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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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Arcane 

Designing: On 

the regener-

ative poten-

tial of magic 
Maja Riemann

“For fantasy is true, of course. It isn’t factual, but it is true. 

Children know that. Adults know it too, and that is precise-

ly why many of them are afraid of fantasy. They know that its 

truth challenges, even threatens, all that is false, all that is 

phony, unnecessary, and trivial in the life they have let them-

selves be forced into living.”—(Ursula K. Le Guin, 1993, p. 
40)

Something seems to have been lost in the way we relate to 

the world around us. For many, this might be felt as a trivial 

natness, a sense of meaninglessness and alienation in every­

day life, or a diminished capacity to feel the richness of be­

ing alive in the world (Blackie, 2018). Western modernity was 
built, in part, by dismantling animistic and relational ways of 

perceiving and being, such as the sense of the world as alive, 

responsive, and populated by agencies beyond our own. The 

cost of that dismantling is now becoming visible, and as we 

face intersecting ecological and social crises, researchers 

point to a profound disconnection from the Earth, from each 

other, and even from our own bodies (Escobar et al., 2024). 
This article examines these disconnections as entangled ex­

pressions of the same ontological condition, namely the up­

rootedness of Western modernity from the more-than-hu­

man world (Escobar & de la Cadena, 2024). It then makes the 
seemingly unlikely proposition that magic, from folklore to fan­

tasy, offers an abundant space for designing for reconnection 

with the more-than-human world.

Let’s start by unpacking what an ontological condition means 

and why it matters here. Ontology refers to our fundamental 

understanding of reality and our ways of being in the world. 

The ontology of Western modernity is characterised by sep­

aration. It organises life into a series of hierarchical dualisms 

that place humans outside and above nature, and elevates 

thinking as separate from and superior to the body. Knowing 

and ‘being rational’ have become a matter of calculation, ab­

straction, and control, while more embodied ways of know­

ing, like feeling, sensing, and intuiting, are dismissed as un­

reliable. It is a reality where the world has become spiritless 

and mute. We might know that a tree is alive, but more in the 
sense that it is organic matter. It’s not like it can think, feel, 

and participate in the world, right? 

With this understanding of the world around us, it is indeed 
difmcult to feel connected to the more-than-human world 
and to build meaningful relationships with it. From multiple 

fronts, an urgency to move beyond this reductive ontology of 

Western modernity is becoming apparent, and there is much 
to learn from perspectives outside the West, such as indige­

nous philosophies and epistemologies of the South. But how 

can we start to expand our situated understanding of reali­

ty from our position here in the middle of Europe, in ways that 

enable us to mnd more regenerative and meaningful ways of 
being in the world? 

Through Arcane Designing, my name for designing with mag­

ic, I have been exploring the regenerative potential of mag­

ic and how it might help open ontological pathways toward 

reconnection with the more-than-human world (Riemann, 

2026). In the following, I renect on what I have learned and 
what I now believe magic can do for the worlds we are de­

signing. I begin by tracing how Western modernity came to 
suppress magic and animistic ways of being, before examin­

ing how this suppression persists in contemporary imaginar­

ies. I then turn to what Arcane Designing itself might offer de­

signers working toward reconnection with the Earth.

How we lost magic

To understand how the modern world became one of dis­

connection, it helps to see what the making of that world un­

made. Western modernity tells a story about itself as natu­

ral progress away from superstition toward reason, away from 

myth toward fact, and away from an enchanted world toward 

one of inert matter we can measure, control, and optimise. 

The full story is messy and much greater than I can tell here, 

so I am going to follow only a small thread through it and 

show some fragments of what happened to magic, and what 

was lost with it.

Philosopher David Abram (1996) shows in The Spell of the 
Sensuous that Western modernity emerged through a pro­

found sensory abstraction: a gradual withdrawal of human 
perception away from the animate Earth. In oral, animistic 

cultures, perception constantly participates with the more-

than-human world, which is sensed as alive, expressive, 

and responsive. Here, magic is a relational practice cen­

tred around sensing and responding to a world understood 

as made of many intelligences and agencies. The power of a 

“traditional magician” lies in their heightened perceptual re­

ceptivity that enables them to notice patterns and respond to 

non-human presences. Abram traces the erosion of this per­

ceptual mode to the spread of the phonetic alphabet, one 

of our oldest technologies, which detached language from 

voice, gesture, place, and the animate landscape. With it, 
meaning became mxed on the page, and attention slowly 
shifted away from the Earth, toward abstract symbols, foster­

ing a mode of cognition increasingly human-centred, self-ref­

erential, and disembodied. Over time, the more-than-human 

world became mute, and slowly came to seem as mere re­

sources to be extracted.

However, Europe did not turn spiritless overnight, and bod­

ies that continued to sense, relate, and know animistically did 

not simply fall out of fashion. Silvia Federici (2014) asserts in 
Caliban and the Witch how the witch-hunts of the 16th and 
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17th centuries were a central political strategy in the formation 
of modern Europe. The witch was a political construct used to 

criminalise and eliminate forms of life that did not conform to 

the new capitalist order: women who held embodied knowl­
edge of birth, herbs, and care; women who lived outside male 

control or depended on community rather than wage labour; 

and women who refused submission to patriarchal authority. 

These women, and their wild female bodies, were too bodily, 

too earthly, too familiar with the more-than-human world. They 

exceeded rational explanation and could not, or would not, mt 
the narrow conmnes of the new order. Federici’s famous par­
allel between the enclosures that expropriated the peasantry 

from the land and the witch-hunt as an enclosure that expro­

priated women from their bodies can be extended further, un­

derstood also as an enclosure of relational ways of perceiv­

ing, knowing, and being.

The dominant narrative of Western modernity describes the 
rise of science as a decisive and inevitable break from mag­

ic and superstition. Scientimc rationality arrived to enlighten 
us out of our pre-developed, naive beliefs and irrational mis­

understandings. However, in The Myth of Disenchantment, 

Jason Josephson-Storm (2017) demonstrates that this is a 
myth modernity tells about itself. Science was not born in op­

position to magic. The formation of science took place with­

in a cultural landscape full of esoteric, spiritual, and religious 

practices, and many of its founding mgures were themselves 
deeply engaged with these. Drawing on Claudia von Werlhof 
(2011), modern science can be understood as crystallising 
out of what she calls patriarchal alchemy. A practice orient­

ed toward abstraction, fragmentation, and domination, built 

on a logic of “creation through destruction” that breaks apart 

living wholes to extract what is deemed most valuable, such 

as gold or the philosopher’s stone (wealth and eternal life). 

The ambition to isolate, control, and reassemble nature was 

transmuted into the scientimc and technological projects of 
Modernity, promising endless progress, mastery, and escape 

from our earthly conditions. As science became institutional­

ised, it disavowed its entanglements with magic and spiritual­

ity, and magic came to function as a negative other, associ­

ated with superstition and irrationality, against which science 

could establish its full authority and claim to the truth (Storm, 

2017).

Enclosures on the imagination

Today, the “creation through destruction” logic of patriarchal 

alchemy persists in contemporary technological imaginar­

ies. It is evident in convictions such as the belief that mas­

sive data centres for AI, consuming vast ecological resourc­

es, are necessary to mnd solutions to the very crises these 
systems accelerate. And it is echoed in techno-utopian fan­

tasies of digital immortality, biohacking, and dreams of colo­

nising space: dreams of escaping our earthly and bodily en­

tanglements (Latour, 2018). Regrettably, patriarchal alchemy 
does not operate only at the level of big technological pro­

jects. It is also internalised in our everyday practices, support­

ed by our everyday technologies, through “self-alchemisa­

tion”: the continual remaking of the self through productivity, 
optimisation, and self-improvement (Escobar et al., 2024). In 

this process, relationalities such as spirituality, community, 

care, and love are severed in favour of individual performance 

and consumption, further perpetuating disconnection from 

bodies, others, and the Earth. The process is yet more absur­

dimed by the proliferation of products and services that trans­

late concepts such as spirituality or body-positive self-care 

into consumer commodities in the name of “holistic” self-reali­

sation for individuals to improve themselves. Essentially, such 

products and services continue to operate within the logic of 

Western modernity. The search for meaning stays detached 
from the more-than-human world, and the attention stays 

inwards-looking. 

Yet other ways of being, knowing, and relating have always 

persisted, even within Western contexts. They can be com­

munal, feminist, and ecological ways of being, but also 

non-modern cosmologies and mythologies that persist, some­

times in obscured forms, in our cultural heritages. Fantasy, 

which often draws on European mythologies, folklore, pagan 

cosmologies, and animistic traditions, can also be considered 

a carrier of such alternative ontological fragments. The gen­

re has often been dismissed as escapist, irrational, or imma­

ture, but this dismissal mirrors the broader modern tendency 

to disqualify non-modern ontologies as childish or regressive. 

Yet, fantasy’s engagement with magic and impossibility op­

erates as a mode of estrangement that destabilises ‘reality’ 

and makes dominant assumptions visible and open to critique 

(Baker, 2012), and I argue, open to imagining new transform­

ative possibilities for our lived realities. However, as it stands, 

the same modernist logics are still narrowing the design imag­

ination. Dunne and Raby (2025) recently warned that design 
speculations are heavily restricted by commitments to real­

ism, plausibility, and futurity even though “being possible sim­

ply ensures that something mts existing reality and reinforces 
it. A reality that for many people no longer works.” (Dunne & 

Raby, 2025, p. 17) Instead of continuously reproducing varia­

tions of a broken present, designers can turn to the rich frag­

ments of magical worlds as alternative reservoirs for imagina­

tion in ways that enable us to be both critical and afmrmative of 
new possibilities (Rønnest et al., 2026). 

Designing with magic

Arcane Designing provides a situated way of engaging rela­

tional ontologies from within Western contexts through mag­

ical world-making. In a series of design experiments, I have 

explored this vast space of designing with magic to get back 

down to Earth and reconnect with the more-than-human 

worlds we are part of (Riemann, 2026). 

In one design experiment, I imagined a community ritual for 

jellymsh that arrive each late summer and bring canal swim­

ming to a halt in my local neighbourhood in Copenhagen—a 

disruption that has increased with climate change. Inspired by 

Nordic folkloric practices, I designed a ritual of crafting and 

hanging homemade jellymsh lanterns along the canals in their 
honour, relating to them as ancient ocean spirits worthy of re­

ciprocal acknowledgement. Attending to the surrounding 

more-than-human world through forgotten local practices 

such as ritual offerings to nature spirits enabled me to attune 



43

to relational opportunities and stay with the trouble (Haraway, 

2016b), designing a meaningful relational practice instead of 
defaulting to solving the disruption. In another experiment, I 

asked what non-anthropocentric AI could entail. The Feral 

Cyborg Fairies are small, mysterious hybrids of machine and 

organism (Haraway, 2016a) that sense and respond to soil, 
plants, and fungi as much as to electronic signals. They are 

imagined as once-domesticated technologies that have bro­

ken free from human optimisation to live wild in natural eco­

systems. They speculate on forms of AI that participate in 

more-than-human worlds through ecological entanglement 

rather than human mastery. Drawing on the moral ambiguity 

of fairies in folklore, they provide a frame that avoids the dual­

istic tendency to see non-human agents as either resources 

to be exploited or fragile entities to be protected and left 

untouched.

Arcane Designing can cultivate regenerative ways of per­

ceiving by redirecting bodily attention toward the won­

der and aliveness of the more-than-human world. Drawing 

on knowledge from Nordic witches, I developed a practice 

of witch-crafting, a practice of attuning to and crafting with 

non-human agencies while creating a space for non-rational 

sense-making supported by magical and imaginative story­

ing. The practice cultivates affectionate and ongoing attach­

ments to places and materials that Western modernity tends 
to overlook, affording an outwards-oriented bodily spiritual­

ity that comes from and creates connectedness to the more-

than-human world.

Figure 1: The Feral Cyborg Fairies speculates on AI that re-

fuses both techno-deterministic inevitability and nostalgic ap-

peals to a pure, untouched nature. As hybrids, they unsettle 

the binary between natural and artimcial, and ask us to im-

agine alternative relations between humans, technology, and 

ecosystems.

Figure 2: Magical amulets, gathered and crafted as collabora-

tions with the more-than-human world. Materials are encoun-

tered through sensory attentiveness, and meaning emerges 

through noticing and listening to their agency, letting their tex-

tures, irregularities, and refusals shape the form.


