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The lecture will argue that participatory design, when implemented in architectural rather than urban 
scale, is not about democratisation. Instead, participation in mass-housing projects offers a solution to 
the alleged dehumanisation caused by the standardised, abstracted and generic figure of the ‘typical 
user’. Participation, though, is anchored in a problematic humanist understanding: it presumes the 
participating individual subjects are autonomous, and wilfully ignores their heteronomy, the manner 
in which their own ideals, beliefs, and desires are constructed by society. The paper suggests solving 
the aporia of humanism-posthumanism indirectly, by circumventing participation via personalisation. 
It returns to the discussions in the late 1960s and 1970s around Pessac and Levittown, and to the 
recasting, within the debate surrounding personalisation, of the modernist notion of neutral architecture 
as a stage for self-realisation. What emerges is not only an alternative solution to the problem of the 
generic user, but also an indictment of participatory design.
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