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I. Brief summary of the dissertation 

 
This dissertation explores indigenous midwifery practices among the Khasi tribal 
community in the Indian state of Meghalaya at the intersection of anthropology of 
birth and anthropology of kinship with further insights drawn from the critique of 
development and decolonial perspective. Based on two clear research questions, the 
author describes how indigenous midwifery plays a key role in perpetuating the 
matrilineal kinship system, which is a central cultural marker of Khasi society.    

II. Brief overall evaluation of the dissertation 

The author has chosen an excellent subject with great potential for theoretical 
exploration. The anthropology of birth is a burgeoning field, given the intensity of 
public activism related to childbirth, particularly in Western countries. At the same 
time, emerging moral imperatives centring on race and gender are increasingly taking 
centre stage in political debates, alongside demands for epistemic justice levelled at 
the institutions of modern states. This includes challenges to the hegemonic authority 
of biomedicine. Contributing to these debates from the perspective of a matrilineal 
tribal community on the periphery of a post-colonial state offers a unique vantage 
point. The author treads carefully, avoiding normative conclusions, and reveals the 
emic perspective on childbirth, gender roles, matriliny and the intersection of 
traditional practices and modern state interventions through original ethnographic 
fieldwork and interviews.  
Overall, the thesis is well structured and written, and the argument is clear. It certainly 
presents a valid contribution to anthropological knowledge. The author acknowledges 
the limitations of the research, including the length of the fieldwork, reliance on 
interpreters, and lack of access to births and male midwives. I would also add that the 
introduction to the broader context of Khasi culture is too brief and lacking a 
description of the kinship system through kinship terminology. There is also little 
effort to offset the lack of knowledge of the Khasi language with focused attention on 
emic categories, which could have given more depth to author’s arguments. Had the 
introductory chapters been saturated with a broader base of literature, the author 
would have been able to contribute more substantially to the theoretical and political 
debates surrounding midwifery, indigenous knowledge systems, and decoloniality. 
However, the two stated research questions are answered persuasively. In my view, 
the thesis fulfils all the basic requirements and should be approved for defence.     



III. Detailed evaluation of the dissertation and its individual aspects       

Chapter 2 on methodology would benefit from more clarity and detail on the research 
process. For example, how did the status of the entry point family and snowball 
sampling influence the sample of interviewees, and did this limit the sample to 
represent the Khasi community as a whole? In what ways was the sample limited in 
terms of locality and religion? In what ways could religion have influenced the choices 
of expectant mothers? It is only on page 111 that the author states: 'Most of my 
participants were Christians'. How was the focus group organised? Were all the 
interviews entirely informal and unstructured, or did the researcher’s questions 
revolve around a preconceived set of issues (e.g. those presented in the subchapters 
of Chapter 5)? 
Some methodological issues are mentioned, such as managing 'frustration, anxiety, or 
uncertainty' by sharing 'reflections with my Khasi colleague', which 'fostered empathy 
and an appreciation of the "common humanity" shared between researcher and 
participants' (p. 24). However, these issues are not illustrated with concrete examples 
from the author's ethnographic practice. It would have been interesting to learn more 
about field experiences that exemplify this process rather than simply acknowledging 
the problem. 
Furthermore, the reason why the author's inability to observe births directly is 
referred to as 'The Unpredictability of Birth' (2.6.3.1) rather than as a constraint of the 
fieldwork (e.g. time spent in the field) is unclear. The entire chapter on research 
challenges seems somewhat trivial, with some subchapters being just a couple of lines 
long. On the other hand, the reflection of the author's initial bias against the presence 
of men during interviews is a fair point. 
Finally, there is one minor issue: two slightly different formulations of the research 
questions appear, one in the introduction (p. 10) and the other in the methodology 
chapter (pp. 13, restated on p. 114 and again on p. 120). 
 
Chapter 3 (Theoretical Overview) provides important milestones but lacks scope and 
depth in its engagement with existing literature. Theoretical insights on the 
anthropology of childbirth are mostly based on only two sources (Jordan, 1993; 
Cheyney and Davis-Floyd, 2019). Similarly, the subchapter on the institutionalisation 
of childbirth in India would have benefited from a more intensive engagement with 
the literature, as well as a more in-depth and nuanced explanation of the Indian 
context. For example, when the author mentions crucial programmes for delivering 
maternal care to rural areas in the first decade of this century, pointing to a 70 percent 
reduction in the maternal mortality ratio (MMR) between 1997–98 and 2020 (these 
two points selected with reference to a single source), and states that this reduction 
is nevertheless unevenly distributed in terms of regions and social strata, remaining 'a 
persistent challenge', a stronger argument would be made if more substantial data 
were provided. For example, a chart could be used to show data for the whole of India, 
alongside insights based on data on the unevenness of the MMR across India, with a 
focus on Meghalaya. Similarly, the subsequent discussion of the status of birth 
attendants (dais) in relation to the concepts of purity and pollution is brief and 
insufficiently contextualised. It is also based on a single source (Jeffrey, Jeffrey and 
Lyon, 2002), which was published prior to the launch of government programmes 
aimed at reducing the MMR. 



While all the information provided here is relevant, it is rather sketchy and jumps 
around the timeline, leaving the reader wanting a more integrated line of argument. 
This patchwork approach to the larger context and argument construction 
undermines the strong points that the author makes (and should make more 
explicitly). This chapter demonstrates how the Khasi tribal community, due to its 
peripheral status within India and its autonomous cultural perceptions, has developed 
different moralities and a variety of childbirth practices distinct from those of the 
Hindu majority in India, thereby carving a unique trajectory between humanistic and 
technocratic models of birthing.  
In contrast to the underdeveloped Chapter 3.2, Chapter 3.3 summarises arguments 
against development theory and the decolonial perspective on childbirth concisely 
and with good referencing. However, the examples of the inclusion of traditional 
midwifery practices in four states are sourced exclusively from the respective 
midwifery bodies' websites (with the exception of Bolivia). Taken together as 'Lessons 
from global examples', these brief excursions beyond India present more of an 
ideologically congruent validation of the decolonial perspective, which is a normative 
claim detached from measurable health outcomes rather than comparative examples. 
 
The discussion of matrilineality (Chapter 4) as both a concept and a practice, based on 
ethnographically grounded descriptions, is sufficiently nuanced and elaborate for the 
purposes of this study. The author's critical engagement with the concept is 
commendable, as is her analysis of its various uses throughout the history of 
anthropological thought from functionalist beginnings and structuralist formal 
oppositions, to the projected death of matriliny and its recent resurrection. The 
author also adds her own perspective on her struggle with preconceptions 
surrounding matrilineality — see note 5 on page 47, for example. However, given the 
central question of this thesis, 'How is it that some matrilineal societies have not 
disappeared?', (p. 48) is central to this thesis, answers from various cultural contexts 
should have been included in the discussion much more substantially.  
Unlike matrilineality, matriarchy is discussed largely on the basis of a single source 
(Morris, 1998) and at one point in one page into two paragraphs ratio. Conversely, 
given that Goettner-Abendroth's work from 2012 relates directly to the Khasi, her 
rejection of it requires a more elaborate argument. 
The Khasi kinship system, with a focus on matrilineality, is described with attention to 
its variability and change under the influence of Christianity, Indian administration, 
and seeping globalisation, as well as its relation to property rights. However, the text 
lacks a more formal description of the kinship system, as well as an acknowledgement 
of the distinction between terms of address and terms of reference. This distinction is 
not made in the discussion of the few selected kinship terms. The subsequent 
discussion of gender norms is adequate, clear and sufficient. 
 
Chapter 5 forms the core of the thesis and represents the author’s original 
contribution. The author systematically engages with the cultural specificity of Khasi 
midwives' roles, as well as the problematic nature of corresponding terms in 
professional midwifery and medical anthropology. Two points to note: Firstly, it does 
not help to solve the problem when the author states that the thesis will use several 
etic terms interchangeably (p. 69). Secondly, while it is indeed illuminating to turn to 



emic categories, such a move has been an almost universal practice in ethnography 
for many decades and does not in itself represent a decolonial perspective. The 
ethnography of Khasi midwifery, care, home birth, gender roles, and the ambivalence 
surrounding institutionalised healthcare is presented clearly and concisely.  
 
Regarding the structure of the thesis, I felt that a broader chapter on Khasi culture 
beyond the focus on matriliny was missing. The one-page-long subchapter 'Who are 
the Khasis' on p. 50, and that still repeating partly what had already been stated in the 
Introduction, cannot fill the gap. Such a chapter would not only help readers who are 
less familiar with the field to understand the subject, but it would also provide context 
and depth to the author’s own ethnography. Conversely, chapters 6 (Discussion) and 
7 (Conclusion) could have been merged to avoid unnecessary repetition. In general, it 
is pointless to divide subchapters into further units if the latter is the only one within 
the subchapter.  
 

IV. Questions for the author 

Please address questions raised in the discussion of Chapter 2. 

V. Conclusion 

 

I provisionally classify the submitted dissertation as passed. 

 

15.4.2026       Mgr. Martin Hříbek, PhD. 

 

 

 

   

 

 
 


