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The Character of Third Places

Oldenburg argues that “third places” (a type of place that is neither home nor work) are vital to the
happiness and stability of a community. The following is a collection of excerpts from his chapter that
outline his argument.

Third places exist on neutral ground and serve to level their guests
to a condition of social equality. Within these places, conversation is the
primary activity and the major vehicle for the display and appreciation
of human personality and individuality. Third places are taken for
granted and most have a low profile. Since the formal institutions of
society make stronger claims on the individual, third places are
normally open in the off hours, as well as at other times. The character
of a third place is determined most of all by its regular clientele and is
marked by a playful mood, which contrasts with people’s more serious

involvement in other spheres. Though a radically different kind of
setting from the home, the third place is remarkably similar to a good
home in the psychological comfort and support that it extends.

Such are the characteristics of third places that appear to be
universal and essential to a vital informal public life. I've noted each of
them in turn without attempting to describe any net effects that these
several characteristics may combine to produce. I turn my attention now
to such effects.

Neutral Ground

The individual may have many friends, a rich variety among them,
and opportunity to engage many of them daily only if people do not get
uncomfortably tangled in one another’s lives. Friends can be numerous
and often met only if they may easily join and depart one another’s
company. This otherwise obvious fact of social life is often obscured by
the seeming contradiction that surrounds it—we need a good deal of
immunity from those whose company we like best. Or, as the sociologist
Richard Sennett put it, “people can be sociable only when they have
some protection from each other.™

In a book showing how to bring life back to American cities, Jane
Jacobs stresses the contradiction surrounding most friendships and the
consequent need to provide places for them. Cities, she observed, are
full of people with whom contact is significant, useful, and enjoyable,
but “vou don’t want them in your hair and they do not want you in theirs
either.” If friendships and other informal acquaintances are limited to
those suitable for private life, she says, the city becomes stultified. So,
one might add, does the social life of the individual.



Oldenburg, Ray. (1989). Excerpts from “The Character of Third Places”, Chapter 2 in The Great Good

In order for the city and its neighborhoods to offer the rich and
varied association that is their promise and their potential, there must
be neutral ground upon which people may gather. There must be places
where individuals may come and go as they please, in which none are
required to play host, and in which all feel at home and comfortable. If
there is no neutral ground in the neighborhoods where people live,
association outside the home will be impoverished. Many, perhaps most,
neighbors will never meet, to say nothing of associate, for there is no
place for them to do so. Where neutral ground is available it makes
possible far more informal, even intimate, relations among people than
could be entertained in the home.

Third Places are “Levelers”

A place that is a leveler is, by its nature, an inclusive place. It is
accessible to the general public and does not set formal criteria of
membership and exclusion. There is a tendency for individuals to select
their associates, friends, and intimates from among those closest to
them in social rank. Third places, however, serve to expand possibilities,
whereas formal associations tend to narrow and restrict them. Third
places counter the tendency to be restrictive in the enjoyment of others
by being open to all and by laying emphasis on qualities not confined to

status distinctions current in the society. Within third places, the charm
and flavor of one’s personality, irrespective of his or her station in life, is
what counts. In the third place, people may make blissful substitutions
in the rosters of their associations, adding those they genuinely enjoy
and admire to those less-preferred individuals that fate has put at their

side in the workplace or even, perhaps, in their family.
Further, a place that is a leveler also permits the individual to

know workmates in a different and fuller aspect than is possible in the
workplace. The great bulk of human association finds individuals related
to one another for some objective purpose. It casts them, as sociologists
say, in roles, and though the roles we play provide us with our more
sustaining matrices of human association, these tend to submerge
personality and the inherent joys of being together with others to some
external purpose. In contrast, what Georg Simmel referred to as “pure
sociability” is precisely the occasion in which people get together for no
other purpose, higher or lower, than for the “joy, vivacity, and relief” of
engaging their personalities beyond the contexts of purpose, duty, or
role.? As Simmel insisted, this unique occasion provides the most
democratic experience people can have and allows them to be more fully
themselves, for it is salutary in such situations that all shed their social
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uniforms and insignia and reveal more of what lies beneath or beyond
them.

Necessarily, a transformation must occur as one passes through
the portals of a third place. Worldly status claims must be checked at the
door in order that all within may be equals. The surrender of outward
status, or leveling, that transforms those who own delivery trucks and
those who drive them into equals, is rewarded by acceptance on more
humane and less transitory grounds. Leveling is a joy and relief to those

of higher and lower status in the mundane world. Those who, on the
outside, command deference and attention by the sheer weight of their
position find themselves in the third place enjoined, embraced,
accepted, and enjoyed where conventional status counts for little. They
are accepted just for themselves and on terms not subject to the
vicissitudes of political or economic life.

Third Places are Conducive to Conversation

Neutral ground provides the place, and leveling sets the stage for
the cardinal and sustaining activity of third places everywhere. That
activity is conversation. Nothing more clearly indicates a third place
than that the talk there is good; that it is lively, scintillating, colorful,

and engaging. The joys of association in third places may initially be
marked by smiles and twinkling eyes, by hand-shaking and back-
slapping, but they proceed and are maintained in pleasurable and
entertaining conversation.

Third Places are Accessible

Third places that render the best and fullest service are those to
which one may go alone at almost any time of the day or evening with
assurance that acquaintances will be there. To have such a place
available whenever the demons of loneliness or boredom strike or when
the pressures and frustrations of the day call for relaxation amid good
company is a powerful resource. Where they exist, such places attest to
the bonds between people. “A community life exists,” says the
sociologist Philip Slater, “when one can go daily to a given location and
see many of the people he knows."*>
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That seemingly simple requirement of community has become
elusive. Beyond the workplace (which, presumably, Slater did not mean
to include), only a modest proportion of middle-class Americans can lay
claim to such a place. Our evolving habitat has become increasingly
hostile to them. Their dwindling number at home, seen against their
profusion in many other countries, points up the importance of the
accessibility of third places. Access to them must be easy if they are to
survive and serve, and the ease with which one may visit a third place is
a matter of both time and location.

A Third Place Has Regulars:

The lure of a third place depends only secondarily upon seating
capacity, variety of beverages served, availability of parking, prices, or
other features. What attracts the regular visitor to a third place is
supplied not by management but by the fellow customers. The third
place is just so much space unless the right people are there to make it
come alive, and they are the regulars. It is the regulars who give the
place its character and who assure that on any given visit some of the
gang will be there.

Third places are dominated by their regulars but not necessarily in
a numerical sense. It is the regulars, whatever their number on any
given occasion, who feel at home in a place and set the tone of
conviviality. It is the regulars whose mood and manner provide the

infectious and contagious style of interaction and whose acceptance of
new faces is crucial. The host’s welcome, though important, is not the
one that really matters; the welcome and acceptance extended on the
other side of the bar-counter invites the newcomer to the world of third
place association.

The importance of a regular crowd is demonstrated every day
throughout America in licensed drinking establishments that don’t have
a loyal patronage. The patrons sit spaced apart from one another. Many
appear to be hunching over some invisible lead ball of misery sitting on
their laps. They peel labels off beer bottles. They study advertising
messages on matchbooks. They watch afternoon television as though it
were of compelling interest. The scene is reminiscent of the “end of the
world ambience” described by Henry Miller in his depressing
description of American “joints.”2% There is an atmosphere of lethargy,
if not genuine despair. Most of the hapless patrons, one may be sure,
enter not only to have a drink but also to find the cheer that ought to be
drink’s companion. Seeking to gain respite from loneliness or boredom,
they manage only to intensify those feelings by their inability to get
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anything going with one another. They are doomed, almost always, for if
silence is not immediately broken by strangers, it is rarely broken at all.
This dismal scene is not found in third places or among those who have
third places. Those who become regulars need never confront it.

Third Places Have Low Profiles

As a physical structure, the third place is typically plain. In some
cases, it falls a bit short of plain. One of the reasons it is difficult to
convince some people of the importance of the third place is that so
many of them have an appearance that suggests otherwise. Third places

are unimpressive looking for the most part. They are not, with few
exceptions, advertised; they are not elegant. In cultures where mass
advertising prevails and appearance is valued over substance, the third
place is all the more likely not to impress the uninitiated.

Third Places Are About Play

The persistent mood of the third place is a playful one. Those who
would keep conversation serious for more than a minute are almost
certainly doomed to failure. Every topic and speaker is a potential
trapeze for the exercise and display of wit. Sometimes the playful spirit
is obvious, as when the group is laughing and boisterous; other times it
will be subtle. Whether pronounced or low key, however, the playful
spirit is of utmost importance. Here joy and acceptance reign over
anxiety and alienation. This is the magical element that warms the
insider and reminds the outsider that he or she is not part of the magic
circle, even though seated but a few feet away. When the regulars are at
play, the outsider may certainly know neither the characters nor the
rules by which they take one another lightly. The unmistakable mark of
acceptance into the company of third place regulars is not that of being
taken seriously, but that of being included in the play forms of their
association.

Third Places Are “Homes Away From Home”

If such establishments as the neighborhood tavern were nearly as
bad as generations of wives have claimed them to be, few of the ladies
should have found much reason to be concerned. The evil houses would
have fallen of their own foul and unredeeming character. In fact,
however, third places compete with the home on many of its own terms
and often emerge the winner. One suspects that it is the similarity that a
third place bears to a comfortable home and not its differences that
poses the greater threat. Aye, there's the rub—the third place is often
more homelike than home.



