
 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2021/10.11.53 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2021); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:11(3), November: 2021 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in 
Digital certificate of publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd November   

 Publication Date:10thDecember 2021 

 

 
68 

 

MATRILINEALITY IN MEGHALAYA - TRADITIONS AND CURRENT PRACTICE 
 

1Popy Devi Nath and 2Ms. Bastobee Borsaikia 
1Director, Centre for Women’s Studies and 2B.A 3rd Year 

1&2St. Ann’s College for Women 
Mehdipatnam, Hyderabad, Telangana State, India 

 
Abstract 

Meghalaya, ‘the abode of clouds’, is known for a number of unique practices. Meghalaya remains one of the last few places in 
India where a matriarchal society subsists till date. A common perception that exists among people is that women in the northeast enjoy 
a higher status in the society than men. The tribal women are often portrayed as enjoying rights equal to their counterparts due to the 
absence of many practices like dowry. But despite being a matrilineal society, the gap between women and men in access to resources 
can be immense. Khasi women are still inadequately represented in political and social institutions. Tribal women are rarely allowed to 
partake in village administration. The village council and its head are men. These domains continue to be influenced by men. Although 
inheritance rights remain untouched with women, the familial decision-making rights are placed on the shoulders of the maternal uncle 
as a traditional gender role. This, in addition to the lack of representation in the political sphere and political activities, inevitably leads 
to women being under the thumb of the men. Due to colonisation and change in faith, it is considered a man's role to provide for the 
household while women are considered to be better at managing the household finances. The core study is with an overview of 
Matrilineal practices of Khasi society. 
Keywords: Tribal Women, Matrilineal, Inheritance, Colonization, Domain. 
 
INTRODUCTION  

Northeast India comprises the eight states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura 
and Sikkim. This region is a wide kaleidoscope of ethnically and linguistically diverse regions in India with the highest concentration 
of tribal population in the states of Mizoram, Nagaland, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur.  
 

Of these states, Meghalaya, ‘the abode of clouds’, is known for a number of unique practices. Apart from their distinctiveness 
in religion, which is a mix of Hinduism and Pantheism, in racial ancestry- Tibeto-Burman and Mon-Khmer, linguistic and other cultural 
practices, Meghalaya remains one of the last few places in India where a matriarchal society subsists till date. Contrary to a patrilineal 
society, in a matrilineal society, the custom of the groom leaving his parents’ house after his marriage is practiced. Unlike other 
communities, the husband lives with his wife in his in-laws’ house (matrilocal residence) and does not take his bride home. 
Anthropologists suggest that there is no existence of any true matriarchy. According to a theory of early human society, due to the 
biological facets of pregnancy and childbirth, it was easier to trace the biological relationship of the children to their mothers rather than 
to their fathers. There exists three prime characteristics of the social arrangement- descent through the mother, i.e family name; through 
mother (matrilocal residential system) that is husband lives at the residence of wife after marriage; and inheritance and transfer of 
property by females to females alone, all of these three primary characteristics are of the matrilineal social structure. 

 
Universally, the existence of matrilineal society can be traced among some Tribes of African countries and Southeast Asian 

countries. In India, this system is found in South and North east India. Several Hindu communities in South India practised matrilineality, 
especially the Tiyyas and Nair communities of Kerala, though this complex has been overshadowed by patriarchal practices as of today. 
In northeast India, Meghalaya is home to the Khasi, Garo and Jaintia communities, which actively follow the matrilineal system giving 
paramount importance to the property inheritance right of the youngest daughter in the family. 
 
Khasi Community 

Khasi is an indigenous community of Meghalaya that is constitutionally recognised as an ethnic minority. They live 
predominantly in eastern Meghalaya and are divided into several clans but united by the Mon-Khmer language. Khasi tribe is one of the 
few tribes to practice matrilineality till date. The term “matriarchy” and “matriliny” are closely associated with the complex network of 
family anatomy and relationships of the Khasi society. Lineage and descent is traced through the female with the property inheritance 
by the youngest female remaining as the prime characteristic of the practice. While gender roles exist in both patriarchal and matrilineal 
society, these appear to be more flexible and gender relations more egalitarian in the latter structure than in patrilineal society.  

 
Matrilineal practices of Khasi society 

In Khasi society, family descent is traced through the mother. The father is considered the head of the family only in material 
and mental life of the family. The maternal uncle (u kñi) and one of the youngest daughters (ka khadduh) shares complementary roles. 
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The maternal uncle is prescribed with the rules of decision making while the youngest daughter is the sole receiver and custodian of 
ancestral property although the son can also be permitted a share. If ‘ka khadduh’ dies without any daughter surviving her, her next elder 
sister inherits the ancestral property, and after her, the youngest daughter of that sister. Failing all daughters and their female issues, the 
property goes back to the mother’s sister, mother’s sister’s daughter and so on. However, some families divide their property equally 
among their children, irrespective of gender.  
 

Unlike the rest of the country, the men of this warring tribe carry their mother’s surname. It is believed that in the past, when 
men died in clashes, women would find new partners and remarry. This made it difficult to trace the patrilineality of the children and 
hence, they took their mother’s last names. 

 
Khasi women do not leave their homes after marriage. Rather, the groom comes to live with the bride in her residence. Married 

women keep their family names and pass it on to the future generations.  If no daughter is born to a couple, they consider adopting a girl 
to pass on the property rights to her. Daughters are allowed to move out of their homes but the Ka Khadduh, as the custodian, stays back 
even after marriage. Thus, women ensure the continuity of the clan.  

 
In this way, the marital structure of the Khasi community places women on an empowered pedestal where they are allowed to 

partake equally in family, social, political and religious affairs.  
 

Current practice 
Any failure in the practice of this system cannot be fully attributed to the non-matrilineal societal pressure or personal failures 

rather it is due to the structural constraints. Matriliny demands the priority for the descent even at the expense of close family 
relationships; the survival probability of this system lies in the welfare of the descent. According to Schneider, "the institutionalization 
of very strong lasting or intense solidarities between husband and wife is not compatible with the maintenance of matrilineal descent 
groups.” 

 
Apart from this, some opinionated Khasis, local anthropologists, sociologists also hold the common opinion that this system of 

inheritance is detrimental to the full development of the sons and also today's economic development of Meghalaya.  
 
Owing to the dynamic nature of primitive societies due the influence of the dominant societal practices, it is a near impossible 

task to maintain a distinct identity among the many races and cultures. Without giving into India's more dominant social practices, the 
Khasi society still tries to keep their matrilineality intact.  

 
The ambiguous rhetoric of traditional matrilineal laws could also be a result of the advent of Christianity and gradual 

disappearance of animistic beliefs. Roles and duties and culture are constantly being re-conceptualized depending on the beliefs of this 
tribe. With religion comes an alteration in culture which has led to religion being intertwined with the code of matriliny. Hence, when 
religion emphasizes the importance of men based on patrilineal principle, no doubt Khasi converts experience conflicts in their beliefs 
and traditions.  

 
According to Smita Pranav Kothari in “How some men want to change Meghalaya's matrilineal society” (2019)- “The 

matrilineal way of life dating back centuries is facing challenges as some men say it is not working for them and the centrality of the 
maternal uncle disappears. It is becoming common for people to pass on acquired property to male children. The problems faced by the 
men in these tribes are not similar to what are not dissimilar to what women face in the patriarchal norm elsewhere and shines a light on 
the centrality of inheritance in gender dynamics.” 

 
Conclusion 

A common perception that exists among people is that women in the northeast enjoy a higher status in the society than men. 
The tribal women are often portrayed as enjoying rights equal to their counterparts due to the absence of many practices like dowry. But 
despite being a Matrilineal Society, The Gap Between Women and Men in Access to Resources Can Be Immense. Khasi women are 
still inadequately represented in political and social institutions. Tribal women are rarely allowed to partake in village administration. 
The village council and its head are men. These domains continue to be influenced by men. Although inheritance rights remain 
untouched with women, the familial decision-making rights are placed on the shoulders of the maternal uncle as a traditional gender 
role. This, in addition to the lack of representation in the political sphere and political activities, inevitably leads to women being under 
the thumb of the men. Due to colonisation and change in faith, it is considered a man's role to provide for the household while women 
are considered to be better at managing the household finances. 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2021/10.11.53 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2021); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:11(3), November: 2021 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in 
Digital certificate of publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd November   

 Publication Date:10thDecember 2021 

 

 
70 

 

References 
1. Pyngrope Ehboklang, and Payel Dutta Chowdhury. "Meghalaya: Matrilineal in form and Patriarchal in Nature." 
2. One, A., Mutterrecht, D., Islands, B., Danielou, A., Evans, A., Gimbutas, M., Gottner-Abendroth, H., Graves, R., Dynasty, 
 J.M., Beye, L.F. and Demba, L.N., Matrilineal society of Meghalaya    
3. Pandey, Anutosh, Has Matriarchy Influenced Succession Laws in India? (October 13, 2012).    
4. Bhutia, C., 2016. The myth of an egalitarian society: tracing the status of women in the matriarchal society of Meghalaya. 

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences, 6(7), pp.239-250. 
5. Matriliny in Meghalaya: tradition and change. ISBN: 81-86030-69-7  
6. Smita Pranav Kothari, how some men want to change Meghalaya’s matrilineal society, Economic Times.  

 
 
 


