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By Gwendolyn Collaco 
 

Copyright © 2011 by Gwendolyn Collaco 
All rights reserved. 

 
 
 
 

 Coffee’s allure has rarely remained an individual affair. The sharing of a cup of coffee 
marks a bridge between individuals, establishing a realm of commonality between those who 
hold the cups. In the coffeehouses of the 16th and 17th centuries Ottoman Empire, this notion 
facilitated interaction, causing the rise of a Muslim subculture within these establishments. 
Though originally the tradition of the social cup of coffee held a place in the Sufi lodges, the 
social fluidity of this sect of Islam spread the appeal of the coffeehouse to the general Muslim 
populace. Thus, the coffeehouse transformed into an alternative public space in which the social 
strata of Islam blended. Following its diversified consumer group, the coffeehouse expanded its 
functionality past religion, becoming a commercial home for literature, entertainment, vice and 
political dissension. Due to these attractions, the coffeehouse brought previously private 
discourse and actions into the public, which countered traditional values and the social 
structure.  The resulting anxiety from Ottoman officials created constant opposition on both a 
political and religious front, making the coffeehouse a threat to the social institution as well as a 
non-hierarchical sphere for cultural expression. 
 

These tensions went unnoticed by European travelers in the area, who instead became 
enthralled by the social cohesion and intellectual aspects of the coffeehouse. The resulting 
version of the establishment in the West creates another, distinctly European, subculture as an 
unrestricted forum of thought for men across the classes. This adaptation, in turn, affected 
previous Western perceptions of the Ottomans as barbarians, popularized by humanists around 
the Fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453. Helped by consumer orientalism, an alternate 
image of the Turks formed around exotic appeal and intrigue. However, the fascination with 
the Ottoman culture sparked a resurgence of barbarian image from the renewed fear of an 
Ottoman invasion of Europe, this time as a subtle takeover of Western culture. Thus the spread 
of the coffeehouse brought about a conflict in the European identity of civility formed originally 
by barbarizing the Turks. So while the coffeehouse continually stood as a place for varying 
types of commonality in both the European and Turkish version, it also challenged cultural 
identities by allowing individuals to disregard borders within and around each society it called 
home. 
 

However, the phenomenon of the coffeehouse began within the spiritual rather than the 
intellectual realm. Still, the notion of a non-hierarchical public sphere transcended its 
manifestations, originally stemming from coffee’s initial purpose within Sufi circles of the 
Ottoman Empire. Al-Jaziri, a mid to late 16th century observer, described the usage of coffee in 
a Sufi dhikr, or remembrance of God, writing, “…every Friday and Monday…their leader 
ladled it out with a small dipper and gave it to them to drink, passing it to the right, while they 
recited open of their usual formulas mostly ‘la illaha illa Allah al-Malik al Haqq al mubin 
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[There is no god but God, the Master, the Clear Reality].”1 Coffee made the ideal drink for 
those worshiping God as the “Clear Reality,” from its stimulating properties, which also aided 
in the tiring dancing that could accompany a dhikr.2 Moreover, the act of sharing a drink 
emphasized the theme of brotherhood in a Sufi lodge, particularly when paired with religious 
chant. And since Sufis often belonged to multiple lodges, the sharing of coffee further 
established a specific lodge as its own sphere of worship, in which any other affiliations did not 
affect one’s participation in the dhikr. And as coffee usage commercialized with trade beyond the 
Sufi consumer crowd, this mentality of brotherly cohesion alters to social cohesion, meaning 
that class distinctions among Muslims had little bearing on their interactions at the 
coffeehouse.  
 
 Besides introducing coffee as a facilitator for a separate social sphere, Sufi Muslims 
played a role in the spread of coffee’s popularity throughout the Ottoman Empire. This 
occurred not only through the fascination for this sect of Islam, but also through the 
commonality shown by its participants to the rest of society. Ralph Hattox explains this factor, 
writing,  
 

Sufis were not on the whole professional men of religion, but people whose 
livelihood was gotten elsewhere. For religious and certainly social reasons, they 
belonged to the orders […] but their day-to-day lives were not confined to the 
orders […] hence the development of the coffeehouse as a universal social 
institution.3 
 

 From his insight, a theme of plurality arises in the Sufi sect concerning social backgrounds 
outside of religion, which transfers over to the coffeehouse. Since Sufis were not “confined to 
the orders,” they aided in the change of coffee from a Sufi drink to becoming an Ottoman drink. 
And unlike the ulema, the learned men concerned with Islamic law,4 the constant interaction of 
Sufi dervishes with the rest of society allowed them to wield immense influence among them. 
This social interaction aided in attracting more people to the coffeehouses that the dervishes 
frequented. 

 
As coffee gained recognition in the non-Sufi populace, the coffeehouses themselves 

shifted to becoming more secularized establishments, with attractions influenced by its variety 
of new customers. While maintaining a Sufi connection, a public sphere of conviviality formed, 
which encompassed a greater spectrum of the social strata than any other existing public space. 
As the 17th century Ottoman chronicler, Ibrahim Peçevi, wrote, “These shops became the 
meeting places of a circle of pleasure seekers and idlers, and also of the wits from among the 
men of letters and literati, and they used to meet in groups of about twenty or thirty. Some 
read books and fine writings, some were busy with backgammon and chess, some brought new 
poems and talked of literature.”5 Though still continually referenced with regards to the 

                                                
1 Al-Jaziri, “Appendix A: ’Umdat al-shafwa,” trans. Ralph Hattox in The World of Caffeine: The Science and Culture of 
the World’s Most Popular Drug, by Bennett Weinberg (New York: Routledge, 2001), 321.  
2 Ralph Hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origins of a Social Beverage in the Medieval Near East (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 1985), 74. 
3 Ibid., 75. 
4Suraiya Faroqhi, Subjects of the Sultan (London: Tauris & Co., 2005), 5. 
5 Ibrahim Peçevi, “Tarih-I,” trans. Bernard Lewis, in Istanbul and the Civilization of the Ottoman Empire, by Bernard 
Lewis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), 132-133. 
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dervishes, the coffeehouse became a setting of great secular importance as well. It balanced the 
dregs of society, or “pleasure seekers and idlers,” with some of the most respected, “the men of 
letters and literati.” And yet in this setting, these two extremes of Ottoman culture could come 
together without open hostility or prejudice. In fact, they could even entertain the option of 
interacting, for the act of sharing a cup of coffee put aside the labels of society temporarily to 
share a few moments of enlightenment or good-hearted cheer, in an alteration of Sufi tradition.  

 
And indeed the conviviality and romance in addition to the entertainment aspects most 

likely aided the display of social cohesion in the coffeehouse. The entertainment could also 
include dancing girls and hashish in addition to the more cerebral activities mentioned earlier 
by Peçevi, also making the coffeehouse a balance of intellectual and corporal stimulation.6 Thus 
through encompassing the spectrum of Ottoman society both by class and interest, the 
coffeehouse created a new realm for interaction that brought together the most unlikely 
individuals. And by offering attractions that could please this diverse crowd, the coffeehouse set 
an atmosphere of ease, which also encouraged interaction of all sorts and the notion of 
commonality.  
 
 Yet this new form of non-hierarchical social cohesion remained distinctly Muslim on a 
whole and actually acted to form boundaries on a religious line in the empire, making the 
coffeehouse a purely Islamic subculture. Ralph Hattox expands upon the division among faiths, 
saying,  
 

In Islamic society, the general tolerance for the protected Christian and Jewish 
minorities came accompanied with the understanding that the minorities were to 
remain both separate and unequal…the tavern probably had a more 
heterogeneous clientele than the coffeehouse. The former was perforce run 
exclusively by non-Muslims, ostensibly for non-Muslims.7 

 
In this light, the coffeehouse became the main Muslim sphere in the highly pluralistic Ottoman 
Empire. It established a concrete representation of the varied Muslim identity. However, this 
religiously affiliated identity came from solely its demographic of clientele rather than a 
significant portion of the activities that occurred there. Nevertheless, it also succeeded in 
asserting Islamic authority within the empire in face of the infidel tavern. One visible message 
came from the prohibition of taverns within the walled city of Istanbul, allowing the 
coffeehouse to occupy the socio-religious and commercial center.8 This distinction stood to 
remind Christians and Jews of their status as “separate and unequal,” despite their considerable 
presence in this expansionist empire, while it built social cohesion among Muslims. 
 
 However, as a flourishing public space for Muslims outside of the mosque, the 
coffeehouse generated strife between the Muslim community and its leaders. Ibrahim Peçevi 
mentioned the tensions arising during the early 17th century, writing, “The Imams and 
muezzins and pious hypocrites said: ‘People have become addicts of the coffeehouse; nobody 
comes to the mosques!’ The ulema said: ‘It is a house of evil deeds; it is better to go to the wine 

                                                
6 Selma Akyazici Özkocak, “Rethinking the Public and Private,” Urban History 33 (2007): 975. 
7 Hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses, 95-96. 
8 Özkocak, “Rethinking the Public and Private,” 971. 
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tavern than there.’ The preachers in particular made great efforts to forbid it.”9 The burgeoning 
and immense popularity of the coffeehouses gave the ulema cause to counter this phenomenon, 
since it slowly began to encroach upon their authority and hurt mosque attendance. Despite the 
fact that many of these men frequented coffeehouses, warranting the label of “hypocrites,” their 
loyalty and duty remained to their mosques, which they considered the true and correct public 
sphere for Muslims.  And since the coffeehouses connected to Sufism, a sect of Islam that 
skirted the edges of normality, the ulema had considerable ammunition in targeting Sufi ecstatic 
practices within dhikr gatherings. 

 
Yet the incredible opposition from religious authorities almost appears perplexing since 

they financially encouraged the coffeehouse to hold a place in this socio-religious and 
commercial center. Selma Özkocak notes the mosque connection to the coffeehouse, explaining, 
“It functioned as an entertainment place for those who came to the nearby mosque and needed 
to be occupied before and after the prayer times…the coffeehouse was assigned to a pious 
endowment, vakıf, and thus it was also financially a part of it.”10 And so the ulema attacked an 
establishment technically a part of the mosque, which was meant to keep Muslims near their 
intended destination. But the ulema could not predict that their mosque would quickly become 
the secondary destination, or sometimes even the forgotten destination. The entertainments 
and interaction available in the coffeehouse became a distraction from spiritual life and caused 
disorder to the priorities of society in the eyes of the ulema. And any tensions felt most likely 
magnified from such close vicinities, as the mosque leaders could essentially watch the growing 
crowd of coffeehouse clientele beside the dwindling mosque attendance. So to turn the minds of 
the erring worshippers, the ulema employ verses from the Qu’ran as proof of need for a 
reevaluation of the interests of the Muslim community. 

 
 One of the strongest arguments used by the ulema came from an attack on coffee itself. 

Peçevi’s references to wine and wine taverns the alluded to this, since the ulema found Qur’anic 
evidence to prove coffee’s classification as an intoxicant prohibited by God. Yet the main verse 
employed to prohibit coffee stood open to interpretation and heated debate. The Qur’an states 
in verse 5:90-91, “O you who believe, indeed khamr [wine] and maysir [gambling] and stone 
idols and arrows of divination are abominable, the work of Satan, so shun them so that you 
might prosper. Verily Satan wishes through khamr and maysir to sow enmity and hatred among 
you, and to turn you from mention of God and from prayer. So are you among those who 
desist?”11 Since coffee technically comes from a berry, the ulema labeled it as “wine,” stretching 
definitions of fermentation to classify it so.12 And due to the various entertainments the 
coffeehouses offered, an argument also arose to consider some activities there as maysir, like 
chess and backgammon. Still, the largest issue comes from accusing the establishment of trying 
to “turn [Muslims] from mentions of God and from prayer,” which the ulema took as the cause 
of the drop in mosque attendance for the coffeehouse. However, since the coffeehouse stood 
technically as a part of the mosque, both financially and spatially, a significant number of 
coffee-goers refused to consider it a snub to God. Because of this issue, in addition to the rather 
loose connections to the Qu’ran, many coffee drinkers disregarded the ulema.  

 

                                                
9 Peçevi, “Tarih-I,” 133. 
10 Özkocak, “Rethinking the Public and Private,” 971. 
11 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans., The Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 76. 
12 Hattox, 49. 
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And by this point, the coffeehouses had become entrenched in the workings of society, 
now affirming its position as the new urban center for personal relations. Particularly, the 
previously mentioned romantic aspect flourished in the face of official opposition, which only 
increased official anxieties. Even as a subculture, the coffeehouse managed to capture the vast 
range of intricacies in Ottoman perceptions and approaches to love in a single establishment. 
As Alan Mikhail remarks, “…coffeehouses, as sites of both coffee—with all its symbolic 
evocations of the heart and the lover—and coffeehouse boys, force us to think of gender in the 
Ottoman world as a complicated layering of ambiences, identities and desires—a kind of 
gender-heterotopia. In the Ottoman imagination, the coffeehouse…is a special kind of space, 
one where the rules of normal (public) space do not apply.”13 From Mikhail’s observation, the 
coffeehouse not only embodied Ottoman love, but it enhanced due to the lack of hierarchical 
class divisions and regulation. Its enclosed and sometimes limited space did not simplify 
“gender-heterotopia,” rather it allowed the “layering” to deepen and multiply as a place that 
facilitated personal relations. And sharing a cup of coffee offered an opportunity to introduce 
individuals across the social strata, unlikely to meet in any other public space, intensifying the 
alarm in authorities with the possibilities beyond mere romance and sexual diversity. 
 
 Their main fears involved the facilitators of romantic relations, which included the 
literary and political discourse amongst this varied crowd. One possibility for this sophisticated 
aspect came in the coffeehouse’s ability to bring conversations, usually meant for the private 
home, into public forum. Ibrahim Peçevi took note of this process in his chronicle, he expressed, 
“Those who used to spend a good deal of money of giving dinners for the sake of convivial 
entertainment, found that they could entertain the joys of conviviality merely by spending an 
asper or two on the price of coffee.”14 The incredible bargain provided by the coffeehouse lured 
hosts to transferring their gatherings to the coffeehouse, which offered vast amounts of 
entertainment, in addition to refreshments. But in a public arena that facilitated interaction 
through conviviality, other individuals could easily overhear issues discussed at parties, or 
possibly join in a previously private conversation with the extension of a cup of coffee. The 
easy-going atmosphere lowered pretenses, while the coffee created commonality among the 
clientele, whether these individuals had just met or known one another for years. 
 
 And the coffeehouse as a structure added to its ability to facilitate these conversations, 
which had before remained behind closed doors. Alan Mikhail suggests, “Because the male 
world of the coffeehouse shared so many characteristics traditionally associated with an 
Ottoman home, we might go so far as to assert that the coffee-house is so named with reason, 
instituting a public imitation of the private home.”15 The coffeehouses conveyed a sense of 
intimacy by inducing the illusion of the private sphere, while still maintaining its functionality 
as a public place. This association with a place of comfort encouraged the complete and broad 
spectrum of conversation, including political opinion.  
 
 Furthermore, the removal of the dinner party from the home may have actually 
intensified and broadened any conversations between a host and his guests. Ralph Hattox 
expands upon this idea, saying, “No longer was a host necessarily surrounded by…the 
trappings and symbols of his household. The act of hospitality could now be transferred to a 

                                                
13 Mikhail, Ottoman Tulips, Ottoman Coffee, 169. 
14 Peçevi, “Tarih-I,” 132-133. 
15 Alan Mikhail,“Gender, Urban Space and the Ottoman Coffee House,” 150. 
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public place where one’s responsibilities, and perhaps prestige, as a host were more limited. 
This would imply a subtle shift in the relationship of host and guest, and a break, if only 
symbolic, with old values.”16 So in this case, the coffeehouse took away the factor of 
intimidation during dinner parties, putting both host and guests on a similar plane as guests of 
the coffeehouse. Such an arrangement induces camaraderie by masking social distinctions, or 
“old values,” in a neutral public field. And by dissolving these “old values,” the coffeehouse grew 
into the threat for the Sultan by disturbing the stability of the social order.  

 
 Such unbridled interactions caused anxiety in authorities even higher than the ulema, 

since these relations muddled and threatened the societal order of the empire. So throughout 
the first century of the coffeehouse’s existence, the government continually attempted to thwart 
its growth. One of the earlier endeavors came during the reign of Süleyman the Law-Giver in 
the late 16th century; his jurist Ebu’s-su’ud, decreed,  

 
“The Sultan, the Refuge of Religion, has on many occasions banned coffee-
houses. However, a group of ruffians take no notice, but keep coffee-houses for a 
living […] The city’s rakes, rogues and vagabond boys gather there to consume 
opium and hashish. On top of this, they drink coffee and, when they are high, 
engage in games and false sciences, and neglect the prescribed prayers. In law, 
what should happen to a judge who is able to prevent the said coffee-sellers and 
drinkers, but does not do so? 
 
Answer: Those who perpetrate these ugly deeds should be prevented and 
deterred by severe chastisement and long imprisonment. Judges who neglect to 
deter them should be dismissed.”17 

 
The accusations of vice and religious negligence became the prevailing complaints of the 
Ottoman government, as well as the disorder in society, which they believed would follow. 
Since this edict identified coffee goers simply as “rakes, rogues, and vagabond boys,” it sought 
to counter the growing notion of the establishment of a non-hierarchical public sphere. By 
purposely narrowing its clientele to the basest individuals of society, the edict implied that the 
coffeehouse represented the opposite of the public sphere, and rather the public enemy, making 
the coffeehouse a threat to society as a whole. These tactics came as a protective measure to the 
government against the threat of the uncontrollable interaction and activities of the 
coffeehouse. And since pressure even fell upon the jurists of the emperor, such an extreme 
approach reveals anxieties brewing in the government for coffeehouse discourse as the cause for 
political dissension.  

 
Despite the fact that “the ruffians take no notice” of bans, the coffeehouse does not 

escape prosecution entirely, since sultans later find a more concrete cause to ban them.  Rudi 
Matthee notes, “Sultan Murad IV in 1633 used a huge fire that destroyed thousands of houses 
in Istanbul as a pretext to prohibit the use of a substance associated with political opposition.”18 

                                                
16 Hattox, 99. 
17 Colin Imber, trans., Ebu’s-su’ud: The Islamic Legal Tradition (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 94. 
18 Rudi Matthee, “Exotic Substances: the introduction and global spread of tobacco, coffee, cocoa, tea and distilled 
liquor, sixteenth to eighteenth centuries,” Drugs and Narcotics in History, ed. Roy Porter (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 35. 
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Unfortunately, sources do not specify which particular political issues were discussed within 
the walls of the coffeehouse. But the drastic measures taken by the Sultan may have come more 
from the influence the coffeehouses could garner than the issues themselves. As a meeting place 
of men from so many echelons of Muslim society, political messages and agendas could easily 
disseminate throughout Istanbul by utilizing coffeehouse clientele. And with support from 
multiple levels of society, any political opposition could acquire a force with the ability to strike 
fear into the Sultan’s government. 
 
 Yet this ability to mix the social order became one of the chief sources of fascination for 
western travelers. One 17th century French traveler, Jean de Thévenot, expressed his 
particularly emphatic views on the universal appeal of the coffeehouse, saying, “All sorts of 
people come to these places, without distinction of religion or social position; there is not the 
slightest bit of shame in the entertaining such a place, and many go there simply to chat with 
one another.”19 Though Thévenot may have been mistaken concerning religious distinctions, 
his observation marks a genuine admiration in this form of Turkish sociability and civility. 
However, his blind eye to the specific religious connections of the coffeehouse contrasted the 
Ottoman perception of this establishment as a Muslim public sphere. But by making religion an 
irrelevant factor, Thévenot created for his readers an image of the Turks separable from that of 
the barbarian infidel. As he later describes this establishment as comparable to the taverns of 
Europe, he finds a similarity in the coffeehouse that allows European culture to become 
receptive to the coffeehouse.20 This approach allowed his audience to consider the Ottomans as 
a civilized society, not unlike the Europeans reading his works, resulting in a positive 
fascination with Turkish culture. 

 
Such observations also began to challenge previously perceived notions of the 

“barbarian” Turks, which had circulated during and after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 due 
to discourse from Renaissance humanists. The barbarian image allowed Europe to unify under 
an image of the “civilized” West, since the Turks overran the intellectual homeland of 
civilization in Greek Byzantium.21 This mentality certainly does not fade with traveler 
observations, but another exotic image of the Turks arises to satisfy the growing fascination, 
which travelers, such as Thévenot, bring back to Europe. 

 
 Fittingly, the surfacing image of the exotic Turk portrayed itself most vividly in the 
early Western adaptation of the coffeehouse, which did not shy away from its Turkish origins 
in the slightest. Established only a hundred years after Istanbul’s first coffeehouse, this 
phenomenon of the 1650’s exhibited what Brian William Cowen refers to as “consumer 
orientalism,” since the intense popularity of the western coffeehouse greatly stemmed from 
romanticized perceptions of Turkish culture connected to this in-vogue beverage. As Cowan 
goes on to say, “The coffeehouses…brought a sort of orientalism to anyone willing to step in 
and try a dish of the exotic new drink and thus participate in a social ritual previously adhered 
to only by select circles of virtuosi and their fellow travelers […][it] brought together both 

                                                
19 Jean de Thévenot, The Travels of Monsieur de Thévenot into the Levant, trans. Archibald Lovell (New York: Gregg, 
1971), 150. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Nancy Bisaha, Creating East and West: Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 123, 184. 
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the genteel and the plebian together to indulge their taste for the exotic.”22 His statement 
expresses how the coffeehouse in the West gives individuals the opportunity to display their 
worldliness in a local setting by partaking in this new drink of the marvelous and strange 
Turks. And by embracing the Turkish heritage of coffee, even in the form of a modish novelty, 
the western version of the establishment furthered the tradition of commonality and the non-
hierarchical public sphere in the West.  

 
In turn, the coffeehouse redefined civilized culture in Europe, a culture that had arisen 

by barbarizing the Turks. By the late 17th and early 18th centuries, the establishment took on an 
identity of the “penny university,” or the intellectual sphere for all men, which John Houghton 
explained during his publications from this time. In 1699, he wrote, “Coffee-houses make all 
sorts of people sociable, the rich and the poor meet together, as also do the learned and 
unlearned. It improves arts, merchandise and all other knowledge; for here an inquisitive man, 
that aims at good learning, may get more in an evening than he shall by books in a month.”23 
Since the coffeehouse acted as a place to express sophistication through exoticism, it especially 
drew the attention of the bourgeoisie, who felt the most need to prove their refinement to the 
elite of society. And the coffeehouse became a highly academic and political realm to match the 
rising societal influence of the bourgeoisie as well as the main traveler observations of Turkish 
coffeehouses. However, the clientele did not limit the coffeehouse to just the upper classes, for 
the townsperson able to pay the tab remained welcome.  

 
From the popularity of this adaptation of the coffeehouse, the western notion of civility 

began to lean on the non-hierarchical public sphere as a tool. And the maintained similarities 
between this variation of the coffeehouse and the intellectual aspects of the Turkish original 
established a connection between Europe and the Ottomans with the potential to alleviate the 
confined and hateful impressions of the past. However, the prospect of this caused an even 
greater stir from western observers.  

 
 Nabil Matar expands on this perception of an Ottoman threat from within European 

cities. Concerning commodification of Islamic culture in England in particular, he says,  
“Clearly the Moors and Turks were ‘everywhere,’—not just in the literary imagination of 
English dramatists and poets, but in the streets, seatowns, royal residences, [and] the royal 
courts…The allure of the Muslim world and the challenge it posed to the Christian identity 
and the British nationalism had grown more powerful and more successful over the years.”24 
And since the Muslim world was becoming too close for comfort, British and European society 
maintained the barbarian image as a protective measure to preserve the European identity. So 
despite rise of the exotic Turk in part from the coffee and the coffeehouse, the barbarian refused 
fall. Indeed, it fought back with growing nationalistic pride and the Christian identity as 
weapons. And behind it the old fear of heathendom surfaces to prevent the blurring of lines 
between cultures. 

 
Effects of this line of thought came through in literary outlets, such as drama.  

                                                
22 Brian William Cowan, The Social Life of the Coffeehouse (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 115-116. 
23 John Houghton, “A Discourse of Coffee,” Philosophical Transactions, no. 256 (Sept. 1699), 317, 
http://rstl.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/21/248-259/311.1.full.pdf+html (Accessed Dec. 10, 2009).  
24 N.I. Matar, Turks, Moors, and Englishmen in the Age of Discovery (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 
39, 77. 
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Continuing with the case of England, the playwright, William Congreve, wrote a drinking 
song in his late 17th century play, The Way of the World, as a response to the coffee’s invasion of 
the English society. He throws his support to wine and claret as the traditional drinks of the 
civilized Christian, saying,  

 
Your Turks are infidels and believe not in the grape! 
...To drink is a Christian diversion  
Unknown to the Turk and the Persian 
Let the Mohametan fools  
Live by heathenish rules  
And be damned over tea-cups and coffee.  
But let the British lads sing, Crown a health to the king, 
And a fig to your sultan and sophy!25  

 
His song strikes at eastern imports such as “tea-cups and coffee,” stressing how their influence 
had tainted society by drawing such popularity to establishments such as the coffeehouse. 
Congreve gives particular attention to the categorization of the Turks as the infidels, which 
suggests his own fears concerning the spread of Islam into Europe through such exotic allures.  

 
This mentality echoes of the discourse after the Fall of Constantinople, when the 

menace of infidel Islam threatened the physical borders of Christendom. Yet this song implies 
that Islam crept into Europe through the coffeehouse, much to the detriment of society, in 
order to turn many proper gentlemen into “Mohametan fools” through the “sophy” in the 
discourse of the coffeehouse. As Nabil Matar describes in Islam in Britain, “To drink coffee was 
to be culturally fickle, and fickleness was the first step to renouncing Christianity…not only 
Christianity but their Englishness too.”26 And so this song carries a cry to rally behind the 
alcoholic drinks, which set Europeans apart from the Muslims in his mind. He further exhorts 
the Englishmen not to abandon their English pride to foreign goods, for in doing so, they 
invite the enemy of Christian culture to influence them more than any alcohol could. The 
English cultural identity stood as too great a prize to lose to the Turks, who had already 
defeated the cultural homeland of European thought in Constantinople.  

 
And so even in its varying forms across the Ottoman and European lands, the 

coffeehouse never ceased to cause a stir with its charm of commonality. Its implicit disregard 
for carefully established boundaries made it a source of pleasures for society and fears for those 
deeply in favor of order. But in creating such tensions and turmoil in and between societies, it 
opened opportunities for change amongst individuals and peoples through interaction. For, in 
any setting, the best partner for coffee is conversation. And that can become just as addictive as 
any brew.  

 

 

 

                                                
25 William Congreve, The Way of the World (Toronto: Dover, 1993), 57. 
26 Nabil Matar, Islam in Britain: 1558-1685 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 114. 
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