
available whenever the demons of loneliness or
boredom strike or when the pressures and frustra-
tions of the day call for relaxation amid good com-
pany is a powerful resource. Where they exist, such
places attest to the bonds between people. “A com-
munity life exists,” says the sociologist Philip Slater,
“when one can go daily to a given location and see
many of the people he knows.”14

That seemingly simple requirement of commu-
nity 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.

Traditionally, third places have kept long hours.
England’s early coffeehouses were open sixteen hours
a day, and most of our coffee-and-doughnut places
are open around the clock. Taverns typically serve
from about nine in the morning until the wee hours of
the following morning, unless the law decrees other-
wise. In many retail stores, the coffee counters are
open well before the rest of the store. Most estab-
lishments that serve as third places are accessible
during both the on and off hours of the day.

It must be thus, for the third place accommo-
dates people only when they are released from their
responsibilities elsewhere. The basic institutions—
home, work, school—make prior claims that cannot
be ignored. Third places must stand ready to serve
people’s needs for sociability and relaxation in the
intervals before, between, and after their manda-
tory appearances elsewhere.

Those who have third places exhibit regularity in
their visits to them, but it is not that punctual and
unfailing kind shown in deference to the job or fam-
ily. The timing is loose, days are missed, some visits
are brief, etc. Viewed from the vantage point of the
establishment, there is a fluidity in arrivals and depar-
tures and an inconsistency of membership at any
given hour or day. Correspondingly, the activity that
goes on in third places is largely unplanned, unsched-
uled, unorganized, and unstructured. Here, however,
is the charm. It is just these deviations from the mid-
dle-class penchant for organization that give the
third place much of its character and allure and that
allow it to offer a radical departure from the rou-
tines of home and work.

As important as timing, and closely related to it, is
the location of third places. Where informal gather-
ing places are far removed from one’s residence, their
appeal fades, for two reasons. Getting there is incon-
venient, and one is not likely to know the patrons.

The importance of proximate locations is illus-
trated by the typical English pub. Though in the
one instance its accessibility has been sharply cur-
tailed by laws that cut its normal hours of operation
in half, it has nonetheless thrived because of its phys-
ical accessibility. The clue is in the name; pubs are
called locals and every one of them is somebody’s
local. Because so many pubs are situated among the
homes of those who use them, people are there 
frequently, both because they are accessible and
because their patrons are guaranteed the company
of friendly and familiar faces. Across the English
Channel sociable use of the public domain is also
high, as is the availability of gathering places. Each
neighborhood, if not each block, has its café and, as
in England, these have served to bring the residents
into frequent and friendly contact with one another.

Where third places are prolific across the urban
topography, people may indulge their social instincts
as they prefer. Some will never frequent these
places. Others will do so rarely. Some will go only in
the company of others. Many will come and go as
individuals.

The 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 cus-
tomers. 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 regu-
lars, whatever their number on any given occasion,
who feel at home in a place and set the tone of con-
viviality. It is the regulars whose mood and manner
provide the infectious and contagious style of interac-
tion 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.
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