontgomery.com/
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