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The local café where i go each morning, where so
many of my neighbors greet each other, serves all the bever-
ages I could find across the street at Starbucks. Both cafés
serve an educated, professional clientele, and the fact that
my café has a loyal following shows that my formerly working-
class neighborhood has gentrified. However, when my café
joined an effort to keep Starbucks from moving in across
the street, we still cried out “gentrification” as though it
were an insult. The coffee giant’s coming was a sign that
something was wrong with the world. Rents rise and we
grumble, but the appearance of a corporate coffee outlet
triggers real rage: pamphlets, stickers, and editorial columns
revealing just how personally we take our café. Bringing a
cup of coffee, an espresso, to my lips is tantamount to an
act of voting. Infusions of water through grounds: volatile
mixtures of consumption and politics. 

In 1999, the Boston Phoenix published a profile of my
neighborhood, Davis Square, in Somerville, Massachusetts.1

Referring to the area as undergoing gentrification, the author,
Jason Gay, provided a description: Davis “used to be a mix-
ture of working-class families, Tufts students and random
slacker types killing time in rock bands and mfa programs.”
But, he went on to say, “The bustling economy has made it
home to well-scrubbed twenty- and thirty-something profes-
sionals and affluent young couples with children.” Gay’s
article was not about these changes themselves, however, but
about the impending arrival of a Starbucks on Elm Street.

The 1990s saw the establishment of many independently
owned cafés. On Elm Street stand two: Diesel and the
Someday Café, independent businesses offering coffee, food,
and a place to sit comfortably all day. And both displayed
(or tolerated their customers’ display of) anti-Starbucks
stickers, when the coffee giant announced that it was mov-
ing in. If the arrival of the Starbucks made it clear that
gentrification was a concern for my neighborhood, the
Phoenix article’s language revealed more about our anxiety.
We cared about the changing face of our community—as if
the store itself would import new customers, shrink-wrapped

in plastic, waiting in a back room, well-scrubbed and well-
dressed insults. Joking aside, we wondered which of our
neighbors would go to Starbucks, and there was an implicit
sense of betrayal attached to that. 

The situation was much the same in the Los Angeles
neighborhood of Ocean Beach, and in Seattle, Starbucks’s
hometown and the “poster city” for the ’90s café craze. In
the case of Ocean Beach, a neighborhood council raised
the alarm. Interestingly, the activists’ first impulse was to
link their own struggle with other anti-Starbucks efforts
nationwide. The battle for local territory is, in a twist so nice
it could become a new slogan, a national one. It is worth
mentioning that not all neighborhood councils resist such
trends. The Harvard Square Defense Council, a group of
Cambridge, Massachusetts, business owners and local pro-
fessionals, failed to protest when three Starbucks franchises
opened, following the company’s 1993–94 purchase of the
local Coffee Connection chain (Starbucks eventually trian-
gulated Harvard Square with a precision that military
strategists would envy). Yet sometimes we are fickle: despite
this enthusiasm for chains, a Dunkin’ Donuts franchise
struggled for over a year to make it into the Council’s good
graces. In the end, it made it past the bar by redecorating
until it began to look like…a Starbucks. 

The feeling of a neighborhood watering hole cannot,
of course, be created with coats of paint. In some areas the
feeling could never be created at all. The areas that lack
neighborhood associations to complain about Starbucks are
often areas where a sense of anonymity is quite appropriate:
financial or business districts, corporate parks—not neigh-
borhoods at all. We are there only in passing, in the course
of our working days. The little pleasures that help us through
our routines—this latte, that scone—are, accordingly, fleeting.
All that is solid about the business day melts not into air—
Marx’s phrase—but into foam and crumbs. We have created
territories where life ends at six in the evening, when vendors
roll their carts away and the last commuter car heads off. It
is natural that such places should feel less than whole, in
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contrast to places with markets, pet shops, signs of life in its
comforting everyday forms: neighborhoods we can call home. 

My own worry regarding Starbucks was, in fact, an echo
of an old fear that my grandparents once experienced. Long
before I was born, they worried about a bar about to open in
their Cambridge, Massachusetts, neighborhood. Both fears
are rooted in class anxiety. However, my fear –that “yuppie
elements” have overrun my neighborhood—is almost comi-
cally different from my grandparents’ worry, that the bar
would draw crime and a generally lower-class element. My
fear is, more or less, of my own kind, “hypocrite reader, my
image, my brother,” as Baudelaire wrote in Les Fleurs du
Mal. I fear educated young people with professional expec-
tations. My grandparents didn’t want their children exposed
to some hypothetical drunk ruffian; I worry that my peers,
many of them headed for solid middle-class citizenship, are
losing their sense of connection to one another. My grand-
parents feared the tangible problems of unemployment and
unsafe streets. They wanted to live in a secure, reasonably
affluent area, and they saw these as necessary conditions for
civility. My concern is more abstract: I see neighborliness as
the ground on which we build civility. We need cleanliness
and decent housing and jobs, but also an arrangement of
urban spaces and behaviors that let us actually meet and get
to know one another, build familiarity and respect. It is this
kind of civilized neighborhood that is threatened by rootless
affluence, by the presence of financially empowered people

with no sense of belonging. Such people can never be more
than witnesses to community life, even within the fastness of
a local café or pub. 

There is some irony in Starbucks’s apparent threat to our
sense of connection, for “community” is one of the terms
most frequently invoked by Starbucks’s marketing strategists.
To fight the invective heaped on the company by activists,
Starbucks has tried to present its cafés as comfortable neigh-
borhood institutions. “We encourage and reward participation
in Earth Day clean-ups, regional aids walks and local liter-
acy organizations. [“The Starbucks Foundation expands the
traditional connection between coffee and reading,” reads
another section of the Web site.] In addition, partner com-
mittees, departments, regional offices, and stores organize
volunteer events with local non-profit organizations through-
out the year.” The items reviewed on the corporate Web site
focus on the sort of safe volunteerism that appeals to com-
munity groups; “think globally, act locally” was a slogan of
the environmental movement first. The company claims to
care about the neighborhoods around its shops. We can only
assume that they are referring to Starbucks locations like the
one in my neighborhood, where there are residences within
a block of the store, rather than to its many financial-district
locations, where it would be absurd to see green-smocked
Starbucks employees helping small children to pick up trash. 

The café depends on all the activities that we associate
with drinking coffee. It depends not just on our physical

72

G
A

S
T

R
O

N
O

M
IC

A
F

A
L

L
 2

0
0

3

This content downloaded from 18.9.61.112 on Tue, 08 Aug 2017 02:28:39 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



F
A

L
L

 2
0

0
3

73
G

A
S

T
R

O
N

O
M

IC
A

need for caffeine, but on the way we’ve come to use the cof-
feehouse as a place to read, write, discuss—on the idea that
this is the natural environment for those activities. Jason
Gay’s coffeehouse intellectuals and the Starbucks executives
are of one mind here, citing the well-established image of
the literati in the sidewalk café or coffeehouse. Hemingway
bought himself hours of writing time for the price of a
sherry or scotch, and in A Moveable Feast he describes his
writing style in Paris cafés: “I am like a charging bull when
I am working.” 

Starbucks, which offers uncomfortable perches for those
on the go, with softer seats for those who want a place to
set themselves up with books, computers, or backgammon,
caters to these ideas about caffeinated social space. Aiming
at a “classy,” literary atmosphere, Starbucks has (this may be
what earns Gay’s suspicion) no comfortably beaten-up sofas.
Their locations feel more like reading rooms in a recently
refurbished university library.

If Starbucks is like a reading room, then we can see
some of its policies as mirroring those of libraries; some
Starbucks actually have a banned books list. When Seattle
locations began to ban local newspapers, the question of
what kind of reading space Starbucks would become was
brought to the fore. The image of Starbucks as a local place,
founded in a Seattle neighborhood, was challenged. The
independent weekly the Stranger was the wrong periodical
for the chain to ban in 2001, in its efforts to make the New

York Times its official paper. The arrangement was simple:
the Times provided free advertising for Starbucks products,
in exchange for being the only paper allowed to distribute
inside Starbucks. Protests sprang up, as Seattle residents saw
the rejection of their paper as a rejection of local culture.
Starbucks ignored the protesters, and in retaliation the Stranger
planted distribution bins outside at least one Starbucks loca-
tion. It took more than this to get the ban lifted, however.
Executives realized what bad press they were receiving and
tried to improve matters by making local daily papers a simi-
lar offer: free advertising in exchange for distribution rights.
Few agreed to those terms, and Starbucks realized that it
was not feasible to keep the local press out of the coffee-
house. The real sadness in this act of the Starbucks drama
comes from Starbucks’s rejection of its hometown. The
company was rejecting the city that had cradled it, the city
that had become a symbol for the coffee boom of the 1990s.

The tradition that Starbucks bucked in Seattle is not only
part of a larger American tradition of coffee-shop intellectual
culture (connected, in the literary imagination, with the
bars and cafés of Paris), but also part of the more Irish-English
tradition of the public house—the pub. The connection
between these types of establishments is crucial if we are to
understand the sense of violation that Starbucks evokes. 

The Diesel Café in Davis Square, Somerville, Massachusetts.
photographs by alison kotin © 2003
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Interestingly, the public house was not originally a
restaurant or bar as we conceive of them today, but simply
the house in the village where beer was brewed, where
people gathered to drink and share news. When the public
house took on a more official role (the English Crown
began to license establishments, and to shut down those
that operated without a license), the pub continued to be a
site for sharing news; drinking was, in part, the means to
this social end. Mingling in the public house was not lim-
ited by generation, profession, by membership in a guild, or
by inherited wealth. (It was, it must be said, in most cases
limited to men.) Instead, bonds of fellowship had more to
do with locality than with the social categories Americans
now operate with. 

Coffee was associated with good fellowship in the seven-
teenth century, when the values of the old ale-and-lager
pubs were transferred to coffee-based drinking establish-
ments. The East India Company imported the beans to
England, where they appeared first in London. The intro-
duction of a new drink seemed to require the creation of a
new type of gathering place. It was as though the English
social habits regarding beverages were already ingrained; the
pub pattern pre-established, it was easy to introduce a new
beverage into this social matrix. The coffeehouse served as
an informal meeting place where one could gather news or
exchange gossip. Today a cup of coffee comes with the right
to sit for an undefined stretch of time, at one’s private read-
ing or writing. In the original coffeehouse the price of entry
included personal communication. 

Reading and writing do have their precedent in the
elevated atmosphere of the English establishment. Unlike
the pub, the coffeehouse was thought of as a site for discus-
sion and exchange ranging beyond local gossip. To the
early industrial imagination, the coffeehouse was a place
where the virtues of the day could be found: London’s Café
Magazine recounts an early customer’s observation about
his haunts: “They are the sanctuary of health, the nursery
of temperance, the delight of frugality, the academy of civil-
ity and the free school of ingenuity.”2 Thus the coffeehouse
represented a move away from the pub tradition, despite
the similarities between these establishments’ value systems.
The coffeehouse was not about just any community, but
about a community of the virtuous and thoughtful. Coffee
was also a primarily urban beverage, unlike beer; it was asso-
ciated with larger cities and with the sheer amount of
information available in them. It was also associated with
the Continent, as French, Belgian, and Dutch visitors
brought with them a very different image of the urban gath-
ering center. The kind of isolation now possible in urban

spaces, and the fact that we get our news from established
media sources rather than through human contact, has
helped to make the coffeehouse a place where one can go
alone to read and write. The intellectual virtues exemplified
in a Starbucks are private, not social like the virtues of its
London ancestor. 

The public house is lost to us. It presents the camaraderie
of small villages, not of neighborhoods within cities. Yet
the pub presents a fantasy of values that we can desire even
if our own lives could not contain them. It is interesting to
note how hungry we are for images of community life. 

Seen against the backdrop of café history, Starbucks is
significant less because of its size and aggressive strategy,
more because its spread has sparked conversation about
what our neighborhoods have become. The battles waged
against the company raise those same questions, although
activists rarely publish any statements defining their own
community values, leaving such speculation to bystanders
and critics. The analysis is more basic: gentrification is the
disease, Starbucks the symptom. Gentrification itself has
nothing to do with espresso drinks and the loss of local
newspapers (in fact, it takes a certain degree of local capital
to have a local paper). It has more to do with families being
forced out of their grandparents’ neighborhoods because
they can no longer pay steadily rising rents. Gentrified
neighborhoods do come in all shapes and sizes, of course—
there are some places people come to start families, and
some where kids in their twenties come, fresh from school,
and work at white-collar jobs and drink in bars and head to
gyms wearing expensive shoes. In making this point I do not
so much want to demonize affluence, as to ask whether or
not there is a kind of rootlessness and anomie that can
come sneaking along beside it.

Rootlessness has an aesthetic face as well, of course.
And in the case of Starbucks it seems fair to note that aes-
thetic complaints are linked to concerns about economic
change: rising on a caffeine high on a hard metal chair,
staring at wood panels in calming shades is about money,
one’s power to enjoy these luxuries, and those luxuries’
claim on one’s money and time. The kind of consumption
possible at Starbucks is seen as a necessary accessory for a
particular highly mobile, professionally ambitious lifestyle,
which may not provide time for waving to neighbors’ chil-
dren in their strollers.

Anomie and rootlessness come with the Starbucks latte
just as they come with that other “virus” of the ’90s, the cell
phone. Inside Starbucks’s doors waits a world of standard
equipment and potentially standard experiences. What bet-
ter for the traveler, for the person who must move from
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place to place and must trust in the availability of drinkable
coffee? There is no need to make judgments about the
morality or immorality of such lifestyles: they exist. Young
adults just emerging from college and entering careers are
hardly planted in one place. The same can be said of estab-
lished professionals whose jobs force them to relocate often.
I hardly need mention that Starbucks is the chain most
frequently seen in airports.

The charge has been made that we should pay less
attention to the spread of Starbucks itself, which (so the
argument goes) is only the result of economic change, and
more to the root economic issues that drive gentrification.
Such a charge absolves the giant of any sin. Rising rents,
not a change in the public’s taste, destroy the communities
that could support the old style of coffeehouse. 

Yet supporting locally owned coffeehouses, even in
affluent areas already hit by gentrifications positive and
negative, may be a phenomenon linked to the relationship
between the economic and the aesthetic. The “countercul-
ture aesthetic” to which Jason Gay refers in his article is
aesthetic rather than cosmetic; that is, it represents a compli-
cated statement about our tastes and lifestyle choices,
something at least a little deeper than the clothes we
wear. Many people who are able to pay the high rents in
gentrifying neighborhoods still object to the statements
that Starbucks, and its products, make about the standardi-
zation of our tastes. They want a communal space that is
genuinely produced by the community in which it stands.
And the presence of an anti-corporate aesthetic, even if it
exerts no economic or political force on its own, reminds
us that there are political engagements we could join in.

In order to create public houses more true to those
ideals, in the form of locally managed cafés, we would first
have to live as people who deserve them; not tourists search-
ing for something truly local, looking for a sense of place
and belonging that exists only on an aesthetic level. Place
does not simply create a sense of belonging; that is not its
magic. Yet when you arrive in a new neighborhood, the
presence of a good café can provide a hint that someday you
might belong. The desire articulated by protesters at Ocean
Beach, as in Davis Square and in Seattle, is for something
that is more clearly an echo of the old public house. They
want a place that is clearly their own, that is as unique as
their neighborhood. 

When Starbucks spreads, and protesters challenge it,
a debate about community life spreads as well. Starbucks’s
apparent threat to locality reminds people that there are
other ways to share public space, other ideals about how to
connect with one another. Our notion that the coffee shop

should be a neighborhood institution, which becomes a
kind of romanticism, is partly rooted in media imagery. Our
television programs and movies code the coffeehouse and
bar as local hangouts. The comedy program Cheers’s famous
slogan, “Where everybody knows your name,” evokes the
social pattern familiar from the public house. Situation
comedies since Cheers have transposed the coding of the
bar onto the coffeehouse, as seen in Friends’s New York
stop, Central Perk. The desire to see drinking establishments
as homes away from home has been such an enduring one
that it is tempting to view it as a response to the American
middle class’s equally enduring feeling of anomie. It is curi-
ous that the label “rootless cosmopolitan,” which developed
as a serious accusation of disloyalty in the Soviet Union
under Stalin’s rule, still functions as an insult in the con-
temporary United States. While cosmopolitanism, which
the Soviet government identified with the selfish drives of
capitalism, is no term of insult, the associated rootlessness
implies that we’ve cut ourselves off from loyalty to place.
We hope that our privilege and cosmopolitanism will
inform our loyalties, not divide us from them. 

When Starbucks rejected Seattle’s local culture, its
behavior was perfectly consistent with the current social
landscape in urban America, and of course the company
knew what the market would bear. If Starbucks has created
something directly at odds with the social tradition from
which the coffee shop springs, this is hardly its fault. Yet it is
impossible not to feel the contradiction of a chain of coffee
shops, historically communal institutions, existing to serve
a “rootless cosmopolitan” urban culture. My theory, that
anti-Starbucks protests are really about our desire to live
together in a more civil way, is rooted in my own hope for
more stable neighborhoods and the preservation of a sense
of locality. Yet I worry that like my peers, the best I can do
is to be a witness to community life—working alone in my
coffeehouse, watching residents pass by, romancing the
idea of the neighborhood.g

notes

1. Jason Gay, “Brewhaha,” Boston Phoenix, 24 June–1 July 1999.

2. See London’s current incarnation of Café Magazine, on the Web at
www.cafémagazine.co.uk.
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