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Abstract
In a highly tourism-dependent country such as Portugal, Lisbon’s city council has 
allowed the opening of new tourism-oriented nightlife venues in the old histori-
cal neighborhood of Bairro Alto despite the local legislative prohibition passed 
in 2014. Based on an exploratory ethnography conducted between October 2022 
and October 2024, this article unveils how these venues foster a nightlife scene 
steeped in patriarchal values, heavy alcohol consumption, and an intense festive 
atmosphere that spills into public spaces. The final section of the article sets out 
findings on some of the initiatives taken by Lisbon City Council to whitewash the 
most controversial aspects of this nightlife that, paradoxically, the local administra-
tion indirectly enables through “turning a blind eye”.

Keywords Nightlife · Tourism · Bairro alto · Lisbon

1 Introduction

On September 20, 2024, the UN World Tourism Barometer estimated that 790 million 
tourists travelled internationally in the first seven months of 2024, about 11% more 
than in 2023, though 4% less than in 2019 (UNWTO, 2024). This rapid recovery of 
international tourism indicators in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic allows us to 
take a retrospective look at the pandemic period as a “temporal parenthesis” in the 
expansive evolution of the global tourism industry. However, the current (once again) 
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expansionary context of this global industry clashes with the claims made by some 
supranational organizations, global private stakeholders, and the academic commu-
nity across various scientific fields, which have over the past five years emphasized 
the need to rebuild tourism emphasizing more resilient communities and businesses, 
especially through innovation, digitalization and sustainability (e.g., Deloitte, 2020; 
Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020; Jones & Comfort, 2020; OECD, 2020; UNSDG, 2020; 
European Parliament, 2021; Galvani et al., 2021; European Commission, 2022; 
Dwyer, 2023; Schönherr et al., 2023; Peeters et al., 2024).

In a highly tourism-dependent country such as Portugal (e.g., Ramos & Sol Murta, 
2023; Neger et al., 2024), both the National Recovery and Resilience Plan mobilized 
through the Next Generation Funds and the Portugal 2030 Program were designed 
in order to support the green, digital and just transition of Portugal’s tourism indus-
try towards a more sustainable future. These initiatives seek to shift Portugal away 
from the extractivist tourism model (Bellato, 2024; Bianchi & Milano, 2024) that has 
predominantly defined Portugal’s position as a tourist destination at the global level, 
especially following the Great Recession (2008–2014) (Tomigová, 2016; Moreira, 
2018; Calheiros, 2020; Estevens et al., 2023; Pimentel de Oliveira & Pitarch-Garrido, 
2023). This commitment towards fostering more sustainable tourism is of great rele-
vance in the largest Portuguese cities, especially Lisbon and Oporto, where the strong 
and rapid expansion of the urban tourism industry over the past decade has produced 
numerous negative impacts on the social, spatial, economic, cultural, environmental, 
heritage, mobility and governance dimensions. These impacts include an overheated 
rental and real estate market, the extreme decharacterization and/or disappearance of 
the traditional retail fabric of the city center, the deterioration of the environmental 
conditions especially in the highly touristified historic downtown neighborhoods, and 
the mass eviction of residents due to extreme speculation in short-term tourism apart-
ments and/or hotels (e.g., Guinand, 2020; Sequera & Nofre, 2020; Pavel & Romeiro, 
2022; Estevens et al., 2023).

Faced with such a critical situation, and paradoxically, Lisbon City Council has 
maintained an ambivalent position. For example, while suspending new licenses for 
short-term tourist apartments in the historical neighborhoods of Lisbon city center 
from 2023 onwards, this was accompanied by the construction of 41 new hotels in the 
city center of the Portuguese capital in 2023 alone (Malta, 2024). Simultaneously, the 
nocturnal tourist city (Shaw, 2018; Nofre, 2021) mirrors a similar evolution to that 
described for the daytime tourist city. Although the dramatic expansion of short-term 
rental apartments and hotels in Lisbon’s city center has involved the closure of life-
long local-frequented nightlife venues in the former harbor neighborhood of Cais do 
Sodré (Nofre et al., 2023), the neighboring Bairro Alto quarter (the city’s main tourist 
hotspot at night) has experienced growth in new nightlife venues exclusively cater-
ing for tourists ever since the reopening of the sector in August 2022 following pan-
demic-related restrictions, as the observational fieldwork carried out for the purpose 
of this article has confirmed. The case of Bairro Alto and the actual opening of new 
nightlife venues is rather confusing as this has been specifically prohibited ever since 
2014 according to local legislation still in force1. Nevertheless, the council has seem-
ingly turned a blind eye as the neighborhood’s nightlife remains central to the city’s 
tourism attractiveness strategies. However, it is at this point that the main research 
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question of this article arises: What are the characteristics of these new nightlife ven-
ues that recently opened in Bairro Alto within a local context of transition towards (at 
least supposedly) a more socially inclusive, egalitarian, just and resilient city?

This article takes as its case study the new nightlife venues that have opened 
in the southern part of Atalaia Street in Bairro Alto mostly since the lifting of the 
restrictions imposed to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. By conducting explor-
atory ethnography in this specific sector of Atalaia Street on Friday and Saturday 
nights between October 2022 and October 2024, this article unveils how these new 
nightlife venues are based on promoting a very patriarchal nightlife characterized 
by hyper-stimulating sonic atmospheres both inside these premises as well as in the 
surrounding public space. The final section proposes findings in relation to some of 
the Lisbon City Council initiatives for whitewashing the most controversial aspects 
of this nightlife that, again paradoxically, the local administration indirectly enables 
through “turning a blind eye” (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 Location of Bairro Alto, Atalaia Street, and the specific sector of Atalaia Street discussed in this 
article
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2 Methods

This article results from the pooling of two independent ethnographic studies that 
ended up converging and coinciding in space and time. On the one hand, the first 
two authors conducted exploratory ethnography from October 2022 to October 2024. 
In November 2023, the third author, who was beginning her MA-related fieldwork 
on violence against women employees in the nightlife venues of Bairro Alto, joined 
the two authors in their research. This joint research thus became framed within the 
coordinates defined by critical ethnography for both public and private nocturnal 
spaces (e.g., Davis, 2008; Veissiere, 2010; Costa et al., 2022) as a research approach 
that explicitly aims to criticize hegemony, oppression and asymmetrical power dur-
ing nighttime leisure practices.

The three authors carried out direct observations in the case study area. The first 
two authors made a total of over 30 discrete visits, undertaken on Friday and Satur-
day nights throughout this period. These visits involved a combination of floating 
observation (Pétonnet, 1982) in the public space located in front of the premises, 
visual material collection, and sensory ethnography (e.g., Pink, 2015; Leaha, 2021; 
Vannini, 2024). In turn, the first author carried out dozens of informal conversations, 
held outdoors with patrons of the four venues considered for this article, namely Aché 
Latino Bar (37 Atalaia Street), Aché Atalaia (53 Atalaia Street), El Fuego Malagueta 
(70 Atalaia Street), and Bombar (66 Atalaia Street), all located in a 25-meter section 
of Atalaia Street. Dozens more interviews took place inside Atalaia Bar (53 Atalaia 
Street) as a privileged case study. The informal conversations held both inside and 
outside the premises were not recorded in situ to protect the role of the first author 
as an “insider researcher”. The most important conversation contents were recorded 
a posteriori in a field journal on the first author’s arrival at home after the fieldwork. 
The notes collected were not systematically organized for direct use in presenting 
the results of this article, although they did play a fundamental role in shaping the 
ethnographic descriptions in the second section. On-site informal conversations were 
notably fragmented and often fleeting. The first two authors determined that a stan-
dard systematization approach would be overly complex and, to a greater or lesser 
extent, artificial. In turn, the third author joined this research during the first round of 
revision of the original manuscript and further refined the ethnographic observations 
presented in the original manuscript. Her master’s thesis on gender violence in Bair-
ro’s Alto nightlife venues, entitled “An ethnography of women’s working spaces in 
the night time: Gender violence and the right to the night” (Galavielle, 2025), inter-
relates with the research topic of this article, with the first author her co-supervisor. 
However, it is worth noting that, at the time of submitting the original manuscript, 
we were unable to incorporate original material from her research due to the internal 
rules of her university.

Returning to the exploratory ethnography carried out by the first two authors, a 
theme of particular relevance emerges in the interdisciplinary field of nightlife stud-
ies. Informed by the academic literature, our conversations were not preceded by 
the established orthodox protocol. Crucially, there is very little debate about on-site 
ethnographic studies of individuals intoxicated by psychoactive substances (alcohol 
and/or drugs) in settings such as nighttime leisure (e.g., Aldridge & Charles, 2008, 

1 3



An Exploratory Ethnography of the New Tourist Nightlife in Bairro Alto,…

Aresi & Pedersen, 2015). Interestingly, Kelly (2019) notes how staying in tune with 
participants who are under the influence of alcohol or drugs becomes both another 
challenge and an obstacle to data collection. In other words, the research presented 
in this article is based on on-site ethnographic data collection, whereas (for example) 
most of the studies on psychoactive substance consumed in nightlife settings take 
place in environments outside of the night, on different days, in researcher “con-
trolled” environments (e.g., Pedersen et al., 2016; Edland-Gryt, 2021). Only in these 
environments can (and should) ‘real informed consent’ be sought. Furthermore, cur-
rent ethnographic research protocols for obtaining informed consent lack any specific 
mention for ethnographic inquiries conducted on-site in nightlife settings in which 
the participants either display visible physiological signs of having taken some type 
of psychoactive substance (alcohol and/or drugs) or the researcher visually confirms 
such behaviours. In this case, the researcher lacks a tool to objectively and rigorously 
verify that the information provided on the research objective and the rights attrib-
uted to the informant have been perfectly understood by the latter. As the authors of 
this article are strongly committed to academic activism towards non-discriminatory, 
violence-free nightlife spaces (e.g., Tenorio, 2023; Hilderbrand et al., 2024), the 
authors decided to move forward with the fieldwork. What is explained in this para-
graph is therefore not novel as demonstratesthe recent brilliant article by Alam and 
O’Connell (2024) on nightlife human behavior.

Regarding the physical integrity of informants contributing to the fieldwork, the 
fact of observing or holding informal on-site conversations to obtain information 
about this article’s object of study did not imply any risk for participants as under 
no circumstances is any direct or indirect information that may identify the infor-
mants provided in the article. Regarding the physical integrity of the first two authors 
while undertaking their exploratory fieldwork, on this occasion their research never 
entailed any risk. However, in the past, they were attacked more than one by neo-
Nazis, violently assaulted and/or threatened by drunken tourists during their 15 years 
of nocturnal field research in Lisbon. This was not the case during the fieldwork for 
this article. On the other hand, and informed by some self-ethnographies published 
by former nightlife venue workers (e.g., León, 2021; Hales & Galballi, 2023), the 
third author did face many limitations in her fieldwork as she faced a range of acts 
of gender-based violence, especially while gathering information alone and/or work-
ing in some Bairro Alto nightlife venues – this led her to modify her methodology in 
order to pursue her observations safely.

In addition, the first author also carried out exploratory sensory ethnography about 
the affective-emotional atmospheres shaping the venues and the public space of the 
southern part of Atalaia Street. The field notes deriving from this sensory ethnogra-
phy were also a posteriori recorded in a field journal. Furthermore, we would mention 
that photographs and short videos were taken inside the venues with an iPhone SE 
2022 256 GB (1,334 × 750 pixels, 326 p/p), especially in Aché Atalaia (a privileged 
observation space for this article). These were taken in strict compliance with the 
Ethical Issues in Visual Research (Wiles et al., 2008; Crowder & Marion, 2024). 
These photographs and short videos produced better analysis of the sensory com-
ponent of participant observation, especially in corroborating (as observed on-site) 
how some specific reggaeton songs and other styles of commercial Latin music build 
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an atmosphere inside the premises that incites seductive dances clearly led by male 
patrons as the active protagonists in this ritual of heteronormative patriarchal seduc-
tion, leaving female patrons in a merely passive role. Importantly, the authors have 
decided not to include them in this article or in any other article to protect the privacy 
of these individuals, as well as of other patrons inside the venues, observed by the 
first author. However, readers may make recourse to the Instagram accounts of the 
venues to graphically support this article (@acheatalaia53, @Bombar, @elfuego-
malagueta, @latino.ache). In addition, that we have not proceeded with systematic 
coding and subsequent analysis does not mean the ethnographic interpretation of the 
collected data and the subsequent qualitative analysis are not rigorous. In this sense, 
the collected data allowed us to complete a descriptive ethnography as presented in 
the main body of the text. Finally, and due to ethical and legal reasons, this article 
does not include any type of visual material that might explicitly contain content 
related to patriarchal violence or from which its existence might be inferred, above all 
prioritizing the protection of the dignity of the people participating in the scene and 
avoiding the re-victimization of those potentially exposed to it. Last but not least, the 
exploratory ethnography presented in this article has followed ethical and confidenti-
ality procedures as recommended in the European Commission Ethics Guide on Eth-
nographic Research and aligns with the ethical principles and the highest standards of 
research integrity stipulated by the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity 
in accordance with EU and Portuguese national law.

3 The Colonization of the Night by the Tourism Industry

The recognition of nightlife as a central factor in the social and cultural life of many 
young, adult-young, and adult population across the globe (e.g. Chatterton & Hol-
lands,2003; Haslam, 2015; Sánchez-García, 2018; Charman & Govender, 2020; 
Khubchandani, 2020; Petrilli & Biagi, 2024) allows us to affirm that the nightlife 
fabric of our cities is not only formed by the spatial distribution of nightlife ven-
ues but especially by the multiple networks of ‘nocturnal sociability’ (some more 
ephemeral, others more durable) formed by numerous memories, experiences, atmo-
spheres, emotions and affectivities (Tan, 2013; Shaw, 2014; Wilkinson, 2017; Gar-
cía-Mispireta, 2020, 2023). This underpins the consideration of nightlife (in a wider 
semantic sense) as a source of social wellbeing and community building (Kramer & 
Wittmann, 2023; Nofre, 2023). However, and in parallel, many recent authors have 
widely demonstrated that the boom in commercial night clubbing in central areas of 
post-industrial cities is closely linked to the arrival of neoliberal urban forces such as 
gentrification and touristification (e.g. Hae, 2011; Mattson, 2015; Smith & Eldridge, 
2021; Garcia-Ruiz & Nofre, 2024). In fact, nightlife has over the past three decades 
been crucial for place branding strategies on both the local and regional scales, rang-
ing from large cities and their metropolitan areas, coastal tourism destinations (espe-
cially in Southern Europe, including some Mediterranean islands destinations), and 
even some snow tourism towns (e.g., Segreto et al., 2009; Cardona, 2019o-Rama et 
al., 2019; Bausch & Gartner, 2020; Nofre, 2021; Smith & Eldridge, 2021; Malet-
Calvo et al., 2024). Indeed, some authors have also identified how the tourism indus-
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try has “colonized” the night at the global level (Rouleau, 2017; Smith & Eldridge, 
2021; Garcia-Ruiz & Nofre, 2024).

The recent literature on the central role of nightlife in the attractiveness of tourism 
destinations across the globe (e.g., Eldridge & Smith, 2019; Zmyslony & Pawlusiński, 
2020; Ramón-Cardona et al., 2021; Seočanac et al., 2022; Phucharoen et al., 2023; 
de Góis, 2024) has opened a debate on the social, economic and environmental sus-
tainability of nocturnal tourism destinations, their governance challenges, and their 
impacts on the tangible and intangible cultural heritage of local communities (Smith 
& Eldridge, 2021; Mach et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023; Fewella, 2024). Crucially, the 
concerns pointed out by these authors – among many others – in fact originate in 
previously published works that pointed to a growing interaction between the tourism 
industry and the nightlife industry, the existence of generational changes in tourism 
and nightlife consumption patterns, and the conversion of central urban areas and 
tourist destinations into ambivalent zones of uncontrolled partying as a strategy to 
enhance the tourist attractiveness of the destinations.

The drug- and alcohol-fueled tourists, night-time patrons in Mediterranean night-
life resorts, have attracted the attention of a growing number of scholars from the 
mid-2000s onwards (e.g., Carr, 2002; Tutenges & Hesse, 2008; Tutenges, 2012; Sön-
mez et al., 2013; Cardona, 2019; Boirot, 2023). Interestingly, Bell (2008, p. 293) 
had already noted in the 2000s how many of the European cities beginning to pro-
vide “ambivalently sanctioned liminal zone[s]” were then emerging as attractive 
city-break destinations where tourists could “recharge and therefore re-enter society 
relaxed and refreshed” (Ib.). Bell’s examination of “alcotourism” – subsequently 
developed by other authors such as Martinez (2015) and Bethmann (2018) – closely 
interrelates with Diken and Laustsen’s (2004) term of “party tourism”. Diken and 
Laustsen argue that recourse to alcohol-fueled nights appears as a kind of hedonism 
enjoyed on a massive scale…

“(…) in which the citizen is transformed into a ‘party animal’, a reduction 
which is experienced as a liberation from the daily routine of the ‘city’ or civili-
zation, and in which the pursuit of unlimited enjoyment creates an exceptional 
zone where the body as an object of desire and as abject become indistinguish-
able” (Diken & Laustsen, 2004, p. 99).

The concept of “party tourism” represents a solid development in the literature (e.g. 
Thurnell-Read, 2012; Iwanicki & Dłużewska, 2018; Nofre & Malet Calvo, 2019; 
Boirot, 2023). For the purposes of this article, Boirot’s definition of “party tourism” 
emerges as the most suitable for the empirical analysis set out in the second sec-
tion of this article. Thus, Boirot (2023, p.151) portrays “party tourism” as “a type of 
party that is generally urban, commercial, and privatized, targeting a young clientele, 
focused on the massive consumption of psychoactive substances (alcoholic or oth-
erwise), and giving rise to tourist travel”. However, we encounter some social class 
based differences between the protagonists of “party tourism” and the protagonists 
(with more refined cultural tastes and higher cultural capital) of the so-called “club-
bing tourism” (Knox, 2009; Grzegorz & Anna, 2015; Iwanicki & Dłużewska, 2015; 
Kožul, 2018). While “party tourism” is associated with various negative impacts on 
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local communities—such as the deterioration of public spaces and adverse effects on 
the physical and mental health of residents (Carlisle & Ritchie, 2021; Boirot & Thur-
nell-Read, 2023) – “clubbing tourism” has primarily been recognized as an effective 
strategy for urban branding and tourism promotion, particularly in Central and North-
ern European cities (e.g., Grzegorz & Anna, 2015; Garcia-Mispireta, 2016; Talk et 
al., 2023). The reference to “clubbing tourism” is currently of particular relevance in 
the wake of the Berlin techno scene receiving UNESCO Cultural Heritage status in 
March 2024. Paradoxically, in the German capital, this figure of intangible heritage 
protection clashes with the deliberate deploying of this intangible heritage (techno 
scene) as a central driver for positioning the city on the global map of city-break 
urban tourism destinations by the same actors that recently promoted its recent insti-
tutional protection (e.g., Schofield & Rellensmann, 2015; Garcia-Mispireta, 2016; 
Novy, 2018; Sark, 2023). In fact, the strategy of reinforcing the role of nightlife as a 
central feature in the urban branding and urban tourism marketing strategy may be 
perceived as a means of creating new tourism products and experiences addressed to 
very niche markets, offering new heritage narratives as well as reviewing the tradi-
tional concept of culture reaching far beyond cultural and creative tourism (Calde-
rón-Fajardo, 2023; Irimiás, 2023; Nowacki & Stasiak, 2023).

The second part of this article presents an exploratory ethnographic immersion 
into the new tourist night of the southern half of Atalaia Street in the Bairro Alto 
neighborhood, in Lisbon. Subsequently, we discuss our findings by locating them 
in relation to the recent literature in the interdisciplinary fields of tourism studies, 
leisure studies, nightlife studies and urban studies. We then interrelate these find-
ings with the initiatives undertaken by Lisbon City Council to whitewash the most 
controversial aspects of nightlife that the local government indirectly allows through' 
turning a blind eye’. However, firstly, the next section provides a short geohistorical 
overview on the Bairro Alto nightlife for non-local readers.

4 Atalaia Street: From its Origins to its Conversion into the Tourist 
Epicenter of Bairro Alto Atnight

Following Lisbon’s 1755 earthquake, the urban history of Bairro Alto went through 
deep levels of urban poverty, misery, marginalization, degradation of the public space 
and critically worsening the state of preservation of buildings. This situation began 
to change considerably as from the mid-1980s when the city council began plan-
ning some initial urban regeneration interventions, which were consolidated in later 
years through the approval of the Urbanization Plan for the historic neighborhoods 
of Bairro Alto and Bica in 1997. In turn, and as of the early 2000s, the expansion in 
the nighttime leisure economy played a central role in the progressive socioeconomic 
development of the neighborhood, becoming increasingly oriented towards visitors, 
tourists and Erasmus students especially from the 2010s onwards (Malet-Calvo et 
al., 2017; Nofre et al., 2017). Malet-Calvo et al. (2017) precisely argue how Erasmus 
students and tourists ended up reconfiguring the social topography of Bairro Alto at 
night over the last three decades. The gradual arrival of Erasmus students started with 
the inauguration of the Erasmus program in 1987 and increased exponentially after 
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the end of the 2000s (Malet-Calvo et al., 2017, 2024). In turn, it is worth mentioning 
the arrival of a significant and growing number of tourists participating in the Bairro 
Alto nightlife from the 1990s onwards, which largely stemmed from: (i) the declara-
tion of Lisbon as the European Capital of Culture in 1994, (ii) the later hosting of 
the Universal Exhibition in 1998, and (iii) the dramatic touristification of the city 
occurring over the last decade (Barata-Salgueiro et al., 2017; Sequera & Nofre, 2020; 
Estevens et al., 2023). As Nofre et al. (2017) and Malet Calvo et al. (2017) argue, 
both transnational groups (i.e., international university students and tourists) have led 
to a deep spatial, social, cultural and economic reconfiguration of what we might call 
nocturnal Bairro Alto.

Currently, the Atalaia Street nightscape is characterized by an extremely com-
modified retroscape (Brown & Sherry, 2003) flooded with the chromatic tones of bar 
signs, garlands hanging from balcony to balcony, and an evident volume of plastic 
glasses on the street, some broken glass bottles, and an almost continuous layer of 
beer and/or other alcoholic drinks spilling from glasses. Between midnight and 1:30 
am, some pub-crawl groups organized by local tourist companies (e.g. The Lisbon 
PubCrawl, Wild Walkers Pub Crawl Lisbon, Pancho Tours Pub Crawl) walk down 
Atalaia Street, dodging through the crowd and stopping in some bars where they 
consume free beers and shots and play games with the intention of getting female 
pub-crawlers drunk to facilitate the range of hook-up strategies of male pub-crawlers 
(Nofre & Malet Calvo, 2019). All of this is somewhat reminiscent of the pub-crawls 
organized in European tourist resorts, such as Sunny Beach in Bulgaria, Magaluf in 
Spain as well as in heavily touristed cities such as Barcelona in Spain, or Krakow in 
Poland (e.g., Tutenges, 2015, Andrews, 2023; Pawlusiński, 2023; Ribalaygue, 2024). 
In turn, the intangible dimension of the Atalaia Street nightscape is composed of 
a street sound ambience formed by a mixture of live music (or YouTube playlists) 
played in the bars and discos and the joy and exultation of thousands of partiers 
speaking loudly, shouting and singing outside.

5 Aché Atalaia Bar: An Exploratory Immersion into the Sexualized 
Tourist Nights of Atalaia Street

For the purposes of our exploratory ethnography, we chose Aché Atalaia Bar (53 
Atalaia Street) as our privileged case study. Together with Aché Atalaia, El Fuego 
Malagueta, Aché Latino and Bombar (all of them located in a 25-meter section of 
Atalaia Street), this reflects one of the hyper-festive, alcohol-fueled and sexualized/
sexualizing nightlife hot spots launching on Atalaia Street over the last five years 
(including the COVID-19 pandemic period) and despite the municipal ban in force 
on new licenses for nightlife venues, as previously commented.

The first notable aspect from our exploratory ethnography of Aché Atalia’s nights 
– and that this reflects an aspect common to the other bars, namely Aché Latino, El 
Fuego Malagueta, and Bombar – is the high sexualization of the young women who 
act as public relations in the middle of the street to attract clients into the venue. 
Whether summer or winter, young women (apparently aged between 18 and 23; all 
Brazilian or Portuguese) usually wear a mini-skirt or tight shorts, and a boat-neck or 
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round neckline top; when the weather conditions are wintry, they sometimes wear 
a coat that they wear intermittently throughout the night. This type of clothing for 
these young women acting as the bar’s street public relations is demanded by the 
employers at the beginning of their “employment relationship”, which is commonly 
established without any formal employment contract as in virtually all Bairro Alto 
nightlife venues (Nofre & Martins, 2017). By dressing in this way, their bodies there-
fore become an active dispositif – in Foucauldian terminology (Schaefer, 2024) – that 
allows them to attract male patrons and group them outside the premises for the door 
staff to subsequently carry out a selection of patrons for entry.

According to our floating observations from the street just in front of the access 
door to Aché Atalaia, this selection is generally based on (i) the absence of a notice-
able state of intoxication; (ii) an upper-middle class aesthetic appearance; (iii) the 
white or slightly non-white skin color of the partygoers (especially males); and 
(iv) the phenotypic confirmation of the partygoers and the languages they speak to 
prevent locals (Portuguese, especially males) from entering the venues, where the 
number of young female tourists is higher than the number of young male tourists. 
Importantly, this is another common feature shared with Bombar and Aché Latino but 
not with El Fuego Malagueta.

Crucially, the sexualization of the young women acting as the street public rela-
tions for these venues is, in turn, linked to the sexualization of “the night” in the 
indoor premises. In the case of Aché Atalaia, this sexualization of “the night” is fos-
tered by the simultaneous interplay between (i) the narrowness of the room and its 
excessively hot and humid environment, (ii) the sonic atmosphere mostly featur-
ing commercial reggaeton music, and played at dB levels above those authorised 
by municipal regulations, (iii) the minimal spacing between bodies due to an excess 
of people exceeding the legal capacity of the venue, which leads to bodily (hetero-
normative) interactions (sometimes desired, sometimes undesired) as one of the 
main seduction strategies of male patrons (mostly aged between 25 and 30 y.o.); 
(iv) the dance choreography of female clients (mostly aged between 18 and 25 y.o.), 
composed of a mixture of reggaeton perreo2 and the conventional forms of sensual 
dance commonly reproduced in the European/Anglo-Saxon clubbing world that are 
generally perceived as highly-sexualizing, especially by cis-heteronormative male 
patrons (Gómez Arrieta et al., 2022; Carrera, 2023); (v) the strong staff-led promo-
tion of shots for patrons, who often accept free shots; and (vi) the scandalous laissez-
faire attitude of the working bar staff and bystanders in the face of the occurrence 
of intense, overwhelming and even intimidating male seduction strategies through 
non-verbal language forcing physical intimacy (such as cornering females against the 
wall and not letting her leave until she gives in to the male’s torrid kissing).

At closing time, the Aché Atalaia’s male patrons divide into two groups: those who 
have been “successful” in hooking up with a female (homonormative seduction is not 
forbidden but was never observed during participant observation) and usually engag-
ing in strategies for holding the girl’s hand: the guy usually holds her hand decisively, 
pulling her slightly away from her group of girlfriends but without breaking eye 
contact between the female and her group of girlfriends (but enough so that none of 
them unexpectedly interrupts the male patron’s ‘moment of conquest’). Those who 
have hitherto been unsuccessful attempt to deploy convincing strategies either in the 
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transition between inside the venue and the street or outside the venue. In the latter 
case, the male patron’s group of friends and the girl’s group of friends (mixed gender 
groups were never observed) located separately in the street: he and she come and go 
between their respective groups and, in the middle of the street; he tries to convince 
her to continue either alone or by joining his group of friends (all young men): dur-
ing the observation period, all these attempted seduction negotiations led to failure. 
Lisbon, a city unknown to both him and her, can become very dangerous for her in 
the face of an unknown environment, people and behaviors.

6 Discussion

As it could not be otherwise, what is described in the previous section does not seek 
to convey some moralistic message about the right manner of dancing in a night-
club, it rather aims at denouncing the highly patriarchal (and therefore, aggressive) 
nature characterizing the atmosphere of the new tourist-oriented nightlife venues that 
have opened up in the last five years in the southern part of Atalaia Street. The find-
ings derived from our exploratory ethnography report a highly sexualized nightlife 
of a patriarchal type that is radically opposite to alternative nightlife scenes currently 
existing across Europe. For example, it is worth mentioning the queer raves and 
queer nightlife spaces that usually present a highly feminist, anti-patriarchal com-
mitment and the implementation of self-caring actions among ravers and/or queer 
partygoers in terms of information on the risky consumption of psychoactive sub-
stances and immediate responses to any kind of sexual aggression. These points have 
become, especially over the past ten years, an important aspect in a growing number 
of queer nightlife scenes across Europe, although the academic community has yet 
to pay significant attention to this new and central feature of queer nightlife scenes.

Back to the Lisbon case, this article has demonstrated how the development of 
a highly sexualized (and patriarchal) nightlife in the southern part of Atalaia Street 
is antagonistic to that (at least, officially) advocated by Lisbon City Council. In this 
sense, measure no. 29 of the City of Lisbon Multiannual Investment Plan 2024–2028 
provides for “develop[ing] a municipal strategy to enhance the cultural programming 
of nightlife venues as a way of mitigating the challenges of the nighttime economy” 
(p.31), while measure no. 21 of the 2nd Municipal Plan for Gender Equality 2024–
2026 embraces the idea of transforming Lisbon into a sexism-free city by promoting 
a campaign to prevent and combat sexism (p. 17). However, both that explained in 
this article and previous works by its the authors convey how the reality totally differs 
from the discourse set out in the aforementioned municipal plans. In fact, Portugal 
participated in the European project Sexism Free Nights, represented by the Portu-
guese Catholic University and the Kosmicare Association (a harm reduction peer 
support NGO founded in 2016). The project sought to design public policies and spe-
cific measures to promote a future nightlife “embracing a gender perspective in the 
promotion of safety, diversity and valuable experiences for all”3. However, Lisbon 
City Council continues to ignore any of the final policy-oriented recommendations of 
this European project. In doing so, Lisbon City Council clearly allows the reproduc-
tion of a highly patriarchal nightlife as described in the previous section. Indeed, it 

1 3



J. Nofre et al.

seems highly doubtful that the Lisbon City Council will end up forcing the venues – 
especially the bar hosting the bulk of the participant observation (Aché Atalaia) – to 
adopt any of the specific measures proposed by the Sexism Free Nights project.

In parallel, it would not be undue to argue that Aché Atalaia, Aché Latino, El 
Fuego Malagueta and Bombar are disinterested in implementing any kind of good 
practice or recommendation for a sexism-free nightlife. This is hardly surprising as 
such disinterest also extends to their impunity over their non-compliance with local 
legislation and regulations regarding, for example, the technical conditions for the 
partial soundproofing of their premises. The period of direct observation conducted 
by the authors (October 2022 – October 2024) coincided with municipal police offi-
cers reinforcing the inspection of licenses in Bairro Alto during the nighttime hours. 
However, our fieldwork conducted in the southern part of Atalaia Street enabled us 
to verify that El Fuego La Malagueta, Bombar, Aché Atalaia, and Aché Latino had 
never been fined during this period even while not complying with several points 
of the current legislation (the absence of noise limiters, double doors and a transi-
tion space between doors, their limited capacity, and lack of appropriate licensing). 
Meanwhile, other surrounding bars with similar musical offerings, openly LGT-
BQI + friendly and operating in the Bairro Alto nightlife for many years (e.g., Club 
Carib) were fined three times in 2023 and 2024 despite scrupulously complying with 
current legislation and regulations.

The institutional laissez-faire approach of the Lisbon City Council towards the 
opening of new tourist-oriented nightlife venues in the Bairro Alto (despite the 
occurrence of deeply patriarchal leisure practices inside) should come as no surprise 
whatsoever. In a recent article, Galavielle and Paiva (2025) describe the territorial 
dimension of violence for workers in Lisbon’s tourism-oriented nightlife, focusing 
on the asymmetrical repartition of violence, which varies in its nature and inten-
sity according to the neighborhood, the status of the venue, and the workers’ level 
of experience and authority in the venue. Furthermore, Lisbon City Council is well 
aware that the conversion of Bairro Alto into a tourism-oriented nightlife themed 
park generates a very significant volume of revenues for the local treasury; expressed 
alternatively, the tourism-oriented patriarchal nightlife in Bairro Alto arises as a 
goose that lays golden eggs that can (apparently) live forever.

The consolidation of a deeply (and sometimes violently) tourism-oriented patriar-
chal nightlife in Lisbon runs counter to one of the most interesting recent dynamics 
in the global nightlife scene, namely, the increasing expansion, especially in Europe, 
the UK, Australia and North America of various initiatives, strategies, programs and 
public, community-based actions (some of them with the participation of the nightlife 
industry) to combat heteropatriarchal violence inside nightlife venues through imple-
menting new gender-oriented policies, laws, regulations, bystander interventions, 
and awareness-raising campaigns (Quigg et al., 2023; Button et al., 2024). However, 
as has been shown here for the case of Lisbon, the City Council is simply unwilling 
to lose one of the core facets to the city’s tourist attractiveness, which arises from 
the transformation of Bairro Alto into a heteropatriarchal nightlife theme park in 
which tourists (especially the males) “can do what they can’t do in their cities when 
they go out at night”4. Therefore, it still remains to be seen whether local grassroots 
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movements will be able to challenge the City Council to put an end to this patriarchal 
nightlife that contradicts the path towards a non-sexist city.

7 Conclusions

The main conclusions drawn from this article reflect the importance of the need to 
involve the nightlife industry in eradicating all behavior related to patriarchal sexual 
violence occurring on their premises (e.g., Hill et al., 2020; Quigg et al., 2023; But-
ton et al., 2024). This implies the need to jointly involve the private sector, the public 
sector, the local community and academia to foster thoughtful discussion around how 
the nighttime leisure industry should evolve over the medium and long-term, espe-
cially (but not exclusively) in relation to the civic and ethical values that should be 
underpinning the promotion of their businesses. Within this framework, we would 
recall the obligation of the European nightlife industry to comply with Article 21 of 
the European Union’s Charter of Fundamental Rights, the wording of which explic-
itly refers to (among other issues) combatting any type of sexual violence. How-
ever, the academic, government and civic debate on the role of the nighttime leisure 
industry in eradicating all behaviors related to the patriarchal sexual violence that 
features widely in the commercial nightlife sector in Europe (e.g., Prego-Meleiro et 
al., 2024; Quigg et al., 2024; Fernandes et al., 2025) should also simultaneously be 
accompanied by further and more in-depth research into the current context of ris-
ing sexual violence against women. Crucially, this debate reminds us of the complex 
and multidimensional reasons for the worrying inefficiency of public administrations 
in deploying the full range of actions proposed for eradicating patriarchal sexual 
violence in Europe – and also in commercial nightlife premises. The need to foster 
nighttime leisure activities as an innovative driver of more socially inclusive, just, 
egalitarian and violence-free nocturnal cities has become more urgent than ever.

8 Endnotes

1. See legislation in: “Aprovação da alteração do Plano de Urbanização do Núcleo 
Histórico do Bairro Alto e Bica”, Aviso n.º 5508/2014, de 30 de abril, Diário 
da República n.º 83/2014, Série II de 2014-04-30, páginas 11,485–11,502; and 
“Alteração por adaptação do Plano de Urbanização do Núcleo Histórico Bairro 
Alto e Bica”, Declaração (extrato) n.º 65/2022, de 14 de abril, Diário da República 
n.º 74/2022, Série II de 2022-04-14, páginas 400–401.

2. Perreo is a style of dance and party music associated with reggaeton that emerged 
in Puerto Rico in the late 1980s.

3. For more detailed information on this project, please see:  h t t p s : / / s e x i s m f r e e n i g h 
t . e u     .  

4. This phrase represents the most common response that the first author of the 
article has received during his 15 years of ethnographic research on Bairro Alto 

1 3

https://sexismfreenight.eu
https://sexismfreenight.eu


J. Nofre et al.

nightlife (2010–2025) on asking tourists what they liked most about Lisbon’s 
nightlife.
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