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Abstract 
This paper offers a comparative analysis of traditional marriage practices among the matrilineal Khasi of 

Meghalaya, Northeast India, and the patrilineal Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria. It examines how divergent 

kinship systems shape ritual form, gender relations, and the negotiation of modernity. Among the Khasi, 

marriage is understood as a sacred yet civil monogamous contract grounded in clan exogamy. Betrothal is 

typically arranged under the guidance of maternal uncles, and the ensuing matrilocal residence reinforces 

women’s centrality through matrilineal inheritance and female-centered kinship networks. By contrast, Yoruba 

Igbeyawo ceremonies are elaborate, multi-stage alliances structured around bridewealth, formal prostration, 

kola-nut sharing, and symbolic gift exchanges. These rites affirm patrilocal residence and place strong 

emphasis on procreation and lineage continuity, often at the expense of individual female autonomy. 

Drawing on anthropological, feminist, and postcolonial frameworks, the study explores the interplay of kinship 

ideology, gendered authority, and cultural resilience in the face of Christian influence among the Khasi and 

Western modernity among the Yoruba. Through selected case studies, it highlights adaptive strategies that allow 

both communities to preserve core values while accommodating change. Ultimately, the paper advances a 

decolonized reading of indigenous marriage as a dynamic site of identity, power, and continuity rather than a 

static traditional form. 
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I. Introduction 
Marriage rituals in tribal societies are not merely personal unions but complex cultural institutions that 

reflect kinship systems, gender dynamics, and societal values. The Khasi tribe of Meghalaya, Northeast India, 

and the Yoruba tribe of southwestern Nigeria offer compelling case studies for comparison due to their 

contrasting kinship structures—matrilineal for the Khasi and patrilineal for the Yoruba. The Khasi, part of 

Meghalaya’s indigenous population, practice matrilineal inheritance, where property and lineage pass through 

women, and marriage rituals emphasize clan exogamy and matrilocal residence (Nongkynrih, 2002). The 

Yoruba, a major ethnic group in Nigeria, follow patrilineal norms, with marriage rituals like “Igbeyawo” 

reinforcing family alliances and male authority (Fadipe, 1970). This paper examines these rituals through 

anthropological, feminist, and postcolonial frameworks, comparing their structure, gender implications, and 

resilience amid modern influences. By analyzing specific practices—such as Khasi betrothal and Yoruba 

bridewealth—the study highlights how marriage serves as a site of cultural identity and adaptation, contributing 

to decolonized understandings of tribal heritage. 
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Marriage Rituals of the Khasi Tribe 

The Khasi tribe, residing in Meghalaya’s hills, views marriage as a sacred civil contract rooted in 

matrilineal and exogamous principles. Marriage is monogamous, with strict prohibitions against intra-clan 

unions, termed “snongsang” (incest), to maintain clan purity (Bareh, 1985). The process begins with 

“KaJingkha” (betrothal), where the groom’s family proposes to the bride’s, often through a mediator. If 

accepted, a ceremonial exchange of betel nuts and rice beer seals the agreement, symbolizing mutual respect 

(Nongkynrih, 2002). The wedding involves rituals like “KaPynkhiah,” where libations are offered to ancestral 

mothers, reinforcing the matrilineal lineage. A distinctive feature is matrilocal residence, where the groom 

relocates to the bride’s mother’s household, and children inherit the mother’s clan name, ensuring women’s 

economic and social power (Mathur, 2000). The Khasi priestess, or “KaSyiem Sad,” may officiate, invoking 

blessings for fertility and harmony. These rituals reflect a gender-egalitarian ethos, as women’s roles in property 

and lineage confer authority, though men retain decision-making power in public spheres (Lyngdoh, 2016). The 

Khasi’s marriage practices thus balance tradition with female agency, rooted in their animistic beliefs and 

reverence for ancestral spirits. 

 

Marriage Rituals of the Yoruba Tribe 

The Yoruba, one of Nigeria’s largest ethnic groups, practice patrilineal marriage rituals under the 

“Igbeyawo” process, emphasizing family alliances and procreation (Fadipe, 1970). The process starts with “Mo 

mi imo e” (introduction), where the groom’s family formally meets the bride’s, exchanging gifts like kola nuts 

to signify goodwill. Bridewealth, or “Idana,” is a central ritual, involving payments in cash, goods, or livestock 

to the bride’s family, symbolizing the groom’s commitment and the union’s economic significance (Johnson, 

1921). The wedding ceremony includes the “EkunIyawo” (bride’s lament), where the bride symbolically mourns 

leaving her family, reflecting patrilocal norms where she joins the groom’s household. Other rituals, such as 

tasting ceremonies with honey and salt, pray for a sweet and resilient marriage (Ojo, 1966). The Yoruba’s 

polygamous tradition allows men multiple wives, reinforcing male authority, though women gain influence 

through motherhood and economic roles, as seen in market trading (Sudarkasa, 1986). These rituals, often 

accompanied by drumming and Ifá divination, embed marriage in Yoruba cosmology, prioritizing lineage 

continuity over individual autonomy. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

 

Kinship and Gender Roles 

The Khasi and Yoruba marriage rituals reveal stark contrasts in kinship and gender dynamics. The 

Khasi’s matrilineal system empowers women, as property and clan identity pass through the female line, and 

matrilocal residence ensures the bride’s family retains influence (Nongkynrih, 2002). This structure grants Khasi 

women economic security and social status, with the youngest daughter, or “Khatduh,” inheriting the family 

home (Mathur, 2000). In contrast, Yoruba patrilinysubordinates women, as bridewealth transfers authority to the 

groom’s family, and patrilocal residence uproots the bride (Fadipe, 1970). While Yoruba women may gain 

power through motherhood or trading, their roles are secondary to male leadership (Sudarkasa, 1986). Feminist 

analysis highlights the Khasi’s relative gender equity, though Lyngdoh (2016) notes that modernization 

introduces patriarchal pressures. The Yoruba’s patriarchal norms align with African feminist critiques of male 

dominance, yet their gender-fluid spiritual roles, like female Ifá priests, suggest flexibility (Olajubu, 2003). Both 

cultures value marriage as a communal bond, but the Khasi prioritize female lineage, while the Yoruba 

emphasize male lineage and procreation. 

 

Ritual Symbolism and Spirituality 

Khasi and Yoruba rituals are steeped in spiritual symbolism, reflecting animistic and cosmological 

beliefs. Khasi ceremonies, such as libations to ancestral mothers, invoke the divine feminine, aligning with their 

reverence for nature and clan spirits (Bareh, 1985). The Kamakhya temple’s influence in Meghalaya 

underscores this spiritual dimension, with marriage seen as a sacred pact (Nongkynrih, 2002). Yoruba rituals, 

guided by Ifá divination, integrate Orisa worship, with kola nuts and tasting ceremonies symbolizing cosmic 

harmony (Ojo, 1966). Both cultures use oral traditions—Khasi chants and Yoruba oriki (praise poetry)—to 

reinforce cultural identity, but the Khasi’s monogamous, matrilocal focus contrasts with the Yoruba’s 

polygamous, patrilocal emphasis. Postcolonial theory reveals how these rituals resist colonial disruptions, as 

both tribes maintain ancestral practices despite Christian or Western influences (Mbiti, 1990). The Khasi’s 

exogamy and Yoruba’s bridewealth symbolize social cohesion, yet their spiritual underpinnings highlight 

distinct cultural priorities. 
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Modern Influences and Cultural Preservation 

Both Khasi and Yoruba marriage rituals face challenges from modernization, shaped by colonial 

legacies and globalization. Among the Khasi, Christianity, introduced by British missionaries, promotes 

monogamy but undermines matrilineal traditions, with some families adopting patrilineal practices (Lyngdoh, 

2016). Urbanization and education further challenge matrilocal norms, as young Khasi men seek greater 

authority, eroding women’s traditional power (Mathur, 2000). Similarly, Yoruba rituals face Westernization, 

with Christian and civil marriages reducing bridewealth’s significance and simplifying ceremonies (Fadipe, 

1970). Globalization introduces love-based marriages, clashing with Yoruba arranged unions, though polygamy 

persists in rural areas (Sudarkasa, 1986). Both cultures exhibit resilience, as Khasi clans enforce exogamy 

through customary laws, and Yoruba communities revive Ifá rituals to assert identity (Olajubu, 2003). 

Postcolonial scholars like Mbiti (1990) argue that these adaptations reflect a negotiation between tradition and 

modernity, preserving core cultural values amidst external pressures. 

 

II. Discussion 
The comparison of Khasi and Yoruba marriage rituals reveals how kinship systems shape gender roles 

and cultural identity. The Khasi’s matrilineal structure fosters female agency, aligning with feminist theories of 

women’s economic empowerment (Nongkynrih, 2002), while the Yoruba’s patrilineal norms reinforce male 

dominance, though women’s roles in trade and spirituality offer agency (Sudarkasa, 1986). Ritual symbolism—

Khasi libations and Yoruba Ifá divination—underscores the spiritual significance of marriage, serving as a 

bulwark against colonial erasure (Mbiti, 1990). Modern influences, such as Christianity and globalization, 

challenge both cultures, yet their resilience highlights the adaptability of tribal traditions. The Khasi’s exogamy 

and Yoruba’s bridewealth, though distinct, share a focus on communal harmony, reflecting universal tribal 

values of kinship and continuity. This study contributes to decolonized ethnographic approaches by centering 

indigenous perspectives, challenging Eurocentric views of marriage as solely patriarchal or individualistic 

(Olajubu, 2003). Limitations include the scope of analysis, focusing on two tribes, which may not represent all 

Northeast Indian or African diversity. Future research could explore inter-tribal marriages or the impact of 

digital media on ritual preservation. 

 

III. Conclusion 
The marriage rituals of the Khasi and Yoruba tribes offer profound insights into the interplay of 

kinship, gender, and cultural identity in tribal societies. The Khasi’s matrilineal, matrilocal practices empower 

women, contrasting with the Yoruba’s patrilineal, patrilocal norms that prioritize male authority. Both cultures 

embed marriage in spiritual and communal frameworks, using rituals like Khasi betrothal and Yoruba 

bridewealth to reinforce identity. Despite modern pressures—Christianity for the Khasi, Westernization for the 

Yoruba—both tribes adapt while preserving core traditions, reflecting resilience in a globalized world. This 

comparative study underscores marriage as a dynamic site of cultural continuity and negotiation, contributing to 

anthropological and feminist discourses on tribal heritage. By fostering dialogue on decolonizing cultural 

narratives, it highlights the enduring significance of indigenous marriage practices in shaping social and gender 

dynamics. 
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