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The Women’s Petition Against Coffee. Representing 
to Publick Consideration the Grand Inconveniences 
accruing to their Sex from the Excessive Use of that 
Drying Enfeebling Liquor. Presented to the Right 
Honourable Keepers of the Liberty of Venus. By a Well-
willer (London, n.p., 1674), [2], 6pp. BL: 1038.i.47.(1). 
ESTCR11811. Hünersdorff.

Th e Women’s Petition Against Coff ee is a libertine squib on the revolution in sex-
ual manners supposedly inaugurated by the emergence of the coff ee-house. Th e 
Women’s Petition returns to the genre of the mock petition, closely related to 
other mock tracts of restoration satire, especially the mock complaint and mock 
queries. Like these forms, the satire is directed against the authoritative and 
political pretensions of the original form: in this case the petition addressed to 
an authoritative body: here ‘the Right Honourable Keepers of the Liberty of Venus’, 
an ironic reference to rakes and whores. Ostensibly the satiric focus is on men: 
the coff ee-house renders them impotent and eff eminate. Th e theory that coff ee 
‘extinguishes the Inclination to Venery, and induces Sterility’ had been reported 
by Olearius in his embassy to Persia in 1634, and confi rmed in the Danish physi-
cian Simon Paulli’s Commentarius de abusu tabaci et herbae thee ([Strasbourg], 
Argentorati, 1665), fols 37r–39r. But the satire is not directly concerned with 
medical theory: rather the topic is gender roles, directed against the desiring 
woman, whose libidinality is limitless and whose carnal appetite is insatiable (a 
reprise of enduring misogynist discourse). Th e petition begins by recalling nos-
talgically the days when English men were virile and lusty, and ascribes the pass-
ing of this sexual vigour to this ‘Newfangled, Abominable, Heathenish Liquor’ 
called coff ee. Th e satire is directed against the cultural reformation that coff ee-
houses were understood to have introduced in London society: the men who 
congregate in the coff ee-houses are associated with the supposedly feminine 
attributes of talking and gossiping. Men in the coff ee-house ‘out-babble an equal 
number of [women] at a Gossipping, talking all at once in Confusion, and run-



110 Eighteenth-Century Coff ee-House Culture: Volume 1

ning from point to point … insensibly, and … swift ly’ (below p. 116). Th is con-
ceit is literalised as sexual impotence, and concatenated with complaints about 
the amount of time men devoted to the homosocial world of the coff ee-house. 
Th e contrast between kinds and manners of drinking probably carried political 
connotations: the fl amboyant and libertine world of wine and beer drinking was 
associated with Royalist politics; while the austere and discursive world of cof-
fee-house debate was associated with radical and republican politics. 

Th e tract is in prose amounting to six pages, and is anonymous. Th ere is 
no extant evidence about the author, and no conclusions can be drawn con-
cerning the writer’s gender from internal evidence. Th e title has suggested to 
some a woman author, following the model off ered by a petition on behalf of 
women debtors addressed to Cromwell during the Commonwealth, entitled 
Th e Womens Petition, to the Right Honourable … Lord Cromwell (London, n.p., 
1651). George Woodcock suggested Aphra Behn in the 1970s, but this has not 
been widely followed. According to Peter Brown, ‘various names have been put 
forward as to the author’, concluding that it ‘was no lady who wrote this’ (Peter 
B. Brown, In Praise of Hot Liquors: the study of chocolate, coff ee and tea-d rinking 
1600–1850 (York, York Civic Trust, 1995), pp. 16–17). Habermas, in Th e 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962; trans. by Th omas Burger 
([Cambridge], Polity Press, 1989)), makes use of this satire as evidence for wom-
en’s resistance to the homosocial coff ee-house public (p. 257n.). Such a conclu-
sion might only be drawn, one suspects, without a fi rst-hand knowledge of the 
text, or even its subtitle, as the tract makes its satirical purpose more than clear. 
Th e satire was reprinted in four pages in 1700 as Th e City-VVifes Petition, against 
Coff ee. Presented to the Publick Consideration, the Grand Inconviences that accrue 
to their Sex, fr om the Excessive Drinking of that Drying, and Enfeebling Liquor: 
to the Right Honourable, the worshipfull court of female assistants, the humble 
petition and address of several thousands of buxome good vvomen, languishing in 
extremity of want (London, A. VV., 1700). 
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The Women’s Petition Against Coffee 
p. 111, ll. 14–15: the Right Honourable Keepers of the Liberty of VENUS: 

refers to those charged with the protection of the arts of love: libertines, 
rakes, courtesans and whores. During the English Republic (1649–53), and 
again during the Rump (1659–60), parliament abolished the kingly offi  ce 
and constituted itself as the ‘Keepers of the liberty of England’; for which see 
‘An Act declaring what off ences shall be adjudged Treason’(17 July 1649) in 
Th e Constitutional Documents of the Puritan Revolution 1625–1660, ed. by 
Samuel Rawson Gardiner (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1906), p. 388. Venus is 
the goddess of love and the amatory arts. 

p. 113, ll. 3–4: Worshipful Court of Female Assistants: prostitutes, courtesans, 
whores. A ‘court of assistants’ constituted the governing body of each of the 
City livery companies that regulated trade in London. 

p. 113, ll. 6–7: Buxome Good-women: A goodwife or good-woman is the mistress 
of a house; buxom, full of health, plump, comely.

p. 113, l. 18: Cock-sparrows: the male of the sparrow, applied to men who show 
sparrow-like characteristics (OED).

p. 113, l. 19: Sa sa: English transliteration of the French exclamation ‘ça ça’, used 
to encourage and excite. 

p. 114, l. 10: dull Lubbers: big clumsy stupid fellows (OED). 
p. 114, l. 13: Devoirs: duties, here sexual (OED).
p. 115, l. 9: Cato: Marcus Porcius Cato (234–149 bc) was a Roman statesman 

and orator, here used as a byword for conservative rhetoric. 
p. 115, l. 22: sapless as a Kixe: kex, the dry stem of various herbaceous plants, 

such as cow parsnip or wild chervil. Figuratively, a dried-up sapless person. 
(OED).

p. 115, ll. 27–8: Th e Age of Man … Span: misquoted from John Donne (1572–
1631), An Anatomy Of Th e World (London, William Stansby for Samuel 
Macham, 1611) on the shortness of life: ‘And as in lasting, so in length is 
man / Contracted to an inch, who was a span’ (p. 7).

p. 115, l. 32: Stygian Tap-houses: Stygian means pertaining to the River Styx, or 
more generally, to the infernal regions of classical mythology. Tap-houses 
were small alehouses where beer is drawn from a tap. 

p. 116, l. 10: Quaker … Dispute: a meeting of the Quakers held at the Barbican on 
28 June 1674, defending themselves against recent allegations. 

p. 117, ll. 7–9: as what colour … Father in Law was: quibbles of Biblical scholar-
ship.

p. 117, l. 32: Red Lattice: a lattice painted red was the mark of an inn; hence also 
of an alehouse or tavern (OED).

p. 118, l. 2: rare Langoon, and Racy Canary: langoon was a kind of white wine, 
and canary a light sweet wine from the Canary Islands (OED).



   Explanatory notes 381

p. 118, ll. 13–16: Tom Farthing … Woman weary, &c: the fi rst verse of a contem-
porary bawdy song in which a woman complains that Tom Farthing stays 
out too late, and when he gets home is too weary to have sex. See A Perfect 
Collection of the Several Songs now in Mode either at the Court or Th eatres 
(London, n. p., 1675), p. 39. Th e name Tom Farthing was thereaft er associ-
ated with silly and lewd song lyrics. 

p. 118, ll. 29–30: Lusty nappy Beer, Cock-Ale, Cordial Canaries, Restoring 
Malago’s and Back-Recruiting Chocolet: nappy beer was strong and foam-
ing, having a head; cock-ale was mixed with the jelly or minced meat of 
a boiled cock, beside other ingredients; cordial canaries were hearty and 
health-giving sweet wines from the Canary Islands; malago was a white or 
red fortifi ed wine from Malaga in Spain, also known as sack; chocolet or 
chocolate was supposed to have restorative powers (OED).

The Mens Answer to the Womens Petition Against Coffee
p. 123, l. 10: Postures than Aretine: Aretino’s Postures (1524) was the name given 

to a well-known illustrated sex manual in verse, comprising sixteen sonnets 
by Pietro Aretine (1492–1556) and sixteen explicit engravings from draw-
ings by Giuliano Romano, a pupil of Raphael, depicting various athletic 
sexual positions. 

p. 123, l. 22: Italian Padlocks: chastity belts.
p. 123, ll. 26–7: Commissioners of Whetstones Park, the Suburb Runners, and 

Moor-fi elds Night-walkers: ironic reference to areas of London where pros-
titutes were commonly encountered. Whetstone Park was a street which lay 
between Lincoln’s Inn and Holborn; Moorfi elds was an open area north of 
the city. A ‘suburb sinner’ was a loose woman, so named because the suburbs 
of London were associated with debased and licentious habits of life. 

p. 123, l. 29–p. 124, l. 1: preparations of Cantharides, spiced Meats, Anchoves, 
Cullises, Jelly-broths, Lambstones, Diasatyrion, Bononia Sawsages: aphrodisi-
acs. Cantharides is Spanish Fly, a rubefacient and vesicant prepared from the 
dried beetle Cantharis vesicatoria; cullis and jelly-broths were both restora-
tive strong meat broths; lambstones were lamb’s testicles; diasatyrion was 
a medicinal preparation of which the principal ingredient was sanders or 
sandalwood; and bononia sawsages are a large kind of preserved Bologna 
sausage (salami). Th ey, and most of the other aphrodisiacs here listed, are 
referred to in Henry Stubbe’s Th e Indian Nectar, or, a discourse concerning 
chocolate (London, J. C. for Andrew Crook, 1662), pp. 136–7. 

p. 124, l. 3: Artifi cial Tranguin: unknown
p. 124, l. 7: Solomon: Solomon (970–28 bc), king of the Israelites. Proverbs 

30:16–17: ‘Th ere are three things that are never satisfi ed, yea, four things 


