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Abstract 

The introduction of television in Kerala was an event marked by the encounter between spatial practices, 

discursive structures and visual paradigms. As a result, it becomes important to contextualise television’s 

presence in Kerala in the socio-economic conditions that defined the region in and around the time when 

television was introduced. This would provide some seminal cues about the mutual imbrications between 

television and its politico-discursive context. The present paper tries to look into the ways in which television 

fashioned new spatio-temporal practices and embodied various consumerist tendencies in pre-liberalised 

Kerala to argue that television is an artifact grounded in the region’s cultural values and material aspirations. 

The first section looks at how television-viewing and the socialities formed around the act were ‘timed’ by 

television. In the second section, the paper studies the popular advertising strategies employed to market 

television as a ‘tamed’ object that is representative of the consumerist aspirations that defined the region.  

 

Keywords: Television, Material Culture, Temporalities of television, Consumerist aspirations 

 

The material history of things has emerged as a field of enquiry that actively understands the 

embeddedness of objects within specific spatio-temporal contexts, bringing in its wake a turn 

towards the field of microhistory (Coltman, 2017). The history of television’s domestication and 

the modernisation that it inaugurated in Kerala reveals the curious entanglements between the 

social and economic spheres that enabled the fraught mediations that it initiated between ideas 

and spaces, influencing the collective attitudes and private aspirations of the people. In this 

context, television warrants a discussion as it is not only a communicational tool but also a 

repository of social relations. Hence, the present paper attempts to understand the co-constitutive 

relation of television with the larger social, discursive and temporal structures, aiding its 

simultaneous existence as a material commodity and cultural artifact in and around the time when 

television was introduced in pre-liberalised Kerala. 

As a commodity that has negotiated with and inhabited different geographical and cultural 

terrains, the engagements of television in Kerala and its assimilation into the regional sensibilities 

and “structures of feeling” constitutive of the region suggest the ways in which it has evolved into 

a representative metaphor symbolising the region’s techno-cultural geographies. The attempts to 

tease out the imbrications of television with the politico-discursive terrains in Kerala become a 

nuanced endeavour on considering that television is not only an object interlaced within the 

political economies of the region but also a medium that curates and influences the ideational 

sites of the region. In such a context, even the act of thinking about television becomes a layered 
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process that “helps shape the way the media operate within the culture” (Susman, 2003). While 

television was introduced in India in 1959, Kerala’s first encounter with television, Doordarshan 

per se, occurred only in 1985 following the then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s decision that the 

Asian Games held in India shall be telecast all across the country (Santhoshkumar, 2014). During 

the period under consideration, television was largely a rare and scarce medium, if one is to 

replicate Robin Jeffrey’s (2010) tripartite periodisation into rare, scarce and mass medium, on the 

basis of the availability of newspapers in Kerala, onto the visual medium of television. During this 

eventful time, when pre-liberalised Kerala was undergoing rapid social, cultural and economic 

reconfigurations (which will be discussed in the second section), television became an object that 

is embedded within the “public discourses of modern capitalism as well as the private discourses 

of home and household” (Silverstone and Haddon, 1996). The chapter will be divided into two 

sections. The first section tries to discuss the new temporal dimensions that television inaugurated 

in pre-liberalised Kerala when television was a rare commodity and Doordarshan was the only 

channel available. The second section attempts to understand the way in which television 

embodied and mediated the consumerist aspirations that defined the age. To this end, the paper 

employs discourse analysis and visual analysis as its primary research methodologies.  

 

Temporalities of television 

The introduction of television in Keralam was part of a larger process of national development, 

and modernity (Mankekar, 1999). At this point in time, television was considered as an instrument 

that should aid the process of national ‘becoming’. As far as the politico-economic circumstances 

are concerned, television tried to define a new epoch marked by techno-mediated modes of 

development. Here, television, as a state-sponsored infotainment platform, functioned as an 

intermediary site that tried to synchronise the temporal coordinates of uneven modernisation in 

the country. Through programmes about scientific farming, hygiene, family planning that were 

telecast through television sets installed in community halls and teleclubs across the country to 

ensure its greater penetration, television sought to flatten the spatio-temporal differences in an 

attempt to fashion a new relation with the historical time of the nation.  

In addition to redefining the nation’s relation with its history, television also structured the 

everyday life of the viewers. The discourses and practices that crystallised around television would 

reveal the ways in which the commodity was intimately involved in engendering a sense of time. 

As various critics have observed, the act of watching television is located within a “milieu of 

distraction” as it is conceived as a complementary process that accompanies other actions (Spigel, 

1992). Some scholars have argued that the flow of the programmes in the television is congruous 

with the interruptions and banality that distinguish a woman’s engagements with the household 

chores (Modleski, 1983; Browne, 1984). Thus, television-viewing is commonly theorized as an 

ordinary, and often impalpable, act that could be lost amidst the ubiquity of other habitualized 

actions. The popular conception of television-viewing as an activity that transpires in the 

background gains considerable significance in the regional context of Kerala as various articles 

that appeared in the popular Malayalam magazines of the time anticipated the permeation of 

television-viewing into the routine actions of the everyday to such an extent that it will no longer 
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require the active involvement of the viewer, as in the case of watching television while having 

family meals (Radhakrishnan, 1988). Similarly, another cautionary narrative that was published in 

Mathrubhumi warns against the adverse effects of undeterred television-viewing on children 

(Narendranath, 1992). These accounts situate television-viewing as an act that does not involve 

the active discernment of the viewer. Here, television was posited as an instrument that facilitates 

the ‘colonization’ of time. Such narratives evince a growing preoccupation with the link between 

television and the active perception of time, articulating suspicion towards television’s ability to 

cloud “time-reckoning” (Munn 96).  

The period that saw the introduction of television also witnessed a proliferation of 

discourses on how time is “spent, wasted, killed, kept, and lost”, teasing out the differences 

between “leisure time, quality time, good times, bad times…” (Aveni, 1989). The reading public 

was constantly cautioned to be a discerning viewer who is attentive to the consequences of 

indiscriminate television viewing. Thus, accounts about the deleterious effects of television on 

children and familial relationships - like addiction to television, tendency among children to 

imitate the actions seen in television, mismanagement of domestic chores- constantly figured in 

the popular magazines of the time (Kumar, 1990: Narendranath, 1992). On the other hand, 

television also sought to engender the modern viewing-citizen through various programmes. As 

Nancy D. Munn observes in the context of temporal media, control over time indicates “cultural 

governance through reaching into the body time of persons and coordinating it with values 

embedded in … a wider constructed universe of power” (109). By telecasting programmes like 

Krishidarshan, Yuvadarshan, Arogyavedi etc., television tried to mold the ideal citizen who would 

aid India’s modernisation. While these programmes were meant to introduce the viewers to more 

efficient methods to manage various resources and to create a common platform where the social 

and scientific developments of the country will be appreciated, they discreetly initiated new 

understandings about managing time. These programmes that were telecast during the evening 

in Malayalam Doordarshan tried to restructure social roles and leisurely pursuits so that time 

would be utilized more purposively by strategically obliterating the boundaries between personal 

time and socially beneficial labour. To this end, specific orientation towards time and its disciplined 

utilization were cultivated among the viewers. Programmes like Veetuvishesham and Sindooram 

aimed to address the mental and physical health of women even as they tried to develop the 

employable skills of women.  Even a casual act of indulgence in television programmes would 

instruct the viewer about the ideal way to efficiently manage time as television was largely an 

infotainment platform at this point in time. Hence, recreation and leisure were effectively 

redefined in ways that would benefit the society as television-viewing was codified as an 

instructive entertainment.   

Television’s ability to organise the social and private life of the viewers becomes evident 

through the narratives about television which appeared at that time in some popular magazines 

like Mathrubhumi and Manashasthram. Viewers tried to arrange their daily schedules in such a 

way that it would align with the screening time of various programmes. As a result, the scheduling 

of programmes and their temporal contours were capable of effecting spatial reconfigurations as 

well. An anecdote that appeared in a magazine article titled “Njaayaraazcha Pettiyile Ramayanam” 

(translated as “Ramayanam in the Sunday Box”) shares the story of a grandmother who 
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assiduously waits in front of the television for the Ramayan, a religious serial (Thikkodiyan, 1988). 

As Ramayan, which was telecast at nine in the morning on Sundays, assumed a religious 

significance among the viewing public, its screen time attained a religious and ritualistic 

importance, resulting in the transformation of the domestic space into a sacred space. This new 

“time consciousness” (Glennie and Thrift, 2002), realised through the narrative potentialities 

embodied by television, enabled the resignification of television-viewing into a social ritual 

contingent on the temporal axes that allowed the emergence of new social formations and spatial 

reconfigurations. Thus, the commingling of the technological and the social through the induction 

of temporally bound television-viewing practices effected changes in the “specific semantic of the 

everyday” (Bausinger, 1984).     

The introduction of television in Kerala witnessed the “reorganizing of the rhythms of 

everyday life through technical objects” (Charpy, 2017). Television’s ability to be discreetly 

assimilated into the domestic routine also elicited discourses pertaining to the more economical 

usage of time. While juxtaposing television and newspapers, an article that was published in the 

popular Malayalam magazine Mathrubhumi opines that television’s ability to surmount spatio-

temporal differences and its incorporation into the everyday lived reality of the region would 

facilitate the more efficacious utilization of time (Radhakrishnan, 1988). Since television-viewing 

presupposes simultaneity of action, whereby it figures in conjunction with other routine domestic 

chores, it often remains as a discreet practice. As Radhakrishnan (1988) observes in an article in 

Mathrubhumi magazine, television’s ability to disseminate information without disrupting other 

routine activities like dining and cooking distinguishes it from other media technologies. Similarly, 

television-viewing figured not only in conjunction with other activities as it also served as an 

interim activity that engaged the viewer during the interval between domestic chores. While 

discussing women’s employment and social mobility in Kerala, Filippo Osella and Caroline 

Osella(2000) recall the example of a retired employed woman named Sarasamma who watches 

television while waiting for the dinner to cook. Thus, television serves as a domesticated 

commodity that is entwined with other quotidian activities. In this context, television-viewing 

becomes an exemplar of “time-thrift” (Thompson, 1967), as it often figures as an impalpable act 

that remains unquantified amidst or occupies the intervening time between other routine actions. 

Thus, the temporal contours of television-viewing is not only weaved into the structure of 

everyday but also embodied through other habitualised practices as it serves as reference nodes 

or temporal qualifiers that mark and circumscribe the time taken by other domestic chores. Here, 

television-viewing becomes a contingent act that constitutes the rhythm and texture of the 

complementary activities that occurs along with it.  

During this time, television was not a commodity that was affordable by everyone. People 

used to gather together in a household with a television set to watch various programmes 

(Chandran, 2014). As a result, television was instrumental in engendering new socialities 

constituted on the basis of a shared sense of time. By mediating new socialities and viewing rituals, 

television reconfigured socio-spatial relations. The spatial realignments produced through the 

viewing publics constituted within the domestic space replicates power dynamics and hegemonic 

relations in the society. Flippo Osella and Caroline Osella(2000) cite the example of an Ezhava 

family in Kerala that would only allow their poorer neighbours and relatives to sit only on their 
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doorstep while watching television. Hence, the new socio-spatial formations that are formed 

around the act of television-viewing reflect the social underpinnings and haptic cultures that 

mediated the activity. The temporal contours of these novel social formations, cohering around 

television within the private space of the domesticity, were ‘timed’ and mediated by television. 

These new viewing communities or socialities also reconfigured the socio-spatial relations in the 

region as the distinctions between the public space and private space of the domesticity were 

blurred. As a result, these modern publics which are formed, through shared spaces of sociality, 

around the act of television-viewing evince that television facilitated various temporally-bound 

social practices and interactions. Moreover, in the distinct context of Kerala, where a gendered 

and classed community of viewers gathered together in a single household to watch programmes 

like Ramayan, Mahabharat, Malayalam news or Malayalam films that were telecast on Sundays 

(Thikkodiyan, 1988), the temporalities of television enable the convergence of personal time, 

which decides the viewing-subject’s negotiations with the socio-spatial variables around them, 

and collective time, shared among the immediate community of viewers and the imagined public 

who are discursively interpellated into existence through the programmes that are aired.  

Thus, the introduction of television in Kerala inaugurated new ways of relating to time and 

created an “ecology of devices” by means of which spaces, communities and discourses are ‘timed’ 

(Hutchkins as cited in Glennie and Thrift, 2002). By introducing television into the familiar space 

of the home, one could observe the reconfiguration of socio-spatial formations, entwining the 

temporal contours inaugurated through television with the more mundane and habitualised 

practices of the everyday. Here, television-viewing, an act ‘timed’ by technological and 

infrastructural factors as much as by socio-cultural reasons, imbued meanings that were directly 

contingent on the individual’s negotiations with the everyday, and their social identity as part of 

the immediate circle of viewers who share specific socio-spatial identifiers and the larger national 

imaginary of citizen-viewers. In such a context, the temporalities signified by television denote 

new social rituals, and assumes new values based on the duration and location of viewing.   

 

Television and Consumerist aspirations 

The social, economic, cultural and political changes occurring in pre-liberalised Kerala played a 

pivotal role in the rapid penetration of television across the region. In such a context, the material 

and symbolic value attributed to television, which mediated its reception in Kerala, ought to be 

studied. With this aim in mind, this section attempts to study the ways in which television was 

marketed to its potential buyers through popular magazines in order to understand the culturally 

anchored strategies that were employed to appeal the social and economic ethos that defined 

the consumerist aspirations that characterised the period.  

At around the time when television was introduced into Kerala, the socio-economic 

terrains of Kerala witnessed many social developments through various state-sponsored initiatives 

like land reforms, ensuring education and primary health facilities, more systematic distribution 

of food grains., etc (Sreekumar and Parayil, 2010). Nevertheless, the “Kerala model of 

development” also came under harsh criticism for the unstable economic base on which various 
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developmental initiatives were premised (Eapen and Kodoth, 2002). While this inevitably affected 

the economic stability and consumerist practices of the region, the Gulf boom and the large-scale 

migration to these countries alleviated the impending economic crisis in Kerala (Sreekumar and 

Parayil, 2010).  These socio-economic changes brought forth a new “local cosmopolitanism” in the 

region (Bose and Varughese, 2015). It is in the context of this vernacular modernity hinged on 

social development and transnational migration that the marketing strategies employed for 

selling television and the wide reception that it enjoyed ought to be situated.   

In the specific context of Kerala, television becomes a culturally rooted material artifact 

that denotes socio-economic capital and aesthetic sensibility even as it mediates the sensorial 

experiences and political outlook. Despite the radical social reformations and the commitment for 

development that characterised the age, the period also witnessed the emergence of new 

stratifications which were symbolised by television’s role in molding the consumerist aspirations 

of the region. By analysing how television was advertised to its initial audience, it becomes 

possible to understand how “the material and the discursive are mutually implicated” (Barad, 

2008).   

On perusing the popular magazines that were in circulation in and around the time when 

television was introduced, it becomes evident that it was a highly sought-after commodity.  Many 

electronic companies vied for public attention through their descriptions of the commodity by 

promising greater quality and clarity of images. By choosing to advertise in the popular magazines 

like Mathrubhumi, Deshabhumani, Manashastram, Madhyamam, Malayala Manorama, the 

prominent electronic brand names were trying to sway the literate readers who had the time not 

only to read these magazines but also to view the programmes being telecast through television. 

This puts in place some implied assumptions about the aesthetic sensibility and socio-economic 

status of the potential consumer and viewer of television.  

In the advertisement published by Crompton Greaves in the magazine Malayala 

Manorama (1987), one comes across a television with the image of the cricketer Kapil Dev on its 

screen (Figure 1). The catchphrase that appears along with the picture of the television screen 

could be roughly translated as “Two Stars that Perpetually Shine” (translation mine). The choice 

of Kapil Dev, and cricket, to market television could only be strategic. The popularity of cricket in 

the Indian subcontinent was escalating as never before from the late 1970s onwards (Ray, 2008). 

During this time, cricket was “vernacularized” and “indigenized” to such an extent that it became 

the representative symbol of nationalism in India (Mannathukaren, 2007). In such a context, 

deploying the celebrity status of Kapil Dev, who was influential in elevating cricket into a sport 

enjoyed by the masses and appealed the huge fan base  of cricket through his simple game plan 

and family background (Ray, 2008), sought to channelise the mass appeal of cricket and the 

cricketer to popularise television. Moreover, attempting to market television through the 

popularity of cricket was especially beneficial as cricket matches were only telecast through 

television. In this case, television is marketed as a commodity that is consistent with the 

consumerist aspirations of the region through some nationalist imaginaries anchored on cricket.  
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Figure 1 

The advertisement by Dianora that appeared in the popular magazine Malayala Manorama 

(1987), among many other magazines, promises a greater visual experience (Figure 2). In addition 

to the juxtaposition of a butterfly and television, the caption accompanying the image says that 

the domestic space will be beautified through the colours unleashed by Dyanora television 

(translation mine). This reveals the “utilitarian and decorative functions” of television (Leal, 1990). 

By marketing television as a recreational commodity that could be safely accommodated into the 

domestic sphere, the advertisement attempts to allay the anxieties about the disruptive potential 

of television. The attempts to market television as an electronic gadget that is in congruence with 

the dynamics of the family suggest the discursive construction of the domestic space as a viable 

site for television. While socio-economic mobility facilitated by the new economic reforms and 

gulf remittances promoted various consumerist aspirations, it became increasingly impossible to 

disentangle these impulses from the popular imaginations of ideal domesticity. The subtle 

attempts to refashion the domestic space through the new consumption practices while 

guaranteeing its harmony suggest the strategic cultural positioning of television as a non-

threatening presence in the home. This becomes especially relevant while trying to accommodate 

an object like television into the intimacy of the home as it is the most visible sign of socio-

economically inflected consumption practices. Similar is the case with the advertisement by EC Tv 

in Deshabhimani magazine (1987) (Figure 3). Here, the image of television is given along with the 

image of two birds sitting in the moonlight with a caption that could be roughly translated as 

“Dreams spread their wings through the colours of EC” (Translation mine). By assuring a more 

vibrant and wholesome domestic experience, the advertisement not only conceives “liveliness [as] 

intrinsic to the materiality of the thing” (Bennett, 2009) but also implies social recognition through 

television’s presence in the domestic space. These subtle attempts to imaginatively reconstitute 

the familial sphere so as to ensure the domestication of television suggest that television was 

primarily marketed as a commodity for domestic consumption.   
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   Figure 2              Figure 3 

While television was often marketing as a commodity that is congruent with the popular 

imaginations of ideal domesticity and consumerist aspirations that characterised the region, it was 

also employed to entice the consumers into buying other material commodities as well. The 

magazine advertisement that appeared in Malayala Manorama (1987) (Figure 4), which 

strategically deployed a television-viewing family in order to market Little Genie generators 

produced by Birla Yamaha, would suggest the ways in which the advertisement hinged on 

television’s status as a domesticated commodity that would buttress the aesthetic appeal of the 

domesticity while catering to its recreational requirements. The advertisement pits two families- 

one with the generator set and the other without- against each to imply that the commodity being 

advertised would ameliorate the visual experience of watching television. Moreover, the 

advertisement also banks on the popularity of cricket in the region as it juxtaposes the 

disappointment of a family as power went out while watching an exciting cricket match with the 

contentment of another family that has bought the generator. Moreover, the visually appealing 

and spacious living room with fancy furniture where the family has gathered to watch the cricket 

match also implies the aesthetic ideals and material aspirations that television mediates. Such 

images of well-furnished rooms, where happy families actively perform the act of television-

viewing, hint at the modalities through which “aesthetic production has become integrated into 

commodity production” (Jameson, 1993). The influence of such images in the popular imagination 

becomes evident as television became a ubiquitous presence even in poor households (Osella 

and Osella, 2000). 

A magazine clipping in Malayala Manorama shows a social event where a television is 

presented as a gift to the winner of a lucky draw (1987). As objects visibilise “the hierarchies of 

value” (Grassby, 2005), this incident reveals the economic value ascribed to television as the 

description to the image suggest that the first prize winner will be awarded either a colour 

television or domestic appliances worth Rs 10,001. Since television is a commodity that mediates 

public transactions, it assumes an economic value which is at once social and domestic. Here, 

social relations and transactions are validated by television as much as these public rituals sanctify 

and attest the value of television. On emplacing this incident within the larger politico-economic 



9 Television and Material Culture: Mediating the Temporal and Consumerist Practices in 
Pre-liberalised Kerala 

 

conditions that characterised Kerala at that point in time, it becomes possible to deduce that 

television forges social practices, social relations and consumption practices even as it assumes 

social and cultural value in the process.   

 

Figure 4 

The visual semiotics and discursive strategies employed in the above-mentioned 

advertisements suggest the ways in which television was projected as a commodity that was 

ascribed social, economic and cultural value. Its ability to embody various domestic aspirations 

rooted in social mobility, consumerist practices, changing socio-economic relations indicates that 

it was intimately connected to the formation of new social identities. By studying television’s 

influence in sculpting the everyday negotiations and consumption practices, one could 

understand the processes through which it was assimilated into the regional context of Kerala. 

Thus, the discursive strategies employed to market television as a tamed object and its ability to 

blend into the banality of habitualised practices suggest that it is at once a commodified material 

object that inhabits the cultural terrains of Kerala and a cultural artifact that influences the material 

relations in the region.  
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