
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Intersecting masculinities and early marriage in the margins of Terai/Madesh,
Nepal
Rethinking early marriage policy and practice through a DPSIR drivers, pressures, state,
impact, and response analysis of lived realities and critical framings in global and national
frameworks
Shakya, R.

Publication date
2026

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Shakya, R. (2026). Intersecting masculinities and early marriage in the margins of
Terai/Madesh, Nepal: Rethinking early marriage policy and practice through a DPSIR drivers,
pressures, state, impact, and response analysis of lived realities and critical framings in global
and national frameworks. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:16 Jul 2026

https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/intersecting-masculinities-and-early-marriage-in-the-margins-of-teraimadesh-nepal(3fc3e919-888d-4201-b70d-935b93e2a171).html


Chapter 2

Literature Review



56

Chapter 2

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides a comprehensive scoping review of global literature 
on early marriage, with a specific focus on the construction of masculinities 
concerning drivers, pressures, current state, impacts of and responses to 
early marriage. It asks: How is masculinity constructed within the literature 
on drivers, pressures, state, impact of, and responses (DPSIR) to early 
marriage? This review is structured using the DPSIR framework as a guiding 
analytical lens. Section 2.2 outlines the theoretical framing of masculinities, 
Section 2.3 critically interrogates the concepts of child and childhood, 
Section 2.4 traces the historical evolution of marriage, and Section 2.5 
provides a working definition of early marriage. Section 2.6 examines the 
conceptualisation of arranged and elopement-based unions. Section 2.7 
analyses how masculinities are embedded within the drivers and pressures 
of early marriage. Section 2.8 analyses how these constructions shape their 
current state and impacts. Section 2.9 addresses the various responses to 
early marriage, including policy and programmatic interventions. Finally, 
Section 2.10 concludes the chapter with a synthesis of key insights emerging 
from the reviewed literature.

2.2 Conceptualising masculinities 

Masculinity refers to the socially constructed meanings, norms, and 
expectations associated with “being a man” in specific cultural and historical 
contexts. It is not a fixed identity but a dynamic and relational construct 
shaped by social interactions, power relations, and institutional structures 
(Butler, 1990; Connell, 1995; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Gardiner, 2002; 
Whitehead, 2002).  Rather than an individual trait, masculinity is embedded 
within broader gender systems and shaped by intersecting factors such as 
caste, class, gender, age, and geography (Connell, 2005; Kimmel et al., 2005).
Masculinity is also a historically situated set of roles, behaviours, and 
expectations considered appropriate for men. Masculinities are socially and 
culturally contingent, rather than biologically determined or universally held. 
Connell’s gender-relational theory identifies a hierarchy of masculinities 
- hegemonic, complicit, subordinated, and marginalised - these different 
forms interacting through dominance, alliance, and exclusion (Connell, 1995, 
2002). At its core, hegemonic masculinity legitimises male dominance over 
women and over men who do not conform to dominant ideals, establishing 
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a normative standard of manhood that is socially upheld and institutionally 
reinforced (Connell, 2005; Miedema, Koster, & Pouw, 2020). This dissertation 
applies Connell’s framework to examine how masculinities are constructed 
and performed concerning early marriage, and how they shape its drivers, 
pressures, state, impact, and responses. For an in-depth theoretical 
discussion, see Section 3.5 of Chapter 3. 

2.3 The notion of child and childhood 

The concept of child and childhood has been more extensively explored 
and debated in the Western world than in other regions ( Spyrou, 2018). 
Foundational works, such as those of Ariès (1962), and contributions by 
James & Prout, (1997), Ansell, (2016), Spyrou (2018), Nunes Sapori, (2023), 
have critically examined childhood not as a universal or natural phase, but 
as a socially constructed category shaped by historical, cultural, and political 
forces. The Western understanding of childhood became a model for other 
regions due to European and American hegemonic influence in science 
(Brockliss, 2015). In the case of Nepal, there is a notable lack of scholarly 
work on the evolution of the notions of the child and childhood.  Onta Bhatta, 
(2001) examines the state’s ideology of childhood by tracing the social history 
of childhood through popular writings, biographies, and oral narratives. 
She illustrates the intricate relationship between caste, ritual purity, and the 
construction of childhood in Nepali society, showing how religious, legal, 
and social frameworks have historically intersected to define children’s roles 
and status.  She argues that the perception of children in Nepal has evolved: 
initially as sacred beings embodying ritual purity defined by their innocence 
and innate goodness, which is still prominent in the conceptualisation of 
children in Nepal, particularly in Hindu and Buddhist traditions (note: the 
ritual status of children, especially in terms of their perceived purity, was 
seen as less polluting and less polluted compared to adults); subsequently 
as vulnerable and dependent individuals needing care and protection; and 
eventually as economic contributors valued for their labour and productivity 
within the household and society.

When Nepal began codifying laws, starting with the Muluki Ain of 1854 (GoN, 
n.d.), it introduced the concept of children as vulnerable and gendered beings, 
incorporated ideas of child protection and extended care, and prioritised male 
children (see Section 6.5). Additionally, children were regarded as having 
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economic value, with the state encouraging them to contribute through their 
labour and skills. Historical analysis and the analysis of main theories and 
perspectives related to child and childhood reveal six premises that shaped 
the definition of child and childhood (James & James, 2001b; Prout, 2011), 
elaborated below.

2.3.1 Childhood as a modern concept emerged after the 
medieval period
Scholars argue that the concepts of “child” and “childhood” are Western 
inventions which emerged in Western contexts after the medieval period1. 
For instance, the French scholar Philippe Ariès (1962) asserts that “[I]n 
medieval society, the idea of childhood did not exist” (Ariès 1962, p.125) 
and childhood was not recognised as a distinct phase of human existence, 
and children were not granted special social status (ibid). There was limited 
awareness that children’s experiences can differ from the experiences of 
adults and that children might need specific treatment (ibid). Historically, not 
only did the concept of the child not exist in continental Europe, but children 
were often inhumanely treated, abandoned, beaten, terrorised, killed, 
and sexually abused2 (De Mause, 1974). In 16th-century British and Anglo-
American societies, children were treated as mini-adults, and laws did not 
differentiate much between adults and children (Brewer, 2005). For instance,  
a 13-year-old boy could become a king, a 12-year-old could marry against their 
parents’ will, and parents did not have the explicit right to the custody of their 
children (James & James, 2001). The treatment of children as mini-adults was 
underpinned by the concept that authority stems from birth or lineage, which 
prioritises status over age and the expectation that children conform to adult 
norms and responsibilities, regardless of their developmental needs and 
unique experiences (Brewer, 2005).

1	 The period of European history between the fall of the Roman Empire in the 5th century and 
the beginning of the Renaissance in the 14th or 15th century.

2	 DeMause (1974) in his psychogenic theory divides the history of childhood into six types: 
infanticide ( is the earliest and most brutal stage of childhood, where children are often killed, 
or mutilated by their parents or society); abandonment(parents neglect or abandon their 
children to foster care or institutions); ambivalent(parents have mixed feelings about their 
children and oscillate between love and hate; intrusive (parents mould their children into 
their own image and impose their will on them;  socialization (parents respect their children’s 
individuality and encourage them to conform to social norms); helping (parents support their 
children’s development and well-being and foster a close and empathic relationship with 
them).
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2.3.2 Childhood as a vulnerable and dependent phase 
requiring protection
As Western society evolved through the Enlightenment, the Industrial 
Revolution, and the Romantic and Evangelical Revival, the understanding of 
childhood and children’s societal roles underwent profound changes. The 
emergence of new religious and political ideologies posed challenges to 
the legitimacy of inherited authority, and the debate on who could reason 
and consent to authority was heralded. These shifts led to questioning 
of children’s ability to reason and consent (Brewer, 2005). Children were 
categorised as lacking in logic and incapable of providing informed consent, 
resulting in their exclusion from numerous public activities and rights. Parents 
began to assume greater authority and guardianship over their children and 
became children’s natural caretakers and educators. This shift in children’s 
legal status reflects the societal transition from a system based on birth rights 
and inheritance to one grounded in consent and contract, particularly evident 
in England and America. As society moved away from rigid hierarchies based 
on birth and social status, the portrayal of children as innocent beings in 
need of protection and guidance by adults gained prominence (Brewer, 
2005). Within the protective approach, children were removed entirely from 
adult space in the 19th century when schooling became more prominent and 
universal (Ansell, 2016). 

The introduction of custody laws, influenced in part by John Locke’s theory 
of human development (Locke, 1970), contributed to the legal perception 
of children as incapable of making informed decisions. Locke’s philosophy 
emphasised that children, due to their immature reasoning abilities, required 
guidance and protection rather than autonomy (Brewer, 2005). This view 
helped justify the limited role of children in custody decisions. In Locke’s 
vision, children needed to learn and develop their reasoning skills before 
they could be considered capable of consent. This led to the legal and social 
recognition that age is a critical factor in determining a person’s ability to 
reason and, by extension, their capacity to participate in decisions affecting 
their lives. Hence, children under a certain age were disqualified from 
exercising both public and private consent, emphasising that childhood is a 
distinct phase of life characterised by limited agency. 

The emphasis on age contributed to the rise of universal patterns of childhood, 
where children’s development was seen as following a predetermined 
biological and psychological trajectory. This conceptual shift, rooted in 
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Euro-American thought, framed childhood as a biologically vulnerable stage 
of life that required special care and safeguarding until a certain age. While 
these ideas emerged in the context of Western socio-legal history, they 
have significantly shaped global frameworks and Western constructions 
of childhood, including the centrality of age in defining agency, which has 
influenced how childhood is conceptualised in non-Western settings like 
Nepal. This global diffusion of normative frameworks is particularly relevant 
to my study, which interrogates how legal, policy, and community actors in 
Nepal draw upon age-based definitions of childhood in their responses to 
early marriage.

2.3.3 Childhood as a life cycle development approach
Piaget and others viewed childhood as a universal, linear sequence of stages 
through which all children must pass (Connolly, 2006). While influential in 
psychology and education, this model ignores cultural diversity and overlooks 
children’s social competence and agency (Woodhead, 2007). More recent 
perspectives emphasise children’s lived experiences, relational learning, and 
the importance of softening rigid developmental and institutional boundaries 
to support children’s autonomy and belonging (Kernan, 2015).

2.3.4 Children as subjects of rights and agency
Since the 1990s, the field of childhood studies has increasingly conceptualised 
children as active social agents, capable of meaning-making (Horii, 2021; 
James & Prout, 1997; Leonard, 2015; Prout, 2011). This marked a critical 
departure from earlier views that positioned children primarily as passive 
recipients of adult knowledge and protection. Scholars within this field argue 
that children are competent social actors who interact with and interpret the 
world from perspectives that may diverge significantly from adult viewpoints. 
Scientific studies of child development, education, and psychology in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries constructed the notion of childhood 
with agency (Rose, 2011). Children are understood as competent social actors, 
interacting with the world from their perspective of the social world, which 
could be distinct from adults’ views. Growing children emerged as more than 
passive role learners; they actively create their own lives, and the meaning 
of their lives individually and collectively. Children’s experience is shaped by 
how adults view and behave towards children and by how society influences 
them (James & James, 2001; James & Prout, 1997).
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2.3.5  Childhood as a social constructionism 
The social constructionist approach insists on the historical and temporal 
specificity of childhood,  suggesting that even though childhood is about 
biological immaturity, childhood is historically, culturally, and socially 
constructed and the life experience children go through is shaped by 
spatial and geopolitical dynamics (Hendrick, 1997; Krishnan, 2020). Thus, 
understanding of concepts like immaturity differs throughout time, location, 
culture, and society and a  “child” as generally understood to mean under 
the age of 18 is a subjective and arbitrary ruling and does not necessarily 
correlate with social life (Bunting, 2005). 

2.3.6 Childhood as a permanent feature of social structure
The childhood-as-structural approach looks at the contextual, large-scale 
and durable patterning of childhood. Childhood in a given society is seen as 
affected by spatially and temporally distant phenomena. Therefore, childhood 
interacts with social structures such as caste, class, gender, age, and 
geography needs to be understood in totality, i.e., to be seen alongside other 
structures (Barker & Ricardo, 2005; Connell, 2005; Prout, 2011). Moreover, in 
a larger social structure, children as a minority group can be oppressed by 
adults, and gender plays a crucial role in the social positioning of children 
(Mayall, 1998; Prout, 2011). This approach puts more emphasis on childhood as 
historically and culturally constructed and shaped by spatial and geopolitical 
experiences (Krishnan, 2020). 

2.3.7 Synthesis and relevance to this dissertation
The discussion of conceptualisations of child and childhood as proposed by 
different sets of childhood scholars demonstrates that varying conceptions 
have held and hold sway. This research builds on the notion of childhood as 
one that is dynamic and context-dependent rather than a fixed or universal 
category. As authors such as Ansell (2016) have argued, childhood is an 
evolving construct shaped by historical, cultural, and political forces (see 
also Lackovich-Van Gorp, 2014). Childhood is a reflection of societal norms, 
practices, and ideologies that vary across time and cultures (Corsaro, 2007; 
James & Prout, 1997). At the same time, scholars increasingly account for both 
shared developmental phases and diverse lived experiences informed by 
caste, class, gender, age, and geography (Petriwskyj, 2010; Reid et al., 2019). 
In this dissertation, I adopt the social constructionist approach to critically 
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examine how perceptions of childhood intersect with masculinities and early 
marriage. This lens allows for a nuanced exploration of how young people 
navigate gender expectations and marital decisions, particularly within 
intersectional and culturally specific contexts. By analysing childhood as a 
socially produced category, I interrogate the power dynamics, societal norms, 
and cultural scripts that shape young people’s transitions into adulthood and 
marriage, especially for marginalised groups.

2.4 Evolution of (early) marriage 

2.4.1 Global historical context
Marriage is one of the oldest social institutions endorsed by religions, laws, 
and social norms, which is often idealised in dominant cultural narratives as 
a happy union (Al-Hakami & McLaughlin, 2016; Bethmann & Kvasnicka, 2015; 
UNICEF, 2001). It is a significant life event that takes an individual to adulthood 
and, in many contexts, legitimises procreation (Bethmann & Kvasnicka, 2015; 
Efevbera & Bhabha, 2020; Jensen & Thornton, 2003). Nevertheless, the 
appropriate age of marriage has been contested throughout history. 

The global history of early marriage reveals that people often married 
young in medieval Europe and North and South America in the 14th century 
(Brewer, 2005; Eboka, 2017). While some societies continue marrying off their 
daughters at a young age today, others have raised the age of marriage over 
time with increasing recognition of childhood as a separate stage of life. 

Additionally, patterns and forms of marriage have undergone various shifts; 
heterosexual marriage is, for example, no longer the only norm. Many 
countries recognise same-sex marriages (Al-Hakami & McLaughlin, 2016; 
Bethmann & Kvasnicka, 2015), e.g. the Netherlands and Canada have legalised 
same-sex marriage, providing equal rights and recognition to same-sex 
couples (Badgett, 2009; Kollman, 2007). Additionally, “marriage” now 
includes civil unions and partnerships offering legal recognition and rights 
to couples who may not wish to marry traditionally (Cherlin, 2004). These 
changes accompany shifts in societal attitudes towards cohabitation, single 
parenthood, and non-traditional family structures, which are increasingly 
accepted and normalised (Smock, 2016). The evolving understanding of 
gender and sexuality has further contributed to the diversification of marriage 
forms (Butler, 2004).



63

2

Literature Review

2.4.2 Evolution in scholarly literature
Although early marriage has existed for centuries, the earliest appearances 
of the term early marriage in academic scholarship date back to 1955 and 
1957, with publications indexed in PubMed that addressed the contexts of 
Israel and England, respectively (Efevbera & Bhabha, 2020). With feminist 
activism against the sexual subordination of  GYW in the 1970s, literature 
also researched early marriage (Moschetti, 2005). Papers published in 1978 
in support of the International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) held in Cairo addressed early marriage. With the gendering of 
development by feminist activists and academics in the 1980s and ‘90s, 
concerns for women’s rights and sexual and reproductive health and rights 
were raised. Early marriage was seen as harming GYW’s health and survival 
(Kalamar et al., 2016). Since 1990, the health consequences of early marriage 
have remained the focus of studies related to early marriage.

The subject of early marriage gained traction in research from approximately 
the year 2000 (Malhotra & Elnakib, 2021). Between 2004 and 2007, other 
terms such as “child marriage”, “the timing of marriage,” or “age at marriage” 
were emphasised. Four publications in this period mostly talked of “early” 
marriage. From 2016 onwards, child marriage became more common, and 
the use of this term reached 65% (ibid.). The evolving use of terminology 
suggests that early marriage is rather fluid and can be temporal and spatial. 
Today, terms such as “child”, “early”, “forced marriage”, “girl child marriage”, 
“arranged early marriage”, “adolescent marriage”, and “minor marriage” are 
used interchangeably to denote marriages or unions that occur before the age 
of eighteen. Terms such as “elopement”, “hasty marriage”, “love marriage”, 
“marriage by choice”, “marriage by accident” and “self-initiated marriage” are 
used to denote marriages where young people decide on before the age of 
eighteen (Khanna & Kang, 2018; Narsulloh et al., 2021). “Girl child” marriage 
is used to emphasise the gendered nature of early marriage (Efevbera & 
Bhabha, 2020).

A scoping review indicates that the evidence base on early marriage between 
2000 to 2019 has expanded, offering insights into early marriage, including 
its prevalence and measurement, determinants, correlates and context, 
consequences, and potential interventions (Malhotra & Elnakib, 2021). 
However, the geographical distribution of studies remained uneven, shifting 
towards prevention and responding to the consequences and suggests that 
there is inadequate evidence of which policies work (Siddiqi & Greene, 2022). 
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2.4.3 Framing in the development arena
Similarly, in the international development arena, policy approaches to early 
marriage have evolved temporally and spatially. Feminists in the 1920s and 
1930s, through organisations like Save the Children, the All India Women’s 
Conference, and the League of Nations, promoted policies opposing child 
sexual exploitation, including early marriage, female genital mutilation, 
trafficking, and prostitution (Moschetti, 2005). In the 1980s and 1990s, 
the focus shifted to early marriage when feminist activists contested the 
gendered aspects of development. With growing international interest in 
advancing women’s rights and promoting sexual and reproductive health and 
rights, the detrimental impact of early marriage on GYW’s reproductive health 
became important (Hotchkiss et al., 2016). Since 2015, the issue has gained 
greater prominence internationally with the creation of the Girls Not Brides 
(GNB) partnership by the Elders (Hodgkinson et al., 2016; Miedema, Koster, & 
Pouw, 2020). 

As in the scientific world, the use of terms to denote the marriages that 
take place before the age of maturity has evolved in the development field. 
For example, UNICEF used “early marriage” widely until 2005 and then 
“child marriage” (Efevbera & Bhabha, 2020). Recently, the international 
development arena suggested that “child, early, forced marriage” (CEFM) 
more appropriately denotes marriage taking place below eighteen years 
(Girls Not Brides, 2018; UNFPA, 2012; UNFPA & UNICEF, 2019).

2.4.4 Defining the “child” and “marriage” in early marriage 
and explicating (early) marriage 
The UNCRC, 1989, defines a child as any person under the age of 18, a 
standard that has shaped various international and domestic legal instruments. 
However, some national laws are more influenced by local customs, religious 
practices, and socio-economic conditions (Hodgkinson et al., 2016) and may 
see puberty or initiation rites as the transition from childhood to adulthood, 
justifying early marriage as a way to fulfil social, religious, and familial 
obligations (ibid.). 

Marriage can be understood through theoretical, global development 
narratives and human rights perspectives. It is a culturally sanctioned union 
that establishes rights and obligations between the couple, their children, 
and their broader families (Hodgkinson et al., 2016; Yarrow et al., 2015). It can 
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take various forms - legal, religious, customary, traditional, or informal - and 
these categories often overlap (ibid.). Many marriages occur without legal 
registration but are still formally recognised and upheld within the community 
(Hodgkinson et al., 2016).   

Theoretically, early marriage is often used interchangeably with child or 
forced marriage and is broadly defined as a marriage or union where one or 
both parties are below the age of 18 (Boyden et al., 2012; Miedema, Koster, 
Pouw, et al., 2020). Global development narratives (e.g. UNICEF) define early 
marriage as both formal marriages and informal unions in which a girl or boy 
lives with a partner as if married before the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2005, 2020). 
Thus, informal marriages raise the same human rights concerns as formal 
ones when a couple lives together, and thus should be treated as equivalent 
to early marriage (Girls not Brides, 2016; UNICEF, 2020). From a human 
rights perspective, early marriage violates individual rights, particularly when 
it involves individuals below 18 who cannot provide full and free consent 
(Dietrich et al., 2018; Parsons et al., 2015; Santelli et al., 2019). The UNCRC sets 
the age of majority at 18 years and advocates protecting children from early 
marriage to safeguard their rights (UNCRC, 1989). This implies that individuals 
under the age of 18 are presumed to lack the cognitive and emotional maturity 
required to give informed consent to marriage (Bäckström, 1989). 

The definition of early marriage is, however, widely contested. Some scholars 
argue that early marriage should: incorporate full and free consent as per 
human rights definitions to ensure the best interests and agency of the child 
(Boyden et al., 2012; Nour, 2009; Raj, 2010) and avoid essentialising and 
homogenising children and their experiences, potentially overlooking the 
diversity of cultural and social norms surrounding marriage and adulthood 
(Koski et al., 2023; Merry, 2009). 

2.5 The working definition of early marriage

Based on varying perspectives, I adopt the following working definition: Early 
marriage is defined as a marriage or union--formal or informal, arranged, 
self-initiated, or resulting from elopement in which one or both parties are 
below the threshold age that allows for full and free consent, as defined by 
the legal, social, and cultural contexts in which the union occurs.
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This definition incorporates multiple layers of meaning:
Legal dimension: The threshold age is set at the age of majority or the legal 
marriageable age, as specified in the legal framework of the country or 
international standards, such as the UN Human Rights Framework (UNHRF), 
which sets the age at 18 years.
Contextual dimension: In Nepal, the legal marriageable age is 20 for 
both GYW and BYM. Early marriages in Nepal often occur outside formal 
registration processes, taking the form of self-initiated unions or culturally 
specific practices.
Practical dimension: This definition recognises the fluidity of “early marriage”, 
which can encompass diverse scenarios, such as unions influenced by cultural 
norms, socioeconomic pressures, or individual agency, while emphasising 
the need for free, informed consent and the best interests of the individuals 
involved.

In line with this multidimensional definition of early marriage, this dissertation 
adopts the terms BYM and GYW to denote BYM and GYW below the age of 
18, as defined by international child rights standards such as UNCRC, and 
also includes BYM and GYW under the age of 20, reflecting Nepal’s legal 
requirement for independent marital consent. Additionally, the full terms 
BYM and (Young) Men and GYW and (Young) Women are used in contexts 
where the discussion includes individuals aged 20 and above, particularly 
those who entered marriage at an earlier age but are now reflecting on those 
experiences from adulthood. These terms support an inclusive, age-sensitive, 
and relational approach to analysing the varied lived experiences of early 
marriage, especially within caste-marginalised and culturally diverse 
communities. Early marriage can be an “arranged” or “love” marriage, as 
explained below. 

2.6 Two variations of early marriage

2.6.1 The notion of (early) arranged marriage 
(Early) Arranged marriage refers to when the spouses are selected by their 
parents or other family members, often without or with limited consent or 
involvement of the individuals themselves. “Marriage” is often guided by a 
patrilocal and patrilineal family ideology where a (young) woman moves to 
her husband’s family following the marriage ceremony. Arranged marriages 
involve collective negotiations facilitated by elders, who act as guardians 
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and custodians of the children’s lives to ensure generational continuity and 
preserve intergenerational ties (Kernan & Cortellesi, 2023; Tahir, 2021). These 
occur where local institutions define marrying their children as the duty of 
parents, particularly the male head (Bajracharya & Amin, 2010; Tahir, 2021; 
Pitre & Lingam, 2022). 

From a theoretical standpoint, early arranged marriage is often conceptualised 
as a union between families (not individuals); families are best positioned 
to make decisions regarding their children’s marital unions; involvement of 
elders helps to uphold adult authority, maintain family honour, and smooth the 
transition of young people into adulthood (Bajracharya & Amin, 2010; Boyden 
et al., 2012; Kukreja, 2018; Mcdougal et al., 2018; Pitre & Lingam, 2022). 
Parents may ask intermediaries or matchmakers to identify suitable matches 
for their children, but the final decision regarding marriage is made by family 
elders. GYW often transition from being under their fathers’ authority to their 
husbands’, with husbands serving as sources of economic and social security, 
particularly where women lack property rights and face restricted mobility 
(Bravo et al., 2014). Parental attention to male children’s marital wishes often 
outweighs that given to female children in arranged marriages (Bajracharya & 
Amin, 2010).

Early arranged marriage occurs across cultures and remains common in all 
over South Asia and in Africa (e.g. Ethiopia, Burkina Faso), influenced by 
caste, religion, tradition, and gender norms (Basnet & Jha, 2019; Grover, 2017; 
Hodgkinson et al.2016; Lee-Rife et al., 2012; Pitre & Lingam, 2022; Spencer, 
2015; UNICEF, 2014). Caste-endogamous3 arranged marriages, prevalent 
in South Asia, aimed to uphold family prestige, social status, and kinship 
structures. According to Pitre & Lingam, (2022), arranged marriage often 
creates boundaries within which individuals can express their sexuality and 
procreate to sustain patrilineal structures. Early marriage occurs significantly 
more frequently as “arranged” marriage (Hodgkinson et al., 2016; Nour, 
2009), often involving the payment of a bride price or dowry and its socio-
economic consequences (Anderson, 2007; Ghimire & Samuels, 2014; Walker 
et al., 2013). 

3	 Refers to the practice of marrying within one’s own caste
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In Nepal, arranged marriage remains the dominant form of union and a primary 
method of family formation (Diamond-Smith et al., 2020). When embedded in 
patriarchal social values, arranged marriages often result in early marriages 
(Jones, 2010). In such cases, decisions around the timing, selection of partner, 
and nature of the marital arrangement are made collectively by the families 
of both the bride and groom, often superseding the preferences of the 
individuals involved (Karim et al., 2016). In some instances, arranged marriages 
may verge on “forced marriage”, particularly when there is no mutual consent 
between the bride and groom (Human Rights Watch, 2016). Although there is 
growing parental engagement with daughters in discussions about marriage, 
GYW may still lack ultimate decision-making power. However, increasing 
exposure to non-family institutions such as schools, public transport, and 
workplaces is gradually contributing to more individualistic orientations and 
greater potential for informed marital decisions (Barber, 2004).

While early arranged marriage can yield both favourable and adverse 
outcomes for individuals and families, this depends upon contextual factors 
and the relationships involved (Pitre & Lingam, 2022). Family compatibility, 
socio-cultural norms, and economic circumstances influence the impact of 
(early) arranged marriage on the well-being of marriage partners. Therefore, 
this practice has nuanced and multifaceted implications and also reflects 
the complexities inherent in family and societal dynamics (Kukreja, 2018; 
McDougal et al., 2018).

2.6.2 The notion of (early) love marriage
Unlike “arranged” marriages, “love” marriages do not involve family members 
in partner selection; instead, the spouses choose each other based on their 
mutual attraction and affection (Grover, 2009; Ji, 2013) and express their 
autonomy and agency. Such spouses typically seek emotional fulfilment 
and companionship, and their union is grounded in romantic love, personal 
affection, mutual understanding, emotional connection and sexual desire 
(Khanna & Kang, 2018). Evolving social dynamics, particularly shifting attitudes 
among youth and growing assertions of individual rights in marital decisions, 
reshape traditional norms (Basnet & Jha, 2019). Increased interaction between 
genders in educational settings and the expansion of digital communication 
technologies further influence marriage behaviours (Choe et al., 2005; Wong, 
2013).
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Laura M. Ahearn’s 2004 Invitations to Love: Literacy, Love Letters, and Social 
Change in Nepal offers valuable insight into how literacy enables romantic 
agency and transforms marriage practices in Nepalese society (Ahearn, 
2004). Ahearn argues that literacy facilitated by education and access to 
written communication empowers individuals, especially women, to actively 
engage in romantic courtship and negotiate the terms of marriage. Love 
letters, once exchanged secretly, become instruments for asserting agency 
and challenging the traditional authority of parents and the arranged marriage 
system. Self-initiated love marriages seem to grow with the emergence of a 
love letter-writing culture among young people (Ahearn, 2001). In the 1990s, 
rising female literacy increased agency and identity and allowed the exchange 
of love letters among young couples, leading to courtship and elopement 
through a “socioculturally mediated capacity to act” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 112). 
This was also seen by some local actors--such as educators, NGO workers, 
or youth themselves as more “developed” and “modern”. Despite the gradual 
recognition of self-initiated marriages, these marriages can be problematic as 
GYW who cut off ties with their families also lose their support. 

Early love marriages in South Asia often depart from dominant arranged and 
caste-endogamous norms. Frequently self-initiated and conducted without 
family consent, these unions, including love elopements and hasty marriages, 
challenge established social expectations and may result in stigma, 
ostracism, violence, or honour killings (Khanna & Kang, 2018). When partners 
belong to different castes or ethnicities, such unions frequently encounter 
familial resistance rooted in strict adherence to endogamous traditions. The 
increasing prevalence of elopements signals a disruption of caste and ethnic 
boundaries, further enabled by intensified gender interaction in educational 
environments (Ghimire & Samuels, 2014). Contributing to this trend are 
inadequate adult mentorship and limited guidance for adolescents navigating 
intimate relationships (Basnet & Jha, 2019).

In Nepal, such elopements are frequently undertaken in secrecy, particularly 
when GYW and BYM do not expect their families to approve of their union. 
Couples may elope suddenly once mutual consent is established, often when 
the (young) man expresses readiness to take the (young) woman with him. 
In such instances, the (young) woman typically leaves her home without 
informing her parents. Local terminology captures the gendered framing 
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of elopement: when a (young) man elopes with a (young) woman, the act 
is referred to as bhagayo [made someone run away], as in keti lai bhagayo 
[made the girl run away], keti liyera bhagyo [took the girl and ran away], or keti 
bhagayera lyayo [brought the girl after making her elope]. Conversely, if a 
girl elopes on her own, it is described as bhagyo [ran away] (Allendorf, 2013). 
These linguistic nuances highlight how male-led elopement is constructed as 
an act of control or possession, while female-led elopement is interpreted as 
defiance or escape. These vernacular meanings illustrate the gendered moral 
codes and symbolic stakes involved in love marriages.

Despite entrenched societal pressures, CYP increasingly exercise agency in 
their marriage decisions for (a) the desire to escape abusive or constraining 
family environments (Allendorf, 2017; Karim et al., 2016); and (b) the pursuit 
of social status and independence, particularly in contexts where marriage 
symbolises adulthood and societal validation. While some adolescents in 
Nepal assert their agency in choosing early marriage, their autonomy remains 
circumscribed by economic dependence, patriarchal family structures, and 
rigid cultural expectations. Although a growing discourse advocates for young 
people’s rights to sexuality, partner choice, and agency (Basnet & Jha, 2019), 
practical autonomy is often undermined by parental control over resources, 
emotional coercion, social stigma, and potential violence. As a result, 
adolescents may conform to family expectations out of fear of dishonour 
or expulsion (Allendorf et al., 2017). Thus, while early love marriage may 
reflect growing aspirations for romantic autonomy and self-determination, 
it remains fraught with contradictions. It can be both an expression of 
resistance to patriarchy and a response to limited livelihood options (Murphy-
Graham & Leal, 2015). Ultimately, the rise of love marriages signals ongoing 
contestations over tradition, gender, and authority in shaping the institution of 
marriage in South Asia.

The following table compares key aspects of early arranged and early love 
marriages, highlighting differences in agency, family involvement, motivations, 
risks, and social acceptance.
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Table 2: Comparative Chart: Early arranged vs early love marriage

Aspect Early Arranged Marriage Early Love Marriage

Definition Spouses are selected by parents 
or elders, often without the 
individuals’ consent.

Individuals choose their partners, 
often defying family expectations.

Decision-making 
agency

Low for the individuals involved; 
decisions are made collectively 
by the family.

Individuals independently choose 
their spouse.

Role of family/elders Central elders or male heads of 
the family negotiate the union.

Minimal or absent; may occur 
against family wishes.

Basis of Union Social status, caste, tradition, 
and kinship networks.

Romantic love, emotional 
connection, and personal 
preference.

Timing and consent Often occurs before the age of 
consent; it may lack full consent.

May also occur before the age of 
consent, often through informal or 
elopement.

Prevalence of early 
marriage

Highly dominant form of early 
marriage in many regions.

Growing, particularly among youth 
seeking autonomy.

Risks and 
consequences

Dowry/bride price, loss of 
education, limited autonomy, 
and health risks.

Social stigma, violence, honour-
based harm, and lack of support.

Cultural perception Culturally accepted and 
valorised in many traditional 
societies.

Viewed as transgressive or 
rebellious in conservative settings.

Legal registration 
likelihood

Less likely to be legally 
registered, especially if 
underage.

Rarely registered; often informal 
and hidden.

Source: Created by the author

While early marriage is often discussed in terms of legal age, family 
structures, and cultural traditions, these practices are deeply gendered. Both 
early arranged and love marriages are shaped by and reproduce normative 
expectations of masculinity, particularly in patriarchal societies where male 
authority, honour, and control over female sexuality are central. Masculinities 
not only shape the decision-making processes of marriage but also are 
related to social pressures, emotional dynamics, and power relations.
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2.7 Constructing masculinities in the context of 
drivers and pressures of early marriage

I now explore the role and relationship of masculinities in shaping the 
drivers and pressures shaping early marriage, given the absence of explicit 
explanations in the literature.

2.7.1 Family honour, vulnerable GYW, and masculinities 
The socially constructed notion of family honour helps shape social behaviour 
and gender norms, particularly in patriarchal contexts which aim to safeguard 
familial prestige (Uskul et al., 2023). The belief that men must act as guardians 
of family honour strengthens hegemonic masculinity and men’s capacity to 
safeguard the family’s prestige and integrity (Hotchkiss et al., 2016; Montazeri 
et al., 2016). Early marriage emerges from heteropatriarchal governing of 
heterosexuality, which gives authority to the hegemonic masculinity of 
cisgender heterosexual men over other genders and sexualities (Moschetti, 
2005). As femininity is a socio-culturally subordinated position, GYW are 
seen as vulnerable subjectivities in families and societies who can be easily 
intimidated by strangers, specifically by men outside the family. Therefore, 
the gatekeeping of GYW and their sexuality is seen as requiring much control 
by the men in the family to pre-empt the influence of other males. 

In many societies,  female sexuality is often symbolically linked to family 
honour and can pollute family honour, threatening hegemonic masculinity in 
the family (Gaffney-Rhys, 2011; Jensen & Thornton, 2003; Mathur et al., 2003). 
This perception fuels a gendered pressure on men to act as protectors and 
enforcers of moral order. Honour and shame intertwine within gendered socio-
economic inequalities to promote early marriage as a strategy to avoid social 
disgrace, maintain respectability and pre-empt unmarried GYW from eloping 
or becoming pregnant (Miedema, Koster, Pouw, et al. 2020). This strategy is 
amplified by caste, class, gender, age, and geography, suggesting that the 
manifestations of honour and shame are nuanced and context-dependent.  
Moreover, the intricate interplay between sexuality and broader structural 
factors (e.g. economics, livelihoods and poverty) significantly influences 
decisions regarding GYW’s marriages, which cannot be oversimplified by 
attributing it solely to tradition or coercion. Environmental and climate-related 
crises are increasingly linked to early marriage, as families in resource-poor 
settings use it to cope with economic shocks, displacement, and livelihood 
loss (Ahmed et al., 2019; Ajaz, 2022; McLeod et al., 2019; Pope et al., 2022). 
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Climate crises reinforce provider-based masculinity, making early marriage a 
gendered survival strategy (Kato-Wallace et al., 2019).

GYWs’ involvement in sexuality and sexual assaults pre-marriage can bring 
dishonour to the family (Jensen & Thornton, 2003; Karim et al., 2016; Stark, 
2018). Premarital affairs are seen as GYW taking power and agency to choose 
their life courses, and this challenges societies which celebrate male power. 
For example, rural Ethiopian societies often promote the social norm that if 
GYW remain unmarried until late adolescence, this can bring disgrace to their 
fathers, who are seen as failing in securing the family honour (Gaffney-Rhys, 
2011). Hence, early marriage can control a GYW’s sexuality and pre-empt 
family dishonour of their father and brothers (Boyden et al., 2012; Hampton, 
2010; Jones, 2010; Mikhail, 2002). This reflects the influence of hegemonic 
masculinity, where patriarchal structures dictate norms surrounding marriage 
and sexuality, and reinforce gendered power dynamics within society. 
Therefore, the drivers and pressures of early marriage are often linked 
to women upholding patriarchal structures and men’s desire to preserve a 
hegemonic space for themselves and prevent the access of other men to their 
daughters (Abera et al., 2020; Greene & Stiefvater, 2019; Hunnicutt, 2009). 
Owing to power imbalances and men’s control over family decisions, GYW 
often silently consent to marriage even though they are opposed (Rahman & 
Kabir, 2005). 

The sexuality of GYW can have other repercussions in diverse and 
hierarchical societies where marriage between spouses from two different 
castes is forbidden (Stockard, 2002) and can lead them to elope for an early 
marriage (Khanna & Kang, 2018). In caste exogamy, where a high-caste GYW 
elopes with a low-caste boy with “marginalised” masculinity, this is seen as 
most problematic, e.g. in South Asia  (Agnes, 2013; Khanna & Kang, 2018). 
Thus, early marriage becomes an outcome of the power dynamics between 
masculinities, with the context playing a significant role in shaping masculinity 
and, consequently, the drivers and pressures of early marriage.

2.7.2 Power plays between the bride’s and groom’s families 
Men, influenced by societal expectations and cultural norms, may feel 
pressured to conform to the ideal of marrying young brides (Wells et al., 
2022). The pressure on men to marry GYW stems from the belief that younger 
brides are more “desirable”  as they are more “fertile”, “pure”, and likely to 
conform to traditional gender roles (International Women’s Health Coalition 
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et al., 2015; Jensen & Thornton, 2003; Karim et al., 2016; Mathur et al., 2003). 
Moreover, societies that prefer sons see younger GYW as producing more 
sons. As McDougal et al. (2018) show in their study on the process of early 
marriage decision-making, when the groom’s family chooses a younger GYW, 
the GYW’s family may not have a choice but to submit. In South Asia, where 
marriage typically involves the bride joining the groom’s family (patrilocal 
marriage), the groom’s family, as the demand side, can exert more influence 
on the course of marriage decisions (Khalil et al., 2024). Here, the drivers and 
pressures of marriage become a battleground for power dynamics between 
masculinities, with the groom’s masculinity often being considered more 
hegemonic than that of the bride’s father or other male family members 
(Gonalons-Pons & Gangl, 2021). 

In terms of BYM, even though BYM enjoy complicity, BYM may fear not being 
able to secure a young bride as GYW are married at a young age (Chowdhury, 
2004). This fear can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and marginalisation 
among men who are destined to be husbands and fathers. Therefore, 
(young) men tend to prioritise marrying young brides, even if they may 
prefer older partners (Jensen & Thornton, 2003), thus becoming complicit in 
perpetuating societal norms that reinforce hegemonic masculinity (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005; Jewkes et al., 2015).

2.7.3 The economics of masculinity and men’s role as  
providers
In many societies, masculinity is closely tied to one’s economic capacity 
and social status.  Hierarchical gender norms frequently position men as 
providers, protectors, and decision-makers, reinforcing economic entitlement 
as a defining trait of male identity (Connell, 2005; Kabeer, 1999). Here, GYW 
are often seen as an economic burden (Archambault, 2011; Bajracharya & 
Amin, 2010; Jensen & Thornton, 2003; Kamal, 2010).  As providers, fathers 
and male family members may decide to marry their GYWs to address the 
high costs of raising children and food insecurity, particularly where fertility 
rates are high and parents’ economic stability is poor (Jensen & Thornton, 
2003; Rahman & Kabir, 2005; Subramanee et al., 2022; Wells et al., 2022). 

Where dowry is practised, the increased age of the bride entails more dowry, 
so parents may choose early marriage of GYW over education to avoid a 
large dowry (Blum et al., 2019; Field & Ambrus, 2008; Karim et al., 2016). This 
system affects poorer and low-caste families in South Asia (Bear Chan, 2015; 
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Nirantar Trust, 2015). GYW living in poor households are roughly twice as 
likely to marry before 18 as GYWs living in better-off families (Greene et al., 
2015). Uneducated GYW are three times more likely to marry or enter into 
a union before the age of 18 than those with secondary or higher education 
(Loaiza & Wong, 2012; Wells et al., 2022). As Jensen & Thornton, (2003)  
explain “Alternatively, if most households prefer to marry their daughters 
young, even those men preferring older brides would face pressure to marry 
young brides, because they may fear that most of the more ‘desirable’ brides 
will be married early, or that they will have to pay a higher bride price or 
receive a lower dowry to secure a ‘desirable’ older bride” (p18), This prompts 
grooms and their families to prefer marrying younger GYW to reduce the 
payment of high bride price.  These discussions indicate that early marriage 
arises when masculinity is challenged by structural constraints that require 
men to fulfil the provider role (Silberschmidt, 2001). However, human rights 
and international development frameworks frequently overlook the complex 
structural factors that portray men and masculinity as deeply embedded in 
“patriarchal” traditions and customs. (Archambault, 2011, p. 634; Cornwall, 
2003). 

Marriage is one way to fulfil masculine expectations, which can lead to 
pressure on BYW to marry early (Clark & Bruce, 2008; Lokot et al., 2022). 
BYM gain economic access through, e.g. dowry and early marriage (Delprato 
et al., 2015; Walker, 2012). BYM living in resource-poor settings are often 
compelled to leave school early and contribute to family income, even if they 
have more chances to pursue education (Biswas et al., 2020). Once they 
earn, they are perceived as adults ready for marriage (Mensch et al., 2006). 
In sub-Saharan African contexts, including Mozambique, Uganda, and South 
Africa,  income has also been found to enable BYM to pay the bride price 
(Barker & Ricardo, 2005). Moreover, masculinity norms often dictate that men 
should demonstrate maturity and responsibility through marriage, driving 
them to seek early unions. 

2.7.4 The interplay between romantic love and masculinity
Unlike older literature, recent scholarship emphasises romantic love and 
emotional desire as a driving factor for early marriage (Jones, 2010; Lokot 
et al., 2021). For instance, romantic love motivates BYM to engage in early 
marriage within the Sasak community in rural north Lombok, Indonesia 
(Colquhoun & Nilan, 2020). Here, self-selected love marriages are embraced 
despite the prevalence of arranged marriages in other parts of Indonesia; 
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BYM often enter into marriage as soon as they enter courtship, even if they 
are below 18 years of age. The fear of losing their soulmate to another man is 
seen as a personal loss and symbolic blow to their masculinity and serves to 
drive BYM to marry young. Thus early marriage serves to protect masculinity, 
as the loss of a soulmate to another man is seen as threatening or diminishing 
their masculinity. In contexts where premarital sex is considered taboo or 
sinful (Biswas et al., 2020). 

Studies from sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America highlight the growing 
involvement of GYW in courtship and elopement, often driven by the desire for 
better livelihood and future opportunities (Bell, 2007; Murphy-Graham & Leal, 
2015). However, GYW face significant challenges in their courtship journeys, 
including parental restrictions on dating, denial of having a boyfriend, and 
limited physical spaces to meet their partners. The interplay between 
romantic love and masculinity illustrates how emotional desire itself becomes 
gendered: for BYM, romantic love can drive masculine affirmation and social 
status; for GYW, it often becomes a site of discipline and containment. In 
both cases, early marriage becomes a relational outcome where emotional 
attachment, sexuality, and masculine identity converge under conditions 
of social pressure, surveillance, and restricted agency. These constraints 
on young people’s autonomy echo findings in other domains of gendered 
initiation. Moyer et al. (2022) show that in Eswatini, young males often undergo 
circumcision with limited consent, shaped by parental authority and societal 
expectations of masculinity. Like early marriage, circumcision can be seen to 
operate as a gendered rite of passage that constrains BYM’s emotional and 
bodily autonomy.

Table 3: Constructing masculinities in the context of drivers and pressures 

Thematic 
area

Masculine 
expectations

Drivers and 
pressures (BYM)

Drivers and 
pressures (GYW)

Implications for 
masculinity

Family 
Honour 
and Control 
of Female 
Sexuality

Men must 
protect family 
honour by 
controlling 
GYW’ sexuality; 
masculine 
status is linked 
to moral 
gatekeeping.

Pressured 
to act as 
guardians; fear 
of dishonour 
from GYW’ 
elopement 
or premarital 
relationships; 
responsibility 
for preventing 
shame.

GYW are viewed 
as carriers of 
family honour; 
fear of sexual 
transgression 
leads to early 
marriage, limited 
choice and 
autonomy.

Reinforces 
hegemonic 
masculinity as 
control and 
surveillance; 
masculinity is tied 
to protectionism, 
but creates fear-
based dominance.
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Power 
Dynamics 
Between 
the Groom’s 
and Bride’s 
Families

Men must assert 
dominance 
over marriage 
decisions; 
securing 
younger brides 
affirms male 
superiority.

Pressure to 
marry early 
and assert 
dominance 
over the bride’s 
family; fear of 
missing out on 
young brides; 
complicity in 
age-based 
control.

The bride’s 
family feels 
powerless; 
the girl’s age 
and perceived 
obedience 
determine value 
and submission 
to the groom’s 
family choices.

Masculinity is 
reinforced through 
control over 
others’ decisions; 
intergenerational 
male dominance is 
normalised.

Economics 
of 
Masculinity 
and Provider 
Role

Masculinity 
equated 
with being a 
breadwinner 
and household 
head; economic 
provision marks 
manhood.

Pressure to 
marry once 
earning starts; 
drop out of 
school to 
support family; 
economic 
capability 
is seen as 
readiness for 
marriage.

Marriage 
relieves the 
family of 
financial burden; 
early marriage 
avoids dowry or 
reduces bride 
price; education 
is sacrificed.

Masculinity 
becomes a site 
of economic 
strain; those 
unable to meet 
expectations, 
experience 
marginalisation 
and self-doubt.

Romantic 
Love and 
Emotional 
Desire

Men must act 
on romantic 
desire to secure 
love and assert 
masculinity; 
losing a partner 
is emasculating.

Fear of losing a 
romantic partner 
to another 
man, desire 
to turn love 
into a socially 
accepted 
marriage, and 
pressure to 
conform to 
moral norms.

GYW’ romantic 
agency is 
policed; 
elopement or 
love is seen as 
dishonourable; 
marriage is used 
to “contain” 
desire.

Masculinity is 
tied to emotional 
possession and 
fear of loss; 
romantic love 
is reframed as 
competition and 
control.

Caste, 
Purity, and 
Hierarchies

Masculine 
honour is linked 
to caste purity; 
protecting caste 
boundaries 
is seen as a 
masculine duty.

Boys from lower 
castes are 
seen as threats 
in inter-caste 
relationships; 
they face legal 
and physical 
punishment for 
transgressions.

GYW’ sexuality 
is seen as a 
threat to caste 
status; inter-
caste love leads 
to coercive or 
early marriage 
to preserve 
purity.

Reinforces caste-
based masculinity 
and marginalises 
subaltern 
masculinities; 
control is framed 
as a cultural duty.

Sexuality 
and Social 
Surveillance

Men must 
demonstrate 
heterosexual 
control and 
dominance 
while avoiding 
moral scrutiny.

Pressured into 
marriage to 
legitimise desire; 
constrained by 
religious and 
social taboos; 
and fear of 
moral judgment.

GYW are 
surveilled 
for sexual 
behaviour; 
marriage is used 
to pre-empt or 
“correct” moral 
deviance.

Masculinity 
becomes a 
performance 
under constant 
scrutiny; emotional 
vulnerability 
masked by 
dominance.

Source: Created by the author
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Table 3 presents a masculinity-informed analysis of early marriage by 
synthesising gendered drivers, pressures, and expectations. It illustrates 
that masculinity is not a fixed attribute but a contextually constructed and 
relational identity shaped by intersecting social, economic, cultural, and 
emotional forces. It reveals how hegemonic ideals of masculinity, such 
as being a provider, protector, and decision-maker, interact with caste 
hierarchies, economic insecurity, family power dynamics, and emotional 
aspirations to reinforce early marriage practices. It highlights how patriarchal 
norms position men as dominant figures while assigning symbolic value to 
GYW as carriers of family honour, whose sexuality and marriageability must 
be tightly controlled. In this process, BYW are often complicit in upholding 
these norms, yet they also experience profound vulnerability, particularly 
when structural constraints limit their ability to perform idealised masculine 
roles. These dynamics expose the fragility of hegemonic masculinity and 
demonstrate that masculinity functions not only as a position of power but 
also as a site of pressure, surveillance, and emotional tension.

By tracing how masculinity operates both as a structural expectation and a 
symbolic force within gendered institutions like marriage, the table nuances 
the understanding of how early marriage decisions are shaped. Building 
on this foundation, the following section examines how masculinities are 
constructed concerning the state and impacts of early marriage, deepening 
the analysis within the DPSIR framework.

2.8 Constructing masculinities in the context of 
the state and the impact of early marriage

2.8.1 Silenced and limited discursive space for women leads 
to various vulnerabilities
Social and culturally determined ideas of masculinity and femininity intersect 
to create gender power relations that often silence and constrain young 
married women, limiting their ability to speak and advocate for themselves 
(Boyden et al., 2012; Callaghan et al., 2015; Jones, 2010).  GYW, forced to marry 
early, often lack the opportunity to develop their identities and aspirations 
fully. Meanwhile, men are allowed to delay marriage to focus on personal and 
professional development, reinforcing their dominant position (Montazeri et 
al., 2016). This disparity perpetuates gender dynamics and marginalisation, 
relegating women to roles primarily defined by their relationships with men, 
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while men enjoy agency and autonomy (Hotchkiss et al., 2016). Additionally, 
the expectation that men must be economically stable and mature reinforces 
hegemonic masculinity by emphasising power and control traits within the 
family and societal structures (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Jewkes et al., 
2015).

The preference for younger brides (see 2.7.2), accentuates the age gap 
between spouses (Jones, 2010) and dynamics within the marital relationship 
(Raj, 2010) reducing the agency, autonomy, and decision-making abilities 
of women within their marital unions and can lead to vulnerabilities such 
as intimate partner violence (Boyden et al., 2012; Callaghan et al., 2015). 
GYW who marry significantly older men may face challenges in asserting 
themselves and establishing their position within the household (Jensen & 
Thornton, 2003); severe domination by their husbands and a lifelong risk of 
sexual subservience and violence (Godha et al., 2013; Nasrullah et al., 2014; 
Santhya et al., 2010; UNICEF, 2001; Warner, 2011). Women who face gender-
based violence cannot enjoy their lives or function effectively. Low agency 
within marital relationships curtails women’s ability to exercise reproductive 
rights, impacting decisions related to family planning, childbearing, and 
maternal and child health services (Amin et al., 2016; Senderowitz, 1995).

Early childbirth can increase health risks for mother and child (Senderowitz, 
1995). Early childbirth can lead to obstetric fistula, maternal mortality, and 
low birth weight in infants (Giaquinta, 2016). While many young brides are 
often virgins, their older husbands often are not, increasing the likelihood 
of transmitting sexually transmitted diseases to their wives (Clark, 2004; 
Gaffney-Rhys, 2011; Wahhaj, 2022). The negative consequences of early 
marriage extend beyond GYW themselves, affecting children born to young 
mothers who face risks like low birth weight and child stunting (Islam & 
Rahman, 2020). Statistics indicate higher mortality rates for children born to 
mothers below 19 years old (WHO et al., 2021).

Early marriage often perpetuates the gendered nature of poverty by severely 
restricting GYW’s economic prospects (UNICEF, 2005; Wodon et al., 2017). 
Young brides are often forced to leave school, interrupting their education 
and hampering entrance into the workforce or engaging in income-generating 
activities (Jain & Kurz, 2007; Sekine & Hodgkin, 2017; Svanemyr et al., 2001). 
Social and cultural norms contribute to this as they often dictate that women 
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prioritise household responsibilities over personal development. The lack of 
education and skill-building not only affects the economic earning capacity 
of GYW but also reinforces their economic dependence on their husbands 
and families. Consequently, early marriage often traps GYW in cycles of 
poverty (Jensen & Thornton, 2003) and can keep families in poverty across 
generations (Nour, 2006).

Early marriage can also have significant legal and social implications for 
couples who marry outside their caste, particularly in caste-exogamous 
societies (Basnet, 2015). Parents often file rape charges against BYM who 
have eloped with their daughters (Agnes, 2013). Lower court judgments 
in India label these as “statutory rape” or “technical rape” as the GYW are 
minors. Parents who file such cases are motivated by wanting their daughter 
back for an arranged match of their choosing. Laws against early marriage 
are often used to protect patriarchal interests and community honour rather 
than to safeguard the rights and freedoms of young couples (Girls Not Brides, 
2023; Hodgkinson, 2016; UNICEF, 2007). Mainstream portrayals often see 
GYW as victims of patriarchal oppression; there is a call to recognise women’s 
resilience and capacity to express their concerns, even subtly, within limited 
discursive spaces (Boyden et al., 2012; Callaghan et al., 2015). Viewing women 
as victims undermines their agency and overlooks their ability to navigate 
patriarchal structures and advocate for their rights.

2.8.2 Challenged masculinities 
Early marriage profoundly affects BYM’s experiences of masculinity and 
presents them with complex challenges (Edmeades et al., 2022; Gastón et 
al., 2019; Lokot et al., 2022). Since in many cultures, early marriage is viewed 
as a rite of passage into manhood, this compels BYM to leave school and 
take on low-paying jobs, thereby perpetuating cycles of poverty and social 
exclusion In Sasak communities in Indonesia, early marriage is culturally 
sanctioned, with masculinity closely tied to a boy’s ability to establish a family 
and provide economically (Colquhoun & Nilan, 2020). However, these BYM 
are often unprepared for the responsibilities of marriage, including financial 
pressures and managing familial relationships, leading to low-paying, 
unstable employment, exacerbating economic insecurity and reinforcing their 
marginalisation within societal structures that prioritise masculine authority 
(ibid.). 
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Boys who marry early may also experience disrupted education, loss of social 
networks, and psychological stress from premature responsibilities (Bowe, 
2017). Without education or vocational skills, young grooms struggle to find 
stable employment, leading to economic hardship and feelings of inadequacy 
and marginalisation within the framework of masculinity (Biswas et al., 2020; 
Gastón et al., 2019). Young grooms may experience tension being unable to 
maintain a dominant position in marriage because they cannot fulfil societal 
expectations of masculinity on them (Jensen & Thornton, 2003). Young 
grooms are expected to conform to hegemonic masculinity norms and 
provide for their families (Misunas et al., 2019) and BYM from socially excluded 
and economically marginalised backgrounds who are required to support 
their families are particularly affected (Sekine & Hodgkin, 2017). Moreover, 
young grooms are often expected to prove their fertility soon after marriage 
with increasing costs (Guideski et al., 2015). Early marriage combined with 
limited knowledge of contraception among BYM, results in higher rates of 
unintended pregnancy increasing the costs of a family (Misunas et al., 2019)  
and making it harder for  BYM to meet societal expectations (Biswas et al., 
2020), entrenching  BYM, particularly from marginalised backgrounds, in 
cycles of economic precarity and psychological strain, highlighting that 
masculinity is not only as a source of power but a site of vulnerability within 
patriarchal systems.

Table 4 analyses the interplay between masculine expectations and the 
gendered consequences of early marriage, demonstrating how hegemonic 
ideals both benefit and burden BYM while reinforcing structural inequalities 
that disadvantage GYW and women. It highlights the experiences of BYW in 
heterosexual unions; empirical literature on non-heterosexual masculinities in 
early marriage contexts, LGBTQ+ perspectives on masculinity, marriage, and 
societal pressures remain largely unexamined, limiting our understanding of 
how diverse masculinities navigate social expectations and warrant further 
scholarly exploration.
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Table 4: Constructing masculinities around the state and the impact of early 
marriage 

Thematic Area Masculine 
Expectations

State and Impact 
(BYM)

State and Impact 
(GYW)

Implications for 
Masculinity

Gender Norms 
& Power

Men as 
autonomous, 
dominant 
decision-makers

Experience 
autonomy and 
power; little 
pressure to 
marry early

Silenced in 
relationships, 
lack of agency 
and autonomy

Reinforces 
patriarchal 
dominance; 
undermines 
gender equality

Marriage Age 
& Cultural 
Norms

Men marry 
later and assert 
authority in 
relationships

Enjoy the power 
from the age 
difference, 
and face 
fewer marital 
constraints

Power 
imbalance 
in age-gap 
marriages, 
reduced 
decision-making

Constructs 
masculinity 
as inherently 
superior and 
authoritative

Caste Norms 
and Legal 
Risks

Men protect 
family honour, 
maintain caste 
boundaries

Socially 
supported 
in caste-
conforming 
unions

Punished 
for caste-
transgressive 
marriages, 
legal and social 
violence

Caste-based 
masculinity 
links power 
with purity and 
control

Violence and 
Health Risks

Men control 
sexuality in 
marriage.

Pressured 
to assert 
dominance, 
perpetrators of 
intimate partner 
violence

Face IPV, early 
childbirth, and 
maternal health 
risks

Masculinity is 
tied to control, 
fostering 
violence and 
impunity

Reproductive 
Autonomy

Men decide 
on family 
planning and 
reproductive 
choices

Little 
accountability 
in reproductive 
decisions

Restricted 
reproductive 
rights and 
agency

Limits men’s 
growth in shared 
decision-making 
roles

Economic 
Expectations

Men as 
breadwinners 
with higher 
earning power

Pushed into 
unstable, low-
wage work, 
economic strain

Drop out 
of school, 
long-term 
poverty and 
dependence

Perpetuates 
economic 
precarity and 
unachievable 
ideals

Provider Role 
& Hegemonic 
Masculinity

Men must 
provide for 
and establish 
households 
early

Face societal 
pressure to earn 
early, and drop 
out of school

Economically 
dependent on 
husband/family; 
limited mobility

Highlights 
vulnerability 
within 
hegemonic 
norms

Unprepared 
Entry into 
Marriage

Men take on 
early family 
responsibilities 
without 
readiness

Experience 
psychological 
stress and 
unpreparedness

Forced into 
marriage before 
emotional 
or physical 
readiness

Exposes cracks 
in masculine 
roles under 
social pressure

Fertility and 
Fatherhood

Men must prove 
virility through 
early fatherhood

Limited 
contraceptive 
knowledge; 
burdened by 
early paternity

High maternal 
and infant health 
risks; limited 
support

Demonstrates 
how masculinity 
is shaped 
by structural 
expectations

Source: Created by the Author 
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2.9 Responses to early marriage

2.9.1 Policy response to early marriage 
Legal frameworks are central to policy responses aiming to establish and 
enforce a minimum legal age for marriage. Key international human rights 
instruments, such as the CEDAW and UNCRC, urge member states to set 
18 years as the minimum age for marriage based on the understanding that 
individuals below this age are not fully capable of giving informed consent 
to marriage due to their physical, emotional, and psychological immaturity 
(UNGA,1989) (see Chapter 7: )

Global initiatives like the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have placed 
early marriage at the forefront of international development agendas. Goal 
5 (Gender Equality) explicitly targets child, early, and forced marriage (UN, 
2015). UNFPA-UNICEF Global Programme to End Child Marriage promotes 
monitoring to track progress and facilitate cross-country collaboration and 
accountability (UNFPA & UNICEF, 2020). UN member states are obliged to 
align their national laws with these international standards. By raising the 
legal age of marriage to 18, the UN aims to protect children from the adverse 
effects of early marriage, such as health risks, educational setbacks, and 
economic disadvantages.

Many national governments have tried to align their laws with these standards. 
For example, as mentioned earlier, in Nepal, the legal marriageable age was 
raised to 20 years for both genders, though enforcement remains a challenge 
due to cultural norms and informal practices. India has adopted the Prohibition 
of Child Marriage Act (2006) and established Child Marriage Prohibition 
Officers to monitor and report violations. However, weak implementation 
and loopholes in laws, such as exceptions allowing marriage with parental 
consent, undermine these efforts (Koski et al., 2023). In contexts of legal 
pluralism, formal laws often coexist with customary, religious, and community 
norms that shape marriage practices. Such pluralism creates contested 
legal terrains, where efforts to delay marriage are often undermined by 
competing normative systems (Bavinck, 2020). This fragmentation challenges 
the enforcement of age-based marriage laws, especially where informal, 
patriarchal norms carry greater legitimacy than state regulation. Moyer & 
Igonya, (2018) further show that global HIV policies in Kenya, while promoting 
public health, often reinforce dominant masculinities, revealing how policy 
frameworks can reproduce gender hierarchies under the guise of progress.
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2.9.2 Programmatic responses  
Numerous strategies and interventions have been explored to combat the 
complex, multi-layered and contextual drivers of early marriage (Lokot et al., 
2022; Stark, 2018). A frequently employed method is “empowering” GYW and 
women to “refuse” early marriage (Johansson, 2015; Lee-Rife et al., 2012; Lokot 
et al., 2022) using horizontal, vertical, and activist methods (Lee-Rife et al., 2012). 
Horizontal programmes aim to change attitudes, knowledge, and behaviour 
through multidimensional interventions to improve the quality of parent-child 
relationships, enabling GYW to effectively communicate their preferences (Bhan 
et al., 2019). Many programmes employ the multi-dimensional Socio-Ecological 
Model (SEM), which addresses early marriage at individual, interpersonal, 
community, societal, and policy levels. This focuses on personal knowledge 
and behaviours, relationships with family and peers, community settings like 
schools and neighbourhoods, broader societal factors such as cultural norms 
and economic policies, and the impact of laws and regulations. Thereby, SEM 
provides a holistic and effective strategy for creating sustainable interventions 
to combat early marriage. The Her Choice programme, which this research is 
part of, used an ecological model and worked at all levels.

Vertical programmes target specific aspects of early marriage, like school 
attendance, using incentives such as conditional or unconditional cash 
transfers (Amin et al., 2017; Baird et al., 2011; McDougal et al., 2018). Such 
cash transfers or in-kind transfers are effective in preventing child marriage 
(Malhotra & Elnakib, 2021), but cannot address broader issues of gender 
inequality and hegemonic masculinity norms (Greene et al., 2015; Haberland, 
2015). Activist approaches focus on creating systemic change by challenging 
discriminatory laws and policies and promoting gender-sensitive legislation, 
education and healthcare services (Lee-Rife et al., 2012). 

Empowerment approaches tend to oversimplify early marriage, portraying 
GYW as victims of oppressive parental decisions (Callaghan et al., 2015; 
Miedema, Koster, & Pouw, 2020). Normative interventions on marriage tend 
to concentrate on the gender norms influencing GYW, but not on the role 
of demand or what compels BYM to marry GYW (Greene, 2014; Lokot et al., 
2022). While programmatic interventions have made significant strides in 
empowering GYW and addressing multi-level drivers of early marriage, their 
long-term effectiveness is constrained by persistent neglect of masculinities 
and the normative pressures that shape BYM’s participation in the practice, 
highlighting the need for more inclusive, gender-transformative approaches.
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2.9.3 Masculinity as a potential entry point for prevention 
Since the dominant construction of masculinity may perpetuate early marriage, 
BYM need to be engaged as allies in early marriage prevention efforts (Greene 
et al., 2015; Hampton, 2010). As men often serve as gatekeepers of patriarchal 
norms, challenging these norms requires their active involvement (Esplen, 
2006; Ruxton, 2004). Organisations like GNB (2018) emphasise gender-
transformative programming to challenge BYM to recognise and reject their 
privilege and hegemonic masculinity and create spaces for BYM to reflect on 
and re-examine their masculinity and its impact on GYW (UNFPA and UNICEF 
2020). This is based on the understanding that successful interventions have 
involved BYM as allies and advocated for GYW’s rights, exposing them to 

Table 5: Analytical insights on the intersection of masculinities and early 
marriage

Analytical Inference Explanation with Supporting Literature

Masculinity is relational, 
intersectional, and 
hierarchically structured.

Connell’s gender-relational theory and typology of hegemonic, 
complicit, subordinated, and marginalised masculinities 
(Connell, 2005) demonstrate that masculinities are constructed 
through social relations and shaped by categories such as race, 
class, caste, age and geography (Kimmel, 2000; Jewkes et al., 
2015).

Masculine identity shapes 
and is shaped by early 
marriage drivers and 
pressures.

Literature reveals that hegemonic masculinity reinforces early 
marriage through norms of family honour, control over female 
sexuality, and the male provider role (Boyden et al., 2012; 
Miedema et al., 2020; Hotchkiss et al., 2016).

Gendered impacts of early 
marriage are experienced 
differently by BYM and 
GYW.

GYW face restricted autonomy, early childbirth, and IPV, while 
BYM experience premature responsibility and economic strain. 
These impacts reflect gendered social expectations and 
structural constraints (Edmeades et al., 2022; Lokot et al., 2022; 
Raj, 2010).

Masculinity is both a 
site of dominance and 
vulnerability.

Hegemonic norms burden BYM with the expectation to provide, 
dominate, and suppress emotion. When unmet due to poverty 
or caste, these norms cause psychological and material strain 
(Silberschmidt, 2001; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Misunas 
et al., 2019).

Policy and programmatic 
responses neglect BYM 
and masculinities.

Global frameworks like CEDAW and SDGs frame early marriage 
around GYW’s vulnerability, rarely engaging with how BYM are 
socialised into masculinised roles that also drive early marriage 
(Verloo, 2007; Greene, 2014; Lokot et al., 2022).

Masculinity can be 
redefined as a site for 
transformation.

Literature supports engaging BYM as allies in challenging 
patriarchal norms and creating gender-transformative 
programming (Barker et al., 2012; Esplen, 2006; UNFPA & 
UNICEF, 2020).

Source: Created by the author
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alternative models of masculinity that value respect, diversity, and justice 
(Bott et al., 2005). Similarly, the MenEngage Network calls on men and boys 
to critically examine and transform gender power relations by sharing power. 
While this represents a shift toward accountability and structural awareness, 
the underlying framing in both MenEngage and GNB often retains elements 
of the “man as benefactor” logic. In this view, men are positioned primarily 
as agents of change for others, especially women and girls, rather than as 
individuals who are also structurally constrained and emotionally burdened 
by rigid gender norms.  

2.10 Conclusion 

The literature review concludes that: (a) Masculinities are relational, 
hierarchical, and deeply shaped by intersectional factors such as caste, 
class, gender, age, and geography. The literature shows that hegemonic 
masculinity reinforces male dominance, but not all men benefit equally; 
many experience marginalisation and pressure within this system. (b) Early 
marriage is both a product and a reinforcement of patriarchal gender 
norms, with hegemonic masculinity shaping decisions around family honour, 
economic provision, and control over sexuality. While GYW bear the brunt of 
health, autonomy, and educational impacts, BYM face silent pressures linked 
to status and economic expectations. (c) There is a growing recognition of 
the need to include BYM in early marriage interventions, yet the literature 
still lacks sufficient analysis of their lived realities. Gender-transformative 
approaches that challenge harmful masculinities and offer alternative models 
remain underdeveloped.


