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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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Many observers are predicting that the AI bubble is about to 

burst—and they’re probably right. But I want to use a different 

metaphor. Bubbles innate and pop, leaving nothing behind 
but the memory of a bad bet. What’s coming feels more like 
a wildmre. Silicon Valley investor Dion Lim has already called 
it that (Lim, 2025)—and he’s right, as far as it goes. But the 
metaphor runs deeper than business disruption.

Having grown up hiking the chaparral hills of Southern 

California, I knew mre’s devastation up close—and was al­
ways amazed to mnd new green growth popping from the 
charred manzanita root crowns. The January 2025 wildmres 
that tore through Los Angeles—destroying neighbourhoods, 

displacing thousands—were a reminder that there is nothing 

romantic about what mre actually does. The destruction and 
grief are real. And yet, ecologically, mre is also a necessary 
part of that landscape. It clears accumulated dry kindling, re­

cycles nutrients, and creates conditions for new growth that 

wouldn’t otherwise be possible. Both things are true at once. 

We may be at a similar point with AI: years of accumulated 
overpromise, dried out and waiting. The coming correction 

will burn some of it. What grows back depends on what we 
do with the clearing.

A clearing makes three questions ask able that the boom 

drowned out: how to resize ambition to the moment, how to 

remix the choreography rather than just the cast, how to de­

sign for regeneration rather than depletion.

The journalist Ezra Klein, in conversation with author Naomi 

Klein, put the underlying question plainly: “What is AI itself 
for? If all it’s for is replacing white-collar workers”, he argued, 

“that’s not a profoundly inspiring vision” (E. Klein, 2026). It 
isn’t—Pew mnds only 17% of Americans now expect AI to 
have a positive effect on the country (Pew Research Center, 

2026). Naomi Klein’s reply goes further: “I just don’t know who 
is asking those questions and who has the power to answer 

them—because they’re so fundamental” (N. Klein, as cited in 

E. Klein, 2026).

We spent a decade debating how to build AI. We deferred 
what it’s for. Naomi Klein’s question—who has the power to 

answer?—has a candidate. Designers should stop deferring 

and lead: not by building better assistants, and not by waiting 
on the labs, but by imagining AI as something else entirely—

an uneasy symbiont in the systems it joins.

The bubble’s hidden assumptions

The dominant model of AI that drove the bubble was AI-as-

tool: a solutionist, obedient, capital-serving instrument—
whether deployed as software or embodied in physical sys­

tems. Optimize the task. Serve the user. Scale indemnitely. 
The implicit goal was human-level intelligence deployed in 

service of isolated goals—a tireless assistant, a cognitive sur­

rogate, a system that could replicate the outputs of a human 

mind at a fraction of the cost. Underneath the tool language 

was an older hierarchy: a captain commanding, a conscript 
obeying—AI as the conscript, by design. Resize doesn’t 

work within that frame where more is always better, and 

enough is never a number.

This maximalist framing attracted enormous investment, but 

it carried a structural blind spot: it assumed corporations are 
the only actors whose interests matter. Every other entity—

workers, other AI systems, the energy grid, non-human life—

was either a resource to be used or a constraint to be man­

aged. The most telling pushback is the one AI created for 

itself: the open web is now saturated with AI slop, and that 
slop is increasingly the input for the next round of training. It’s 

a snake beginning to eat its own tail.

To realize what AI could be, we have to imagine it living within 

complex ecological systems—not as a sovereign tool but as 

an uneasy symbiont: shaped by, shaping, and at times pro­

voking the entities around it. In biology, a symbiont is an or­

ganism that lives in close relation to another—like the algae 

and fungi that make up a lichen, partnered but not dissolved 

into each other. Symbionts don’t get placed into an ecology; 

Uneasy sym-

bionts in the 

clearing Phil van Allen

Photo-Illustration: Jason Wong, Driverless Government
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from the complexities and mysteries of the natural world rath­

er than inside them. The uneasy symbiont is a way back 

inside.

This matters architecturally. Genuine ecological participa­

tion requires a world model: an internal representation of how 
entities, forces, and rhythms in a system actually relate, so 

that an intervention can be reasoned about before it’s made. 

Whether frontier models can stably represent a world is con­

tested (Marcus, 2025); what isn’t contested is that no current 
system models an ecology in the sense ecological participa­

tion would require. Cyberneticians were asking versions of 

this question sixty years ago. We’re returning to it now under 
more pressure.

These ecologies range from quotidian to strange. At the mun­

dane end: “smart” scheduling systems brokering between 
hospitals, insurers, and patients; recommendation engines 

shaping the attention they feed on; supply-chain forecasts re­

shaping the chain itself.

At the stranger end: Jason Wong’s speculative Driverless 
Government has AI represent non-human stakeholders—in­

digenous coyotes, infrastructure, entities that don’t mle com­

plaints—in civic decision-making (Wong, 2018). A biome me­

diator would shift where the speech comes from. Wong’s AI 
speaks for the coyote, translating its presumed interests into 

civic language; a biome mediator would translate between a 

watershed and the humans whose decisions land on it. The 

biome’s voice is what emerges—temperature spikes, migra­

tion collapses, drought thresholds, the signs a river makes 

whether or not anyone reads them. The mediator’s job is to 

surface those signs as pressures the humans in the room 

have to metabolize—not as data points, and not as opinion 

about the biome. The unease stays: no watershed ever au­

thorized this, and calling the system a mediator rather than a 

proxy doesn’t dissolve the speaking-for problem so much as 

hold it open, where it belongs. This is how I’d try to operation­

alize what Iohanna Nicenboim references as more-than-hu­

man design: shifting “the focus from interactions to relations 
and from traditional concerns with users and products to 

broader ecologies and relationships” (Nicenboim, 2025). It’s 
a regenerative design move: surfacing what was erased, re­

storing legibility to systems extraction had taught us to ignore.

This isn’t primarily a technical problem—we already have 

sensor networks that track river temperature, salinity, msh mi­
gration, and pollution events in real time. The design chal­

lenge is harder: what are the guardrails, values, and goals 
that demne relations within an ecology? What does it mean to 
mediate when the older vocabulary—representing, speak­

ing for—was always a delegation that no biome ever granted? 

Who weighs the connict between the biome’s signals and hu­

man economic interests? What obligations does a designer 
take on by rendering a watershed legible to a civic process? 

These are harder questions than any AI model performance 

metric can answer, and they’re the right ones.

they have to evolve into it while the ecology’s emergent char­

acter evolves. The unease is the point. The partnership 

doesn’t resolve into harmony—the AI brings its own pres­

sures, the ecology resists being optimized, and the design­

er can never be fully sure whose interests are being served 

at any given moment. That’s a fundamentally different design 

context than building a better assistant. To participate well, AI 

doesn’t only need more data and training, but architectures 

that can model causality and relationships within an ecosys­

tem rather than predict the next word from patterns. This is a 

shift in what AI is for—from optimization to participation.

A different frame: the collaborative ecology

By ecology I mean something specimc: a web of interdepend­

ent entities—human individuals, organizations, heterogene­

ous AI systems, infrastructure, culture, non-human life—each 

with unique combinations of agency, abilities, and interests, 

where the whole intertwined ecology behaves differently than 

the parts. Natural ecosystems are the canonical example, but 

pervasive AI is already producing others of analogous com­

plexity—agents working inside million-line code repositories, 

training runs pushing power grids to their limits. The question 

isn’t “what can AI do for us?” but “what does AI owe to the 

systems it participates in?”

As an alternative to conventional approaches, design philos­

opher Betti Marenko and I proposed Animistic Design: an un­

certainty-driven strategy to reimagine digital interaction as a 

milieu of human and nonhuman (Marenko & van Allen, 2016), 
where entities each have their own non-anthropomorphic 

“personality” that demnes their relations. It drew on Deleuze 
and Guattari’s notion of thinking through the habitat (thinking 

par le milieu). Milieu stresses the entanglement of something 

with its habitat—nothing has an identity separate from its sur­

roundings. Animistic Design treated uncertainty and seren­

dipity as generative rather than as problems to solve. The 

symbiont’s provocations aren’t generic, but could be mythic 

and story-based, bringing a greater emphasis on the felt po­

etic life of the ecology.

Blaise Agüera y Arcas has argued from inside AI research 

that “intelligence is demned by networks, and by networks of 
networks. We can only understand what intelligence really is 
by changing how we think about it—by adopting a perspec­

tive that centers dynamic, mutually benemcial relationships 
rather than isolated minds” (Agüera y Arcas, 2025, Preface). 
The uneasy symbiont extends both—Animistic Design’s gen­

erative uncertainty and Agüera y Arcas’s relational frame—

into AI design: its unpredictability is part of what it offers, 
not a bug to engineer away. Designed-in serendipity, not 

hallucination — intentional surprise rather than accidental 

unreliability.

As Rebecca Solnit has put it, the whole idea of the “ascent 

of man”—his separation from nature, his inevitable progress 

toward industrialized supremacy—is “a weird detour” from 

how most people have understood their place in the world 

throughout human history (Solnit, 2026). The AI bubble was 
a continuation of that detour—another attempt to stand apart 
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What designers should do differently

Designers work at the boundary where technology meets 

everyday use—deciding what’s visible, what’s debatable, 

who counts as a participant, what affords agency and what 

forecloses it. That’s not a peripheral role in AI development. 

It’s where the consequential choices can actually get made. 

Now is the moment to claim it—to shape what AI becomes, 

not just watch what emerges from the labs.

My experience working with AI has been almost the opposite 

of what the marketing promises. The systems don’t reduce 

the work; they relocate it. To get something useful out, I have 

to be more specimc about what I want than I would otherwise 
be—to articulate intent that I’d normally let stay implicit. And I 

have to give the system itself a shape: a personality, a regis­

ter, a sense of what kind of pushback I want from it.

Today that burden falls to the user—who has to be expres­

sive and forceful about it, to give the medium a framework 

within which it can thrive. Without that framework, it produces 
deceptively nuent, generic output that wastes both our time. 
With it, the system becomes a real sparring partner—the dis­

position you’d bring to working any difmcult material, except 
this material doesn’t push back unless you ask it to. Call it an­

imism, with a caveat I want to make explicit: I mean it less 
as a metaphysical claim about what’s in the medium than as 

the cognitive form a complex system has to take to be rea­

soned about—mythology as mental model, not mechanism. 

This isn’t a workaround for AI’s opacity; it’s how we already 

navigate any partially-interpretable agent, including each oth­

er. Stories are macros for prediction and meaning. The medi­

um has its own perspective, rhythm and grain because that’s 

the stance from which it becomes workable. The questions 

worth asking are a craftsperson’s—not what the documenta­

tion says, but what you’ve felt. Rather than designing AI sys­

tems that make work faster, build in the productive friction 

that makes the work more meaningful. Call it remix at the lev­

el of practice: refusing the medium’s defaults until it gives you 
something to work against.

With that disposition in mind, three provocations—not pre­

scriptions, but openings:

Surface the ecology in the interaction. What if AI systems 
didn’t just deliver results—they showed what those results 

stood on? Environmental cost. The provenance of training ma­

terial. The assumptions baked in. The biases produced. Kate 

Crawford’s Atlas of AI maps the full stack—planetary resourc­

es, human labor, training data, and the classimcation systems 
that bake in assumptions and produce bias (Crawford, 2021); 
the design question is how to fold that visibility into the inter­

action itself, not leave it as an external critique. An advocate 

built into the interaction that surfaces and argues for the grain 

of the ecology—because a system that hides its own de­

pendencies can’t be participated with, only consumed.

Design for non-human participation. What if the next gener­
ation of civic AI systems were required to include, as a de­

sign constraint, a mediator between human deliberation and 

at least one non-human participant? A river delta. A coastal 

wetland. A municipal water system. Braidotti argues that eth­

ics rooted only in human subjects misses the assemblage 

we’re already inside—“we-are-(all)-in-this-together-but-we-

are-not-one-and-the-same” (Braidotti, 2019); Nicenboim and 
colleagues extend that move into design practice, shifting, via 

more-than-human design, from users-and-products to rela­

tions and ecologies (Nicenboim et al., 2023). The challenge 
isn’t to solve non-human participation—it’s to refuse the as­

sumption that not including it is neutral. Every exclusion is a 

design choice, and surfacing what’s been left out is the mrst 
design move. One concrete starting point: a system where a 
coastal wetland’s mediator presents its salinity thresholds and 

migration data at the civic hearing that decides its seasonal 

water allocation.

Design for refusal and negotiation. What if a system could 
pause when a request connicted with the interests or state of 
another entity in the ecology? The Contestable AI research 

group frames this as designing “contestation mechanisms”—

pathways for both individuals and communities to dispute AI 

decisions and the systems behind them (Alfrink et al., 2024). 
The design question is whether we build such pauses into 

AI systems deliberately, or leave them to emerge as failure 

modes.

The clearing

In jazz, musicians speak of going to the woodshed—retreat­

ing from the pressure to perform in order to practice, to ask 

the questions you can’t ask on stage. Not a defeat. It’s where 

you try what’s risky and weird, where you discover the char­

acter of a medium by pushing against it.

There is precedent. Many of the foundational approaches be­

hind current AI came directly from the lean years of the sec­

ond AI winter in the ‘80s and ‚90s. With commercial pres­

sure lifted, the hardest questions became approachable; 

unproductive paths had run dry and the foundational ones 

remained. That pressure may already be lifting again. Fei-

Fei Li’s World Labs, founded in 2024 to pursue spatial intelli­
gence and 3D world models, just closed a $1 billion funding 

round backed by NVIDIA, Autodesk, and Emerson Collective, 

among others (World Labs, 2026). Maybe we can already 
smell the smoke. It’s an early sign of a shift from pattern 

matching to world models—the kind of grounding that genu­

ine ecological participation will require.

The clearing arriving with higher stakes than the last AI winter: 
resource consumption and resulting environmental damage, 

labor disruption, changes in the architecture of public life. 

Governments that barely understand the technology already 

deploying it in military and civilian life-and-death decisions. 

The consequences falling on people and entities who have no 

representation in the system and no mechanism to contest it.

The most interesting AI design challenge isn’t making AI su­

per-intelligent. It’s making uneasy symbionts in ecologies they 

inhabit but cannot fully know—provocative, mythic, some­

times clarifying, part of the cycle rather than standing outside 



26 TH/NGS • RIOT 2026

Nicenboim, I. (2025). More-than-human design. In RIOT 
2025. ThingsCon. https://thingscon.org/wp-content/up­

loads/2025/06/RIOT-2025-Iohanna-Nicenboim.pdf

Nicenboim, I., Oogjes, D., Biggs, H., & Nam, S. (2023). 
Decentering through design: Bridging posthuman theory 
with more-than-human design practices. Human–Computer 
Interaction. https://doi.org/10.1080/07370024.2023.2283535

Pew Research Center. (2026, March 12). Key find­

ings about how Americans view artificial intelligence. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/03/12/
key-findings-about-how-americans-view-artificial-intelligence/

Solnit, R. (2026, March 25). ‘A new world is be­

ing born’: author Rebecca Solnit on the ‘slow rev­

olution’ the far right cannot tolerate. The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2026/mar/25/
rebecca-solnit-slow-revolution-far-right-cannot-tolerate

van Allen, P. (2025). Winter Is Coming [Substack post]. 
Phil’s Substack. https://philvanallen.substack.com/p/
winter-is-coming

Wong, J. (2018). Driverless Government. https://jasonshun­

wong.com/work/driverless-government/

World Labs. (2026). World Labs Announces New Funding. 
https://www.worldlabs.ai/blog/funding-2026

Further Reading

Alfrink, K. (n.d.). Contestable AI. https://contestable.ai

Garnham, I. (2024). Companion publication of the 2024 ACM 
designing interactive systems conference (DIS Companion 

‘24). Association for Computing Machinery. https://doi.
org/10.1145/3656156.3663715

Murray-Rust, D. (n.d.). Human algorithm relations. https://
dave.murray-rust.org

it. The clearing is short. What grows back from it is the de­

signer’s to claim—by leading, not following; by setting what 

AI is for before the labs decide what it can do; by resizing the 

ambition, remixing the choreography, and regenerating AI by 

tending what grows back so it restores rather than depletes.   

Notes: 

During the preparation of this work, I used Claude Cowork 

with Claude Sonnet 4.6 and 4.7 to organize my original notes 
and sources, manage versions, track edits, and improve 

structure, language, metaphor, and readability. These sourc-

es included Winter Is Coming (van Allen, 2025), an earlier 

Substack post written independently, from which this essay 

is adapted. After using this tool, I reviewed, fact-checked, 

and edited the material as needed and take full responsibili-

ty for the content of the publication.
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