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ARTICLE

Tolerants versus traditionalists: making sense of online 
conversations on the new Finnish flagship library Oodi
Riie Heikkilä and Ossi Sirkka

Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
Public libraries play a unique role in preserving, maintaining, and distri
buting cultural capital freely. Currently, public libraries are said to be 
undergoing a change: from public spheres offering culture selected and 
curated by legitimated experts, libraries are seen to have shifted more 
towards social hubs. However, little is known about how potential library 
users perceive these alleged changes. In this article, we explore which 
topics emerge in online conversations about Oodi, Helsinki’s new central 
library, and what kinds of symbolic boundaries are drawn in them. Our 
data consist of tweets and comments on newspaper articles (N = 2,342). 
Using structural topic modelling and a qualitative thematic analysis, we 
identify eight different topics that appear to be highly polarised. We 
interpret the online conversations on Oodi as negotiations of the owner
ship of publicly funded culture and cultural capital. These negotiations are 
organised around two opposing poles: tolerant, cosmopolitan views ver
sus traditional, conservative attitudes.
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1. Introduction

Public libraries are key institutions that build critical bridges between cultural capital and citizens, in 
addition to being classic landmarks of modernisation and public welfare. Public libraries, as open 
institutions with presumably low entry barriers, provide free access to books and culture more widely 
and can thus be considered key intermediaries and central state actors capable of curbing inequality 
(Leguina, Mihelj, and Downey 2021). It can be interpreted that what libraries freely offer to citizens is 
cultural capital, a metaphor used by Pierre Bourdieu to conceptualise the maintenance and repro
duction of unequally distributed cultural resources that eventually lead to symbolic exclusions and 
hierarchies between social classes (Bourdieu 1984) that libraries possess all three forms of cultural 
capital defined by Bourdieu: they offer objectified cultural capital (books) meant for acquiring 
embodied cultural capital (knowledge and linguistic skills) which, in turn, plays a key role for 
institutionalised cultural capital (educational qualifications) (Goulding 2008).

Many scholars consider public libraries to be undergoing strong changes (Buschman 2003; 
McMenemy 2009; Michnik 2014; Robertson and McMenemy 2020; Usherwood 2007). Once 
considered public and democratic spheres offering information and high culture selected by 
legitimated experts, libraries are said to have shifted more towards social hubs increasingly 
obliged to prove their public value (Goulding 2008; Leguina, Mihelj, and Downey 2021). 
However, little is known about how citizens, as potential library users, perceive these alleged 
changes and what kinds of discourses they attach to them. To address this research gap, we 
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use both quantitative and qualitative approaches to scrutinise online Finnish conversations 
regarding the brand-new Finnish flagship library Oodi. First, we pose the following research 
question (RQ1): What kinds of topics emerge in online conversations about Oodi, Helsinki’s new 
central library? Our second question (RQ2) is as follows: What kinds of symbolic boundaries are 
drawn in these conversations?

Oodi, which opened in late 2018 and was voted the world’s best new library the 
following year (Yle 2019), epitomises in many ways the changing role of libraries: it is 
immense in size, architecturally artistic and located in a central spot of the Finnish capital 
Helsinki. Oodi fulfils many of the ‘new’ kinds ofinclusive library functions that scholars have 
been debating about: it offers facilities that have little or nothing to do with books or 
reading such as 3D printers and sewing machines or a cinema and cafés, and it has often 
been criticised for having relatively few books compared to its huge size. At the same time, 
the library has faced many problems typical of public spaces in highly urbanised areas: there 
have been reports of drug use in the toilets and of marginalised ethnic groups occupying 
space in the lobby. Since Oodi opened in 2018, there has been a constant public debate 
about whether it is more a needlessly costly tourist attraction or an urban living room rather 
than a classical library meant to serve readers. In this article, we explore the main topics of 
these debates to understand their internal logic and connect them to the scholarly literature 
on the changing role of public libraries.

Our empirical context, Finland, is a Nordic welfare state with a relatively high redistribu
tion of wealth. Scholars have claimed that due to the simultaneously social-democratic (in 
that a certain infrastructure is established) and liberal (in that cultural policy mainly functions 
from an arm’s length perspective) structures of their welfare states, the Nordic countries’ 
libraries are unique public spheres that have succeeded in both strengthening cultural 
resources and in making libraries inclusive (Koizumi and Larsen 2023; Larsen 2018). 
Compared to other national contexts, Nordic libraries are primarily cultural rather than, for 
instance, educational institutions (Widdersheim, Koizumi, and Larsen 2021). Recently, most 
Nordic countries have updated their library legislations to emphasize theircitizens’ demo
cratic skills instead of purely literacy-related resources (Larsen 2018). For example, the Finnish 
Library Act states the following: ‘The objective of public libraries and information services 
provided by them is to promote among citizens equal opportunities for personal develop
ment, for literary and cultural pursuits, for access to knowledge for the acquisition of 
personal and civic skills, for broadening their world view, and for lifelong learning.’ 
(Finnish Library Act 2016).

Researchers have repeatedly found that Finland exhibits similar class-based lifestyles as other 
Western countries. Education remains an important structuring factor for nearly all cultural practices 
in Finland (Purhonen et al. 2014) and regarding cultural participation, there is an increasing cleavage 
between high-status and low-status groups (Heikkilä and Lindblom 2022). Similar structures of 
differentiation between high-status active groups and low-status non-participating groups can be 
seen, for instance, in relation to voter turnout (Lahtinen 2019) and media use (Heikkilä, Leguina, and 
Purhonen 2022). These kinds of tendencies can be interpreted as polarisation: here, we use this term 
sociologically, to refer to the process of social and political differentiation that not only involves an 
increasing ideological split between tolerant, culture-minded groups and conservative groups that 
are critical of culture (Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019; DiMaggio 1996) but also indicates that social, 
cultural and political lines of thought increasingly encompass previously ‘unpolitical’ opinions and 
attitudes (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008; DellaPosta 2020).

Finally, in Finland, library use has been marked by severe decline and differentiation. The funding 
of Finnish libraries has decreased notably since the 1990s, and loaning rates have also gone down, 
particularly among the younger age groups. Today, only a third of Finns use public libraries, compared 
to half of the population in the nineties (OKM 2023). We find that this context of lifestyle polarisation 
and the decline of public library use provides a fruitful background for our analysis.
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2. Literature review

Knowing and mastering highbrow culture is as a central indicator of cultural capital in most modern 
Western societies (DiMaggio and Mukhtar 2004). In general, highbrow culture enjoys generous 
public subvention and is further institutionalised through publicly legitimated evaluation systems, 
such as reviews and prizes (Heikkilä and Gronow 2017; Purhonen et al. 2019). Highbrow culture is 
present in school curricula and the teachers’ evaluative frameworks, which benefit children from 
privileged backgrounds who are already familiar with such culture (Bourdieu and Passeron 1979). In 
the recent decades, scholars have wondered whether classical highbrow culture has lost at least 
some of its power as a vehicle of cultural capital and power. One significant debate has been cultural 
omnivorisation – that is, whether ‘highbrow snobbery’ has been replaced by more versatile cultural 
practices and tolerant attitudes as a way of demonstrating cultural capital (Peterson and Kern 1996). 
More recently, similar open and tolerant values have been associated with ‘emerging forms’ of 
cultural capital in which knowledge, engagement and cosmopolitanism become important avenues 
for making distinctions (Prieur and Savage 2011, 2013).

If we follow Lamont and Lareau (1988, 159) in that ‘the power exercised through cultural capital [. . .] is 
first and foremost a power to shape other people’s lives through exclusion and symbolic imposition’, it 
becomes clear that various institutions play a key role in shaping cultural capital. According to DiMaggio 
(1991, 21), cultural capital ‘presupposes the existence of institutions with the power to establish 
authoritatively the value of different forms of culture: in effect, to create and to defend boundaries 
among varying kinds of aesthetic [. . .] products and practices’. Public libraries are among such institu
tions: they function as selectors, curators, and caretakers of cultural products (see Larsen 2018) and thus 
as gatekeepers of cultural capital. In other words, they have the power to influence cultural practices 
through their capacity to select what cultural products are available to and accessed by the public.

Previous research has shown that library use plays an important role in the transmission of 
cultural capital. Libraries, along with the family and the education system, provide a long-term 
favourable context for reading (Kraaykamp 2003). Being taken to libraries as a child is associated with 
upward social mobility (Scherger and Savage 2010). Public libraries are ‘sites for the production, 
dissemination and appropriation of cultural capital’ (Goulding 2008, 236), which also makes librarians 
cultural intermediaries because they select the books on offer (Seegers 1989). Libraries possess 
cultural capital meant for public and free-of-charge use, which implies that the state support for 
libraries involves an ideological motivation to alleviate social exclusion through the transmission of 
cultural capital (Summers and Buchanan 2018).

Although there is a wide consensus regarding the fact that libraries and reading provide ‘capitals’, 
research so far has focused more on the libraries’ connections with social rather than cultural capital. 
For example, libraries have been approached as spaces for levelling social hierarchies (Aabø, 
Audunson, and Vårheim 2010; Audunson 2005), as a democratising force or as sociocultural actors 
that advance the integration of disadvantaged groups (Summers and Buchanan 2018), and some
times even as promoters of urban regeneration (Skot-Hansen, Hvenegaard Rasmussen, and 
Jochumsen 2012). However, many groups do not use libraries at all (Sbaffi and Rowley 2015), with 
use being highly differentiated (OKM 2023). Many scholars have conceptualised these changes by 
arguing that libraries, instead of simply managing book collections, are forums for connecting 
people and fostering conversations with surrounding communities. For instance, David Lankes 
(2011, 13) has suggested that the task of libraries should be to ‘improve society through facilitating 
knowledge creation in their communities’ – an agenda that is fully aligned with the Nordic vision and 
legislation for libraries, as we have seen above.

At the same time, libraries have struggled with austerity measures and budget cuts (Robertson 
and McMenemy 2020), which have also occurred in Finland, leading to a strong decrease in 
purchases and collection sizes in the recent decades (OKM 2023). Although digital access and digital 
services provided by the libraries are an important part of library services for many users (Cohron  
2015; Leguina, Mihelj, and Downey 2021), digitalisation remains a double-edged sword: we know 
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that the threefold digital divide remains and that digital skills are not equally distributed (Mihelj, 
Leguina, and Downey 2019; Scheerder, van Deursen, and van Dijk 2017; Van Deursen and Van Dijk  
2019). On a larger scale, this has meant that libraries have been changing from Habermasian, secular 
and rational public spheres into spaces marked by marketisation and consumption that are forced to 
justify their public funding and adopting business management discourses and ideals (Day 2002). 
Therefore, libraries have been trapped at least partly into the same vicious circle as other public 
institutions that must justify their existence (Buschman 2003).

Our data are derived from online discussions – more specifically, from tweets and comments on 
newspaper articles. This context should carefully be taken into consideration. Different kinds of new 
media technologies may enhance social cohesion (Norris and Inglehart 2009) and enable users to 
establish contacts with people outside their offline social networks, resulting in various benefits and 
improved possibilities (Koiranen et al. 2020). At the same time, constantly increasing digital access 
may not help close the digital divide (Mihelj, Leguina, and Downey 2019). For instance, situations of 
increased digital demand, such as during the COVID-19 lockdowns, can increase digital inequalities. 
This is also true for libraries: research shows that digital inequalities regarding the takeout of digital 
materials rose during the pandemic (Jæger and Blaabæk 2020). Furthermore, the logic of social 
media may lead to greater inequality and polarisation instead of democratisation and a better 
distribution of opportunities. It has been argued that the proliferation of social media can produce 
‘echo chambers’ in which like-minded clusters of people end up sharing similar worldviews and 
drifting further away from the influences of diverging views (Kearney 2019).

3. Data and methods

We use the following two sources of online data discussing the new Oodi library: tweets and the 
comment section of the largest Finnish quality newspaper, the Helsingin Sanomat (see Purhonen et al.  
2019). Twitter users are often described as younger and more educated than the general population 
and in possession of good internet skills (Hargittai 2015). They disproportionally represent members of 
well-off groups in some countries, such as the UK and the US (Blank 2017). This is true for Finland as 
well (Koiranen et al. 2019). Despite these known biases, we consider that Twitter and library users may 
overlap to some extent because both groups have a relatively higher social status than people not 
using Twitter or libraries (OKM 2023). Moreover, we find tweets to be a useful source for our analysis 
because they capture general aspects of the discussions and sentiments related to the new Oodi 
library. A similar logic holds for the comment section of the online version of Helsingin Sanomat, even if 
this source may attract older groups that use traditional media outlets more than their younger 
counterparts (Purhonen et al. 2014). In addition, the comment section of Helsingin Sanomat was 
included in the data to obtain a set of more discursive and moderated data, compared to the relatively 
short tweets.

We started the data-gathering process by downloading all the tweets from the opening day of the 
Oodi library (5 December 2018) until the starting day of the analysis (2 November 2022). After an 
initial inspection, we decided that a more discursive data source was needed. Therefore, we decided 
to include comments from the news articles of Helsingin Sanomat for approximately the same 
timeframe. However, finding that interesting data were generated even before the opening day of 
the Oodi library, we decided to include such comments in our sample and stop collecting news 
articles comment when there started to be clearly less of them. News article comments were 
collected from 12 November 2018 to 4 July 2022. There is thus a small discrepancy regarding the 
start and end dates of the timeframe between the two data sources.

The tweets were downloaded using academictwitteR (Barrie and Ho 2021), which provided 
access to historical tweets when combined with access to Twitter V2 API with an academic 
account. All tweets (excluding retweets) containing either or both keywords ‘oodi’ and ‘#oodi’ 
were downloaded from 5 December 2018, the opening day of the Oodi library, to 
2 November 2022, the starting date of this study. Many tweets were retrieved with two main 
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sources of noise. First, the word ‘oodi’ yielded many non-Finnish tweets, which were filtered out 
using the language variable provided by the Twitter API. Secondly, the remaining data of Finnish 
tweets contained a large number of tweets unrelated to the Oodi library. After inspecting the 
data, we decided to keep only the tweets with the hashtag ‘#oodi’. This reduced the hetero
geneity of the data considerably and ensured that the final set of tweets used in the modelled 
data discussed the Oodi library. This process yielded a total of 1337 tweets.

To obtain comments from the Helsingin Sanomat, we used a search function provided on the 
newspaper’s website, again employing the keyword ‘oodi’. From the large list of matches, relevant 
links were saved, yielding a collection of 39 news articles. Although comments from the news articles 
can be used for research, the use of automated web scrapers is prohibited in the terms of service of 
the Helsingin Sanomat; thus, the comments from these news articles were manually copied to an 
Excel file and cleaned up using automated processes. The number of articles included in the data 
decreased for two reasons. First, not all articles had a comment section, thus generating no 
discussion. Second, news articles with fewer than five comments were discarded because we wanted 
to focus on the most prevalent and opinion-generating aspects of the discussions regarding the 
Oodi library. After this selection process, comments from a total of 28 news articles published 
between 12 November 2018 and 4 July 2022 were included in the data. This process resulted in 
a total of 1,005 comments. The final size of the corpus, which consisted of tweets and comments 
from news articles, contained 2,342 documents.

A set of standard textual data cleaning procedures were applied to the corpus. Special characters, 
emojis, links and similar elements were removed. The text was lemmatised using the R-package 
udpipe (Wijffels 2022). Part-of-speech tagging provided by udpipe was used to filter out all words 
other than nouns and adjectives. Tokens shorter than three characters were discarded, along with 
a set of pre-defined stop words, such as the keyword oodi and the Finnish-language term for library, 
kirjasto. The list of stop words is provided in Appendix Table A1. The remaining vocabulary was 
pruned to contain only tokens with a frequency higher than six. This process yielded a vocabulary 
with of 790 words. Common words included Helsinki, hyvä, kirja, lapsi, ihminen, uusi, paikka and tila 
(Helsinki, good, book, child, human/people, new, place and space). Three out of four messages were 
generated during the first year of the timeframe.

After merging the datasets from the tweets and the Helsingin Sanomat comments and applying 
the aforementioned text-cleaning operations, we created a document-term-matrix with 2,342 rows 
(representing units of the analysis and thus corresponding with the total number of the tweets and 
comments) and 790 columns (corresponding with the number of words in the vocabulary of the 
cleaned corpus). This document-term-matrix was used with the metadata of the documents to 
model the discussion on the Oodi library.

In line with an increasing number of other scholars, we consider topic modelling to be a good 
approach for analysing and making sense of large amounts of text. The goal of topic modelling analysis is 
to reveal latent topics that describe the prevalent dimensions of discussions in the corpus. We conducted 
a quantitative analysis of the textual data using structural topic modelling (STM) (Roberts et al. 2014; 
Roberts, Stewart, and Airoldi 2016), a variant of more common Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic 
models (see, e.g. Blei 2011). Similar to LDA topic models, STM is a mixed-membership model in which 
each document is represented as a mixture of topics (Roberts et al. 2014). STM has the advantage of 
incorporating information about the documents (in our case, tweets and news article comments) we are 
modelling. In our model, we included information regarding the date and source platform of the posts. 
We assume that the date and source platforms impacted topic prevalence. STM allows us to explicitly 
include these assumptions into the model as covariates and analyse their relationships with the topics. 
Another advantage of STM is that the topics are allowed to correlate. A correlated pair of topics means 
that similar topics are discussed in some regards overlapping but otherwise distinct vocabularies. 
A positive correlation arises if two topics are repeatedly discussed within single documents (i.e. 
a tweet or a newspaper comment). This is advantageous because we assume that some major topics 
can generate discussions from different angles. For example, the role of libraries can be perceived to 
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involve more dimensions than simply providing books (Goulding 2008), and such sub-dimensions 
related to the role of libraries can emerge as distinct but correlated topics.

To account for the call of DiMaggio, Nag, and Blei (2013, 577) that topic modelling must 
‘recognize the relationality of meaning by treating terms as varying in meaning across different 
contexts’, we complemented our structural topic modelling with a qualitative thematic analysis. The 
first analytical step of the qualitative analysis involved identifying the vocabularies and sizes of the 
altogether eight topics produced by the topic modelling. Based on the most common words, the 
topics were assigned the following names: architecture, design, infrastructure and renovations, role of 
the library, book selection, social problems, ideological battles, and promotion and hype. The number of 
comments or tweets assigned to each respective topic based on the highest probability of stemming 
from that topic varied significantly, from 85 to 823 comments or tweets. The comments and tweets 
for all eight topics were first superficially skimmed to establish a general idea of the content of each 
topic (Silverman 2014). Then, we scrutinised all topics individually and coded recurring themes (e.g. 
‘criticism of Oodi’s architecture’, ‘everyone is welcome in Oodi’ and so on) to discover and classify the 
symbolic boundaries that commentators drew to ‘categorise objects, people, practices’ or to ‘sepa
rate people into groups’ (Lamont and Molnár 2002, 168). After a first round of coding, the themes 
were compared both between topics and with the original topic modelling, going back and forth 
between the topic models and the themes. In the final coding round, we combined individual 
themes into larger themes, such as ‘libraries should reflect taxpayers’ interests’, ‘openness towards 
others’ and so on. Suitable excerpts were selected from the data to exemplify the topics. The 
comments and tweets were translated from Finnish into English, including the possible hashtags.

4. Findings

4.1 Topic modelling

After running multiple structural topic models with different numbers of topics and starting values 
for the seed, a model with eight topics was deemed to be the most suitable choice based on 
a comparison of the fit statistics of the models and a qualitative inspection of the most common 
words and exemplary answers for each topic. The topics of the selected model are presented in 
Table 1, while the correlation matrix of the topics is provided in Table 2. Below, we briefly consider 
the model and topics, before examining each topic qualitatively in the following section.

The three first topics (architecture, design and infrastructure and renovations) are positively 
correlated, and thus form a shared dimension of the discussions, despite their varying emphases. 
All are related to Oodi as a physical place. The architecture topic focuses on more concrete issues 
related to the building (good, new, place and so on), while the design topic seems to yield words more 
related to Oodi’s societal value (money, construction, taxpayer and so on). Finally, the infrastructure 
and renovations topic includes words associated with the challenges that the Oodi building has 
already faced (door, floor, revolving door).

The second group of positively correlated topics comprises the role of the library, book selection, and 
social problems. The first topic is correlated with the latter two, which in turn do not correlate with each 
other. The role of the library topic touches on the role that the library plays in society (time, knowledge, 
important), while both book selection and social problems represent contested dimensions of the role of 
the library. The book selection topic includes words on the traditional book-related function of the library 
(book, service, Finnish, literature), and the topic of social problems is related to the media debate regarding 
Oodi as a meeting place for drug users and ethnic minorities (drug, user, situation, toilet).

The remaining topics (ideological battles and promotion and hype) represent distinct dimensions 
of the discussions about the Oodi library because they do not correlate with any other topics. The 
ideological battles topic (child, person, event, woman) focuses on a specific and highly debated event 
organised in Oodi that we will discuss later. Finally, the promotion and hype topic focuses solely on 
the positive aspects of Oodi (Helsinki, wonderful, new).
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Figure 1a depicts the different prevalences of the topics according to the platform. Only the two 
final topics, particularly promotion and hype, are more commonly discussed on Twitter. All other 
topics are more commonly discussed in the Helsingin Sanomat comment section. Figure 1b visualises 
the temporal trends of the topics and shows that most topics are discussed evenly throughout the 
time frame of the analysis. An interesting finding is that whereas the topics typical to the Helsingin 
Sanomat exhibit a moderate peak and then practically vanish, the topics related to Twitter have 
a higher prevalence and higher peaks and do not fade in the same way as the newspaper comment 
topics. We find clear deviances in otherwise uniform distributions for the topics of social problems 
(peak in early 2020) and ideological battles (peak in 2022). Both peaks can be logically explained by 
the events that happened at those specific moments. The fact that ethnic groups had ‘found’ Oodi 
was largely discussed soon after the opening, from 2019 onwards, while a highly debated drag-artist 
storytelling event, which we shall return to in the next section, took place in July 2022. In the next 
section, we expand on the topics through a qualitative reading.

4.2 Qualitative thematic analysis

The first topic of architecture revolves around the classical issues of who Oodi is designed for, 
and eventually belongs to. The discussion is polarised around the following question: Is the 

Table 1. Topics, topic proportions and the most important words and their translations. 8-k structural topic model with document 
date and source platform of the document as covariates.

Topic Topic proportions Important words English translation

Architecture 0.13 hyvä, rakennus, ihminen, paikka, maailma, 
uusi, julkinen, puoli, mieli, arkkitehtuuri

good, building, person, place, world, 
new, public, side, mind, architecture

Design 0.08 suuri, raha, rakentaminen, suunnittelu, 
keskusta, suunnittelija, suomalainen, 
veronmaksaja, asiakas, johtaja, virhe

large, money, construction, planning, 
centre, designer, Finnish, taxpayer, 
customer, manager, mistake

Infrastructure and 
renovations

0.12 ovi, kaupunki, vuosi, talo, kerros, pyöröovi, 
aika, hieno, kuukausi, tapa

door, city, year, house, floor, revolving 
door, time, fine, month, way

Role of the library 0.12 asia, oma, aika, paikka, osa, tieto, sellainen, 
koko, erilainen, tärkeä

thing, own, time, place, part, 
knowledge, kind, size, different, 
important

Book selection 0.13 kirja, tila, mieli, palvelu, Suomi, vanha, pieni, 
uusi, kirjallisuus, hiljainen

book, space, mind, service, Finnish, old, 
small, new, literature, quiet

Social problems 0.07 käyttö, ongelma, huume, käyttäjä, ratkaisu, 
tilanne, tila, ihminen, vessa, olohuone

use, problem, drug, user, solution, 
situation, space, person, toilet, living 
room

Ideological battles 0.11 lapsi, ihminen, mieli, aikuinen, nuori, 
tapahtuma, nainen, Purra, hyvä, aihe

child, person, mind, adult, young, 
event, woman, Purra, good, topic

Promotion and 
hype

0.25 Helsinki, hieno, upea, uusi, Suomi, kello, 
hyvä, päivä, kiitos, ihana

Helsinki, great, wonderful, new, 
Finland, clock, good, day, thank you, 
marvellous

Table 2. Correlation matrix of the topics produced by structural topic model. Positive correlations used in interpreting similarities 
between topics are highlighted.

Architecture Design
Infrastructure 

and renovations
Role of 

the library
Book 

selection
Social 

problems
Ideological 

battles
Promotion 
and hype

Architecture 1
Design 0,38 1
Infrastructure and 

renovations
0,26 0,23 1

Role of the library −0,14 0,06 −0,15 1
Book selection −0,04 −0,05 −0,17 0,2 1
Social problems −0,17 −0,01 −0,04 0,16 −0,14 1
Ideological battles −0,35 −0,31 −0,28 −0,02 −0,2 −0,13 1
Promotion and hype −0,25 −0,36 −0,29 −0,42 −0,19 −0,35 −0,23 1
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library designed for alleged passers-by admiring the architectural ‘Wow’ effects and various 
groups that do not respect the original function of libraries or for ‘real’ library users who are 
supposedly capable of valuing and appreciating the public services offered by the libraries? 
A large part of the comments are, in a spirit of cultural goodwill, appreciative of the archi
tectural uniqueness of Oodi and associate the library with being not only civilised but also 
dynamic and international:

What does it matter that the word library brings different connotations to peoples’ minds? Lots of books, silence, 
stagnation. I have been to Oodi more than ten times, always borrowing books. And my spirits have risen. It’s 
a wonderful place! It feels dynamic, you always see many foreigners. And you get the feeling that there are many 
things going on. Now that they have opened the big third-floor terrace, it’s even better. (HS 1.7.2019)

Another strand of the architecture topic includes a critical debate on whether the architects of Oodi 
have really managed to capture and design the spirit of what is understood as a library:

We should think of some new word to characterise Oodi. A library, it’s not. A book requires concentration from its 
reader. Concentration requires silence. It’s that simple. They really should have built a swimming pool and 
a sauna into Oodi. There are already spaces for loitering and sewing, and so on. You really have to look around in 
order to find even a couple of freaking books from this architectural creation that they call a ‘library’. (HS 
17.3.2019)

In this same vein, a notable part of the discussions under the architecture topic consider Oodi 
unpractical, stuffy, pretentious, snobbish and therefore even embarrassing. Here, again, commenta
tors go back to the fact that the architects did not understand the real needs of library users and that 
Oodi has been a relatively expensive investment compared to what it allegedly offers the taxpayers:

Figure 1. a) prevalence of topics by the source platform. Topics on the negative side of the x-axis are more commonly discussed 
in the comment section of Helsingin Sanomat, topics on the positive side in Twitter. b) prevalence of topics during the time frame 
of the analysis. Higher proportion in given time indicates more active discussion.
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Who is in charge of drafting this building, I would like to know. 160 million of taxpayers’ money is used. Sure, 
there are architects for all kinds of planning work. Oodi is not planned for human scale or to suit Finnish weather 
conditions. This is embarrassing wow architecture. (HS 6.9.2019)

The second topic on design treats Oodi more as a space designed by specialists who, according 
to some commentators, made erroneous, greedy, and even morally dubious decisions. The 
consensus here seems to be that even if Oodi has attracted national (and perhaps especially 
international) attention, this has been at the expense of the classical, more modest functions of 
libraries:

The design has been extravagant, and the designers strove for publicity, fame, and credit. The flaws of the design 
are unmasked bit by bit. The taxpayers pay for the errors in design. Disgraceful. (HS 8.9.2019)

The design topic also often questions the economic value of building Oodi and critically contrasts it 
with other public investments, such as schools or daycare centres. Discursively, this aspect is highly 
similar to a certain kind of new public management discourse in which public services are expected 
to provide ‘value’ to their ‘customers’ (see Day 2002):

The important thing is to make it perfect from the beginning, otherwise it’s better not to do it at all. This is 
because Finns can’t tolerate that tax money is wasted on a ‘library’ that could have been built with 10 millions 
instead of 100 millions. With the money saved, they could have patched up, for instance, Helsinki schools and 
nurseries, which have been left without fixing. (HS 6.9.2019)

The third topic of infrastructure and renovations is largely centred around the massive negative 
attention that Oodi received after it turned out that the architects had made erroneous assumptions 
about which doors people would use to enter the library. Most of the massive numbers of people 
entering Oodi did not use its main doors, which opened to an enormous square facing other 
important and impressive landmark buildings, such as the modern art museum Kiasma, the new 
music hall Musiikkitalo, the Helsingin Sanomat headquarters’ building Sanomatalo and, further in the 
distance, the Parliament House. Rather, library visitors tended to enter through a smaller revolving 
door near the main railway station. This meant that due to so much use, these doors needed to be 
changed less than a year after opening, with the renovation taking four months. The infrastructure 
and renovations topic mainly consists of ironic comments on bad planning, the poor competitive 
tendering practices in the public sector and the irony of new things breaking much quicker than old 
ones:

What do you get when you combine the talent of competitive tendering of the public sector, the Finnish 
construction sector and taxpayers’ money? You get a four-month door renovation in a library-cafeteria opened 
less than a year ago. Think about it, a four-month door renovation. Jesus. #oodi. (Twitter 5.9.2019)

This topic includes important symbolic boundaries between what is considered the ‘miserable 
Finnish style’ one that is supposedly international, dynamic, and therefore much better:

If that kind of renovation were well planned, it would take a couple of weeks maximum. But in Finland, the 
culture of construction is such that a majority of the time span for renovations is swallowed by bad planning – 
and that also costs. Is it finally time to change stagnated policies? (HS 30.8.2019)

This debate comes thematically similar to the following topic of the role of the library. Here, the 
concern that ‘libraries are not libraries anymore’ is further spiced up with different kinds of ideas 
about the ideal customer and, eventually, about the role of public libraries in a changing and rapidly 
digitalising society:

I feel like the concept of libraries is strongly changing, it’s no longer what I was used to. The point would be that 
everyone finds their own place in these libraries, I just feel like regarding Oodi, a really big group won’t find it 
there anymore. The feeling there is so restless that when you step out, you are more restless and grumpier than 
when you stepped in. (HS 17.3.2019)
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An integral part of the role of the library topic involves a continuous negotiation regarding the real 
‘ownership’ of public libraries. The topic includes some rather populistic overtones criticizing the 
universality of tax-funded public services and draws strong symbolic boundaries between undesired 
groups and ideal customers portrayed as ‘owners’:

Now, it would be important to know how many of the visitors pays taxes and how much of that comes to 
Helsinki, in other words, who the owners are. For any other visitors, there should be an entrance fee to cover the 
costs of that ridiculously expensive pointless building. (HS 13.4.2019)

This was just what I was afraid of, that we would use tax money to offer some people a place to stay with free 
toilets. Worse still, if they spread diseases. I visited it once, and for a person who has used libraries since being 
a schoolchild, it was a big disappointment. (HS 17.3.2019)

At the same time, the role of the library topic also includes some ideas about the necessity of 
a perpetual change and about the fact that libraries, as defenders of cultural capital, cannot cling to 
old-fashioned analogical forms of knowledge but must move on to offer new kinds of cultural goods 
to the clients in a rapidly changing information society. A good example comes from this lengthy 
comment exalting the cultural capital of the many mobile workers who gather in Oodi:

We have moved from a book society to an information society. Instead of reading books between covers, the 
majority of Oodi’s visitors are studying the files that exist under the covers of their laptops, or the information 
treasures on their tablets/mobile phones. (. . .) So what is Oodi? Could it be an ode to the information society and 
to tomorrow? (HS 17.3.2019)

A logical continuation of this topic is book selection. This topic indicates an ongoing conflict between 
the traditional, old-fashioned library meant for discovering and reading books, and its allegedly 
modern version, the infamous ‘community centre’:

Oodi is a pretty nice community centre, you could hardly call it a library. There are a couple of low bookshelves. 
(HS 26.3.2019)

Many commentators directly express their unhappiness with the ‘new’ features of Oodi and ask 
whether these new libraries can be considered libraries at all:

Oodi is most probably wonderful and much needed, but is it anymore a library, that’s food for thought. I might 
be old, but in my view, libraries have to be peaceful and silent places, you don’t need any kind of buzz there. (HS 
12.4.2019)

The sixth topic of social problems gathers much of the plentiful media discussions on the many partly 
unexpected scenarios that Oodi has gone through since it opened, many of which have forced 
politicians and librarians to clearly express official policies on what kind of behaviour is tolerated in 
the public libraries. In the media, just as in the comments gathered under this topic, the most 
discussed challenges have been related to questions of whether drug users and marginalised ethnic 
groups are welcome to use library spaces or whether they are an unwelcome nuisance that should 
be transferred elsewhere so that the library could better accommodate its ‘customers’. Some 
comments are welcoming and argue that, indeed, libraries are public, uncommercial spaces that 
should be free to everyone with certain conditions:

Oodi is a large multipurpose building where everyone is welcome. If the drug users were given a couple of rooms 
to use as supervised injection rooms, the situation could calm down, and the toilets would remain for the 
purpose that they were originally intended for. Oodi’s location for the supervised injection rooms is ideal 
because the businesses of many users are handled in the vicinity. Oodi also has guards ready. Birds in their 
little nests agree, and everyone should feel welcome. (HS 22.2.2020)

However, a large portion of the topic expresses much stricter views, calling for zero tolerance for the 
ideal of ‘everyone’s living room’ and for tough measures to remove ‘problems’:

There is a simple solution for Oodi’s problems: let’s renounce of the thought that it is ‘everyone’s living room’ 
and make known that the people who sell and use drugs in Oodi and other hooligans are not welcome, let’s 
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increase the number of guards. All the aforementioned groups will be removed from the space if necessary, and 
they will be banned from entering. We can speak some other time about the solution to the drug problem. (HS 
19.2.2020)

A highly related topic is ideological battles. However, this topic is thematically much more homo
geneous than the previous one: most comments and tweets address a specific children’s storytelling 
event that took place in Oodi in July 2022 as part of the Helsinki Pride week. While a drag artist was 
reading books in the children’s area, a small demonstration of ultra-right groups occurred outside 
Oodi. The demonstration was at least partly fuelled by the comments of many conservative 
politicians who criticised the event online. This kind of mindset was closely mirrored in the topic:

I consider it a worrying phenomenon that drag men dressed as women do storytelling events for children. I don’t 
understand what else the point is than to indoctrinate the children into a #pride ideology that wants to 
transform the natural division of the two sexes into ‘gender diversity’ #oodi. (Twitter 2.7.2022)

At the same time, many comments and tweets included in this topic voice the exact opposite views 
of tolerance and openness to diversity. In fact, many commentators refer to the public library as 
a ‘safe space’, one whose universal tolerance and legitimising power citizens can trust in all cases:

The vandalisation of Oodi’s storytelling event proves that we need more of these storytelling events. Just so that 
our kids don’t become these kinds of vandalizing adults, but people who understand human diversity #oodi 
#Pride. (Twitter 2.7.2022)

Finally, the eighth topic of promotion and hype is highly different from the other topics. Mostly, it 
includes excited comments of people who visited Oodi for the first time, as reflected by the fact that 
this topic peaked at the start of the studied timeframe and became less prevalent over time. 
Although comments here are shorter and less often directly related to ongoing debates or con
versations, they share the same internal debate regarding the different and mutually exclusive roles 
of libraries as either common living rooms or as havens of cultural capital. The exact term of ‘living 
room’ is often present in the comments:

Congratulations Helsinki and us citizens of Helsinki. Our new living room is now open ❤ #oodi #helsinki #mycity 
#kirjasto #library #livingroom. (Twitter 5.12.2018)

In a similar celebratory tone but with an emphasis on the civilising values of public libraries, many 
comments praise the fact that people were queuing to Oodi instead of participating in what the 
commentators considered less legitimate activities, thus drawing strong downward boundaries:

I’ve got to dig this: we Finns are queuing to experience culture, art, civilization, and architecture, and not 
anymore to multinational fast-food chains. #gottalove it @amoskonst @luxhelsinki @HelMet_libraries #oodi. 
(Twitter 6.1.2018)

5. Concluding discussion

We have shown that Finnish online conversations on Twitter and in the comment section of the 
Helsingin Sanomat, the largest subscription newspaper in Finland, regarding the new and controversial 
Oodi library were centred on the following eight topics: architecture, design, infrastructure and renova
tions, role of the library, book selection, social problems, ideological battles, and promotion and hype. 
Wefound that the various topics also formed larger, mutually corresponding clusters. The first three 
topics of architecture, design, and infrastructure and renovations correlated positively with one another 
and constituted a milieu for debating the physical space of the library. The topics of the role of the 
library, book selection and social problems were only partly positively correlated; the first topic correlated 
with topics two and three, but the latter were not correlated with each other. This cluster pointed to an 
enduring debate on the role of the library in society with the following two main dimensions: the 
traditional task of book selection and the much more recent discussion regarding the social problems 
that threatens the traditional functions of libraries. Finally, the ideological battles and promotion and 
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hype topics did not correlate with any other topics. Given that these topics were the only ones mainly 
present on Twitter, it is possible that both represent the typical short-lived discourses of online debates. 
In addition, we found that certain topics were more time bound and connected to single events, such 
as the topic of ideological battles, which was mostly related to a single controversial event. Other topics, 
such as the role of the library, were discussed throughout the studied timeframe.

The subsequent qualitative analysis demonstrated that most topics exhibited strong internal 
polarisation and tensions. The discussions clearly showed that many of the ongoing transformations 
were met with both tolerance, curiosity, and cultural goodwill as well as critical concerns about the 
vulnerability of and, to some extent, even perceived loss of power by the ‘average taxpayer/reader’. 
These attitudes of tolerance and criticism seemed to be mutually exclusive and polarised against 
each other. Furthermore, deep down, all debates touched on the question of for whom public 
libraries and spaces such as Oodi are meant. Are they supposed to accommodate tolerant and 
cosmopolitan groups that use libraries flexibly just as they would any other location, traditional tax- 
paying book readers, or (also) different socially marginalised and even excluded groups? Although 
libraries are increasingly cast as social hubs that publicly promote community integration (Aabø, 
Audunson, and Vårheim 2010) and social inclusion (Summers and Buchanan 2018), the publics still 
largely struggle with these changes.

If we return to the idea of cultural capital provided by public libraries (Goulding 2008), then the 
identified tensions can be seen as discourses that concern the dissemination of the cultural capital 
possessed by public libraries. The tolerant commentators see the cultural capital of libraries as 
a universal resource that can modify existing social hierarchies by lowering the cultural participation 
threshold of underprivileged groups (Belfiore 2002). At the same time, the critical commentators 
consider cultural capital provided by libraries to be an asset that can be used as a means to 
distinguish between the library users who know how to use it in the correct way and therefore 
‘deserve’ it and those who, in their view, do not. This attitude can be understood as a strategy of 
drawing harsh moral boundaries downwards, against groups considered inferior, such as different 
underprivileged groups, like immigrants or drug users, or other people seen as leading morally 
dubious lives and lacking or not deserving cultural capital in general (Jarness and Flemmen 2019).

On a methodological note, our data bear the common limitation of online data: although some 
methodological developments on deriving the background characteristics of, for example, Twitter 
users, have been made (He and Tsvetkova 2023; Sloan et al. 2015), we do not know what kind of 
backgrounds the commentators and tweeters have, nor whether there are similar or different discus
sions on the Oodi library on other platforms (Malik and Pfeffer 2016). We can only expect that the 
commentators have some experiences related to both Oodi and online discussion forums. Moreover, 
the two forums scrutinised in this article are different – quality newspapers carry more legitimacy and 
gatekeepership, pointing to older users (Purhonen et al. 2019) while in Finland, Twitter is preferred by 
younger and more educated, even ‘elite’, users (Koiranen et al. 2019). In general, it is possible that 
ideological struggles related to public libraries are not immune to what happens online: they are 
influenced by broader ideological divisions and polarisation taking place on different social media 
platforms. Finally, it should be underlined thatthe tweets and comments from newspaper sections 
contained significant internal variation and even polarisation despite discussing superficially uniform 
topics. For instance, the topic of social problems included both harsh criticism of the ethnic groups and 
drug addicts using Oodi’s spaces as well as voices emphasising tolerance. In this sense, the qualitative 
close reading of the topics was essential to understand their full logics. Combining both quantitative 
and qualitative approaches proved to be a highly productive strategy.

The online conversations about Oodi also reflect the complicated cultural policy debates concerning 
budget cuts and decreasing numbers of both library books and loans (OKM 2023). Recent decades have 
witnessed a broad discussion regarding the quality and performance of the public sector and whether 
and how the latter should be evaluated and measured. Summarising a large transformation, scholars 
have spoken of a ‘cult of measuring’ that is based on the idea that cultural participation is beneficial to the 
point that its effects can be measured (Belfiore and Bennett 2010; Bunting, Gilmore, and Miles 2019). 
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Dubois (2015) has argued that public cultural expenses are increasingly seen as investments whose 
outcome should be a positive economic influence. Public libraries struggle with this double challenge of 
attracting enough visitors and demonstrating their public value (Goulding 2008), as attested by our 
empirical data.

In sum, the online conversations examined in this article represent recurring negotiations regarding 
the ownership of publicly funded culture and the cultural capital that it generates. This insight was not 
evident at the level of topic modelling; the qualitative thematic analysis was needed to discover it. These 
negotiations were organised around two opposing poles: tolerant and cosmopolitan views on the one 
hand and traditionalist, critical, and conservative attitudes on the other hand. This division largely reflects 
the idea of political lifestyle polarisation and the connection between political and cultural attitudes in 
the Global North (DellaPosta 2020; Flanagan and Lee 2003). Although there seems to be a shared 
understanding that public libraries do contribute to the reproduction and dissemination of cultural 
capital, there are ideological differences between commentators who believe that access to such capital 
should be a universal right and those who see it as the right of the few. This finding mirrors other recent 
research regarding feelings of resentment and betrayal among white working classes (Hochschild 2016) 
or unprivileged groups furthest from normative cultural participation who exhibit limited feelings of 
‘ownership’ of cultural goods or public culture in general (Heikkilä 2022). In a scenario of declining library 
use and the increasing polarisation of cultural practices, these insights are important food for thought 
regarding the future of public library policies and other forms of publicly funded culture.
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Appendix

Table A1. List of stop words.

oodi, and, the, public, kirjasto, olla, olen, olet, on, olemme, olette, ovat, ole, oli, olisi, olisit, olisin, olisimme, olisitte, olisivat, olit, 
olin, olimme, olitte, olivat, ollut, olleet, en, et, ei, emme, ette, eivät, minä, sinä, hän, me, te, he, tämä, tuo, se, nämä, nuo, ne, 
kuka, ketkä, mikä, mitkä, joka, jotka, että, ja, jos, koska, kuin, mutta, niin, sekä, sillä, tai, vaan, vai, vaikka, kanssa, mukaan, 
noin, poikki, yli, kun, niin, nyt, itse
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