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Telepresence, forecast since the 1980s, has become part of every-
day life for both design students and teachers. Suddenly we are all
online workers, confronted with overexposure, with work spilling
over its boundaries. Professional role models are now changing, as
is the relationship between proximity and distance. Are we cur-
rently traversing the uncanny valley of home working, on our way
to the plateau of productivity? Is Zoom fatigue a solvable design
problem? Is it a problem worth solving? And who is the winner if
creative workers can be smoothly clicked together into teams on
demand, drawing on a global talent pool?

First of all, we should say that Sebastian Schmieg and I have
been researching this field for a long time, but mostly with
a birds-eye-view, as it were, not as a thing which concerned
us directly. On the other hand, we both always worked from

home, of course. But now there is something new and very
strange happening; we are suddenly in a similar situation to

our research subjects and the communities we investigated.
We are in a situation of being constantly virtually present,
and constantly on call. One aspect of this is Zoom fatigue,
which I feel very strongly right now. I spoke to ninety-four
people on Zoom this week, which to my own tastes is clearly
far too many. It is interesting that telepresence has been pre-
dicted for forty years and we have all been online all the time

for a long time now. But this feeling of overexposure — for
me at least — has increased greatly in recent times. The rela-
tionship of the people you interact with changes between

proximity and distance. Video telephony suddenly takes you

into other people’s private spaces or, conversely, it brings

people into your own private areas. The gap that opens up

can be compared to the Uncanny Valley, a phenomenon

known in 3D-character design, where the representation of

an animate object becomes ever more realistic, getting closer
to human expression — but not quite. Shortly before reach-
ing its goal of becoming lifelike, the representation suddenly
becomes uncanny, which is not the case with more abstract

characters. There is an interesting parallel with the way peo-
ple have been working online for a long time, using e-mail

and other techniques, but this puzzlement and disturbance

only comes about with high-def video when you notice you

have just been stared at, or have been staring at other people

all the time.
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concepts of inside and outside is something that is difficult
to accept, but I think it is the basic requirement for commit-
ment and for long-term structures. And so we come back
again to the globalization effect: Who organizes themselves,
and on what basis? Crowdworkers from Germany? From
Europe? Or everyone, globally? We have already seen that
there are different interests and goals. And unions have the
problem of actually only representing permanent employ-
ees in traditional professions. They don't really have much to
offer to people who are unemployed, or work as temporary
independent contractors. The unions try to appeal to crowd
workers, but all they can really offer is information, since the
group is much too vaguely defined as a group.
I agree with you, but I would also advise being careful not
to create a dualism between the digital world, on the one
hand, and “real life” or "away from keyboard,” on the other.
It can also be a great opportunity for design that there are
very many things to be done online, in terms of images and
memes. | also think digital coming-together can be very
effective; I believe it complements very well with coming
together in actual physical space. It all depends on some-
one holding up the right sign, which then becomes a meme.
I think that’s something you have to learn in this circular
online world: how to set the tone. '
I don’t see it that way at all. For me, the
online world is simply not real. Shouldn’t
we insist on a stricter separation between
“real life” and “non-real life”?
I don’t know what'’s not real about what we’re doing here,
even though we’re online right now. So I'm sitting here in
front of the computer, I'm sweating because it’s warm, I can
see you and you can see me. Well, I think that’s extremely
real and we’re so exhausted afterwards, as if we had talked
in a real-world space. [ understand what you mean, but I per-
sonally at least don't see the clear separation you are making.
Maybe this is all actually just a matter of
practice and getting used to things. It’s just
that now everything supposedly “unpro-
ductive,” like random conversations, has
been rationalized away. And I notice that I
lose a lot of passion, because I find it very
empowering to be in the presence of other
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people. This is something very human, and
for me thatis “real life.”
Something shifts in digital communica-
tion when we use it out of necessity, no
longer only in our free time, or as a sup-
plement to work, where you could actu-
ally still say, I can switch off the smart-
phone, that is not my “real life.” Now we
are noticing that in the “uncanny home,”
which substitutes for our office, we also
locate the work in this space much more
strongly, and it becomes even more “real,”
in terms of economic reality. So far, this
has not been the case for most people.
The hope could have been that the work I've always done at
home will now become “real.” Because people have always
worked at home. The uncanny, for quite a lot of people, is
also this threat that arises when suddenly everyone is at
home, locked inside, and there are outbreaks of violence and
abuse of children. But I think home has always been a brutal
and equally hard working place.
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