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As our planet grows increasingly reliant on platforms and
software for every conceivable task, a new subjectivity
has emerged: the user. In general, users are figures at

the tail end of computed activities and are in active
negotiation with anonymous creators (programmers)
about how tasks should be done. In the design
professions, users combine their disciplinary knowledge
with optimized workflows to produce solutions to design
problems. But this ideal relationship between users and
software is a constructed myth in itself. If the abundance
of online help forums are any indication, users are far
more complex beings than software engineers ever
expected. In this sense, the user is a fickle subject that
warrants further study, especially in design professions
where the role of designer is becoming increasingly
synonymous with user.

This paper puts forth a set of criteria for analyzing users.
Putting aside the techno-positivism pervading traditional
user-centered design, the questions asked here prioritize a
narrative approach focusing on conflicts, absurd scenarios,
and weird collaborations between software and users.
Designing the user thus could be seen as an exercise in cre-
ating problems as much as solving them.

USER DESIGN

The world today runs on software. And architecture, as the dis-
cipline charged with designing the built portion of the world,
is no exception. The field relies on a variety of applications,
digital tools, and information management systems vaguely
summarized as design software. Along with this technical
shift, however, we can also identify a larger techno-political
reconfiguration in how we perceive ourselves as designers,
inhabitants, citizens, managers, and actors. In the world of
software, we are all users.

The user is a new subjectivity borne out of our everyday inter-
actions with software systems. In general, users are figures at
the tail end of computed activities, those that execute prede-
termined functions in a certain order to achieve results. In the
design professions, users are in active negotiation with anony-
mous creators (programmers) about how tasks should be done.
They combine their disciplinary knowledge with optimized
workflows to produce solutions to design problems. But users
are far more complex than software engineers ever expected.

The user is foremost a designed subject. There are no default
users, only the perception of users with default qualities.
Users are designed by computer programmers, tech CEOs,
software engineers, but also by firm managers, complex algo-
rithms, interaction designers, architects, and lifestyle gurus
(to name a few). At times, you are a user—when you use soft-
ware; other times, you might be designing a user—when you
imagine someone using your designed space/tool/interface.
As Benjamin Bratton has written in his book, The Stack: On
Software and Sovereignty, “the User is not a type of creature
but a category of agents; it is a position within a system with-
out which it has no resolve or essential identity.”1 In other
words, the user does not constitute a whole being, but is nev-
ertheless fundamentally tied to who we are as independent
actors. By using Facebook or AutoCAD, we are users, and while
that is only part of our selves, this virtual-ontological signifier
is quite consequential in the age of software (think: do you
identify as a Mac or PC user? Chrome or Firefox?).

Aside from software, users in architecture are significant
because they take on a variety of roles. Typically, they are cli-
ents or the projected inhabitants of our buildings and spaces.
They appear in our plans, sections, elevations, and perspec-
tival imagery as the population we’re designing for. And yet,
with the rise of information systems and data-centric applica-
tions, the definition of an architectural user is becoming as
muddled and intricate as the software user. Architects are now
users loyal to certain software suites such as Autodesk Revit
or Adobe Photoshop, algorithmically approximated taste cura-
tors on sites like Instagram and Pinterest, lists of preferences
with keyboard shortcuts and macros stored in our personal or
work computers, and in some cases race and gender quotas
that meet diversity goals in the industry. We should therefore
ask, how are these perceptions changing the way we regard
design and ourselves as designers?

FIVE ARCHITECTURAL USERS

Given that users are designed subjects, it follows that ste-
reotypes would become commonplace in certain fields.
This is perhaps most evident in computing, where signifiers
like “nerd” or “geek” suggest an imagined user-type, often
reinforced by pop culture imagery. While stereotypes are
indeed harmful in fabricating unjust attitudes towards spe-
cific individuals and groups, the formation of such a type in
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Figure 1. Tecnomatix Jack simulation software, Siemens Corp., 2013.

the first place is precisely what | describe as design of the
user. In their essay “Do You Believe in Users?” Olia Lialina and
Dragan Espenschied follow a changing perception of users in
the late 20th Century. Beginning with Vannevar Bush—who
imagined that those who use computers would be primar-
ily scientists—and ending with Silicon Valley companies like
Apple—who view users primarily as naive consumers, look-
ing for convenience and not concerned with the intricacies of
computation—Lialina and Espenschied’s text lays the foun-
dations for a discourse on users that spans digital culture,
economics, pop culture, and sociology.? For us in the field of
architecture, it is helpful to begin with their assessment of
user subjectivities and explore how they manifest themselves
in our own discipline.

Architectural users could range from clients, inhabitants,
citizens, consumers, hackers, makers, and designers. Each
of these suggests a different sphere of operating and a wide
variety of attitudes towards information systems. A citizen, for
example, is an incredibly complex user-type consisting of an
individual member of a sovereign state, whose data is trace-
able by that state, and who is legally bound the laws of that
state. Architects as citizens operate quite differently based on
their citizenship. North Korean architects have a significantly

Sie.

different set of protocols for designing than North American
architects. Citizenship is thus as much a component of a user’s
identity as the tools they use.

But because this discussion on users can get murky fast, In
this paper | will only address five architecture-specific user-
types: the Client-User, the Designer-User, the Superuser, the
End-User, and the Data-User.? Each of my identified user-types
depends on a specific point of view, reinforcing the claim
that users are not objective characters but highly malleable
subjectivities connected to labor, technology, philosophy,
and specific systems of knowledge. In presenting these five
stereotypes, the goal is to reflect on how technology shapes
subjects and perceptions of those involved in design. It should
be noted that this is not an exercise that excludes bias, but
rather one that puts biases directly on the table so they might
be discussed at length.

CLIENT-USER (AS IMAGINED BY A DESIGNER)

The Client-User is the subject of many 20th Century anthropo-
metric studies. These range from ergonomic and physiological
to behavioral and psychological. At its core, the Client-User is
a measurable figure, an average taken from a larger sample.
In short, it is the subject that will use whatever it is we design.
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Figure 2: Henry Dreyfuss and Alvin R. Tilley, The Measure of Man wall chart, 1966.

In the 1950s, Henry Dreyfuss and Alvin R. Tilley conducted
a series of studies to arrive at general principles and metrics
for human-centered design. They summarized their findings
in their book, Designing for People—a manual for successful
ergonomic, anthropocentric industrial design. In it, Dreyfuss
explains that designers must fit the machine to the human,
not the other way around. Designing for People was not only
praised for its humanist vision, but also for the graphic catalog
of human data it included. Largely derived from the military
(for men) and the fashion industry (for women), the drawings
presented a range of percentiles of body height, arm length,
postures, and other human measurements.

But the idea of a quantifiable standard or average is fraught
with dubious assumptions. Dreyfuss and Tilley’s biases are
clearly present in their analysis. By using primarily military
data which skewed heavily Caucasian and male, they excluded
a large percentage of the population; their reliance on abled
body types elevated the Client-User to a standard, bipedal,

fit individual; and with their labeling of the “typical American
users of products and spaces™ as “Joe” and “Josephine,” it
is difficult to see these average users as anything other than
white individuals.

While the Client-User is who we generally design for, the field
of anthropometry inevitably skews our perception of humans.
Much more data has been compiled since Dreyfuss and Tilley’s
study; data that is now embedded into software systems
like Tecnomatix Jack and other digital human model (DHM)
software.® These tools not only catalog the various propor-
tions and limits of human movement, but they also present
specific human imagery back to us as we form an ideal image
of who our user might be. Joe and Josephine have become
Tecnomatix’s Jack and Jill, default figures used as stand-ins for
the entire human race. What we perceive as the Client-User
is therefore an amalgam of recorded human data—largely
derived from military studies like the ANSUR l1*—and our own
biases and idealized subjects.
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DESIGNER-USER (AS IMAGINED BY A PROGRAMMER)
“In the minds of many persons an industrial designer is a
brisk, suave character, brimming with confidence, who
bustles around factories and stores, streamlining stoves
and refrigerators that aren’t going anywhere, reshaping
doorknobs, and squinting at this year’s automobiles and
arbitrarily deciding that next year’s fenders should be two
and three eights inches longer.”” This is the “caricature”
that Henry Dreyfuss used to introduce Designing for People.
Here we can identify the counterpart to the Client-User:
the Designer-User.

The Designer-User is the subject who designs for clients,
and in doing so uses certain tools. Today they are most
often imagined by a programmer or software engineer.
Somewhat like the Client-User, they are the subject of a
problem-solving exercise, which would eventually result in
a tool, application, procedure or other technical solution.
Unlike the Client-User, however, the metrics used to arrive
at a solution are less organic, and much more interpretive.
They require a discussion about disciplinary conventions
and specific types of knowledge that may be quite abstract.
In the case of architectural software, for instance, the
Designer-User is a subject that requires a tool for trans-
lating imagined designs into graphic figures such as plans,
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diagrams, or 3D models. Thus, the software engineer must
imagine a user that is quite intelligent, but also preoccupied
with efficiency and clarity.

The Designer-User is what Lialina and Espenschied call a
“naive user”—a subject concerned much more with the
activity at hand than with the tool aiding them in enacting
that task. “Naive user systems are those set up to make
things easy and clear for such people. We are all naive
users at some time or other; it’s nothing to be ashamed of.
Though some computer people seem to think it is.”® This
last statement brings us back to the design of this user. The
perception from a software engineer’s point of view might
be that they are designing a system for a subject too busy
or uninterested to dive into their technology. The solution,
thus, would have to be simple enough to be readily learned,
but also powerful enough to produce desired results—in our
case, architecture. Significant examples of the design of this
subject include Ivan Sutherland’s dissertation Sketchpad:
A Man-Machine Graphical Communication System, which
effectively codified the rules for screen-based drafting® and
Steve Jobs’s famous interview where he described his ideal
users as, “people [who] really don’t have to understand how
computers work.”°
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SUPERUSER (AS IMAGINED BY AN EMPLOYER)

The Superuser is a term borrowed—by Randy Deutsch—
from the language of software management. In computing,
superuser is the highest level of administrative access to the
computer’s system. Often interchangeable with “admin”
or “root,” the designation signals the ultimate authority.
Deutsch reappropriated this term in his book, Superusers:
Design Technology Specialists and the Future of Practice. In it,
he describes the Superuser as, “a heroic character,” one whois
“able to achieve magic with the technology we have and create
the tools we need.”*?

For Deutsch, this subject is an asset to any contemporary
architecture firm. In contrast to Designer-Users, Superusers
are deeply knowledgeable about computing and the latest
technology. They are the intellectual scientist-users imagined
by Vannevar Bush and Douglas Engelbart in the mid-20th
Century, those knowledge workers fluent in the language of
programming.’? Today we might call this subject “whiz-kid,”
“hacker,” or “maker.” The Superuser is a direct product of the
development of open-source tools, rapid growth of fabrication
technologies, and widespread access to amateur knowledge
(via websites like YouTube and Vimeo). In Superusers, Deutsch
makes the claim that these individuals can not only learn tools

quickly, but are also able to combine it with other tools and,
most importantly, teach these tools to others. As a result of
this malleability and inquisitive nature, they provide great
value to any company. They are “today’s version of the gener-
alist architect.”®

END-USER (AS IMAGINED BY A LAWYER)

End-Useris aterm given to one who enters into a contract with
software developers in exchange for use of their products. An
End User Licensing Agreement (EULA) is this legal contract.
Typically, the agreement limits the user’s rights—they often
cannot, for example, modify the program or share their copy
of the application with anyone else. Moreover, the contract
often makes clear that the developer holds very little liability
in case of product misuse, loss of data, or unexpected results.

The End-User is foremost an unpredictable legal entity. As
Curtis Roth has noted, “End users are characterized by their
likelihood to behave irrationally”** Therefore we can say that
this subject exists primarily in a legal zone designed to protect
the software manufacturer from the subject’s precarity. By
enteringinto these agreements, End-Users do not only receive
limited rights to certain actions, but they also allow the prod-
ucts to interject themselves into the user’s virtual life. EULAs
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can give software engineers the right to update their software
at any point. They can manage their product remotely and col-
lect and process data—in the form of images, location data,
preferences, cookies, and error messages—that users produce
so that they may improve their product.

In October, 2019, Adobe, the developer of Photoshop,
Illustrator, etc, cancelled every Creative Cloud account that
was registered in Venezuela. This was a direct result of sanc-
tions that the United States had put on trade with Venezuela;
no US company was allowed to continue to do business in
the country. But because Creative Cloud software was sub-
scription-based—users “rented” the software as opposed to
owning it—this meant that no one could design or produce
materials as they were accustomed to. Architects, Journalists,
Graphic Designers all scrambled to work.

This episode illustrates perfectly the politics inherent in the
End-User and software developer relationship. That any com-
pany can immediately cut-off access to their applications may
come as a shock to users traditionally used to purchasing soft-
ware in standalone versions, but subscription-based software
is becoming increasingly the standard in design fields. While
this shift does make software more accessible to those unable
to pay the whole cost of a standalone application, it comes
with the caveat of being a limited End-User. And there are cur-
rently no legislative rights for renters of software.

DATA-USER (AS IMAGINED BY AN ALGORITHM)

“The “user” [is] a contemporary mediated image of the self,
one that is often reduced to narrow and utilitarian frames,
but also open to a diverse variety of possible human and non-
human agencies. The user position can both over-individuate
that agent’s sense of self and also radically multiply it. For
example, data generated by Users and producing traces and
shadows of their worldly transactions, initially creates a high-
resolution portrait of a single user (for example as seen in the
Quantified Self movement) but as overlapping external data
streams are introduced, the coherency the user’s subjectivity
is dissolved by the overdetermination by external relations and
forces. Any durable politics of the User must understand this
dynamic of platform sovereignty.”*®

What Bratton describes in the above passage is the blurriness
of the Data-User’s subjectivity. The Data-User is often not
an individual, but a collection of preferences, profiles, clicks,
and other mediated behaviors recorded by algorithms. They
are a product of algorithmic citizenship, a mirror image of an
individual reflected back as personalized advertisements and
online suggestions.

Most importantly, the Data-User is not designed by other
individuals, as with the previous user-types. This subject is
designed by algorithms and forecasting models running on
cloud servers, meaning that the Data-User is much more than

an estimation of who you are at the moment; it is “a profile
of you to -come.”*® We have most likely all witnessed this in
some form or another: books or people are recommended to
us by Google or Facebook, our search history is played back
to usin the form of targeted ads, and our autocorrect suggest
words we use quite frequently. Most useful for advertising
algorithms is not the self that we currently are, but the self
we might become. The Data-User is you + your clicking behav-
iors + your phone + your smart-watch + your Firefox history +
your dating profile + your credit score, “constructed as much
through [y]Jour curated tastes as they are through obscure
algorithms reprocessing [yJour rights of citizenship from a
Nevada desert.”"

TOWARD ABSURD USERS

If the above seems frighteningly dystopian, it’s because we
are not used to thinking of our selves as being designed by
someone else, let alone an algorithm. But the goal here is not
to scare, rather my intent is to shed light on the intricacies of
users in order to find ways to move forward. We can no longer
ignore the subjects created through hardware and software
design, nor can we let information systems take charge of
defining who we are as individuals. At the same time, contem-
porary life requires our participation in the constant exchange
of data and interactions with interfaces. Can there be some
middle ground? What would a series of design problems that
use both the existing frameworks of user design—averaging,
interpreting, simulating—and the absurdity of having billions
of individuated preference profiles floating in the cloud, each
waiting to predict your every move look like?

Atthe end of his chapter on the User Layer of The Stack, Bratton
proposes a design prompt for three new “posthuman” users:
the animal user, the Al user, and the machine user.*® He states,
“As more and more unlike figures come to occupy the User
position, smashing up against one another and plugging into
one another, they contort that position into different shapes,
sizes, and durations.”* Each of these nonhuman subjects oper-
ates much like our architectural users above, as stereotypes
linked to particular emerging techno-social phenomena. The
animal useris, for example, a companion species interface (like
an animal cyborg); the Al user is Siri, your headless voice assis-
tant with a personality; and the machine user is your driverless
car. Looking at nonhuman users, Bratton states, allows us to
reflect on what exactly constitutes a user. Isitintelligence? Is it
a personality? Is it a specific behavior? More importantly, this
allows us to push past the anthropocentrism that has yielded
our current user confusion.

Bratton’s design prompt suggests a kind of absurdist approach
to user design. One that does not seek out averages and
pseudo-objective truths, but instead operates similar to Jorge
Luis Borges’s Chinese Encyclopedia from “The Analytical
Language of John Wilkins” in which taxonomies of animals are
broken up into hyper-specific, almost nonsensical categories.?
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As soon as we lose the “human-centered” of human-centered
design, we can make room for other user-types, be they animal,
robot, hybrid, or otherwise. But playing with the unexpected
or unpredictable, as in an absurdist exercise, might be a good
start and would ensure that designers still have agency in the

complex world of software and algorithms.
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