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				RESUMEN Se examina la relación entre lo local y lo universal en los procesos creativos, utilizando la metodología del Taller de Diseño Arquitectónico y Urbano I de la Carrera de Arquitectura de la Pontificia Universidad Católica del Ecuador durante el año 2022. El estudio analiza cómo los estudiantes pueden integrar tradiciones locales con principios universales a través de la mímesis y la abstracción, tomando como referencia dos casos comparativos: uno ecuatoriano y otro internacional. La metodología busca que los estudiantes comprendan la composición no solo de manera teórica, sino mediante un proceso práctico que transforme objetos concretos en formas abstractas. Este enfoque facilita el entendimiento de patrones universales presentes en diversas manifestaciones culturales y artísticas, permitiendo su adaptación al contexto arquitectónico.
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				ABSTRACT The relationship between the local and the universal in creative processes is examined, using the methodology of Architectural and Urban Design I Workshop from the Architecture program at Pontificia Universidad Católica del Ecuador during 2022. The study analyzes how students can integrate local traditions with universal principles through mimesis and abstraction, referencing two comparative cases: one Ecuadorian and one international. The methodology aims to ¨ not only theoretically, but also through a practical process that transforms real objects into abstract forms. This approach facilitates the understanding of universal patterns present in various cultural and artistic expressions, allowing their adaptation to the architectural context.
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				1. Introduction

				The academic debate on the relationship between the local and the universal has sparked interest, controversy, and discussion in recent years. On the one hand, some advocate a local starting point to defend identity; on the other, others defend a “pan-human” culture (Miranda, 2013). Attempts have even been made to reconcile these positions through forceful stances such as Kenneth Frampton’s critical regionalism (2020) or certain neologisms like “glocal” (Koolhaas and Mau, 2010, p. 578). As a process of reconciliation between these two positions, and as part of the methodology used in the DAU 1 Workshop in the Architecture Program at the Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador (PUCE) (Benavides and Revelo, 2023), one exercise involves relating the local to the universal. To this end, the exercise uses general philosophical concepts; while it does not aim to provide a comprehensive overview, it seeks to yield academic, original, and discipline-specific results.

				The critical purpose of this paper is to highlight universal concepts of composition as an inexhaustible source for human creative processes. However, this process has been questioned in favor of using local resources. According to the authors’ proposal, 

			

		

		
			
				the aim is to show that, whether local or foreign references are used, creative processes can reach the same universal principles. 

				It is important to contextualize the theoretical background focused on culture and tradition. According to the RAE (2001), culture means: “the set of ways of life, knowledge, and level of development of an era or a group” (p. 714); it would be fruitless and unproductive to construct a concept around this term, given its many interpretations. However, in line with the RAE’s definition, the one offered by the Russian composer Igor Stravinsky (2006) is complementary: 

				Culture brings taste to the full expression of its potential and allows it to prove itself through practice. The artist imposes it on himself and ultimately on others. This is how tradition is established (p. 59). 

				Thus, tradition—which stems from culture—arises from a conscious and deliberate acceptance that manifests not as a testament to a dead past, but as a living force that animates and nourishes the present (Stravinsky, 2006). Thus, tradition ensures the continuity of creative processes, like a constant 

			

		

		
			
				Figure 1: Model of Archizoom’s No-Stop-City, a utopian project from 1970. Branzi (2006)
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				law, found in historical parallels across the centuries with the great masters of the past—just as Le Corbusier (1998) himself boasted, stating that “he has had no other teachers than the great lessons of Antiquity” (p. 49).

				Diverse local traditions have endured throughout history, shaping memory and culture (Campo Baeza, 2013). Initially local, they gradually transcend their origins and break free to become universal manifestations as patterns, laws, and rules converge. 

				Similarly, in architectural practice, history has shown a contextual dichotomy between the local and the universal, multiplicity and uniqueness. “What changes? What adapts? What is unique?” (Benavides, 2022, p. 49). If we go back to the origin, or First Cause, “Arché,” nothing belongs to us; everything is given. Moreover, the creator, evoking a demiurge, takes ideas and endows them with physical and object-like qualities, thereby creating things (Benavides and Revelo, 2023); “They possess an inherent archetypal and metaphysical condition. For this reason, history teaches us nothing more than what is permanent and timeless, which manifests itself in a specific, finite, and singular way through the architectural project.” (Benavides, 2022, p. 49) Both Rossi (2017) and the architects of the Tendenza (Bonfanti et al., 1979) defended architecture as a permanent, universal, and necessary reality. 

				1.1. The permanence of creative principles in history: archetypes, collective memory, and constants in history 

				Plato’s theory of ideas is directed toward a collective understanding of the intelligible world as an absolute, universal, and inexhaustible source for “things,” and, in its Aristotelian revision, for creators and their creative processes. Nor is it a coincidence that Vitale, in Rational Architecture, champions the Tendenza’s call to seek in history the constants that run throughout it (Bonfanti et al., 1979). Thus, these constants—not in their appearance but in their essence—clarify a notion of a collective and timeless memory, best exemplified in abstract concepts such as “model” types derived from archetypes (“arche-typos” or “original model”). In other words, an “abstract and intelligible” ideal model that will serve as the basis for infinite and diverse tangible possibilities. 

			

		

		
			
				Figure 2: Still from THX-1138. G. Lucas (1971)
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				As Stepanova (2022) also stated in her constructivist manifestos, “Until now, abstract creation has not confined itself to a single doctrinal system, […], it will remain open to thousands of distinct possibilities and will harbor within itself the space for endless findings and discoveries” (p. 37).

				Understanding ideas as the raw material of concrete facts guides the creative process of the “how.” Louis Kahn (2003, p. 126) noted that “form is the what and design is the how,” recalling ideas or “eidos” forms as the original source. In this sense, it is pertinent to define the role of the artisan or creator in works of art. This leads to the understanding that rational processes of creation subject creators to a set of universal rules and laws. These rules and laws recur and coincide across places and eras; once materialized, they differ based on their contextual conditions. Therefore, the notion of the archetype, as an absolute idea, is analogous to the concept of universality. Meanwhile, materialization is analogous to the notions of both the local and the contextual; indeed, starting from the universal does not restrict creative capacity. Aureli (2021) advocates the use of finite forms for infinite possibilities, just as Stepanova (2022) states that “If anything defines non-objective creativity—‘abstract and therefore universal,’ which is still in the early stages of general development—it is the multiplicity of explorations it enables” (p. 43). Regarding this idea, and in another creative field—such as music—Stravinsky (2006) states: 

				Let us take the best example: the fugue, a perfect form in which music signifies nothing beyond itself—does this not imply the composer’s submission to the rule? And is it not this obligation that expands his creative freedom? Strength, said Leonardo da Vinci, is born of restraint and dies of freedom (p. 75).

				In this retrospective view, one can find common ground across various arts in the defense of universal rules, as Wittkower (1958) notes: “We have already seen that an architect can in no way apply at will […] a system of proportions of his own choosing, but rather that the ratios must conform to the concepts of a higher order” (p. 102). If these universal laws are what enable creative freedom, it is within freedom and variation that multiplicity emerges. Thus, since the creative process is a selection by elimination (Stravinsky, 2006, p. 69), “we find here the search for the One through the Many”—or, conversely, as is the case with applied academic exercises. 

				All of this raises the following dichotomy between the defense of the local versus the universal. However, in the case of teaching-learning methodology, the aim is not to defend one position or the other, but rather to reconcile them. Confusion or misrepresentation is inevitable; such as in the case of the relationship between tradition and plagiarism. “In this sense, there is a certain paradox that wittily asserts that everything that is not tradition is plagiarism” (Stravinsky, 2006, p. 59), recalling that a genuine local identity is not 

			

		

		
			
				one that focuses on the romantic testimony of a dead or obsolete past, but rather on the rational essence—as an exercise in mimesis that “does not seek to reproduce the visible, but to recreate in the world the nature of things” (De Prada, 2012, p. 29). It is this substantial core or essence of something that an artist, artisan, or demiurge can convey or transfer to others through discernment. Thus, we can conclude that a defense of the local does not lie in championing regionalist folklore, nor in falling into the tempting distortion of the universal versus the uniform. In the context of the 20th-century avant-garde, Stravinsky (2006) laments the tendency to standardize everything in appearance, while noting that this “tends to destroy everything universal in the spiritual order, in favor of an anarchic individualism” (p. 73). Alternatively, from the postmodern perspective of the avant-garde movements of the 1960s and 1970s, as in the case of Archizoom (Figure 1) or George Lucas, who critically depict the global as a totalizing doctrine that nullifies identity and freedom, as seen in the No Stop City project (1970) and the film THX-1138 (1971), respectively (Figure 2).

				2. Methodology 

				Local creative processes, serving as a point of reference, were the starting point for the active methodology presented here, in which the academic problem is the disconnect between the local and the universal. Building on this theoretical debate—and with full applicability to architectural design workshops—the aim is to reconcile these positions, involving the internalization of general philosophical concepts for their application in practical academic exercises. It is important to note that this study is critical and qualitative in nature, drawing on this philosophical foundation to apply it to architecture through compositional themes such as proportion, geometry, principles, and dimensional rules, among others. 

				The exercise had a multifaceted approach: objectively understanding reality, comprehending composition through the abstraction of figurative works, and finally synthesizing the existing into its archetypal condition. Rather than an analytical process, the exercise represented a practical and deductive process. Understanding the concept of mimesis was therefore essential—not prior to the exercise, but at its conclusion—since, through practice or phronesis (Curran, 2019), knowledge was deduced and then rationalized, understood, and internalized. Although the exercise took place during the first few weeks of the architecture program at PUCE, it also focused on connecting it with other artistic disciplines, such as sculpture, painting, and film, among others.

				Thus, local creative processes—as concrete, applied manifestations—become primary sources within the students’ reach. While these sources may come from diverse contexts, the decision was made to draw upon Ecuador’s artistic heritage. 
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				Consequently, the students’ relationship with the artwork is more familiar and fully accessible. Furthermore, Ecuador has the advantage of spanning several historical periods: pre-Inca, pre-Hispanic, colonial, republican, modern, and contemporary. The works or objects, although they vary in technique, material, period, and context, serve as sources of learning through observation or theorein (Curran, 2019). The tangible world, as described above, ultimately embodies universal ideas in specific objects. Without needing to take a panoramic or historiographical tour, one can recall Picasso’s engagement with historical references from the past—on the one hand, with *Las Meninas* (Figure 3), and on the other, with primitive African art. Since these are concrete works that are diametrically opposed, he would find universal principles within them. In other words, through a process of rational understanding and imitation, he comes to extract their rational essence: “mimesis.”

				3. Case study

				As a methodological reference, students were shown the parallels—among many possible similarities—between Theo van Doesburg’s “The Cow” (Figure 4) and the evolution of Estuardo Maldonado’s work (Figure 5). In the first case, an exercise is presented that begins with literal reproduction, progresses through several stages of evolution, and ultimately arrives at the pure formal essence of a cow. In this way, the process of abstraction is understood as a creative tool, progressing from reproduction and interpretation to its formal archetype. However, in the case of Maldonado (Figure 6), this can be seen as an evolution that spans his entire body of work. From his beginnings in 1948 through the 1990s, his creative processes can be observed as follows: naturalism, constructivism, kinetic art, and finally dimensionalism (Sarmiento, 2017). It is worth noting that the Valdivia culture, native to Ecuador, exerted a significant influence throughout his work (Silver-Martínez et al., 2011). The objective of these case studies is not to provide students with a “method” or “user manual,” but rather the opposite: that each student, through their own particular understanding of reality, may arrive at a universal result. In other words, a liberation of the object toward its ideal state. Regardless of the author’s subjective perspective, the purpose is to understand the theoretical foundation behind the work to be carried out, which requires a rational approach. Finally, the exercise does not involve artistic creation but rather the application and internalization of the concept of mimesis as a tool for production.
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				Figure 3: Side-by-side comparison of one of Picasso’s “Meninas” (1957) and Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656). Buchholz et al. (2005); Pancorbo et al. (2014)
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				4. Results

				This is the practical application of the methodology in first-year academic exercises for the Architecture program at PUCE during the 2022 academic year. In this case, both the references and the exercises represent the application of the methodology, yielding qualitative results through a process of abstraction and composition. The result shown in Image 7 serves as an example of the visualization and understanding of the applied methodology. The exercise conducted with the students is titled “Understanding My Surroundings: Objectively Observing and Synthesizing What Exists” (PUCE, 2019, p. 3). It should be noted that there was a previous exercise focused on observing reality; however, this was “infraordinary,” closer to a situational and subjective perception (Benavides and Revelo, 2023). For this reason, the exercise mentioned in this section is from the second cycle, which aims to understand mimesis as a creative process 

				From “Object” to “Form”: Discovering the rules inherent to “things.” Students will seek to abstract the human figure, animals, plants, everyday objects, machines, and others to their elemental or “pure” form. During the process, students will be introduced to certain concepts such as anthropometry, regulatory lines, compositional axes, and/or dimensional rules (PUCE, 2019, p. 3).

				Once the nature of the object has been analyzed, the intended outcome is to detach from “reality” in order to arrive at synthesis. Consequently, the process champions the concept of abstraction or abstracting: “extracting something from the whole of which it is a part” (Aureli, 2024, p. 7). Separating the general from its specificity frees the work from time and space. Finally, “pure form,” once freed from its figurative condition, could eventually be endowed with new meanings that the artist intends to convey. As Kazimir Malevich would argue, the visual arts he advocated for must be “creative and not imitative” (2023, p. 26).

			

		

		
			
				Figure 4: Preliminary Studies and Composition VIII: The Cow. Theo van Doesburg (1918). Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). Retrieved in November 2025 from https://www.moma.org/artists/6076-theo-van-doesburg
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				Figure 5: Various works by Estuardo Maldonado throughout his artistic career, showcasing constructivism, kineticism, and dimensionalism, drawing on pre-Hispanic ceramic references. Exhibition “Poetics of an Ancestral Geometry,” National Museum, Quito, 2024. (2025)

			

		

		
			
				As a final result in the students’ work (Figure 7), it can be seen that initially they produced literal imitations or copies of various objects—in this case, pre-Columbian figures, inspired by a field trip to the Casa del Alabado Museum, as well as altarpieces or colonial images from the 18th-century Quito School, which served as local examples. In other cases, universal references such as the Venus de Milo and Michelangelo’s David, among others, were replicated. As can be seen, all the object sources for this work belong to diverse times and places. Subsequently, during the synthesis process—in which the “things” were rationally analyzed—the logical deduction of guiding lines and dimensional rules allowed students to become aware of a universal order that governs reality. Finally, the end result of each process of mimesis, leading to its total abstraction, culminates in a universal work freed from the local context, yet not disconnected from its figurative origin. This demonstrates that there are common patterns for each unique object. This learning is important because it affirms that an artist does not “invent” anything, but rather organizes what already exists in a precise and deliberate manner—just as Le Corbusier said that to create is to “put things in order” (1998, p. 90). In this way, the student would be prepared for the third exercise, which focuses on the poetics of “poiesis” or creation. That is, creating something from nothing, using a generic repertoire of forms that allows for an infinite number of unique variations, subject to the interpretive conditions of the context or culture in question. 
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				5. Discussion

				The debate sparked by this academic exercise demonstrates that, despite seemingly conflicting criteria—such as the dichotomy between the local and the universal—these criteria are in fact complementary. Therefore, addressing this supposed antagonism becomes necessary within the current debate. The rift created between academic groups inclined toward a stance that defends the local and others toward the universal prevents students from benefiting from this critical debate, causing them to fall into unnecessary dogmas. Consequently, the proposed exercises seek to reconcile opposing positions. Teaching and learning through contrasting cases is necessary for a proper understanding of the different natures of various phenomena, especially in the third decade of the 21st century, which is marked by heightened polarization (Han, 2022) across all aspects: ideological, political, social, cultural, and others.

				For this reason, a methodological approach has been proposed that seeks to reconcile opposing concepts at a juncture that is increasingly leading to a polarized society. In the case of the Architecture program at PUCE, there has always been a significant advantage: the variety and diversity of critical 

			

		

		
			
				perspectives. While there have been a significant number of academic discussions on controversial topics, the program’s heterogeneous nature allows students to draw on different active methodologies. However, in the exercises presented, students address themes related to this dichotomy within a single exercise. Thus, the discussion extends not only to the general concepts of the local versus the universal but also to the relationship between faculty and students. By having access to a wide range of local and universal references, students are able to draw their own logical conclusions, moving from the interpretation of universal archetypes toward unique outcomes and vice versa. This process demonstrates that it is neither linear nor one-way, but rather cyclical and constructivist.

				Finally, this debate sheds light on certain prejudices or dogmas regarding the dichotomy between the local and the universal: the local does not negate the universal, just as the singular does not negate the multiple. Monotony should not necessarily be understood as abstract reduction, as Leon Krier points out in the distinction between “arbitrary uniformity as false simplicity” versus “false complexity as uniform arbitrariness” (2013, p. 50). 
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				Figure 6: Various works by Estuardo Maldonado throughout his artistic career, showing the same pre-Hispanic “S” pictogram in his Constructivist, Kinetic, and Dimensionalist phases. Exhibition “Poetics of an Ancestral Geometry,” MuNa, Quito, 2024. (2025)
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				Figure 7: Mimesis exercise with its respective processes, created by Luisa Grandes, a student in the Architecture program at the Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador. PUCE, (2022)
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				Nor does the Dionysian negate the Apollonian, as evidenced in various academic works where, despite performing the same exercise under the same parameters, the results are always different, reflecting each author’s personal imprint and achieving a balance between sensitivity and reason. Much less does the ideal negate the concrete—or vice versa—since the application and understanding of the concept of mimesis in these exercises allow for an understanding of the intellectual and rational processes of artistic creation. This academic practice encourages students to move beyond literal references in order to internalize and apply the concept within their creative process. In this way, the dogma of supposedly applying decontextualized models is broken.

				The crux of academic discussions surrounding this topic is, on the one hand, the endogenous defense of the local, and on the other, the dogmatic defense of the universal. A misrepresentation of this dichotomy can lead to a naive and polarized struggle between chauvinism and xenophilia. Although the reference cases mentioned involve foreign artists, they also serve as a methodological source for Ecuadorian art, applied to understanding compositional fundamentals in architectural education. Thus, both Theo van Doesburg and Picasso are just as relevant as the national example of Estuardo Maldonado, demonstrating that the local does not negate the external. As a counterpoint to certain earlier arguments suggesting that nothing belongs to us, one could also argue that everything belongs to us, as academic exercises fostered a sense of belonging toward both local and foreign works. This raises the following question: Do art and creative processes liberate us from borders, making us feel represented by all cultures? Antonio Miranda (2008, p. 13) addresses this debate by contrasting culture and civilization: “We will attempt to work apart from 

			

		

		
			
				any of the ten thousand existing cultures, focusing solely on the single civilization—that is, on and from the universal ‘logos,’ the ‘common knowledge’ characteristic of a cosmopolitan ‘collective intellect.’”

				It is important to emphasize that the academic exercises discussed in this paper do not seek to defend either extreme, but rather the opposite: the learning and understanding of a universal identity applied to all spheres of possible tangible realities that vary by location, technique, material, or situation. This broadening of perspective ensures that, in the future, architecture students will not fall into rigid biases, passing fads, or “styles,” but rather will develop logical approaches and solutions to diverse problems across varying levels of complexity and contexts.

				Therefore, the discussion surrounding this dichotomy has used references to Ecuadorian art as a “pretext,” both because it is local and because it is familiar to the students. The objective is to understand universal absolutes as an infinite source of resources—both for creation and for thought—for creative practices, in this case architecture. Thus, the focus is on equipping future architects with a comprehensive, broad, and cosmopolitan vision, ready to address the everyday and immediate problems of our environment. In this way, the aim is to move away from the idea of the “specialist” in favor of the holistic thinker.

				In addition to the above, it is important to emphasize that the reconciliation between the local and the universal is not merely theoretical or academic; rather, it extends into professional and social practice. In the field of architecture, this duality involves recognizing that each project must respond to the specific conditions of the site, culture, climate, and history, while at the same time being part of universal principles that have been relevant throughout human history. 
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				Figure 8: Floor plan of the Danteum by G. Terragni, 1938, and the private residence of van Doesburg and van Esteren, 1923. Note how abstract elements take on structural architectural value. Aparicio (2004), Roth (2010)
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				Figure 9: Architecture as a universal phenomenon: Pyramid of Cheops. Palace of Culture in Moscow by Ivan Leonidov, 1930. Louvre Pyramid, I.M. Pei, 1989. Photos 1 and 3: Javier Benavides’ personal photo archive (2016); Photo 2: Gozak and Leonidov (1988)

			

		

		
			
				Thus, the architect does not merely replicate universal models or limit themselves to local traditions, but rather creates innovative solutions that enrich both the architect’s identity and that of the profession.

				This approach also fosters a critical and reflective attitude toward globalization, which often homogenizes cultural and creative expressions. Academic practice that integrates the local and the universal cultivates in students the ability to value the diversity and uniqueness of contexts.

				Furthermore, the inclusion of a constructivist and non-linear methodology in the learning process strengthens students’ intellectual autonomy. By recognizing that there is no single truth or linear path to addressing problems, experimentation, continuous historical review, and rational reflection are promoted. In this way, the dialogue between the local and the universal becomes a platform for the development of critical thinking, capable of transcending prejudices, dogmatism, and polarized views.

				Finally, from an epistemological perspective, this debate invites us to question the rigidity of dichotomous categories and to favor holistic approaches that integrate multiple dimensions—cultural, historical, technical, and aesthetic—thereby building a more comprehensive architectural and cultural understanding that is relevant to the complexity of our times.

				6. Conclusions

				The methodological approach applied in this exercise enabled students to gain a practical understanding of complex concepts in philosophy and aesthetics from a hands-on perspective—learning by doing. The teaching-learning methodology seeks an interdisciplinary approach—in this case, drawing on philosophy, art, sculpture, painting, and history—with a clearly architectural objective in mind. The exercise is entirely valid within the field of architecture, as it prepares students to address issues of composition through critical and rational decision-making. 

			

		

		
			
				Although the understanding of composition in its embryonic stage is linked to geometric and pictorial results, these can acquire architectural meaning, value, and significance; for example, the form behind a column in a plan view is a point, while the same form in an elevation is a line (Figure 8). Similarly, we can observe how, over time, the same elements and concepts constantly reappear, but with different attributions or meanings depending on each culture. 

				Finally, this exercise led to the conclusion that there is an archetypal foundation of forms, ideas, and concepts, which implies a collective unconscious knowledge that is discovered by detaching oneself from the local context. In this regard, this detachment from the local context helps avoid certain ethnocentric prejudices as well as regionalist biases. Therefore, students come to realize that any source, regardless of location, is valid; the goal is for them to draw inspiration from many cultures—both local and foreign—to learn a common language: that of creation, order, composition, and reason. Finally, several artists are credited with having said that “bad artists copy, and good artists steal” (Benavides and Revelo, 2023, p. 66), which is interpreted as a sense of appropriation when applying a universal idea to a singular work. This singularity is what makes it local in space and time, responding to a series of conditions and variables—that is, a cultural condition.

				The underlying lesson of this academic exercise is to break free from the fruitless debate between advocating for the local or the universal. It is within this very dichotomy that the opportunity lies for fruitful creative production that possesses universal validity while also serving as a response to contextual reality. Every artistic reference is a testament to a local culture, but once it has transcended that context, it has also become a pan-human reference (Figure 9).
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