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User Oriented Architectural Design 
in a Critical Perspective 

by Michel Conan 

EVEN T H O U G H ARCHITECTURE MAY CLAIM a long history, the 

practice of design has been changing rapidly during the 20th 
century. A t the beginning o f the century usual practice 

follows the professional model illustrated, for instance, by F. L. 
Wright's practice. A client who wants a house to be built for himself 
starts a relationship w i t h an architect. They devise a brief in com­
mon, and then the architect proceeds to produce proposals that are 
reviewed in common, through a process in which the architect is 
assuming a patronizing role. After world war two a new situation 
developed. Public authorities as well as very large companies took a 
leading role in several domain of building construction. A new, ra­
tionalist modelwas devised and was acknowledged by professional 
organization such as RIBA as a founding reference for all prac­
titioners: the client was supposed to set goals, then to commission a 
space programming, to be used as a complete list o f requirements 
by the architect for the design to take place. The final result was 
supposed to be reviewed according to its ability to fit the require­
ments written into the program. Extensive use of this model has 
lead to wide spread criticism of the architecture o f a "bureaucratic 
consumption society" to quote H . Lefebvre celebrated phrase 1. 
Architectural practice was then currently attacked as a paradigm­
atic instance o f the denial o f everyday life's culture in the name 
o f instrumental rationality by all the planners in contemporary 
society. I n an effort to answer this challenge, attempts at public 
participation in architectural design have led to a half decade of 
experiments leading to spirited debates among architects and 
eventually to two new models: the artistic modelv/here the architect 
reaches first and foremost for formal invention, and an adaptive 
model where he attempts to adapt the design to the conflicting de­
mands of all participants in the decision making process, including 

Criticism of authoritarian 
practice in architecture has 
led to efforts by architects 
to take users' points of view 
into account and to develop 
an adaptive model of plan­
ning. Yet results have not 
been convincing. A critical 
look at a few attempts leads 
to questions about the exis­
ting relationships between 
planning activities, the de­
velopment of organizational 
culture, and about practical 
morality within an organiza­
tion when groups of users 
hold conflicting values and 
purposes. 

Michel Conan 
CSTB-Sciences Humaines 

Paris, France 

43 



representative o f the users whenever they are present. W e shall c o n ­

centrate here o n practical consequences o f the adaptive m o d e l 

w h i l e m a k i n g some reference to the professional m o d e l and to the 

rat ional ist m o d e l . 

Four empirical sources of information 
Examples c o u l d be taken f r o m a l imitless n u m b e r o f sources. Four 

sources shall be used here: the evaluation by its inhabi tants o f a 

p u b l i c hous ing n e i g h b o r h o o d near N a n c y that was designed by 

A l a i n Sarfati i n 1975, a new pediatr ic depar tment i n a Children's 

hospita l w h i c h is current ly be ing designed by M a r c Ber i , a s tudy o f 

F. L . Wr ight ' s relationships w i t h his clients, and some experience 

gathered w i t h Er ic Danie l -Lacombe about design o f n e w p r i m a r y 

schools w i t h attached k i n d e r g a r t e n a n d children's leisure center 

i n the Paris suburbs. Three o f these sources provide i n f o r m a t i o n 

about the design process, and three o f t h e m prov ide i n f o r m a t i o n 

about the response by users to the actual b u i l d i n g . 

Unexpected aspects 
of the course of events in adaptive design 
I n order to enable t h e m t o get first h a n d i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m future 

users architects a n d b u i l d i n g authorit ies usually t r y to convene as 

m a n y users as possible at several occasions d u r i n g the p r o g r a m ­

m i n g and the design process. I n m a n y suburban schools a large 

g r o u p was gathered together i n order to make proposals for the 

p r o g r a m , a n d to take part i n a review process d u r i n g the design. I n 

the hospital case a p r e l i m i n a r y p r o g r a m had been w r i t t e n before 

the architect was chosen, a n d different groups were assembled by 

the hospita l b u i l d i n g manager according to the aspect o f the future 

b u i l d i n g that was under review. Moreover a general assembly was 

called f r o m t i m e to t i m e to make final c o m m i t m e n t s o n proposed 

designs. 

B u t whatever the practical details o f the organizat ion o f in ter ­

actions between the architect a n d future users, i t m u s t be n o t e d 

that the actual events used n o t t o f o l l o w exactly the expected 

course: 

— Cer ta in categories o f users were n o t called or w o u l d fail to t u r n 

u p at the meetings or t o speak u p their grievances. L o w r a n k i n g 

employees were most p r o m i n e n t a m o n g the first ones, w h i l e 

final users such as parents, c h i l d r e n , hospita l guests or their 

f a m i l y members were most conspicuous a m o n g the second 

ones. 

- Some members o f the organizat ion or some i n f l u e n t i a l users 

w o u l d ignore deliberately the architectural design arena, a n d 

w o u l d rather w i e l d the i r power i n order to inf luence i n d i r e c t l y 

the final outcome. 
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- Some participant members may discover a few weeks after they 
have agreed to a design that it fails to respond to some o f their 
needs which they had totally overlooked at the time of group 
discussion. I n the hospital, for instance, it was discovered after 
the second overall sketch had been approved by the general 
assembly that one of the departments should have its own anes­
thesia group which almost tripled its ground floor requirements, 
not to speak of its technical appliances! 

Such aspects make the course of planning rather more difficult 
than expected, and force the architect into being cautious about 
the confidence wi th which he may proceed according to the l i m i ­
ted information that he receives from the various stakeholders. Yet 
this k ind o f effort in order to reach valid statements of actual needs 
for the sake of planning the future building exhibits a few more dis­
turbing features: 
- The design process may provide an arena for the development o f 

internal strife wi th in the organization. In the hospital i t pro­
vided an opportunity for disposing o f the services of a "social 
worker", in several schools it provided an arena for internal 
conflicts between members of the municipality, or between the 
municipality and the representative o f the ministry of educa­
tion: The program or some design aspect of the building being 
taken as a trade-off in a broader conflict. 

- Discussions would reveal that there was a lack of common under­
standing between users, or even between decision-makers, o f 
the practical goals that were to be achieved by the building. Be­
yond a description of a list o f spaces to be included in the schools 
nobody seemed able to describe precisely the way they would 
operate. I n the hospital case it is clear at the end o f the design 
phase that neither the hospital building manager, the hospital 
engineer, and the nursing manager who are the only members 
of the hospital involved in all aspects o f the architectural design 
can provide a give a sensible account of the forthcoming medical 
practice despite the fact that each of them knows that this is 
supposed to allow a "revolutionary" approach o f child care. 

- Actually it seems that the joint effort by a group of professors o f 
medicine to define a new model for pediatric care has been sus­
pended during the time o f construction, and that economic or 
ideological motives are given full swing instead. 

There is no reason to believe that this "adaptive model" for archi­
tectural design fails to take into account all sorts of practical as­
pects of the future building that are o f relevance to some of the 
stakeholders. But neither can we conclude that i t achieves an i n ­
tegration o f everyday life and instrumental rationalities. Instead 
it may either give the designer a false sense of confidence in his abil­
ity to capture the authentic needs o f users, or expose participants in 
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the design process to ideological manipu la t ions or even to the same 

k i n d o f seduction by sk i l l fu l drawings that the defenders o f the 

artist ic m o d e l for architectural design u p h o l d . I n any case, final 

outcomes seem to be h i g h l y indeterminate . 

Unexpected outcomes of adaptive design 
T h e r e are nevertheless a n u m b e r o f flaws t h a t seem t o be recur­

rent i n the school bu i ld ings that we have been v i s i t i n g i n suburban 

Paris. First, one may be s t ruck by the contrast between the general 

appreciat ion o f the designers'efforts to create bui ld ings that have 

an aesthetic o f their o w n , a n d that prov ide their users w i t h a sense 

o f place, a n d the i m p o r t a n c e given to grievances w h i c h are stem­

m i n g f r o m m i n o r aspects o f everyday-life, such as ch i ldren r o a m ­

i n g the lobbies too early i n the m o r n i n g , or diff iculties w i t h house­

keepers, or disputes over the rules to be fo l lowed i n different spaces 

by the personnel , by the c h i l d r e n , or by the i r parents. Yet very 

of ten they have to do w i t h events that keep repeating themselves 

a n d that are v iewed as offensive t o their v i ew o f l i fe-at-school by 

some people, a n d w h i c h are perfectly acceptable to others. 

Besides s igni f icant alterat ions o f the b u i l d i n g s are i m p l e m e n ­

ted after i t has been p u t i n t o operat ion . For instance, there are g o o d 

reasons to design the entrance o f the k indergarten close to the en­

trance o f the p r i m a r y school, and this is to be f o u n d i n the b u i l d i n g 

plans o f a m a j o r i t y o f o u r suburban schools. Yet one discovers that , 

later o n , a lmost al l o f their headmasters have switched away one o f 

these entrances so that the t w o have become very d i s tant f r o m 

one another. T h e r e is always some v a l i d reason for t h a t , such as 

prevent ing parents w h o enter the k indergarten before school- t ime 

w i t h the i r smal l c h i l d r e n to s t ro l l i n the p r i m a r y school , o r avo id­

i n g too great a c r o w d w h e n all classes are dismissed at n o o n , or i n 

m i d - a f t e r n o o n . Libraries are t u r n e d i n t o teachers' w o r k r o o m , 

pupi l s ' workshops are t u r n e d i n t o storage, wardrobes are left u n ­

used, large w i n d o w s g i v i n g views o n t o the n e i g h b o r h o o d a n d al­

l o w i n g the sun to come i n are screened o f f by curtains. There seems 

t o be an endless l ist o f small changes i n the expected uses o f d i f ­

ferent rooms w h i c h have been b r o u g h t about by practical reasons 

t h a t the adaptive design approach was supposed t o ant ic ipate . I t 

is even more s t r i k i n g t o realize that sometimes the social rela­

t ionships that were expected to take place i n the school have been 

subjected t o a s imilar process or change. M o s t o f the t i m e people 

w h o were supposed to cooperate i n c o m m o n or a d j o i n i n g spaces 

have parted company ; a n d , where h a r m o n i o u s relationships were 

expected, confl icts are observed to surge. I n the case o f an open 

school, a very new design approach w h i c h was very u n c o m m o n i n 

France, the w h o l e space has been p a r t i t i o n e d a n d wa l led so that the 

very concept o f this design has been altered beyond recogni t ion . 



But what is so surprising is that there is no systematic rule to be 
derived from these observations: each aspect o f a design that has 
been altered because it did not yield satisfactory operations in a 
school can be found to be quite satisfactory in another one. 

Different views of spatial appropriation 
One might say that this goes a long way to show that these schools 
are appropriated by their users, and that this cannot be anticipated 
by architectural design. But allowing appropriation of space is pre­
cisely the aim that was set for architectural design at the end of the 
sixties when H . Raymond and N . Haumont published their ana­
lysis o f working class suburban houses2. They contrasted vividly 
the grim life in modern public housing flats in multi-storied buil­
dings designed according to the "rationalist model", and the fine­
grained appropriation of space by families in self-built working-
class houses. According to their analysis appropriation was a de­
sirable quality o f dwelling life that could be achieved only i f spatial 
design of each room and o f the house as a whole complied w i t h a 
set of cultural models of everyday-life which derived from popular 
culture 3. Modern flats were alienating, appropriated spaces were 
affording enfranchisement. This challenge started a great interest 
for spatial appropriation in France, both among architects and 
among social scientists4. The idea that reproduction o f traditional 
features of house organization is necessary in order to foster appro­
priation was slightly disturbing to many people. Several pieces o f 
research pointed out to counter examples, it seems clear for in ­
stance, from their own declarations, that a number o f clients o f 
F. L. Wright had been very surprised by the totally unexpected as­
pects of spaces in their houses and yet had succeeded in appro­
priating them 5 . I n a similar way F. Lugassy had shown that working 
class members o f the communist party who had been granted the 
possibility to live in a very uncouth type of building, the Danielle 
Casanova building by Renaudy, wi th walls that were making such 
sharp angles in the bedrooms and living-rooms that traditional 
furniture had to be discarded, had been able to appropriate their 
flats; and, that they derived a large satisfaction from their ability to 
make use o f the apparent silliness o f the design, after a first shock 
that had lasted a few weeks when entering them. 6 

Our own observations in the residential neighborhood at bou­
levard Lobau designed by Sarfati, in Nancy, showed that an ap­
proach to design that was not fitting any o f the paradigmatic mo­
dels that we have presented above, had resulted in a small neigh­
borhood were a process o f enfranchisement from a previous cul­
ture o f life in public-housing had taken place, allowing for the cre­
ation o f an entirely unexpected form o f group culture which had 
made possible appropriation of collective spaces which are usually 
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vandalized i n p u b l i c hous ing , as w e l l as an a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f the 

private flats despite the fact that they were designed according to 

"rat ional ist p r inc ip les " 7 . W e had been fortunate enough to be able 

to w a t c h this metamorphosis o f cu l ture . I t came about t h r o u g h the 

in i t i a t ive o f a small g r o u p o f inhabi tants w h o started meet ing t o ­

gether i n the " n e i g h b o r h o o d r o o m " 8 . T h e y decided they had a r i g h t 

o f p r o p e r t y o n the c o m m o n spaces between the small bu i ld ings , 

a n d that they should n o t use this r i g h t as a g r o u p o f bourgeois 

w o u l d . T h e y invented another f o r m o f property . 

A sociological definition of property 
Property is a d i f f i c u l t concept. I t is w i d e l y used to discuss economic 

purposes so that we t e n d to t h i n k o f economic goods as properties, 

this was a source o f great dif f icult ies for most authors w h o were 

discussing a p p r o p r i a t i o n , because they had to be careful t o disent­

angle this idea f r o m the idea o f economic p r o p e r t y 9 . T h i s led to 

l o n g explanations to the effect that o w n i n g a flat d i d n o t mean that 

i t was appropr iated , a n d conversely that a rented flat m i g h t be 

appropr iated . T h u s discussions o f a p p r o p r i a t i o n were clearly d i ­

vorced o f any discussion o f property . 

T h i s was most un for tunate , and probab ly due to the fact that the 

french language doesnot make a d i s t i n c t i o n between ownership 

a n d property . 

Let us in t roduce instead the d e f i n i t i o n proposed by Randal l 

Co l l ins : 

Property is a social relationship, a way i n which people act toward 

things. I t is some k i n d or enforceable agreement as to who can or 

cannot do what w i t h certain things, and who w i l l back others up 

i n enforcing these actions. I t is society, that makes something pro­

perty, and not some inviolable relationship between one ind iv i ­

dual and the so i l . 1 0 

T h u s p r o p e r t y is a r i g h t to act u p o n certain objects w h i c h is guar­

anteed by society, and a p p r o p r i a t i o n is the exercise o f this r ight . 

T h u s we m a y very w e l l conceive h o w this g r o u p o f i n h a b i t a n t s 

at Boulevard L o b a u were creat ing a n e w k i n d o f c o m m o n p r o ­

p e r t y that they w o u l d guarantee together, dec id ing to w h i c h uses 

they w o u l d a l low these grounds to be p u t , and w h o m they w o u l d 

inv i te to share t h e m . I t was rather s t r i k i n g that their approach gave 

rise t o a n u m b e r o f r ituals t a k i n g place i n the c o m m o n grounds or 

i n the " n e i g h b o r h o o d r o o m " . Some o f t h e m c o u l d be described as 

in terac t ion rituals i n the sense given by E. G o f f m a n 1 1 , and others 

were closer to the idea o f a r i t u a l feast, as H . Lefebvre 1 2 h a d de­

scribed t h e m . These rituals eventually gave rise to a s t rong group 

solidarity, a sense o f a shared ident i ty , a s trong at tachment to this 
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residential place, and to a number o f collective actions that re­
flected a sense o f generosity for the inhabitants of the surrounding 
streets which they had agreed to pursue in common. 

A general model of social rituals 
Randall Collins has proposed to derive from Dürkheim a general 
model of social rituals 1 3 . He defines a social ritual as a set of ritual­
ized actions which are consummated by a group of people who 
must be assembled and who share an emblem, that is a symbolic 
object that focuses the group's idea of itself. The ritualized action 
may consist of gestures and speech following a given pattern. I t is 
essential that the ritual gives rise to a common dynamic uniting the 
members o f the group in a coherent force, under a given psycho­
logical mood. He goes on to show a few general consequences that 
one may expect from this k ind of social interaction: 

Members o f the group may come to share some ideals to which 
a sense of common identity becomes attached, as well as specific 
emotions depending upon the psychological mood under which 
the ritual takes place. This emotion is diffuse and contagious, and 
yet its nature evades to a certain degree the understanding by the 
members, but it may be attached to all sorts of objects which are 
used as symbols of its own existence by the group. Thus any social 
ritual may create its own sacred objects, and foster the develop­
ments of moral ties between the members of the group in defense 
o f its ideals and o f its sacred objects. Each individual may feel 
stronger for being part of the group, and may be moved to act in 
defense of its sacred objects or against any violation of them in the 
name of moral anger. Randall Collins concludes: 

We have, then, an explanation of what holds groups together, and 
of what keeps them apart. We have an explanation of ideas, and of 
morality in both its positive and negative aspects. And all of this 
goes to show the non-rational foundations of rationality. 1 4 

Interlocking levels of property and appropriation 
This theoretical framework which has been used by R. Collins to 
account for many results of sociology of religion, o f crime, and of 
family provides also a concise account of the somewhat unexpected 
rise of a sense o f identity, that we had been witnessing in Boulevard 
Lobau, among working class people who seemed to be afflicted by 
learned powerlessness. 

Since at the time o f our observations we were entertaining a 
purely psychological theory o f appropriation we had been expect­
ing appropriation of the flats to precede any appropriation of the 
neighborhood. A n d actually we did not even supposed that such an 
appropriation of common space would be likely to occur in public 
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hous ing i n Nancy. W e were taken aback w h e n we watched the 

deve lopment o f a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f the c o m m o n grounds by the 

inhabitants at a t i m e w h e n they w o u l d rather c o m p l a i n that their 

flats d i d n o t fit t h e m . A n d even m o r e surprised to observe a few 

weeks later that once they had decided that they m i g h t swap flats, 

each fami ly decided that its o w n flat was the best choice, and star­

ted subsequently to give signs o f its a p p r o p r i a t i o n . Even t h o u g h 

architecture h a d been the same f r o m the beg inn ing , its i m p a c t u p ­

o n the inhabitants seemed to be changing over t i m e . 

T h e explanat ion is rather s imple: these inhabitants were c o m i n g 

f r o m p u b l i c hous ing and they shared a cul ture o f m u t u a l distrust 

w i t h their neighbors. T h e y felt certain that any p u b l i c hous ing was 

alike, as we l l as all the flats o f the same size, despite superficial d i f ­

ferences o f the facades. T h i s residential area d i d n o t c o n f o r m to this 

m o d e l . Bui ld ings were different, they h a d very different views o n 

the surroundings , and almost all the flats were different f r o m one 

another. B u t the most s t r i k i n g difference was the existence o f p r i ­

vate gardens a n d c o m m o n grounds w i t h a few amenities for enjoy­

i n g t h e m pr ivate ly or as a group. These grounds became the very 

first meet ing place, and the oddit ies o f the s i tuat ion and o f the 

architectural decorat ion o f the facades prov ided fuel for i n f o r m a l 

conversations. These rituals o f in terac t ion gave rise to a small g roup 

o f people w h o felt stronger for be ing envied by visitors w h o were 

f lock ing t o this place because o f its co lor fu l architecture. T h e y felt 

pr iv i leged by society a n d they developed an ideal o f repayment to 

the benefit o f other working-class people l i v i n g all a r o u n d . T h e y 

gathered together all the inhabitants i n r i tual ized meetings and 

they made the bu i ld ings themselves i n t o a symbol o f the group , 

chr i s tening this residence "the village Lobau" . T h i s g roup h a d 

created its o w n property , a n d i t was acknowledged as legi t imate by 

the head o f the hous ing c o m p a n y a n d by the mayor o f the c i ty 

w h o m they i n v i t e d at a celebration they had organized. T h i s made 

further in te rac t ion between the inhabitants possible and they star­

ted v i s i t i n g one another's flats w h i c h led to the discovery that they 

were different. T h e n they considered the possibi l i ty o f s tart ing an 

exchange. B u t each o f t h e m decided to choose t o remain l i v i n g 

where he was. B e i n g members o f this se l f -appointed g r o u p h a d 

given these inhabitants a freedom that enabled t h e m to make their 

flats i n t o their o w n property . A c t u a l l y b e c o m i n g members o f a 

g r o u p had n o t made each o f t h e m more dependent o f the " c o m ­

m u n i t y " . B u t to the contrary, deve loping a sense o f a good life to be 

pursued i n c o m m o n h a d freed t h e m f r o m the cu l ture o f m u t u a l 

distrust tha t was a l ienat ing each o f t h e m f r o m all others at the t i m e 

o f their arrival . I t a l lowed each o f t h e m to develop a sense o f i n ­

d i v i d u a l difference, a n d as a consequence at tachment to their flats 

became very strong. 

50 MICHEL CONAN 



Architectural design as a support for change 
So far we have seen that appropriation of space depended upon 
rituals of property taking place among the inhabitants or users of a 
building. Such rituals may concern only small groups in a building, 
a family or a teacher and her class for instance, or they may concern 
all the users of the building. Hence there are several levels of appro­
priation. We have also suggested that the higher level of appropria­
tion might be conducive to lower levels (community appropriation 
may be conducive to family appropriation), whilst nothing allows 
to expect private appropriation to give rise to collective appro­
priation. A l l o f this was predicated upon a few distinctive features 
of this particular residence. We have suggested that, knowingly or 
not, this architect had introduced a set of design features that were 
experienced by the users has clear signs of attention for their well-
being. We have also noted that beyond this recognition of mean­
ingful intentions some aesthetical aspects of the building were stri­
kingly beyond interpretation. A n d lastly we have shown how r i tu­
als that developed in this residence had allowed the enfranchise­
ment of these inhabitants from an alienating culture of public 
housing. Architecture seems to be a possible ingredient for cultural 
change! 

Then why is this kind of observation so rare ? W h y don't we see 
cultural changes taking place in all these buildings that have been 
prepared by ritualized encounters between the architect and some 
future users ? D i d they lack a common symbol ? Obviously the 
building itself should be seen by each of these groups as a symbol of 
the group and o f its shared ideals. Actually anybody who has taken 
part i n one o f these working groups has felt the grip of the bui l ­
ding up - of a common identity, o f the shared emotions, and o f 
the sense of moral righteousness that develops as work progresses. 
A l l o f this confirms the general model of social rituals proposed by 
R. Collins. But then why does i t fail later? 

Simply, as one would expect from the theory, because after the 
programming or the planning is finished the groups never meet 
again. Collective energy wanes out, and the sense of common iden­
tity and mutual support vanishes away. The groups disband quietly 
during the building process. Several members go away, and only a 
few participants enter the finished building. Then life starts as any­
where, gone are the ritual meetings. There are exceptions of course, 
because work-life may give rise to social rituals enabling a group to 
develop a sense o f identity. But it is a matter o f chance that the 
architect might have designed features which can be interpreted by 
this particular group as intended for them as a group, so that the 
building itself may stand as a symbol for the group. 

O f course i t could be the case i f there were some relation bet­
ween the groups which have been engaged in the rituals of pro-
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g r a m m i n g or i n rituals o f design rev iewing , a n d the w o r k i n g 

groups that are b o u n d to meet accord ing to social r i tuals w h e n 

the b u i l d i n g is i n o p e r a t i o n . Some o f o u r f ind ings seem to sup­

p o r t this hypothesis . People, such as school headmasters w h o 

have been p a r t o f a design process a n d w h o use to engage i n r i ­

tuals o f i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h the i r colleagues are l i k e l y to t r a n s m i t 

some sense o f the ideals that developed w h e n p r e p a r i n g the p r o ­

j e c t 1 5 . As i t m i g h t be expected f r o m the general m o d e l o f social 

r i tuals , they d o n o t t r a n s m i t o n l y an apprec ia t ion o f the b u i l d i n g 

itself, b u t rather a shared ideal for the organ iza t ion itself, a n d 

e m o t i o n a l a t t a c h m e n t to some features o f the b u i l d i n g w h i c h are 

c o m m o n l y perceived as symbols for the organ iza t ion . W e m i g h t 

call th is a pos i t ive finding. B u t there are a n u m b e r o f aspects the 

absence o f w h i c h c o n f i r m s the m o d e l i n a negative sense, a n d 

w h i c h are m u c h easier to observe. Those members w h o b e l o n g to 

social categories w h i c h are never i n v i t e d to take par t i n the design 

process, such as house keepers i n p r i m a r y schools, are usual ly n o t 

i n v i t e d either to take par t i n social r i tuals o f the w o r k - l i f e w i t h 

the others, a n d they never develop a sense o f i d e n t i t y w i t h fe l low 

employees o f the place; to the c o n t r a r y they experience a great 

sense o f social distance. B u t the same is t rue for several profes­

s ional groups i n the schools or i n a hosp i ta l . Despi te al l its pre­

tense t o A l b e r t i n i a n u n i t y the b u i l d i n g fail to p rov ide a c o m m o n 

s y m b o l s u p p o r t i n g a shared sense o f i d e n t i t y t h a t m i g h t he lp 

reach for c o m p r o m i s e at t imes o f c o n f l i c t . Usual ly architects pay 

n o a t t e n t i o n t o these m e n i a l prob lems o f social encounters i n a 

w o r k e n v i r o n m e n t unless i t is made c o m p u l s o r y by some rules. 

A n d the d i v i s i o n o f labor precludes i n f o r m a l encounters f r o m 

h a p p e n i n g . Chances o f a deve lopment o f i n t e r a c t i o n practices 

t h a t m i g h t lead to r i tuals e m b r a c i n g al l the members o f the orga­

n i z a t i o n are for fe i ted r i g h t f r o m the start. H e n c e f o r t h i t is n o t 

surpr i s ing t o observe so m a n y conf l icts between members o f d i f ­

ferent occupat iona l strata i n p u b l i c organizat ions , despite the i r 

c o m m o n wi l l ingness to c o n t r i b u t e t o the p u b l i c interest. O n e 

s h o u l d s i m p l y remember tha t social bonds depend o n social r i t u ­

als rather t h a n o n shared ideas or i n t e n t i o n s . 

B u t there is m o r e that can be derived f r o m this theoretical inter ­

pretat ion : w h e n a group o f n e w teachers enter ing a school decides 

to start any k i n d o f social r i t u a l , such as t a k i n g a cup o f coffee t o ­

gether at recess, or prepar ing activities i n the m u l t i - p u r p o s e r o o m 

i n the school every week, a g roup i d e n t i t y may develop, a n d some 

ideals are b o u n d to appear, b u t i f the design thwarts these activities, 

because the lobbies are so noisy that i t is impossible to have a quiet 

t i m e together at recess for instance, the b u i l d i n g is n o t l ike ly to 

become a s y m b o l o f the group . Symbol ica l ly i t falls apart. 
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Developing a sense of the common good 
within an organization 
One would expect schools or hospitals to be places where every­
body shares a sense o f the common good that is geared to the 
accomplishment of public service to the children or to patients. Yet 
this is not so because o f latent conflicts along social status and pro­
fessional lines. A n d one may wonder why a sense o f the common 
good should be attained even i f the architectural design afforded all 
the employees to engage in some rituals of interaction, because of 
the strength o f these latent conflicts. I t seems reasonable to assume 
that, in any case, this is not a question that would call upon the re­
sources of architectural design. We shall briefly describe conditions 
under which a commonly accepted practical morality may develop 
in a group, and then suggest nevertheless why adaptive archirecture 
may support this process, and yet usually fails to do so. 

A comparative research on cooperative housing in Canada, Bo-
faelleskaber in Denmark, and in the "lil la kollektivhuset" in Swe­
d e n 1 6 suggests that groups o f inhabitants who share ritual prac­
tices in daily life which support a continuous process o f mutual 
interpellation of one another's public behavior wi l l develop a sense 
of shared identity, w i l l refer to their residential neighborhood or 
some o f its architectural features as a symbol o f their group, w i l l 
share emotions w i t h their neighbors, as well as capacities for mu­
tual support, and wi l l elaborate common moral views for practical 
life (norms and values that construct a valid description of the 
common good). 

Such results could be expected according to the general model of 
social rituals provided the groups ideal was the achievement o f the 
common good, and the building on the site provided a symbol for 
the group. This had actually been initiated in each case thanks to 
some kind of adaptive architectural design. In most of these residen­
tial sites a group of families had met together more or less hapha­
zardly before the archirecrural design had started, they had devised 
together a set of rules for neighborly and collective life, and they 
had reviewed proposed design w i t h the architect. A l l o f this had 
been achieved through ritualized meetings where everybody had a 
voice, and defended his view of the good life. This had made the 
design into a symbol of the ideal view of itself that the group enter­
tained, and the idea o f the common good into its ideal. Hence the 
model of social rituals applies. 

To a certain extent these are success stories for adaptive archi­
tectural design; and yet one must stress that the idea of the com­
mon good these people had achieved before entering the bui lt 
place had to be reconsidered afterwards on a more or less conti­
nuous basis. Even though a great effort at communicative action 
was achieved during the design process and had led to common 

USER ORIENTED ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN IN A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE 



agreement i t d i d n o t prove sufficient to guide all ant ic ipated social 

interactions later o n . T h i s invites reconsidering the idea o f c o m ­

municat ive act ion: 

I speak o f communicative action, writes Habermas, when social 

interactions are coordinated not through the egocentric calcul­

ations o f success o f every indiv idual , but through cooperative 

achievements o f understanding amongst participants. I n com­

municative action, participants are not oriented primari ly to their 

own success but to the realization o f an agreement which is a con­

di t ion under which all participants i n the interaction may pursue 

their own plans 1 7 . 

H e further distinguishes between i n s t r u m e n t a l , strategy and c o m ­

municat ive act ion . J u d i t h A l l e n has shown recently that c o m m u ­

nicative act ion d i d help developing "pol i t ics o f resistance" i n L o n ­

don's C o m m u n i t y Areas 1 8 . I n o u r case i t can be seen that the groups 

o f residents, i n their efforts at c o m m u n i c a t i v e act ion d u r i n g the de­

sign process, believed they had achieved a b l u e p r i n t for a g o o d resi­

dent ia l l i fe. Yet such rat ional dec i s ion-making was n o t necessarily 

b i n d i n g , because any formal statement can be unders tood differ­

ent ly by t w o persons according to their cul ture or to their previous 

l i fe-experience, a n d i t is always possible to c l a i m later tha t there 

h a d been a misunders tanding . A c t u a l l y very m u c h l ike the L o n d o n 

groups, they achieved c o m m i t m e n t to a j o i n t effort towards a bet­

ter life. C o m m u n i c a t i v e act ion embedded i n socially ritualized acti­

vities i n the residential area provides b o t h the social bonds a n d the 

drive towards a d e f i n i t i o n o f the c o m m o n good. 

B u t for this to happen, a few condi t ions m u s t be fu l f i l led : all 

members o f the group should feel free to take a stand i n discussion, 

should feel equals to one another, and moreover they should share a 

w i l l for mora l i ty . W e have seen h o w r i tual ized discussions o f the 

c o m m o n g o o d d u r i n g the design process d i d help f u l f i l l the last 

c o n d i t i o n . B u t this is n o t t rue for all adaptive design practice be­

cause most o f i t calls either for i n s t r u m e n t a l or for strategic act ion 

o n the part o f stakeholders rather t h a n for c o m m u n i c a t i v e act ion . 

As we have n o t e d earlier, the design team for the children's hospital 

had renounced any effort to anticipate the l i f e - w o r l d and the rules 

de f in ing a c o m m o n g o o d i n the n e w pediatr ic w a r d . Instead they 

concentrated o n solv ing technical problems or negot ia t ing c o m ­

promises between c o m p e t i n g demands. T h u s , r i tua l ized encoun­

ters may y ie ld a shared enthusiasm for some ideal o f a technical or 

ideological nature, rather t h a n o f a m o r a l nature. I n such a case the 

design process does n o t provide the i n i t i a l condi t ions for the future 

development o f r i tual ized c o m m u n i c a t i v e act ion . I t may never­

theless be o f some consequence: w h e n a few users have been par t 
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of the development of an ideal during the design period or during 
the construction period, so that actual parts of the building may 
stand as symbols for their ideal, they may recreate similar rituals 
w i t h newcomers once the building is finished and carry-on this 
ideal. But this is a rare event because i t calls for the power to recreate 
the ritual: a school headmaster may, a parent cannot. A n d it must 
be noted besides that such ideal view o f the place may become too 
rigid i f new users share somewhat different expectations w i t h re­
spect to collective life there, because nothing pressures them into 
searching for mutual understanding. A n d yet it is only the collec­
tive endeavor for a constant updating o f shared views of the good 
life that may enable a group to solve practical problems arising 
from technical circumstances or from differences o f interest. 

Further problems: responsiveness and accountability 
I n summary, most methods used in adaptive design are predicated 
upon a confrontation o f competing demands expressed by diffe­
rent stakeholders and confronted to technical demands upheld by 
experts, in the name of some common Utopian or ideological view 
of the organization to be achieved. I t may provide a frustrating or a 
thri l l ing experience, but this is entirely different from any kind of 
communicative action. A n d it does not pave the way for the buil­
ding to be accepted as a symbol of a wi l l to reach a sense of the com­
mon good. This may account for the poor fit of buildings designed 
this way to expectations raised by actual users in daily life, but there 
are a few more problems that should also be kept in mind. 

First, a number of stakeholders are usually neglected, or silen­
ced because of their lower status: people in charge of house­
keeping, gardening, goods delivery, refuse collection, or mainte­
nance for instance. A few other stakeholders are difficult to call 
upon for a design exercise: school-children, hospital patients, visi­
tors under stress because a family member undergoes surgery... A n d 
yet i t is clear that the building should be responsive to their needs 
and to their plights. 

Second, decision-makers should be accountable for the invest­
ment in public buildings. Adaptive design is supposed to help 
them make sensible decisions, but it may as well blur the reasons 
behind choices and the broader influences at play. A large con­
sultation of stakeholders may hide from public scrutiny power 
games which are shaping final outcomes. I t is fascinating in this re­
spect to observe that after two decades of adaptive architecture so 
little experience has filtered out, so that similar mistakes are re­
peated one building after the other, and that we have no record of 
the public's view of any given building in order to help organi­
zations become more accountable to demands from the citizens. 
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Conclusion 
A r c h i t e c t u r a l design is a h i g h l y specialized k i n d o f p l a n n i n g . Yet i t 

w o u l d seem to be rather s imple w h e n compared to the huge u n ­

certainties that have to be m e t by social or economic p l a n n i n g . I t is 

nevertheless d i f f i cu l t t o override the l i m i t s o f the adaptive practice 

that has become the stock o f the trade o f architectural p r o g r a m ­

m i n g , because this practice reaches for consensus between stake­

holders about the act ion to be enacted (and about the b u i l d i n g to 

be b u i l t ) . B u t efforts for such "democrat ic consu l ta t ion" o f stake­

holders, leading to a search for compromise between c o m p e t i n g 

"social demands" are misconstrued. T h e y p u t the emphasis o n stra­

tegic or i n s t r u m e n t a l rat ional i ty , a n d w h e n they give rise to r i t u a l ­

ized interac t ion between future users i t enables t h e m at best to de­

velop a technical or an ideological ideal o f the place. Instead we 

m a y observe that w h e n the rituals o f p l a n n i n g consul ta t ion lead to 

discussions o f the c o m m o n g o o d to be achieved, they lay the f o u n ­

d a t i o n o f a c o m m o n w i l l to m o r a l i t y despite the fact that rat ional 

discussions do n o t succeed i n reaching a stable d e f i n i t i o n o f the 

c o m m o n good. T h i s shows that architectural p l a n n i n g may con­

t r i b u t e to sustainable social deve lopment predicated u p o n c o m ­

munica t i ve act ion , b u t i t goes against the f o u n d a t i o n o f c o m m u ­

nicative act ion i n l inguis t ic competence and transcendental prag­

matics. I t suggests that we m i g h t l o o k i n t o social r ituals instead. 

I n a very general sense architectural p l a n n i n g cannot be seen as a 

technical act iv i ty because i t deals w i t h the f o u n d a t i o n o f social 

bonds and o f c o m m o n ideals i n society. I t is part o f the l i f e - w o r l d , 

a n d i t is n o t some technical act ion that w o u l d lay its mater ia l con­

d i t i o n s . I t takes a part i n the recreation o f the sacred i n godless 

societies. 
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