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Chapter 1

1.1 Real-life problem

Early marriage is a pressing global issue affecting millions of children and
young people, with far-reaching consequences. According to UNICEF (2023),
12 million girls and young women (GYW) are married annually before the age
of 18, and if current trends persist, over 9 million more will marry underage by
2030. Structural crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic have further deepened
socio-economic inequalities and intensified the conditions that drive early
marriage. As Gupta et al., (2021) suggest, responses to the pandemic have been
short-term economic recovery over inclusive development. In such contexts,
early marriage emerges as a coping strategy for families navigating intersecting
pressures of economic hardship, insecurity, and disrupted services.

While global and national policy discourses predominantly frame early
marriage as a GYW only issue, emerging evidence reveals that boys and
young men (BYM) are also affected, albeit in less visible and differently
gendered ways. Global prevalence rates for BYM range from 8.4% to 27.9%
(Gaston et al., 2019; Misunas et al., 2019), yet their experiences remain largely
overlooked in both research and policy frameworks.

In Nepal, early marriage continues to be practised, particularly among
structurally marginalised caste groups such as the Mushar communities in
the Madhesh/Terai region. Despite years of legal reform and programmatic
intervention, dominant approaches, whether instrumentalist, legalistic,
protectionist, or narrowly behaviour-focused, fail to address the deeper gender-
relational and intersecting drivers and pressures of early marriage, along
with their far-reaching consequences. This persistent gap undermines the
inclusivity and effectiveness of policy and programmatic responses, especially
in subaltern contexts where caste, class, gender, age and location intersect
to shape marriage practices. This dissertation responds to these critical gaps
by situating its analysis in the lived realities of the Mushar communities of
Nepal’'s Terai/Madhesh region - groups historically shaped by caste-based
discrimination, socio-economic exclusion, and gendered precarity.

This research aims to:

- Explore the diverse and dynamic meanings and expressions of masculinity
across various demographic groups in Nepal, with a focus on how
intersecting social identities - such as caste, class, gender and age -
influence and shape these understandings and performances.
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- Analysethereciprocalrelationship between masculinity and early marriage
practices in Nepal, examining how cultural, social, and economic factors
contribute to both the perpetuation and mitigation of early marriage and
the mediating role of masculinity in these dynamics.

« Assessthe implications of dominant constructions of masculinity for efforts
to end early marriage.

- Evaluate how early marriage and masculinity are conceptualised and
addressed in the United Nations Human Rights Frameworks (UNHRFs) and
Nepal’s national legal and policy frameworks, contrasting these policies
with the lived realities of marginalised communities.

As part of the Her Choice programme by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign
Affairs under the “Her Choice - Building Child Marriage Free Communities”
project 2016-2020 under contract number 28434, this research aims to
support the creation of child marriage-free communities that empower young
people, especially GYW, to decide if, when, and whom to marry.

1.2 Gaps in scholarly knowledge

Despite a growing body of literature on early marriage and masculinity,
significant gaps persist in understanding the complex interplay between
masculinities and the drivers, pressures, state, impacts, and responses related
to early marriage (UNICEF, 2023) (see Chapter 2:). These gaps are particularly
pronounced within the context of Nepal, where intersectional factors such as
caste, class, gender, age and geography remain underexplored. Based on the
literature review, | will address the following key knowledge gaps:

K1. Intersectional analysis of masculinities in relation to drivers, pressures,
state, impact, and responses (DPSIR) to early marriage

While existing research recognises the role of masculinity in shaping early
marriage dynamics (Greene et al., 2015; Khanna & Kang, 2018), there remains
a significant lack of intersectional analysis that considers how multiple social
identities intersect to influence constructions of masculinity within early
marriage practices. Despite the recognition of early marriage as a critical issue,
most studies centre on GYW'’s vulnerabilities, treating early marriage as a
uniform, imposed practice (Lokot et al., 2022). Few studies explicitly link early
marriage with masculinities or explore how marginalised masculinities may
perpetuate, mediate, or challenge early marriage practices. Few studies link
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early marriage with masculinities or examine how marginalised masculinities
shape such practices (Khanna & Kang, 2018). While research on Nepalese
masculinities is growing (Lamichhane, 2022; Maycock, 2014, 2018; Maycock,
2017; Turin & Yang, 2021), intersectional analyses of masculinities in Mushar
communities and their connection to early marriage remain scarce. This
research addresses this gap through an intersectional framework that explores
how masculinity, shaped by caste, class, gender, age and geography interacts
with early marriage practices to inform more inclusive and effective responses.

K2. Critical policy framing of early marriage and masculinity

Although early marriage is widely recognised as a human rights violation
and a barrier to development, current policy frameworks often neglect
intersectional, gender-relational analyses in defining problems, proposing
solutions, and constructing the roles of actors. Policies tend to focus primarily
on the vulnerabilities of GYW without interrogating the gendered structures
and masculinities that sustain early marriage. As a result, interventions may
be reductive, overlooking how intersecting identities such as caste, class,
gender, age, and geography influence the practice. This research applies
Critical Frame Analysis (CFA) to assess the diagnostic (problem definition),
prognostic (solution proposal), and actor-action (motivational) dimensions of
policy frameworks. In doing so, it highlights how policies can be made more
inclusive, transformative, and contextually grounded.

K3. The voices and views of various generations of people living at multiple
margins in Nepal

Another major gap is the limited representation of intergenerational voices
from socially and geographically marginalised communities, especially in
the Terai region, regarding how masculinity is conceptualised and its role in
shaping early marriage. Existing research often relies on quantitative and
descriptive methods, failing to capture lived experiences and participatory
narratives, especially of BYM (Dahal, 2012; UNICEF, 2023). Furthermore,
normative categories of masculinity and early marriage are often imposed,
limiting the relevance of findings. This study addresses the gap by adopting
an ethnographic approach to capture diverse, lived understandings of
masculinity and its implications for marriage practices and gender equity.

Collectively, these three thematic gaps underscore the need for a grounded,

intersectional, and participatory inquiry into the interplay of masculinities and
early marriage, particularly among caste and class-marginalised groups in Nepal.
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1.3 Research questions
Building on the identified gaps in scholarship, my research question is:

How do understandings of masculinities interact with the practice of early
marriage in the context of the Mushar communities in Terai/Madhesh in South
Eastern Nepal, and what lessons can be drawn for national and international
policy-making and practice?

This study is guided by the following sub-questions (SQs), which are explored
in detail across the intermediate chapters. While SQ4 and SQ7 are examined
comprehensively within their respective chapters, they are also revisited and
critically synthesised in the final chapter to inform policy-relevant conclusions
and recommendations.

SQ1: How is masculinity constructed in relation to the drivers, pressures,
state, impacts, and responses (DPSIR) to early marriage in global
academic literature? (See Chapter 2:)

SQ2: How is masculinity theorised within intersectional feminist frameworks?
(See Chapter 3:)

SQ3: What are the historical, political, socio-cultural, economic, and spatial
contexts shaping masculinities and early marriage in Nepal? (See
Chapter 4:)

SQ4: How is early marriage conceptualised in the United Nations Human
Rights Frameworks (UNHRFs) and Nepal’s national legal instruments?
(See Chapter 6:)

SQ5: How is masculinity conceptualised in international gender policy
frameworks such as CEDAW, the BDPfA, and the SDGs and in Nepal’s
MenEngage Strategy (2018), and what are the implications of these
conceptualisations for early marriage policy interventions in Nepal?
(See Chapter 7:)

SQ6: How are masculinities conceptualised and performed within Mushar
communities in Eastern Nepal? (See Chapter 8:)

SQ7:. What are the drivers, pressures, state, impact, and responses (DPSIR)
to early marriage in Mushar communities? (See Chapter 9:)
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1.4 Focus and limits of the study

The research focuses exclusively on heterosexual marriage practices,
excluding LGBTQI+ and disability perspectives on masculinity and marriage. It
uses a dual top-down and bottom-up approach to examine how masculinities
intersect with early marriage in Nepal. The study integrates multiple levels
of analysis to bridge the gap between global policy frameworks, national
strategies, and local lived realities.

At the global level, it critically reviews literature on masculinities and early
marriage from 1998 to 2023 and analyses major human rights frameworks
and instruments, ranging from the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) to the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). At the
national level, it examines Nepal’s evolving legal and policy landscape on
early marriage and gender equality, from the 1854 Muluki Ain (Nepal’s first
codified law) to the 2018 Act relating to children, alongside key academic and
policy literature. At the local level, the study draws on ethnographic fieldwork
conducted in 2018 among the Mushar communities of Eastern Nepal,
exploring gendered norms and marriage practices in the wake of the 2015
constitutional reform.

The research spans global to micro-local levels, with a specific focus on the
Eastern Terai plains of Nepal. It centres on marginalised caste and indigenous
groups, notably the Mushar, whose experiences offer critical insights into
subaltern masculinities. While the findings are grounded in rich contextual
data, they may not reflect the full regional diversity of masculinities and early
marriage practices across Nepal.

Although the primary fieldwork for this dissertation was completed before
2020, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in significant and
unavoidable delays in the analysis, writing, and submission process. During
this period, | experienced the loss of close relatives and friends, and took
on caregiving responsibilities for family members who fell seriously ill amidst
widespread shortages of essential medical supplies such as oxygen. These
personal and contextual hardships, combined with the necessity of working
remotely under restrictive conditions, extended the overall timeline of the
dissertation.
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Nonetheless, as discussed in the concluding chapter, the data remains
analytically valid and highly relevant. Indeed, the pandemic has
further intensified the core themes explored in this study: caste-based
marginalisation, gender inequality, emotional vulnerability, and structural
precarity. During the pandemic, several participants contacted me to share
their hardships, seeking various forms of support. While | could not intervene
directly in most cases, | was able to facilitate some assistance to children and
young people (CYP) through the child helpline operated by the organisation |
was affiliated with at the time.

1.5 Societal relevance

The issue of early marriage encompasses a wide range of multidimensional
impacts. Millions of GYW already lead lives shaped by the consequences of
early marriage, and further extend its effects to their children, perpetuating
cycles of disadvantage. The persistent low success rate in addressing early
marriage suggests that millions of GYW and BYM will continue to marry as
children, with significant implications for their lives, families, and societies.
This dissertation contributes to addressing early marriage, particularly in
contexts marked by pronounced inequality. By examining the complex
dynamics of early marriage employing the intersecting lenses of caste, class,
gender, age, and geography, the research provides nuanced insights that can
inform targeted interventions and policy measures. These efforts contribute
to advancing gender equality and social justice. Reducing inequality in its
various forms holds substantial potential for improving the lives of individuals,
particularly (married) GYW, enhancing their well-being in critical areas such as
health, education, and nutrition (Oldekop et al., 2016). See Chapter 2: for a
detailed discussion.

1.6 Policy relevance

This research is relevant to the policy discourse on early marriage and
gender relations at both the international and national levels. The United
Nations Human Rights Framework (UNHRF) has long addressed the issue of
early marriage with policy recommendations and monitoring mechanisms for
member states. Key frameworks such as the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR), the 1979 Committee on the Elimination of All Forms
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of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the 1989 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) have specific clauses that
deal with the issue of early marriage. The committees established under
these frameworks regularly provide feedback on the periodic reports of
countries on their progress and challenges in addressing early marriage. For
example, the CEDAW committee examined the seventh periodic report of
Nepal in February 2025 and issued concluding observations on the country’s
progress and challenges. The Committee recognises advancements in legal
and policy reforms promoting gender equality; however, it highlights ongoing
challenges in implementation and limited institutional capacity to respond to
the widespread discrimination against women.

The United Nations (UN) has also passed specific resolutions to address early
marriage in its member states (see Chapter 6:). Among them are the 1962
Convention and the 1965 Recommendation on Consent to Marriage, Minimum
Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages, and the 2013 United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA) resolutions on strengthening efforts to prevent and eliminate child,
early, and forced marriage. These resolutions and conventions are perceived
to set global policy norms on early marriage and urge member states to take
action. For example, the 2013 UNHRC resolution defines “early marriage as
a harmful practice that violates, abuses or impairs human rights, prevents
individuals from living their lives free from all forms of violence, and negatively
affects the enjoyment of human rights, such as the right to education, the
right to the highest attainable standard of health, including sexual and
reproductive health, which disproportionately affects GYW” ( United Nations
General Assembly [UNGA], 2013, p. 1).

Early marriage has been addressed under Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) 5 on achieving gender equality and empowering all women, meaning
that it would be impossible to address the practice of early marriage without
addressing gender equality. This suggests that the emphasis on girls and
women within SDG 5 often leads to gender being equated with women,
resulting in men and masculinities receiving only scant attention in global
policy frameworks. This goal includes several targets, including Target 5.3,
which states that countries should “eliminate all harmful practices, such as
child, early and forced marriage (CEFM)” (United Nations General Assembly
[UNGA], 2015). UNICEF argues that early marriage directly impacts the
achievement of many other SDGs (e.g., Goal 1. no poverty, Goal 2: zero
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Table 1: How the SDGs link to early marriage

Central SDGs Issue clusters Synergies Trade-offs

Goal 1: No Early marriage Ending early marriage Immediate economic

Poverty is linked to can help break poverty pressures may still
household poverty cycles and promote incentivise early marriage;
and perpetuates economic stability. addressing early marriage
intergenerational may divert resources from
cycles of poverty. other poverty-focused

programs.
Goal 2: Zero  Child brides and their Reducing early Interventions may require
Hunger children face higher ~ marriage can improve reallocating limited

risks of malnutrition.  nutritional outcomes resources from other
for young mothers and nutrition or food security

their children. initiatives.
Goal 3: Good  Early marriage Preventing early Health systems may face
Health and increases maternal marriage aligns with challenges in expanding
Well-being and child mortality improved maternal adolescent-friendly
and harms mental and health, reduced reproductive health

reproductive health.  infant mortality, and services.
better reproductive

outcomes.
Goal 4: Child marriage is a Keeping GYW Addressing dropout
Quality key driver of school in school delays requires broader education
Education dropout, especially marriage, improves sector reforms and
for GYW. life outcomes, and substantial investment.
enhances gender
equality.
Goal 5: Early marriage is a Reducing early Cultural norms and
Gender form and cause of marriage promotes resistance may hinder
Equality gender inequality. gender equity and progress despite legal or
empowerment of GYW programmatic efforts.
and women.
Goal 8: Early marriage limits ~ Ending early marriage  Broader structural barriers
Decent Work  GYW'’s economic can increase women’s to women’s employment
and Economic opportunities andis  participation in the may persist; ending early
Growth linked to child labour  labour force and marriage alone isn’t
and exploitation. support sustainable sufficient.
economic growth.
Goal 10: Early marriage Tackling early Addressing root causes
Reduced disproportionately marriage can reduce  requires long-term, systemic
Inequalities affects poor, rural, structural inequalities  investment across multiple
and marginalised and enhance social sectors.
communities. inclusion.
Goal 16: Early marriage Strengthening laws Legal and institutional
Peace, Justice violates child rights and institutions to reform is resource-intensive
and Strong and contributes to prevent early marriage and may face enforcement
Institutions violence against CYP  supports justice and challenges.
(Target 16.2). child protection goals.

Source: Created by the author
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hunger, Goal 3: good health and well-being, Goal 4: inclusive and quality
education, Goal 5: gender equality, Goal 8: economic growth, Goal 10: reduce
inequalities, and Goal 16: peace, justice, and strong institutions; see Table 1).
UNICEF, (2018) emphasises that accelerating efforts to eliminate early
marriage is pivotal to achieving these interconnected SDGs.

This research aims to contribute to the policy discourse on early marriage
and gender relations by offering grounded, evidence-based insights into
how masculinities interact with early marriage in contexts of caste and class
marginalisation.

1.7 Choice of Case Study

This research focuses on Nepal, a country with persistently high rates of early
marriage among both BYM and GYW (see Section 4.7.5). Within Nepal, the study
centres on the Terai plains, where early marriage rates exceed the national
average. Notably, nearly half of Nepal’s youth reside in the Terai, and 68.9% of
early marriages occur in this region, approximately 15 times higher than in the
Mountain region (CBS, 2014). The primary case study focuses on the Mushar
communities, a Dalit sub-group located at the bottom of the caste hierarchy.
Mushars predominantly live on Ailani Jagga (unregistered land), lacking legal
ownership, and face extreme socio-economic exclusion. They remain largely
understudied, particularly through ethnographic and gender-relational lenses.
To account for the pluralistic nature of Nepali society, the study also includes
nearby indigenous communities, as defined by Nepal’s Constitution and the
National Commission on Indigenous Nationalities. These groups, while distinct
in ethnic identity, share important socio-cultural and structural characteristics
with the Mushar communities, such as caste exclusion, kinship-based marriage
norms, and high levels of poverty and educational disadvantage.

Like the Mushars, they experience comparably high rates of early marriage
and adhere to similar gender norms in which masculinity is tied to economic
provision, early marriage, and familial honour. Both groups also demonstrate
overlapping experiences in marriage decision-making processes, including
pressures toward early arranged and elopement marriages, gendered
expectations of control, and patriarchal regulation of female sexuality. By
including these indigenous communities, the research allows for a more
comprehensive and comparative analysis of masculinity, gender roles, and
marriage practices within structurally marginalised populations in the Terai.
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Although the Terai is geographically more accessible than other parts of
Nepal, it remains historically and politically marginalised. It shares an open
border with India, with common languages, customs, and kinship ties. While
the study adopts a single-country case study design, the cross-border cultural
continuity allows for insights relevant to similar South Asian contexts. As such,
this research not only deepens understanding of early marriage in Nepal but
also offers broader regional relevance.

1.8 Structure of the thesis

This dissertation is organised into ten core chapters: Chapter 2 provides a
scoping review of global literature on how masculinities are constructed
concerning early marriage, identifying key gaps and limitations in existing
research. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical framework, grounded in
intersectional feminism and Connell’s theory of gender relations and
masculinities, to conceptualise how masculinities are constructed and
performed concerning early marriage practices. It also introduces the Drivers,
Pressures, State, Impact and Responses (DPSIR) model as a complementary
analytical tool. Chapter 4 outlines the research methodology. Chapter 5 offers
a contextual overview of the historical, political, socio-cultural, economic, and
spatial factors shaping the construction of masculinities and the practice of
early marriage in Nepal, with a focus on the Madhesh/Terai region.

Chapter 6 explores how early marriage is framed within the United Nations
frameworks and Nepal’s legal and policy environment. Chapter 7 examines
how masculinities are conceptualised and addressed in CEDAW, the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action (BDPfA), and the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), as well as in national-level policies such as Nepal’s national
strategies on early marriage and the MenEngage framework. Chapter 8
presents the empirical findings from ethnographic fieldwork conducted in
Madheshi (Mushar) Dalit communities in Eastern Nepal, focusing on the local
conceptualisation and performance of masculinities. Chapter 9 applies the
DPSIR framework to analyse the drivers, pressures, state, and impacts of
early marriage, with attention to how masculinity shapes and is shaped by
these dynamics in the lived experiences of BYM and GYW. Finally, Chapter 10
synthesises the key findings and discusses their broader implications through
the lens of intersectional feminism and gender-relational theory. It concludes
by outlining the study’s main contributions, limitations, and recommendations
for future research, policy, and practice.
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