
things are people too

This researchzine captures the intermittent results fromafirst roundof
gathering andanalysingdata.Thegoal of this zine is to create access to said
data, in a less rigorously scientificmanner. I'd love for you to see this a
snapshot, aswell as aworking tool. It's notmeant to stayuntouched.Take
notes on it,markwhat youfind interesting, scribble and sketch.The texts
are notmeant to be read in a linearway. Just jump inwhere your attention
takes you. It's a process and you're nowpart of it.

an exploration of animistic design

In the last fewmonth I got to knowmanydifferent sides of animism.
All a bit different, but somehow related.

Animism is a concept that originated in anthropology andwasused
to describe the beliefs of some indigenous communities andpeople.
Animists believe that other-that-human things like rocks, plants, or
even rivers have a spirit residing in them.On the other hand, in
psychology, animismmeans that something is perceived as
animated, or alive. This is best described in thedifferent stages of
animism in children, in the studies ofPiaget. A third approach,
which is heavily inspired by both these areas, is found in the post-
structuralist thought of FelixGuattari and the scholars building on
thatwork.

There are links and relations between these threefields, althoughat
thismoment rather intuited than scientifically proven.There is
animism that stems fromexperience or perception, andanother that
stems fromknowledge or belief. Both path lead to a changed
interactionwith or treatment of the thing in question.That doesn't
alwayshave to be a positive thing, but in a best case scenario it's the
base for a newethics. TheMāori people that live along the
Whanganui river, for example, fought for decades that this river is
getting the legal status of a person.This river nowhas
fundamentally different rightswithhuge implications for
environmental protection.

I use animismas a continuation of the process of developing ethics
thatweasCentral-Europeanandwhite people startedwith animal
rights.Amere 150years ago,we still argued that animals are soul-
less and canbe treated likemachines.That not only animals but also
plants andother-than-human things like theweather or rivers is a
long-established fact inmany indigenous epistemologies.Whatwe
have to do know, is to unsettle our beliefs inwhichwe impoverish
everything other-than-humanof the sameethical considerations as
wegive ourselves.

Animism is the acknowledgment and the perception thatwe're
neither in the center nor alone in this reality. Thebest expressionwe
have for the other-than-humansubjects is the ascribing of a
commonbase, for example, thatweall have a soul, contain spirits, or
have somekindof consciousness.Animism is also the practice and
aesthetics of such aworld-makingproject.

That soundspretty abstract, doesn't it?Have you ever talked to one
of your houseplants?You could consider that as ananimism
practice.Did you ever caringly caress your smartphone after you let
it fall?Animism.Doyouhave aunique ritual for an old kitchen
device,without itwouldn'twork?Probably animism, Iwould argue.
Throughandwith animism,we elevate pasive things to alive things,
even if they don'tmove or are biological beings (although thatmakes
thingsmuch easier).

Theproblemwehave, as aCentral-European culture, is thatwe
don't have away to express animism.Weneed to change that.We
need tofindways, to unsettle our over-rationalways of going about
our businesses andneed to developways of expressing our
relationship thatwehavewith the thingswe surroundourselves.
This is the core aspect of this research project. Todevelop the
knowledge onhow to create things out of such amindset.

Can animistic views and
practices be found in
approaches in our society,
even if it can no longer show
any animistic tradition? Can
animistic practices in design
lead to a more intensive
connection to technological
products and processes? What
are the effects of such a
relationship?
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Inmy research I found twoapproacheswhofit verywell together.On
is about the exploration of animism indigital technology and the
other one is about designing things towhichwe canhave
meaningful relationships.

This project, ormyworkhere, is not thefirst andprobably not the
last approach to bringing animismanddesign together.Most
notably are the theoreticalworks ofBrendaLaurel andBetti
Marenkowhoputmuch thought into this. Theyhave a very specific
approach, coming fromcritical theory andgoing towardsnew
materialism.Newmaterialism thinks aboutmatter asmore than
just passive stuff and insteadperceives it as a complex andhighly
active other-than-humanelement.On the other end, I found
JonathanChapman'swork on emotionally durable design very
powerful. The coremessage is that trash is just a failed relationship
betweenus and the thingswediscard.

There is a subtle link between the theoretical approach ofMarenko.
the practical approach ofChapmanandmy intentions. Iwant us to
live in aworld,whereweperceive the thingswe surroundourselves
with as complex andbeautiful actants that co-create our lives aswe
do their existence.That needs change tohappen in twoareas;We
need to learn to perceive theworld and the things it contains as such
andweneed to be able to express that.

What follows are two categorizations from the twodifferent
approaches. I find them interesting and inspiringwhen I try to think
about animistic design.

Agency
"Rather than considering only subjects as active, andobjects as
passive, animistic design explicitly considers objects on an equal
standwith subjects, as all agents that ‘do’ things.Agency is not
something that objects a priori have; it is not an innate property.
Agency is conceptualized as a relational concept instead, as being
actualized, embodied in the relationship between the object and the
broader ecology inwhich it is interacting." (Zamanet al., 2018)

Embodiment
"Embodiment is critical to the animistic design approachbecause it
creates a physicalmilieu for a person touse their spatial perception
to organize ideas fromeachactant, tangiblymanipulate the actants
andwhat they represent, andparticipate as a social actorwith the
actants." (Marenko&vanAllen, 2016)

Ecology
"Ananimistic designperspective challenges interactiondesigners to
design for an expressiveness of animated objectswith intent,while
positioning them in awide ecology of human-object
entanglements." (Zamanet al., 2018)

Uncertainty
"Instead of aspiring control and creating pre-defined, predictable
human-computer interactions, animistic design embraces the
uncertainty that emergeswhenvarious agents creatively engage in
and co-create different realities." (Zamanet al., 2018)

Animistic and Emotionally Durable Design

Neo-Animism

Relationships
Howcanwebuild a relationship that is emotionally rich and
engaging betweenproducts andusers?

Narratives
Howcanwebuild and capture narratives that exist between
products andusers?

Identity
Howdoes the identity of the product and theuser coexistwithin the
interaction journey?

Imagination
Howcanwebuild imaginationdelight, intrigue, engagementwithin
the product interaction journey?

Conversations
Howcanwe create conversations betweenproducts andusers?

Consciousness
Howcanwe create a sense of consciousnesswithin the product
interaction journey?

Integrity
Howcanwebuild integrity both the physical integrity and emotional
quality into the product?

Materiality
Howdoes themateriality of the product develop and change over
time throughuse?

Evolvability
Howcan the product evolvewith theuser?

Emotionally Durable Design

What practical knowledge
do designers need to enable
them to create meaningful
interactions between users
and their devices?



Thematicanalysis is anapproach toworkwith qualitative data. In it, you
label pieces of data that youfind interesting, help to answer questions or
standoutwith codes. In a secondphase, you try tofind themes that
summarize the codes. I followeda reflexive approach afterBrown&Clark.
All the data that lead to this analysis canbe access on thedigital archive.
Themainmethods involved in the gatheringwere interviews,
observations, user journeymappings aswell as online research.

In theanalysis I concentrated on those parts, thatwerenot so positive.
They interestedmebecause they offer potential for change.

This themeexplores questions aroundwhat such anassistant is,
canbe or is perceived as.Voice assistants, especially thosewithin a
stationary device, are a relatively new technology.As such theydon't
have a verywell establisheduse case and theusers are oftennot very
surewhat it actually is.

Inmy research, I differentiate between thedevice,which contains
the electronics and thehardware, and the assistant,which is the
software part, the person residing inside thedevice.

Before everything else;The sexist approach to voice assistants is
highly problematic, to say the least. Thefirst choice for the
assistants' voiceswas female. That says a lotmore about this thing
than the tech companies intended. LatelyGoogle addeddifferent
gendered voices andmakes the initial choice random.But this deep-
runningproblem in the tech industrymade itsway into the assistant
aswell.

“Like with a stupid dog that doesn't want to
hear what I say. Sometimes it's cool when it
does, and then you think wow great, he did it!
Good, good Alexa. And otherwise, I often just
say "Alexa, you whore". Just like that, just for
a little bit, ah you stupid thing.”

I don't knowwhere andwhen this dreamof a personal assistant
arose, but I guess it is intricately linked to advertisement and the
advent of amiddle class,whichwishes of feeling further above in the
social hierarchy got triggered by said ads.The voice assistant caters
to anunsharp end, but according to the ads, itmust involve having a
simpler life. Shades of pastel, symbols of the creative class, or
slogans of automated, optimized lives accompany the storytelling
around the voice assistants.

Thepeople I interviewedwere often just curious to explore the
possibilities.Only fewgo so far as to automate parts of thehome.
They got hookedby this reality turned scifi technology thatmanyof
us got to know frompopular culture.

Butwhat is then in the end, this assistant?There aremore
questions thananswers to this. Is it entertainment? It is probably for
thosewhouse the assistant just formusic. Is it awork-related item?
Probably not, but optimizing your life, automating your
environment, andoffloadingmental tasks surely sound like it comes
for theworld ofwork.The assistant cando almost everything a
computer cando aswell. In the end, it'smostly an interface to the
gigantic infrastructures of the tech companies, but thoseQuestions
ofScale are lostwithin thedaily interactionwith theuser. They
rather just use it to listen tomusic.

“For me is so, somehow, I do not w ant
entertainment. I want technology that... an
iPad is not entertainment for me. It's a tool
for me to work with and to do. Yeah, even VR
glasses are not just, just entertainment. It's
kind of trying new things and not just
entertainment. It's way too passive then.”

TheCommunication,LanguageandBehavior involvedwith the
assistant is very close to theuncanny valley.Nowand then, the
assistant isweird, spooky, and sometimes right out creepy - starting
to speak or laughwithout former interaction, setting alarms in the
night, or playingunstoppablemusic. The assistant is always
present, listening in, ready to act. This presencehooks into our
subconsciousness and if therewasno interaction for awhile,we
need to check-in.

After a while of inactivity and not using the
voice assistant: "Hey Google, are you still
alive?"

Theassistant promises ahuman formof communication to our
electro-digital environment. Someusers anthropomorphize the
assistant, but never as anadult.Manymoreusers are othering the
assistant. They act inmaster-slave patterns, see in it a stupid dog, or
evenworse, throwsexist insults at itwhile kicking it.Whatwas
meant as a companion, tomake life easier, brings out theworst in
us? It promised to enable natural human-computer communication,
but it's all fake.We're not getting anythinghumanout of this, no
matter howangryweget.

What is a voice assistant?

Thematic analysis

What are the stories
underlying the design
and use of technological
artifacts? What are the
values conveyed in these
stories? Are there
alternatives to these
stories?



Thequestion ofWhat isavoiceassistant startswith thedevice
itself.Most users are aware, that it is only aminuscule part of a
gigantic, planet-spanning infrastructure. Though theyhardly ever
can imagine the true size of it.

Thedevice is simple.A fewelectronics, chips, somesoundhardware,
that's it. But alreadywith this simple setup, it shares the same
problematics as allmodern electronics;The resources for it come
from far away anddeepunderground.Themining operations for the
rare earthminerals used in thehardware are quite oftendifficult; for
the environment of the planet aswell as the indigenouspeople that
get poisoned, displaced, or robbedof their sustenance.And like all
electronics, voice assistant devices are hard to recycle. All the hard-
earnedmaterials are glued together, andproperly recycling them is
notworth themoney, or so it seems.

“Yes, I see so processors and circuit boards
somehow, but I have no idea. No, I don't know,
no. I know some technologies, if they are in
there I don't know, but I know what decides
are some Amazon servers and their software
behind it. That's actually, so Big Brother-like
to me.“

Thedevice is the embodiment of the imagination ofGAFA. The big
tech companies create ecosystems, parallel to that of the planet. But
their ecosystemsare in their complete control. Once in every user's
lifetime, theyhave tomake a choice intowhich ecosystem they buy
themselves. This choice is hardly ever changedbecause it is not easy
to change fromone to another.Once ascribed, you're locked in.Not
really, but a lot of dark interaction patternsmake it seemnot
worthwhile tomigrate to another ecosystem.

“Yes, as I said, that there at Amazon, that they
always play around there and tinker around,
yes. In a very recent case, suddenly there was
a new voice. If you wanted to listen to music,
another voice came. I find the voice of the
original voice very pleasant and I didn't like
this change now at all. Others as well, yes.
And they just do that then and say nothing,
ask nothing. Yes, and that's not nice. You
should not do that.”

Thebrands, themanufactures of the devices, the developers of the
assistant are present but havenopresence.Thedevices aswell as
the assistants are supposed to be low frictionware.Thedesign is
simple,mild in aesthetic choices, easy to blend in.But the devices
are always on, only off if consciously turnedoff, always listening.
With voice assistant devices, tech companies canhave a permanent
foothold in your private space. It's another, constant stream, of
information to feed the companies big data storages,
recommendation algorithms, personal usermodels. A complete loss
of privacy.And in this case, yourwhole family is involved.This loss
of privacywas commonknowledgewithmyparticipants. But they
couldnot even start to fathomthe implications or the size of this
operation.

“And I appreciate that, for everything that
makes my life easier in this sense. But I'm
basically of the opinion that, for example, we
don't actively try to provide the children with
tablets or cell phones in this sense, but rather
the opposite, to keep them away from them
for as long as possible. Because, yes, they
come into contact with these things early
enough.”

Thedevice ismanifested, the assistant present;But everything else,
behind it, becomesmanyhyperobjects.

*GAFA is anacronym forGoogle,Amazon,FacebookandApple

Questions of Scale

How does consumer
technology un-/make our
ability to care for our
companion objects and the
material plane?

Moreoften thannot, theuser has to be conditioned into awayof
communicating or behavingwith the assistant as according to the
manufacturer anddeveloper of the device andassistant. Theyhardly
ever have a say in this themselves.

Behind the acquaintance of a voice assistant device, or devices in
many cases, lay a specific image of a promised future.Home
automation, kitchen andhousehold aid, extension of the brain.

These canbe rudimentary bemerged into onebig themeofControl
andconvenience, also knownas the preservation of energy by
offloading tasks to the computer and its attacheddevices. Theuser
becomes conditioned into believing in this future through
advertisement and clever storytelling.One is promised a simpler life,
sometimes also amore social ormore creative one.

Inmy research, I did notfind this promised future tomanifest itself
leaving theusersmore often thannot, frustrated and the buggy,
glitchy, anddumb technology that they brought into their homes.
Nonetheless, theuser stickswith their assistant's limited
capabilities but need to drastically change theirCommunication,
LanguageandBehavior towards andwith the assistant.

Users feel that they are having anunnatural interactionwith the
assistant. Theyneed to change their speechpatterns, the language
theyusually use or are given irradicate responses by thedevices. The
user thus gets conditioned into behaving as themanufacturer of the
devicewants, to accommodate the limited capabilities.Or
otherwise, no interactionwould be possible at all.

They try repeatedly to play music but the
device responds with "Je suis désolé, il y a un
problème". At other times, the device
misunderstands the command but it still
doesn't work. The music they wish for can't be
played. They give up, slightly annoyed, and
concentrate on the situation around the
table again, eating and socializing.

Of course, there are also goodmoments, andmost of the time, the
assistant doeswhat it is asked for. But this bond, and the evoked
emotions, aremediocre at best.What stickswith theuser aremostly
frustration, sometimes anger, and in a fewcases, hate and rage. It is
for sure not the promised future that theuserwas tricked into
buying into.

By conditioning theuser, by controlling the technological narrative,
controlling theusers' imagination,GAFA canbring about their
utopia. Theusers knowverywell about theunsustainability of voice
assistant technologies, electronics, and the cloud.But theydon't see
any other alternative, they can't imagine one.And it is the samewith
privacy issues.Users rather have ananonymousbig data interface
in their home, recording their family, than ahuman researcher
observing them.

“Yes, many of these, let's say, gadgets are not
very sustainable in principle. Because they
are rather cheap products and are thrown on
the market relatively cheaply so that they
can be distributed as quickly as possible.
From that point of view, yes, it's now
probably not necessarily the most
sustainable.”

Conditioning the User



It could be argued, that all technologies need theuser to adapt to
them in a certainway.Weneed to learnhow to operate a smartphone
with touchgestures. That is not necessarily a natural, given thing.
In the case of voice assistantswe sometimeshave to go extremways
to accomodate this technology.

With a voice assistant,we're given another interface to the cloudand
its services,with the promise of interactionnatural for humans.
After all, what ismorehuman thanour spoken language. In reality,
communicationwith thedevice or the assistant is rather difficult. It
startswith the limitations of language one canuse and endswith
eradicate andhaunted response patterns across several devices in
your home.

Thewaywehave to communicate to the assistantswas one of the
highest rated problemsbymyparticipants.

Thedevice is always listening. Itwaits for a keyword afterwhich it
starts recording and then sends that piece of audio to the servers to
be taken apart, "understood", and to produce anadequate response.
This process introduces the element of delay. I observedmore than
once, that users are highly irritated anddistrustful of the device in
termsof hearing.Did thedevice not hearme?Did the assistant not
understandme?What follows are awkwardmoments ofwaiting,
going closer to the device, or trying to issue a command just for the
assistant to start speaking again aswell.

“Exactly, and now when I say "Alexa, stop the
music" The participants hurls the command
towards the other room, where Alexa resides,
waits, and then repeats louder "Alexa! Stop
the music!"

In the context ofmy research, I interviewedandobservedSwiss-
Germanspeakingpeople, and that is a big issue.The assistant
doesn't understanddialects and especially not theSwiss-German
ones.Users have to fall back to properGermanor another language,
likeFrenchorEnglish.Andeven if you speak a language the
assistant canunderstanda lot ofmisunderstandingshappen, for
example, that it sets an alarmat01:00 in thenight instead of a one-
hour timer.

"Ok Google, LA Salami spielen" The Answer
from the device is not understandable, since I
sit in the other room. It seems to make the
participant uncomfortable, she laughs it off.
The device seems to have misunderstood
_salami_. "Ok Google, Musik von LA Salami
spielen." This time the device reacts correctly
but weirdly spells "LA" in German, not
knowing it's part of a name.

More thanonce, the assistant falls down theuncanny valley,when it
isworkingwith data fromother services. The announcement of the
SpotifyChristmasplaylist canbehilarious. In thosemoments, the
users becomeacutely aware of themachine behind it all. The
communication becomes artificial, code-like, as not to upset the
assistant.

The simple instructions are the key to a successful relationshipwith
this device.After a relatively short honeymoonphase, inwhich the
user is enthusiastic or enchantedby thismagical little thing, asking
for facts or offloading somesimplemental tasks is all that is left.
The assistant is perceived as single-minded, as it can't learn through
the interaction.Theuserwaspromisedmore, but the assistant just
can't uphold those expectations.Because as opposed to
smartphones and computers,where you canat least change the
software, the voice assistant device is static.

“Stuff like that, so it's like, she doesn't learn
anything. You can say "shutters up" 100 times
and the next time she says "I don't know any
device called shutters".”

Theabsence of any physicality isn't helping in creating bonds
betweenuser andmachine.After theunboxing,whichwasgenerally
lovedbymyparticipants, the device is placed strategicallywithin the
apartment. It is not omnipresent and can't listen into every single
corner of the appartment.Another alternative is to buy additional
devices to serve amulti-roomhome.Thedevice allows for simple
touchgestures. It includes three buttons anda switch. Curiously
enough, the designerswere somindful as to adda switch to turn of
themicrophone, to tackle privacy issues.Myparticipantswere
suspicious.Whywould youwant to adda switch for that, if youhave
nothing tohide?The three buttons control the volumeand the last
button is generally to stop thedevice from talking.

I hadonly two cases,where physicalitywasmentioned specifically.
Oneparticipant let the device accidentally fall, forwhich shewas
very very sorry.Another participant, in anger, kicks thedevice now
and then...

Butwhy dowe need an
animistic approach to
design?
Ihopeand I hypothesize that an
animistic approach canhave twoeffects.
Thefirst one is very practical. If an
animistic design can forge stronger
bonds betweenuser andproduct,
leading to longer usage times, therewill
be less turnover. In the case of
electronics thatmeans less unrecyclable
trash and fewermining observations,
which is good for the environment. The
second effect is highly utopian. It is
about imagining another relationship to
technology.Thewaywe interactwith
tech ismainly designedby the
companiesweget the technology from.
But as I'll show inmyanalysis, it's not
always in our nor in the planet's best
interest. Iwant us to have a relationship
to technology aswe canhavewith plants
or pets.Respectful, caring, knowing that
they formusaswe form them. I hope
that an animistic design approach can
lead in that direction.

Communication,
Language and Behavior



On theprovidedwebsite you’ll findmore information aswell as all
the data that this zine is based on.
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