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ABSTRACT: 
Matrilineal systems have historically shaped the 

social, cultural, and political fabric of Kerala, particularly 
among the Nairs, Ezhavas, and several tribal communities. 
Known locally as marumakkathayam, this system organized 
inheritance, residence, lineage, and authority around the 
female line, creating a distinctive social order unique within 
the Indian subcontinent. This paper examines the origins of 
Kerala’s matrilineal traditions, the internal structure of 
matrilineal households, the socio-economic roles of women, 
and the factors that led to the decline of the system. Through 
historical and sociological analysis, the study illustrates how colonial interventions, legal reforms, 
modernization, and changes in marriage practices reshaped matrilineal society from the 19th to the 20th 
century. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Kerala is one of the few regions in India where matriliny significantly influenced social 
organization for centuries. Matriliny—tracing descent through the mother’s line—was not simply a 
kinship model but a cultural institution embedded in everyday life. The marumakkathayam system 
defined inheritance, property rights, residence patterns, marriage customs, and power relations within 
families. While matriliny created spaces of authority for women, it also existed within complex 
hierarchies of caste and class. 

This paper explores the historical roots of Kerala’s matrilineal traditions and analyzes the 
transformation of these systems under colonial rule and post-independence legal reforms. 
 
2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF MATRILINY IN KERALA 
2.1 Origins of Matriliny 

The exact origins of Kerala’s matrilineal system are debated. Some historians attribute matriliny 
to ancient Dravidian customs; others link it to the warrior lifestyle of Nair communities, where men 
were often absent due to military duties. The prevalence of polyandry, sambandham unions, and shared 
lineage households (taravads) also supported matrilineal inheritance and property management. 
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 2.2 Communities Practicing Matriliny 
Matriliny was most strongly associated with: 
 Nairs 
 Some Ezhava groups 
 Select Muslim families (Mappilas) in North Kerala 
 Several tribal communities such as the Kurichiyas 
 
Each group adapted matriliny to its own social and economic structure, resulting in regional variations. 
 
 2.3 The Taravad System 
Central to matriliny was the taravad, a joint family household composed of: 
 an ancestral female line 
 her children 
 her siblings and their descendants 
 

The taravad held property collectively, usually managed by the karanavan, the eldest male 
maternal uncle. Members lived together in large ancestral homes called nalukettu. 
 
3. SOCIAL STRUCTURE UNDER MATRILINY 
3.1 Inheritance and Property 

In the marumakkathayam system, property passed from mother to daughter. Men did not 
transfer property to their biological children but to their sisters’ children. This ensured continuity of 
property ownership within the maternal line. 
 
 3.2 Marriage Practices: Sambandham 

Kerala’s matrilineal communities practiced sambandham, a flexible form of marriage 
characterized by: 
 Non-residential unions (husbands lived in their own taravads) 
 Children belonging to the mother’s lineage 
 The absence of strict monogamy among some groups 
 
These practices reinforced matrilineal inheritance and minimized paternal authority. 
 
 3.3 The Role of Women 

Although matriliny offered women higher social status than in many patriarchal regions, it did 
not grant them absolute autonomy. Women had: 
 
 Security of residence 
 Rights in property 
 Social respect as lineage bearers 
 
However, the actual power over resources often lay with the karanavan. 
 
 3.4 The Position of Men 

Men held authority as managers of property but did not inherit land individually. Their primary 
responsibility was toward their natal taravad rather than a conjugal family. This created a distinctive 
gender balance uncommon in most patriarchal societies. 
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4. COLONIAL INFLUENCE AND THE DECLINE OF MATRILINY 
4.1 British Critiques and Intervention 

British administrators viewed matriliny as “aberrant” and incompatible with Victorian ideals. 
They favored nuclear families, male inheritance, and patriarchal property structures. Colonial officials 
and missionaries perceived matriliny as morally flawed due to sambandham marriages and the flexible 
marital rules. 
 
4.2 Economic and Social Changes 

With the spread of literacy, modern education, and wage labor, younger men increasingly 
sought individual property rights and marriage-based households. Western-educated elites among the 
Nairs played a major role in critiquing taravad life as economically inefficient. 
 
4.3 Legal Reforms 
A series of colonial and princely state laws dismantled matriliny: 
 Madras Marumakkathayam Act (1933) 
 Travancore Nair Regulation (1925) 
 Cochin Nair Act (1920) 
 

These acts recognized nuclear families, legalized individual inheritance, and abolished joint 
family property rights. 
 
4.4 Post-Independence Reforms 

After 1956, with the formation of Kerala state, the Hindu Succession Act (1956) further 
cemented individual inheritance patterns. Matrilineal taravads gradually split into smaller nuclear 
units. 
 
5. TRANSFORMATION OF MATRILINEAL SOCIETY 
5.1 The Rise of Nuclear Families 

By the mid-20th century, matriliny had largely given way to patriarchal nuclear families. 
Sambandham marriages disappeared, replaced by formal monogamous unions. 
 
 5.2 Changes in Women’s Status 

Women gained more legal rights but lost the structural support of the taravad. Though the new 
system claimed equality, women now faced: 
 increased domestic responsibilities 
 dependence on husbands’ income 
 vulnerability in cases of marital conflict 
 
The shift revealed how matriliny had previously provided economic security and social identity. 
 
5.3 Continuities in Tradition 

Despite legal changes, cultural memory and social practices related to matriliny persist. Some 
families still preserve ancestral homes, matrilineal rituals, and kinship terminology. 
 
6. CONCLUSION 

Kerala’s matrilineal traditions represent a unique chapter in Indian social history. They shaped 
gender relations, property rights, family organization, and cultural identity for centuries. While 
matriliny offered women relative autonomy and security compared to patriarchal systems, it also relied 
on male authority within the taravad structure. 
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The transformation from matriliny to nuclear family systems was driven by colonial 
intervention, modernization, legal reforms, and internal critiques. Today, Kerala’s society reflects a 
synthesis of past and present: matriliny has faded legally but remains an important cultural legacy that 
continues to influence identity and memory. 
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