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DBQ Essay Example 

Prompt: Evaluate the extent to which coffeehouses influenced political discussion in Europe 

during the 17th and 18th centuries. 

Introduction 

During the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European society experienced rapid 

intellectual and social change. Expanding trade networks increased access to new goods such as 

coffee, tea, and chocolate, while the printing press and rising literacy spread political ideas more 

widely than before. Urban centers became spaces where merchants, scholars, and professionals 

gathered to exchange information. Within this environment, coffeehouses emerged as important 

social institutions. 

Coffeehouses significantly influenced political discussion in Europe because they created public 

spaces for debate, circulated news and printed materials, and encouraged interaction between 

social groups that rarely met in traditional political settings. 

Body Paragraph 1: Coffeehouses as Spaces for Public Debate 

One major reason coffeehouses influenced political discussion was that they provided open 

spaces where individuals could debate current issues. Document 1, a London pamphlet from 

1674 criticizing coffeehouses, complains that people “sit several hours talking of news and 

affairs of state.” Although the author criticizes these gatherings, the complaint itself shows that 

political discussion had become common in such spaces. 
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Coffeehouses differed from royal courts or government institutions because they allowed 

participation from a wider group of people. Merchants, writers, lawyers, and travelers could all 

exchange opinions. Document 2, a description of a Parisian café written by a traveler, explains 

that customers frequently debated political rumors and international events. These discussions 

show that coffeehouses functioned as informal forums for political conversation. 

The growth of these spaces reflects a broader historical development often called the “public 

sphere,” where private citizens began discussing political matters outside government 

institutions. 

Body Paragraph 2: Circulation of News and Printed Ideas 

Coffeehouses also played an important role in spreading political information. Many 

establishments provided newspapers, pamphlets, and newsletters for customers to read. 

Document 3, a notice from an English coffeehouse owner, advertises that several newspapers are 

available for patrons each morning. This practice encouraged customers to read current events 

and discuss them with others in the room. 

In addition, the circulation of printed materials increased during the Enlightenment. Philosophers 

such as Voltaire and Locke published works that challenged traditional authority. Document 4, a 

French observer’s account of cafés, notes that pamphlets criticizing government policies were 

often read aloud or shared among customers. The coffeehouse therefore served as a place where 

political ideas could spread quickly through conversation. 

These exchanges helped transform printed information into active public debate. 
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Body Paragraph 3: Interaction Between Different Social Groups 

Another important effect of coffeehouses was that they allowed interaction between social 

groups that normally remained separated. In many European societies, political participation was 

limited to aristocrats or government officials. Coffeehouses, however, brought together 

merchants, scholars, professionals, and travelers in the same environment. 

Document 5, a German traveler’s diary entry, describes how a merchant, a student, and a 

government clerk discussed international politics at the same table. This interaction shows how 

coffeehouses allowed political ideas to circulate among individuals with different backgrounds. 

Such environments encouraged the exchange of perspectives and helped shape public opinion. 

The mixing of social groups also reflected broader social changes taking place in Europe, 

including the rise of the middle class and the growing influence of educated urban professionals. 

Conclusion 

Coffeehouses played an important role in shaping political discussion in early modern Europe. 

They provided open environments for debate, spread news and political writings, and encouraged 

interaction among diverse social groups. These functions helped create spaces where political 

ideas could circulate beyond traditional centers of power. As a result, coffeehouses contributed to 

the development of a more active public sphere that influenced political culture during the 

Enlightenment. 
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