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Abstract
The Enlightenment was a seventeenth and eighteenth century movement in 

thought founded on the notions of reason and progress that permanently and 

foundationally altered human society. Coffeehouses of the Enlightenment era 

were unique social institutions that represented a spatialized version of the public 

sphere and therefore, public opinion. These institutions were home to critical-

rational debate that helped to forge a self-reflective society and transmit 

Enlightenment ideals, which became the basic civil liberties and freedoms 

underlying Modernity. Through examining and comparing the culture found in 

Enlightenment coffeehouses and the culture instituted in modern society, we can 

determine how to revitalize coffeehouse culture and augment social discourse and 

civic life in modern times. This Enlightenment coffeehouse culture can and 

should be revived in modern society to truly accomplish the goal of becoming a 

civilized, progressive, and enlightened society. The reflective and hypercritical 

culture found in Enlightenment coffeehouses occurs in pockets of society today, 

but does not exist in the same fashion as in the historic institutions, due to 

changes in social standards. We can foster and revitalize the coffeehouse culture 

by promoting a culture of self-reflection, creative learning, and sociality in an 

attempt to transform social behavior. We should promote a metropolitan lifestyle 

so that citizens can live active, social lives and interact with people from diverse 

backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives. The promotion of sociality alongside 

the establishment of informal rules of socialization and better primary education 

should naturally diminish prejudices and stimulate civic participation, and 

therefore, work towards developing a critical, discursive, and enlightened society.

The Enlightenment and The Public Sphere
 The Enlightenment was a fundamental and positive break in human history that 

helped to herald in modernity through many rapid innovations: the formation of 

powerful nation-states, the rise of a capitalistic and consumer-based society, and 

an increase in literacy and education.

 The intellectual movement was a unique time period that saw rise to the public 

sphere, in which critical public opinions were formed through free and public 

discourse and served to criticize the state’s role in civil society. 

 The rise of new social institutions and avenues of communication, such as 

coffeehouses, helped further give rise to the public sphere, disseminate 

Enlightenment ideals, and develop a society that would actively partake in its own 

governance and formation of social standards. 

Modern Remnants of the Coffeehouse Culture
Modern culture contains remnants of coffeehouse culture, but many of the key 

features have become distorted or unrepresentative of public sphere ideals.

 The public man, well expressed in Enlightenment coffeehouse culture, has been 

replaced by the isolated and alienated private man with limited leisure time.

 There has been a decline in social capital and in-person sociality, especially in 

the United States, which has undermined the active civic engagement a strong 

democracy needs to flourish.2

Mass democracy has lost the capacity to generate genuine debate and 

conversation. 

Modern coffeehouses are “non-places” that lack the innovative and discursive 

spirit of Enlightenment coffeehouses.3

Media and technology have introduced innovate avenues of discussion, but the 

impersonal interaction and specific utilization of the sources greatly falls short 

of public sphere ideals, as has the lack of media credibility and objectivity.

Modern society has fallen short of Enlightenment ideals and has lost sight of the 

hope the culture inspired.

How to Revive the Coffeehouse Culture
 The revival of coffeehouse culture is not an easy task, as society must first counter 

the social transformations and barriers that dismantled the culture in the first 

place.

 Society should promote constructive conversation by fostering informal social 

standards in modern social institutions and discussion, and creating an atmosphere 

that welcomes free and rational speech.

 Society should learn how to incorporate creative and self-reflective learning into 

the discussion on moral and legal standards and into school systems, especially in 

terms of primary education. 

We should promote an urban and metropolitan lifestyle and increase leisure time 

to augment societal interactions and discussion on social standards.

Enlightenment Coffeehouses
 Coffeehouses were unique locations where different 

social classes came together under the roof of one 

establishment. 

 They provided a social space for the main purpose of a 

public sphere: the public criticism of the state and for 

people’s public use of reason. 

 Coffeehouse culture fostered intense and rational 

public discourse over a variety of political and social 

topics on the foundation of an informal set of rules that 

controlled the social space and regulated debate.

 The institutions were often viewed as a threat to 

political and social stability due to the frequent, heated 

arguments that occurred under their roofs.

More positively, coffeehouses are viewed as the social 

institutions in which Enlightenment ideals, including 

civil liberties and legal equality, were produced, 

received, and marketed through coffeehouse debate. 
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“Enter, Sirs, freely, but 

first, if you please, 

Peruse our civil orders, 

which are these.”1


