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Figure 1: Hinged aluminium door covering a digital screen, portraying an apotropaic lion, originally seen on an Etruscan
sarcophagus and designed to avert evil in the afterlife. Adapted to a screen cover, the symbol protects digital content on the
level of symbolic representation, and physically disrupts accessibility.

Abstract

The function of magic has historically been linked to dealing with
uncertainty, offering emancipatory potential, and changing a reality
outside of one’s control by generating a new desired one. Objects
have long assisted magic needs, becoming material intermediaries
used to invoke, communicate, or interact with scales beyond the
human. Tablets to curse those who had caused injustice, cups to
avert evil, pendants to invite love and protection. The materiality
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of magic artefacts is an integral part of their function, constituting
their affordances, their activation, and what makes them ‘work’
and fulfill purposes given to them. The field of HCI concerned
with Al technologies has been interested in magic for years now,
though predominantly as a useful metaphor, something to be aware
of, to mimic aesthetically or to disenchant. In contrast, we argue
for magic to be re-included in HCI considering its subversive and
emancipatory potential, and its material cultures, particularly for
Al interfaces and their similar role in mediating between human
and scales beyond-human.
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1 Introduction

Magic and enchantment have been prevalent themes in the field
of HCIL, with magic terminology being adopted in interactive de-
sign [48], design fiction [5], and AI technologies [38]. Both the
potential and the risk of magic analogies have been explored, from
the possibility of becoming a useful metaphor [38], an inspiration
to create meaningful interactions [48], prototyping objects with
active re-imagination [3], or as a euphemism to describe seamless
functionalities that are actually just ‘untraceable’[18]. The simi-
larities have been embraced by tech industries, and commercial
platforms trying to justify AI's opaque qualities or just sell more
subscriptions, as much as design studios and companies. With their
influence, magic became a synonym for seamless interaction. One
of the main consequences of this magic alliance has been termed
by Campolo and Crawford as an “enchanted determinism,” which
shapes expectations over Al technologies avoiding questions of
responsibility or regulation[9].

In order to expand the current reading of magic within HCI, in
this late-breaking work we draw on usage and definitions of magic
from historical, anthropological, and theoretical findings,! as well
as a review of selected projects from art and design. Specifically, we
introduce two understandings of magic to expand HCI definitions:
(1) the function of magic traces the historical and anthropological
role that magic has had in the history of humans, in particular its
function - in societies all over the world - to deal with uncertainty,
and to generate new realities; and (2) magic as a function which
formalizes how objects have been material intermediaries of magic,
by being designed to mediate between humans and scales beyond-
human, and imbued with certain purposes to fulfill. We argue that
this distinction offers HCI a more rigorous framework for engaging
magic beyond its aesthetic or metaphorical appeal, particularly in
relation to Al interfaces, which also serve as the material inter-
mediary between humans and data, dealing with scales that are
beyond-human, crossing many dimensions often unintelligible to
humans (7, 26, 30].

!First author is a South-European, Mediterranean, female identifying design researcher
with an artistic background. Her understanding of magic comes from both the direct
experience of Mediterranean folk magic in her birth-place and the consequent ex-
ploration of it within her artistic practice, which now seeps through her academic
work. Because of the specificity and at the same time broadness of what magic is and
how it could be understood in different contexts, the historical and contemporary
sources in this poster come primarily from Mediterranean ancient magic. We invite
more situatedness in the reading of magic for further research.
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Through our conceptual distinction between the function of
magic and magic as a function, we aim to expand HCI’s under-
standing of magic with the following contributions:

(1) A critical re-framing of the function of magic for HCI as
a socio-material practice for negotiating uncertainty, re-
distributing agency, and resisting dominant computational
paradigms.

(2) Including magic as a function as a lens to critically read and

design Al interfaces as material mediators between humans

and beyond-human scales.

Identifying Materiality, Symbolic Representation and Physi-

cality as underexplored design opportunities for HCI inter-

action design, particularly in relation to Al interfaces.

—
W
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2 Background

In this section we outline the distinction between the function of
magic and magic as a function to expand HCI's understanding of
magic beyond metaphorical or aesthetic interests.

2.1 The Function of Magic

If the world was governed by forces you didn’t understand, and
everything had to have a sense in a mysterious bigger picture, what
would you do? Ethnographer de Martino defines magic as “aiming
to restore the conditions in which both the individual and the world
could regain their presence in the chaos of uncertainty and mutually
go on with their active and imaginative relationship” [12]. In other
words, anthropologically speaking magic provided the necessary
tools to cope with the unfathomability of a pre-established order,
and offered remedies to reality. Magic constructs the cosmos as
an interconnected realm, in which the lines between humans, the
environment, and the beyond-human become blurrier. A multitude
of agencies co-exist, and they can influence or be influenced by
humans. Practicing magic is trying to control, affect, or re-direct
these agents based on specific needs or desires.

From a historical perspective, magic is associated with the mar-
ginal and the undesirable [21, 50, 62]; the powerless resort to magic
to regain presence and agency in the world. Magic and its users are
persecuted and de-legitimized by established orders. In relation to
imperialism, protestantism or market capitalism, magic appears as
illicit power, an instrument to obtain what one wants without work,
and is considered difficult to control [21, 61]. Relative to science,
magic is associated with ‘primitive’ thinking and rude superstition,
undermining the Enlightenment values around which Western soci-
eties were built. Empirical sciences - including those of engineering
and later computing - contributed to making the world numerical,
gaining a “fundamentally quantitative feel for nature, how it is and
how it ought to be” [29]. Today, magic is “technically impossible”
[8], what is left are traces of past ontologies. With a loss of magic’s
primary function as a means of cosmic orientation, we propose that
HCT has primarily operated with such traces through metaphoric
and aesthetic means without considering the deeper anthropologi-
cal and historical, particularly those of resistance and cosmological
(re-)orientation.
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2.2 Magic as a Function

For practitioners, magic artefacts have had the function of medi-
ating between humans and beyond-human, from votive offerings
to asking for healing, to forecasting tools to know futures, to pro-
tective amulets or curse devices. Their ability would be to fulfill
purposes given to them, to affect and influence, to elicit and pro-
voke [22]. Historian Di Serio and colleagues use Gibson’s concept
of affordances to contextualize the function of magic objects in
history, seeing affordances as dynamic forces shaping the relations
between humans and their environment [15]. Similarly, we situate
our understanding of magic as a function as a deeply material mat-
ter for which material elements are considered active participants.
Material traces of magic practices are generally treated as of sec-
ondary importance compared to words, actions, and beliefs by their
scholars [62]. But, viewed through affordances, one cannot think of
magic as disentangled from its material cultures; it cannot function
without its objects, places, bodies, and practices. Magic practices are
not only communicated through material forms, they are realized
in and through them [15] creating instruments of belief. A focus
on the function of magic opens a window on how humans have
used material media to “summon, shape, or sustain encounters with
super-human agents” [15], becoming situated ritual technologies.

Modern Al interfaces in many ways resemble magic artefacts, in
the way in which they mediate between a human, and a beyond-
human scale, and shape and sustain encounters with agents belong-
ing to that scale. We argue a study of magic objects might inform
and inspire new design approaches to Al interfaces. To further
elucidate the practical implications of such a study, we present a
series of historical cases in which objects are made with magic as a
function.?

To restrict our argument to areas of more immediate concern
for design in the following, we focus on three aspects that are
fundamental in the making of the magic function in magical arte-
facts, as observed by Mancini and colleagues [15]: (i) Materiality, (ii)
Symbolic Representation, and (iii) Physicality (i.e., sensory-motor
interaction). We use these as three heuristic dimensions to discuss
the following examples of ancient magic objects, as they are also
aspects of any artefact, and therefore readily applicable to qualities
of most direct relevance to HCL. We argue that dissecting magic
functions according to these dimensions therefore holds potential
for HCI, particularly regarding alternative ways of designing Al
interfaces, by understanding them as material-symbolic-physical
mediators with scales beyond-human, and in addition to their pur-
pose of being information channels.

2.2.1 Materiality. Curse tablets were devices for casting curses
directed at someone or something, [62], usually inscribed on tablets
of lead, a very heavy and inert metal (Figure 2, Left); its affordance
of permanence would ensure that the curse would last throughout
time, space, and planes of reality [51].

Amber could generally be used to protect the evil eye, a curse-
like state provoked by malevolent gazes, as well as the throat from

2We highlight a number of examples of magic objects, mostly ancient Mediterranean
magic, because of the provenance of first author. We recognize that magic practices
are still being performed today all over the world, so we invite future design research
to go beyond ancient magic, and explore more situated, still performed magic, echoing
design historian Carlton-Parada [10].
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Figure 2: From top to bottom: Terracotta kylix: eye-cup (drink-
ing cup), Greek, Attic, ca. 530 B.C [57]; A Doric greek in-
scribed lead curse tablet circa 5th century B.C. [56]; Addorsed
Females pendant, Etruscan, 600-550 B.C, Amber [58] ; Chihil
Kilid (Forty Keys) Divination Bowl with Inscriptions, 1679
[55]

ailments if worn in the form of a necklace’s pendant (Figure 2,
Right) and could be even more powerful if depicting deities [11, 16].
Its glowing and liquid appearance made it a material that better
served questions of love, beauty, and general protection from evil.
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2.2.2  Symbolic Representation. In the case of the kylix eye-cups
(Figure 2, Center), the depiction of the eyes wards off ill intentions
one might receive at the dinner table while drinking, and therefore
being unable to perceive physical or symbolic threats [42]. This
magic representation is called ‘apotropaic’: designed to avert evil.
Painting the eyes on a cup creates and connects to the symbolic
understanding of the gaze, which in ancient magic is the carrier
of ill intentions. Similarly, the representation of good also calls
good [40]. In the case of Indian floor drawings, such as alpona,
decorative shapes are meant to protect the house, dwelling, or
village by magical representation [17].

2.2.3  Physicality. Again in the case of curse tablets, they would
often be nailed, hammered, or folded. The “words of the curse
gained physicality and permanence as they were inscribed” [51],
hence the importance of Physicality in the efficacy of the ritual in
both the physical actions required to produce the artefact and the
ritual interaction. Persian incantation bowls would be engraved
with invocations and amulets and used often as remedies against
demons. In the specific case of the ‘bowl of the forty keys’, the bowl
was filled with water and that water, imbued with the power of the
inscription, would be used to bathe specific individuals in need of
protection [35].

Magic as a function shows potential for direct relevance to the
field of HCI, since it is observable through artefacts, their aesthet-
ics, their affordances, and ways in which they are designed. The
dimensions of Materiality, Symbolic Representation and Physicality
in objects with magic functions become particularly relevant for Al
interfaces, whose opacity, probabilistic operation, and scale increas-
ingly position them as contemporary mediators of the unknowable.

3 Re-Orienting Magic in HCI
In the following section, we first problematize how HCI has consid-

ered magic until now and review four works from art and design
as inspiration for re-orientation.

3.1 The Problem with HCI Magic

We contend that HCI design research has predominantly leveraged
the aesthetics of magic. In this, it seems to be mostly inspired by
depictions of magic in popular culture, fantasy genre, and illusion-
ism - see for example design practices around stage magic in [38],
or the fantasy infused spellcasting tropes used by programmers
describing language model interactions [14]. This runs the risk of
producing a flattened and homogenized reading of magic, reducing
its cultural, historical, epistemic, and material richness. As a con-
sequence, designs take shape without accounting for presenting
opaque computational systems as magical. Although more-than-
human, feminist design approaches have been widely explored in
their potential to inform HCI design research, we argue that HCI is
falling behind, except for a few notable examples [19, 52], in em-
bracing magic not only as metaphor or aesthetic (e.g. [1, 5, 28]), but
as a tool to negotiate with uncertainty, to redistribute agency, and
reconfiguring human relationships with computational systems.
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Figure 3: A shot of the performance showing the environ-
ment in which a reading takes place. A blue velvet tablecloth
is embroidered with possible positions the phone might be
placed in, to be read differently in accordance to a specific
Tarot spread. Photo: Maarten Nauw

3.2 Objects with Magic Functions from the Arts
and Design

In this section, and reading across the historical examples shown
above, we look at four examples from the arts and design world that
relate to the technological beyond-human sphere expressing magic
as a function (by engaging with Materiality, Symbolic representa-
tion, Physicality) and the function of magic to resist and re-order
reality. We approach these works as a preliminary and limited an-
notated portfolio [24], selecting projects that engage technological
systems through magical functions rather than magical aesthetics
alone. The selection and the annotations of the works were devel-
oped mostly by first author, leveraging the sensibilities [23] grown
through her artistic practice, expertise in magical epistemologies,
personal interest in archaeology, provenance and ultimately the
beliefs circulating in that environment. Each of the works selected
foregrounds one or more of the dimensions identified in Section 2.2
such as Materiality, Symbolic Representation, and Physicality, while
also positioning magic as a mechanism for resistance, reconfigura-
tion, or altered agency in relation to Al and computational systems.
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In conversation with the other authors, the following examples
were observed.

3.2.1 Digital Esoterism. First author’s project ‘Digital Esoterism’
(Figure 3) explores how divination tools might be refashioned in
order to reclaim a sense of agency towards targeted predictions in
social media platforms. The performance consists of one-on-one
readings with the artist, in which the smartphone of the querent
is ‘read’ using the methodology of a Tarot reading. Before the
performance, participants must walk through an “Accept All” sign
that gives access to the exhibition space where the reading will take
place. The performance embodies the importance of Physicality in
the production of the magic function, which in this case transforms
a common object such as the smartphone into a divination interface
not by redesigning it, but by redesigning the actions around it.

3.2.2  Hexing Twitter. The “Tithonus Extension’ (Figure 4) explic-
itly reclaims the subversive potential of magic [21] to contest the
hegemony of Surveillance Capitalism [63] and the structures of
control behind the workings of social media platforms, specifically
Twitter, impeding the use of the platform, the more one scrolls.
Symbolically, it uses the curse of Tithonus, as narrated by Homer.
Technically, by using the language of JavaScript, it ‘decays’ the
content of tweets, images, GIFs and video, which appear more and
more illegible and corrupted, the further one scrolls.

The project is an emblematic example of Materiality and Sym-
bolic Representation embodied in a technological object such as
the Twitter feed and infinite scroll. By materially corrupting the
JavaScript code, the content of Twitter visually decays and its pur-
pose that “by decaying Twitter, the meaning of Twitter can change”
[19] is fulfilled.

3.2.3 Screen Guardian. First author’s unpublished prototype ‘Screen
Guardian’ (Figure 1) is an aluminium door depicting a lion as the
protector of a computer screen. In Etruria (first author birth place),
lions were portrayed on sarcophagi as protectors of tombs [36].
The door enacts an ‘apotropaic’ (see Section 2.2.2) protection from,
e.g., harmful web content in its material heft, by Symbolic repre-
sentation and through physically impeding the screen to be fully
visible.

3.2.4 Autonomous Trap 001. Bridle’s ‘Autonomous Trap 001°[6]
imagined the story of an autonomous vehicle stuck inside concen-
tric salt circles, one made of a full line and one of a dotted line,
which in road marking language respectively mean “do not cross”
and “free to come in”. With this simple stratagem, the author man-
ages to trap the autonomous car in the middle of the circle, tricked
by the machine learning vision system believing it is surrounded
by no-entry points. (Figure 5)

The material choice for the circles is salt, widely used in magic
practices, especially in the Mediterranean [47], for its protective
qualities. Bridle describes this project falling “under the category of
resistance” in the face of “crucial social issues such as the atomiza-
tion and changing nature of labor, the shift of power to corporate
elites and Silicon Valley, and the quasi-religious faith in computa-
tion as the only framework for the production of truth — and hence
ethics and social justice”[41]
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Figure 4: The Tithonus intervention on a Twitter feed from
Escher and Banovic [19]. Each image shows the decay of a
Tweet into an almost illegible version. The extension materi-
ally modifies the platform’s content, forcing it to change.

© Escher, Banovic
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The project embodies Materiality, Symbolic Representation, and
Physicality, in the creation of the magic function and the engage-
ment with it through the interface of the automated car.

3.25 Summary of Observations. Across these examples, magic ap-
pears not merely as aesthetic reference, but as a mechanism for
reorganizing relations of power between humans and Al-heavy
systems such as automated cars and social media. These projects
introduce a magic function that re-organizes agencies and resists
the infrastructures that control them indirectly. The Tithonus ex-
tension interrupts the engagement mechanism of the infinite scroll;
Digital Esoterism ritualizes predictive targeted content and invites
interpretation over passive consumption; Screen Guardian blocks
uninterrupted access to digital content; and Autonomous Trap 001
exposes the fragility of the recognition algorithms of automated
cars. Collectively, these projects invite to occupy very different po-
sitions from what one might be used to, by inviting (and sometimes
forcing) engagement or intervention. In this sense, the projects
move beyond the metaphorical or aesthetic use of magic and instead
reconfigure relationships between humans and the beyond-human
of Al processes.

Figure 5: ‘Autonomous Trap 001’, 2017, Installation [6]. The
autonomous car trapped in the salt circles, surrounded by
the scenery of Mount Parnassus, Greece. © James Bridle

4 DISCUSSION

In the following section, we discuss how the function of magic can
have positional and methodological, and magic as a function could
have designerly and practical potential for HCI.

4.1 The Potential Function of Magic in Design
Research

HCI has been interested in magic from an aesthetic and metaphori-

cal point of view. We propose that HCI may consider the function

of magic as a positional and methodological orientation for engag-

ing with uncertainty in computational systems, drawing from the
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historical role of magic as a tool to contest conditions beyond indi-
vidual control, negotiate agency and activate alternative realities.

The possibilities of magic and its emancipatory potential have
been slowly but consistently de-legitimized by the rise of the ra-
tionalistic perspective and its “undisputed assumption of magic’s
unreality” [12]. The future is now open, predictions are based on
real data, and the world is understood numerically. Yet, uncertainty
persists [25], and the human condition seems to have barely shifted:
“In ancient times the future appeared to be unknowable to humans,
but not to divinity, not to God. As for today, the future appears to
be unknowable to humans but not to algorithms” [20], as Esposito
argues.

We argue that Al technologies, in particular, contribute to cre-
ating oppressive realities, structures of behaviour control, and ex-
istential risk [2, 27, 34, 53, 63], for which collective action and
participation could be meaningful ways of regaining agency and
perform possible alternatives. Although magic practices cannot be
considered inherently emancipatory, many historical and contem-
porary magical traditions have functioned as informal practices of
negotiation, protection, refusal, or alternative world-making out-
side dominant institutional structures. We therefore call on HCI
researchers to include the function of magic in their discourses and
in their designs for a more in-depth engagement with its historical
and ethnographic implications. Although appealing to magic as an
instrument of refusal cannot immediately change very real contem-
porary problems, it can first set conditions for collective struggle
[59], and empower individuals in the life of protest [54]. Moreover,
even in situations where it is not acceptable to treat magic as real,
it can still be treated as useful, and as such it has been deployed to
change political situations [33, 60].

Notable is the presence of the witch archetype in its various man-
ifestations [31, 32, 43], and we highlight the potential for method-
ological exploration of this archetype in the field of HCI as a gener-
ative lens from which to design - in a similar vein to purposefully
constructing the ‘eco-harmonist’ archetype to explore HCI’s re-
sponse to planetary limits [37].

4.2 The Potential of Magic as a Function

On the practical side, we suggest that HCI may consider magic as a
function in designing artefacts and experiences; particularly with
regards to Al technologies. The latter rely on probabilistic computa-
tion to derive patterns from incredibly large amounts of data. While
their operations and outputs are thus intrinsically uncertain (cf. [4]),
interfaces filled with text-based, commercially viable information
continue to dominate. While this can produce a sense of control
over reality, it leaves Al users with little agency as they come to
increasingly rely on calculated outputs [49].

We see a particular potential in the space of the interface, an
object serving as the material intermediary between humans and
data, dealing with scales that are beyond-human, crossing many
dimensions often unintelligible to humans [7, 26, 30]. Whilst con-
temporary interface paradigms tend to be optimized for reliability
and predictability, historically magical objects operate through un-
certainty, ambiguity and partial efficacy. This tension may itself be
productive for HCI, particularly for Al systems whose probabilistic
nature is often concealed behind conventional text-based interfaces.
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Poliks and Trillo characterize interfaces as “limited portals” that
transcribe and translate the vastness of data, such that there are “no
guarantees” of what might come out of it [46]. Yet, we argue that
the way interfaces are designed can alter the affordances of the Al
technologies that are being deployed. It seems especially needed in
the realm of conversational interfaces, where “the embodied nature
of language is in stark contrast with the disembodied nature of
bots” [46]. As designers, we call for new ways of communicating,
perhaps even detached from language [45], that may be informed
by the material, symbolic, or physical aspects of magic as a function.
There are only limited examples of this type of work in HCI, for
instance the depiction of eyes has the magic function of averting
evil (Figure 2, center) being adopted in interaction design to avert
anti-social behaviour [13].

Thus, we propose that a more in-depth engagement with magic
would open new design possibilities in HCI for human and more-
than-human / beyond-human entanglements in which agency is
co-created [10], stressing the importance of Materiality, Symbolic
Representation, and Physicality for interfaces with the unknown.
We argue that our reading of magic as a function may be especially
relevant for critical design [44], as it would widen the grounds of
debate from specific concerns to the level of “cosmological meaning”
[39]. We propose that this opens possibilities for critical design to
operate outside of the known and accepted rules of reality. As in
the case of the ‘Screen Guardian’ (Figure 1, Section 3.2.3), where the
door shapes new ways of relating to screens, to web interfaces, but
also to one’s technologically mediated yet non-technically mean-
ingful being in the world rather than the direct critique of, e.g.,
a particular feature of surveillance capitalism. On an actionable
level, with this late-breaking work we invite HCI design researchers
examining magic to go beyond the current aesthetic-focused view
through a set of recommendations / creative opportunities:

e Treat Al interfaces as cosmological mediators of human re-
lations with beyond-human scales, rather than tools for effi-
ciency (Function of Magic)

e Designing the material-symbolic-physical qualities of me-
diation with scales beyond-human (Magic as a Function),
specifically allowing for interfaces that:

Redistribute agency by exposing uncertain behaviors

— Obstruct, slow, or redirect interactions from oversimplified

outputs

Engage with ambiguity or even incompleteness

Allow and design for refusal and alternative pathways

5 Conclusion

This paper articulates two key distinctions when discussing magic
in the context of HCL. Firstly, the distinction between magic as a
generalised idea from synthetic culture — predominantly Western
fantasy, but also stage magic and related practices — and magic as
a socially and culturally embedded practice and worldview. The
second is between magic as a function (i.e., what it is designed to
do in the world), and the function of magic (i.e., the socio-material
practices that enable and are enabled by magic). By clarifying these
distinctions, we give the HCI community a more nuanced and rig-
orous ground on which to discuss magic in HCI research. Based on
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this, we hope to encourage more alternative epistemic frameworks
for shaping new social and technological imaginations.

References

[1] Haider Akmal and Paul Coulton. 2020. The Divination of Things by Things. In
Extended Abstracts of the 2020 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (CHI EA °20). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA,
1-12. doi:10.1145/3334480.3381823

[2] Christine Ander], Stefanie H. Klein, Biisra Sarigiil, Frank M. Schneider, Junyi Han,
Paul L. Fiedler, and Sonja Utz. 2024. Conversational presentation mode increases
credibility judgements during information search with ChatGPT. Scientific Reports
14, 1 (July 2024), 17127. doi:10.1038/s41598-024-67829-6

[3] Kristina Andersen and Ron Wakkary. 2019. The Magic Machine Workshops:
Making Personal Design Knowledge. In Proceedings of the 2019 CHI Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. ACM, Glasgow Scotland Uk, 1-13.
doi:10.1145/3290605.3300342

[4] Jesse Josua Benjamin, Arne Berger, Nick Merrill, and James Pierce. 2021. Machine
Learning Uncertainty as a Design Material: A Post-Phenomenological Inquiry. In
Proceedings of the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI °21). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 1-14.
doi:10.1145/3411764.3445481

[5] Mark Blythe and Enrique Encinas. 2016. The Co-ordinates of Design Fiction:
Extrapolation, Irony, Ambiguity and Magic. In Proceedings of the 2016 ACM
International Conference on Supporting Group Work (GROUP ’16). Association
for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 345-354. doi:10.1145/2957276.
2957299

[6] James Bridle. 2017. Autonomous Trap 001. https://jamesbridle.com/works/
autonomous-trap-001

[7] JennaBurrell. 2016. How the machine ‘thinks’: Understanding opacity in machine
learning algorithms. Big Data & Society 3, 1 (June 2016), 2053951715622512.
Publisher: SAGE Publications Ltd. doi:10.1177/2053951715622512

[8] Federico Campagna. 2018. Technic and magic: the reconstruction of reality. Blooms-
bury Academic, London. doi:10.5040/9781350044005

[9] Alexander Campolo and Kate Crawford. 2020. Enchanted Determinism: Power
without Responsibility in Artificial Intelligence. Engaging Science, Technology,
and Society 6 (Jan. 2020), 1-19. doi:10.17351/ests2020.277

[10] Anais Carlton-Parada. 2025. Witchcraft as Ontological Designing: Assemblage
and More-Than-Human Relationality in Latin American Brujeria (Six-
teenth-Eighteenth centuries). Journal of Design History 37, 4 (05 2025), 308-326.
arXiv:https://academic.oup.com/jdh/article-pdf/37/4/308/63050615/epae027.pdf
doi:10.1093/jdh/epae027

Faya Causey. 2012. Amber Magic? Ancient Carved Ambers in the J. Paul Getty
Museum. https://www.getty.edu/publications/ambers/intro/3/

Ernesto De Martino. 1997. Il mondo magico: prolegomeni a una storia del magismo
(1. ed ed.). Bollati Boringhieri, Torino.

Keith Dear, Kevin Dutton, and Elaine Fox. 2019. Do ‘watching eyes’ influence
antisocial behavior? A systematic review & meta-analysis. Evolution and Human
Behavior 40, 3 (2019), 269-280. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2019.01.006

Leon Derczynski. 2023. The Language Model Vocabulary Gap. And why magic
maybe isn’t a terrible metaphor . https://interhumanagreement.substack.com/p/
demons

Chiara Di Serio, Silvia Fogliazza, and Sofia Bianchi Mancini. 2025. Activating Rit-
uals (I) : Materiality, Performativity, and Communication with the Superhuman.
Religion in the Roman Empire 11, 3 (2025). doi:10.1628/rre-2025-0020
Christopher Duffin. 2015. The medicinal use of unprocessed amber. Poster
Abstract. “Amber in the History of Medicine”, International Conference 14th-
17th September 2015, Amber Museum, Kaliningrad, Russia.

Swarup Dutta and Dean Academics. 2011. The Mystery of Indian Floor Paintings.
Chitrolekha International Magazine on Art and Design 1 (April 2011).

Madeleine Clare Elish and Danah Boyd. 2017. Situating Methods in the Magic of
Big Data and Artificial Intelligence. https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3040201
Nel Escher and Nikola Banovic. 2024. Hexing Twitter: Channeling Ancient Magic
to Bind Mechanisms of Extraction. In Extended Abstracts of the CHI Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI EA "24). Association for Computing
Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 1-6. do0i:10.1145/3613905.3644071

Elena Esposito. 2021. Unpredictability. Uncertain archives: critical keywords for
big data (2021). https://pub.uni-bielefeld.de/record/2966001

Silvia Federici. 2021. Caliban and the witch: women, the body and primitive
accumulation. Penguin Book, London.

David Freedberg. 2007. The power of images: studies in the history and theory of
response (repr. ed.). Univ. of Chicago Pr, Chicago, Ill.

Mafalda Gamboa and Kristina Andersen. 2026. Sensibilities as Knowledge in De-
sign Research. In Proceedings of the 2026 Designing Interactive Systems Conference
(DIS ’26). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 4101-4120.
doi:10.1145/3800645.3813069

[11

[12

[13

(14

oy
&

[16

[17

(18

[19

[20

)
=

[22

[23


https://doi.org/10.1145/3334480.3381823
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-67829-6
https://doi.org/10.1145/3290605.3300342
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445481
https://doi.org/10.1145/2957276.2957299
https://doi.org/10.1145/2957276.2957299
https://jamesbridle.com/works/autonomous-trap-001
https://jamesbridle.com/works/autonomous-trap-001
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951715622512
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350044005
https://doi.org/10.17351/ests2020.277
https://arxiv.org/abs/https://academic.oup.com/jdh/article-pdf/37/4/308/63050615/epae027.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/jdh/epae027
https://www.getty.edu/publications/ambers/intro/3/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2019.01.006
https://interhumanagreement.substack.com/ p/demons
https://interhumanagreement.substack.com/ p/demons
https://doi.org/10.1628/rre-2025-0020
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3040201
https://doi.org/10.1145/3613905.3644071
https://pub.uni-bielefeld.de/record/2966001
https://doi.org/10.1145/3800645.3813069

NordiCHI 26 Adjunct, October 03-07, 2026, Vaasa, Finland

[24

[25]

[26]

[27]

[28]

[29

[30]

[31

[32]

[33

[34]

[35]

[36

[37]

[38]

[39]

[40]

[41

[42]

[43

[44]

[45]

[46

[47

[48

William Gaver and Andy Boucher. 2024. Designing with Data: An Annotated
Portfolio. ACM Trans. Comput.-Hum. Interact. 31, 6 (Dec. 2024), 71:1-71:25.
doi:10.1145/3685272

Elisa Giaccardi, Dave Murray-Rust, Johan Redstrém, and Baptiste Caramiaux.
2024. Prototyping with Uncertainties: Data, Algorithms, and Research through
Design. ACM Trans. Comput.-Hum. Interact. 31, 6 (Dec. 2024), 68:1-68:21. doi:10.
1145/3702322

A.N. Gorban and L. Y. Tyukin. 2018. Blessing of dimensionality: mathematical
foundations of the statistical physics of data. Philosophical Transactions of the
Royal Society A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 376, 2118 (March
2018), 20170237. doi:10.1098/rsta.2017.0237

Sara Goudarzi. 2026. Al social platforms like Moltbook are potential
accelerators of existential risk that should be regulated as critical infrastruc-
ture.  https://thebulletin.org/2026/03/ai-social-platforms-like-moltbook-are-
potential-accelerators-of-existential-risk- that-should-be-regulated-as- critical-
infrastructure/

Jurgen Gravestein. 2026. How The Sparkle Icon Became The Universal Symbol
For AL https://jurgengravestein.substack.com/p/how-the-sparkle-icon-became-
the-universal

Tan Hacking. 2009. The taming of chance (12. print ed.). Number 17 in Ideas in
context. Cambridge Univ. Press, Cambridge.

Alon Halevy, Peter Norvig, and Fernando Pereira. 2009. The Unreasonable
Effectiveness of Data. IEEE Intelligent Systems 24, 2 (March 2009), 8-12. doi:10.
1109/MIS.2009.36

Lucile Olympe Haute. [n.d.]. Cyberwitches Manifesto. http://lucilehaute.fr/
cyberwitches.html

Whitefeather Hunter. 2019. The witch in the lab coat.
whitefeatherhunter.ca/new-research

Jezebel. 2025. We Paid Some Etsy Witches to Curse Charlie Kirk. https://www.
jezebel.com/we-paid-some-etsy-witches-to-curse-charlie-kirk

Surya Mattu Julia Angwin, Jeff Larson and Lauren Kirchner. 2016. Machine
Bias. https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-risk-assessments-in-
criminal-sentencing

Leila Karami. 2021. Observations on the Jam-e Cehel Kelid in Iran: Notes on the
Text and Context. Oriente Moderno 101, 1 (2021), pp. 70-93. https://www.jstor.
org/stable/48650498

Ellen Kohler. 1960. An Etruscan Tomb-Guardian. Expedition Magazine 2, 2 (Jan.
1960). https://www.penn.museum/sites/expedition/an-etruscan-tomb- guardian/
Lenneke Kuijer and Matthias Laschke. 2024. Designing for a Post-Growth Society
through the Eco-Harmonist. A Critical Examination of the Role of HCI and Tech-
nology Design.. In Proceedings of the 13th Nordic Conference on Human-Computer
Interaction (Uppsala, Sweden) (NordiCHI "24). Association for Computing Ma-
chinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 69, 13 pages. doi:10.1145/3679318.3685405
Maria Luce Lupetti and Dave Murray-Rust. 2024. (Un)making Al Magic: A
Design Taxonomy. In Proceedings of the 2024 CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems (CHI "24). Association for Computing Machinery, New York,
NY, USA, 1-21. doi:10.1145/3613904.3641954

Nusrat Jahan Mim, Prajna Devi Upadhyay, Priyanka Paul, and Dipanjan
Chakraborty. 2026. Making the Sacred: Craft, Ritual, and Computational Imagi-
naries in Postcolonial HCI. In Proceedings of the 2026 CHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems (CHI "26). Association for Computing Machinery,
New York, NY, USA, Article 1264, 18 pages. doi:10.1145/3772318.3791119
Markéta Muczkova. 2023. Symbols in Magic: Tools for Transforming Reality.
Linguistic Frontiers 6, 3 (dec 2023), 1-10. doi:10.2478/1f-2023-0020

Beckett Mufson. 2017. Meet the Artist Using Ritual Magic to Trap Self-Driving
Cars. https://www.vice.com/en/article/meet-the-artist-using-ritual-magic-to-
trap-self-driving-cars-2/

Museum of Cycladic Art. [n.d.]. Eyed-kylix. https://cycladic.gr/en/ebeiries/
ofthalmoti-kylika/

Ginevra Petrozzi. 2023. POV: Time To Influence Your Targeted Ads. https:
//thecouch.hethem.nl/pov/

James Pierce. 2021. In Tension with Progression: Grasping the Frictional Tenden-
cies of Speculative, Critical, and other Alternative Designs. In Proceedings of the
2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (Yokohama, Japan)
(CHI °21). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article
617, 19 pages. doi:10.1145/3411764.3445406

Sorin Pintilie. 2016. In the long tail: an animistic view on conversational interfaces.
interactions 23, 6 (Oct. 2016), 22-23. doi:10.1145/2991889

Marek Poliks and Roberto Alonso Trillo. 2025. Interface after Al. ECHO: a journal
of music, thought and technology 6 (Sept. 2025).

Daniel Potts. 1984. On Salt and Salt Gathering in Ancient Mesopotamia. Journal
of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 27, 3 (1984), 225-271. http:
/[www.jstor.org/stable/3631848

Majken Kirkegaard Rasmussen. 2013. Magical realities in interaction design.
In Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on Tangible, Embedded and
Embodied Interaction (TEI ’13). Association for Computing Machinery, New York,
NY, USA, 125-128. doi:10.1145/2460625.2460644

https://www.

Petrozzi et al.

Steven D. Shaw and Gideon Nave. 2026. Thinking—Fast, Slow, and Artificial:
How Al Is Reshaping Human Reasoning and the Rise of Cognitive Surrender.
social science research network:6097646 doi:10.2139/ssrn.6097646

Kristen J. Sollée. 2017. Witches, Sluts, Feminists: Conjuring the Sex Positive (1st ed
ed.). ThreeL Media, La Vergne.

Charlotte Spence. 2025. Communication with the Superhuman through Curse
Tablets. Religion in the Roman Empire 11, 3 (2025). doi:10.1628/rre-2025-0024
Sharifa Sultana and Syed Ishtiaque Ahmed. 2019. Witchcraft and HCI: Morality,
Modernity, and Postcolonial Computing in Rural Bangladesh. In Proceedings
of the 2019 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ’19).
Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 1-15. doi:10.1145/
3290605.3300586

Christopher Summers, Rob Smith, and Rebecca Reczek. 2016. An Audience of
One: Behaviorally Targeted Ads as Implied Social Labels. Journal of Consumer
Research 43 (02 2016), ucw012. doi:10.1093/jcr/ucw012

Bronislaw Szerszynski and Emma Tomalin. 2018. Enchantment and its uses:
Religion and spirituality in environmental direct action. In Changing anarchism.
Manchester University Press, 199-212. Section: Changing anarchism. https:
//www.manchesterhive.com/display/9781526137289/9781526137289.00020.xml
unknown. 1679. Chihil Kilid (Forty Keys) Divination Bowl with Inscriptions,
Zodiac Signs, and Four Plaquettes. https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/objects/
3007

unknown. 500 BCE. A Doric greek inscribed lead curse tablet, circa 5th Century
B.C. | Christie’s. https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6217445

unknown. 530 BCE. Terracotta kylix: eye-cup (drinking cup). https://www.
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/248660

unknown. 600. Pendant: Addorsed Females (Getty Museum). https://www.getty.
edu/art/collection/object/103TE0

Kevin Van Meter. 2017. Guerrillas of Desire: Notes on Everyday Resistance and
Organizing to Make a Revolution Possible. AK Press, Edinburgh.

VICE. 2019. Witches Casting Spells on Politicians: A Curse on Corruption. http:
//archive.org/details/WitchesCastingSpellsonPoliticians ACurseonCorruption
Max Weber and Talcott Parsons. 2010. The Protestant ethic and the spirit of
capitalism (reprint ed.). Routledge, London.

Greg Woolf. 2022. CURSE TABLETS: THE HISTORY OF A TECHNOLOGY.
Greece and Rome 69, 1 (April 2022), 120-134. doi:10.1017/S0017383521000267
Shoshana Zuboff. 2020. The age of surveillance capitalism: the fight for a human
future at the new frontier of power (first trade paperback edition ed.). PublicAffairs,
New York, NY.


https://doi.org/10.1145/3685272
https://doi.org/10.1145/3702322
https://doi.org/10.1145/3702322
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2017.0237
https://thebulletin.org/2026/03/ai-social-platforms-like-moltbook-are-potential-accelerators-of-existential-risk-that-should-be-regulated-as-critical-infrastructure/
https://thebulletin.org/2026/03/ai-social-platforms-like-moltbook-are-potential-accelerators-of-existential-risk-that-should-be-regulated-as-critical-infrastructure/
https://thebulletin.org/2026/03/ai-social-platforms-like-moltbook-are-potential-accelerators-of-existential-risk-that-should-be-regulated-as-critical-infrastructure/
https://jurgengravestein.substack.com/p/how-the-sparkle-icon-became-the-universal
https://jurgengravestein.substack.com/p/how-the-sparkle-icon-became-the-universal
https://doi.org/10.1109/MIS.2009.36
https://doi.org/10.1109/MIS.2009.36
http://lucilehaute.fr/cyberwitches.html
http://lucilehaute.fr/cyberwitches.html
https://www.whitefeatherhunter.ca/new-research
https://www.whitefeatherhunter.ca/new-research
https://www.jezebel.com/we-paid-some-etsy-witches-to-curse-charlie-kirk
https://www.jezebel.com/we-paid-some-etsy-witches-to-curse-charlie-kirk
https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-risk-assessments-in-criminal-sentencing
https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-risk-assessments-in-criminal-sentencing
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48650498
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48650498
https://www.penn.museum/sites/expedition/an-etruscan-tomb-guardian/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3679318.3685405
https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3641954
https://doi.org/10.1145/3772318.3791119
https://doi.org/10.2478/lf-2023-0020
https://www.vice.com/en/article/meet-the-artist-using-ritual-magic-to-trap-self-driving-cars-2/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/meet-the-artist-using-ritual-magic-to-trap-self-driving-cars-2/
https://cycladic.gr/en/ebeiries/ofthalmoti-kylika/
https://cycladic.gr/en/ebeiries/ofthalmoti-kylika/
https://thecouch.hethem.nl/pov/
https://thecouch.hethem.nl/pov/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445406
https://doi.org/10.1145/2991889
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3631848
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3631848
https://doi.org/10.1145/2460625.2460644
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.6097646
https://doi.org/10.1628/rre-2025-0024
https://doi.org/10.1145/3290605.3300586
https://doi.org/10.1145/3290605.3300586
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucw012
https://www.manchesterhive.com/display/9781526137289/9781526137289.00020.xml
https://www.manchesterhive.com/display/9781526137289/9781526137289.00020.xml
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/objects/3007
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/objects/3007
https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6217445
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/248660
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/248660
https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/103TE0
https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/103TE0
http://archive.org/details/WitchesCastingSpellsonPoliticiansACurseonCorruption
http://archive.org/details/WitchesCastingSpellsonPoliticiansACurseonCorruption
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383521000267

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Background
	2.1 The Function of Magic
	2.2 Magic as a Function

	3 Re-Orienting Magic in HCI
	3.1 The Problem with HCI Magic
	3.2 Objects with Magic Functions from the Arts and Design

	4 DISCUSSION
	4.1 The Potential Function of Magic in Design Research
	4.2 The Potential of Magic as a Function

	5 Conclusion
	References

