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This paper will try to evolve around the regulative role that the concept of “user”, 

implemented by planners or architects, has on human conduct (especially within public space as 

a place of mutual communication). The meaning of this concept is usually laid down solely by 

definitions and descriptions and is strongly grounded around a static conception of identity which 

sets a bridge between theoretical conceptions and our spatial experience. Architects -and 

planners- may refer to this term negatively as a means of criticism to their work, or positively as 

“use” is expected to have an emancipatory power by unifying spatial practice against all the 

forces that disperse it.  It is a source of information from which design can proceed - and at the 

same time, it forms a “system of proof” as it positively unites form, usage and experience1.  

What the term is meant to convey in everyday use is clear enough: the person or persons 

expected to occupy an architectural work. But the choice of “user” in place of “inhabitants” –or 

even “clients” – in architectural discourse is indicative of (and/or sustains) a gap that exists 

between this abstract conception (the user) and the actual person that inhibits space. This term 

enables in the procedure of planning, the formation of appropriate functions and their attachment 

to suitable forms, as a diversity of offered activities, considered to provide opportunities for action 

and interpretation, in public and in private space.  

“User”, as an architectural term, appeared frequently in the canon of modernist discourse, 

and became widespread in the 1950’s and 1960’s. During that period the term’s meaning was in 

parallel to the introduction of welfare state programmes in Western European countries after the 

end of World War II, and we could interpret its first phase of currency along the socio-

psychological considerations of these architectural programmes and their questioning of the 

relationship between content and architectural form (Adrian Forty 2000)2. However, I think it is 

possible to hunt down the conditions of the term’s origins (its genesis) long before that period, 

and distinguish its form among the aspirations of the first utopian projects of the late 18th century3. 

Then, for the first time architects conceived an architecture that should be addressed to the 

public, and through this gesture to realize its potential and transform the public economically, 

                                   
1 Lipman Alan, The Architectural Belief System and Social Behaviour, British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 20, 
no 2, June 1969, pp.190-204 
2 ñWords and Buildings, A vocabulary of Modern Architectureò, Adrian Forty, Thames & Hudson 2000 
3 ñThe emergence of the concept of ñuserò in Modernist architectural discourseò, Lolou Katerina, Master 
thesis, NTUA 2005 
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morally, or culturally4. In this context the concept of “user” supplied the architects with an abstract 

form of a human figure which was equipped with a firm, measurable identity that served as 

reference to a concrete reality. Through this, architects were able to refer to unknown inhabitants, 

and calculate their common objective needs that unified them in a larger category that supported 

their thesis and claims for common welfare.  

On the level of the person and of personal action, the concept of “user” provides 

architects and planners with an imaginary figure whose characteristic abilities and perception are 

spatialized through planning. Thus, this figure mediates all possible action in space, and underlies 

meaning of spatial action and communication. This figure stands as a form of “pre-performed” (or 

expected) behavior which sets a background for the meaning of our spatial experience that is 

interpreted afterwards through an architectural language of spatial containers.  

The same language of spatial containers mediates all human contact and is found at the 

point of a dichotomy between the ethical imperatives of the “self” and the “other.” Instead of a 

notion of a qualified presence bound in a specific place, the term “user” sets an abstract binary 

form of identification (of inside and outside), operating at a range of scales and historical or 

geographical configurations, setting rules for spatial behavior, and on another level, for the way 

we perceive environment and ourselves.  

At the level of the person this division – of inside and outside – which sustains forms of 

identification is evident in a variety of registers - to give some examples: from the 

commonsensical sense of the self as being contained in a body, to the popular accounts that 
attempt to apply observations of physical appearance or the 19th century concepts of �F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U����in 

order to read a person5. These approaches are even set as social norms of communication and 

relate to the rules that a group or a person uses for understanding beliefs, attitudes and behaviors 

or applied when negotiating or decoding meanings.  

In a kind of parallel procedure, the term “user” sustains the constitution of social forms 

through which the other’s content of an utterance or the meaning of an action, performed in a 

specific time and place, is recognised and registered - into this action or utterance. The use of 

explicit rules regulating social meanings when spatialized by the user’s category, mediate our 

need for a way to understand how the others live their daily lives and connect with them. 

                                   
4In the same kind of spirit, the concept of an art social in French Humanist thought –as formed by 
Condorcet (1790) - was orientated to afford greatest happiness to the greatest number of people based on 
an optimistic confidence on the power of reason and the rational organization of collective life. 
 See also Dreams of Happiness, Social Art and the French Left 1830-1850, Neil McWilliam, Princeton 
University Press 1993. 
5 Barbara Maria Stafford, Body Criticism, Imagining the Unseen in Enlightenment Art and Medicine, MIT 
Press 1991. 
The concept of character was also a scientific term that was firstly introduced into architectural discourse 
by the French architect Germain Boffrand (1745) in an attempt to demonstrate a relationship between 
built works and the viewer and to organize the visual meaning of space – since then “character” was 
implemented in phenomenological and semiotic critiques of architectural meaning. Gabriel-Germain 
Boffrand (Paris 1745), “Livre d’ Architecture”, edited by Caroline van Eck, translated by David Britt, 
published by Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2002. 
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Communication –whether of speech form or other-, as well as human action, are always situated 

in the context of social time and space. Within this social time and space, each person finds and 

uses resources of stable and conventional forms of speech that point to some formal content that 

grants meaning and facilitates translation - that is its meaning is ‘illustrated’ by referring to ‘cases’ 

which are considered exemplary or prototypical, by referring to a field of common experience or 

reality. While not constituting an established concrete reality, the concept of “user” is  part of the 

social imaginary as a historical construct defined by the interactions of subjects in society6- 

inasmuch as its meanings represent in part the system of meanings that govern a given social 

structure -  i.e. the term points to what is a formal use of a building, what is expected to happen in 

a specific place, what is forbidden, what is new etc. 

However, social meanings and their value, importance, or translation are not binary or 

finite. To use a quotation (Michael Bakhtin 1986), in the course of communication “each rejoinder, 
regardless of how brief and abrupt, has a specific �T�X�D�O�L�W�\���R�I���F�R�P�S�O�H�W�L�R�Q that expresses a particular 

position of the speaker, to which one may respond or may assume, with respect to it, a 

responsive position”��. 

So meanings do not simply “juxtapose” to the social system of language, but are also 

bearers of some kind of (slippery) surplus that is stabilized by expression. The emphasis on 

linguistics as speech performance should be conceived as a historically generative process of 

everyday discourse rather than a hypothetical set of self-identical norms. Even though language 

presupposes the formation of explicit rules that must be understood and used correctly so as to 

grasp meaning, there is always an implicit aspect of significances or actions that needs to make 

sense, in order to support a certain expressive shift of meaning (this “quality of completion”) - that 

in my opinion underlies the notion of all human contact.  

The prototypical reference, that grounds the meaning of human contact in common 

terms, amounts, in my view, to being able to communicate or interact. Human contact is 

considered here in the large sense of a dynamic mental activity, both cognitive and symbolic, an 

alternative to -or a complementary to -acting out or reacting. “Not making a contact” means not 

taking into account the meaning conferred to a word or an act by its actor.  At a basic level, 

therefore, contact –and/or the lack of it- is connected with experiences familiar to everyone, such 

as to socialize or associate with someone, to reach out, or to be shut off, activities that take place 

in the sphere of public space. The space of human contact is hence the actual social space 

wherein language becomes practice. Public space viewed from this viewpoint is a lived space 

that is conceived as the horizon of possible contacts while offering the available cultural givens 

that serve to one’s self as motifs of translation. The notion of contact shifts the importance on a 

map of a city to all points of possible or accidental encounters, not just on the prefixed crossing 

                                   
6 For the constitution of Social Imaginary see also: Cornelius Castoriadis (1975), The imaginary Institution 
of Society, MIT Press, Cambridge 1998 
7 Michael Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, University of Texas Press 1986 



 4 

points of the various pre-determined routes within the urban landscape, and it dilates the 

embodied position of the associates allowing for past or future dimensions to take a new 

currency. 

Within this context of active public space, the notion of human contact refers strongly to 

the mutual exchange of points of view. To set an example : as an action of speech is performed 

by one’s self and the other takes his/her position to this, both positions as well as both personal 

expressions, constitute an interpersonal relationship. This relationship sustains meaning and is 

founded on the mutually intersected perspectives of the speakers’, as well as the perspectives of 

the audience - or those who are temporarily absent in the form of conscious or subconscious 

resource of social significances. As such, the self becomes conscious while revealing him/her self 

to the other, through the other or with the help of the other.  Hence the self of the speaker is not a 

prefixed form of interiority authorizing its content, but though it always refers to external 

relationships, it is founded on dimensions that the self performs for him/her self.  It is not a static 

internal territory but through his action it is shaped in a continuous movement of exchanging 

places with the other, inheriting the other’s view. This does not mean that the self merges with the 

other, but that they mutually proceed to work out meaning until they manage to erect a 

relationship between their words (autonomy). Hence, the concept of “self” and the “other” are of 

mutual importance, that help to the formation of new codes of meaning.  

 

Any conception of a static identity of the “user” stands in contrast to this, and comes as 

the result of over-determination of positions within communication networks and the urban space, 

that allow the formation of specific, positive, productive relations- while mediating the association 

(to the point of disassociation) of the embodied place of the speaker to the act itself, which in turn 

is attributed to the “formal user” (as an already reasonable figure). What is eliminated for 

instance, by this static figure, is the fact that being in a position as a member of a group means 

having a position of both being outside and confronting it- which would shift the meaning of 

participation. 

There is a certain implication of this remark that I will try to explicate further: through the 

historical development of the public sphere and the evolution of privacy in the home special 

spaces for the self have been created –that shifted our understanding of the person and its 

connection to personal experience. In the urban context, the complexity and the elasticity of 

regulations that characterized the formation of public space in earlier periods were considered 

factors of confusion and created a need for certain regulations for planning as well as building 

practices that would simplify things. As a result –within the Athenian urban space- we have the 

formation of ΓΟΚ (General Building Regulation) that regulates things to the level of buildings. 

These regulations supplement the Regulations of a higher level of planning -that regulates the 

percentage of building area of land according to the areas building system-. Regulations of the 
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shape of the building volume were (/re-)defined through the ΓΟΚ regulation 

(1929/1955/1973/1985) which defined the first typology of the apartment block and introduced 

what is called here the �³�U�H�W�L�U�p�´��- that is the penthouse. This space is the last floor of the block –

before the roof- which is formed by a recess of the volume of the building that leaves a free space 

of a veranda in the front facade.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Especially the apartment blocks of the ‘60s all have one, two or even three floors of 

“retiré”, which have more economic and social value. The veranda of this apartment is actually 

the space of contact with the outside, the place where one stands and gathers information about 

the street, the passengers or socializes with friends or neighbors, and it could be well paralleled 

with the space of the side-street garden of the old Athenian houses. However, through this 

parallelism we realize that instead of a space of immediate contiguity/ contact with the street and 

the unknown passengers, it is an artificial outside space withdrawn to the upper levels of the city 

– a place of escape that filters nuances.  

According to the modernist paradigm it corresponds to the modernist idea of the roof 

garden while the city level is occupied by the grid of unanimous contacts in constant movement. 

This kind of intermediary space between public and privet is measured as a unit of calculated 

needs and offered as the place of retreat. The inhabitant of the “retire” stands in isolation and 

withdraws while being able to have contact with the city and the outside only through the city’s top 

view - or the city’s sounds that reach his apartment.  His gaze on the view of the city is used as a 

tool for internalization of his position to the city’s landscape and his relationship to it - an observer 

who can watch without himself being watched- thus filtering his visual perception.  

However this relationship is defined through the point of view of the observer and not the 

observed, being spatialized through calculated fixed points these roles cannot be inverted.  This 

imaginary position of the observer is repeatedly deployed in every action or attempt for contact 

with neighbors. This constant identification of the inhabitant through this kind of stable and 

abstracted form of identity does not include any trace of possible conflict or friction, contradiction 

                                   
8 The etymology of the word comes from the participle of the verb “retirer” which means to withdraw. 
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or irrationality that the actual life and position of the inhabitant might confer – on the contrary 

these cases appear sometimes as the �R�Q�O�\ possible way of contact with the neighbors.  

 

 

 
 

 

Of course this kind of space is not sterile, since it permits the enjoyment of living outside 

in a climate that permits it. But this “user” is still coupled - through this particular spatiality of 

existence- with the idea of the body as container, produced through disciplined boundaries and a 

process of mastery and self-control. Occupying this space means firstly, occupying the site of a 

pre-performed interiority rubbing at the edges with a prefixed image of the world – and hoping 

there want be a day when a taller building deprives you of the only contact with the city. 

This kind of geography of a spatialized selfhood, I think, it can help to make clear that 

spatial relationships measured and planned according to manuals or logical calculations do not 

exhaust the multiplicity of meanings of inhabitation. We might then look at the evolution of a 

modern spatial self through the lenses of practice and spatialized selfhood9, and we might 

distinguish a mode of experience whereby detachment and enclosure from the world reshape the 

nature of engagement. Abstracting the position of the inhabitant in the game of the discussion or 

contact, renders public space as a homogeneously accessible space that implies a negation of 

certain aspects of reality, for the participants are unequal to all intents and purposes.  

These abstracted spatial selves as “users”, imply all range of functions and scales and 

can be also detected to approaches of regional development. The conceptual reductionism of 

these approaches is evident in the way of perceiving the position of inhabitants - that is the 

“region”. The conceptual and physical representation a “region” commonly has in state 

development projects is that of clear borders which limit it, as well as housing, business, farming 

or agricultural structures used to characterize it. The inhabitants of these regions are grasped 

through a process of identification which is reinforced by a series of such territorial imaginaries. 

These imaginaries as geographical fantasies, sustain the idea of a territory of self-identity set 

against the alterity of other regions or urban centers, and help to the formation of boundaries of 

areas suitable for development – and so to the transformation of a place into a regional �S�R�O�H for 

other areas that have a certain geographical similarity. 
                                   
9 Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift, Spaces of self and other, interiority and exteriority, in Critical Geographies : 
Thinking Space, edited by Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift, Routledge 2000, p.7 
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These notions of identity and meaning of action, enable the interdependence between 

sections (i.e. productive, educational, administrative, cultural etc.) to be interpreted within a 

specific geographical area, so that new dynamics of added values can be produced. Such added 

value is usually the result of forms of collaboration within the economic sector. For example, a 

traditional model of economic development could go as such: the value given to a local product 

can attract a certain type of tourism, which, in turn, is interested in new places far away from large 

urban environments. These new areas find new resources for their existence, for example in the 

safeguarding of a local architecture, which in turn transforms into the basis for new investments 

or for new cultural initiatives which, by consequence, produce new social and economic drives, 

and so on10. This kind of circular model of development logic is frequently proposed as a solution 

for the development of remote areas and underlies the whole approach of (greek) touristic 

development – with a result of turning all areas similar. 

 In the application of this model, development means an increase in salary and job 

opportunities that are considered as the means to measure the “needs” and to identify those who 

live in the particular regions. As part of a strategic state program of planning development, this 

model draws on methods that can be easily applied to other regions - as if it is only the conditions 

of their application which change with the particular climate, occupations, etc, not the principles – 

usually based on the same analysis of needs. The main issue for such a kind of development is 

how to combine speculative development of housing with a “centralized control of the city’s 

services and projected needs” 11.  This is not a problem of �R�U�G�H�U�L�Q�J space however, but one of 

�U�H�J�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V��:” to find the best way to bring together a series of elements found in a specific region 

which is recognized as capable of following the general principles of development so that they will 

prosper in an efficient and coherent way”12.  

This kind of development engineering may still involve critical spatial dimensions, but the 

“region” and its representational relation with the inhabitants, do not have a role as a medium 

through which these changes of development can be represented. The organization of the 

territory or the routes and the network of communication of this region, follow a set of 

considerations in which economy and economical relations provide the sole guidelines. As a 

result traditional societies and their limited incorporations as well as their local practices, are 

abstracted and their cultural meanings are filtered through the network of economic relations that 

these abstractions permit -in order to stabilize relationships of capital and labor. Perceived this 

                                   
���� ��According to the definition of the Greek law (N. 2508/1997) “gentrification/ restructure (or anaplasis in 
greek) of an area is the sum of all the directions, regulations, interventions and procedures of urban, 
economical and specific architectural character, that come from a relative study and aim mainly to the 
improvement of the terms of life of the inhabitants, to the improvement of the built environment, to the 
protection and promotion of cultural, historical – morphological and aesthetical elements of an area.” 
 
11 Paul Rabinow, “Ordonnance, Discipline, Regulation : Some Reflections on Urbanismò, from The 
Anthropology of Space and Place, Locating Culture, edited by Setha M. Low and Denise Lawrence-Zúñiga, 
Blacwell Publishing 2003, pp. 360  
12 Ibid, 361. 
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way, the emotional condensation that accounts for the history and experience of the life of an 

inhabitant of a particular region, which at the same time operates for his/ hers self identification, is 

not taken into account. So sometimes the reluctance to accept any form of change observed in 

some regions, remains without answer - and social groups such as the youth, are still choosing 

emigration, not being able to identify themselves in their native environment.   

Challenging the prefixed conception of the “user” and his/ hers static identity applied in 

this cases by the various disciplines, brings into question instrumental or epistemological 

principles which define classical engineering, such as those that refer to the idea that a project 

cannot proceed without the initial definition of �Q�H�H�G�V- which are considered as a �S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H relation 

between a collective given and its individual interpretations13.  What is neglected in such planning 

projects is that: “Identities do not rest on the impressiveness of their traits, but consist 

increasingly in distinct ways of selecting/ recycling/ rearranging the cultural matter which is 

common to all. It is the movement and capacity to change, not the ability to cling to once 

established form and contexts, that secures their continuity.” (Bauman Z. 1999)14 Acknowledging 

the role of human contact and its dynamic for annulment of limits and/or boundaries, could 

reintroduce the importance of the role that single individuals can fulfil in given projects of urban 

development, that have often ignored their potential and draw mainly upon organizational and 

management systems.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                   
13 This conception could be in accordance to the modernist functional paradigm of positive relation 
between form, usage and experience.  
14 Bauman Zygmunt, Culture as Praxis, Sage 1999, xiv. 
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