
Abstract

 
                                                                                         The Enlightening Effects of Coffee
                                                                                                        What is so great about coffeehouses? Aside from the obvious appeal of high-priced, unpronounceable beverages
                                                                                                        available in modern-day coffee shops, in the seventeenth century, coffeehouses were meccas of significant reform in
                                                                                                        societal thought. 
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Who would have thought coffee could be so influential? Its positive 
influence may not be a surprise to my fellow early morning risers, 
however, most are unaware of its role in history and more specifically its 
role in the Age of Enlightenment. The popularity of London coffee houses 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries influenced the start of the Age 
of Enlightenment in the way that they brought a new beverage to the 
masses, emphasized social equality by rejecting prejudice, and broke down 
barriers to create a public sphere for literary inspiration, public opinion 
and public criticism to form.

Coffee becomes the drink of the masses
     - Stimulating effects of coffee vs. depressing effects of alcohol
     - Coffee paving the way towards the Enlightenment

Coffeehouses emphasize social equality 
     - No exchange of seats  based on social rank
     - Social hierarchies strippped down  in coffeehouses

Social equality in coffee houses leads to free thought exchange
     - Sharing thoughts from the inconsequential to the monumental
     - The effect this exchange of ideas has on the Enlightenment’s
        rejection of prejudice, e.g. Voltaire’s Candide

Coffeehouses give rise to the public sphere
     - People no longer limited to convening at home or in church
          • Jurgen Habermas’s identification of the public sphere
          • The effect that the public sphere has on the fundamentals of the
             Enlightenment 
               - Literary inspiration 
               - Public opinion
               - Public Criticism
           

Will’s Coffee House
This public sphere naturally led to the emergence of literary inspiration, 
public opinion and public criticism. A London coffeehouse named Will’s 
soon became the center for all three.

It was a popular hangout for poets and critics such as John Dryden, who was 
one of the poets responsible for inspiring the writings of Alexander Pope 
(Ellis 58). 

Other writers such as Jonathan Swift and Richard Steele both referenced their 
opinions of Will’s coffee house in their writings. Swift did it satirically in 
Hints to an Essay on Conversation, while Steele did it more genuinely in The 
Tatler (Ellis 67).

During the Age of Enlightenment, satires, such as Swift’s A Modest Proposal, 
and Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, both focused on the political, religious, 
moral and social flaws of English society. This rejection of the establishment 
and questioning of tradition were extremely fundamental elements of the 
Enlightenment.

Conclusion
By providing a new beverage, coffeehouses introduced a stimulant to a 
population overrun with depressants, thereby allowing reason to take root 
among the people. The rules within the coffeehouses allowed social equality 
to flourish, which in turn created a place where ideas could be exchanged 
without prejudice by a wide variety of people. This new public sphere gave 
the people a place where they could gather socially and non-religiously, 
allowing for literary inspiration, public opinion and public criticism to form.
All of these elements helped pave the way to the Age of Enlightenment.

The Influence of Coffeehouses

Jurgen Habermas, author of Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, credited 17th and 18th century London coffeehouses with 
establishing a public sphere where ideas and opinions could be exchanged 
and debated (Calhoun 77-78). 

The Public Sphere

Hear Me, Hear Me
Like the Age of Enlightenment which rebelled against religious authority, 
supported individualism, questioned traditions and strayed from dogmatic 
notions, this new public sphere created by the coffeehouses allowed 
individual opinions to form and gain momentum without church involvement 
or state scrutiny. 


