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CHAPTER 7

Society and the Social Life
of the Coffeehouse

The fuss over individual and collective activities in the
coffeehouse allows us to take in two levels of society at
once. On the surface, we have a glimpse of coffeehouse
society proper. Our attention is directed toward what went
on and why, how the patrons amused themselves and were
mused by others, and who associated with whom. What
is, .in addition, unintentionally revealed is an image of
society as a whole, of how those who participated in the
dlSPUPe over coffee viewed both the ideal and real role of
man in his community and the world. When a society
(Ol‘-those who claim to be the moral spokesmen of that
society) perceives something as objectionable, it tells us
almost as much about itself as it does about the object
f’f its displeasure. We can learn much of its expectations,
:)tt;s Egtrm;, and its social values. If we can get some idea
cofJf eehw at values were thought to be jeopardized by the

0 urbaouse’ 1t is then possible to determine what aspects
affectedn ;(r)liila}i life the ultimate success of the COH?e.h 9us;
the verj; target?:)fs °rr'1e. 9f Lz th.mgs. that were lr;léll)te

norms; how e o criticism came in time to be ac e

) ort, the society may have been in 50

smal] i
way forever changed by the new institution.
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PATRONS

Our SOUTCeS have mltl)Cht to say conceﬁning Kho exactly went
o the coffeehouse, but on some points they are mutually
ory. Lane, discussing the coffeehouses of Cairo
in the pineteenth century, was of the opinion .that those
o frequented the places were almost exclusxyel'y from
sthe lower orders:” Alexande'r Russe:ll makes a similar ob-

servation cONCerning Aleppo in the eighteenth (:,entury, dis-

missing those he saw 10 the places as “vulgar.” Other au-

thors, however, are almost unanimous In portraying cof-

feehouses as magnets for a much brogder spectrum of soci-

ety. Katib Celebi depicts the behavior of the clientele as

far from refined, but nonetheless includes in their num-

ber customers from almost every segment of society: “...

the people [who went to coffeehouses), from prince to beg-
gar, amused themselves with knifing one another.” Dufour,
writing about Istanbul, says that all but the “very high”
come to the coffeehouse, and D‘Ohsson, making a sim-
ilar exception concerning his eighteenth-century contem-
poraries, includes among those who flocked to the newly
opened coffechouses in sixteenth-century Istanbul “beys,
nobles, officers, teachers, judges and other people of the
law.”! The Venetian bailo, Gianfrancesco Morosini, paints
a vivid picture of the coffeehouse patron in 1585:

contradict

All these people are quite base, of low costume and very little in-
dustry, such that for the most part they spend their time sunk in
‘dlefless. Thus they continually sit about, and for entertainment they
are in the habit of drinking, in public, in shops and in the streets—a
black liquid, boiling [as hot| as they can stand it, which is extracted

fom a seed they call Cavee ..., and is said to have the property of
€CPIng a man awake.?

E;dro Teixeira reports that in Baghdad “[coffee] is pre-
" red and sold in public houses built to that end; wherein
Men who desire it meet to drink it, be they great or
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mean.”3 Thévenot is particularly emphatic ahq
versal appeal of the coffechouse: “All sortg of Ut the ;.
to these places, without distinction of re]igigrelome Come
position; there is not the slightest bit of b Or Sociy)
ing such a place, and many go there simply to ciln enter.
one another.”* Of course, local custom mighg ha jt With
involved in determining who came to a coﬁeehous: lxaen
possible is that by the time Russell and Lane Srrtte Iso

e,
of the novelty of the places had worn off in the . é?ltlﬁh
local “beautiful people,” leaving it to the less well-te,. dOaZ

a source of cheap amusement.

From the assumption that all classes went to coffee-
houses it does not of necessity follow that all classes went
to the same coffeehouse, or that the coffeehouse was in any
way a place where social betters and inferiors mingled,
where urbanites from different quarters associated. The
degree to which these social barriers were broken down was
most likely determined by the location and type of estab-
lishment about which we are speaking. Niebuhr mentions
some odd, innlike establishments that dotted the Yemeni
countryside; with these we need not concern ourselves.
They were intended strictly for the itinerant trade, and
probably had little to do with the social lives of the Jocals.?
On the social rdle of the coffee shop in the villages, there
is again little to be said, not because it was not impor-
tant in the context of the village, but because village lif
s so infrequently discussed in the mostly urban-oriented
historical sources.

Within the main object of our interest, the urban ce
ters, we may assume that the small neighborhoqd coﬁzi
shop was operated exclusively for local traffic, 1m mohe
cases catering to a relatively homogeneous clientele- o
same may obviously be said for the “take-out” coffee 812
which was an integral part of market complexes, &° wly
later times included as part of the general plan for ne

|
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endowed market areas'_GISuch places provided the coffee
that doubtless accompanied social actmt.le§ elsewhere, byt
were 10t themselves centers of §uch activity. The larger.
more elaborate coffeehouse‘ obw‘nously was of greater po.
rential as sth a place of mingling. Some were situateq to
serve @ particular clientele, S}lch as those near the citadel
of Cairo, which got much business f;om the garrison.” Oth-
ers were in areas of great commercial activity, such as the
chaotic Tahtakale neighborhood, the site of the first coffee-
houses in Istanbul. In Damascus, there were several large
coffeehouses which, judging from their scale and location
at the hub of city life, were clearly intended to draw in all
those who for any reason were in the central part of the
town. One near the Sinaniye mosque, of particularly large
dimensions, was simply called “the Grand Café"; near the
gate of the citadel was another, with a river passing along
one side, and shade trees.® If the majority of the thousands
of urban coffee shops were of the humble sort, we still must
assume that the larger ones in the central portions of the
city were intended to attract customers from every quarter
who were in that area.? One can presume that miang in
such places was not only across quarter lines, but across
class lines as well. Even smaller cafés, which appeared in
clusters at particularly important crossroads or alongdplop-
ular promenades, might also have ser\'eq such an end. .

Thévenot, however, is probably a bit too §angulne};.
assuming the coffeehouses to be cgnters of mterc:lnu;L
sional commingling. In Islamic society. thf_?‘ gen?;mities
erance for the protected Christian and J.é\\'lsh mlthe -
came accompanied with the understanding that L The
Norities were to remain both separate and unequthve =
shari‘a sets out certain formal disadvantages forbetween
nority communities, erecting clear legal bam;rseche 4 by
the believer and the unbeliever that can be_ :eema i
N0 means except conversion. These walls wer

v
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penetrable by the.all-too-,human tendency ¢,
t for those outside one's OWR group. Theg,
barriers were exceedingly formidable, and it is highly un.
lkely that they would break down OVer & €D, 2 pipe, ang
a relaxing game of chess. It is not even certafm that any
single coffeehouse catered to an ecumenical clientele. Qpe
may doubt that any given group would be fOrmatuy.barred,
but in a society where the mform'al rules mad.e it quite
clear who belonged where, formalized segregation would
be unnecessary. 1f you did not belong, you would not be
comfortable.

In this one respect, at least, the tavern probably had
a more heterogeneous clientele than the coffeehouse. The
former was perforce run exclusively by non-Muslims, os-
tensibly for non-Muslims (to serve wine to a Muslim, or
even to flaunt this loathsome habit in the sight of Mus-
lims, was in some cases a capital offense). Some Muslims,
however, doubtless came to the tavern, and these social
misfits must have regularly had to rub shoulders with their
confessional inferiors.

The coffeehouse, on the other hand, was essentially a
Muslim establishment, in spite of all the conflict and con-
troversy surrounding it. This controversy arose, indeed,
beQaUSe the coffeehouse was a particularly Muslim insti-
tution, not just some dive developed by and for the pro-
teC_te:d unbelievers. Connected in its embryonic stages t0
ﬁ;g';’us worship (albeit at times of questionable ortho-
forn{s‘ irrllutr}iur}?dl’ in both pious and ur.labashe'dly seculsr
Hijéz’ o ;3 t0 y and exclum‘vely M\.lshm precincts of the
o o‘f i Z;r introduced into Cairo throggh the p((i)f:
e aZ ar, the .coff'eehf)usg was, in birth afld =
o im\iel‘y Muslnm institution. It may l_lav.e 1:.1deem
the native,soil Oya(;lon, but ifso, it was one spriné 8 flroot
one introduceq 1}1 eed the sacred heartland, of Islarln, E j

rom the lands of the unbelievers.” X

the more im
ward contemp
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cept in those times when it was entirely forbiddey by civil
quthorities, coffee trade was solely the domain of Mus-
lims. They, of course, dominated the caravang or convoys
that plied, respectively, the Hijaz and the Red Sea, Iy
addition, wholesale trade in coffee was, at least in C?;iro
exclusively in their hands.'? Opening or operating a coffee:
house did not of necessity detract from one'’s good name
in the eyes of the pious, nor did it seem contradictory
to one’s functions as a member of the religio-legal elite.
Some ulema in Cairo, even as early as the late sixteenth
century, amassed considerable personal fortunes in cof-
fee speculation; and in the eighteenth century, one can
cite the example of at least one professor at the Azhar
who owned, among other properties, a coffeehouse.'® The
Egyptian chronicler Ishaqi (wrote 1623) tells of Ahmet
Pasa, governor of Egypt in the late sixteenth century, in-
creasing his prestige among the ulema and poor by fund-
ing, among other public works, coffeehouses in Bilaq and
the Rashid quarter.!* Nor was patronage of a coffeehouse
restricted to those whose sole concern was necessarily this
world and not the next. Various religious functionaries
(particularly men of a relatively high degree of religious
learning, as opposed to minor mosque functionaries, a
consideration we shall get back to) did not scruple to
be seen in the coffechouses of Istanbul. Moreover, i‘n ad-
dition to the other entertainments that we shall dlscpss
further on, there are occasional reports of there being
those with some religious content. Niebuhr not only tell::
of “Mullachs, or poor scholars” entertaining CUStOMers
?Mth orations and stories, but on at least one OCC,MP: :
n Aleppo, he saw a man of some wealth and ]e;:”;l‘ei
th) took it upon himself to go around to coffee (} :he
dehvering harangues for the spiritual improvement 0
Customerg, 15
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All this is not to suggest that Christians apq
wot frequent coffeehouses. On the contrary, if
the fact that Greeks and Armenians are constap]y .
as having done much to introduce coffee drinking };ocl}ngd
rope, we know that they were quite familiar with 4 16 Bu-
would they have been regular habitués of g coffechy ut
with a predominantly Muslim clientele? 1t is, at bUSe
unlikely. Coffee and the coffeehouse had developed v,
strong ties to the greater part of Muslim society. It Wai
not necessarily considered a shameful business, work
only for dhimmss, to be involved in trafficking in coffee
either on a wholesale or retail level. In addition, the cof-
fechouse became curiously bound, if only indirectly, to the
daily ebb and flow of the religious life of the Muslim com-
munity: its particular popularity on nights of Ramadan
suggests its gradual inclusion in the set of socio—religfous
habits connected with that season when religious duties
regulated the pace of life. In brief, Muslim society had
taken it as its own institution, one in which the partic-
ipation of non-Muslims was not essential and in which,
in certain circumstances, their presence might be consid-
ered offensive. We must assume that the general tendency

in the society toward religious separation applied to the
coffeehouse as well.

Jews giq
n]‘y from

est,

ACTIVITIES AND ENTERTAINMENTS

If‘e’;atgl;ntpeqevi, in his chapter on the introduction of cof-
- lz anbul, tells of how those who would form.erl)/_h"“"s3
could “‘;.ﬁsums giving dinners at home for their frien ;
. ;1 f‘ the coming of the coffeehouse, entertain 0._

ew coins.!” The novelty of such activity was obv!

ously quite striking ; .
) riking in the sixte : venteenth c€?
turies, and there ¢ sixteenth and seve cople

is an impli ion in the wa
Perceived of how plied revolution in the way

things were to be done. The proffering Y
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nospitality was no longer something that could be under
taken solely inone's home. No longer was a host necessarj] ;
i rrounded by possessions, wife, children, slaves and a{l
the trappings and symbols of proprietorship that, had al-
ways been present whgn one was extending to the guest
the full resources of his household. The act of hospitalit

could now be transferred to a public place where one'ﬁ
responsibilities, and perhaps prestige, as host were more
Jimited. This would imply a subtle shift in the relationship
of host and guest, and a break, if only symbolic, with old
values. There, in the coffeehouse, one could play host for
relatively little outlay, and the “sport” seeking a reputa-
tion for magnanimity could, for a trifling sum, even show
his generosity to those who were not originally members
of his party:

When someone is in a coffeehouse, and he sees people whom he knows
come in, if he is in the least ways civil, he will tell the proprietor not
to take any money from them. All this is done by a single word.
for when they are served with their coffee, he merely cries “giaba”
[Turkish: caba), that is to say, “Gratis! L

Such substitute hospitality must have seemed, to some, a
rather sham and ridiculous way for the tightwad to flaunt
his generosity. An Ottoman visitor to (airo at the end of
the sixteenth century wrote:

When jundis [soldiers| go, for instance, in a coffeehouse and ‘lhglf
have to get change for a gold coin, they will definitely spend it d
They regard it as improper to put the change in their pocket 3¢
leave. In other words, this is their manner of showing their gr‘md"l‘.':)
to the common people. But their grand patronage consists of ”ems i
each other to a cup of coffee, of impressing their friends with oné [CUP
of Something four cups of which costs oné para.

) demise
Whether the advent of the coffeehouse meant tEI: s
i t-llc dinner party or not, it certainly docs ar(;:‘or 'of such
Period, to have become something of the ce

> SSSBBEREEESEEEBLHEGGGGEGEHEEEHSEEGGEGEHGHEHEE

D AT A a\;\“



100 The Social Life of the Coﬁeohouqe

social contact among males as had to do with .

business nor religion.?® Later we shall explore moren(flther
the long-term social implications of this fact, byt heepl'y
is appropriate first to describe the nature and qual?re it
social activities in the coffeehouse. 1ty of

Conversation

Aside from the more formal pastimes and diversions tha;
will be discussed below, the coffeehouse was above a]] 5
place for talk: serious or trivial, high-minded or base, that
place more than any other seemed to lend itself to the art
of conversation. Amid the relaxing surroundings and atmo-
sphere of leisure afforded by the grand metropolitan coffee-
house, caffeine-stimulated talk thrived, perhaps even more
than it did on the mats and carpets of the mosque. Quite
often the talk was of the light, frivolous kind, the work
of the coffechouse wit hauling out the often-told tale for
the consumption of new listeners. Dufour tells us that men
would divert themselves with vague conversations “about
nothing in particular, or with humorous tales.” The Eliza-
bethan clergyman, William Biddulph, reports mainly “idle
-and Alehouse talke” in the coffeehouses of Aleppo.?! Such
harmless banter was probably not, on the whole, consid-
ered particularly impious. Some of those more rigid in their
views of how people ought to spend their time, howevel,
did find in such activities the suggestion of a certain lax-
ity of moral character. Among them, paradoxically, W3
t]aziﬁ, who complains of the seriousness of the dhikr be-
ing replaced in the practice of coffee drinking by jests aB

the telling of tall tales.?2 The expression of this opinion:
howgver: may have been intended to emphasize the plOUSf
applications of the drink and to combat the arguments ©

thos% who opposed coffee altogether. -
viewegeaio?se banter of the coffechouse was sometlgée_

ar from harmless. The patrons of the ¢0
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.0, it seems, Were not immune to the temptat;

s disregard the strict letter of the truth whenpr:lt;?ir;x: fstt?
ries about others, partlcul.arly about women. A write: who
4as otherwise favor.ably disposed to coffee was particularly
indignant about this aspect of coffeehouse life:

Among the abominable practices in coffeehouses is that patrons] will
really extend themselve's in slander, defamation, and throwing doubt
on the reputations of .vnrtuous woren, What they come up with are
generally the n;ost frightful fabrications, things without a grain of
truth in them.

Making false accusations (gadhf) about the sexual propri-
ety of a chaste woman (muhsan) is indeed contrary to the
shari‘a: 1t is @ corporal offense, punishable with eighty
lashes.24 Otherwise, the habit of telling tales about others
is not punishable, but is regarded as distasteful in the ex-
treme.

Coffechouse conversation was not entirely jejune. Pe-
cevi describes the often intense literary activity among
the patrons.?® As was to happen later in Europe. the
coffechouse became something of a literary forum; poets
and writers would submit their latest compositions for
the assessment of a critical public. In other corners of
the coffechouse, there might be heated discussions on art,
Fhe sciences or literature.?8 Again, there would seem little
in such activity to provoke censure, although the secular,
worldly subject matter might in itself be enough to leave
the participants open to attack. o

The introduction of certain other topics for discussion
Was iHevitably to lead to direct attacks from the pohucalb
Powerful. Public affairs furnished much of the fu_ze7l for com-
ment and criticism among coffeehouse patron® In i_’liﬁe
of Newspapers or public forums, the cofffeehouse qulcewyS

ecame the place of exchange of informatior wher;zl nPer-
ol the palace or Porte was spread by word of mouth:
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en of some positio
.n those places where mexn O 597€ D 0 Were
Eapfs(,),uléld the ancient and reveregl 1r.1st1tut10n of the ne\:,:
“le ak” w;s not unknown. One WlShmg to hear the lateSt
¢ likely, the freshest rumors—needed only t,

_or, more

news—oOr; f .

. : (6} «
station himself in the coffeechouse for a short time. Young

lers,” says D'Ohsson, “spend whole: hourg in therp, Smok.
ing, playing draughts or chess and discussing affairs of the
da y.n 28 . . '
A forum for the public ventilation of news, views, ang
grievances concerning the state possessed the potential for
becoming a political “clubhouse” from which concerted
action might be taken by those with a common distaste
for the regime. As such, it could not help but appear
a bit suspicious to those in authority. In fact, there is
much to suggest that often the patrons were not merely
proponents of free speech, but were more the type for
whom words alone would not suffice. More than one coup
d’état has been launched from, or at least plotted in, a
coffeehouse. D'Ohsson attributes the most energetic and
complete closing of coffechouses in Istanbul to just such
a problem. By the time of the sultanate of Murat IV
(1623-40), coffeehouses had become “meeting places of the
people, and of mutinous soldiers.”?® Murat was neither the
sort of man to risk the same fate Osman II (r. 1618-22)
had suffered a decade earlier, nor the sort of man to tal;e
half-measures when he chose to deal with a problem-
In 1633, on the pretext of preventing the disastrous fires
that sometimes got started in coffeehouses, he ordere
them torn down, and coffee, as well as tobacco and opiumm,
ba.nned: Several decades later, coffeehouses in Istaurlbu”1
were still closed, “desolate as the heart of the ignorant,
though they were to reopen in the last quarter of the
century,3!
) In dealing with the problem of sedition in the
ouse, not all governments employed such heavy-

coffee-
hande
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thods. Wwith a bit of applied creativity some even found
met they could turn the situation to their own advantage
that,he nineteenth century, Muhammad ‘Ali’s govemmeont-
g; da rather sophisticated way of dez_ﬂ?ng with factious el-
ements in Cairene coffeehouses'. Realizing ‘that such public
forums for loose tal.k could easily be exploited, police spies
were often planted in coﬁ”eehquses Fo gather information to
which the government otherwise might not have been privy
_ntil the mischief of the seditious had been effected.?

Gaming
As early as the Meccan incident reported by Jaziri, games,
as well as talk, were a vital part of coffeehouse life: “Peo-
ple gather in the places where [coffee] is sold and play
chess and mangala and other [games] for stakes."* It is
hardly surprising that such diversions were seen in the
carliest coffeehouses, since it would seem that they were
among features adopted from the tavern.>* Chess became
quite popular in the coffeehouses in Turkey.3® Backgam-
mon (nard), which was already known, must have quickly
become a favorite: it is perhaps to this that D'Ohsson
refers when he speaks of the Turks playing “draughts,”
although we cannot rule out the possibility of some other
game. It is unclear whether card games, so often seen in
the modern coffechouse, were in use in early times. T hey
are not mentioned in early sources, and it 1 possible that
th.ey were introduced later from Europe, although some
®vidence exists for their use in this and earlier centuries.

¢ There is some doubt as well concerning the prevalence
(t) e%:n.xbling connected with these games. On oneclﬁzi.

0Wevls no mention of hard-core dicing L%a"“e(si' Jaziri’;
desrt 2 Was played at times for stakes,” an %

e 115?1“().“, or rather that of the official rePOT'LbC‘l’i“eve that
gamb; Lincident in Mecca, would lead one £0 2 (5 %

Ng was something of the rule in coffeehouses





