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Readers expressed their great satisfaction to be 

able to enjoy such a high quality space, and deval-

ued those issues.

I could observe how readers weaved their reading 

cocoons: reading gave way to an absent impertinence, 

(Certeau 1984), desensitizing from other physical 

stimuli: two peacocks paced unnoticed along the 

window-sills during one of the interviews.

Emotionally, although indulging in diverse activi-

ties, they collectively wove a reading atmosphere 

(Sequeiros 2010; 2011), a mixed product of the so-

cial spatial relations (Lefèbvre 1991) and of physi-

cal, sensory, emotional, and aesthetic features. 

Tranquility, organization, concentration, the pos-

sibility of integrating a stimulating intellectual 

labor ambiance were singled out as valued char-

acteristics. Such an atmosphere, however, is not 

enjoyable if staying home.

For a few readers, with personal histories of sur-

passing barriers to become library users, their 

present status is proudly felt as an accomplish-

ment: a woman, daughter of manual workers who 

toiled to get their children educated, and who 

became blind in her adolescence, now reads in 

Braille; a retired male reader, attending the Senior 

University, rejoices in watching young people 

study, a chance he didn’t get in his own time.

A Public Place, Personal and Private

Figure 5. Studying in the mezzanine.

Source: photo by Paula Sequeiros.

A curious story of users’ appropriation was reg-
istered: spaces, presently serving as reading sur-
faces all around the mezzanine, were originally 
designed to be waist-level shelves. As users were 
uncomfortable when picking books from them, 
and this is a coveted area for its central emplace-
ment, they began removing those shelves and sit-
ting there. The management did not oppose. Some 
particular forms of space appropriation and tactics 
of place-making could be observed, and displac-
ing some pieces of furniture is an accepted prac-
tice. Children may bring in their toys and draw-
ing materials. Chairs were moved according to 
personal tastes. Some users, particularly students, 
sometimes use tricks (Certeau 1984) to create ad-
ditional space and to signal that they don’t want 
company: they scatter books and personal objects 
on neighboring tables to reserve space. After all, 
this silent competition appears to be based on as-
sumptions of a legitimated presence supported by 
the credentials of their occupational status: stu-
dents are naturally expected to be found here.

Personal, private space created by reading is like 
a bubble, soft, but protecting. The rules of co-
reading are passed along with learning to read. 
Bourdieu developed the concept of habitus to 
designate “a system of lasting and transposable 
dispositions which, integrating past experiences, 
functions at every moment as a matrix of percep-
tions, appreciations and actions and makes possi-
ble the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks” 
(1979:72). It is this practical knowledge, this set of 
dispositions that entitles readers to naturally ex-
pect not to be disturbed.

“I need my private space, [but] live among a lot 
of people,” a therapeutic community. In this li-

brary, reading “is never-ending, it means finding 
the words for things, resting, and reflecting…very 
pleasurable.” “If I stopped leading the life I’m 
used to in public spaces, I would certainly miss 
a true pleasure and the real harmony I’m looking 
for” [woman, 40 years].

The need for privacy is differently felt, seeming 
to vary according to housing conditions, gender, 
and social class: a young woman dislikes being 
stared at “in an unpleasant way” by men; the 
homeless reader does not oppose to having his 
screen watched while surfing, “they’re not going 
to take any bite away from me!” The sole idea of 
lack of privacy in the library makes the young 
couple, sharing a single social-housing apartment 
with twelve others, laugh out loud: home was the 
place where they lacked privacy the most. Petit 
states: “[t]he absence of intimacy is perhaps the 
best poverty indicator, even more than income” 
(2001:118).

Cell phones ringing is the most annoying intrusion 
reported, occasionally leading users to ask for staff 
intervention.

Aural technology is sometimes used to reinforce 
those personal, individualized atmospheres (Bull 
2006). Wearing headphones also signals a wish 
not to be disturbed.

Almost all referred to a form of relational contract 
(Certeau 1984) to tacitly regulate co-presence: us-
ing a public space requires concessions over the 
personally reserved one.

Lockers in the lobby are rarely used. Security lock 
chain cables for portable PCs may be borrowed 
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at the reception as some thefts were registered in 
the past. 

Surveillance by security guards and cameras, 
which are not spontaneously noticed, are felt as 
protective measures. The library is sensed as a safe 
space, as the surrounding garden is, in general.

A Place for Conviviality

Visiting the library is a social act: children are usu-
ally accompanied by adults, some adults and ado-
lescents come in pairs or groups. At times, a cer-
tain small talk goes on, maybe around the latest 
news headlines, as the observed case around the 
sharp rise in bread prices. Co-presence is valued, 
even if others are not addressed to; usual faces 
may be memorized and discreetly followed.

The need to socialize is clearly felt by many. Prox-
imity without propinquity, according to Park’s ex-
pression (as cited in Tonkiss 2005), a withdrawal 
inherent to reading overlaps with the need for 
privacy characteristic of urban lives. A former 
typographer, nowadays a homeless person, says: 
“above all, I like coming here a lot when I’m feel-
ing down, I come in and it seems I reinvigorate! 
Crossing that door seems like home to me, as if it 
was my own family, I feel superbly well!”

Some students and informal scholars declared that 
they look particularly for the togetherness (Ba-
kardjieva 2004) propitiated by a collective atmo-
sphere of order and concentration: “look, all the 
other people are also doing the same as I am, so 
[this is useful] to soften things a little [laughing] if 
it’s something I don’t like to do, that’s what I try to 
think about” [male student, 34-year-old]; “there are 

some behaviors that are more or less predictable 
and there is a certain intrinsic order here that is 
motivating” [female student, 40-year-old].

The apparent social diversity is appreciated, senior 
readers like watching younger people and children, 
“different faces every day,” the homeless reader de-
clares to enjoy the social and age diversity.

Differences and Inequalities

The most economically dispossessed revealed 
a unique capacity to reflect on (and cherish!) the 
opportunities offered by a public library, reveal-
ing also that these perspectives were closely tied 
to their social positioning, what Haraway (1988) 
named the vantage points of the subjugated. They 
also expressed great concerns about probable 
budget cuts within the ongoing privatization of 
public services.

Some users referred to what they considered to 
be the legitimate practices (Bourdieu and Darbel 
1966:60) within a library. They sometimes com-
plain if other readers do not meet these stan-
dards, informally prescribing what they assume 
to be the adequate behavior. Which is clearly cor-
related with the predominating class status: man-
ual workers are seldom found here, the average 
user is the student or the more educated, intellec-
tual worker, as usually occurs at a national level 
(Freitas, Casanova, and Alves 1997; Fortuna and  
Fontes 2000).

I could not find evidence from field observation 
to support the generalized assumption on femi-
nization of library spaces. However, a clear gen-
der difference was perceived in the absence of 

middle-aged or elder women: gender differences 
within illiteracy rates do not seem to explain their 
absence; unlike men and younger women, their 
leisure is still most likely confined to domesticity. 
The single exception was a woman who became 
a frequent library visitor during her long resi-
dence abroad.

Nor did I find evidence of ethnic segregation in 
spite of the regular presence, then, of a noisy and 
large group of African adolescents.

The spot for the visually impaired is appreciated, 
though underused.

In spite of positive staff attitudes regarding social 
inclusion, some aspects call for improvement. The 
urban figure of the homeless person may embody 
subjective insecurity feelings, leading to fanta-
sizing and amplifying real insecurity situations 
(Fernandes 2003). Symptomatically, no real dan-
ger situation was ever reported on the premises. 
As they began entering in groups to watch films, 
homeless readers were targeted as a problem by 
some users who complained about couches being 
used to sleep on, and TV sets being occupied for 
too long. Subsequently, one TV set was removed, 
one was assigned for documentaries, only two 
were left for feature films. I could observe that 
some normal users do sleep in the (comfortable!) 
couches upstairs, which is ignored by staff and 
other readers, generally.

The architect planned to avoid discrimination in 
the allocation of space, associated to floor status. 
Still, signs of social differentiation could be traced, 
attached not to space but to document physical 
support: multimedia, in the lower floor, requires 

less cultural capital than books (Bourdieu 1979), 
relaxed attitudes and bodily postures developed 
in this area are clear markers of a corporal hexis 
tied to class (Bourdieu 1977).

Readers’ Profiles of a Public Library

With this vision of a library inside a wide park 
in the back of my mind, some metaphors arose 
as a meaningful way to communicate the charac-
teristics of profiles. Leaning on Haraway’s use of 
metaphors (1988), these devices were used to add 
more sense to the features of profiles, intending 
to rely on common situated knowledge (as char-
acteristics associated to animals in folk tales). 
Simultaneously, they were used to rely on the 
perspectives of those observed, their values and 
meanings. These profiles were an original result 
of this case study, while showing some similarity 
to others previously published, as referred.

Bees

The purpose of occupational users is to actively 
occupy their time in a useful way, whether they 
presently have a paid work or not. Their stronger 
motivations: to benefit from an environment fa-
voring study and from free resources. Tasks may 
be organized and planned in detail, from subjects 
to schedules. They may stay for the whole day, 
several days, a week: “I leave when the lights go 
off, [when] I have no choice! … Now that my day 
has ended, I may focus on something else” [male 
reader, 34-year-old, unemployed]. A female assid-
uous reader belongs to the so-called residents, the 
local librarians’ nickname for the regulars. “The 
day goes by more quickly, it’s more productive” 
[female, 28-year-old, unemployed].
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They research and write on matters according 
to their education or curiosity, they train for job 
competitions. Unemployed or retired are words 
avoided in personal narratives, surely for the 
common social stigma; but their disposition and 
a work ethic, adapted to their present situation, 
all seem to shape their practices. Were they at an 
office or university, we would not hesitate to state 
they are working.

Some of the adults, all holding degrees, come to 
enjoy the company of others and the togetherness 
of the like-minded, which help discipline their 
work; some are elderly citizens: one man, strolling 
from one continent to another, benefits from the 
Internet access to update his biographical site; an-
other one needs “something to occupy his time;” 
a woman comes mostly to use computing facilities 
she can’t personally afford. For half of the inter-
viewed, using the Internet is the main purpose of 
the visit, two brought their portables and listened 
to music with headphones; another two referred 
to the Internet as a secondary resource.

Other main activities vary, reading newspapers is 
the most frequent; a female reader is a multiple user 
(varied resources in diverse supports); one studies; 
another borrows books and trains computing and 
language skills, benefiting from an environment 
she considers more stimulating for studying than 
the therapeutic community she lives in; another 
one writes notes on the city’s history.

Their activities stay anchored to the tables and be-
come visually noticeable when writing, plugging 
laptops, changing belongings from one place to 
another. They occupy the same regions as students 
and scholars, further on referred to.

Butterflies

Strolling readers, unlike occupational ones, have 
no specific activity or purpose, just want to stroll 
around and spend time in a pleasant and accom-
panied way, although generally not interacting – 
resembling Wirth’s (1964 [1938]) urban strollers. 
While strolling they glance at newspapers and 
magazines, music or video CDs, Internet pages, 
books, eventually picking items regardless of 
support. Less qualified (secondary school or less), 
they are manual workers, retired, unemployed 
people of different ages, some are children.

Most used areas are multimedia, couches, cir-
culating zones. The mentioned homeless reader 
comes for one or two hours every day. His street 
companions persuaded him: “you watch a movie 
and when you go out you feel quite another per-
son!” He enjoys age diversity, watching new faces, 
but, above all, reading the newspaper, especially – 
and most ironically – the one he got fired from. He 
appreciates closed spaces where he can feel safe.

Another 50-year-old stroller, a former car mechan-
ic, acknowledges that others come in seeking “not 
to be alone,” which he himself does not admit to 
be doing. Having used to read intensely, “maybe 
it was a refuge,” he nowadays has an eye condi-
tion, reason he declares for preferring the Internet 
which he can’t afford at home.

A 9-year-old girl comes every Saturday in the com-
pany of an adult sister and an elder brother. Regret-
ting she can’t stay longer for the Story Hour – her sis-
ter must cook lunch – she reads a little at home; her 
brother, 12-year-old, reads a lot, especially before fall-
ing asleep, and always borrows a film before leaving.

And yet, another interesting case: a very young 
couple comes in pushing two baby prams. Both 
22-year-old and under the minimum educa-
tional level, the mother is enrolling as a reader, 
he guides her as an experienced user (here and 
abroad where he was raised). They live in a single 
room, sharing a single social-housing apartment 
crowded with unemployed or under-qualified rel-
atives. They plan to come with the children and 
use the Internet every Saturday, which they value 
for the information on baby care, “more than the 
doctor says” during consultations, to look for baby 
games, and to send SMSs. She reads very little, but 
she reads aloud for the babies. He prefers films 
and music. They value this wide, clean, ordered 
space, quieter than a cybercafé, where they can 
finally find some privacy.

Sparrows

For recreational readers the library is mainly a rec-
reation and conviviality space. Sparrows gaily en-
gage in flock flights, peeping, and playing all the 
time. Most of the multiple readers interviewed 
occasionally bring their own toys in, they attend 
events, including reading aloud. They may meet 
and join other children in games, or participate in 
school visits.

Most used regions are the children’s and the mul-
timedia areas. Almost all of them also take a walk 
in the garden or go to the children’s park.

“I read grown-up books about trucks, at school 
I only read teaching books, I borrow some and 
play with the computer [here].” As a regular play-
er, an 8-year-old boy, created a user profile in a PC. 
He comes from an adjacent city with his parents.

“Here above it’s more for reading, down there 

[multimedia] it’s more for leisure, to be more re-

laxed” – an African immigrant, in his forties, 

comes to the library to enjoy several rest days. An 

international truck driver added another library 

card to those issued in European cities where he 

occasionally lived. He intends to email friends 

and relatives, scattered all over the world, and 

to spend time enjoying whatever documents are 

available. He is the only adult in this group. It’s 

worth noting that, in spite of the dreams of a lei-

sure society, and in spite of a growing number of 

people without paid work, leisure activities still 

carry the burden of a stigma under a dominating 

productivist ideology. While consumerist leisure 

activities are well-envisaged, that may not be the 

case of others, more tolerated than supported – as 

a user said, you should not do in a library “things 

libraries aren’t meant for.”

All the others are children who burst in accom-

panied by relatives and teachers. The interviewed 

are aged from 4 to 8.

They draw, play computer games, read books, or 

attend reading sessions. Almost all of them have 

books at home. They use chairs, cushions, or lie 

on the floor. They know what they’re not allowed 

to do: to scribble on books, to step on top of tables. 

Laughing and moving at ease, sometimes they 

run. Some are scolded by the staff for using the 

ramp to get to the top of stacks.

On Saturdays, during Story Hour, the room be-

comes too narrow to accommodate all the children 

and their relatives. As the temperature rises, books 

and sheets of paper are used as fans.
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The majority prefer to play with the computer. 
A 7-year-old boy, a multiple reader, draws a library 
grasping several crayons at the same time: “books 
are multicolored;” using several small squares, he 
orders the sheet’s blank space in a fashion similar 
to the computer game he played with; he depicts 
himself and inscribes “I read” in the space sig-
naled as Library; the external context is a smiling 
bright sun, stars, and his football club symbol.

Ants

Student readers come to study, sometimes in groups 
or dyads. Some of the interviewees are still attend-
ing their degree classes, one is taking a Master’s 
course, they come to study themes in their special-
ty domains, their ages range from 24 to near 40.

They are motivated by conviviality, and by a re-
laxed environment, joining others equally occu-
pied. The choice for this library and their read-
ing are instrumental, as many university libraries 
don’t usually allow group study. The library’s bib-
liographic resources aren’t much used.

They come mostly after lunch, carrying their own 
books, sometimes laptops, some use mobile audio 
to create aural privacy.

They mainly occupy individual tables, worksta-
tions with Internet access on ground or inferior 
floors, and, eventually, the vacant tables at the ex-
treme end. Sometimes they use tricks to create extra 
space: clothes, bags, books are scattered, signaling 
they are not willing to share the next coupled table; 
they sometimes frown at people chatting, making 
clear that their labor is being disturbed. As Certeau 
signaled, these tactics are “a calculated action deter-

mined by the absence of a proper locus” and “[t]he 
space of the tactic is the space of the other” (1984:36-
37). Students compete for space, silently, but actively, 
common-sense assumptions on adequate uses and 
users appear to legitimize their presence, taking 
their occupation as a natural and sufficient creden-
tial. Some express their contentment for an environ-
ment that has no complete silence and state a prefer-
ence for a light background murmur.

Owls

Scholar readers, a small group in this library, indulge 
in researching some favorite theme – frequently 
local history – or to complete a formal education, 
studying autonomously, at their own pace. They 
are also drawn by conviviality. As experienced 
users, they know every corner. They frequently 
take notes from readings and write essays. Their 
presence, quite discrete, is highly regarded both 
by other users and staff. They’re very likely to be 
residents.

An elderly scholar states how it pleases him to find 
answers in the library’s collections for the “doubts 
that trouble” him, and how he enjoys watching 
younger people at study. He also made a point of de-
claring that such a cultural good should not be mea-
sured only according to financial standards, consid-
ering both its importance to the “cultural yield of 
the population” and its contribution to citizenship.

Cats

To keep up with the news, to read newspapers or 
magazines, is the purpose of informed readers. El-
der users predominate; it is an almost exclusively 
male group. Usually, they do not use other media, 

just a few use the Internet for that purpose, their 
readings are instrumental, although perhaps, as 
detailed below, in surprising ways. Coincidently or 
not, several disclosed to be reserved persons and 
declined to be interviewed. No significant social 
interaction with other users or staff was observed.

They occupy the press corner, sitting on sofas. 
Their attitude is discrete, not so relaxed as in the 
multimedia area. Places remain occupied all day 
long with a high rotation, readers sometimes hav-
ing to wait for their turn.

An elder male reader admits that, although he likes 
to read, he sometimes has short-memory issues. 
“Knowledge, it simply makes you grow, [but] that’s 
not for me, not anymore,” so reading simply be-
came a part of his exercise to stay mentally healthy.

A man in his thirties searches the Internet, which 
he appreciates a lot, since it is free. He looks for a job 
and reads several newspapers, especially sports pa-
pers, compares the news, and sends e-mails.

The Residents, a Subgroup

Resident readers are the regulars, tending to con-
centrate around the mezzanine. It is a privileged 
spot to visually control the whole place. This was 
my first assumption, which the interview with the 
architect confirmed as very plausible.

This subgroup is mainly composed of scholars but 
also of occupational readers.

Some elder male readers benefit from the special 
care of a very attentive librarian: noticed absences 
may trigger her need to be further informed about 

their health. In her own words: “this is their sec-
ond home,” “they get accustomed to us, and we to 
them!” An anecdotal case may, in spite of its singu-
larity, depict how they feel entitled to this special 
care: an elderly male reader once knocked at the 
staff entrance door, carrying his own sofa, and ask-
ing to have it placed beside his usual table.

They use the complaints book, a resource scarcely 
known to other users.

This familiarity, the frequency and duration of vis-
its, their competition for personal attention, all fa-
cilitate their acting as a pressure group. They have 
a noticeable role in the tacit regulation of conducts, 
as in the production of a reading atmosphere (com-
plaints on noise levels, on inadequate behaviors). 
Counteracting this, we may still hear some com-
mentaries from less skilled personnel, judging 
them for “not doing a thing in life, besides going 
there,” associating negative values to this form of 
leisure.

A single note on a particular kind of reader: the 
loners – I could trace numerous lonely people, peo-
ple to whom a collective, common space like this is 
probably the only opportunity to feel accompanied 
and to be inserted in a lively atmosphere.

Conclusions

The adopted methodology proved to be adequate 
to support an in-depth, prolonged, and committed 
approach to understanding this social reality.

Conceptually, the comprehensive analysis of rela-
tions among public reading practices, space use, 
and readers’ practices allowed for an integrated 
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vision of the usage of resources, associated to  
emotions and meanings. It also afforded clues as 
to a social analysis of those relations, according to 
the selected dimensions of class, gender, age, eth-
nicity, power relations, education, et cetera. Space 
appropriation proved to be a relevant dimension to 
analyze reading in a public library and to construct 
meaningful users’ profiles. The consideration of 
spatial social relations rendered the butterflies’ ac-
tivities visible, space appropriation being essential 
to this profile, not previously documented, to my 
knowledge. The same occurred with the associa-
tion of social inequalities and power relations to 
the usage of regions, as was the case of the removal 
of TV sets in the multimedia area.

The architectural program’s concepts were translat-
ed into the building’s design, they were perceived, 
even if communicated through linguistic devices, 
and appreciated.

Almeida Garrett’s urban location is convenient, 
although probably not determinant, judging from 
the number of readers drawn from neighboring lo-
calities; easiness of public transportation is appre-
ciated. The library building is finely integrated in 
the surrounding garden. Rather than a traditional 
library, it is being used as a civic centre. The library 
provides enough differentiation and flexibility for 
personal or group appropriation of space and re-
sources, receives readers from different social con-
ditions and with diverse expectations, propitiates 
different gradients of intimacy and publicness, 
and assures accessibility for some disabilities. Rea-
sons to visit it, besides reading, are diversified and 
sometimes more relevant than reading: from con-
viviality (togetherness, not being alone, low-inter-
action and non-consumption, social diversity) to 

a self-fulfilling occupation, to enjoying a space of 

quality and safety, to gratuity, to playing, to hav-

ing a place to study, to relaxing, to collecting use-

ful information for everyday-life purposes, or to 

enjoying privacy.

Social and usage diversity must be deepened and 

cherished to stimulate the participation in a dem-

ocratic space that fosters the co-presence and the 

connection of these differences. The reading atmo-

sphere is welcoming for its scale, spatiality, materi-

als, and social interaction, but should be extended 

to absent or under-represented social groups. This 

reading atmosphere should also be nurtured by 

the institution as a value to preserve.

The analysis of the different reading and social 

practices categorized above, and of their connec-

tion to space appropriation, may inform the man-

agement’s decisions to improve services and to 

provide space. It might foster a clearer vision of 

a public library’s role, of what readers appreciate 

the most, in general, and what particular groups 

value and need.
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