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Abstract. This paper explores the potential of experimental practice in 
evaluating the design process within architectural practice.  It starts with an 
assumption that current practice can improve the quality of meaningful 
engagement to some topic by translating its prudence into a format that develops 
new models of practice. Architectural competitions as means of that 
improvement become incubators for creative practice and therefore a mediator of 
new architectural practice. Competition platforms, while translating this theory, 
appear as a format that is understandable to a broader architectural audience. The 
empirical case study of Think Space is a starting point of the research in which a 
whole range of delicate articulation between theoretical research and an 
enthusiasm for design can be found. Conceptual competitions serve as 
indispensable mediator between designers and the context of their work. The 
architects can act only within a contextual framework. They operate as 
architectural ateliers where they are free to invent an imaginary project. Apart 
from current taxonomy of competition briefs, with a conceptual one architects to 
answer to a set of questions. This kind of competition sets up a platform for 
exchange of ideas and reviews an importance of spatial and social consequences. 
This research is not an objective review of one architectural competition, but 
rather a subjective selection of individual works and examples of possible 
change towards new architectural paradigm. Examples of entries from the first 
cycle of the competition are not randomly selected. The analysis of competitions 
results tries to articulate a process of designing as a means to increase knowledge 
and parallel research in similar fields. The challenging hypothesis becomes a 
starting point for development of innovative models. Models can take hold as a 
new methodological paradigm for redefinition and create a new reality. An 
international conceptual competition, like Think Space, is a space that provokes, 
attracting moderates and creative content from the global world. It could produce 
a new architectural paradigm. Think Space is cleverly designed platform for the 
promotion of creativity which brings architects back to the idea of thought. 
An architectural competition can be regarded as a ‘platform’ where diverse 
findings from various fields of research and discourses relating to topics can be 
compared. In that manner competitions work effectively as experimental 
laboratory that gathers different forms of experience, knowledge and 
backgrounds. Unlike particular architectural proposals this laboratory's platform 
becomes important in shaping the development of future operations strategies. 
The main relationships between conceptual proposals are analysed, highlighting 
major constraints and opportunities. In this context a conceptual architectural 
competition becomes a mediator that emphasizes and encourages a designer to 
create a new vision of the existing states. Conceptually, projects become a sort of 
reality testing, experimental work with an uncertain outcome. These results can 
lead to new creative opportunities. 
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paradigm.  

mailto:tajana.jaklenec@arhitekt.hr


 
Introduction 

This paper explores the potential of experimental practice in evaluating the 
design process within architectural practice.  It starts with an assumption that 
current practice can improve the quality of meaningful engagement to some 
topic by translating its prudence into a format that develops new models of 
practice. Architectural competitions as means of that improvement become 
incubators for creative practice and therefore a mediator of new architectural 
practice. Competition platforms, while translating this theory, appear as a 
format that is understandable to a broader architectural audience. 

Architecture cannot develop confined in a studio. It needs the context of the 
public. The backbone of its existence is expediency. Architectural competition 
is a progressive framework intended to achieve the optimal solution without 
deeper reflection of established paradigm problem-solving design.1Such 
competitions are burdened by the demands of investors, legislation, economic 
parameters as well as typologically defined programs. 

Current economic, political and social crisis caused general recession and 
stagnation that creates an intermediate free-space, so called “interspace”, for 
experimental reflection of architectural practices without any interference of 
investors, planning regulations or typology related constraints. General 
slowdown has created opportunities for experimental conceptual study 
processes via conceptual competitions as a legitimate form of architectural 
practice. By developing new models of practice - where the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident and without strict 
rules and inflexible frameworks of academic tradition - competitions become 
the platform of creativity. Research in laboratory conditions, with speculative 
experimentation approach can improve the quality of new strategies for 
architects. This kind of research strives to re-examine various approaches to 
concepts on a lot of different project. 

Architectural design is neither art nor science. It uses art and science know-
how but in an entirely different approach and way of deliberation. ‘Tools’ used 
in this kind of design are open to various interpretations. What essentially 
differs from rational scientific approach is creative, nonlinear deliberation. On 
the other hand, permanent competitive and critical examining and 
unconditional functionality of a product divides designing from somewhat 
emotional art. That is designer's way of knowing: design discipline versus 
design science. 

Conceptual competitions serve as indispensable mediator between designers 
and the context of their work. The architects can act only within a contextual 
framework.2 They operate as architectural ateliers where they are free to invent 
an imaginary project. Apart from current taxonomy of competition briefs, with 
a conceptual one architects to answer to a set of questions.3 This kind of 
                                                 
1 problem-solving behaviour - answer a question that someone has asked 

2 subjective interpretation of the context – speculative investigations 

3 The Competitive Hypothesis was an exhibition in Storefront for Art and Architecture in winter 2013, 
examining the politics behind the architectural competition. The exhibition, presented in partnership with 
Think-Space, questioned the current state, purpose and value of architecture competitions. 'Competitive 
Hypothesis will highlight the double meanings inherent in the 'competition': on one hand referring to the 
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competition sets up a platform for exchange of ideas and reviews an 
importance of spatial and social consequences. 

 While experimenting apart from the dominant discourse with an alternative 
approach to typological program, conceptual competitions allow different 
views of the world and enable change of the existing architectural paradigms 
(Brodsky, 2013).4 They offer freedom for architectural practice. 

Conceptual projects aim to investigate creative processes which develop 
possible aspects of knowledge and research different intellectual culture. By 
doing so, dealing with them different ideas can be investigated and 
communicated. Early phase of conceptual design represents the fundamental 
intellectual project stage. 

This research is not an objective review of one architectural competition, 
but rather a subjective selection of individual works and examples of possible 
change towards new architectural paradigm. Examples of entries from the first 
cycle of the competition are not randomly selected. The analysis of 
competitions results tries to articulate a process of designing as a means to 
increase knowledge and parallel research in similar fields. The challenging 
hypothesis becomes a starting point for development of innovative models. 
Models can take hold as a new methodological paradigm for redefinition and 
create a new reality. 

The empirical case study of Think Space is a starting point of the research in 
which a whole range of delicate articulation between theoretical research and 
an enthusiasm for design can be found.  

Case study /Think Space - Borders 

The research is based on a three-year examination of unconventional forms of 
conceptual competitions in Croatia. This is case study of a cycle of 
international architecture competitions organised by Zagreb Society of 
Architects, titled Think Space, conceived as an experimental platform for 
exchange of conceptual ideas.  Njirić claims that a Croatian practice of open 
architectural competitions in the last two decades created a unique approach 
toward realised and proposed projects with quality in so called 'low resolution' 
(Rupnik, 2011).  
In 2010, during growing economic crisis and with this legacy of public 
competitions, Zagreb Society of Architects started a series of conceptual 
competitions under the joint name Think Space. They were not focused on 
creation of any objects of architecture, rules, standardisation or innovations. 
There were no restrictions in terms of site, program or size, with the purpose to 
ensure freedom of participants. It investigates how architects place themselves 
in some important contemporary questions. All current topics deal with 
contemporary social and spatial issues, taking a critical position towards the 
dominant attitudes toward environment, culture, politics or economy. Each 
competition cycle had the guest curator who proposed the annual theme and 
                                                                                                                                 
competition as a procurement mechanism for projects, on the other referring to an ethos or disposition 
that permeates work practice.'  

4 The reason for paper architecture is, in this sense, not about informing the unseen reality, depicting 
unrealistic places, but about envisioning real places where one is not allowed to go.  



 
ended with travelling exhibition, publications and conference with award 
ceremony (www.think-space.org/: June 2014). 

The first iteration Think Space 2011 - Borders cycle finished 
with 537 participants, architects of younger generation, from 65 countries. First 
guest curator was the Director of Storefront for Art and Architecture, 
NYC, Eva Franch i Gilabert. The jurors of the respective competitions 
were Shohei Shigematsu, Teddy Cruz, Francois Roche and Hrvoje Njirić. Four 
competitions developed under the theme of Borders; aim to produce a 
catalogue of contemporary conditions in social, political, environmental and 
cultural spheres in need of architectural alternatives. 

Urban Borders 

The first architectural competition for the first Think Space cycle had a title 
Urban borders. A curator Shohei Shigematsu5 focused on a very fundamental 
border - the ground plane - as a platform for changing a traditional above and 
below ground notions. Central peripheries and peripheral centralities are 
existing conditions within contemporary understandings of the city. Urban 
Borders asked for submissions able to bring together different notions of 
centrality and periphery and question existing living conditions within urban 
scenarios. 

The project Bottoms Up6 illustrates a flipped urban block - the negative of 
the capitalist city, a survival in the post-capitalist age. The intention of the 
project was to keep the ground, the most valuable urban resource, open to the 
public and its ecological desires. 

This proposal is interesting because it sets artefact in a complete reversal. It 
opposes static logic with a denser structure on the ground. Also - according to 
urban planning assumptions in this case – the value of soil is bigger with a 
higher density of construction. This experiment offers the possibility to create a 
brand new urban paradigm. Today a technological progress already allows 
such structures that only with a contact with the ground become a valuable 
emptiness. Urban void becomes the basic tissue of the city affirming greenery 
and urban public space as per se value.  

 
                                                 
5 Mr. Shigematsu graduated in 1995 from the Dept.of Architecture at Kyushu University, Fukuoka. After 
studying at the Berlage Institute Amsterdam (Postgraduate Laboratory), he joined the Office for 
Metropolitan Architecture in 1998. He is a visiting critic for Harvard University Graduate School of 
Design, Cornell University, College of Architecture, Art and Planning and for Kyoto University of Art 
and Design.He is a Partner OMA*AMO Nwe York since 2008.  

6 Author: Anna Neimark, (US); Coauthor: Andrew Atwood, (US) / Honorable mention 
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Figure 1 
Bottoms Up 

Geopolitical Borders  

Geopolitical Borders asked for critical observations of border regions that 
reflect on existing geopolitical borders around the globe and propose 
alternatives to the existing conditions of social, political and economic 
conflicts through architectural interventions. As an effort to produce a 
research-framework that would inform his practice in recent years, the curator 
Teddy Cruz7 conceptualized The Political Equator. The Political Equator is the 
point of entry into many of radical localities, in the midst of the conflict 
between geopolitical borders, natural resources and marginal communities. The 
territorial character of these charged lines or zones of passage transforms the 
scale of the architectural project into an infrastructural site of speculation.  

The proposal Border Archipelagos of the Narrow Passages8 extends beyond 
the main land continent, to a group of small and medium sized islands of the 
Mediterranean. These islands are the gateways to the EU, making them global 
hotspots and are mostly situated at the geographically narrow passages of the 
Mediterranean. These small pieces of land have politically and symbolically 
three superimposed layers of borders with different porosities: local, national 
and international border. So-called “before – after diagrams” proposes how this 
network of islands can work as an Archipelago, autonomous from their 
political entity of EU. Authors attempt to redefine these localities, not as island 
scale detention centres, and pawns of the EU policies, but as a network of 
islands which their specific geo-history binds as a borderline belonging neither 
to the north nor to the south but in the sea where they always belonged. 
                                                 
7 Teddy Cruz is a Guatemalan-born architect, whose work dwells at the border between San Diego, 
California and Tijuana, Mexico. He has been developing a practice and pedagogy that emerges out of the 
particularities of this bicultural territory. He is recognized internationally in collaboration with 
community-based nonprofit organizations such as Casa Familiar for its work on housing and its 
relationship to an urban policy more inclusive of social and cultural programs for the city. Teddy Cruz is 
currently an associate professor in public culture and urbanism in the Visual Arts Department at UCSD in 
San Diego. 

8 Author: Papadimitrakopoulos Konstantinos (Greece) / First Prize A 

 



 
Similarly, the project Mediterranean Big Bang9 examines a connecting of 
Africa with Europe. As well as Big Band, the project The Mediterranean 
Union10  suggest that a point of departure to re-imagine geo-political borders 
today begins by acknowledging the socio-economic and ecological co-
dependence and co-existence of these divided territories and regions.  

 

 

Figure 2 
Mediterranean Archipelagos & Mediterranean Big Bang & Mediterranean Union 

This projects offer a different conceptual view of the territories they both 
engage: whether the amplification of the Mediterranean islands that became the 
critical immigration thresholds between two continents, consolidating them 
into one conceptual system, a new archipelago with alternative political 
consequences; or the visualization of natural vacant spaces across nations as 
armatures to imagine more elastic ecological and socio-economic relationships 
and exchanges. An important characteristic of this project is that we should not 
                                                 
9 Author: Fatima Ruiz (France)¸ Coauthor: Martin Coustenoble (France), Walter Libertino (Italy), Giulia 
Marchi (Italy) / Honorable mention 2 

10 Author: Adrian Lahoud (Australia)¸ Coauthor: Samuel Szwarcbord (Australia) / Honorable mention 3 

 



 
entrust in geopolitical borders that we perceive because they are changeable. 
All three projects perceive Mediterranean as a separate land. They treat it like a 
uniting rather than dividing space. Mediterranean becomes a space of 
affirmation and compression. It becomes a world of its own. 

 

 

Figure 3 
Metropolitical Void 

In the project Metropolitical Void11 the border becomes centre and the 
centre becomes a border. In this inside-out city, the central square becomes the 
peripheral square, where maximal urban intensity meets the open landscape, 
re-establishing an equal dialogue between the city and its hinterland. The 
border between the 'two Belgium' passes through the centre of Brussels. The 
forest becomes a central position and not the separation. Or, like in example in 
'no man's land' zone between borders of Germany, Belgium, France and Great 
Britain, which becomes a jungle. The jungle gets the role of centre. It becomes 
a place of attraction rather than separation.   
                                                 
11 Author: Remi van Durme (Beligium)¸ Coauthor: Denis Glauden (Belgium) / Honorable mention 1  



 
Moral Borders  

The curator Hrvoje Njirić12 proposes to think about architecture as the social 
project today and a possibility to reinstall it. This competition calls for a 
radical examination of the present-day conditions in order to create a morally 
diverse framework for action: who, where, how, what and finally, a synthesis 
of utopia with set of circumstantial tools. Moral Borders asks for architectural 
proposals that produce a new programmatic and typological object for formal, 
politic and moral reinvention. 
The project We can't buy, so we occupy13 proposes a temporarily infiltration of 
forthcoming generation which has no possibility of buying and loan into a 
subdivided suburban homes, yards, and various public spaces in the U.S. that 
have been overlooked by local zoning protocols. 
 

 
Figure 4 
We can't buy, so we occupy 

'We can’t buy, so we occupy' is a combination of a well-tempered post-
activism and urban economy. The authors manage to use the mobilizing 
potential of smartphones. A battlefield they chose is the suburbia – a dynamic 
zone in a constant flux. The procedural character of the proposed 
transformations is innovative, fresh and operationally. 

The project Grundrisse - Housing solutions for the immaterial worker14 
proposes a new form of employment. It is a basin of 'immaterial labour', a 
network of individuals performing on call tasks. Grundrisse is a service 
                                                 
12 Hrvoje Njirić, Zagreb based architect of an international fame, is a true example of a peculiar 
architectural persona, at the same time reckoned as national enfant terrible of the Croatian architectural 
scene. Extremely experienced in innovative typologies design, as well as in education, Hrvoje Njiric 
teaches to his students as modus operandi the spatial articulation of the quotidian, in opposition to 
autistic, elitist and hermetic thought and practice in architecture. Hrvoje Njirić was the visiting critic at 
the HAB Weimar, the ETSAB Barcelona, the TU Wien, the AA School of Architecture London, the ETH 
Zuerich, the Strathclyde University of Glasgow, Politecnico di Milano, the Southeast University of 
Nanjing and the William Lyon Somerville Visiting Lectureship at the University of Calgary. 

13 Author: Erin Ota (US); Coauthor: Caroline Smith (US) / First prize A 

14 Author: Fosco Lucarelli (France); Coauthor: Mariabruna Fabrizi (Italy) / First prize B 



 
company that provides each worker a house where to live and work. Each unit 
is to be equipped with a technological system of control that keeps the worker 
in touch with his clients. 

 
 

 

Figure 5 
Grundrisse 

The project is radical in an endless repetition and uncompromising approach 
to everyday life.  

The proposal Palace of Human Passion15 tries to explicit the potential of 
prostitution in the development of the city. It is possible to create a place where 
citizens of all origins and kinds meet in a common acceptance of one’s hidden 
side. The very simple gesture of combining two distinct, legal frameworks with 
prostitution generates a tension which results with an architectural and societal 
raising polemics.  

Taking prostitution as suitable and opposing it with typology of the 
courthouse results with whorehouse becoming morally desirable. Such an 
approach results with new knowledge. 

 
                                                 
15 Author: Fosco Lucarelli (France); Coauthor: Mariabruna Fabrizi (Italy) / First prize C 



 

 

Figure 6 
Palace of Human Passion 

Conclusion 

The competition results depend largely on the curator and the competition 
theme with program tasks. Those topics that arise from the externally 
established architectural discourse lead to in innovative and operationalisable 
solutions. Architectural programs and typologies are direct translations of 
cultural understandings that problematize existing orders towards a moment of 
reinvention. 
 An international conceptual competition, like Think Space, is a space that 
provokes, and attracts moderate and creative content from the global world. It 
could produce a new architectural paradigm. Think Space is a cleverly 
concived platform for the promotion of creativity that leads architects back to 
the idea of thought. 

An architectural competition can be regarded as a ‘platform’ where diverse 
findings from various fields of research and discourses relating to topics can be 
compared. In this way competitions work effectively as experimental 
laboratory that gathers different forms of experience, knowledge and 
backgrounds. Unlike particular architectural proposals this laboratory's 
platform becomes important in shaping the development of future operations 
strategies. The main relationships between conceptual proposals are analysed, 
highlighting major constraints and opportunities. In this context a conceptual 
architectural competition becomes a mediator that emphasizes and encourages 
a designer to create a new vision of the existing states. Conceptually, projects 
become a sort of reality testing, experimental work with an uncertain outcome. 
These results can lead to new creative opportunities. 
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