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SUMMARY 
 

With this article-based doctoral thesis I aim to contribute to conversations on urban 

redevelopment policies and how architects and their architecture help shaping both our 

cities and our urban politics. The research literature on architectural competitions have 

grown in recent years and I seek to contribute to this work with a critical perspective on 

how architectural competitions are integrated into planning processes, with particular 

attention to how they are used, and how they shape the politics of the process. 

This is done through a qualitative study of architectural competitions and parallel 

assignments from the Fjord City redevelopment policy area in downtown Oslo, Norway. It is 

a study of how architectural competitions are used, and how their use has implications for 

urban governance, and the politics of urban planning and development.  

Architectural competitions and parallel assignments are analysed in the context of an 

urban planning that is best described as rapidly becoming more neoliberal and 

entrepreneurial. Oslo Municipality have in the Fjord City policy gone further in this direction 

than before. The establishment of municipality owned firms that largely operate as private 

corporations, and an increase in the use of private-public partnerships is an important 

backdrop. The Fjord City redevelopment is a strategy for increased competitiveness, 

attractiveness, and growth. The architectural competitions and parallel assignments are 

used as part of this strategy to secure architecture and urban spaces of the highest quality. 

In cases concerning new buildings for major institutions, this means iconic architecture. 

Competitions are well suited as a process for procuring iconic architecture because of its 

high standing and long tradition within the architectural profession. Further the rhetoric of 

competition and winning fits with the ideology of market-based competition that is 

foundational to neoliberalism.  

I use a theoretical framework that situates architectural competitions in the planning 

process which connects it with a broad range of actors, institutions, issues, and problems. 

The work has its foundation in the critical Marxist tradition where works from Lefebvre and 

Harvey, among others, are central. Different questions lead to the supplementation of 



additional perspectives as needed. The empirical material I have used is gathered from 

various sources. Large media and document archives are developed and analysed. They 

are supplemented with data gathered from social media and a collection of architectural 

renderings gathered from the selected cases. The work is also based on a series of 

qualitative interviews with a diverse set of informants, including architects, planners, 

developers, and politicians.  

In this project I question how architectural competitions impact planning in terms of 

participation and democracy. Architectural competitions are somewhat paradoxical, in the 

sense that they are often widely publicised and thus give the impression of an open and 

transparent process, but barriers to entry makes it a process that only includes a very small 

handful of professionals. Meanwhile juries are independent, and their work and deliberation 

are secret. A consensus report announcing the winner is usually all the documentation they 

produce. I argue that important decisions are made in these processes and that the use of 

competitions moves decisions out of the traditional planning processes and away from the 

participatory process.  

However, the analysis shows that both architectural competitions and parallel 

assignments have a greater potential than what is normally utilised. They are malleable 

processes, and how participatory and democratic they are can be shaped by the host 

organisation, and by how they define tasks and criteria and they set up the competition 

process.  

Looking at competitions in the context of controversial urban projects, like the new 

Munch Museum, I find that architectural competitions can have particular political uses. 

Here the distance from regular planning processes becomes something that politicians can 

utilise. The host organisation, while municipality owned, is perceived as independent, and 

they have selected a jury that is independent from them. This perceived arms-length 

relation is then used by politicians to argue that what is found to be ‘best’ in a competition 

really is the only way to go. This rhetoric of ‘the best’ is extended beyond the single building 

and applied to the underlying development strategy. This makes the architectural 

competition an instrument that politicians may use to build consensus and get their 

projects realised.  

I consider the architectural renderings generated by the competitions an important 

outcome of competition processes. Architectural renderings are the most immediate and 

widely distributed product of the architectural competitions. They are published in 



newspapers, blogs, magazines and are often exhibited while people await the 

announcement of the winner. Given the rhetorical impact of competitions, and the status 

they have, the images they generate must be taken seriously. My analysis of these images 

shows how these imaginaries support a particular vision of the future city: one that 

propagates the myth of the attractive city. The images show a very polished and sanitised 

urban landscape that fails to represent the diversity of the city.  

What architectural competitions offer is too often a commodified city that we are 

invited to buy rather than live in. This resembles a common critique of contemporary 

architecture that sees architecture as having lost its political project, accepting its 

complicity with capital interest, and neglecting any political or social goals of architecture. 

Architecture for the sake of being architecture, as art for art’s sake. I argue, that while 

architectural competitions certainly can operate on this logic it does not have to. What 

separates architecture form other arts is that it always has a means outside of itself. Based 

on an analysis of how architects work within competitions, I suggest that rather than 

rejecting the ambition to be an artform, architecture should embrace the ambition but only 

if it adopts a more inclusive understanding of architectural aesthetics. 


