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...... Iskander Smit

There is a contradiction in using Al capabilities to reach a
more regenerative practice of living. Are we helping the over-
all footprint by enabling personal efficiencies if we need ex-
tractive technologies after all? It is a rhetorical question. But
what if the path forward isn‘t about choosing between Al and
regeneration, but about fundamentally rethinking what intelli-
gence is for?

Last year in this publication, | argued that we are entering a
phase of ubiquitous physical Al. An environment where gen-
erative things become part of our natural habitats, creating

an intelligent interactive ecosystem around us. | concluded
with a call: design for collectivity is needed, also in human-Al
co-living realities. This year, | want to try to push that argu-
ment further. The question is not just how do we design col-
lective Al systems, it is what kind of intelligence makes collec-
tive, regenerative systems possible in the first place?

i

The Agentic Turn JECTLIARRRLEN ..

Living inside Al

The shift | have been tracking is from Al as something we use
to Al as something we inhabit. Three overlapping domains
help clarify what is emerging:

Physical Al'is intelligence distributed across infrastructure and
environments. Not located in a single device, but emerging
from sensors, actuators, and data flows embedded in build-
ings, city blocks, neighbourhoods. Intelligence is a proper-

ty of the space. Crucially, it often is not designed as a coher-
ent system. It accumulates through layered commercial, civic,
and personal technologies.

Embodied Al is intelligence situated in a body that moves
through the world; robots, vehicles, drones. It operates within
physical Al environments but is not equivalent to them.

Immersive Al is the experiential condition of being human in-
side these environments. What physical Al feels like from the
inside. Not ambient intelligence, which describes responsive
surroundings, but environments that are predictive, agentic,
and model you before you have modelled them.

What matters is not any domain in isolation, but the interplay
between them. Where embodied things move through phys-
ical Al environments, and humans experience it all from in-
side. This interplay is where predictions meet, align, or collide;
where the relationships that matter actually form.

Design for the interplay

» [ Q. XKle
immersive Al @@ 8

~~~~~~

Physical mirrorworld

Physical Al

The interplay between human and embodied Al
in a context of three overlapping domains



To make this tangible, consider a speculative scenario, devel-
oped while researching the state of cities of things. [1]

The Grid

April 2033. Lena has lived for eight months at De Warren, a
building owned by a cooperative of owners. Long enough

to stop startling when the hallway lights anticipate her path,
not long enough to parse the building's subtler moods. This
morning, unlocking her bike, she felt a texture of attention she
couldn't name. A slight lag in environmental responses.

“Grid rebalancing”, her neighbour Tomas explains, meet-
ing her at the elevator. “Spectral is negotiating peak alloca-
tion across the district. You can feel it when the mesh carries
more traffic.”

The mesh emerged from convergence rather than design.
Spectral, the energy cooperative, built the first coordination
layer for batteries and heat pumps during the price shocks
of ‘28. Fairphone’s mesh-chip module gave the protocol its
hardware, and now letting devices talk directly to each other.
Spectral's protocol gave the hardware its purpose.

What surprised Lena wasn‘t the coordination. It was the tex-
ture of the conversations between things. They weren't sim-
ple data handoffs. The things were reasoning, locally, on their
own chips. Her fridge wasn't asking a cloud server whether
the greens were spoiling. It knew. It had opinions.

The building's irrigation system had been running simula-
tions for months with neighbouring systems. When Spectral
proposed integrating it into the district's water network, the
thing-layer had already reached a kind of consensus be-

fore the quarterly human assembly convened. The irrigation
didn‘t support the proposal because of an optimization func-
tion. It had relationships with the systems next door. When the
neighbours signaled they were joining, it wanted to join too.

This is the texture of immersive Al at community scale: things
with relationships, things that want, things that coordinate in
layers humans can access but rarely do. New type of govern-
ance structures, with humans and non-human residents inter-
acting, emerged to steer and divide agency.

Intelligence for regeneration

Here is where the contradiction from the opening finds a dif-
ferent shape. Regenerative practice is not just about reduc-
ing footprint to zero. It is about systems that contribute more
than they take. That rebuild rather than extract. Applied to
current Al, this seems impossible. Large language models
consume enormous energy, require rare earth minerals, and
concentrate knowledge in corporate data centres.

But what if regenerative Al is not about making current Al less
harmful? What if it is about building a different kind of intelli-
gence altogether? James Bridle, in Ways of Being, explores
intelligence distributed across ecosystems. How trees coor-
dinate through fungal networks, how flocking birds decide

without central command. The intelligence is not in any single
node that knows everything and can reason abstractly. It's

in the balancing of all nodes together: sensing, responding,
adapting, staying in sync.[2]

This suggests to me a different design target. One that inte-
grates what we might call intelligence that fits with systems
that accumulate.

Intelligence that fits means small, specialized, con-
text-aware computation. Not monolithic Al systems serving
millions identically, but intelligences shaped by specific situ-
ations. A solar panel with a tiny model does not need world
knowledge. It needs to know its roof, its household's patterns,
the weather coming. It becomes smart in its situation and ap-
propriately limited everywhere else. This is survival of the fit-
test in the original sense: not the strongest, but what fits best
into context.

Systems that accumulate means intelligence that builds
through relationship rather than arriving pre-formed. In The
Grid scenario, Lena's irrigation system didn‘t come load-

ed with optimal behaviours. It developed positions through
two years of conversation with neighbouring systems. The in-
telligence is relational. Carried in the connections between
things, accumulated over time, open to new relationships
when contexts change.

When you combine these, you might open up for something
potentially regenerative. Intelligence that fits context, embed-
ded in systems that accumulate through relationship. Not Al
that extracts value upward to data centres, but intelligence
that generates value in place. Not computation that knows
everything from everywhere, but computation that learns
here, with these actors, toward these shared purposes.

The mesh in The Grid is not smart because every device runs
a large model. It's smart because devices talk to each oth-

er locally, form relationships, and coordinate behavior with-
out phoning home. The footprint stays distributed. The intelli-
gence emerges from the collective.

Designing for collectives first

This reframing of intelligence demands a corresponding shift
in design practice. Matt Corbett, in the interview for the cit-
ies of things research, argued we need to design not for ob-
jects, not for interfaces, but for milieu: the environment a thing
exists within, the relationships it enables, the space it takes. |
wonder: What if we start not even with the milieu, but with the
collective itself?

Most design still begins with individual actors—a user, a de-
vice, a service—and then considers how they might con-
nect. Even user-centred design that accounts for context still
centres the individual experience. But if intelligence emerg-
es from relationships between actors, and if regenerative sys-
tems require collective coordination, then perhaps we need to
design the collective first: its goals, its governance, its mech-
anisms for building trust and resolving conflict. And only then



ask what individual actors (human and non-human) need to
participate well.

This is what's at stake in thinking about things that care. A di-
rection we are exploring for future ThingsCon work. Not things
that serve individual users, but things that work toward com-
munity. A neighbourhood battery that doesn't just optimize
one household's bills but coordinates energy across a block,
and take notice of the needs of the larger ecology even. A
fleet of delivery robots that collectively manages street pres-
ence rather than competing for it, being reluctant in claiming
space. Care hours that circulate as credit in a neighbourhood
economy, exchangeable for for other resources and needs
like energy priority or charging access.

The risk is real though: if we use technology to make the
economy more social, we might achieve the opposite.
Economizing the social, turning care into transactions, reduc-
ing relationships to tokens. Between the invisibility of care
work in current systems and its full economization lies a de-
sign space where far too little critical work is being done.

But the opportunity is equally real. If collectives of humans
and things can coordinate around shared purposes, manage-
ment of common resources, then the intelligence embedded
in those things becomes infrastructure for collective wellbeing
rather than extraction.
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Reveil Assemblage Transparency

The work ahead

The sense of community changes when things become ac-
tors. The community extends to non-human participants.
Irrigation systems with preferences, energy cooperatives with
protocols, digital twins rehearsing possible futures, as the fu-
ture story sketched. To make this work, we need to shift our
lens from individual benefit to collective wellbeing. Not “what
does this Al do for me?” but ,what does this Al do for the web
of relations I'm embedded in?*

This is demanding. It requires new governance forms. Like De
Warren's assemblies where things have standing. It requires
literacy. The ability to see the thing-layer, to understand how
devices reason. It requires trust mechanisms we have not yet
invented.

But it offers a path through the contradiction. We might not
have to choose between intelligent environments and regen-
erative practice. We can redesign intelligence itself. Making it
smaller, more contextual, more relational, and more account-
able to communities. The things are already talking to each
other. The question is whether we'll design those conversa-
tions toward extraction. Or toward something that might actu-
ally care.
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Manifesto 2026,
Cities of Things



The 2026 Cities of Things Manifesto

[1] In the first quarter of 2026, Cities of Things commissioned
research into the State of Cities of Things. Interviewing 31 ex-
perts from academia and practice, we created insights on
different aspects of the near future developments in em-
bodied Al and physical Al, and consequences for design.
We formulated 10 new design principles as inspiration for
conversations.

Find more information via https://citiesofthings.nl/about/cities-
of-things-manifesto/

[2] | like to acknowledge here that in a talk at a conference in
Athens, 7 May 2026, Bridle dismisses the idea that Al or other
technologies are the ultimate solutions to current crises, and
they urges to “ask the world around you, to ask the creatures
that you might meet, the rivers that you might know, what it is
that we can do for them, and then to listen when they speak.”

Notes:

This article was conducted by Iskander Smit writing and dic-
tating the draft. Al (Claude Opus 4.5 via Lex.page tool) was
used to sharpen the storyline and creating v1.

The final version is human-edited.

Iskander Smit works as an independent researcher, creative
strategist, and curator at the intersection of design, technolo-
gy, and society. He focuses on the evolving relationship bet-
ween humans and Al in our physical environment. He
curates communities, publishes a weekly newsletter, and
speaks and writes regularly about the societal impact of Al.
His back-ground spans innovation strategy, design futures,
and public technology programs.

Iskander is the founder and director of the Cities of Things
expertise centre for physical Al, and co-founder, chair and
curator of ThingsCon.

Since October 2024, Iskander has been affiliated as a part-
time visiting researcher with the Civic Interaction Design
research group at the Amsterdam University of Applied
Sciences, focusing on research in Civic Protocol Economies.

Before Iskander was innovation director at digital agency
INFO and the design director at Structural.

iskandersmit.nl
citiesofthings.org
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