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Abstract Experts question why cities, which are supposedly built for citizens, fail to address
their social needs. Everyday life is challenging in our cities, especially because public spaces
have generally been arranged and designed by considering the physical environment and without
consideration for how these spaces should facilitate human interactions. This paper identifies
“in-between spaces” as key scenarios for addressing this issue. These spaces offer the opportu-
nity to feel comfortable and safe, foster a sense of community, and facilitate connections.

Little has been written about these spaces and, particularly, their characteristics. Therefore,
the objective of this study is to provide a more in-depth understanding of in-between spaces by
examining literature on such spaces throughout city history.

The results underscore the threshold character as the primary feature of in-between spaces
and define various types of in-between spaces depending on their position within the gradient
between public and private domains. The analysis also identified recurring characteristics, such
as presence of reproductive labor, vegetation, or amenities, tendency to be programmed or un-
programmed within interior or exterior spaces and establishes relationships between these char-
acteristics. Furthermore, the results suggest that the values promoted by these spaces and their
recurring features can offer solutions to regenerate cities.
ª 2025 The Author(s). Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of Higher Education Press
and KeAi. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Many contemporary cities do not respond correctly to the
needs of society, even though society is vital for the future of
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cities (Gehl, 2010). Many aspects of cities (transport, spatial,
amenities, etc.) are not designed to facilitate people’s lives
andmayevenhinder them.This leads experts toaskwhycities
supposedly built for citizens do not respond to their needs.
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Historically, since the beginning of urban discipline,
different strategies for the construction of cities have tried
to solve this problem. For example, hygienism had good
intentions, but in some cases, it left the city devoid of
adequate spaces for everyday life (Gehl, 2006). On other
occasions, these interventions eliminated relational
spaces, which hid the desire to generate a simpler urban
fabric designed for controlling people, as in the case of the
Haussmann Plan in Paris (Harvey, 2013; Lefebvre, 2017).
Functionalism is another example of an urban strategy that
is insufficient for fulfilling people’s everyday needs. In
pursuit of improving the efficiency of cities and proposing a
rational scheme that responded to the advances of the In-
dustrial Revolution, the richness and complexity of the
historic city was completely lost, and cities were deprived
of spaces suitable for everyday life.

Currently, strategies to confront the construction of
ville (built environments) from approaches that value the
complexity of citté (social environments) are gaining
strength (Sennett, 2019). These proposals respond to the
design of urban spaces by addressing the needs of citizens
and understanding their diversity. However, despite this
more humanistic view, these new approaches have not
succeeded in defining adequate urban forms; they tend to
give rise to simple, rigid, and excessively defined spaces
that suffocate urban life (Sendra and Sennett, 2021) and
are not sufficiently attractive to achieve urban vitality. This
failure to fulfill citizens’ needs is driven by neoliberal pol-
icies that seek capital accumulation at all costs (Col-lectiu
Punt 6, 2019). The market has become a monster that
harms urban environments and the citizens it was meant to
serve.

One example of this harm is the speculation resulting
from neoliberal urban policies, which, cases such as
Augusta Park in São Paulo (Levy and Liguori, 2016), led to
the privatization of public land and non-compliance with
policies for the protection of public buildings and spaces. In
other cases, such as the urban actuation programs in (PAU)
in Madrid (Romero et al., 2015), speculation and the desire
to maximize housing areaddue to its profitabilitydcaused
the public space to disappear; areas lacked mixed uses or
amenities in the urban fabric or even on the ground floor,
with the subsequent abrupt loss of urban vitality.

These predatory urban dynamics, in the long term,
result in cities that do not have an adequate mix of uses or
small-scale relational spaces to form strong communities
(Jacobs, 2011). This problem not only affects the public
domain, but can also have a deep impact on housing,
especially in how housing relates to its surroundings. Those
relational spaces are the ones that enable the existence of
a “gradient of publicity and privacy” (Montaner, 2015), to
extend the limits of the housedespecially to the spaces
with almost private or communal characterdand create a
sequence of semi-private safe spaces.

As different authors have stated (Col-lectiu Punt 6,
2019; Gehl, 2006; Montaner, 2015; Muxı́ Martı́nez, 2018),
these local-scale relational spaces are the elements that
create community life in people’s immediate surroundings.
Moreover, these spaces are generators of activity, have
shown to create more vital and diverse communities
(Anderson et al., 2016; Worpole and Knox, 2007), and, when
using them, people feel comfortable and are able to create
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closer ties as a result of the casual social relations that
occur (Goffmann, 1979). Similarly, the COVID-19 crisis has
highlighted the importance of these urban spaces in peo-
ple’s daily lives, especially as scenarios for care work,
which is why they are now considered essential.

This range of spaces, from purely public to purely pri-
vate, have been given several different names. Although
these spaces are closely related to architecture and ur-
banism, according to Carricas (2021), the concept first
emerged in anthropology and is known as the in-between
concept. Anthropologists such as Buber (2018), who
conceptualized the in-between realm, to Simmel (1998)
and his “door and bridge”, concluded that these spaces of
transition and interrelation are important for human
relations.

These concepts resonated in Team X. Within this group,
Aldo Van Eyck (1966, 2008) took up Buber’s idea of the in-
between realm (Carricas Torres, 2021; Moya, 2009); he
connected it to architecture and proposed the term in-
between place. This term refers to emotional and social
places as well as physical ones. As a continuation of this
idea, Alison and Peter Smithson (1966, 1974) proposed the
term in-between space, referring to the spaces between
buildings, the connections between different spaces, and
mobility infrastructures, etc., as the great unfinished busi-
ness of architecture and urban planning. They understood
the in-between spaces as marginal (in terms of their use) and
unprogrammed spaces, which had the potential to adapt to
changes in society’s way of life precisely because they
lacked the rigidity typical of more traditional programmed
spaces (Juárez Chicote and Rodrı́guez Ramı́rez, 2014).

In the following years, this concept appeared in the
discourse of some renowned architects (Alexander, 1977;
Kapstein, 1988) and gradually became part of many au-
thors’ thinking; however, the term was lost over time.
When Jan Gehl spoke of the need to create a “hierarchical
system of community spacesdfrom the living room to the
town hall square” (Gehl, 2006) which plays a vital role in
socialization and acts as extension of the house, he
referred to it as the semi-public space or an in-between
sphere, for example.

In other cases, the concept has been given other names;
in anthropology, it is referred to as the interstitial space by
sociologist Jean Remy (Delgado, 1999), or as transition
spaces in architecture Roderick J Lawrence (1984, 1987,
1989, 1993) and Luis Moya (2009). However, Lawrence
used this concept to refer to a gradient of spaces focused
on privacy rather than the social and communal character
of in-between spaces; his idea was based on the gradient of
privacy proposed by Chermayeff and Alexander (1963). He
also proposed a shorter gradient, as this only extends from
the entrance hall to community spaces inside collective
housing, leaving aside urban spaces that are part of
everyday socialization and create a sense of community. In
some examples, the concept of the in-between has a nar-
rower or at least different meaning, such as Loukaitou-
Sideris (1996), Carmona and Wunderlich (2012) or Félix
and Organista (2024). These authors used in-between
space to refer to leftover spaces in the city that act as
limits between different boundaries or whose ownership is
blurry, closer to the liminal spaces defined by Hajer and
Reijndorp (2001).
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To return the discussion to architecture and urbanism
disciplines, in recent years, feminist urbanism has focused
on the implementation of in-between spaces in the com-
munity housing environment (Col-lectiu Punt 6, 2019) as
care works have naturally (and historically) taken place in
these spaces until industrialization pushed them into the
interior of the dwelling. Montaner (2015) speaks of a
“gradient of publicity and privacy, that is, transitional
spaces between inside and outside”, and even uses the
term in-between space; Col-lectiu Punt 6 (2019) stresses
the importance of generating “a continuity between public
and private spaces, fostering community spaces in which to
share care and generate networks of mutual support”.

This recent concern with in-between spaces, triggered
even further by the COVID-19 pandemic, has created aca-
demic interest in the concept. However, there are currently
few studies about the concept of in-between space (Can,
2012; Carricas Torres, 2021; Fernández-Llebrez, 2013; Gil
Guinea, 2016; Juárez Chicote and Rodrı́guez Ramı́rez,
2014; Moley, 2005, 2006; Moya, 2009; Presa-Torres and
Flores-Soto, 2022; Secci and Thibault, 2005; Shahlaei and
Mohajeri, 2015), and none look for common characteris-
tics that make in-between spaces vital.

According to this terminology analysis, the term “in-be-
tween space”, coined by the Smithsons (1974), will be used
to refer to those spaces between buildings, the connections
between different spaces, mobility infrastructures, etc. This
subject has been studied from a historiographical perspec-
tive (Carricas Torres, 2021); however, the aim of this paper is
to deepen the understanding of these spaces by identifying
the physical and social characteristics that could be used in
planning new spaces in the city, in urban regeneration, or
even in regenerating existing spaces. For this purpose, this
study examined the evolution of in-between spaces, their
physical and social characteristics, and their benefits. The
following section explains the literature included in the re-
view and the manner in which the spaces were analyzed.

2. Material and methods

This article approaches the analysis of in-between spaces
with the intention of being rigorous, but with the knowl-
edge that it is not absolutely exhaustive. It focuses spe-
cifically on the authors’ urban experience in southern
Europe, although examples of other continents are occa-
sionally mentioned.

The analysis was based on an extensive literature review
of in-between spaces. This review has been conducted
mostly chronologically (sometimes according to conceptual
evolution) to detect the main spatial characteristics, the
evolution of this type of space, and how they have become
more complex. Obviously, the characteristics and, in
particular, the dimensions of the selected examples do not
represent the totality of the cases, but are considered
representative according to the literature.

Four sources were used to conduct the historical review
(see Table 1). The review followed a linear path, although
advances made in the different phases of the review
required the searches in each group to be revised in an
ongoing basis.

The review began by considering the literature on in-
between spaces, where the concept was defined and some
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of its characteristics, such as threshold character and the
presence of reproductive labor and vegetation, were
mentioned. However, few references are available, and
most of them focus on the concept and do not provide many
examples of in-between spaces or their characteristics. For
this reason, the second group of referencesdarchitecture
and urbanismdwas included to collect more examples of
in-between spaces, show their evolution, and look for more
recurring characteristics. These references included spaces
and buildings that acted as in-between spaces throughout
the city’s history, even if the authors did not explicitly
mention the concept of in-between.

By analyzing all these references, we have been able to
approach a more precise definition of the concept of in-
between space through the definition of its program, the
different positions it can take in the threshold between
public and private spheres, interior vs. exterior, presence
of reproductive labor, presence of vegetation, presence of
amenities and dimensions, and the identification of diverse
and varied spaces. The second group made it possible to
incorporate graphic material to compare the spaces
studied.

The construction of the concept through the first two
groups of references underlines the importance of human
relations in these spaces as the basis of their benefits for the
city. Therefore, the review continued with a group of refer-
ences that deepened the understanding of the parameters of
urban space, facilitating interaction between people, and
the benefits these relations can bring to the construction of a
sense of community. The fourth group, references related to
urban design, for which the starting point is a systematic
review conducted by Professor Matthew Carmona (2019),
includes research that relates the common physical features
present in the examples to health, sustainability, and social
benefits. These studies show that, in addition to the social
aspect, society benefits in several other ways from the
implementation of in-between spaces.

In the following section, a chronological review of the
evolution of in-between spaces is presented, including
historical examples of these spaces, their evolution, and
the presence of the characteristics identified as recurring in
in-between spaces. This section is divided into three sub-
sections or periods, divided by historical moments when the
creation of in-between spaces was undermined. The pres-
ence of each characteristic has been checked in every
space studied and has been presented in Tables 2e4 and in
Appendix AdIdentified characteristics. In the Results and
Discussion section, the categorization and common char-
acteristics of in-between spaces are presented. Finally, in
the Conclusion, the characteristics related to vitality in in-
between spaces are highlighted, and how this analysis
guides future research is presented.
3. Evolution of in-between spaces

In-between spaces have adopted variable forms, scales,
and nuances over time, but their common feature is the
bridging character of a space situated between public and
private realms. These spaces are ideal for responding to the
needs of everyday life; however, they have adopted
different forms to respond to diverse social contexts.



Table 1 References included in the review.

Content Reference

In-between spaces Chermayeff and Alexander (1963); Smithson (1966, 1974, 2017); Van Eyck (1966, 2008); Alexander
(1977); Lawrence (1984, 1987, 1989, 1993); Kapstein (1988); Loukaitou-Sideris (1996); Simmel
(1998); Hajer and Reijndorp (2001); Secci and Thibault (2005); Moley (2005), (2006); Moya (2009);
Carmona and Wunderlich (2012); Can (2012); Fernández-Llebrez (2013); Juárez and Rodrı́guez
(2014); Shahlaei and Mohajeri (2015); Marı́n Durán (2015); Montaner (2015); Gil (2016); Buber
(2018); Carricas (2021); Presa-Torres and Flores-Soto (2022); Félix and Organista (2024)

Architecture & Urbanism Cerdà (1867); Le Corbusier and Sert (1933); Breutz (1956); Schoenauer and Seeman (1962); Blaser,
(1985); Chueca (1968); Moneo (1978); Krier et al. (1978); Martienssen (1980); Alegre et al. (1991);
Montaner (1993, 2015); Ortega Andrade (1995); López de Lucio and Hernández Aja (1995); Illescas
de la Morena (1997); Gravagnuolo (1998); Jenkins (1998); Hales (2003); Abdelmalek (2006); Sibley
(2006); Sainz (2006); Katayama (2011); Wang et al. (2012); López de Lucio (2012); Mumford (2012,
2018); Krier (2013); Zhang (2013, 2015, 2016, 2020); Romero et al. (2015); Frago and Martı́nez-Rigol
(2016); Levy and Liguori (2016); Manzano (2017); Van der Merwe and Pikirayi (2019); Palomino
(2019); Rudofsky (2020); Colafranceschi et al. (2020); Porotto (2021).

Relationships in urban
environments

Goffmann (1979); Delgado (1999, 2011); del Val (2008, 2010); Harvey (2013); Vidal et al. (2013);
Lefebvre (2017); Muxı́ (2018); Col-lectiú Punt (6) (2019); Sennett (2019); Sendra and Sennett (2021);
Merino (2022).

Urban design & its benefits Maas et al. (2006); Gehl (2006, 2010); Thompson et al. (2007); Worpole and Knox (2007); Jacobs
(2011); Carmona (2014, 2019); Anderson et al. (2016); WHO (2016); Gillespie et al. (2017); Iñigo and
Mace (2018); Muxı́ (2018); Col-lectiú Punt 6 (2019); Santos-Garcia et al., (2021).
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3.1. First in-between spaces

It is difficult to trace the appearance of these spaces in the
history of civilization, since the smallest and probably
oldest of these spaces have an accidental (unplanned)
origin in the settlements of the most ancient and “primi-
tive” civilizations. The spaces that arose between huts
were organized in an unplanned manner.

As Rudofsky (2020) notes when speaking of Zanzibar’s
organically growing village, “The streets, or whatever you
want to call the empty spaces . ” did not fit the definition
of either streets or squares. These irregular spaces, sized
around 6 m � 8 m, acted as filters between the dwelling
and the rest of the village, as safe outdoor spaces of their
own that existed between the privacy of the dwelling and
the rest of the community.

The Mediterranean house, specifically the Greek
housedalthough there is evidence of similar courtyard
houses 5000 years ago (Blaser, 1985; Zhang, 2020)dchar-
acterizes a second type of space that brings together
everyday activities: the courtyard. This space, which was
approximately 10 m � 10 m, acted as the central area of
the dwelling, vital both for private family relationships
(Jenkins, 1998) and for more public ones when receiving
visitors. This was understood to be “a tiny replica of the
agora” within the dwelling (Martienssen, 1980).

The same function has been observed in Arab courtyard
houses. In these buildings, the central space has similar
dimensionsde.g., from 6 m � 6 me10 m � 10 m in Tunisia
(Sibley, 2006)dand is both the heart of the dwelling
(Abdelmalek, 2006; Zhang, 2020) and an enclosure for living
(Illescas de la Morena, 1997). The rest of the rooms and
their ventilation was organized around this space, and time
it was spent with the family and carrying out activities of
daily life, such as cooking, playing, and socializing
(Abdelmalek, 2006). In both cases, the courtyard acted as
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both an in-between space and a private space, depending
on the situation.

The in-between character of the courtyard was accen-
tuated in Roman courtyard houses, in which the public and
private functions of the courtyard were divided into two:
atrium and peristylum. In this case, the atrium (around
14 m � 9 m) had more public character and was located
near the entrance to the house, where visitors were
received (Hales, 2003). The peristylum (12 m � 8 m), a
courtyard where vegetation abounded, acted as a private
space for family gatherings and an open-air living room that
was surrounded by most private rooms (Hales, 2003; Ortega
Andrade, 1995).

A similar case can be observed in Chinese Siheyuan,
which has several courtyards with different characters and
dimensions. The sides of these courtyards were 7e20 m
long, and the central courtyard measured 10 m � 10 m
(Zhang, 2013, 2015, 2016, 2020). These spaces became
more private as they moved away from the entrance of the
dwelling (Fig. 1). The visitors’ courtyard was located near
the entrance, the family courtyard was in the center, and
courtyards for unmarried women were located further
away from the street. In Greek and Arab courtyard houses,
the central courtyard was a family room, which acted as an
open-air living room with abundant vegetation.

In these examples, the courtyard already acted as a space
that brought together daily life activities, but it was still a
private space, domestic in size, and located inside thehouse.
Thus, this type of space is not yet communal, although it
provides space for social relationships within the family and
between the family and close relatives. In Roman and Chi-
nese courtyard houses, the gradient between public and
private was divided into different spaces that assumed
different positions in the privateepublic gradient.

Other examples that are thought to date back to the 7th
century BC (Breutz, 1956) include groupings of huts forming
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central courtyards (spanning 6e100 m in diameter) that can
be found across Africa: the Kraals of Bechuanaland, the
Douars in the north of Africa (Schoenauer and Seeman,
1962), the Zulu Umuzis (Van Der Merwe and Pikirayi,
2019), and the pastoralist peoples of Zambia (Rudofsky,
2020). In these settlements, the central courtyard
created by the grouping of huts provided a safe communal
space between the inhospitable nature and privacy of
family dwellings. This central space served to care for
communal livestock and protect them from predators
(Rudofsky, 2020; Schoenauer and Seeman, 1962). In addi-
tion, this space allowed for caring activities, generating a
safe space where much of the reproductive labor occurred,
just as was done in fenced settlements (Mumford, 2012)
that were the precursors to medieval walled villages.

Examples of in-between spaces can also be found in
medieval urban fabrics that grew organically, as is the case
Table 2 First in-between spaces.
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in Bologna and most Mediterranean cities (Merino, 2022).
The residential buildings did not have a uniform, street-
aligned façade and were full of recesses, often covered
by the eaves and overhangs of the houses (Mumford, 2018).
The ways that buildings were set back from adjacent
dwellings caused irregularities that formed spaces shel-
tered from street traffic.

Dwellings often opened onto this space, appropriating it
in various waysdsuch as placement of furniture, plants,
etc. (Merino, 2022)dgenerating a space with semi-private
character suitable for casual encounters (Carricas Torres,
2021; Montaner, 2015), which may seem “fleeting, anony-
mous, establish a basis for further anchoring” (Goffmann,
1979). However, these encounters increase the sense of
community and belonging to the place as these feelings are
strongly related to the time spent with neighbors (Vidal
et al., 2013).
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During the 12th century, a communal courtyard scheme
similar to that of African circular settlements appeared in
the Tulous in the southern regions of China. These are large
collective dwellings built around courtyards. This housing
typology represents a new paradigm as it represents a new
level of complexity and sophistication for in-between
spaces. This type of construction, between three and five
stories, adopted multiple typologies (Katayama, 2011;
Wang et al., 2012), but the most interesting one for this
study is that which is organized around a single courtyard,
which was either circular or rectangular. These buildings
have a private and defensive character, reflected in their
hermetic nature, with only small ventilation openings
above the second floor (Wang et al., 2012). The building
was organized concentrically around a central courtyard.
Communal galleries with a strong social character sur-
rounded the courtyard, while dwellings were located on the
perimeter and occupied several floors. In the center of this
courtyard was the Central Halldan empty space, in some
cases (Colafranceschi et al., 2020)dwith a diameter be-
tween 10 and 35 m, where different cultural, ceremonial,
and social activities of the family clan took place.

In the late Middle Ages (del Val Valdivieso, 2010),
buildings related to reproductive labor began to appear in
the urban fabric. An example of this type of in-between
space is the traditional washing place, which constitutes
an in-between space related to care. It was a space for
public gatherings in which reproductive labor1 (performed
exclusively by women) was carried out. These spaces may
have been located on the ground floor of a building near the
course of a river, or they may have been independent
buildings. They were always, however, a space for social-
ization that was also tied to fulfilling everyday needs, as
were all spaces for women’s socialization throughout much
of Western history (Col-lectiu Punt 6, 2019). Markets also
fulfilled this socialization function. The movement from
one stall to another and the casual conversations that took
place in them made them perfect spaces for women in the
area to socialize; these buildings (especially the market)
acted as agoras for them. During the Middle Ages, women
forged closer ties with each other in meeting places outside
the home (fountains, washing places, markets, birthing
rooms, etc.), since, inevitably, in this coming and going,
they would come into contact with each other and establish
friendships and enmities (del Val Valdivieso, 2008).

3.2. In-between spaces in the first planned cities

In the second half of the 18th century, industrialization and
an increase in the urban population brought about the
creation of urban planning as a discipline. From this
moment, urban spaces began to be planned, with varying
degrees of success.

The first experience in urban planning focused on
addressing housing shortages in cities. Thus, very dense
urban fabrics were built with housing that was too small
1 The term is used to refer to all the non-productive labors (not
paid) carried out at home (Muxı́ Martı́nez, 2018). This includes
caring for other cohabitants or family members, housekeeping,
buying and preparing food, etc.
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and conditions that were truly negligible for human life
(Chueca Goitia, 1968). Narrow plots formed closed blocks
where the interior courtyards were so segmented that they
did not allow for communal courtyard functioning.

The few exceptions that occurred during this period
(initiatives that were committed to good living conditions
and creation of open spaces) were interventions of a uto-
pian socialist nature. They had a generous and paternalistic
character (Gravagnuolo, 1998), created by big businessmen
who realized that improvements in workers’ quality of life
had a positive impact on their health and morale, and
consequently on their business.

One such pioneer was Robert Owen, who developed his
“parallelogram” model in 1817. The proposal consisted of
a settlement away from the city, combining productive
and domestic spaces and ensuring an adequate standard
of living. This settlement consisted of a single square
construction with a large central courtyard measuring
250 m � 250 m that contained various community spaces,
such as dining rooms, kitchens, libraries, and living spaces
(Frago Clols and Martı́nez-Rigol, 2016) that acted as in-
between spaces (Fig. 2). Other examples of these initia-
tives include Charles Fourier’s Phalansteries and Jean-
Baptiste André Godin’s Familisterie. The latter, based on
Fourier’s ideas, consisted of three blocks with covered
communal courtyards measuring 45 m � 21 m (central
building), through which all the dwellings were accessed
using a system of galleries 1.5e2 m wide. The galleries
provided access to the dwellings, and the central court-
yard provided a perfect environment for encounters, so-
cialization, and the formation of a sense of community
(Carricas Torres, 2021; Gravagnuolo, 1998; Vidal et al.,
2013).

Some hygienist initiatives came into play during the
same period, and the Haussmann plan in Paris was the
“paradigm of reference for many European cities”
(Gravagnuolo, 1998). These planning initiatives sought to
improve citizens’ quality of life through interventions in the
densest areas of the city. In many cases, these hygienist
actions caused the types of urban spaces considered in this
investigation to disappear. The restructuring of old irreg-
ular plots full of small in-between spaces meant that the
only meeting places for people were squares and parks
specifically designed for that purpose. According to some
authors (Harvey, 2013; Lefebvre, 2017), the resulting
disappearance of spaces for socialization was entirely
intentional, as their complex internal geometry of “insur-
rectional strongholds is what had largely justified the urban
planning actions [.] of sanitization” (Delgado, 2011).

The classical expansion district projects (Ensanches in
Spanish) in 19th century cities proposed considerable
growth following a single planning scheme, generally in a
grid with closed blocks (Gravagnuolo, 1998); derived from
the proposal established by Cerdà in 1889 in “L’example”
for Barcelona. Cerdà proposed a grid of perimeter blocks of
113 m � 113 m in which buildings were combined with open
courtyards of 65 m � 89 m (type C block) at street level
(Cerdà, 1867; Gravagnuolo, 1998), which connected the
activities of the interior gardens and streets. This gener-
ated diverse and complex urban spaces in which the needs
of people’s daily lives were fulfilled. However, the reality
was different from that planned by Cerdà (López de Lucio,
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2012), as it was densified by closing the entire perimeter of
the blocks and adding depth to the buildings (Sennett,
2019).

This happened not only in Barcelona but also in other
cities where this typology of urban fabric was applied.
Urban growth was planned as a grid of spacious streets for
hygienic, economic, and political reasons (Chueca Goitia,
Table 3 In-between spaces in the first planned cities.
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1968), primarily giving rise to rectangular plots. The need
for lighting and ventilation caused these plots to be built in
the form of blocks with a courtyard; however, their di-
mensions (between 85 m � 60 m in San Sebastián and
100 m � 100 m in Valencia) and the lack of easy access kept
the courtyard from being used for socialization. In these
urban fabrics the “rapacious desire to make the most of the
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land” dominated (Chueca Goitia, 1968) and the creation of
quality public spaces was neglected.

In the first half of the 20th century, a new housing ty-
pology related to socialism appeared in Austria: the Hof.
Like almost contemporary Dutch superblocks, Hofë essen-
tially consisted of large-perimeter blocks that revolved
around a courtyard. These courtyards were not usually of a
defined shape but were close to rectangular in form and
measured around 50 m � 25 m when there were multiple
small courtyards (Funchsenfeldhof) and 80 m � 70 m with a
single courtyard (Babel Hof); however, there were also
larger examples. This courtyard was a refuge for its com-
munity, a “central space, enclosed and protected by the
building curtains” (Gravagnuolo, 1998), and it acted as a
collective space between public and private realms
(Porotto, 2021). This space was proportionally much larger
than 19th century courtyards as the built-up area only
ranged between 30% and 40% of the plot area. In addition,
there could be gardens, orchards, squares, or even com-
munity services inside the courtyard (Gravagnuolo, 1998).

Hofë were very social and communal in character, as the
courtyard acted as the heart of the community. Dwellings
were usually accessed from the courtyard after passing
through a single entrance arch that marked the beginning
of the community (López de Lucio, 2012). This encouraged
contact between neighbors and increased the sense of
community. In this communal space, people shared green
areas and services, which, in the case of the iconic Karl
Marx Hof, consisted of two courtyards of 320 m � 70 m and
a central square of 160 m � 80 m, as well as a laundry
building, nursery, dentist, post office, nursing home, and
swimming pools, among others (Gravagnuolo, 1998;
Montaner, 2015). This large Hof also had communal dining
and living areas so that all kinds of activities (including
reproductive labor) could be carried out.

Unfortunately, with the arrival of the Modern Movement,
these typologies and forms of city-making were abandoned.
This change was mainly due to two pillars of functionalism:
zoning and excessive permeability of the ground floor. The
concept of the functionalist city, in which the city was a
group of zones of differentiated use and communication
arteries (mainly for private vehicles), caused the spaces
between buildings to lack definition and social vitality, even
though “it was thought that [.] they would be the obvious
setting for many recreational activities and a rich social
life” (Gehl, 2006). From Le Corbusier’s drawings of the
materialization of functionalist developments, these
spaces between dwellings were a kind of undefined nature,
a green tapestry.

Living spaces did remain between the new typology of
blocks, but their configurations did not allow them to
become social catalysts. The lack of a mix of uses in the
surroundings and excessive permeability of the ground
floors meant that these spaces lacked adequate character
and scale (Gehl, 2006), and the hierarchy of spaces and
sense of privacy that gave meaning to such semi-private
spaces was absent. Consequently, they become spaces
where people come and go for different activities without
staying, resulting in a loss of vitality (Jacobs, 2011).

However, there were good examples of this way of
relating collective housing to its surroundings, such as
Coderch’s houses for fishermen in Barcelona (Palomino,
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2019), where the U-shaped block faced a communal open
courtyard that acted as an in-between space. On a larger
scale, the Pedregulho Collective Housing by Reidy was
another example of an adequate privateepublic space hi-
erarchy (Marı́n Durán, 2015). Although the project adopted
a new linear block typology, the presence of community
services and the relational spaces around them created
functional transitions between the house and the public
domain.

Although there are good examples, the changes in
building typology and urban morphology meant that the
urban fabric was simplified and the courtyard and other
small-scale in-between spaces that functioned as safe
spaces for the community disappeared. However, in some
buildings, in-between spaces were replaced by another
type of community space: galleries. These galleries were
used to provide a small space to stay or socialize that did
not interfere with the passage of neighbors but encouraged
casual encounters. An example of this is the iconic Nar-
komfin building, with a 2.25 m wide gallery, or Casa Bloc, in
which a gallery ranging from 1.5 to 2.25 m allowed neigh-
bors to socialize (Fig. 3) (Montaner, 2015). In 1952, the
Smithsons went a step further and proposed the gallery as a
street within a building (Manzano Martı́nez, 2017), under-
standing that galleries could be important meeting places.

Many Soviet and socialist buildings have communal living
spaces, dining rooms, laundries, etc. Narkomfin is repre-
sentative of this type of building (Alegre et al., 1991).
These spaces reflected the socialist ideology that advo-
cated for minimal private spaces and the maximization of
spaces that would create a sense of community (Montaner,
2015). Interest in these community spaces was reflected in
the implementation of communal uses in projects alien to
this Soviet ideology, such as Unité d’Habitation (Montaner,
1993).
3.3. In-between spaces in the late 20th century city

With the Athens Charter (1933), the modern movement
broke with the scheme of streets, squares, and perimeter
blocks, generating “the most radical theoretical inversion
of those few principles of settlement that had remained
firm in the evolution of the European city over the course of
time” (Gravagnuolo, 1998). This new ideology remained in
force until the “’third generation” of the modern move-
ment, represented by Team X and the Italian school, put
aside concepts such as zoning and reconciled themselves
with a vision of the city that had a mix of uses (Manzano
Martı́nez, 2017; Montaner, 1993).

Team X provided a more humanistic point of view, which
placed value on social relationships and the complexity of
the urban phenomenon, and sought to enrich community
life as much as possible (Montaner, 1993). This concern for
social relationships in the urban environment was evident in
the writings of Van Eyck (1966, 2008) and the Smithsons
(1966, 1974, 2017), who conceptualized urban spaces of
proximity and projected them in their works (Montaner,
1993). In their projects, there was great concern
regarding thresholds (the in-between), transitions, and the
identification of users with their environment (Fernández-
Llebrez, 2013; Gil Guinea, 2016). The Smithsons proposed



Table 4 In-between spaces in 20th century city.

Fig. 1 Examples: Greek courtyard, Siheyuan, Hakka Tulou. Source: drawn by the authors, referencing González Capitel (2005),
Zhang (2020), Colafranceschi et al. (2020).
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creating “degrees of grouping” (house, street, neighbor-
hood, and city) in which users felt identified (Gil Guinea,
2016).

The Italian school known as the “Tendenza”, on the
other hand, proposed the study of the historic city as a
basis for future city growth (Manzano Martı́nez, 2017).
Saverio Muratori was one of the precursors of this move-
ment; he understood streets, squares, and perimeter blocks
(courtyards) to be inseparable generators of the city
Fig. 2 Examples: Owen’s Parallelogram, Fourier’s Phalanstères,
New Harmony, Pérusson (1843), Le Familistère Guise.
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(Moneo, 1978). Rossi and Aymonino continued this trend
and were especially against zoning, advocating for a city
with a mixture of uses and consequent vitality (Manzano
Martı́nez, 2017). This commitment to obtaining a mix of
uses and a more complex urban fabric was a great oppor-
tunity to generate new in-between spaces.

Following Tendenza, interest in the historic city as a
method of proposing the future of cities united Aldo Rossi
with the Krier brothers, who sought to maintain the
Godin’s Familistère. Source: drawn by the authors, referencing



Fig. 3 Examples: L’eixample Cerda, Karl Marx Hof, Block House. Source: drawn by the authors, referencing Handbill from 1863,
Karl Marx Hof, Casa Bloc. 2C.
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character of the pre-industrial city in their proposals
(Montaner, 1993). Leon Krier published the Palermo
Declaration (1978) based on the idea that the image of the
classical or vernacular city had to be recovered, as this was
the only valid way of creating a city (Krier, 2013). This
manifesto proposed returning to a traditional city with a
scheme of streets, squares, and perimeter blocks, asserting
that only in this way could a public space and the city be
created (Krier, 2013; López de Lucio and Hernández Aja,
1995), in which the courtyard once again had a place.
Although the pre-industrial city character was not adopted
in new urban growth, the idea of streets, squares, and
blocks in the form of a grid became widespread throughout
Europe (Sainz Gutiérrez, 2006).

These new blocks were smaller than the blocks of the
classical expansion districts (60 � 60 compared to 90 � 90)
and had a building depth of 12 m (López de Lucio, 2012),
which was notably smaller than their predecessors. The
new courtyards occupied a larger surface area and were
accessible from either the ground floor or street. Green
areas, playgrounds, or any type of activity could be plan-
ned, which together with the mix of uses on the ground
floor, allowed these courtyards to function adequately as
in-between spaces. Care work could be carried out with
less supervision and in a communal manner (Iñigo and Mace,
2018).

However, despite some good results, the lack of a pri-
vacy gradient has led, in many cases, to the failure of these
spaces as community spaces that competed with public
spaces for the same users. This is the case for the perimeter
blocks in the San Martı́n neighborhood in Vitoria, where
courtyards do not have shops or access to homes that make
them community spaces (Santos-Garcia et al., 2021). This
lack of reasons to visit the space, its consequent lack of an
in-between character, and the existence of higher-quality
public spaces in the surroundings have doomed these
courtyards to be abandoned.

4. Results and discussion

This review shows that different types of spaces have
functioned as local urban spaces, connected houses to the
public realm through a gradient, and brought together
everyday life activities during the history of cities, although
it was not until the 20th century that Team X consciously
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realized their importance and named them in-between
spaces. Since then, the term has been used loosely in
reference to spaces where people interact with nearby
communities in their daily lives, creating a sense of
belonging to a place that is increasingly appreciated (Gehl,
2006; Montaner, 2015). The characteristics that this type of
space usually present have been identified in this historical
analysis, which provides an opportunity to replicate these
in-between spaces in future urban regeneration proposals.
Below, as the results of this study, a categorization of these
spaces and their recurring characteristics are listed and the
relations between them are described.

4.1. Space typology

Three types of in-between spaces (private, communal,
and public) were identified in this study based on their
collective users. Through a historical review, this inves-
tigation has come to the same conclusion as Moya (2009)
and agrees with the categorization of three types of in-
between spaces proposed by Team X in Doorn: doorstep,
stem, and web (Smithson, 1966). However, the findings in
this study deepen the categorization and relate space
typology to other characteristics, as shown in the
Conclusion.

4.1.1. Private in-between spaces
Private in-between spaces have the smallest number of
users as they are closely linked to the dwelling. This is the
case for Greek, Arab, and Roman courtyard houses as well
as the Siheyuan, Tulous, and galleries in collective housing.
The most ancient examples of in-between spaces belong to
this typology (Fig. 4).

4.1.2. Communal in-between spaces
Communal in-between spaces relate to a known group of
people, not only the family, and allow for a greater variety
of activities. Examples of communal in-between spaces are
the community spaces of utopian socialism, the courtyards
of the Cerdà plan, the Hofës, and the postmodern city that
resulted from the declaration of Palermo. In most cases,
these spaces are found in collective dwellings, and are
publicly or privately accessible. However, there are also
cases in which a small square assumes this role owing to its
geometry or access.



Fig. 4 Chronological evolution of typology and characteristic.
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4.1.3. Public in-between spaces
Public in-between spaces tend to be accessible to a larger
community, although they maintain a sense of belonging
typical of in-between spaces owing to familiarity among
users. Because of the larger number of users, it is more
common to engage in leisure activities in these spaces.
However, there are some exceptions, such as the
Fig. 5 Relations between ty
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irregularities of the medieval city, which are too small to
contain activities but can be used by anyone in the
neighborhood. More canonical examples of these spaces
are the central courtyards of fenced settlements and
some courtyards from the second half of the 20th century,
which have a more public character owing to their access
and location.
pology and characteristics.
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4.2. Identified characteristics

As shown in the tables in Section 3. Evolution of in-between
spaces, this research identified some recurring character-
istics of in-between spaces that the authors believe could
be related to in-between characters. These characteristics
are presented below.

4.2.1. Space programming
Although both programmed and unprogrammed spaces
exist, it has been found the most primitive examples, such
as spaces between huts or the irregularities of the medieval
city, were unplanned and unprogrammed. However, un-
programmed but planned examples have also been found in
galleries (which replicated the spaces between huts).
Meanwhile, most of the programmed spaces found were
related to communal dwellings, such as the central hall in
Tulous, or the community services and gardens in utopian
socialist projects or Hofë. Ancient courtyard houses are an
exception to this phenomenon.

4.2.2. Interior and exterior
Historically, both interior and exterior in-between spaces
have been discovered. However, most early examples of in-
between spaces were interior spaces with more private
character, as in the case of ancient courtyard houses
(Fig. 4). Later examples that showed communal character,
tended to be exterior spaces, such as the courtyards of
fenced settlements, the Cerdà plan, or the spaces within
the expansion districts at the end of the 20th century. Some
of the studied examples include both interior and exterior
spaces. The first example is the Tulou, but the most sig-
nificant ones are the utopian socialist projects and Hofë,
where a variety of interior and exterior spaces are
combined.

4.2.3. Presence of reproductive labor
Another vital characteristic of the in-between spaces is
their capacity to act as scenarios for reproductive labor
(Col-lectiu Punt 6, 2019). Historically, care works were
carried out in spaces that were considered safe, i.e., in-
between spaces. This characteristic is present in all stud-
ied courtyards, both individual (Greek, Roman, Arab, and
Shiheyuan) and collective (Kraals, Tulous, Familisterie, and
Hofë), in streets and spaces adjacent to dwellings (Gehl,
2006; Jacobs, 2011), and in communal galleries
(Montaner, 2015) near houses. Some other reproductive
labors have historically been carried out in spaces far from
dwellings, as in the case of washing places and markets (del
Val Valdivieso, 2010, 2008); however, despite having a
defined use, they acted as in-between spaces because of
the role they played in the socialization of women (Col-
lectiu Punt 6, 2019). This role was highlighted during the
COVID-19 lockdown, when communities with in-between
spaces were shown to have a proper place to care for
their families and neighbors.

4.2.4. Presence of vegetation
The presence of vegetation was common in all types of in-
between spaces, regardless of whether they were public or
private. However, larger spaces allow for the presence of
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more vegetation and green spaces, as in the case in the
utopian socialist projects, Hofë, and perimeter blocks at
the end of the 20th century. This is an important feature for
achieving the comfort typical of in-between spaces since,
according to several studies, the presence of green areas
improves overall health (physical and mental), reduces the
risk of cardiovascular diseases, and encourages interaction
between neighbors (Maas et al., 2006; Thompson et al.,
2007; WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2016).

4.2.5. Presence of amenities
It was found that amenities only appear in later examples
where a community is present (Fig. 4), such as the Tulous,
utopian socialist, and Soviet projects, Modern Movement
housing, and the perimeter blocks of the end of 20th cen-
tury. This combination of in-between spaces with amenities
has been shown to be very beneficial for improving the daily
lives of users and creating a sense of community. Recent
studies have shown that the presence of amenities and
facilities is closely linked to decreased cases of depression
(Gillespie et al., 2017) and increased social relations
(Carmona, 2014).

4.2.6. Dimensions
In-between spaces have increased in size over time (Fig. 4).
However, spaces larger than 100 m in diameter or on a side
are uncommon. Most of the exceptions are actually divided
into smaller spaces, such as the gardens in
Falansteried75 m � 75 m in the winter promenade and
70 m � 70 m in the interior gardensdor courtyards in Karl
Marx Hofddivided into spaces of 70 m � 50 m (see Fig. 2).
The only space larger than 100 m is the main square of
Falansterie. The familiarity and feeling of safety typical of
in-between spaces comes from the feeling of enclosure that
they generate, usually because they are closed spaces, and
their dimensions make it possible to have visual control
over the space and determine it to be safe (Gehl, 2010,
2006).

To summarize these characteristics, a Sankey diagram
was used to clarify the chronology and characteristics of
each example (Fig. 4). In this diagram, the studied spaces
are presented chronologically and related to space typology
and recurring characteristics to show the prevalence of
each type of space and characteristic in the evolution of in-
between spaces (right side of the 1st column and left side
of the 3rd). The diagram shows that most ancient in-
between spaces were private and interior spaces, while
most public in-between spaces were created between the
Middle Ages and the 20th century. By contrast, communal
in-between spaces have been present throughout the city’s
history.

5. Conclusions

There are three main findings regarding this study’s
contribution to the knowledge of in-between spaces. The
first is the identification of common characteristics in in-
between spaces (space programming, interior and exterior,
presence of care work/vegetation/amenities, and di-
mensions) and the relationships between those character-
istics. Therefore, another Sankey diagram was prepared
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(Fig. 5). This shows the presence or absence of each char-
acteristic in the studied spaces (right side of first column)
and the relationship between the different characteristics
(right side of second column).

The diagram shows that, except for the irregularities of
the medieval city urban fabric, the in-between space ty-
pology is related to its dimensions because the available
area limits the collective number of people who can use it.
Private in-between spaces are smaller (galleries or ancient
courtyard houses), whereas public spaces are larger
(Umuzis, utopian socialist projects, or Hofë).

There is also evidence that interior spaces tend to be
smaller than exterior spaces and are more programmed
(Fig. 5). This was the case for ancient courtyard houses,
washing places, community services in utopian socialist
projects, Hofë, Soviet projects, and the living spaces
created by Team X. Likewise, exterior spaces were larger in
most cases. Examples include the main square in utopian
socialist projects and courtyards in Umuzis, the Cerdà
plan’s perimeter blocks, Hofë, and perimeter blocks at the
end of the 20th century. However, irregularities in medieval
fabrics and communal exterior galleries were exceptions.

It has been found that some of the studied characteristics
aremore related to specific in-between space typologies. This
is the case for care works, which are part of reproductive
labor, and are mostly related to communal and private in-
between spaces. These activities are present in all studied
courtyards, both individual (Greek, Roman, Arab, and Shi-
heyuan) and collective (Kraals, Tulous, Familisterie, and
Hofë), and in streets and spaces adjacent to dwellings or
communal galleries near houses. Other reproductive labor,
such as buying and preparing food, laundry, cleaning, is more
related to communal and public in-between spaces,
commonly interior and programmed. This is the case for
communal kitchens and laundry rooms in utopian socialist
projects or Hofë, washing places, and markets.

The second finding is that there are two intrinsic char-
acteristics in every in-between space: the threshold char-
acter and the relational character. Threshold character
refers to how in-between spaces bridge two opposing
realms: private and public. In-between spaces generate a
gradient of publicity/privacy that makes these spaces
comfortable and close. That gradientdand related feel-
ingsdis what makes a space in-between. However, this
gradient can exhibit different “widths” for each example.
In some cases, such as the irregularities of medieval cities,
this gradient is very narrow, and the private/in-between/
public transition is quite abrupt, whereas in other cases,
such as the Hofë, the gradient is formed by a transition that
includes galleries, communal living spaces, and a court-
yard. It has been argued that smoother and longer transi-
tions enable more activity and may be more beneficial for
obtaining in-between characters.

The other intrinsic characteristic, relational character,
means that what makes a “public space” or a “private space”
an in-between space is its relationship with its surroundings;
therefore, the in-between character is relational to its envi-
ronment. For example, a square located in a neighborhood
that does not play the role of a primary public space may play
the role of an in-between space. It serves the nearby com-
munity and acts as a local symbol, allowing the generation of
place attachment and a sense of community. When the same
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square is located in a small town, its scale and position may
make it the main public space in the town, so it may not fulfil
the function of an in-between space.

The third finding is that, as stated in the Introduction,
the proliferation of in-between spaces may be the key
factor in solving many of the problems in modern cities.
Creating a net of in-between spaces can help respond to
the lack of adequate space for socialization mentioned in
the Introduction, as these spaces can increase community
life and urban vitality and create more cohesive and diverse
communities. In-between spaces also play a vital role in
making care work visible and enabling them to be carried
out communally. Another benefit of in-between spaces is
that they enable the expansion of the limits of dwellings
and respond to the lack of adequate spaces inside the house
while encouraging sociability.

An in-between space design advisory guide is currently
being developed by the authors, which, based on the
characteristics and desired benefits (social, health, and
environmental), can help implement appropriate in-
between spaces in regeneration processes or new plan-
ning. It will then become possible to understand what
makes the in-between spaces fulfil their function and
determine which characteristics are most appropriate
depending on their situation.
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