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Abstract 

The literary works of M. T. Vasudevan Nair remain deeply connected to the 

socio-cultural history of Kerala, especially to the transformation of familial 

structures and emotional relationships during the twentieth century. One of the 

most significant recurring themes in his writings is the decline of the matrilineal 

system known as marumakkathayam and the resulting fragmentation of kinship 

and identity. Through novels and short stories, M. T. portrays the gradual 

disintegration of the taravad, the ancestral household that once functioned as the 

centre of social organization, emotional security, and cultural continuity in Kerala 

society. 

This paper analyses the representation of matriliny and familial relations in 

selected works of M. T. Vasudevan Nair, particularly Naalukettu,  Asuravithu,  

Kaalam, and selected short stories. The study explores how M. T. transforms 

social history into emotional and psychological experience through themes of 

memory, alienation, loneliness, gendered power structures, and identity crises. 

The paper argues that the decline of matriliny in his writings symbolizes not 

merely the collapse of a social institution but also the dissolution of emotional 

belonging and collective identity. The taravad appears simultaneously as a site of 

comfort and confinement, memory and decay, intimacy and exclusion. 

The paper further examines the gendered dimensions of matriliny and the 

emotional labour of women within familial structures. Through psychological 

realism and symbolic imagery, M. T. captures the anxieties of individuals caught 

between inherited traditions and modern aspirations. His works therefore function 

both as literary achievements and as cultural archives documenting Kerala’s 

social transformation. 

Keywords: Matriliny, Taravad, Familial Relations, Memory, Gender, 

Psychological Realism, Kerala Society, Malayalam Literature, M. T. Vasudevan 

Nair 
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Introduction 

Literature often functions as a cultural memory through which societies preserve, question, and 

reinterpret their histories. Malayalam literature, particularly during the twentieth century, became 

an important space for representing the dramatic transformations that reshaped Kerala society. 

Social reform movements, colonial modernity, educational changes, migration, and economic 

restructuring altered traditional systems of caste, family, and gender relations. Among the writers 

who captured these transitions with exceptional sensitivity, M. T. Vasudevan Nair occupies a 

unique position. 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s works are deeply rooted in the emotional and cultural landscapes 

of Kerala. His narratives explore loneliness, memory, alienation, familial conflict, and the 

passage of time with extraordinary psychological depth. One of the most recurrent and 

significant themes in his writings is the decline of matriliny and the resulting fragmentation of 

familial relationships. His novels and stories repeatedly return to the taravad, the ancestral 

household that symbolized continuity, kinship, and collective identity within 

the marumakkathayam system. 

The marumakkathayam system was a matrilineal structure of inheritance and family 

organization practised primarily among Nair communities in Kerala. In this system, property and 

lineage were traced through women, and members of the family lived collectively within the 

ancestral home. However, despite the central role of women in inheritance, authority within the 

household was often exercised by the eldest male member, the karnavar. The system therefore 

produced a complex interaction between matriliny and patriarchy. 

The decline of matriliny during the twentieth century profoundly altered social 

relationships in Kerala. Legislative reforms, the rise of nuclear families, the spread of modern 

education, and economic individualism weakened the traditional taravad structure. These 

changes created emotional instability and identity crises among individuals who found 

themselves suspended between inherited traditions and modern aspirations. 

Memory occupies a central place in the writings of M. T. Vasudevan Nair, as his 

narratives frequently unfold through a retrospective mode of storytelling that reconstructs the 

past in layered and emotionally complex ways. The historical transition from matriliny to 

modern inheritance practices forms an important socio-cultural backdrop in many of his works. 

Significantly, the matrilineal system in Malabar was legally challenged only with the 

introduction of the Madras Marumakkathayam Act in 1933, the year of M. T.’s birth, whereas 

similar reforms had already been implemented earlier in Cochin (1920) and Travancore (1924) 

through the Nair Regulation Acts. This temporal disparity resulted in uneven patterns of social 

transformation across Kerala. 

Consequently, Malabar continued for a longer period to preserve its traditional kinship 

structures, customs, and cultural practices despite the emergence of legislative reforms. The 

tension between continuity and change profoundly shaped the social consciousness of the region, 

leaving deep psychological and emotional imprints on individuals and families. These historical 

anxieties and cultural dislocations are reflected in many of M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s characters, 

whose lives are marked by nostalgia, loss, fragmentation, and the gradual disintegration of the 

matrilineal household. Through memory, his narratives not only revisit a disappearing social 

order but also critically examine the human consequences of social transition and familial 

decline. 

This paper examines how matriliny and familial relations are represented in the writings 

of M. T. Vasudevan Nair. Through close textual analysis, the study explores the symbolic role of 
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the taravad, the emotional tensions within matrilineal households, the gendered dimensions of 

familial power, and the psychological effects of social transition. The paper argues that M. T.’s 

literature transforms the historical decline of matriliny into a deeply human exploration of 

memory, identity, and emotional fragmentation. 

 

Matriliny and the Historical Context of Kerala Society 

The matrilineal social system of Kerala represented one of the most distinctive familial structures 

in South Asia. The marumakkathayam system organized inheritance, kinship, and social identity 

through the female line. The taravad, or ancestral household, functioned as the centre of 

economic, emotional, and cultural life. Multiple generations lived together within this collective 

structure, sharing property, responsibilities, and social identity. 

The taravad created a strong sense of continuity and belonging. The ancestral house 

symbolized stability and lineage, while kinship ties structured emotional and social relationships. 

Women occupied an important symbolic position within the family because lineage and 

inheritance were traced through them. However, the matrilineal system did not necessarily 

guarantee gender equality. Authority remained concentrated in the hands of the karnavar, usually 

the eldest male member, who controlled property and decision-making. 

The social structure of matriliny also shaped emotional life. Collective living encouraged 

intimacy and dependence, yet it also created tensions related to authority, hierarchy, and 

individual freedom. The family functioned both as a protective institution and as a mechanism of 

social control. 

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed major transformations in Kerala 

society. Colonial legal reforms challenged traditional inheritance systems. Modern education 

introduced new ideas of individuality and nuclear family life. Social reform movements 

criticised aspects of the caste hierarchy and familial organisation. Economic changes further 

weakened collective family structures. Gradually, the taravad system began to decline. 

This decline produced complex emotional consequences. For many individuals, the collapse of 

matriliny meant the loss of communal identity and emotional security. The transition to 

modernity created uncertainty regarding belonging, authority, and social roles. These anxieties 

became central themes in Malayalam literature. 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s writings emerge directly from this socio-historical context. His 

works portray the decline of matriliny not simply as a structural transformation but as a lived 

emotional experience. Through memory, silence, and psychological conflict, he captures the 

emotional atmosphere of a society undergoing irreversible change. 

 

The Taravad as Cultural Symbol and Emotional Space 

In M. T.’s narratives, the taravad functions as much more than a physical structure. It becomes a 

symbolic space carrying emotional, cultural, and psychological meanings. The ancestral home 

represents continuity, memory, identity, and belonging, yet it also embodies decay, emotional 

repression, and exclusion. 

The imagery of the ancestral house recurs throughout M. T.’s writings. Crumbling walls, 

dark corridors, abandoned courtyards, and silent interiors create an atmosphere of emotional 

isolation. The physical decline of the house mirrors the collapse of familial unity and social 

continuity. 

In Naalukettu, the ancestral home occupies a central symbolic role. Appunni’s 

relationship with the taravad reflects his emotional struggle for acceptance and identity. The 
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house becomes a site of longing because it represents legitimacy and belonging. However, it also 

becomes a space of humiliation and exclusion. Appunni’s emotional alienation within the 

household reveals the fragile foundations of familial relationships. 

The taravad in M. T.’s writings often appear haunted by memory. Characters revisit 

ancestral homes carrying emotional burdens from the past. Memory becomes inseparable from 

physical space. The house preserves traces of vanished relationships, lost authority, and 

emotional wounds. Nostalgia, therefore, functions ambiguously in these narratives. The past is 

remembered with affection, but it also contains pain and unresolved conflict. 

M. T. frequently uses landscape and architecture to express emotional states. Draining 

River, darkness, decaying walls, and abandoned rooms symbolize loneliness and psychological 

fragmentation. These spaces become repositories of emotional history. 

The decline of the taravad also reflects broader cultural anxieties regarding 

modernization. The ancestral home stands for collective identity, while modernity introduces 

mobility, fragmentation, and individualism. As younger generations move away from traditional 

structures, the house gradually loses its emotional and cultural significance. 

In many short stories,characters return to ancestral homes only to discover emotional emptiness 

and estrangement. The familiar space no longer offers security or a sense of belonging. Instead, it 

reminds them of loss and displacement. Through these narratives, M. T. portrays the emotional 

consequences of social transition with remarkable subtlety. 

 

Familial Relations and Emotional Conflict 

Familial relationships in M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s writings are marked by emotional complexity, 

silence, and psychological tension. Although the matrilineal household is organized around 

collective living, it often fails to provide emotional intimacy and security. Relationships within 

the family are shaped by authority, hierarchy, resentment, and suppressed longing. 

In Naalukettu, Appunni experiences profound alienation within his own family. Because of his 

mother’s socially condemned relationship, he is denied recognition and legitimacy within 

the taravad. His emotional life is dominated by humiliation, anger, and longing. The family 

becomes not a source of affection but a structure that reinforces exclusion and insecurity. 

Appunni’s desire to regain entry into the ancestral household reflects his search for identity and 

belonging. However, the taravad remains emotionally inaccessible to him. His psychological 

struggle reveals how kinship structures can produce both attachment and trauma. 

In M. T.’s narratives, communication within families is often limited or indirect. Silence 

becomes a significant emotional force. Characters suppress feelings, avoid confrontation, and 

internalize suffering. This emotional restraint contributes to loneliness and misunderstanding. 

In Asuravithu, Govindankutty’s estrangement from his family and society reveals the emotional 

consequences of moral rigidity and social judgment. He experiences deep psychological isolation 

because he cannot conform to the expectations imposed by traditional structures. Familial 

rejection becomes a form of emotional violence. 

Similarly, Kaalam portrays the gradual fragmentation of relationships under the influence 

of modernity. Ambition, economic pressure, and social mobility weaken emotional bonds 

between family members. Relationships become increasingly transactional, and emotional 

intimacy diminishes. The family often becomes a site of silent conflict, emotional repression, 

Stories such as OruPirannalinteOrma, Padakkam, NinteOrmaykku, and Kuttiyedathi vividly 

portray the familial and lineage-based structures associated with Kerala’s matrilineal social 

order. In these narratives, M. T. Vasudevan Nair explores the emotional and psychological 
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dimensions of kinship, inheritance, and domestic relationships within the declining tharavad 

system. The characters are often shaped by memories of ancestral homes, fractured familial 

bonds, and the gradual erosion of traditional authority structures. 

At the same time, his narratives acknowledge the emotional significance of kinship. Characters 

continue to long for acceptance, recognition, and belonging even when familial structures fail 

them. This tension between emotional need and emotional alienation gives M. T.’s works their 

psychological depth. 

 

Gendered Kinship and the Position of Women 

The representation of women in M. T.’s writings reveals the contradictions within matrilineal 

society. Although women occupied a central place in inheritance and lineage, their emotional 

and social lives remained shaped by patriarchal expectations. M. T. portrays women as both 

powerful and vulnerable, central yet constrained. 

Women in his narratives often function as emotional anchors within fragmented 

households. Mothers, grandmothers, and aunts preserve familial continuity through care, 

sacrifice, and emotional labour. They maintain relationships and sustain the domestic space even 

as the social structure begins to collapse. 

However, M. T. also reveals the emotional burdens placed upon women. Female 

characters frequently endure loneliness, silence, and repression. Their desires and aspirations 

remain secondary to familial obligations. The matrilineal system therefore appears far more 

complex than a simple structure of female empowerment. 

In Naalukettu, Appunni’s mother occupies a socially marginalized position because of her 

relationship choices. Her emotional suffering reflects the moral judgments imposed upon women 

within traditional society. Although lineage passes through women, social respectability remains 

controlled by patriarchal norms. 

Women in M. T.’s narratives are often denied emotional fulfilment. Marriage, 

motherhood, and family duty become sources of both identity and suffering. Their emotional 

resilience sustains the household, yet their own needs remain unacknowledged. 

At the same time, M. T. portrays the crisis of masculinity within changing familial structures. 

Male characters frequently struggle with insecurity, loss of authority, and emotional instability. 

The decline of matriliny disrupts traditional notions of identity and inheritance. Men who once 

derived status from collective family structures find themselves emotionally displaced. 

In Kaalam, modernity intensifies masculine ambition and emotional detachment. Individual 

aspirations replace communal responsibility, leading to fractured relationships and moral 

uncertainty. Male characters often experience loneliness despite social mobility and personal 

success. 

M. T.’s portrayal of gender therefore avoids simplistic binaries. Both men and women 

experience emotional suffering within transitional social structures. Matriliny in his works 

appears as a complex system involving emotional negotiations, power struggles, and silent 

compromises. 

 

Memory, Nostalgia, and the Psychological Imagination 

Memory functions as one of the most important narrative techniques in M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s 

writings. His works are deeply concerned with the persistence of the past within the emotional 

lives of individuals. Characters continually revisit childhood experiences, ancestral spaces, and 

broken relationships through memory. 
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Memory in M. T.’s narratives is not merely recollection; it is an emotional process through 

which individuals negotiate identity and loss. The past remains psychologically active, shaping 

present experiences and emotional responses. 

Nostalgia occupies a central place in his works, but it is never entirely romantic. 

Characters remember the taravad and familial relationships with longing, yet these memories are 

also marked by pain and conflict. The past becomes emotionally ambivalent. 

In Naalukettu, Appunni’s memories of exclusion shape his psychological identity. His 

longing for acceptance within the ancestral household reveals the emotional power of memory. 

The taravad becomes a symbolic site where personal history and emotional desire intersect. 

In Kaalam, the passage of time itself becomes a source of anxiety. The protagonist experiences 

the erosion of emotional relationships and social values through memory. Time destroys 

continuity, leaving individuals emotionally disconnected from both the past and the present. 

M. T.’s psychological realism emerges through his focus on inner consciousness. 

External events are often less important than emotional responses and mental states. Silence, 

hesitation, and introspection dominate his narratives. 

The emotional restraint of his characters reflects broader cultural patterns within Kerala society. 

Feelings are rarely expressed openly. Instead, emotional tension accumulates through silence and 

memory. This subtle psychological approach distinguishes M. T.’s literary style. 

Landscape also plays an important role in the representation of memory. Rain, darkness, 

rivers, and deserted pathways become emotionally charged symbols. Nature reflects inner 

emotional states and intensifies the atmosphere of nostalgia and loneliness.Through memory and 

psychological realism, M. T. transforms social history into an intimate emotional experience. 

The decline of matriliny becomes inseparable from the inner lives of individuals. 

 

Modernity and the Crisis of Identity 

One of the most significant themes in M. T.’s writings is the crisis of identity produced by 

modernization. Characters struggle to reconcile inherited traditions with changing social realities. 

The transition from collective familial structures to modern individualism creates emotional 

uncertainty and existential anxiety. 

The early 20th century witnessed significant changes in Kerala ‘s social and economic 

landscape. The disruption of the old joint family and Matrilineal system of inheritance, the 

eradication of untouchability, the spread of western education and liberal ideas, the increasing 

entry of the lower classes into the public services, the introduction of adult franchise, the 

progress of industrialization, the decline in the power of the land owning classes, the rise of the 

new peasant classes with rights in the soil and above all, the disappearance of royalty have dealt 

the blow of to the old social order.In these decades, there has been a steady outflow of Keralites 

to foreign countries. Thus, a new and dynamic society is gradually taking the place of the 

decadent and stationary one of the 19th and early 20th century.  

Modern education, urbanization, and economic mobility introduce new aspirations and 

values. Younger generations seek independence and self-definition, yet they remain emotionally 

connected to the past. This conflict between tradition and modernity becomes central to many of 

M. T.’s narratives. 

In Kaalam, the protagonist’s life reflects the broader transformation of Kerala society. 

Social ambition and individual desire gradually replace communal relationships and emotional 

intimacy. Success becomes associated with emotional emptiness and alienation. 
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Modernity in M. T.’s works is portrayed as both liberating and destructive. Traditional structures 

often appear restrictive and emotionally oppressive, yet their collapse also produces loneliness 

and fragmentation. Characters gain freedom but lose belonging. 

The crisis of identity becomes particularly intense for individuals who exist between two 

social worlds. They inherit memories of the taravad but live within rapidly changing social 

conditions. This in-between condition creates psychological instability. 

Migration and mobility further intensify emotional displacement. Characters leave 

ancestral homes in search of education or employment, only to experience loneliness and 

rootlessness. Physical movement becomes symbolic of emotional disconnection. 

M. T.’s works therefore portray modernization not as a straightforward narrative of 

progress but as a deeply emotional and contradictory process. Social transformation reshapes 

relationships, identities, and emotional life in complex ways. 

 

Symbolism and Narrative Technique 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s literary style is characterized by subtle symbolism, emotional restraint, 

and psychological depth. His narratives rely heavily on atmosphere and imagery rather than 

dramatic action. Physical spaces and natural elements function symbolically to express emotional 

conditions. 

The taravad itself is one of the most important symbols in his works. It represents 

continuity, authority, memory, and emotional belonging. Its decline symbolizes the 

fragmentation of familial and cultural identity. 

                          The river and its deteriorated state frequently appear in M. T.’s narratives as a 

symbol of melancholy, memory, and emotional isolation. Similarly, darkness and silence create 

an atmosphere of introspection and emotional tension. 

His use of fragmented memory structures allows the past to remain active within the present. 

Characters move between recollection and immediate experience, blurring the boundaries 

between memory and reality. 

The pacing of his narratives also reflects emotional consciousness. Rather than focusing 

on external events, he emphasizes emotional transitions and internal conflicts. The result is a 

literary style deeply attuned to the complexities of human experience. 

 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair as a Chronicler of Social Transition 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair occupies a unique position in Malayalam literature because of his ability 

to transform social history into an emotional narrative. His works document the transition of 

Kerala society from traditional matrilineal structures to modern individualistic life. 

Unlike purely sociological accounts, M. T.’s writings focus on the emotional dimensions of 

social change. He portrays how historical transformations affect memory, identity, relationships, 

and psychological well-being. 

His characters are rarely heroic figures. Instead, they are ordinary individuals struggling 

with loneliness, insecurity, and emotional fragmentation. This focus on everyday emotional life 

gives his works universal significance. 

M. T.’s literature also preserves cultural memory. The taravad, traditional rituals, kinship 

patterns, and rural landscapes become part of Kerala’s emotional and cultural archive through his 

narratives.At the same time, he avoids idealizing the past. Traditional structures in his works are 

often associated with hierarchy, repression, and exclusion. His portrayal of social transition 

therefore remains balanced and nuanced. 
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The enduring relevance of M. T.’s writings lies in their exploration of emotional displacement 

and identity crisis. Even in contemporary society, themes of loneliness, fragmented relationships, 

and nostalgia continue to resonate strongly. 

 

Conclusion 

M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s writings provide one of the most profound literary explorations of 

matriliny and familial relations in Malayalam literature. Through novels and short stories, he 

documents the emotional and psychological consequences of Kerala’s social transformation 

during the twentieth century. 

The decline of the marumakkathayam system in his works symbolizes not merely the 

collapse of a familial structure but also the fragmentation of collective identity and emotional 

belonging. The taravad emerges as a deeply symbolic space associated with memory, continuity, 

conflict, and decay. 

Familial relationships in M. T.’s narratives are marked by silence, alienation, longing, 

and emotional complexity. Characters struggle to find intimacy and recognition within changing 

social structures. The transition from collective kinship systems to modern individualism 

intensifies loneliness and psychological insecurity. 

The representation of gender in his works further reveals the contradictions of matriliny. 

Women occupy central yet emotionally burdened positions within the family, while men 

experience crises of authority and belonging during social transition. M. T.’s portrayal of gender 

avoids simplification and instead highlights the emotional negotiations embedded within familial 

structures. 

Memory and psychological realism remain central to his literary style. By focusing on 

inner emotional experience, M. T. transforms social history into deeply human narratives. His 

works continue to resonate because they capture universal experiences of loss, displacement, 

nostalgia, and emotional longing. 

As both literary achievement and cultural archive, M. T. Vasudevan Nair’s writings 

remain invaluable for understanding Kerala’s social history and the emotional consequences of 

modernity. His narratives remind readers that the collapse of social institutions is never merely 

structural; it is also profoundly emotional and deeply human. 
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