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MATRILINY IN INDIAN 
SOCIETY 

Mother-right in India 
Hy Baron Omar Rolf Ehrenfels. (Osmania University 
Series.) Pp. xi+229. (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1941.) 12s. 6d. n et . 

BARON EHRENFELS has undertaken an am
bitious scheme in his analysis of mother-right 

in India, and that is no less than to investigate "the 
entire complex of proulems grouped round the 
questions of the matriarchal system in India". The 
results at which he arrives are far-reaching. He 
concludes that in the south-west, if not in the main 
peninsula, of India there have been four strata of 
matrilineal peoples, while a fifth is to be found in 
the north-east. A map indicates the distribution all 
over India of more or less isolated features of these 
matrilinea l cultures, which survive as complete and 
functioning matrilineal societies only on the Malabar 
coast in the south-west, and in the Khasia and Garo 
Hills in the north-east. To the influence of these 
matrilineal cultures of the p ast, of which traces only 
now survive in the greater part of India, Earon 
Ehrenfels attributes a very large number of past and 
present fea.turus of Indian society. Thus the efflores
cence of Buddhist culture in the fifth, fourth and 
third centuries B.c ., the practice of vegetarianism, 
the widespread, if socially despised, institution of 
the matrilocal marriage in which the son-in-law goes 
to live as a ghar-jamai in the house of his sonless 
father-in-law, and many familiar features of Rajput 
society past and present, such as the practice of.fohar, 
t.hat is, the immolation of themselves by the women 
en nz.aase when their men were defeated in warfa re, 
and the continuing use of cattle in marriage proces
sions. are all put down to the influence of the fourth 
matrilineal culture, which is held to have flourished 
at Mohenjodaro, while m egalithic cultures, head
hunting, and the practice of sacrifice by decapitation, 
for example, are ascribed to an earlier and more 
primitive stratum of m atriliny. Other institutions 
again, child-marriage, hypergamy, bride-prices, are 
directly ascribed to the clash of immigrant patrilineal 
with pre-established matrilineal cultures, while 
totemism is regarded as the pure product of a patri
lineal age. 

It can scarcely be said that the author makes an 
entirely convincing case for all this. Wide as his 
research has been, the very nature of the evidence is 
such that its interpretation can only rest on inference, 
and alternative hypotheses cannot be excluded. For 
one thing baron Ehrenfels belongs emphatically to 
the Kulturkreiae school of f'chmidt and Graebner; 
Father Koppers, indeed, has written a preface to his 
volume. Not e,·eryone will be willing to attach the 
same importance as that school attaches to migra
tions of p eoples as the agents in spreading cultures, 
for it is easy to show that ideas, languages and social 
customs can be diffused no less wi ely than material 
culture without any movement of population. In 
any case an attempt to deal with Indian cultures on 
such lines ought not to have ignored, as Ehrenfels has 
done, the significant distribution of brachycephaly in 
India ; and one may legitimately take exception to 
the use of the terms 'Aryan' and 'Dravidian', which 
are purely linguistic terms, as if they had a satis
factory racial significance. The essential continuity 

of traditional and popular Hinduism with the pre
Rigvedic religion of India has not been appreciated. 
This religion conquered that of the Rigvedic invaders 
and reduced their god, Indra, to a mere door
keeper. Thus the Black Yajurveda prescribes the 
sacrifice of cattle to a number of Rigvedic deities, 
but not to Shiva, whose cult goes back to the Indus 
civilization ; later the Aditya Purana prohibits the 
sacrifice of cattle "because certain noble and wise 
men did not practise it", while a later authority still 
states that although their flesh may fitly be offered 
to Mitra and \ aruna they should not be sacrificed, 
because the public detested it. Marshall's arbitrary 
distinction between the bull cult of Mohenjodaro and 
a cow cult ascribed to the 'Aryan' invaders has, of 
course, no sort of validity. and should not have teen 
accepted. Ehrenfels follows Heine-Geldern in identi
fy ing the short-horned bull on the Indus seals with 
the gaur, an identification the reviewer is inclined to 
accept, but it must be pointed out that both Fried
eri chs and Oh·er identify it with either Boa primigeniu s 
or Bos namadicus, Olver specif' cally rejecting any 
identification with Boa gaurus. There are some 
regrettable omissions in the material sun·eyed. The 
people of the E'imla hills, and the Khasas and Hill 
Doms of the United Provinces, with their many 
survivals of matriliny and of the worship of snakes 
and a mother goddess do not appear at all, nor do a 
number of the Assam tribes, the Lakher in particular, 
which retain striking survivals from matritineal 
cultures. 

Whatever its defects, however, "Mother-right in 
India" is a work of much importance to Indologists, 
particularly in its suggestive ascriptions of so many 
features of Indian culture to a clash between an 
established and more or less chilized matrilineal 
society and an invading patrilineal one. In this 
respect l aron Ehrenfels has hit on an important and 
even fw1damental element in the construction of 
Indian society as we know it now. The reviewer has 
himself suggested that the social grading of castes 
in the Laws of Manu has a similar origin. The off
spring of a E rahman man and a woman of lower 
status may stand socially n ear the top of the list ; 
that of a E rahman woman by a man of low caste 
comes at the very bottom. It seems likely that this 
scheme is the formalist interpretation at a later date 
of the conditions and traditions surviving from a 
time when the issue of a m arriage between a patri
lineal man and a matrilineal woman inherited status, 
if not property, from both sides, whereas the off
spring of a patrilineal woman by a matrilineal man 
would have neither status nor inheritance on either 
side. The Erahman doctrine that the woman is a 
mere soil for the t·eception and nourishment of the 
seed of the man, to which she contributes nothing 
essential of her own, is the sort of simple and plausible 
idea that might easily appear to be the sudden 
re' elation of a profound truth among uncritical 
peoples observing matrilineal customs without per
haps laying any particularly marked emphasis on the 
part played by the male in procreation, and one can 
imagine the spread of such an idea with devastatingly 
revolutionary effects on culture. It is perhaps rather 
to some phenomenon of this kind that we should 
look for an explanation of the inconsistencies of Indian 
culture patterns than to an application of the 
culture-strata theory of the Vienna school. But the 
material for study remains constant and much of it has 
been collected and collated for us by Baron Ehrenfels. 

J. H. HUTI'ON. 
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