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Abstract

India’s social structures are predominantly patriarchal; however, pockets of matrilineal social
organization stand as noteworthy exceptions. This paper examines the concepts of matrilineal and
matriarchy in the Indian context, critically analysing the nature of matrilineal traditions among the Khasi,
Garo, and Jaintia tribes of Meghalaya and the debated presence of matrilineal elements in Sikkim, focusing
on Lepcha and Bhutia communities. Using secondary sources including peer-reviewed research, books, and
ethnographic accounts, the paper discusses lineage, inheritance, gender roles, socio-political power, and
contemporary transformations. It highlights that while matriliny exists strongly in Meghalaya, it does not
equate to full matriarchy, and that Sikkim’s social organization displays gendered nuances without strong
matrilineal systems.
Keywords: Matrilineal, Matriarchal Societies and their features.

Introduction
The social stratification in India is largely patriarchal, where descent and inheritance are

traced through the male line in the majority of socio—cultural groups. Nonetheless, certain
indigenous groups in the Northeast, particularly in Meghalaya, followed matrilineal customs
where descent, property, and family lineage pass through women’s line [1-57. This system has
drawn academic interest for challenging dominant patriarchal models and offering insight into
gender relations beyond binary frameworks.

Matrilineality—a system where lineage is traced through the mother—is distinct from
matriarchy, which implies women’s dominance in political and economic spheres. Even matrilineal
societies may retain patriarchal features in governance, authority, and ritual practices [6-107. This
paper examines these concepts with a comparative lens on Meghalaya’s matrilineal tribes and
Sikkim’s indigenous social practices.

Conceptual Framework

1. Matrilineality vs Matriarchy

Matrilineality refers to a kinship system where descent, inheritance, and clan affiliation trace
through the mother’s line. It influences residence patterns (often uxorilocal) and property
inheritance. Matriarchy, on the other hand, signifies women’s political, economic, and social
control over major institutions. Most Indian societies labelled “matriarchal” in popular discourse
are actually matrilineal but not fully matriarchal.

Matrilineal Traditions in Meghalaya

1. Ethnographic Context

The tribes of Meghalaya-especially the Khasi, Garo, and Jaintia-are among the few surviving
matrilineal societies globally and the largest in South Asia.

In Khasi society:

Descent and clan identity pass through the mother.

The youngest daughter (Khadduh) inherits ancestral property.
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Children follow the mother’s surname and residence is often
with the wife’s family. The Garo system has parallel
principles, with the nokpante (youngest daughter) often
playing a central familial role, and a localized cultural
framework of inheritance and responsibility [11-167.

2. Gender Roles and Status

Though the matrilineal system elevates women’s roles in
domestic and economic life, research finds that: Men often
retain control of political and public authority. Women may
inherit property but have limited decision-making power in
traditional councils (e.g., dorbar shnong). Activists and
researchers note that despite matriliny, patriarchal influence
persists, and gender equity does not automatically result
from women's inheritance rights [17-207.

3. Contemporary Challenges

Modern influences such as urbanisation, migration, and
legal reforms have pressured traditional matrilineal
structures, sometimes generating movements to alter them
(e.g., Synkhong Rympei Thymmai campaigns in Khasi
society) [21-247].

Sikkim: Debates on Matriliny and Gender

1. Indigenous Communities of Sikkim

Sikkim comprises multiple ethnic groups, primarily Lepcha,
Bhutia, and Nepali populations. Some anecdotal and popular
sources suggest that Lepcha and Bhutia communities
historically have had aspects of matrilineal inheritance
(particularly related to familial lineage and property) [25-
307.

However, academic literature indicates that Sikkim’s social
organisation tends to be more gender-balanced than strictly
patrilineal than distinctively matrilineal. Women participate
significantly in household and economic activities, but
descent systems are not as uniformly matrilineal as in
Meghalaya.

2. Gender and Cultural Roles

Lepcha women traditionally enjoy respect in familial
decisions and household roles. Bhutia women are integral to
cultural life and economic sustenance but their status aligns
more with broader Himalayan cultural practices than strict
matrilineal norms. Thus, Sikkim presents a hybrid social
structure, where women’s roles are strong but not
necessarily tied to institutional matrilineality comparable
with Meghalaya.

Discussion

1. Matriliny and Gender Equity

The matrilineal system in Meghalaya illustrates that
matriliny can coexist with patriarchal traits. Women’s
inheritance does not guarantee political power; men remain
influential in councils and governance structures. This
reveals how matrilineality may reorder family structures but
not necessarily power hierarchies.

2. Sikkim’s Gender Dynamics

Sikkim, by contrast, shows culturally embedded gender
roles without a clear matrilineal framework. Women’s
involvement in economic activities and community roles are
emerging through historical, cultural, and contemporary
influences rather than strictly matrilineal descent practices.

3. Theoretical Implications

Anthropologists argue that matrilineal societies challenge
simplistic patriarchal models, but cannot be equated with
matriarchies  without empirical evidence supporting
women’s authority in all major societal institutions. This
research also aligns with feminist scholarship that
differentiates kinship systems from broader power relations.

Conclusion

India’s  matrilineal ~ societies, especially in
Meghalaya, present unique models of lineage and gender
organisation. Although often perceived as “matriarchal,”
they are better understood as matrilineal systems deeply
rooted in kinship and inheritance. Sikkim’s case reflects
gender roles shaped by cultural and historical diversity
without distinctive matrilineal patterns comparable to
Meghalaya’s. Understanding these systems enriches
discussions on gender, power, and cultural diversity in
India, illustrating the complexity of social organisation
beyond patriarchal norms.

Acknowledgment

The author expresses sincere gratitude to all scholars and
researchers whose works have contributed to the
understanding of matrilineal societies in India and have
served as valuable references for this study.

Their academic contributions provided important insights
into the cultural, social, and gender dynamics discussed in
this paper.

Financial support and sponsorship
Nil.

Conflicts of interest
The authors declare that there are no contflicts of interest
regarding the publication of this paper.

References

1. Das Gupta, M., Choudhury, H., & Das, M. B. (2013).
Discrimination against Women in a Matrilineal Society: A
Reality in the Khasi Tribe of Meghalaya. Arthshastra
Indian Journal of Economics & Research.

2. Keeni, M,, Takashino, N., Nongkynrih, A. K., & Fuyuki,
K. (2017). Women Empowerment in a Rural Matrilineal
Society of Meghalaya, India. Journal of Asian Rural
Studies.

3. Lalengliana Darlong, J., & Suting, S. (2022). The Role of
Khast Women Among the Khasi Tribe in Meghalaya’s Jatah
Lakadong Village. Sprin Journal of Arts, Humanities
and Social Sciences.

4.  Bishwakarma, J., & Gladstone, R. K. (2024). Uniqueness

of the Matrilineal System Amidst the Diversity of Culture

and Customs of Three Major Tribes in Meghalaya: A

Sociological Approach. SAURAI.

Banerjee, R. (2025). The Khasi Soctety of Meghalaya: The

Matriarchal Question. Archives Academic Journal.

6.  Matrilineal Societies of Meghalaya: The Khasts, Garos, and
Jaintias. PolSci Institute report.

7. Shullai, W. K., Singh, A. S., & Agarwal, M. (2021). The
Matrilineal Society of Meghalaya: Trends of Family
Planning and Its Implications on Maternal Health.

<

34


https://rlgjaar.com/

Royal International Global Journal of Advance and Applied Research
Peer Reviewed International, Open Access Journal.
ISSN: 2998-4459 | Website: https.//rigiaar.com Volume-2, Issue-10 | October - 2025

8.

9.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

International Journal of Reproduction, Contraception,
Obstetrics and Gynecology.

Rakshit, D. (2021). Despite Matrilineal Structure,
Patriarchy Influences Low Gender Equity in Meghalaya.
The Swaddle.

Matrilineal Society of Meghalaya: Historical Roots and
Contemporary Challenges. South Asia Journal.

Sarmah, S. (n.d.). of Khasi
Community of Meghalaya with Special Reference to
Customary Inheritance Practices. JARESM.

Dube, L. (1997). Women and Kinship: Comparative
Perspectives on Gender in South and South-East Asia.
(Foundational work on kinship theory).

(1990). Tribal Matriliny in Transition:
Changing Patterns of Production, Property and Gender
Relations in North-East India. ILO Working Paper.
Warjri, D. (2016).
Property and Kinship among the Khasi. (Anthropological
study).

Matrilineal  Structure

Agarwal, B.

Negotiating Matriliny:  Women,

Nongbri, T. (2008).  Gender, Matriliny and
Entrepreneurship — among the Khasis. ResearchGate
publication.

Gangoli, G. (2007). Gender, Crime and Justice. (Feminist
framework applicable to kinship analysis).

Bina Agarwal (1994). 4 Field of One’s Own: Gender and
Land Rights in South Asia. (Key regional reference on
property and gender).

Chattopadhyay, S., & Dube, L. (2000). Women in Indian
Society: Evidence from Census and Surveys. (Useful for
gender and kinship context).

Indigenous Peoples of Sikkim. (Wikipedia overview of
Lepcha and Bhutia communities).

“Ethnic Groups of Sikkim in History”. North Bengal
University research PDF on Lepcha, Bhutia, and
Nepali ethnicities.

Kelkar, Govind & Nathan, Dev (2020). Witch Hunts,
Culture,
(Context on gender and cultural transformation in
Sikkim).

Legal Rights of Sikkimese Women. (Recentscientific 2017
PDF on women'’s legal status).

Subba, B. K. (2028). Caste, Ethnicity, and Social
Stkkim.  International
Exploring Emerging Trends in Engineering.

Role of Women in Sikkimese Society During the Medieval
Era. (Sikkim PSC Notes).

Bhutia, S. D. (2019). Dynamics of Identity Among the
Bhutia of Stkkim. PhD Thesis, Calcutta University.
Sharma, B. K., & Sharma, M. (2016). Life Style of Lepcha
T'ribe in Stkkim: Case Study. (ResearchGate publication).
Bothe, W., & Sachdeva, S. A. (n.d.). Gender Influences on
Local Participation Among Buddhist Women of Stkkim and
Bhutan.

A Study of Plural Societies in Stkkim (Lepcha, Bhutia and
others) (1955 fieldwork, Cir.NII).

Plaisier, H. (2010). The Lepcha Religion and Culture.
(Overview of Lepcha religious gender roles).

Schneider, D. M. (1980). American Kinship: A Cultural
Account. (Classic kinship theory).

Patriarchy and  Structural — Transformation.

Hierarchies in Journal of

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.
35.

Fox, R. (1967). Kinship and Marriage: An Anthropological
Perspective.

Leach, E. (1954). Political Systems of Highland Burma.
(Comparative kinship insights).

Carsten, J. (2004). Afler Kinship. (Modern Kkinship
studies).

Schneider, D., & Gough, K. (1961). Mata: Samoa: A
Study Village. (For
comparative matrilineal perspectives).

Sahlins, M. (2013). What Kinship Is and Is Not.

Ember, C. R, Ember, M, & Skoggard, 1. (2016).
Cultural Anthropology. (Textbook with kinship systems).

of Nineteenth-Century Samoa

35


https://rlgjaar.com/

