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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.”1

In a book showing how to bring life back to
American cities, Jane Jacobs stresses the contradic-
tion surrounding most friendships and the conse-
quent need to provide places for them. Cities, she
observed, are full of people with whom contact is
significant, useful, and enjoyable, but “you don’t
want them in your hair and they do not want you in
theirs either.”2 If friendships and other informal
acquaintances are limited to those suitable for pri-
vate life, she says, the city becomes stultified. So,
one might add, does the social life of the individual.

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 infor-
mal, even intimate, relations among people than
could be entertained in the home.

Social reformers as a rule, and planners all too
commonly, ignore the importance of neutral ground
and the kinds of relationships, interactions, and activ-
ities to which it plays host. Reformers have never liked
seeing people hanging around on street corners,
store porches, front stoops, bars, candy stores, or
other public areas. They find loitering deplorable and
assume that if people had better private areas they
would not waste time in public ones. It would make as
much sense, as Jane Jacobs points out, to argue that
people wouldn’t show up at testimonial banquets if
they had wives who could cook for them at home.3

The banquet table and coffee counter bring people
together in an intimate and private social fashion—
people who would not otherwise meet in that way.
Both settings (street corner and banquet hall) are
public and neutral, and both are important to the
unity of neighborhoods, cities, and societies.

If we valued fraternity as much as independence,
and democracy as much as free enterprise, our zon-
ing codes would not enforce the social isolation that
plagues our modern neighborhoods, but would
require some form of public gathering place every

block or two. We may one day rediscover the wis-
dom of James Oglethorpe who laid out Savannah
such that her citizens lived close to public gathering
areas. Indeed, he did so with such compelling effect
that Sherman, in his destructive march to the sea,
spared Savannah alone.

The third place is a leveler

Levelers was the name given to an extreme left-
wing political party that emerged under Charles I
and expired shortly afterward under Cromwell. The
goal of the party was the abolition of all differences
of position or rank that existed among men. By the
middle of the seventeenth century, the term came
to be applied much more broadly in England, refer-
ring to anything “which reduces men to an equality.”4

For example, the newly established coffeehouses 
of that period, one of unprecedented democracy
among the English, were commonly referred to as
levelers, as were the people who frequented them
and who relished the new intimacy made possible
by the decay of the old feudal order.

Precursors of the renowned English clubs, those
early coffeehouses were enthusiastically democratic
in the conduct and composition of their habitués.
As one of the more articulate among them recorded,
“As you have a hodge-podge of Drinks, such too is
your company, for each man seems a Leveller, and
ranks and files himself as he lists, without regard to
degrees or order; so that oft you may see a silly Fop,
and a wonder Justice, a griping-Rock, and a grave
Citizen, a worthy Lawyer, and an errant Pickpocket, a
Reverend Noncomformist, and a canting Mounte-
bank; all blended together, to compose an Oglio 
of Impertinence.”5 Quite suddenly, each man had
become an agent of England’s newfound unity. His
territory was the coffeehouse, which provided the
neutral ground upon which men discovered one
another apart from the classes and ranks that had
earlier divided them.

A place that is a leveler is, by its nature, an inclu-
sive place. It is accessible to the general public and
does not set formal criteria of membership and exclu-
sion. There is a tendency for individuals to select their
associates, friends, and intimates from among those
closest to them in social rank. Third places, how-
ever, 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
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