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Abstract: Communism arrived in the south Indian state of Kerala in the early twentieth century 
at a time when the matrilineal systems that governed caste-Hindu relations were crumbling 
quickly. For a large part of the twentieth century, the Communist Party – specifically the 
Communist Party of India (Marxist) – played a major role in navigating Kerala society through 
a developmental path based on equality, justice and solidarity. Following Lefebvre’s 
conceptualisation of (social) space, this paper explores how informal social spaces played an 
important role in communicating ideas of communism and socialism to the masses. Early 
communists used rural libraries and reading rooms, tea-shops, public grounds and wall-art to 
engage with and communicate communism to the masses. What can the efforts of the early 
communists in Kerala tell us about the potential for communicative socialism? How can we 
adapt these experiences in the twenty-first century? Using autobiographies, memoirs, and 
personal interviews, this paper addresses these questions. 
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1. Introduction 

Kerala – a state that lies on the south-western end of the Indian peninsula – has re-
mained a distinct part of India owing to its unique physical, cultural, and political char-
acteristics. The Arabian Sea on its west and the Western Ghats (mountains) on its east 
have led to the evolution of a kind of insularity which has given it immunity from the 
political convulsions of Indian history which shook northern India (A. Menon 2015, 14; 
Damodaran and Vishvanathan 1995, 1). Until about two centuries ago, Kerala was 
among the most traditional regions of the country, with deep caste cleavages and rigid 
laws of purity and pollution that divided the populations. But over the twentieth-century, 
Kerala went on from being tagged as a “mad-house” of caste, to one of the most polit-
ically charged, secular and developed states in the country1. Although religion contin-
ued to influence basic attributes of Malayali identity, direct forms of oppression were 
less prevalent in Kerala’s public sphere than any other states by the 1970s (Nossiter 
1982, 33).  

Kerala also remains one of the few parts of India where the left-parties play an 
active and important socio-political role. Electorally, an alliance of left parties called the 
Left Democratic Front was formed post-independence, of which the Communist Party 
of India (Marxist) (hereafter CPI(M)) continues to be the largest political party. More 
importantly, the left has played a pivotal role in shaping public discourse and con-
sciousness in Kerala since the 1930s, building on the religious and political reform 
movements initiated in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-centuries. Yet, this con-
trol of the communists over the public sphere has come under severe strain over the 

                                            
1 Kerala was called a “mad-house” of caste by Swami Vivekananda – Hindu monk, and na-

tionalist. See Nossiter (1982, 25-26), Gopakumar (2009, 393-406) 

mailto:harikrishnan.sasikumar2@mail.dcu.ie


tripleC 18(1): 268-285, 2020 269 

CC-BY-NC-ND: Creative Commons License, 2020. 

last few decades as forces of capitalism and religion threaten the secular social fabric 
of the society. At this critical juncture in history, this paper looks back at the twentieth-
century and tease out the importance of social spaces in communicating communism 
to the masses in Kerala. The next section lays out the theoretical framework used for 
this paper. Section 3 describes briefly the context in which communism arrived in Ker-
ala, before exploring the important role played by informal everyday social spaces. 
Although many such spaces emerged in post-independence Kerala, this paper focus-
ses on two specific ones that have etched their place in popular imagination but have 
received little academic attention:  reading-rooms and tea-shops. The last section dis-
cusses the changing nature of social spaces in the 21st century and communist re-
sponses. 

The data presented here is a collection of content analysis of autobiographies and 
semi-structured personal interviews conducted over two periods of field visits in 2017 
and 2018. A total of fourteen interviews were conducted and respondents were chosen 
using snowball sampling. Although no specific measures were taken to choose specific 
genders, religions or caste for the non-expert interviews, the fact that only two of the 
respondents were female reflects the fact that the public sphere in Kerala continues to 
be dominated by males. Autobiographies of E.M.S Namboodirippad and K. Madhavan, 
and a biography of Krishna Pillai – all communist leaders from Kerala – have been 
used. 

2. Social Spaces and the Public Sphere 

Space – as an analytical tool – re-entered social theory in the last decades of twentieth-
century after being treated as dead, fixed and immobile for generations (Foucault 1980, 
70). Over the last three to four decades, many geographers, sociologists, and political 
scientists like David Harvey, Derek Gregory, Doreen Massey, Edward Soja, Laura Bar-
raclough, Philip Howell, Christian Fuchs, Neil Brenner, and others have revisited the 
importance of space in shaping discourse, public opinions, and social relations. Henri 
Lefebvre’s (1991) seminal work The Production of Space continues to be a point of 
departure directly or indirectly for a number of these studies. In his work, Lefebvre 
points out that “space” remains a concept never fully conceptualised in social sciences. 
It continues to be used in myriad ways without being critically engaged with, and we 
are confronted with a “multitude of spaces, each one piled upon, or perhaps contained 
within the next: geographical, economic, demographic, sociological, ecological, politi-
cal, commercial, national, continental, and global. Not to mention nature's (physical) 
space, the space of (energy) flows, and so on” (Lefebvre 1991, 2; 8).  

Yet, Lefebvre asks, why is it that there is no spatial criticism on par with the criticism 
of art, literature, or music? This question leads Lefebvre in his endeavour to theorise 
space, and to conceptualise a unitary theory that separates physical (nature), mental 
(including logical and formal abstractions) and the social space, to discern their mutual 
relationships and differences, and to open up space to critical enquiry. Such a critical 
enquiry was contingent on a Marxist analysis of society: 

the social relations of production have a social existence only insofar as they 
exist spatially; they project themselves into a space, they inscribe themselves 
in a space while producing it. Otherwise, they remain ‘pure’ abstraction, that is, 
in representations and consequently in ideology, or, stated differently, in verbal-
ism, verbiage, words (Lefebvre, translated and cited in Soja 1989, 127-128). 
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The idea is not to arrive at a universal theory but a unitary one – to force social sciences 
to think about space seriously – and think critically about the importance of spatiality 
in better understanding social relations (Lefebvre 1991, 89). 

We can begin to do this by separating space into three interconnected realms – 
representations of space (conceived space), spatial practice (perceived space), and 
representational space (lived space). Even as dominant power structures in society 
(colonial powers, higher castes, the State, capital) attempt to control representations 
of space and spatial practices, an absolute control remains unachievable, because the 
representational space remains subversive; “representational space is alive: it speaks” 
(Lefebvre 1991, 42). In other words, the lived spaces where human experience is 
shaped through the everyday social interactions also shape these interactions 
themselves. Especially in the modern state mode of production, a system where the 
State (and capital) increasingly control all spaces, Lefebvre argues that left forces must 
give up their utopianism and embrace the emancipatory potential of social spaces that 
arise from the constant contradictions between representations of space and 
representational spaces.  

This paper borrows from Lefebvre’s theory on the production of (social) spaces to 
focus on the everyday spaces as being important in communicating an ideology at a 
given time and space. Doing so would, on the one hand, bring space into analysis, 
while on the other it also allows for human experience as being considered central to 
understanding society, especially in extremely diverse and hierarchical societies like 
India (Guru and Sarukkai 2012; Guru and Sarukkai 2019; Mohan 2016).  

Fuchs (2019) has made a similar argument recently, pointing out that Lefebvre's 
humanist Marxism and the emphasis on human experience and social spaces can 
contribute to the foundations of a theory of communication. Here, I look at the case of 
the south Indian state of Kerala, where the political left has dominated the mainstream 
public sphere since the 1930s onwards2. For a revolution to be successful, it must 
create a new (social) space. When an ideology – any ideology – influences social re-
lations in a society, it does so by producing new spaces or appropriating existing 
spaces. What then can be said of the spatiality of socialism? As Lefebvre asks, “has 
state socialism produced a space of its own?” (Lefebvre 1991, 54). What role did (so-
cial) spaces play in communicating socialism in twentieth-century Kerala? How have 
these spaces transformed in the twenty-first century, and how must the left-parties re-
spond? These are the questions I address in this paper.  

3. Communism and (Social) Spaces in Kerala 

Communism arrived in Kerala3 in the early-twentieth-century, at a time when traditional 
social structures were being rapidly overthrown and a more progressive, modern, sec-
ular public sphere emerged. Pre-modern Kerala was organised in a Hindu Brahminical 
system4 and the Namboodiris (Kerala Brahmins) controlled the ideological sphere as 

                                            
2 The communist party adopted a social-democratic model in post-independent India and 

contested elections.  
3 Before Indian independence, Kerala comprised of the regions of Malabar (administered by 

the British), and the kingdoms of Cochin and Travancore. Malabar became a de facto part 
of the Indian Union in 1947, and Cochin and Travancore merged with India in 1949. Later, 
the three regions merged when Kerala was carved out as a result of the linguistic reorgan-
isation of states in 1956 

4 The Hindu caste system divided society into four castes based on hierarchy – the Brah-
mins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Shudras – the Brahmins being considered the “purest” 
and the Shudras the “impure”.  Each caste had a set of laws of purity and pollution that 
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the repository of knowledge and discourse. Politically, land was divided into semi-au-
tonomous temple-centred villages. Means of production were controlled by the large 
temple corporations managed by Namboodiris or the socially next-lower Nair castes. 
All villagers across castes were thereby directly or indirectly dependent on the temple 
for employment. There was, in other words, a spatiality to how the society, resources 
and communities were arranged. The idea of “body as space” is vital here because we 
see that the purity of the Namboodiri body was the pivotal concept around which social 
– and consequently, material – relations were arranged. Social spaces were defined 
“outwards” from the Brahmin body, and analysing how spaces were distributed and 
controlled allows us – as Lefebvre attempts – to study space as itself. As Sanal Mohan 
(2016, 43) argues: 

Representations of space in traditional caste society were the exclusive privi-
lege of the upper castes. They in fact conceived and controlled it. Absolute con-
trol over space in the caste order that denied freedom to the slave castes was 
accomplished by exerting control over their spatial mobility. Stuck in the places 
where they lived, in most cases on the banks of rice fields or the borders of the 
landlords’ farms, the immutability of space was the experience of slaves. 

Yet, even as Namboodiris had controlled the representations of space (conceived 
space) and spatial practices (perceived space) through the caste system supported by 
the laws of purity and pollution, the spread of missionary activities and access of edu-
cation to the lower castes provided space for the traditional structures to be challenged. 
Meanwhile, social-reform movements that focussed on the idea of the body as space 
instilled in the lowered castes communities, an agency earlier denied to them. Parallel 
spaces that opened up courtesy of their conversion to Christianity further redefined 
their perceptions of space – and thereby the spatial practices which relied heavily on 
the adherence to them by the lower castes. Consequently, over the nineteenth and 
early-twentieth-century, struggles ensued that challenged the traditional social struc-
tures. And public (social) spaces remained very much pivotal to these struggles – 
spaces earlier reserved to higher castes were appropriated, while new social spaces 
of modernity opened up that allowed for new social relations and ideologies to be in-
troduced.  

By the 1930s, Kerala witnessed a social disintegration on a scale unequalled else-
where in India and the matrilineal systems that governed caste-Hindu relations crum-
bled quickly (Jeffrey 1978, 77; Nossiter 1982, 17). Traditional social order was in the 
decline and new social spaces were being created that drew out new spatial practices 
that governed social relations. Yet, the unresolved tensions with respect to gender – 
and specifically the attempt and a spatial divide between the domestic and public – 
meant that a simply reformed version of the traditional society would not suffice. The 
unresolved gender and religious reforms were subsequently replaced with the strug-
gles for economic equality and social justice. It is this ideological gap that Marxism 
came to fill in the 1930s in Kerala. It was assumed that solving the issue of class would 
automatically resolve the problem of caste and gender inequalities (Menon 1992, 2705; 
Devika 2012). The men and women who were unsettled with the changes turned to-
wards this ideology which appealed to thousands of literate, alienated people (Jeffrey 
1978, 78). When the left-leaning Congress Socialist Party (CSP) was formed in Bom-
bay in 1934, and its Kerala wing (KCSP) was founded by P. Krishna Pillai, E.M.S. 

                                            
governed their interactions with other castes. The lowest castes were treated as untouch-
ables – a segregation that also reflected in their expulsion from mainstream public sphere.  
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Namboodirippad and A.K. Gopalan in the same year. The communists in Malabar at 
the period attempted to create a community by renegotiating rural relations while or-
ganising mass agitations for the rights of the peasants (Menon 1994, 4). In the princely 
states, socialism developed within a framework of the struggles for responsible gov-
ernment that had shaped in the first decades of the twentieth century.  

Although a political front of communists also took shape in the 1930s, Marxist ide-
ology had been introduced into Kerala’s public sphere earlier when journalist Swade-
sabhimani Ramakrishna Pillai wrote a biography of Marx’s life in 1912 – arguably the 
first book on Marx published in any Indian language (Damodaran 1975, 98). Soon, 
periodicals such as Bhashaposhini and Vidyavinodini published articles on the new 
ideals of socialism5. But it is in the 1930s that we see clear indications of class replac-
ing caste as a visible social characterisation in the public sphere. More importantly, the 
first signs of this transition became visible in the new social spaces. A coir worker’s 
strike in 1933 raised the slogan: “Destroy the Nairs, destroy Nair rule, destroy capital-
ism” (Jeffrey 1976, 21).Three years later, when Bharatheeyan begins his speech at the 
first all-Malabar peasant meeting with the lines “there are only two castes, two religions 
and two classes – the haves and the have nots”, he was also alluding to a shift occur-
ring in Kerala’s popular imagination – the addition of class as a category different from 
caste (Menon 1992, 2706).  

E.M.S. Namboodirippad wrote in his autobiography, that despite having been intro-
duced to socialism through books while younger, it was only when he started to interact 
with people from diverse backgrounds that a sense of public responsibility was instilled 
in him. The importance of the new social spaces of early twentieth-century Kerala is 
undeniable. The reading rooms, tea-shops and trade unions were, as Lefebvre argued, 
new spaces that signalled and influenced a transformation in social relations. 

Early communists were quick to realise the importance of representational spaces 
(lived spaces) – both private and public – in communicating communism to the masses. 
The literate higher-caste members who were already attracted to Marxism saw such 
engagements with the peasant and labourers – most of whom belonged to the lower 
castes – as being important to win their trust. For this, they were asked consciously to 
break those spatial practices that had defined traditional caste hierarchies. Visiting the 
huts of the labourers and dining with them were revolutionary social changes that 
served a symbolic and a social purpose. K. Madhavan (1915-2016) who belonged to 
the first file of communists in Kerala, notes in his autobiography that to earn the trust 
of the lowered caste members in society, early communists were asked to visit the huts 
of the peasants, and “ask for water to drink before leaving”, to earn their trust 
(Madhavan 2014, 16). Such acts had a profound impact in winning the social and po-
litical support of the lowered-caste communities (Kunjaman 1996).  

Soon, the communists also appropriated and used public spaces such as the vil-
lage-squares and public grounds to reach out to the common masses. In as early as 
in 1934 when the young critics were denied a space at the main literary conference in 
Tallicherry, socialist P. Krishna Pillai invited Kesav Dev to deliver a speech at a Youth 
Conference that he organised in an open market near a kavala6.  
In his speech, Dev came down heavily on the mainstream literary sphere, arguing that 
it was time for the writers to move away from the palaces to write about the toiling 
masses, their poverty and their struggles. It was a speech that reflected the socialist 

                                            
5 During my archival work, I came across two articles in Bhashaposhini and one in Vidya-

vinodini, all published in the 1920s.  
6 (Kunhiraman 2013, 86-87); a kavala is a foursquare and acted as the node of activity in the 

villages or neighbourhoods (see Figure 1). 
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ideology that was to spread quickly in the following decade, and it was befitting that it 
was delivered in the kavala to an eager, diverse and enthusiastic crowd. By the end of 
the decade, kavalas had emerged as social spaces of importance. Rifts within the 
KCSP after the outbreak of World War II led to socialist leaders being expelled from 
the party and forced to go into hiding. When the Communist Party was formed in Kerala 
in January 19407, their leaders were in hiding. However, they decided that the an-
nouncement had to be made publicly. The solution suggested by the leaders was to 
paint communist messages on the walls in public spaces and kavalas of north Malabar 
(Kunhiraman 2013, 63-64). The slogans “Long Live the Communist Party” and “May 
Feudalism and Imperialism Perish” that appeared on the walls and kavalas of Malabar, 
Travancore and Cochin in 1940-41 announced the emergence of the Communist 
Party, but also the secularisation and democratisation of public spaces in Kerala’s pub-
lic sphere. By the mid-twentieth century, they also managed to create a strong network 
of new social spaces which constituted informal but vibrant associational spaces for 
the youngsters, predominantly male. In the second half of the twentieth century, Com-
munist party-led trade unions, arts and cultural associations, literary and science fo-
rums all inundated the public sphere, taking communism to the common masses 
through theatre, music, pamphlets, lectures and stories.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: A Kavala near Velinellur, Kerala, Picture by author, 03 July 2018 

This research looks at the less formal social spaces that coexisted in twentieth-century 
Kerala, where informal associations formed through everyday interactions. These were 
not spaces maintained or controlled exclusively by the political party structures, but 
neither can they be brushed aside as inconsequential. Two such spaces stand out as 

                                            
7 In Malabar, and a year later, on 26 January 1941 in Travancore and Cochin. 
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important when one studies the case of Kerala – libraries/reading rooms and tea-
shops.  

3.1. Libraries and Reading Rooms 

By the 1930s, Namboodiri students had started studying in public schools along with 
students from the lower castes. E.M.S. Namboodirippad, who went on to become the 
first Chief Minister of Kerala and one of India’s foremost Communist leaders, writes in 
his autobiography about how his admission to a public school in 1925 changed his life: 

This was an important turning point in my life...joining school felt like beginning 
a new life – an environment entirely different from the one I had been accus-
tomed to. Friends and teachers were from different castes and religions. And 
one didn’t study by oneself or with two or three other classmates, but in class-
rooms with twenty-five to thirty students” (Namboodirippad 1995, 77). 

The school also gave him access to a reading room and library in an adjacent building 
where he read books, periodicals, magazines and engaged in discussions with peers. 
The establishment of libraries and reading rooms ushered in a new space in the mod-
ern public sphere that eventually shaped (mostly male) mini-publics where matters of 
social importance were discussed and debated8. It was often here – in the local reading 
rooms – that later political leaders began their association with the cultural, literary and 
political institutions; with the public sphere. Namboodirippad noted in an interview that 
the early communist leaders made a conscious effort to establish a reading room and 
a night-school in every village by the end of the 1930s (Namboodirippad 1992). 

Although the establishment of public libraries started in Kerala in the nineteenth 
centuries, it was by the 1930s that they had permeated into all corners of the state with 
the efforts of locals (Nair 1998, 175). The library movement in Malabar was slower as 
compared to the rest of Kerala, because British authorities were wary of political activ-
ities surrounding libraries, and tried to minimise spaces of socialising (Ranjith 2004, 
10; Lenin 2017, 9; Karat 1976, 38-39). Public libraries in Tallichery, Calicut, and Can-
nanore were established in 1901, 1924, and 1927 respectively. Small rural libraries 
began to appear in villages thereafter (Bavakutty 1982, 252). Soon, plays written by 
communists like  K. Damodaran, Thoppil Bhasi, and others that discussed the social, 
political, and economic conditions of the people were often staged by the libraries, 
generating discussions and forming public opinions. The reading rooms that were es-
tablished by themselves or as attached to a library were used by the KCSP to spread 
socialist ideas9.  
The 1960s and 1970s were a golden period for the library movement, and the number 
of public libraries in Kerala continued to grow. Influenced by the left-leaning public 
sphere, they were centres where social consciousness was “created” and “recreated” 
at a rural level. As P. Achuthan (born 1945) who worked with the Local Library Authority 
for about four decades points out in an interview with the author: 

                                            
8 Libraries and Reading Rooms are often used synonymously in Kerala. In literature and from 

interviews, it was observed that the word Vayanashala (Reading Room) was used more 
generally to mean even Libraries (Granthashala). On the (in)difference between the two, 
E.M.S. Namboodirippad writes, remembering his experience of setting up a Library in his 
village in 1934: :Back then, we didn’t call it a library; we called it a reading room. A reading 
room is also a library” (Namboodirippad 2017, 11). 

9 Raimon (2006) lists the main ones to be established in Malabar in the 1930s. For a com-
plete list, see Lenin (2017) 
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Truth is, in almost all regions across Kerala, libraries had started functioning 
much before independence […] In small villages as well, reading rooms were 
set up. The educated people succeeded in attracting and involving others too, 
through public discussions, talks and interpretations of ancient texts, poetry 
reading, etc […] Often, libraries organised events where the local people partic-
ipated in songs and theatre. The scriptwriters, directors, actors all came from 
among the village. These were all attempts to bring people into this [the public 
sphere]. 

Any study of the public sphere in Kerala inevitably has a section that discusses the 
importance of the reading rooms and libraries in forming public opinions and helping 
transcend political and religious differences10. In a sense, reading rooms epitomised 
the true nature of social spaces during the second half of the twentieth century in that 
apart from being important spaces of socialising themselves, reading rooms also facil-
itated other spaces where groups of people socialised in Kerala. Consequently, there 
emerged a number of youth clubs, theatre clubs, and associations that were attached 
to, and worked closely with the reading rooms. This allowed reading rooms to function 
as “cultural centres” of the community at large – a feature peculiar to Kerala (Bavakutty 
1982, 254).  

Although some of these extended spaces accommodated female participation, the 
reading rooms themselves remained, to borrow J. Devika’s (2013) term, “homoaes-
thetic circles”. In her interview, Hema (born 1973) remembers being strictly warned by 
her brother against going to the library as a teenager, because it “was not a space for 
girls to go”11. She defied such opposition and continued to visit the library, was the first 
female to apply for a membership there and was the only woman to periodically issue 
books at the library; reading rooms were still inaccessible to her. 

The affiliated associations and clubs were relatively more diverse. A number of the 
respondents who were middle-aged or higher spoke of the Clubs and Associations that 
functioned closely with the reading rooms in their neighbourhood. Irrespective of polit-
ical differences, their perception of reading rooms reflected a democratic and plural 
nature. This was because the spaces were conceived – since the time they were en-
couraged by reformers like Sree Narayana Guru, but later also under the Congress 
and Communist parties – as spaces where public deliberation was encouraged. Reg-
ular users also perceived these spaces as such, as Ajikumar (born 1978) recollects in 
an interview with the author: 

It's been an active space. It is a centre of discussions and conversations. Some-
times, discussions get out of hand...like they do in our villages. We'd talk about 
an issue and sometimes it ends up in an argument [...] never in violence. Then 
it'd be resolved and they would talk about something else the next day – the 
same group.  

This repetitive nature of public spaces is important to note. In the past, the physicality 
of social spaces was an important component. This meant that the groups who fre-
quented the reading rooms and tea-shops were regulars. It encourages us to think of 
the influence of the increasingly “virtual” nature of public spaces. Ajikumar and his 
childhood friends from the reading room now have a WhatsApp group but he feels that 
this lacks the “personal attachment” that the physical spaces provided them.  

                                            
10 Gender still remained a marker of difference, as my female interviewees pointed out.   
11 Personal interview with Hema Joseph, 27 June 2018 



276     S. Harikrishnan 

   CC-BY-NC-ND: Creative Commons License, 2020. 

On the other hand, they also encouraged an informal social-circle that extended to 
beyond the library. As Menon (1992) notes, one of the novelties of the reading rooms 
was the “communal drinking of tea, as one person read the newspaper and others 
listened. Tea and coffee lubricated discussions on the veracity of the news and of the 
political questions, and a new culture emerged out of the reading rooms” (Menon 
1992). P. Achuthan (born 1945) comments in an interview: 

When one speaks of a library in the rural areas, one must mention conversations 
from a tea-shop. Even after drinking their tea, people would stay around. There 
used to be a tea-shop next to the Desabandhu Vayanashala. People would 
come there for tea but the newspaper reading would continue even after the tea 
was done. This was when my uncle came up with an idea. There was our land 
nearby so he cleaned it and set up a little shed with palm leaves, put a bench 
and brought newspapers. So people who finished their tea could sit on the 
bench nearby and continue reading. 

The importance of wayside teashops in Kerala in creating a politically conscious work-
ing class remains under-explored. Yet, in archival research, autobiographies of early 
communists and personal interviews, tea-shops always are described as social spaces 
where people (almost exclusively men) engaged in political discussions and debates. 
As we shall see in the next section, they played an important role as spaces where 
communism was introduced to the public.  

3.2. Tea-Shops 

Tea-shops emerged in Kerala’s public sphere as representational spaces where the 
traditional social relations were openly challenged. Anybody with money could, in the-
ory, walk into a tea-shop and be served tea and snacks12. However, most tea-shops in 
Kerala had emerged by the 1930s as political spaces and had an extremely influential 
role in shaping the public consciousness and strengthening communist thought among 
the common people. K. Madhavan (1915-2016) remembers the tea-shop in his village 
as the “central office” of political activism and political discussions for the early social-
ists. It was also a space where people gathered for any updates on matters of im-
portance: “If any problem arose in the village […] people usually ran to Koman’s tea 
shop” (Madhavan 2014, 53). By the 1940s, the working classes and labourer in Kerala 
patronised the tea-shops with “stern resolve”, as tea, coffee and cocoa became in-
creasingly popular and substitutes to local drinks like buttermilk (Pillai 1940). One ob-
server notes of the tea-shops in Kerala in the mid-twentieth century that in his travels 
across south Asia, he had never seen anything like the little tea-shops of Kerala in the 
mornings 

crowded with coolies scanning the newspapers or listening while others read 
them aloud. More than 40 newspapers in the Malayalam language are published 

                                            
12 Even as anti-caste struggles by reformers like Ayyankali used tea-shops to challenge dom-

inant caste norms, teashops continued to be spaces of contestations, as two recorded inci-
dents that I came across suggest: one of a lowered caste Ezhava being fined for trying to 
buy tea from a Nair’s tea-stall in 1925 (Keralakaumudi, 1st January 1925); K.V Kannan’s 
(1988) recollection that as children, they were not allowed to “drink tea from the local tea-
shop” (p.295). 
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in Kerala; they are read and discussed by people of all classes and castes 
(Woodcock 1967, 35). 

As can be imagined, the presence of coolie labourers made such spaces important for 
communist leaders to tap into. By virtue of automatically being spaces that necessi-
tated interaction between the different castes, tea-shops could not be controlled by 
upper-caste Brahmins.  

The emergence of tea-shops as cosmopolitan social spaces that transcended not 
just caste and religion but also the limitations of spatiality reflects in a memory retold 
to the author by writer and critic M.N. Karassery (born 1951) from when an American 
academic Stephen F. Dale visited his village in the 1970s. The two heard a loud argu-
ment at a tea-shop near Karassery’s home. Karassery recalls: “I brought Dale home 
one day... ‘Are they quarrelling, what is going on there?’ he said to me. ‘No, no, it's a 
political discussion’, I said. ‘Political discussion?! What is there?’”13.  

When the two of them walked to the tea-shop nearby Karassery’s home, they real-
ised that there were a group of people having a heated debate about the American 
President John F. Kennedy's daughter's name! The interesting thing is it wasn’t be-
tween someone who knows the name and someone who doesn’t but between two 
people who thought that they had the correct name. “Dale exclaimed – ‘My gracious!’”, 
says Karassery, adding, “Caroline or something is her name”. Even Dale didn’t know 
it. In other areas such as Mattancherry near Kochi, K.P Ashraf’s (born 1954) recollects 
his engagement with the foreigners who frequented the tea-shops of the area in the 
1960s and 1970s. Other autobiographies and memoirs from the period also allude to 
the creation of social spaces that centred on tea-shops where sociabilities were trans-
cended14, ideas, exchanged, and opinions formed. Devika (2012) argues that the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century saw a striking cultural contrast – between a literary 
cosmopolitanism and alarmingly conservative social attitudes. That Ashraf and 
Karassery’s experiences coincide with this phase suggests that a study of locally 
rooted cosmopolitanisms in modern Kerala must take into consideration not just the 
literary sphere, but also that of social spaces15. 

Babu Purushottaman (born 1957), who set up a tea-shop near the famous Paragon 
Restaurant in Kozhikode four decades ago, believes that the discussions and friend-
ships he formed at his tea-shop in the 1980s drew him closer to active politics which 
he eventually joined: “Back then, we had crowds that would spend a lot of time as they 
had tea [...] not just here, really the Indian Coffee House was a left-leaning space that 
shaped many friendships”, he says16. He believes that such vibrant political engage-
ments were common across the tea-shops in the city and is what eventually drew him 
closer to active politics. Kureepuzha Sreekumar who belongs to the same generation 
as Ashraf, Babu Purushottaman and M.N. Karassery, points out that the vibrant tea-
shops17 belonged to a specific time period of Kerala’s political history when com-
munism and progressive ideals seemed attractive to the youngsters18.  

                                            
13 M.N. Karassery, Personal interview.  
14In his recent book, Jaaware (2019) has argued that society is not one homogenous entity, 

but must be seen as a number of “sociabilities” that are constantly traversed. 
15 Here, Menon (2010) and Devika’s (2012) works on the creation of a cosmopolitanism in 

modern Kerala are alluded to. Both mention a cosmopolitanism of ideas in early modern 
Kerala that Devika argues gave away to a more elite cosmopolitanism of objects. 

16 Babu Purushottaman, personal interview, 19 July 2018 
17 Also barber shops and toddy shops. 
18 Personal interview, 3 July 2018 
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Over the last few decades, socio-economic factors have resulted in certain character-
istic changes in the social nature of tea-shops. Babu, whose tea-shop is over three 
decades old, says that in the past, his customers were almost entirely writers, politi-
cians and thinkers. Over the years, the crowd from a nearby Income tax office became 
regulars, although some old crowds still come once in a while. A lot of the discussions 
now, Babu says in his interview with the author, surround official matters – promotions, 
office politics, etc.  

I ask them sometimes if they have nothing else to talk about. They flinch and 
say no. I become a listener. I focus on my work. I don't intervene. If there's a 
discussion on politics I intervene.  

Ajikumar (born 1978) who would have belonged to the next generation of youngsters 
who grew up during these changes says that people across ages still use the tea-shop 
in his village of Poothotta near Eranakulam. However, he also alludes to a de-politi-
cised nature of the space: 

Recently the tea-shop has put up a board saying "you can't talk politics here". 
Because many times, this gets down to issues between people sometimes. So 
they put up a board saying "Please don't talk politics" (laughs). People drink tea 
and leave their ways [...] it doesn't get down to discussions except during elec-
tion time. 

He says that the regular customers are older people who drop by for tea after their 
morning walk when they read the newspaper for some time. For the younger crowds 
such as himself, he says the tea-shop is a space where they go and sit sometimes 
after playing, “because it's near the lake and it's nice.” 

3.3. State-Socialism and the Struggle for Control 

The emergence of a nation-state, Partha Chatterjee (1993) argues, “cannot recognise 
within its jurisdiction any form of the community except the single, determinate, demo-
graphically enumerable form of the nation” (Chatterjee 1993, 238). Lefebvre argues 
that the state attempts to do this by seeking to master social spaces, which, “in addition 
to being a means of production, is also a means of control, and hence of domination, 
of power” (Lefebvre 1991, 26). In other words, it is through an attempt at controlling 
social spaces – the “flattening of social and ‘cultural’ spheres – that nation-states at-
tempt to promote itself as the stable centre (Lefebvre 1991, 23; see also Fuchs 2019). 
New social spaces were created in the early twentieth century in Kerala as spatiality 
of traditional social order was broken down. Post-independence, however, the consol-
idation of the state meant that there was a constant pressure on these spaces to be 
controlled or crushed. As Pandian (2002) notes, this contest between the state (and/or) 
capital and the community became an indispensable component of post-colonial India 
(Pandian 2002, 1738). This happens in all modern states – both state-capitalisms and 
state-socialisms.  

In Kerala, the struggle between the state’s attempt to control social spaces and 
resistance from the communities became increasingly clear by the 1970s. Already by 
then, a section of the authors, poets, and thinkers who played an active role in the early 
stages of left-politics were either side-lined by the party or moved away from the party 
voluntarily. In a stark critique of the communist parties’ weakening ties with the literary 
and cultural movements at the time, Thoppil Bhasi wrote a strongly worded article in a 
Party Souvenir, blaming the Communist Party for distancing itself from the cultural 
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movement and reminding the important role played by writers like Thakazhi, Kesav 
Dev and others in shaping the progressive politics in the state (Bhasi 1966, 171-172). 

The response of the political left parties towards the radical left movement in gen-
eral and specifically to their cultural front – the Janakeeya Samskarika Vedi (1980-82) 
– further widened this divide. Emerged from the radical left movement as a cultural 
organisation that aimed to establish its own cultural sphere, the Vedi attracted many 
contemporary poets and artists who saw it as a space to fight for larger social issues 
that the organised political left had failed to raise (Sreejith 2005; Satchidanandan 2008, 
148-149). It was evident from interviews also that a number of the left sympathisers 
saw this as a failure of the Communist Party to correct its course. Ashraf from Mat-
tancherry, for instance, remembers that around the time he migrated to the Gulf in the 
1980s, many youngsters were disillusioned by the left parties’ stand on social issues. 
This period also saw the death of many youngsters, either from direct police brutality 
or suicides led by disillusionment (Satchidanandan 2008, 149)19; 

The “secular” nature even of informal associations was affected by excessive polit-
ical intervention by the late 1980s. One of my respondents, Hema (born 1973) recol-
lects that by the 1980s, the Arts Club near her home had split into two groups based 
on political differences and eventually, both shut down. Other younger respondents 
such as Sreerag and Jitheesh (both 25 years old) said that people their age group were 
not involved with Clubs in their respective villages because they were being hijacked 
by political parties. Jitheesh said that there is one Club near his home, but he wasn’t 
interested in joining it because its members – all aged under thirty, he said – are mem-
bers of the DYFI and “they go to stick posters [for the party]”. 

4. Capitalism, Communalism, and Social Spaces: The 20th Century and Beyond 

Even as communist forces struggled to resolve the contradictions of social spaces that 
had emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, economic and social changes as a result of both 
internal and external factors led to a radical redefinition of spatiality towards the end of 
the twentieth century. Capital emerged as a major player after the liberalisation of the 
Indian economy in 1991, leading to a rapid increase in urbanisation and privatisation 
of land. Also important are the economic changes that the Gulf boom brought to the 
purchasing power of the people, and the rapid growth of the culture industries which 
had already emerged since the sixties. Meanwhile, the spread of satellite television 
and media changed how news was consumed in Kerala, radically affecting the role of 
rural libraries, teashops and reading rooms as social spaces (Ranjith 2004, 14). 
 

                                            
19 Ashraf from Mattancherry mentioned this in his interview. He even named one Subrah-

manya Das in the area who took his own life because of such disillusionment.  
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Figure 2: Once active spaces for everyday political discussions among the youth, 
reading rooms have ceased to attract youngsters today, as news is increasingly “con-

sumed”, not “engaged with”. Seen here, Comrade Santo Gopalan Reading Room 
and Library, Fort Kochi. Picture by author, 16 January 2017.   

In the twenty-first century, the decline in conventional social spaces, along with the 
increased control of spaces by capital and religious forces has led to new challenges 
to the left. Responding to these changes in the 1990s, the left saw decentralization of 
power as the most effective way to combat narrow religious and communal interests 
and global capital. Consequently, the meaning of civil society was revised to accom-
modate broad alliances at the grassroots level that cut across religious, caste and gen-
der differences.   

This led to a new struggle, since on the one hand, they created autonomous civil 
societies at the local levels, while on the other, capital and religious spaces also mul-
tiplied like never before. Even as autonomous secular social spaces emerge, the sec-
ular response to these challenges has been two-fold and unconvincing. On the one 
hand, there was an attempt to dissociate from the religious in the cultural sphere. The 
left’s attempts to uphold the secular ideal have been met, on the other hand, by in-
stances where the Community Party resorts to over-accommodation of religious sen-
timents, rituals and practices. For instance, the celebration of “Krishna Jayanthi” (a 
religious festival celebrating the birth of Hindu god Krishna) in 2016 under the guise of 
Onam (secular harvest festival which, although with Hindu rituals and myths, is cele-
brated across the religions of the state) celebrations had drawn severe criticism to an 
extent where it “alienated true comrades from the party”20. The CPI(M)’s rallies on the 

                                            
20 Desperate Left Goes on Temple Run. The Times of India, 15 March 2016. 
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day have attempted to rival the right-wing Hindu nationalist organisations’ “Shobha-
yatra”s which continue to draw large crowds (see Figure 3)21. In another instance, one 
of the CPI(M) processions came under a row after it featured Thidambu Nritham, a 
temple ritual22. The unsaid rule of the communist party has urged its cadres to involve 
culturally” in temple festivals, while State Committee members have been asked to 
dissociate from going to temples23. 

 

 

Figure 3: The Shobha Yatras started in the 1980s by right-wing cultural organisations 
continue to draw large crowds. Seen here, the Yatra at Thrissur city. Picture by au-

thor, 12 September 2017. 

But these moves have come under criticism from the public across political ideologies. 
Criticising this attempted renaissance political analyst N.N.Pearson states: “How can 
a party that has diluted its own ideology for the sake of power lead a renaissance 
campaign? The politically enlightened people of Kerala can see through the games”24. 
Even in the 1990s, the equation of religion and politics came to become an important 
one to address.  

In 1997 – a decade after the CPI(M) laid out a policy that their only God was the 
‘Red God’ – the then Communist Chief Minister Nayanar’s meeting with the Pope be-
came a matter of much debate within Kerala. Opinion pieces were written criticising 
the gesture and to them, Nayanar quipped that the meeting was going to neither make 
the Pope a Communist nor make himself a non-Communist and that the matter needn’t 

                                            
21 Shobha Yatras are processions organised by the Hindu organisations to celebrate the birth 

anniversary of the Hindu god Krishna. Children are dressed up as characters from mytholog-
ical stories of Krishna and a procession is organised in the villages, towns or cities 

22 Mohamed Nazeer. 2016. Temple Ritual at CPI(M)’s Procession Triggers Row’, The Hindu, 
28 August 2016.  

23 Interview with M.G. Radhakrishnan on 12 January 2017. 
24 T. K. Devasia. 2016. (31st August 2016), Kerala: LDF Hopes to Curb RSS Making Inroads 

into Hindu Vote Bank. Firstpost, 31 August 2016. also see Menon (1995, 23) 
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be blown out of proportion25. Such tensions continue to persist into the twenty-first 
century, as many cases from the recent past – including the agitation against a caste-
wall in the temple at Vadayampady, the controversy following the Supreme Court ver-
dict allowing women of all ages entry into the Sabarimala temple which earlier had age 
restrictions of women, etc. show. As has been mentioned, these add to the ever-rising 
concern of creating secular progressive spaces despite the internet and media provid-
ing alternatives to the common masses.  

5. Conclusions  

Social spaces played an important role in helping early communists to reach out to the 
masses and in shaping a progressive public consciousness. Unlike institutional spaces 
that are maintained and work under rigid party guidelines, informal spaces like reading 
rooms and teashops enjoyed an autonomy that allowed them to create a broader net-
work of people cutting across party differences. A rigid party structure, the CPM’s fail-
ure to accommodate for alternate social spaces that emerged in the 1980s and a rapid 
change in the economic and social systems have radically reformed the spatiality of 
Kerala in the twenty-first century. The increase of capital and religion in the public 
sphere raise new challenges to the secular and progressive forces. This leads us to 
the question: What can the communist parties do to meet the challenges raised?  

In Lefebvre’s argument about the transition from social-democracy to decentralised 
state forms in contemporary times, he urged the political left to explore the potential of 
autogestion in asserting a counter-hegemonic use of space, since it is the “one path 
and one practice that may be opposed to the omnipotence of the State” (Lefebvre 
2009, 134; see also Butler 2010, 100). Lefebvre saw autogestion – most closely trans-
lated as grassroots democracy – as an essential basis for the democratisation of soci-
ety, born spontaneously out of the void in social life that is created by the state 
(Lefebvre 2009, 14-15). To him, it was the radical democracy that emerges with the 
withering away of the state in modernity.26 It is a redefinition of the state as an arena 
for “spatial autogestion, direct democracy, and democratic control, affirmation of the 
differences produced in and through that struggle” (Lefebvre 2009, 16). Although such 
movements may not have the continuous character and institutional promise of parties 
or trade unions, a decentralised state, Lefebvre argues that they have the power to 
reconstruct social space from “low to high”, as opposed to “high to low”; social needs 
would be determined here by the action of interested parties, and not by “experts” 
(Lefebvre 2009, 193).  

The ultimate aim of progressive movements must be to expand radical democracy 
to the deepest tiers of society. For this, they must aim not at narrow conceptions of 
controlling social spaces but must facilitate the creation of wide networks at the grass-
roots that may succeed in successfully challenging any attempts at control from above.  

In other words, Lefebvre’s work on decentralisation and autogestion can provide 
useful insights into understanding how communication strategies must change in con-
temporary societies. In Kerala, the autonomous, secular associational spaces at the 
grassroots continue to provide progressive, issue-based social spaces where people 

                                            
25 K. Govindankutty, K. 1997. Daivam Kallanaavumbol, India Today (Malayalam), 27 August 

1997, 24. M. Vijayachandran. 1997. Oru Paarshvaveekshanam, India Today (Malayalam), 
31 December 1997, pp.34-36. 

26 Lefebvre uses the “withering away of the state” in a different sense from Marx’s concept of 
the same. To Lefebvre, it is a way of conceptualising a decentralisation of the state; a dis-
placement of its nodes of control. See: Butler (2012), pp.100-101 
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can come together outside the “rigid structures” of party politics. The attempt must be 
to nourish such spaces without succumbing to the pressures to react to narrow reli-
gious pressures.  
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