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This article explores the development of coffeehouses as public space in early modern Istanbul, placing
them within the context of wider developments, such as the level of urbanization, migration, and the con-
sequent rise of public sociability. Their links with transformations in the pattern of traditional domestic
hospitality, and the evolution of public and private space, are also considered. It is argued that Istanbul
coffeehouses made a considerable contribution to accelerate this long process of changes. Addressing the
relationship between the coffeehouses and Habermas’s public sphere, the article focuses on the local types
of coffeehouses in an attempt to relate them to urban houses in the neighborhood scale. The coffeehouse
provided a zone of interactions between different cultural communities, and performed as the only public
space for bachelors and poorer inhabitants who lodged in very limited dwellings, while it served as a prin-
cipal location for the social, political, and cultural discourses of the Ottoman elite.
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Since the 1990s, the study of coffeehouses and similar social and cultural
institutions has been influenced by new concepts and ideas relating to public
and private life. In particular, Jürgen Habermas’s earlier conceptualization of
the public sphere has opened up a new debate among historians and theorists,
questioning it from various perspectives.1 Habermas provided the concept of
“the bourgeois public sphere” that was to be conceived as a sphere of private
people coming together to confront the state and the political authorities. And
he adds a strong appreciation to the new cultural institutions of this public
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sphere, such as the coffeehouses and salons that emerged in seventeenth-
century Europe and Great Britain. In Habermas’s scheme, the coffeehouses
became centers of literary criticism first and then political unrest in these
countries, and thus they played an important role in the emergence of the
political public sphere within Old Regime society in the eighteenth century.
Habermas distinguished the literary/cultural public sphere from the political
one, emphasizing that the first (apolitical) provided, in or by the process, the
training ground for the latter. This article is an attempt to use Habermas’s core
concept as a primarily analytical tool to understand how far the coffeehouses
contributed to the formation of “the cultural public sphere” in the early mod-
ern Ottoman context.2 I will focus on Istanbul coffeehouses, how they func-
tioned as many others in the early modern world, as public space for the
production of people’s collective, social, and cultural experience.3

Only recently has the history of Istanbul coffeehouses begun to attract seri-
ous attention. However, in these studies the emphasis has tended to be placed
on either the state’s attitudes toward the coffeehouses for a particular time and
period, or on the policing and control of the conversations and activities of
those who frequented coffeehouses.4 For early modern Istanbul the historical
development of coffeehouses, their advent as a major cultural institution
remains obscure, and many of the key questions concerning their evolution in
Ottoman society are only starting to be explored. This requires a careful study
on the longue durée of coffeehouses, tracing their correlations with wider
developments, such as the level of urbanization, migration, and the conse-
quent rise of public sociability, and their links to transformation of the pattern
of traditional domestic hospitality, and the evolution of public and private
space.5 From this approach, many questions can be raised: How did Istanbul
coffeehouses begin to develop, by and for whom? Where were they generally
situated in the city? And why would this be significant, for whom? Was the
nature of the coffeehouse discourse different than that of the older (tradi-
tional) public drinking houses? What was the potential role of coffeehouses in
the formation of the public sphere in early modern Istanbul? These issues will
be explored in detail in the following pages. Throughout the article, my pri-
mary focus will be on the local types of coffeehouses, in an attempt to relate
them to urban houses in the neighborhood scale. In viewing the coffeehouses
as distinctly urban phenomenon, I shall, then, discuss whether the coffee-
houses displaced the traditional domestic hospitality, as Ottoman chroniclers
often complained, and/or whether they advanced as an extension of domestic
sociability.

DEVELOPING AN ALTERNATIVE PUBLIC SPACE

Coffee that was to be known as a Turkish drink in seventeenth-century
Europe arrived in the ports of Istanbul in 1543.6 In 1555, two merchants, one
from Aleppo and the other from Damascus, opened the first coffeehouses in
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the city.7 Others immediately followed them, but it took several years before
this new institution became an integral part of Istanbul’s urban life. Many
seventeenth-century Ottoman chroniclers repeatedly recorded how coffee
and coffee drinking faced opposition from the Ottoman authorities and
learned men.8 Apparently, it was the coffeehouse discourse with which the
authorities were concerned, not the coffee itself: who went to coffeehouses,
what they did there, and what they talked about or heard. Imperial decrees
were issued prohibiting coffeehouses.9 But the strict enforcement of these
decrees was impossible without the complete cooperation of the people of
the city, as Katip Çelebi wrote in 1656, “The fetwa (legal opinion), the
talk, made no impression on the people . . . Such things do not admit of a
perpetual ban.”10

It is not a simple coincidence that the founders of first coffeehouses in
Istanbul were, as elsewhere, merchants.11 We cannot ask them why they estab-
lished a new public house for the consumption of this new drink that they had
brought to the city. No doubt there were some benefits in coffee trade, and this
was one possible way of increasing its sales.12 Arguably however, through the
establishment of coffeehouses, these enterprising merchants were beginning
to transform the public domain in Istanbul by the end of the sixteenth century,
a century earlier than their counterparts in Europe.

Before the arrival of coffeehouses, occasions and opportunities had existed
in Istanbul for people to meet together, conversing, drinking, and feasting.
There were essentially commercial establishments, such as boza-houses (ale-
houses) and taverns. These public houses not only sold alcoholic drinks and
other refreshments, and some food, but also provided a complementary venue
for sociable activities. And thus the coffeehouses, providing an alternative
public space, immediately came to be associated with them.13 We should also
mention the public baths and barbershops, which often provided similar
services. The differences between these establishments were not always clear:
often one could perform the other’s function if needed. It is known that when
coffeehouses were prohibited within the city, people converted them into bar-
bershops with a special corner for making a cup of coffee. Most public baths
had also facilities for serving coffee to their customers, for both men and
women in separate sections. However, as elsewhere in the early modern
world, these public houses were associated with a wide range of criminal
activities in the city, from drunkenness and prostitution to robbery and urban
violence.14 Take, for example, the barbershops in 1579, which were to be
closed down because they were reported to have housed some immoral activ-
ities in their upper chambers and back rooms.15 In these cases, the issue was
usually linked to their particular location.

The setting. The Tahtakale area, where the first coffeehouses were opened,
was the center for international and local trade. As a shipping point, it pro-
vided loading and unloading facilities related to the food supply of the city,
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and coffee was one of them.16 By the 1600s, the number of coffeehouses had
grown in or near these major commercial quarters and accelerated there-
after.17 For example, Cerrah Mehmed Paşa had built a bozahane in the
Tahtakale area, on a plot flanked by two hans (urban caravanserais). His
vak¸f (pious endowment) document informs us that this bozahane had been
destroyed by fire sometime before 1604, and two coffeehouses were built on
its plot.18 There is a possibility that this older bozahane could not compete
with new-style coffeehouses spreading out in the city.19 Take another case: in
1624, the administrator of Süleyman Ağa’s endowment demanded permis-
sion from the court to build a coffeehouse and a one-room apartment block
at the Loose Market (Bit Pazar¸), on a plot flanked by workshops of the felt
and duvet makers. In 1627, a team of surveyors was sent to the spot to esti-
mate the cost.20 We do not know if this particular coffeehouse was eventually
constructed, but obviously the normal process involved for the construction
of a coffeehouse in commercial areas was under way.

At this point, two eighteenth-century trader-registers may supply direct
topographical information on the distribution of coffeehouses in the city. The
first register lists a number of traders in the neighborhood of the Imperial
Artillery, Tophane-i Amire, with their particular location (Figure 1).21 Of the
462 listed, 123 were identified as coffeehouse keepers, kahveci. All congre-
gated together in the marketplaces, suk, of the area where, in addition to bar-
bers, grocers, butchers, and fruit sellers, one could find many different
occupations ranging from herbalists and belt-makers to duvet-makers and
tailors. As the map shows us, the Tophane-i Amire region on the shore near
the pier was the most densely developed marketplace with thirty-three cof-
feehouses while the Kazganc¸ was the smallest with only two coffeehouses
(Compare number 1 with number 9 on the map). Interestingly, among the
coffeehouse keepers recorded in the register, we come across people from a
wide variety of backgrounds: from prayer leaders and muezzins issuing calls
to prayer to dervishes and military men.

The second trader-register also suggests that the coffeehouse constituted
one of the most important components of the marketplaces in the city. This
lists traders in Eyüb, in the area surrounding the Defterdar Pier, with their
shops and residences.22 Of the 287 listed in this register, thirty-six were cof-
feehouses and sixteen were barbershops.23 As in the area mentioned above,
most coffeehouse keepers chose barbers as neighbors.24 Those who ran cof-
feehouses usually took up residence in a nearby neighborhood or in their cof-
feehouses. Some coffeehouses recorded in the register possessed one-room
apartments on their upper-level accommodating stonemasons and boatmen
who were most likely to be single men.25

On the other hand, the inventory of a non-Muslim coffee merchant who
died just before 1779 mentions how he had lodged in his mill while under-
neath this premise he was running his coffee shop (kahveci dükkan¸), in the
Unkapan¸ area.26 Of course this merchant was not alone in practicing the
intermingling of work and residential life. The same habits appear among
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many people of various occupations in early modern Istanbul, especially in
commercial areas.27 And almost all of them had left their family in their home-
town, including our coffee merchant here.28 Apparently, the coffeehouses
were in greater demand in these predominantly commercial/masculine areas,
considering that, as we shall see, their only customers were men. We can now
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Figure 1: Coffeehouses of Eighteenth-century Galata
SOURCE: Dated 1792, Başbakanl¸k (Prime Ministry) Archive, Istanbul, DBSM 41569.
Key: A. Istanbul, walled city; B. Galata; C. Üsküdar; D. Bosphorus; E. Golden Horn; 1. Tophane-
i Amire region: 33 coffeehouses; 2. Tophane-i Amire Square: 14 coffeehouses; 3. Boğazkesen
Market: 12 coffeehouses; 4. Firuz Ağa Market: 9 coffeehouses; 5. Sur-i Mükebbir Market: 3 cof-
feehouses; 6. Cihangir Market: 3 coffeehouses; 7. Sal¸ Pazar¸-Tuesday Market and F¸nd¸kl¸
Market: 15 coffeehouses; 8. Dereiçi Market: 7 coffeehouses; 9. Kazganc¸ Market: 2 coffee-
houses; 10. Ağaçalt¸ in Taksim: 3 coffeehouses; 11. Ağa Hamam Market near the Galata Palace
Market: 2 coffeehouses; 12. Ağa Mosque’s Market, near the Galata Palace: 2 coffeehouses; 13.
In front of the Galata Palace: 8 coffeehouses; 14. Gate of the Kule-i Kebir (Galata Tower): 10
coffeehouses.



focus on the local types of coffeehouses whose customers were residents of
the neighborhood in which they were situated.

The public space. In terms of public space, the main venues in the neighbor-
hood were the mosque, public bath, local market with one or two grocery and
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Figure 2: A Coffeehouse in Sixteenth-century Istanbul
SOURCE: Reproduced from M. And, Osmanl¸ Tasvir Sanatlar¸: I. Minyatür [Ottoman Image Arts
I] (Istanbul, 2002), 383.



baker’s shops, and the street. Here, residents of the neighborhood came together
not only for prayer meetings or special sermons but also for neighborly social-
izing activities.29 The coffeehouse found its place in this socio-religious and
commercial center. Some argued that it was able to establish itself there because
it also functioned as an entertainment place for those who came to the nearby
mosque and needed to be occupied before and after the prayer times.30 As with
the other commercial enterprises in the neighborhood center, the coffeehouse
was assigned to a pious endowment, vak¸f, and thus it was also financially a part
of it. A document of 1588 records that the administrator of Gedik Ahmed Paşa’s
endowment (the grand vizier of Mehmed II) had built or bought a coffeehouse
near the mosque and the public bath of the Gedikpaşa quarter to produce some
revenue.31 Another document of 1596 informs us that a military man, Hasan
Beğ had built a coffeehouse in addition to his seven one-room apartment block
near the Fatih Mosque, and assigned it to his nearby endowment. They were
built on land belonging to a sultan’s endowment, surrounded by an empty plot
and public road with no private house attached to it.32

We also often find boza-houses in these neighborhood centers in associa-
tion with the neighborhood mosques surrounded by commercial establish-
ments and communal residences. The taverns, by contrast, were usually
situated in the undeveloped districts outside the city wall, where no residen-
tial dwellings existed.33 This was mainly because the construction of taverns
within the walled city was not permitted, and those that were already built
were often subject to demolition because of local complaints.34 For example
in 1579, it was reported that some non-Muslim inhabitants of Kumkap¸ used
the ground floor of their houses as taverns and the upper floors as dwellings
and so they were ordered to close down the taverns and sell their houses to
Muslims.35 Thus the issue could result in a matter for potential conflict
between Muslim and non-Muslim inhabitants even though, we know, both
went to taverns and caused similar disturbances. In another instance when a
non-Muslim built a tavern near his house in 1612, Muslim inhabitants of the
area immediately went to the court and complained that they did not want a
tavern in their quarter.36 There were times that taverns were not even toler-
ated in Galata, which was generally regarded as a non-Muslim quarter. The
presence of a nearby mosque or growing Muslim population in the area sur-
rounding the tavern usually justified its closure by the authorities.37 As we
have discussed, this was certainly not true of coffeehouses. For instance, a
court document of 1794 gives us an extreme case in which a shop underneath
the praying hall of a mosque was used as a coffeehouse.38

However, even though coffeehouses seem to have provided more civil and
sober locales than taverns, residents of the neighborhood were not always
pleased by the presence of these establishments. In 1595 for example, a
group of residents accompanied by the prayer leader attempted to lock up a
coffeehouse in their quarter by force, and thus the case was brought before
the court.39 In 1627, it was reported that in the same quarter, a vak¸f admin-
istrator converted a large room into a coffeehouse and rented it out to bring
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some revenue to the vak¸f. At this particular moment, the residents of the
quarter accompanied this time by the prayer leader, the muezzin and a group
of cavalrymen turned to the court, and demanded the judge send an official
team to the spot to carry out an investigation. Subsequently, the team
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Figure 3: A Tavern in Eighteenth-century Istanbul
SOURCE: Reproduced from M. And, Osmanl¸ Tasvir Sanatlar¸: I. Minyatür [Ottoman Image Arts I]
(Istanbul, 2002), 382.



discovered that this coffeehouse was located in the marketplace of the neigh-
borhood, and as it was not attached to any private houses it was permitted to
remain.40 These events were not particularly unusual in early modern
Istanbul, but I would like to draw attention to the questions they raised about
people’s attitudes toward the local coffeehouses: Did they simply want to
protect their residential privacy through not permitting these establishments
in the neighborhood? Did forces of which they were not conscious govern
them for some other purposes?

The public sphere. We know that it was primarily the authorities who
labelled the coffeehouses of Istanbul as no place for honorable men. Women
were not even included in this. They were seen as the source of criminal
activities and sexual immorality in the city. Of course, as the above suggests,
these were the most acceptable reasons for their suppression. Then, what
were the authorities afraid of? They knew as early as in the seventeenth
century that the nature of the coffeehouse discourse (spoken discourse, any
conversation) differed from that of taverns. For example, consider these cof-
feehouse and tavern images (Figure 2 and Figure 3). One is sober and mas-
culine, the other entertaining and heterosexual. In the first image, we find a
site for male sociability separated from meetings with ladies.41 In the second
image, the tavern is portrayed as a venue for drunken males. This depicts a
man coming into a fortune entertained with musicians and a dancer (note the
interior furnished with wine barrels).42 Compare this to the later image
(Figure 4). Here, we see less serious, heterosexual, and rather intimate
company associated with wine drinking that took place in a private setting.43

Turning back to the coffeehouse scene (Figure 2), this apparently repre-
sents the public sphere as it was imagined to be. The artist divides this the-
atrical space into specific zones in which each group presents us different
performances.44 The figures interact among themselves, but at the same time
they seem to maintain their boundaries. For example, most prestigious per-
sons distinguished with their headgears are placed on an elevated sitting log-
gia, in the upper center. A coffee maker poses on the corner of fireplace
serving coffee while two dancers dressed up as women perform in the fore-
ground using the open space of the interior. Gathering in small groups, some
are engaged in serious conversation, maybe on important state affairs, and
others are exchanging ideas on literary works. We also notice those who are
probably being enlightened (politicized) through verbal communication or
through listening to what was being read aloud.45 Of course this is a record
of the artist, and it is certainly linked with his own perception, memory, and
perhaps feelings about this place.46 However, it is worth emphasizing that he
tells us the same story with that of most contemporary chroniclers almost
without exception.

Thus, the coffeehouses were also imagined to be places for the dissemi-
nation of seditious rumors among the general populace. This must have been
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what the authorities so greatly feared. Mustafa Naima, a court historian gives
credence to this view of the coffeehouse and warns of their threat:

At that time [in 1633] coffee and tobacco were neither more nor less than a
pretext for assembling; a crowd good-for-nothings was forever meeting in 
coffee-houses . . . where they would spend their time criticising and disparag-
ing the great and the authorities, waste their breath discussing imperial inter-
ests connected with affairs of state, dismissals and appointments, fallings out
and reconciliation, and so they would gossip and lie.47

In the face of this public criticism, the state tried to eliminate the coffee-
houses through pursuing a total ban during much of the seventeenth century,
but people continued to build them during this time.48
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Figure 4: A Picnic in Seventeenth-century Istanbul
SOURCE: Reproduced from M. And, Osmanl¸ Tasvir Sanatlar¸: I. Minyatür [Ottoman Image Arts I]
(Istanbul, 2002), 380.



This public sphere created in Istanbul coffeehouses, both literary/cultural
and political, might have provided the training ground, at some point, for the
emergence of a critical public within the current regime, as Habermas pic-
tured in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European context. Here I
could identify a number of common institutional criteria that Istanbul coffee-
houses shared in the seventeenth century with those of contemporary British,
French, and German societies that, Habermas thought, helped to create the
ground on which public criticism was constructed.49 First, it is the equality
experienced: private people irrespective of their social status came together in
coffeehouses even though they sat in different places, as seen in the above cof-
feehouse image (Figure 2). They were thought to be socially inclusive: every-
one had to be able to participate, and the issues discussed could become
general and accessible.

Second, they played a considerable role in the emergence of new cultural
communities based on verbal communication among private people, but
were not entirely freed from their former ties to the church and the court that
occurred in the European context. However, even though the coffeehouse and
the mosque remained physically and socially linked at the neighborhood
scale in early modern Istanbul, the coffeehouse formed, as elsewhere, an
alternative local arena to the mosque. It was now the coffeehouse where
people spent their time, not the mosque, and this had apparently agitated
most moralists and religious men. Ebussuud Efendi raised the issue, as many
others, and gave his legal opinion, fetwa:

Question: While the sultan [probably Selim II (r.1566-1574)] prohibited
coffeehouses several times some rabble continued setting them up; to produce
revenue and to please crowds they used female slaves with unveiled faces and
organized entertainments and games, like chess and backgammon and all sorts
of evil-doings. Beardless young chaps of the city also were gathering and hav-
ing opium with syrup and hashish and cups of coffee. And in this state, they
occupied themselves with all sorts of gossip and neglected prayer time. What
should then be done to him if the judge being capable of prohibiting all the acts
mentioned above does not take any action?

Answer: The judges who take no notice of all the shameful acts mentioned
above must be dismissed.50

And third, women were excluded from the coffeehouses.51 Coffee entered
women’s life in association with the public bath, hamam in early modern
Istanbul as separate from men. The public bath was the only public place for
female sociability; women sometimes spent the whole day there, chatting
and drinking coffee. For an early modern Muslim woman, this could be the
most legitimate reason to go out. Baron Wratislaw of Mitrowits, who was in
Istanbul in 1599, witnessed an episode of a married Ottoman lady (Muslim)
who deceived her husband, telling him that she was going to a public bath
with her female servants. But she met a Janissary at the residence of
Wratislaw (most probably the Elçi Han, where European ambassadors
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usually stayed at the time) opposite the public bath (the Çemberlitaş Hamam)
for an afternoon entertainment while her husband occupied himself at a cof-
feehouse nearby.52 In the eighteenth century, Lady Montagu described the
public bath as “the women’s coffeehouse, where all the news of the towns was
told and scandals invented, etc.”53 However, since we do not know the con-
tents of their conversations or whether they were critical about anything, cul-
tural, political, or apolitical, it is difficult to suggest that a separate public
sphere was being created in the public bath of the female society in the early
modern Ottoman context.

MOVING FROM GRAND HOUSE TO COFFEEHOUSE,
FROM SECRECY TO OPENNESS

Istanbul grew rapidly in the late sixteenth century.54 The volume of immi-
gration increased.55 There were more men experiencing Istanbul metropoli-
tan life in this period then before.56 This crowded city created demands for
new forms of sociability, and people began to socialize in both the public and
private spheres of life. In Habermas’s view, it was in the town that institu-
tions of public sociability developed, and it was there that the political public
sphere emerged. And it grew out of the private sphere.57 Let us now look at
the role of Istanbul coffeehouses in this long and slow process.

In sixteenth-century Istanbul, as in other metropolises of early modern
Europe, the society had not been fragmented into rich and poor neighbor-
hoods. It was common in those years to find humble houses built against the
outer walls of a palace or to capture palace-like mansions in the heart of a
neighborhood near communal lodgings.58 This was the case, for instance, with
Ferruh Kethüda, who chose to live in a remarkable house surrounded by his
poorer tenants.59 His house was built opposite his mosque in Balat in a well-
frequented location, though fairly secluded with two private baths and no
direct access to a public road. It consisted of a number of two-story rooms
with porticos and pavilions overlooking the sea (the Golden Horn), and gar-
dens with large storage areas, separate kitchens, including a well, stables, and
toilets. Apparently, Ferruh Kethüda was living in a house that suited to his
social status.60 The size and physical content of this house could also show us
its social function.61 Ferruh Kethüda could either socialize with his diverse
neighbors in the same coffeehouse or with others, like himself, at home.

However, in this period, not everyone had this option. The majority lived
in very simple lodgings of one or two rooms with an oven and a stable.62

Most houses had no separate kitchen or bath. Only very large houses with
several rooms, courtyards, and gardens consisted of spaces devoted to spe-
cialized functions, such as cooking, washing, or receiving visitors. Some had
to share their basic facilities with other households. Many inhabited one-
room lodgings or one-room apartment blocks, höcerat or odalar. This row-
apartment type generally housed working bachelor immigrants and poorer
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families who could not afford independent residential dwellings in the city.
And it had certainly no social functions. The coffeehouse seems to have been
the only public space for these poor and badly lodged people.

For wealthier residents, as I argued above, the coffeehouse offered an
option for the provision of domestic hospitality. It was neutral ground where
the visitors could be entertained, and was accessible to everyone and cer-
tainly more convenient whereas such hospitality in the house was thought to
be more selective. In aristocratic grand houses, Mustafa Ali noted, the host
and the visitor could not come together without a prior appointment. The
protocol of recognizing rank was also necessary for both the host and the vis-
itor. And in those houses, coffee poured into delicate coffee cups accompa-
nied with tobacco or water pipes were served as part of good hospitality.63

Where could then these social and cultural activities take place within the
house? A diary of an Ottoman dervish informs us the types of occasions that
were accommodated in the private houses of seventeenth-century Istanbul.64

The diarist noted that he usually dined at home with his family except for spe-
cial occasions, such as helva gatherings, dinner invitations during the month
of Ramadan, or other festivities. He also often organized dinner parties in his
private residence, and attended assemblies at friends’ houses in the evening.
From what the author described, we could gain a sense of the uses of domes-
tic space and the spatial layout of his house, and that of the houses he visited.
Apparently, he did not live in a very smart house but his house had a special
room, selaml¸k (literally means reception hall), which accommodated his
male guests whom he knew mostly from his religious order, and it is there that
he normally served coffee and other refreshments (şerbet) to them following
the dinner. Books were also exchanged and read aloud, and probably debated
in these intellectual meetings.65 I should note that our diarist never mentions
going to a coffeehouse, probably because coffeehouses were being sup-
pressed when he was keeping his diary.66 And he must have felt himself more
secure in the selamļ k of his private residence or in theirs.

In the traditional Ottoman house, the selamļ k was the men’s quarter. Even
though its presence was generally a sign of the household’s wealth it appears
in both small and large houses.67 In the small house, the selaml¸k was only
another room under the same roof with the rest of the house, but in the larger
house it could be a completely separate construction built either on top of sta-
bles or rooms for servants. The position of this specialized room in the house
also appears to be of importance. It is usually located at the front near the
entry-gate while the rear was reserved for the private or domestic life.68 A 
sixteenth-century vak¸f register records a courtyard house that contained two
rooms on the ground floor and three on the upper floor with an oven and a
well.69 It consisted of a selaml¸k section separated from the rest of the house.
Apparently, the household rented it out because they rarely used it and/or they
needed revenue, but in that case they had to accept foreign lodgers within the
boundaries of their premises.70
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The coffeehouse was little more than the selaml¸k that was reserved for
serving coffee to male visitors in the house (Figure 5 and Figure 6).71 Thus,
the dividing line between the public space of the first and the private space
of the latter was never clear-cut. But, almost everywhere, these two, as also
complementary and competitive sites, differed in the composition of their
public sphere. Unlike the selaml¸k, the coffeehouse was inhabited by men of
diverse classes disregarding status altogether. Mustafa Ali drew the profile of
“private people” who assembled in a coffeehouse into “a public,” as “a public
sphere.” He observed in the sixteenth century that

Those who come to [coffeehouses] are from the group of learned men and
dervishes, and their intention is to see each other and have a conversation, and
to get a cup of coffee and enjoy themselves. Another group is of poor [they
come to coffeehouses] because the poor has no houses or shelters. And thus,
they have no other places, no wealth or worldly goods to socialize themselves.72

This is the real potential of the public sphere that might grow from here
as a result of social interactions between different cultural communities in
the early modern Ottoman context.

CONCLUSION

So far, I have attempted to take attention to the complex links between the
profusion of coffeehouses and changes in the pattern of traditional domestic
hospitality along with the rise of urbanization and migration in Istanbul at the
end of the sixteenth century. Of course, changes in the social organization
and communication network of the Ottoman State across the early modern
period were rather slow. However, coffeehouses made a considerable contri-
bution to accelerating this long process of change, growing out of the private
sphere from the secrecy of the house to the openness of the public space.
They were, therefore, thought to be controlled by the authorities whose main
duty was obviously to maintain the current regime. The general crisis of the
seventeenth century gave momentum to their suppressive policy, and during
this period, the authorities often blamed bachelors and immigrants who were
also the main frequenters of coffeehouses.73 In the eighteenth century, those
who spoke ill of the government, or allowed people to speak in public, still
risked having their coffeehouses shut. In the mid-nineteenth century, a sub-
tle shift began to take place in attitudes toward coffeehouses; the authorities
now developed new policies to control the public domain. No matter how
effective they may have been in practice, they began, for example, sending
spies to coffeehouses and similar public places to gain knowledge of public
opinion about the current political affairs.74

I have argued that in early modern Istanbul, the coffeehouse performed as
the only public space for bachelors and poorer inhabitants who lodged in very
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limited dwellings, while it served a principal location for the social, political,
and cultural discourses of the Ottoman elite.75 It provided a zone of interactions
between these two. And thus the authorities feared that the general populace
could be provoked, probably by the elite, into using their reason to make 
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Figure 5: Schematic Plans of Coffeehouse Types
SOURCE: This computer drawing is based on schematic plans of Dr. R¸fat Osman: he estab-
lished these types on the basis of thirty coffeehouses he visited, which were built between the
year 1680 and 1824 in Istanbul, Edirne, Selanik, Manast¸r, and Serez. I

.
. Numan, “Eski I

.
stanbul

Kahvehanelerinin I
.
çtimai Hayattaki Yeri ve Mimarisi Hakk¸nda Baz¸ Mülahazalar [Some

Observations on the Social Role and Architectural Features of Old Istanbul Coffeehouses],”
Kubbeealt¸ Akademi Mecmuas¸, 10/2 (1981), 68.
Key: S. Baş sedir, the Top divan; O. Ocak, Fireplace; H. Havuz, Fountain; M. Meydan, Open
square; K. Kerevet, Divan; B. Bahçe, Garden
NOTE: Note typical interior elements found in different types of coffeehouses he visited and
compare it with those that appear in Figure 2.



critical judgment against the state, as was the case in Habermas’s scheme.76 Of
course there were, as elsewhere, many barriers (property, income, literacy, and
cultural background) to full participation in the public sphere of Istanbul 
coffeehouses, as in between “popular” and “elite” cultural communities, at least
until the development of press and growing literacy and individual conscious.77
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Figure 6: Plan of a Coffeehouse in Edirne
SOURCE: Dated 1908, Başbakanl¸k Archive, Istanbul, Y.MTV. 310/25. Reproduced here with
the permission of the Başbakanl¸k Archive.
NOTE: The document attached to the plan records that it is to be built near the Uzunköprü
Bridge on the way to Edirne, and it contains a coffeehouse, a grocery shop, two rooms on the
upper floor, and an urban caravanserai—probably for travellers.



Did the coffeehouse eventually come to displace traditional domestic hos-
pitality? I

.
brahim Peçevi seems to have been little nostalgic about the issue,

complaining in the seventeenth century that

[In the old days] Those who give dinner parties for socializing with friends
that cost a very large amount avoided this expense now, and began to enjoy the
meeting by spending [only] one or two akçe (silver coin-Ottoman currency
used throughout the early modern period) for a cup of coffee [instead].78

However, although the traditional domestic hospitality in the house
remained important up to the modern period and probably beyond, it was now
not to be displaced but to be complemented by the less formal and more pop-
ular sociability found in the coffeehouse. Perhaps at this point, it can be sug-
gested that the coffeehouse provided an important bridge to modernity, to the
era of clubs and societies, and other similar social and cultural institutions.
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Sixteenth Century in the Light of the Legal Opinions of Şeyhülislam Ebussuud Efendi] (Istanbul, 1983),
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century Istanbul,” Afife Batur’a Armağan: Mimarl¸k ve Sanat Tarihi Yaz¸lar¸ [In Honour of Afife Batur:
Essays in Art and Architectural History] (Istanbul, 2005), 253-259. For similar cases, see also J. Boulton,
Neighbourhood and Society, A London Suburb in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, 1987), 202.

59. The document, dated 1566, states that Ferruh Kethüda could live in this house until his death. See
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