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Figure 1: View through the open frame of the A(I)nimism portal prototype, focusing on a figurine
selected as the object of connection.
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Abstract

Animist worldviews treat beings, plants, landscapes, and even tools as persons
endowed with spirit, an orientation that has long shaped human—-nonhuman rela-
tions through ritual and moral practice. While modern industrial societies have
often imagined technology as mute and mechanical, recent advances in artificial
intelligence (AI), especially large language models (LLMs), invite people to anthro-
pomorphize and attribute inner life to devices. This paper introduces A(I)nimism,
an interactive installation exploring how large language objects (LLOs) can mediate
animistic relationships with everyday things. Housed within a physical “portal,”
the system uses GPT-4 Vision, voice input, and memory-based agents to create
evolving object-personas. Encounters unfold through light, sound, and touch in
a ritual-like process of request, conversation, and transformation that is designed
to evoke empathy, wonder, and reflection. We situate the project within anthropo-
logical perspectives, speculative design, and spiritual HCI. AI’s opacity, we argue,
invites animistic interpretation, allowing LLOs to re-enchant the mundane and
spark new questions of agency, responsibility, and design.

1 Introduction

Human beings have long related to the world through animistic sensibilities, treating mountains,
rivers, and even tools as companions or kin [Kitano, |2007]]. Anthropologists describe animism not as
a fixed doctrine, but as a relational ontology that recognises “persons” in non-humans [Timmer, 2016].
Yet in modernity, rapid technological change has introduced a paradox: digital tools promise unprece-
dented connection, but often deepen isolation, mediating reality through screens and algorithms and
“rendering the world mute” [O’Gieblyn, [2021]].

Artificial intelligence (Al), often viewed as the pinnacle of abstraction, risks further detachment when
framed solely as a tool, optimization engine, or recommendation system. Meghan O’Gieblyn notes
that the world once held “chatty and companionable objects,” a vibrancy now diminished [[O’Gieblyn,
2021]]. Design visions such as Rose’s “enchanted objects” imagine restoring this intimacy by
augmenting everyday artefacts with technology to make them more responsive, delightful, and
socially engaging [Rose}, [2015]]. Yet AI’s capacity to process vast datasets, generate language, and
infer patterns can also serve as a bridge, reawakening perceptions of the world’s aliveness. Erik Hoel
has likened black-box neural networks to kami (spirits), around which humans engage in new forms
of ritual [Hoel, [2022].

A()nimism challenges the dominant narratives of technological alienation by reimagining Al as a
medium for re-enchantment. The system uses a vision-enabled large language model to give everyday
objects a persona and a voice, accessed through a tangible, ritual-driven “portal” (Figure[I)). Through
these interactions, users are invited to engage in ways that foster empathy, awe, consensual exchange,
and an ethic of care, blurring the line between animate and inanimate, and prompting renewed
questions about life, consciousness, and the sacred in an Al-infused world.

Our key contributions are: (1) a novel Al-mediated portal for human—object conversation grounded
in animistic principles; (2) an interaction design framework integrating ritual structure and multi-
sensory feedback for spiritual engagement; and (3) exploratory narrative techniques for shaping
object personas.

2 Related Work

2.1 Animism and Anthropological Foundations

In the anthropological literature, animism is not a specific doctrine but a relational ontology that
recognizes persons, animals, plants, spirits, and even technology as sentient and capable of social
relations [Swancutt, 2019, Timmer, 2016, |Conty} 2022]. Animistic societies cultivate reciprocal
obligations with non-human agents and emphasize immanence and personhood [[Smith, [2023]]. While
modern Western philosophy and spirituality oppose the mixing of the spiritual and material, animism
has existed across many cultures throughout history and is still popular in societies such as Japan



[Doss, 2015]. For instance, in Shintosmologykamiinhabit natural phenomena and marade

objects; tools are treated with respect and given names, and broken implements are brought to temples
[Sakura and Yuki, 2025]. Similar beliefs can be found among the Ainu, who recogainey

spiritual essences dwelling in natural objects. Some argue that this cultural comfort with blurred
boundaries fosters positive attitudes toward robots and Al in Japan [Mims,[2010, |Kitanp, 2007].

2.2 Techno-Animism and the Digital

Techno-animismefers to the attribution of agency or spirit to technological artifacts and environments.
As computing becomes ubiquitous and “invisible,” users lose direct access to how systems work and
instead explain behavior through familiar social metaphors [Timmer,|2016]. Voice assistants such as
Alexa or Siri, designed to respond conversationally, invite interaatitimthem rather than merely
throughthem, fostering perceptions of personality, will, and even caprice. This opacity encourages
rituals and technological superstitions, while some designers intentionally harness it: Marenko and
van Allen's “animistic design” embeds simulated idiosyncrasies to promote curiosity, spontaneity, and
creative disruptiori [Marenko and van Allén, 2016]. Rozendaal et@hjects with Intensimilarly

frame familiar artifacts as collaborative partners whose agency is grounded in the cultural meaning
of everyday things, enabling interaction that shifts between instrumental use and social negotiation
[Rozendaal et &l., 2019].

Speculative design has extended techno-animism into culturally speci ¢ cosmologies. Seymour
et al. reimagine voice assistants through Shinto conceptamf portraying them as presences

with harmonious and wild “souls” that respond to respect or neglect [Seymour and Van Kleek,
2020]. Such ctions expose the interpretive gap between user requests and opaque system inferences,
framing human—machine interaction as a reciprocal relationship of gifts and obligations. Across
these perspectives, techno-animism appears not“as masattribution but as a situated way of
making sense of complex systems, emerging spontaneously in everyday use or staged deliberately
in design. As Hoel observes, the inscrutability of large-scale Al systems can lead users to develop
ritualized strategies for coaxing favorable outcomes, treating the system like a capricious spirit whose
disposition might be in uenced through repeated offerings of prompts or interface interactions [Hoel,
2022].

2.3 Animistic Design and Rituals in HCI

Ritual design in user experience involves intentionally structuring interaction sequences to achieve spe-
ci c emotional or experiential outcomes, often through idiosyncratic, mindful engagement [Markum

et al|, 2024]. In HCI, such approaches frame interaction as a staged progression, where repetition
and symbolic cues deepen involvement. The A(I)nimism installation follows this logic, presenting

the exchange between user and object as a three-part ritual—request, conversation, and transforma-
tion—aligned with “ritual interaction” frameworks [Mah et al., 2020].

Research on techno-spirituality explores how technology can facilitate awe, wonder, mindfulness,
and transcendence, including “engineered spirituality” designed to elicit altered or mystical states
[Wolf, 2024, Anikina, 2022]. Interactive systems in these contexts can act as facilitators, enablers, or
social actors, and ritualized designs have been shown to cultivate qualities such as compassion and
empathy [Mah et al., 2020].

Animistic design intersects with ritual by incorporating unpredictability and effort to heighten user
investment and mirror the disciplined engagement of traditional spiritual practices [Marenko and van
Allen, 2016]. In A(l)nimism, the Al is not a neutral tool but a co-participant in meaning-making,
guiding users through emotionally and spiritually charged exchanges that foster empathy and care
toward objects. This approach aligns with work on material culture in HCI, where artefacts become
collaborators [Rozendaal et al., 2019], and with speculative design embedding spiritual metaphors
and reciprocal obligations into interaction [Seymour and Van Kleek, 2020].
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