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A seat at the bar: Issues of race and class in the
world of specialty co�ee

This entry is part 3 of 3 in the Anthropologies #22 series.

For the third installment of the anthropologies food issue, we have an

essay from William Cotter and Mary-Caitlyn Valentinsson.* –R.A.

From a Ca�einated Elite to Average Joes

If you’re in academia, you probably have a very close relationship with

co�ee. For most Americans, co�ee feels like a necessary part of our day,

crucial to our higher-order cognitive functioning. Co�ee has been a

staple in American households and workplaces for over 100 years, and

co�ee as a commodity is one of the most widely traded and pro�table

items on the international market (Pendergrast 1999). In early 19

century, co�ee served as a strong index for the elite classes of American

society. It was expensive, often challenging to obtain, and was

consumed primarily within prestigious social circles. However, the

increasing reach of white European imperialism and the �ne-tuning of

the mechanisms of colonial trade and exploitation led to such resources

becoming accessible to a wider range of consumers. In less than a

century, the notion of co�ee as a beverage consumed in the drawing

rooms of the upper crust eroded. Co�ee instead became a ubiquitous

�xture of the American working class, tied to notions of cheery

productivity and the booming prosperity of the American labor force

(Jimenez 1995).
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Source: Mitch O’Connell.

New class-strati�ed consumption practices

Despite the place of co�ee as a common �xture in the American psyche,

there is an accumulation of evidence to suggest that the social meaning

of co�ee is again shifting. Today, it seems that co�ee is being

enregistered (Agha 2003), or is coming to be seen as, a symbol of a

“higher class” America. But instead of the narrowly de�ned American

elite of the past, co�ee, and speci�cally “specialty” or “craft” co�ee, is

becoming an increasingly important part of the “yuppie”, “hipster”

experience. Craft co�ee in the United States is an industry of skilled

artisans, focused on delivering handmade products to their communities.

This reorientation in the American co�ee industry towards a more craft-

focused ideal is closely tied to the emergence and growth of

independent micro-roasters and co�ee shops that o�er a “local”,

community-centered alternative to the mass market co�ee franchises

that have until recently dominated the landscape of American co�ee

consumption (Roseberry 1996).

http://mitchoconnell.blogspot.co.uk/2014/03/sexist-male-chauvinist-pigs-you-gotta.html
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But specialty co�ee, like other craft industries in the United States,

comes with a high price tag. While the $.99 cup of co�ee still exists, the

world of specialty co�ee is limited to those who can economically

participate in the industry by paying $5 or more for a cup of co�ee. This

conspicuous consumption indexes an investment in not just the co�ee

itself, but also in how the co�ee is grown, harvested, roasted, and

brewed. At the same time, consumption of specialty co�ee rei�es the

divide between the $.99 cup of co�ee and the $5 cup of co�ee. This is

one way in which forms of strati�cation tied to wider issues of race and

class in the United States become concrete.

The physical spaces that specialty co�ee shops and roasters occupy

play an important role in the wider landscape of the industry. In many

cases, specialty co�ee storefronts are opening their doors in urban areas

undergoing gentri�cation. The white yuppies and hipsters at the

vanguard of these changes hold an economic status that makes a �ve

dollar cup of co�ee a�ordable, something that in many cases cannot be

said for the historical residents of these areas.

The symbiosis between the consumption-based desires of this new

upper-middle class and the services provided by the specialty co�ee

industry creates a situation in which craft industries feed o� these larger

urban development projects. Gentri�cation encourages new specialty

establishments. At the same time, the existence and proliferation of

specialty co�ee, in these locations, further encourages gentri�cation

through the availability of the commodities that the new upper-middle

class feel they “need”.

Now, co�ee consumption has been imbued with new social meaning: it

is a beverage for yuppies and hipsters, strongly associated with cool

city-life in edgy, hip neighborhoods. For these educated, critical

consumers, the “authenticity” of the co�ee they consume matters. The

origin, farming, growing, and trading practices, that go into a bag of

co�ee beans are all indexes that point to “good quality co�ee”.

Discourses of authenticity and community

The historical association between co�ee and the American elite

brought with it a discourse of exclusion, a walling o� of those particular
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social circles and the denial of the connections between co�ee and race,

colonialism, and lower-class America. This discourse gave way to one

more heavily focused on the inherent properties of co�ee to help people

lead more productive, happy, and ful�lled lives through their

consumption. The language of productivity and what co�ee can do for

consumers, their families, and their homes represents a hallmark of the

period of American co�ee consumption connected more directly with

the working class.

Source: The Bean Stalker. Originally printed in the
Saturday evening post.

Today, in the specialty co�ee world the emerging aesthetic is rooted in a

new form of elitist discourse, intertwined with the fetishization of

authenticity and community building around how co�ee is sourced and

produced. These processes are enacted in the public face of the

specialty co�ee industry and the projection of their stories and values to

the customers and consumers. One part of this is how they present their

commercial identity through the language they use on their websites.

The analysis and discussion of the public web presence of some of the

major specialty co�ee roasters presented below provides one means by

which we can view these processes playing out across the industry.

http://thebeanstalker.com/2011/300-vintage-coffee-ads-and-the-lessons-they-teach-us
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Source: Stumptown Co�ee Roasters.

A recurring theme we see in the discourses of specialty co�ee is a focus

on authenticity rooted in the exoti�cation of co�ee as an article of

consumption. Co�ee at its source is distant, remote, embedded in a

di�erent way of life than that of the consumer. Indeed, this remoteness is

what makes this co�ee “the best”.

https://www.stumptowncoffee.com/our-story
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Source: 49th Parallel.

In addition to the exoti�cation of place itself, discourses of specialty

co�ee also authenticate their products by referencing the farmers

themselves. This commodi�cation of brown bodies as the source of

authentic co�ee suggests an intimacy with the other side of the supply

chain. In reality, of course, most consumers will have no contact with

these communities. Instead, their consumption mimics a connection with

the farmer which allows the consumer to participate in a kind of “cultural

tourism”, aligning themselves with the “authentic”, salt-of-the-earth

co�ee growers, and yet maintaining their own position in the global racial

and socioeconomic hierarchies.

Beyond the actual product, specialty co�ee discourse regularly

highlights the cultivation and development of community, centered

around the roaster and cafe. Co�ee houses have long been viewed as

intellectual and community hubs and this remains an important part of

how the specialty co�ee industry views itself (Gaudio 2003). Because the

current industry discourse highlights the exotic nature of co�ee, the

consumer’s participation in this “community” allows them an imagined

entrée to this exclusive, unique space.

http://49thcoffee.com/pages/sourcing
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Source: Cartel Co�ee Lab.

Although Cartel does reference its access to the exotic locales of

authentic co�ee growth (“…bring in some of the world’s most intriguing

co�ees…”), it centralizes the role of “community”. Here, the most important

aspect of an authentic co�ee consumption experience is one that’s not

solitary, but engaged, collaborative, and communal. Contiguous to this

idea is the notion of “service with a smile”– in other words, the experience

of co�ee is one to be celebrated as part of a larger shared community of

practice (Lave and Wegner 1991).

Source: Klatch Co�ee.

Here, Klatch co�ee juxtaposes the “charm and comfort of a traditional

co�eehouse” with “world class specialty co�ees”. Once, co�ee as “fuel”

did not overlap with specialty or craft co�ees. But Klatch does not seek

http://www.cartelcoffeelab.com/#because-coffee
http://www.klatchroasting.com/Klatch_Coffee_Education_s/90.htm
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to distance itself from the quintessentially “American” co�ee experience.

Instead, it o�ers a reimagining of what co�ee can or should mean for

consumers. Co�ee is still a “slap in the face” in the morning, but it has

also gone beyond that and has become emblematic of a certain lifestyle.

This lifestyle is one in which co�ee is appreciated for characteristics

beyond its ability to “fuel” consumers, such as the “nurturing (i.e.,

authentic, progressive, �rst-world) relationships with the farmers who

grow the beans”, the attention to the ground “right where the seeds are

planted”, and the “commitment to honest business practices”. This

discourse allows the consumer to be a part of these relationships

through their consumption.

Specialty co�ee and its consumption are marketed as an open door to a

larger community, one that serves as a gatekeeper to a more authentic

co�ee experience—speci�cally by connecting the consumer with the

actual farmers and growers in remote, exotic lands. It provides

consumers with a collective of baristas, roasters, sourcers, and

producers who serve as an anchor through which consumers can locate

and live their consumption.  However, as we have argued, this

experience and the notions of authenticity and communality that it

entails are available to only a portion of an American populous that starts

their day and lives their lives through co�ee consumption. Despite its

communal and authentic discourse, specialty co�ee remains walled o�

by larger socio-economic and racial hierarchies that delimit who takes

part in the co�ee industry, their roles, and their seat at the bar.

 

*William Cotter is a doctoral student in the joint Anthropology-Linguistics

program at the University of Arizona. His work focuses primarily on

Arabic sociolinguistics and the e�ect of political con�ict on language

change in the Middle East. In addition to Arabic, he is interested in the

discourse of specialty co�ee and how it can serve as a window into

understanding evolving class and race dynamics in the United States. He

can be found on Twitter: @cotterw, and at http://u.arizona.edu/~
williamcotter. Mary-Caitlyn Valentinsson is a Ph.D. candidate in the joint

Anthropology-Linguistics program at the University of Arizona. Her work

focuses on Spanish sociolinguistics and language in pop culture, and her

dissertation. Her dissertation investigates language and identity amongst

http://u.arizona.edu/~williamcotter
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Argentine fans of US popular culture. She can be found on Twitter

@mary_caitlyn, and at academia.edu/MaryCaitlynValentinsson.
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Ryan Anderson is an environmental and economic anthropologist.

His current research focuses on the social dynamics of coastal

development and conservation in Baja California Sur, Mexico. He is

currently a lecturer in the department of anthropology at San Diego

State University. You can reach him at ryan AT savageminds dot org

or @anthropologia on twitter. 
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