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In Those Days 
There Was No Coffee

Since it was first published in 2006, this beloved volume of essays by A.R.Venkatachalapathy on the cultural history of colonial Tamilnadu has been enjoyed equally by scholars looking for rigorous history-writing and lay informed readers in search of a classic good read. The new expanded edition hopes to do more of the same.

The author draws from sources as varied as poetry, fiction, essays, reviews, comments, advertisements, and notices to bring to life a rich and vibrant cultural history. As authoritative as they are captivating, the ten essays in the volume represent a valuable addition to the small corpus of history titles which also qualify as accomplished writing.
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for Professor K.N. Panikkar

in lieu of a festschrift


Note to the Twentieth Anniversary Edition

Writing this prefatory note for the twentieth anniversary edition of In Those Days There Was No Coffee gives me the reassuring feeling that I have not been on some errant train. Changes in academic fashions and redrawn frontiers seem not to have robbed this book of its original aroma completely. Rather, this book may have even triggered new research into the history of beverages and of consumption in general.

When Saurabh Dube and Arpita Das suggested, more than two decades ago, that I put together my explorations into cultural history between covers I was not sure if the essays would add up to much. For their part, Dube and Das had their doubts if an academic book with such an offbeat title would work. In the event, the book’s reception belied our doubts. Reviewers, critics, and readers were evidently prepared to overlook the book’s flaws, preferring to savour its aroma, flavour, and aftertaste. Despite writing much since its first publication I cannot say I am not pleased to be identified as ‘the coffee chap’ (the actual words of a respected historian when I was introduced to him). The book has found its way not only into reading lists in many universities across the world but has also been liberally cited and alluded to in podcasts and social media posts. Hardly a month has passed in the last twenty years without some enthusiastic reader contacting me regarding the book.

Every work is a product of its times. It would do violence to recast old essays. Therefore, while letting the narrative stay, I have included substantial new material in the coffee chapter. Of particular interest is the section on a sensational incident in 1920s-Kolar Gold Fields, when a Dalit-turned-Buddhist, insulted at not being served at a coffee house, took the matter to court. The court proceedings bolster my argument, even if it may not convince sceptics who turned their nose up that I was smelling caste in everything.

A new chapter—a history of advertising in colonial south India—bookends Part I focussing on histories of consumption. I have also cleaned up the language in some places, corrected the occasional error, and updated a few references.

If readers think of this book when sipping their cuppa, my efforts would have been more than amply rewarded.

Grateful thanks to Arpita Das and Ishita Gupta for making this anniversary edition possible.

Chalapathy

Chennai, 22 June 2025


Preface and Acknowledgements

Isaiah Berlin, the renowned British historian of ideas, once likened himself to a London cab, which went wherever it was hailed; meaning that he wrote whatever he was commissioned to. I have been rather like the notorious autorickshaw drivers of Chennai who want to drive their customers to wherever they want to go. The chapters in this book, though they originated as separate essays over a decade and a half under various compulsions share certain common concerns. My attempts to understand historically the culture I live in are at the centre of these explorations. The underlying unity of the essays was once again brought back to me sharply when Saurabh Dube suggested that these were worth putting together as a book. Most of the essays have also had Tamil versions, usually longer and thicker in description and invariably not concerned with the historiographical context which mandatorily preface and frame professional writing. This volume is a result of the tension between addressing a larger audience while at the same time remaining true to the cardinal principles of the historical profession.

In putting these essays together, I have substantially revised them, edited out repetitions and brought to the foreground underlying connections. Having lived with some of the essays for over a decade now I feel both happy and sad to exorcise them out of my system. Some of them—especially the chapters on coffee, and the relationship between the Dravidian movement and the Saivites—have received embarrassingly positive attention—in print as well as in oral presentations; in Tamil as well as in English. As I write this preface a version of the first chapter has appeared in Malayalam translation. (Chapter 8 was earlier similarly fortunate.) Hopefully I have not let this delude me about their quality. The novelty of the themes, the freshness of the archive grubbed and, perhaps, being able to communicate at least a little of my thrill in exploring them were probably behind the encouraging reception. Perhaps this too justifies the publication of this book.

Considering the nature of the book, a number of Tamil words have been used. While I have italicised them, no diacritics have been employed. All quotations from Tamil are in my translation unless otherwise specified.

So many friends and peers have commented on earlier versions of these chapters that it is impossible to list them without somehow implicating them in this exercise. Academic audiences in Tirunelveli, Nagercoil, Madurai, Chennai, Wagamon, New Delhi, London, Paris, New York and Chicago who heard presentations out of which these chapters took shape were uniformly encouraging in their criticism. I remain indebted to these various interlocutors.

It now remains to thank the various institutions which have served as the archives for the research: The Tamilnadu Archives, Chennai; The Maraimalai Adigal Library, Chennai; The U.V. Swaminatha Iyer Library, Chennai; The Roja Muthiah Research Library, Chennai; The Gnanalaya Library, Pudukkottai; and The British Library, London.

Despite having written or edited over a dozen books in Tamil, this is my first real book in English. I thank the many friends and well-wishers who have egged me on to publish in English. The first book of an academic is usually a revised version of his/ her doctoral dissertation. I am delighted that I have avoided that fate. This does not however mean that academic publishing will be spared that dissertation-book in the near future!

Copyright acknowledgements appear below. I am thankful to Sanjay Subrahmanyam and Sunil Kumar, managing editors of the Indian Economic and Social History Review for sorting out a tricky copyright issue.

K.N. Panikkar was my teacher at the Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. I remain indebted to him for supervising my dissertation on the social history of Tamil book-publishing which was described, presumably as a compliment, by a historian I respect as ‘very un-JNU-like’. Many years ago, I planned, along with some of his students and peers, a festschrift in his honour. It never materialised. I dedicate this book to him in lieu of that festschrift.
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Introduction

History, Literature, Language


‘History is not yet what it ought to be.’

—Marc Bloch1

Historians, of course, would not care to write the story of tamarind trees.

—Sundara Ramaswamy2



It must seem somewhat strange that a book for the most part concerned with the cultural history of Tamilnadu should begin with an anecdote concerning a Bengali historian. In December 1915, Jadunath Sarkar wrote a reflective essay ‘Confessions of a History Teacher’ in the Modern Review.3 The primary concern in his ‘Confession’ was ‘How to infuse life and reality into teaching history to boys?’ ‘How to teach them to use history for the problems of life?’ To his mind, the first and foremost, if not the only obstacle in the way of students acquiring this ability was language, to which he devoted most of his essay.


Our boys have to attend lectures and write answers in an alien tongue of which the immense majority of our freshmen have no such mastery as breeds confidence and facility in using it…. Their limited power of English composition makes it practically impossible for them to express themselves in their own words freely….



‘This unnatural arrangement of boys having to read and write in a foreign and imperfectly acquired tongue,’ Jadunath Sarkar argued, was ‘responsible for a twofold mischief’: ‘the meagre acquisition of knowledge…. and the inadequate expression in writing.’ ‘The absence of advanced historical works in our vernaculars’ was an ‘insuperable difficulty’ that compounded the problem of lack of knowledge in English. Though he confessed that it was ‘beyond the power’ of ‘a mere teacher’ like himself ‘to abolish the unnatural system of teaching and examining our boys in a tongue which they do not use in daily life’, he had experimented with the method of a ‘vernacular seminar’ to effect at least a modicum of change.

Replying to the call of the editor of Modern Review for responses to Jadunath Sarkar’s essay, a teacher, then barely 24 years old, wrote from Tirunelveli. This young teacher, prefaced his letter with the comment that ‘so long as it is thought that history is... the cheapest to impart… [it] is bound to fall very short of the ideal’. Coming to the ‘real difficulty of language’. he contended that ‘I cannot testify to better success with a vernacular medium, at least in my college and in this district’. Despite committing ‘many mistakes of grammar and idiom in English’ his students, he claimed, spoke and wrote ‘English better than Tamil’. As for himself, he continued, ‘English serves me better as a medium of expression than Tamil—I mean in handling historical subjects. Perhaps the vernacular is not so well off in this part of the country as it should be.’4

The young teacher, who asserted that Tamil was not suited for history, was the great K.A. Nilakanta Sastri, arguably the most distinguished historian of twentieth-century Tamilnadu and author of the magisterial The Colas and the synthetic A History of South India among other works. In the 60 long years that he lived after responding to Jadunath Sarkar, he wrote no book, nor to the best of my knowledge, even an essay, in the Tamil language.5

There was a swift response to K.A. Nilakanta Sastri. Subramania Bharati, the great nationalist poet, in his column in the Tamil daily Swadesamitran, quoting Sastri, ridiculed him sharply, ‘I must pity Sri Nilakanta Iyer. The wonder of persons who cannot speak their own language straight, teaching the sciences6 may be seen only in our country.’7 Bharati further wondered why Nilakanta Sastri should proclaim his ignorance of the Tamil language in a journal published from Bengal. And he added:


The Japanese, the Chinese, the Norwegians, the Swiss, the Italians, the Dutch and the people of various other nations used to think of us as people of inferior intelligence, in the sciences and in the languages. Only now, some of us are making clear to the outside world that Indians are not savages or tailless apes; that we have our own languages; that we have our own scientific experts and poets. Therefore, we cannot but laugh when a few of us pronounce that the Tamils are inferior to the other sections of Indians.8



The strange fate of history writing in Tamilnadu that Bharati bemoaned continued through the twentieth century. In the two primary institutional locations of professional historical research in late colonial Tamilnadu—the Department of Indian History, University of Madras, established in 1914, and the Department of History, Annamalai University, established in the 1930s—English dominated as the language of history writing. The towering names of S. Krishnaswami Aiyangar, R. Sathyanatha Aiyar and C.S. Srinivasachari associated with these two institutions now gone to seed, steeped in Rankean notions of history, gleaned evidence from the newly emerging archive of epigraphical and literary records to construct grand narratives of how, despite apparently different, South India (often used synonymously with Tamilnadu) fitted the grand mosaic of a great Indian Civilization.

Even as these historians were constructing a history of South India that tried to integrate it to a greater India, there emerged a rival tradition. This has been noted earlier in connection with the studies on Tamil identity politics—themes that are discussed in the later part of this book. Many intellectuals, most of them belonging to the non-Brahmin Vellalar elite, challenged the notion of a monolithic, Sanskrit-based, Hindu vision of India.

By the 1930s, a clear cleavage began to emerge between these two streams which can be termed the Indian nationalist and Tamil nationalist. While S. Krishnaswami Aiyangar’s line was well established in the two universities and their writings exclusively confined to the English language, the other tradition continued outside the portals of the history departments and was increasingly written only in Tamil. Politically speaking, while the professional historians worked within an Indian nationalist framework (K.A. Nilakanta Sastri was a great admirer of P.S. Sivaswamy Iyer, a moderate nationalist, and even edited his collected writings.), most of the historians writing in Tamil had pronounced Tamil nationalist leanings.9 While history writing in English was almost exclusively concerned with dynastic history and obsessed with chronology, a major strand of the Tamil historiography turned towards cultural history and literary historiography.

The emphasis throughout these histories was on the distinctness of Tamil culture vis-à-vis the north/Sanskrit. Apart from the cultural orientation of these studies a direct engagement with Tamil language and literature is also discernible. While the Tamil linguistic abilities of S. Krishnaswami Aiyangar and others in the tradition of writing in English inspires little confidence (for instance, K.A. Nilakanta Sastri relied heavily on the controversial Tamil scholar S. Vaiyapuri Pillai for understanding Tamil literary works), we find in the Tamil writings a heightened sensitivity to language. For instance, Mylai Seeni. Venkatasamy, in a series of essays, traced the changing meanings of several Tamil terms which are crucial towards an understanding of many significant Tamil texts. Such competence in using and analysing language historically would be expected of any historian but sadly did not manifest in the Tamil historians writing in English.10 Had not the great historian Marc Bloch written many years ago that ‘… to the great despair of historians, men fail to change their vocabulary every time they change their customs’?11 For, ultimately, whether the textual sources whisper or shout, the historian must have the ears, the training and the inclination to hear. The only interesting work on Tamil social and cultural history that is sensitive to the nuances of language and literature is now being written for the most part outside institutional locations and is addressed not to a professional audience but a literary one.

Given the conventional wisdom that writing divides history from prehistory it should seem rather strange that the importance of language and literature for the writing of history should need to be restated. In the Western world, well into the Victorian age, all history was very much literature. Until history began to make claims to be a social science, the discipline continued to be classified under humanities, arts and the classics. In fact, a history was only as good as its writing! Considering the recent scholarly claim that much of the historiography in immediate pre-colonial south India was written as literature; that it was all about ‘texture’,12 a particularly aesthetic effect produced by language, the importance of coupling language and literary writing with history may be to belabour the point. However, it is a reflection of the state of historiography, at least as it is now practised in academic institutions in Tamilnadu, that this needs restating.

A dialogue with the sources is at the heart of the historian’s craft. Considering that much of the conventional source material for the writing of history is verbal, in language, and often in stylised language—especially, but not predominantly, in the form of literature—a historian without linguistic skill and literary abilities and sensibilities would be no historian at all. In the professional historiography in Tamilnadu practised in the age of K.A. Nilakanta Sastri, there was rarely any interrogation of sources (except in terms of authenticity and chronology). Meaning was read in a straightforward way, as reflecting reality. Rhetorical strategies, the overall discursive framework in which the documents were produced, etc., were not considered at all, prompting one very perceptive, if acerbic, critic to observe, in relation to the use of inscriptional sources for the study of medieval south Indian society, that ‘their studies could well have been carried out simply using the summaries of inscriptions available from reports of the Archaeological Department’.13 If at least in writing the history of pre-colonial India, indigenous languages and their conceptual universe had to be considered, the opening up of the colonial archives under the 30-year rule—with government departmental proceedings easily available in printed form involving no decipherment—made for easily sidestepping these issues. Topics like ‘Judicial administration in Madurai district’ or ‘Freedom struggle in Krishnagiri taluk’ or ‘A study of Udaiyarpalayam zamin’ hardly call for nuanced readings of texts.

In an influential formulation, Partha Chatterjee had argued that intellectuals in colonial India had worked out a dichotomy: material/spiritual and outer/inner, which could be extended to man/woman and world/home. While the West was seen to be superior in the material sphere, the domain of culture would be sovereign.14 If this holds good, the corollary is that the sources to explore the domain of culture would not be found in the colonial archive. Therefore, it becomes imperative for a cultural historian to look outside the official archive and to bring in a new archive, from among the voluminous writings produced by the colonial intellectuals themselves. The process of how ‘a mere fact about the past is transformed into a fact of history’ may not be as simple as E.H. Carr suggests.15 But it is nevertheless through the writing of a history that an archive takes shape and takes on a life of its own.

The social science turn that history took from the 1960s onwards, with its emphasis on processual change, did put much store on writing well: impassioned in the case of E.P. Thompson or controlled passion in the case of Eric Hobsbawm and Christopher Hill. The cultural turn after the late 1980s, with its deconstruction of narrative strategies, rhetorical devices and tropes of writing brought language squarely into the ambit of history. But theories founded on the pleasures of the text turned out to take away the little pleasures of reading if not of writing.

The historians in Tamilnadu missed both the social history bus and the linguistic turn and are non-existent in the international professional field of historiography. By the 1980s, the only interesting and competent professional work on Tamil history, apart from a few islands of excellence in the form of a few research institutes, was being done in pockets outside Tamilnadu and largely abroad, in the USA, Britain, France and Japan.16

This delineation of historiographical practice in Tamilnadu is meant to situate the essays in the volume. Commenting on the production of historical knowledge in post-independence India, Partha Chatterjee has observed that ‘a hierarchy of knowledges and…accompanying practices’ have emerged. In this hierarchy, ‘the history that enjoyed scholarly prestige’ was ‘almost entirely in the English language, published by major publishing houses, university departments and professional bodies’.17 This book seeks to negotiate this hierarchy of knowledges. It aspires to occupy the space between the best of professional social science writing in English and the culturally sensitive writing in Tamil, addressed for the most part to a literary audience.

The essays fall into two distinct sections. The essays in the first section contribute to an, as yet, unwritten history of consumption in colonial India. Taking up both material (coffee, tea and tobacco) and cultural (the cartoon, the city and modern literature) artefacts, the first five chapters explore how these were consumed in colonial Tamil society.18 A sixth chapter discusses the history of advertising. It becomes evident that there is no universal history of consumption. Artefacts are appropriated in specific and contingent ways in each culture. The chapters in the second part are broadly concerned with the politics of language, literature and identity in colonial Tamilnadu. A historical exploration of how the Tamil literary canon was constructed leads to chapters on the ways in which this canon was used to construct identity. A different theoretical approach would have classified these two sections as the domains of the popular and the elite. But considering the co-extensive nature of the sources used and the people who inhabit the two worlds, such a division would seem untenable.

As should be evident from even a cursory look at the endnote references, the edifice of the chapters stands, like south Indian temples, on a wide base, of a plethora of contemporary written artefacts—fiction, essays, reviews, comment, advertisement, notices, and so on. Historians used to the official archive as the bedrock of the monographic research edifice may see it as shifting sands. But I hope I can still murmur under my breath, ‘But it stands!’

Notes

1. Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, New York, 1953, p. 67.

2. Sundara Ramaswamy, Oru Puliyamarathin Kathai, Nagercoil, 1996, p. 15 (first edition 1966).

3. Jadunath Sarkar, ‘Confessions of a History Teacher’, Modern Review, December 1915, pp. 662–67 (original italics).

4. K.A. Nilakantan, ‘The Ideal of History Teaching’, Modern Review, February 1916, pp. 232–33.

5. But some of his works were translated into Tamil even in his own lifetime.

6. Evidently Bharati understood science (sastram) in the widest sense and considered history a science.

7. It is said that the ignoramus (pethai) in Bharati’s poem who declares that ‘Tamil will die soon: And the languages of the West will rule the world’ is K.A. Nilakanta Sastri. It is also evident that Bharati was following Jadunath Sarkar’s historical writings from at least 1910.

8. P. Thooran (ed.), Bharati Tamil, Madras, 1953, pp. 101–2.

9. Mylai Seeni. Venkatasamy worked for some years on the editorial desk of the Dravidian, official newspaper of the non-Brahmin Justice Party while T.V. Sadasiva Pandarathar was a member of the Justice Party.

10. The one historian who was formally trained in Tamil was N. Subrahmanian; but he could not deliver on the promise he showed in Sangam Polity.

11. Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, p. 34. Bloch further despairs, ‘What an absurd illogicality that men who half the time can have access to their subject only through words, are permitted, among other deficiencies, to be ignorant of the fundamental attainments of linguistics!’, pp. 68–69.

12. Velcheru Narayana Rao, et al., Textures of Time: Writing History in South India, 1600–1800, Delhi, 2001, Chapter 1, ‘Introduction: A Palette of Histories.’

13. Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Whispers and Shouts: Some Recent Writings on Medieval South India’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 38(4), 2001, p. 461.

14. Partha Chatterjee, ‘The Nationalist Resolution of the Women’s Question’, in Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid (eds), Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial History, Delhi, 1988.

15. E.H. Carr, What is History?, Harmondsworth, 1964, p. 12.

16. A simple check of the contents of the Indian Economic and Social History Review, the Economic and Political Weekly or the list of the sectional/general presidents of the Indian History Congress would easily demonstrate this. Iravatham Mahadevan, who is not a professional historian, is the only Tamil general president of the Indian History Congress in living memory.

17. Partha Chatterjee, ‘Introduction’, in Partha Chatterjee & Anjan Ghosh (eds), History and the Present, Delhi, 2002, p. 6.

18. Elsewhere I have explored how the novel was appropriated in Tamil society and how new modes of reading and writing practices emerged in colonial Tamilnadu: ‘Domesticating the Novel: Culture and Society in Inter-War Tamilnadu’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 34(1), 1997; ‘Reading Practices and Modes of Reading in Colonial Tamilnadu’, Studies in History, n.s., 10(2), 1994.


Part I

Histories of Consumption
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Advertisement in Ananda Vikatan Supplement, 24 October 1943




1

‘In Those Days There Was No Coffee’

Drinking Coffee and Middle-class Culture in Colonial Tamilnadu


The sociological imagination necessitates, above all, being able to ‘think ourselves away’ from the familiar routines of our daily lives in order to look at them anew. Consider the simple act of drinking a cup of coffee. What could we find say, from a sociological point of view, about such an apparently uninteresting piece of behaviour? The answer is—an enormous amount.

—Anthony Giddens, Sociology, Cambridge, 1989, p. 20.

One can write a whole puranam on coffee.

—A.K. Chettiar, Kudagu, Madras, 1967, p. 126.

To go without my morning cup of coffee is like the world in a state of acute economic crisis.

—Pudumaippithan, ‘Chinna Vishayam’, Manikkodi, 7 October 1934.



‘In those days there was no coffee’ observed Va. Ramaswamy Iyengar (Va.Ra.) in his essay ‘Aimpathu Varushangalukku Mun’ (Fifty Years Ago) written in 1943.1 U.V. Swaminatha Iyer, in his classic autobiography, remarks that ‘The morning cup of coffee was unknown to people of those days.’2 N. Subrahmanian, the historian and author of Sangam Polity and The Brahmin in the Tamil Country, makes a similar observation in his autobiography that ‘The habit of coffee-drinking, I believe, entered our household only a few years before my birth [1915]….Probably, it was only after 1918 that coffee drinking became a tradition with my father.’3 Such observations recur frequently in the reminiscences and memoirs of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.4 Drinking coffee, it appears, was no simple quotidian affair. Much like history, the nation-state or even the novel,5 coffee too was a sign of the modern. This chapter explores how coffee became entrenched in late colonial Tamil society. I will also try to map the cultural practices surrounding coffee and the employment of coffee as a metaphor for a range of signifying practices.

Drinking Coffee

Standard accounts of the history of coffee hark back to its origins in Ethiopia. By the seventeenth century, coffee, along with tea, is said to have reached the shores of India.6 Enthusiasts of coffee take great delight in describing, first its discovery and then its triumphant spread to the entire world.7 Such antiquarian enthusiasms will not detain us here. For not until the end of the nineteenth century did coffee and, its cultural ‘other’, tea become a phenomenon in India. Being plantation crops, the cultivation of tea and coffee was closely tied to colonialism. As Anthony Giddens observes, ‘Although coffee originated in the Middle East, its mass consumption dates from the period of Western colonial expansion about a century and a half ago. Virtually all the coffee we drink in the Western countries comes from areas…that were colonized by the Europeans.’8

The economics of such cultivation and its exploitative nature have received considerable attention from historians and sociologists. The Tamil diaspora has spread over a good part of the world working as labour, especially in tea and coffee plantations: hence the Tamil language’s dubious distinction of giving the word ‘coolie’ to the world. This chapter, however, will have little to say about the production of coffee. Rather, what it meant to consume coffee in late colonial Tamil society is its concern.

Though coffee was possibly being raised in the Mysore region even by the eighteenth century, it was largely a beverage for Europeans. Most of the produce found its way to the market in London, while a small part of it was consumed by Europeans here.9 Even at the turn of the twentieth century, Ayotheedas Pandithar, the radical Dalit intellectual, refers to coffee as being the drink of Europeans.10 By the early twentieth century, references to the use of coffee crop up often. For instance, F.R. Hemingway, in the Tanjore Gazetteer, writes, ‘Among the higher classes coffee in the morning…is taken… Of recent years however a tendency has become noticeable among Shudras, even of the poorer classes, towards the use of coffee in the early morning in preference to cold rice.’11 In a similar vein, H.R. Pate wrote of the Tirunelveli district:


The old practice of taking kanji, or cold rice-water, in the early morning is rapidly giving way to coffee drinking, a degenerate innovation at which the older generation shake their heads. Even Pallans [a Depressed Caste] in some parts insist on having their cup of coffee before they go out to work; with the younger members of the richer classes the custom of drinking coffee is almost general.12



‘New beverages like coffee and tea have become the order of the day. Without such drinks no work gets done,’13 a contemporary Tamil scholar and critic grumbled.

Coffee began to gradually displace neeragaram, especially in the countryside. Made by fermenting water drained after cooking rice, and adding water and salt to taste, neeragaram’s demise was lamented by many intellectuals—a sign of their cultural anxiety. We have already mentioned Pate’s observation in this regard. ‘In those days people lived a hundred long years’ as they drank neeragaram; ‘Now times have changed. Even the women who work the fields demand coffee. There is not a single household without a coffee drinker.’14 Apart from its unique taste which varied according to the food grain used, neeragaram, it was claimed by its advocates, in addition to being cheap, was wholesome, healthy and nourished the body exhausted by work.15 In a 1914-chapbook titled Englandu Kappikkum Indian Palayathukkum Nerntha Chandai Chindu, ‘Cold Rice’ accused ‘Coffee’ of marginalising curd and buttermilk; even coolies had ceased to take neeragaram, demanding coffee in its stead.16

However, coffee was not a mere substitute for some traditional drink, whatever be its nutritive value and cultural position. Coffee was a beverage in its own right. Displacing neeragaram, conjee or gruel was the least of its exploits, as we shall see as the saga of coffee unfolds. The incursion of coffee into Tamil society was marked by a cultural anxiety which was matched only by the enthusiasm with which it was consumed. This ambivalence and tension, between the threat that coffee was supposed to pose to both Tamils’ physical and cultural health on the one hand, and the fascination with coffee as a beverage with all its attendant cultural associations on the other, is something that the Tamils have yet to get over. ‘The pleasure that a man derives from drinking coffee is magnificent. It is doubtful if even heavenly bliss that people speak of could be compared to the cheer obtained from a cup of coffee... If you ask me, coffee is a wonder.’17 ‘Coffee is the elixir that drives away weariness. Coffee gives vigour and energy,’18 claimed an advertisement from those times.

But this enthusiasm for coffee had to contend with a volley of criticism, before it could manage to become a cultural marker for the Tamil middle class. ‘Coffee-drinking is not required in our nation. Our ancestors never ever consumed it’ was the primary criticism of conservatives.19 Some arguments against coffee were couched in the language of modern medicine, health and hygiene.

Here one should point out the considerable ambivalence of traditional medical practitioners and Siddha and Ayurveda materia medica texts towards coffee and tea. While emphasising their stimulating nature and their possible uses for a wide variety of ailments, an authoritative encyclopaedic dictionary warned: ‘Although the decoction of the coffee seeds is used as an ordinary drink like tea all over the world, the reactions injurious to the system arising from the use of this are innumerable; and consequently, the disadvantages are apparently more than the advantages therefore.’ It also warned that coffee and tea were more suited to cold climes rather than the hot tropics.20 In any case, in the popular mind, both drinks are considered to be ‘heat’-producing and exacerbate the secretion of bile.

Every conceivable, and inconceivable, malady was blamed on coffee. For instance, one D. Ramaswamy Iyengar (of course, a BA, BL) compared coffee and tea unfavourably with even liquor: while alcohol, he argued, was actually a depressant despite the seeming excitement it caused to the drinker, both coffee and tea were stimulants which finally turned the users into addicts. They meddled with one’s sleep pattern and spoilt the appetite, a complaint that has not ceased to this day.21 ‘With the increase in coffee-drinking in our country, infant mortality, diabetes, constipation and other lowly diseases have begun to afflict our brothers and sisters.’22 While Ramaswamy Iyengar warned non-users, who he rightly suspected were not many, to keep off these beverages, he advised moderation to those already habituated to them.23 ‘Anjanenjan’, whose avowed aim was to reform the rapidly rising Nattukkottai Chettiars, was more categorical when he proclaimed, ‘Filter coffee is more addictive than even beer and arrack!’24 In fact, fundamentalist Gandhians had even christened it ‘kutti kal’ (‘the junior alcohol’). Not that it stopped many Gandhians from drinking coffee. Of C. Rajagopalachari’s love for coffee, it has been said (by no less than A.K. Chettiar, another Gandhian) that he would have been mighty pleased if the entire Kaveri were to run with coffee.25

Stri Dharma, the organ of the Women’s Indian Association, argued:


These days the enemies called tea and coffee have entered all homes, wreaking havoc. They are not food. They seem to stimulate cheer for a little while after drinking, but gradually subvert the vitality of the digestive organs, and when the body is weak, they create all sorts of unknown diseases.26



Despite the scruples of the nationalists, in an interesting inversion, the temperance movement in south India sought to encourage among labourers the habit of drinking tea instead of liquor—an initiative that found favour with mill owners as well. When prohibition was introduced by the Congress government in 1937 in the Salem district, many liquor outlets were converted into tea shops; furthermore, tea was distributed at fairs and festivals in special motor trucks.

Maraimalai Adigal, father of the Pure Tamil movement and known for his puritanical views on culture, made arguably the most forceful plea against coffee and other beverages:


In the last few years some obnoxious stuff has emerged as eatables: coffee, tea, cocoa and liquor. Many people have begun to consume the decoction of coffee, tea or cocoa four times a day, in the morning, at noon, in the evening and at night. Even the country folk who never knew this drink have learnt to drink these beverages and now proclaim that they cannot live without them!27



The West transgressing into the sovereign realm of culture, especially the supposedly unblemished, pristine and untainted countryside and its folk is a fear that seems to have constantly stalked the colonial middle class. We found such fear being expressed in the way coffee is supposed to have displaced neeragaram. The chapbook that we referred to earlier, it may be noted, poses a contrast between English coffee and Indian soaked rice (palayathu: leftover rice soaked in water overnight and consumed in the morning). In the debate between the two, Cold Rice personifies Coffee as an immoral woman, who has led people astray and disturbed the (fasting) austerities connected with amavasai, karthigai and ekadesi.28

Not surprisingly, similar fears were expressed about coffee’s transgression into another avowed sovereign realm: women. A correspondent wrote to Gandhi:


The greatest obstacle in the way of success to our [non-cooperation] movement in Madras are our women. Some of them are very reactionary, and a very large number of the high-class Brahman ladies have become addicted to many of the Western vices. They drink coffee not less than three times a day, and consider it very fashionable to drink more.29



Stri Dharma was more forthright in its views on the supposed ill effects of coffee on (presumably Indian) women:


Alas! This damned thing has got hold of women! Two cups of coffee have become the order of the day. The number of women who are proud of feeding their kids with cups of coffee is on the rise! This habit has taken over even aged women. These old women who were once adept in home
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