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Utilizing a Research-by-Design method-
ology focused on Sanchinarro, the study 
deconstructs these defensive, car-domi-
nated boundaries through Actor-Network 
Theory. Now our lives are hyperconnect-
ed, this research argues we should be look-
ing differently at Third Places. It proposes 
the vital social infrastructure as a Fourth 
Place: a system of porous thresholds in-
habiting the sidewalk edge. Proposing 
a network of architectural micro-inter-
ventions, this project reclaims the over-
sized urban voids, shifting the PAU from 
isolated architecture towards a series of 
open, collaborative urban commons.

Abstract
Madrid’s Programas de Actuación Ur-
banística (PAU) were designed for the 
car-centric, 20th-century commuter 
workforce that no longer exists. We now 
live in a  hybrid society where the dai-
ly live of our home and work ar blend-
ing. The result is a repopulation of these 
neighborhoods, while the urban grid is 
still dominated by massive, isolated blocks 
and overscaled infrastructure, focused on 
vehicles and pedestrian transience. This 
research argues that these overdimen-
sioned layouts create a socio-spatial mis-
match, generating non-places where a lo-
calized population is physically contained 
by an inward-looking architecture built 
for temporary daytime absence. While 
prioritizing car efficiency and absolute 
privacy, this closed morphology elimi-
nates the intermediate human-scale street 
life required for community building.



This overscaled layout creates what Sen-
nett (2018) identifies as the closed city: 
the structural segregation where the 
inhabitant is either locked inside their 
private block or completely exposed on 
a car-dominated street. Today, this so-
cio-spatial friction is in direct conflict with 
the daily reality of a hybrid society (Grat-
ton, 2021). As of 2025, 73% of Spanish 
employees explicitly reject a full return to 
the traditional office (Alonso, 2025). This 
massive shift has effectively re-anchored 
daily professional, domestic, and social life 
back within the local neighborhood (Eu-
rofound, 2025; Trevor & Holweg, 2022). 
However, the PAU is still stuck within 
the 20th-century commuter based logic. 

Problem Statement
We are building cities for a society that 
no longer exists. Madrid’s PAUs repre-
sent the physical manifestation of the 
20th-century urban logic where the ve-
hicular efficiency prioritized over hu-
man presence (Blasco, 2013). This model 
is designed for the commuter: workers 
would leave the suburb by their car in 
the morning and return at night to the 
complete privacy of their homes. This 
would mean the suburbs are less absent 
during the day. To accommodate this life-
style, the scale of the neighborhood was 
radically expanded. In Sanchinarro, resi-
dential density has plummeted to just 34 
dwellings per hectare, while the residen-
tial blocks themselves have expanded into 
massive perimeters wrapped around vast, 
internal gardens (Iñigo & Mace, 2018).



Crucially, these building blocks are en-
gineered to act as self-contained com-
munities. By incorporating all private 
necessities and recreational amenities, in-
cluding  swimming pools, paddle courts, 
playgrounds, and parking garages, di-
rectly inside their secured walls. This 
results in all daily domestic and leisure 
activities happening strictly from within.





Furthermore, the overdimensioned mu-
nicipal voids between these blocks create 
a psychological failure of what psychol-
ogists call prospect-refuge (Appleton, 
1975). The architectural block provides 
absolute refuge without prospect because 
it is visually and physically blind to its sur-
roundings. Conversely, the street provides 
infinite prospect without refuge because it 
is an overexposed, empty landscape. This 
spatial mismatch completely eliminates 
the intermediate territory necessary for 
the cultivation of weak ties, the low-in-
tensity, casual connections that bridge 
social groups and foster community re-
silience (Granovetter, 1973; Aelbrecht, 
2016). Consequently, the car-centric 
landscape dissolves into what Marc Augé 
(1995) defines as non-places: landscapes 
of pure transition space. These non-places 
suppress the spontaneous social friction 
required for communal bonding (Hajer 
& Reijndorp, 2001). As a result, the res-
ident is relegated to the role of a mere 
passenger, not an active participant of the 
urban space (Gehl, 2011; Sennet, 2018).





Madrid Centro
Pre 19th Century

Barrio de Salamanca
End 19th Century

Ciudad Lineal
Beginning 20th Century

San Blas
‘60 & ‘70

Sanchinarro & Las Tablas
Beginning 21th Century

A primary driver of this oversized mor-
phology is the Dotacional Reserve, a legal 
mandate requiring that for every square 
meter of housing, a specific percentage of 
land must be ceded to the City Council 
for public use (Ayuntamiento de Madrid, 
1997; Blasco, 2013). Because Sanchinar-
ro was designed for a projected work-
force that took decades to arrive, these 
plots were sized for massive facilities, 
such as hospitals, sports complexes and 
schools, rather than the organic growth 
and local amenities the neighborhood 
actually requires (Iñigo & Mace, 2018). 



Madrid Centro
Pre 19th Century

Barrio de Salamanca
End 19th Century

Ciudad Lineal
Beginning 20th Century

San Blas
‘60 & ‘70

Sanchinarro & Las Tablas
Beginning 21th Century



Relevance
In an era where hybrid work has perma-
nently decentralized the population, soci-
ety faces an immediate shortage of local, 
non-commercial public infrastructure, 
leaving remote workers isolated with-
in their fragmented neighborhoods. For 
the architectural profession, this study 
offers a critical, repeatable strategy for 
reclaiming underutilized public space. 
By shifting the role of the architect from 
a designer of isolated residential blocks 
to a curator of a distributed network of 
micro-interventions, the project estab-
lishes a new benchmark for how the pro-
fession can treat overscaled, urban voids 
as active community assets. It provides 
a concrete, physical design method to 
transform municipal liabilities into vi-
brant urban commons that directly re-
store a neighborhood’s social cohesion. 
Socio-theoretically, this study utilizes an 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) lens (Fal-
lan,  2008; Latour, 2005; Law, 1992) to de-
construct how car-centric infrastructure 
actively repels community interaction. 

By analyzing the physical streetscape as 
an active participant in human behavior, 
the research contributes to the academic 
evolution of the Fourth Place (Aelbrecht, 
2016; Morisson, 2019), facilitating a clear-
er spatial understanding of how hybrid 
societies utilize the physical environment. 
This framework marks a fundamen-
tal shift away from the traditional Third 
Place (Oldenburg, 1989) and introduces 
non-commodified thresholds that weaves 
together architecture, infrastructure, and 
landscape into a hybrid morphology (An-
gélil & Klingmann, 1999). Ultimately, the 
research advances architectural scholar-
ship by expanding Gibson’s (1979) the-
ory of spatial affordances, proving how 
low-cost, high-density physical hardware 
can be systematically deployed to convert 
dead infrastructural non-places (Augé, 
1995)  into urban commons (Akbil et 
al., 2022; Borch & Kornberger, 2015).
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The ultimate goal is to adapt the phys-
ical reality of the city to the fluid, daily 
needs of contemporary hybrid society. 
To achieve this goal, the project’s objec-
tive is to design a multi-scalar network 
of public pavilions along the overscaled 
boulevard grid, transforming a munici-
pal liability into a vibrant, self-governed 
urban common. Urban isolation and 
loneliness cannot be solved by simply 
adding more residential units. Instead, 
architectural intervention must reclaim 
the underutilized, empty urban voids. 
Technically, the project aims to integrate 
a dual-layered technical and social eco-
system. This includes deploying a circu-
lar construction framework using locally 
extracted thermo-clay materiality for op-
timized thermal mass, while structurally 
managing internal metabolic resource 
loops, such as solar energy, water man-
agement, and organic waste recycling, 
optimized to operate continuously across 
shifting 24-hour hybrid work cycles.

Objective and motivation
The motivation for this research origi-
nates from a globally visible widening gap 
between top-down architectural design 
intent and social reality. This mismatch 
is heavily visible within Madrid’s PAUs, 
but it represents a systemic failure found 
throughout modern urban planning 
worldwide. The vibrant street life that 
historically characterized traditional city 
centers are systematically missing from 
modern residential developments. Con-
temporary life operates within a hybrid 
society where the boundaries between 
production and domesticity have blurred, 
leaving a significant amount of residents 
present in their neighborhoods through-
out the day. Because of the rise in remote 
and flexible work, the demand for active, 
lively public infrastructure within local 
neighborhoods is higher than ever. Yet, the 
physical built environment remains stat-
ic in a car-centric past, leaving residents 
stranded in empty, dead streetscapes. 



Research and design questions
Main Question:
To what extent can a network of architectural interventions be designed as a distributed fourth place 
to mediate the scalar mismatch between Madrid’s car-centric PAU perimeters and its oversized urban 
voids?

Sub-Questions:
Which material and infrastructural actants within Sanchinarro’s car-centric grid enforce pedestrian 
transience, and where do they produce the specific socio-spatial gaps between the closed block and the 
oversized urban voids?

What critical lessons can be extracted from a comparative analysis of historical and contemporary prec-
edents to unveil why certain urban interventions failed while others succeeded in fostering community 
vitality?

How must these strategies be programmatically layered, multi-scalarly deployed, and structurally 
managed, integrating tectonic materiality and socio-metabolic resource loops, to transition a municipal 
liability into a self-governed urban common?





Scope
The spatial and theoretical boundary of 
this research is strictly situated within 
the oversized urban voids, empty side-
walks, and unmaintained public spac-
es of Sanchinarro, a PAU (Programa de 
Actuación Urbanística) in northern Ma-
drid. While the PAU’s high-density resi-
dential blocks provide eyes on the street 
(Jacobs, 1961), the closed city characteris-
tics (Sennett, 2018) force all daily activity 
inward. This results in a critical failure of 
prospect-refuge theory (Appleton, 1975) 
directly along the central avenue: the res-
idential blocks provide absolute refuge 
without prospect to their surroundings, 
while the overscaled voids of the Bule-
var offer infinite prospect without ref-
uge, leaving pedestrians entirely exposed 
within a hostile, car-dominated streets-
cape. The core design and research chal-
lenge is to break this binary without mod-
ifying the private interior courtyards or 
altering the residential blocks themselves. 

Instead, this project operates exclusively 
within the public ground-plane voids of 
this central corridor (Augé, 1995). To es-
tablish a targeted and overseeable field, 
the architectural intervention concen-
trates on Sanchinarro’s main boulevard. 
Within this physical field, the program-
matic scope introduces a network of hy-
brid Fourth Place pavilions. This specific 
programme combines digital co-working 
spaces, flexible workstations for the re-
mote workforce, makerspaces, material 
repair shops, community event rooms, 
and integrated shared-mobility hubs. 
Institutionally and legally, the scope is 
framed by the current 2025/2026 wave 
of Concesiones Demaniales authorized 
under Spanish public property law (Ley 
33/2003). This positions the architect not 
as a builder of closed private blocks, but 
as a strategist who utilizes legal frame-
works and material hardware to deploy 
a porous, self-governed urban common.
 





Theoretical Framework
The Madrid PAU model is the mani-
festation of 20th-century functionalist 
planning, which prioritizes vehicular 
efficiency and strict land-use segrega-
tion (Blasco, 2013). In Sanchinarro, this 
zoning logic has produced what Sennett 
(2018) terms a closed city. On one side are 
massive, isolated residential blocks built 
for a traditional commuter lifestyle, on 
the other is a contemporary hybrid soci-
ety of remote and flexible workers whose 
daily lives are localized yet digitally inter-
connected (Gratton, 2021; Alonso, 2025). 
This phenomenon is deeply rooted in the 
structural friction between the planned 
and the lived city (Helleman, 2015). This 
framework exposes the fundamental dis-
connect between how city environments 
are envisioned and constructed by pro-
fessional planning institutions, and how 
those same spaces are actually navigat-
ed, experienced, and physically popu-
lated by their everyday users (Helleman, 
2015). In the context of Sanchinarro, the 
planned city enforces empty landscapes 
designed for the car, completely ignor-
ing the contemporary needs of the lived 
city. While currently, hybrid workers ac-
tively seek localized sites for community 
and social infrastructure (Alonso, 2025).





While the PAU was engineered for the 
9-to-5 commuter, the contemporary re-
ality has shifted toward a state of perma-
nent fluidity. According to Eurofound 
(2025), remote work has stabilized as a 
core pillar of the European economy, but 
the local data is even more striking: as of 
2025, 73% of Spanish employees explicit-
ly reject a full return to the office (Alon-
so, 2025), prioritizing hybrid models that 
allow for localized professional life. This 
shift has resulted in a radical inversion 
of daytime presence within Sanchinarro. 
Before the hybrid society, the PAU was 
a dormitory suburb, functionally desert-
ed during the day. Today, it is inhabited 
by hybrid workers, digital nomads, re-
mote workers and entrepreneurs who 
are physically present but socially isolat-
ed (Chile et al., 2014; Bower et al., 2023). 
This demographic represents a massive, 
untapped pool of eyes on the street (Ja-
cobs, 1961). The neighborhood is full of 
people, yet it remains empty of public life.

For decades, urban sociology used Olden-
burg’s (1989) concept of the Third Place, a 
dedicated social realm separate from the 
distinct environments of the home (the 
first place) and the workplace (the second 
place). Oldenburg argued that these spac-
es, such as traditional cafés, pubs, and pub-
lic libraries, were essential for community 
cohesion because they operated as neutral 
grounds where individuals could gath-
er. However, the traditional Third Place 
framework dictates a seperated, stable 
routine: a worker leaves their home (first 
place), commutes to a centralized corpo-
rate or manufacturing workplace (sec-
ond place), and visits a social hub (third 
place) during dedicated leisure hours.

In the contemporary urban landscape, 
this model has fundamentally collapsed. 
The rise of a digitally mediated, hy-
per-connected hybrid society has thor-
oughly blurred the boundaries between 
labor, domesticity, and leisure (Gratton, 
2021; Alonso, 2025). The modern remote 
professional, flexible freelancer, and digi-
tal worker no longer operate within fixed 
geographical or temporal constraints. In-
stead, their workspace routinely bleeds 
into the domestic sphere, while their pro-
fessional obligations are carried out across 
shifting, unconventional hours of the day. 
This dissolution of spatial and temporal 
boundaries means that urban citizens can 
no longer rely on social hubs that assume 
a strict separation between work and life.



Fourth Place

First Place

Third Place

Second Place

Public living
room

Co-working

Co-living



The site visit to Sanchinarro reveals how 
the current fabric is dominated by mono-
lithic, fortress-like residential blocks, 
massive, inward-facing structures that 
foster a sense of visual repetition and deep 
social isolation. This monolithic character 
is enforced by a hard perimeter of fences, 
gated entrances, and long, blank facades 
that dominate the street level. These ele-
ments create a physical and psychological 
barrier between the resident and the city, 
resulting in a total lack of active frontages.





Research and design questions
Main Question:
To what extent can a network of architectural interventions be designed as a distributed fourth place 
to mediate the scalar mismatch between Madrid’s car-centric PAU perimeters and its oversized urban 
voids?

Sub-Questions:
Which material and infrastructural actants within Sanchinarro’s car-centric grid enforce pedestrian 
transience, and where do they produce the specific socio-spatial gaps between the closed block and the 
oversized urban voids?

What critical lessons can be extracted from a comparative analysis of historical and contemporary prec-
edents to unveil why certain urban interventions failed while others succeeded in fostering community 
vitality?

How must these strategies be programmatically layered, multi-scalarly deployed, and structurally 
managed, integrating tectonic materiality and socio-metabolic resource loops, to transition a municipal 
liability into a self-governed urban common?
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