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Chapter 4

4.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the empirical background and dynamics in Nepal, aiming
to contextualise the subjects of early marriage and masculinity. It addresses
the question: What constitutes the historical, political, socio-cultural, economic,
and spatial backdrop of masculinities and early marriage practices in Nepal?
This chapter is structured into eight sections. Section 4.2 outlines the country’s
demographic, geographic, and socioeconomic profile. Section 4.3 examines
how intersecting identities - caste, ethnicity, gender, and geography shape
marginalisation. Section 4.4 analyses the reproduction of social exclusion and
gender inequality in Nepal. Section 4.5 explores the construction of Nepalese
masculinities. Section 4.6 traces the evolution of early marriage from traditional
kinship systems to contemporary changes. Sections 4.7 apply the DPSIR
framework to early marriage in Nepal. Section 4.8 concludes the chapter by
answering the sub-question posed in this chapter.

4.2 Demographic, geographic and
socioeconomic profile

Nepal, with 29.5 million people, is a demographically diverse and
socioeconomically stratified country located between India and China. It
features three distinct ecological zones Himalayas, the Hills, and the Terai,
with the Terai accounting for over half the population and the highest
population density. Significant disparities persist across these zones in terms
of literacy, gender equality, access to services, and poverty. Over 60% of the
population falls within the working age group (15-59), but jobs are scarce.
The Human Development Index (HDI) ranks Nepal in the medium category
(0.601), with significant gender and caste-based disparities. While the literacy
rate is 76.2% overall, it is only 69.4% for women, and much lower for GYW in
rural Terai districts.

Table 14: Demographic and Socioeconomic Profile of Nepal

National

Population M 14253551(48.87%), F 14911027(51.13%)

Population by age 15-59 years: 61.96%, 14& below: 27.83%

Population by ecological region  Tarai 53.61%, Hill 40.31%, Mountain 6.73%

Annual population growth 0.92%

Population density 198 per square kilometre, Tarai: 460 per square kilometre,
Mountain: 34 per square kilometre, Kathmandu: 5169 per square
kilometre
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Absentee population

Human Development Index (HDI)*
Gender Development Index®
Gender Inequality Index®

Sex ratio

Other gender

Female household head

Marital status

Age at first marriage

Median age at first marriage

Child Marriage before 15 years
by Sex

Disability
Literacy rate
Education level

Status of living arrangements of
children below 18 years

Birth registration status of
children

No. of households

Average household size
Municipalities

Female ownership of the house
or land

Percentage of women ages 15-
49 who have ever experienced
violence

23.4% (M 82.2% F 17.8%)

medium: 0.601 (146 out of 193 countries)
Medium: 0.885 (146 out of 193 countries)
Medium: 0.495 (146 out of 193 countries)
M 95.59% F 94.16%

2928 (0.01%)

32.55%

Never married, aged 10 years or above, 33.1% (M 38.2% F 28.4)
Age 10 or above married: 61.8% (M 59.1% F 64.3%)

Marriage between the ages of 18 to 20: 34.4% (M 32.6% F 35.9%).
Marriage between ages 15-17: 22.3 %( M 12.3% F 30.4%). Marriage
between the ages of 10-14: 7 %( M 3% F 10.2%)

19 (M 21F18)
Females: 10.2%, Males: 3.0%

2.2 % (M 54.2% F 45.8%
Aged 5 or above, 76.2% (M 83.6% F 69.4%)

Primary level class 1-5: 28.7
Lower secondary class 6-8:19.9%
SLC 9.5%

77.9 live with both parents, 17.1% mother only, 1% father only, other
relatives 3%

Mountain 81.9%, Hills 73.1%,Tarai 73.7%

6,666,937

4.37 (Mountain 4.33, Hill 3.99, Tarai 4.73)
Urban 66.17, Rural: 33.83

23.8% Both land and house 11.8%

Any form of sexual violence, 6.9%, Intimate partner violence 27%

Source: Government of Nepal (GoN), 2021; World Bank (2024)

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a measure of average achievement in key

dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, being knowledgeable, and have
a decent standard of living. A HDI of less than 0.550 stands for low human development,
0.550-0.699 for medium, 0.700-0.799 for high, and 0.800 or greater for very high human

development.

Ratio of female to male HDI values
Gender Inequality Index (Gll) is a measure of gender inequality using three dimensions:

Reproductive health, empowerment, and the labour market. s. It ranges from O, where women
and men fare equally, to 1, where one gender fares as poorly as possible in all measured

dimensions.
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While the national demographic data provides a general overview, we now
move to the case study area of the Terai/Madhesh region.

4.2.1 Terai/Madhesh

The Terai/Madhesh region spans twenty-one districts and seven provinces.
It is the most populous and fertile region in Nepal, but also the most
marginalised and underdeveloped. About half of the population lives in the
Terai region, home to almost 50% of the country’s youth (10-24 years old).
Although the Terai accounts for only 23% of the total land, it accounts for 88%
of the fertile land. Nevertheless, 33% of the Terai population faces severe food
insecurity (i.e. food secure for 0-6 months annually). In comparison, the hilly
region, with 42% of the total land and 10% of the fertile land, has less severe
food insecurity at 28%. The Terai is flat and accessible and yet was isolated
until the mid-20th century due to malaria infestation (Pathak & Uprety, 2009).
The Terai/Madhesh region has local variations shaped by broader patterns of
identity, power, and exclusion.

4.3 Intersectionality in Nepal

4.3.1 Ethnic, Linguistic, and Religious Diversity

Nepal is characterised by extraordinary ethnic, linguistic, religious, and
cultural diversity, comprising 126 officially recognised caste and ethnic
groups, 123 spoken languages, and 11 religious affiliations. The majority of the
population identifies as Hindu (81.4%), followed by Buddhist (9.0%), Muslim
(4.4%), Kirat (3.0%), Christian (1.4%), Prakrit (0.5%), Bon (0.05%), Jain (0.01%),
Bahai (1,283 individuals), Sikh (609 individuals), and other faiths (0.2%). The
Central Bureau of Statistics (2014) provides a detailed categorisation of
Nepal’s ethnic and caste groups into ten broad cultural clusters (Table 15). As
Dahal (2014, p. 3) argues, “this classification enables more nuanced socio-
economic and inclusion/exclusion studies since the caste groups reflect the
hierarchical model of Nepali social structure.”

The largest groups are caste-origin hill populations (31.2%) and hill Janajati
(27.3%), followed by Madhesi caste-origin groups (14.5%), Madhesi Janajati
(7.7%), Dalits from both the hills (8.1%) and the Terai (4.5%), Muslims (4.4%),
and smaller categories such as Newar, other Terai castes, and unidentified
groups. Together, these categories reflect both numerical dominance and
cultural heterogeneity, with Janajati groups forming the majority in four of the
seven federal states.
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Table 15 illustrates the distribution of these groups across the ten-state
classification, highlighting how structural inequalities are embedded within
demographic realities. This categorisation is further elaborated in Table 16,
which outlines the social and cultural characteristics of each category. For
instance, high-caste Hindus such as Bahun and Chhetri, historically dominant
in civil service and governance, are contrasted with Dalit communities who
continue to experience systematic exclusion. Similarly, “Adivasi/Janajati”
groups are recognised for their distinct languages, cultures, and customary
practices, while Madhesi castes and Muslims reflect additional layers of
socio-economic and religious diversity in the Terai. The Janajati Act of 2058
BS (2002 AD) defines “Adivasi/Janajati” as communities with their own
mother tongue, traditional practices, distinct cultural identities, unique social
structures, and written or unwritten histories (His Majesty’s Government
[HMG], 2002, p. 1). While fifty Janajati groups originate from the hills, thirteen
are from the Terai. These groups are predominantly Hindu or Buddhist, though
they represent varied cultural practices. In socio-economic terms, Adivasi/
Janajati communities are generally positioned in middle strata, whereas Dalits
remain concentrated within the lower caste and class categories.

Table 15: Ethnic/Caste Groups of Nepal

S.No Broad cultural groups Number of ethnic/ Total population and
caste groups percentage (%)

1 Caste — Origin: Hill groups 4 8,278,401(31.2)

2 Hill Adibasi/Janajati groups 50 7,228,463 (27.3)

3 Hill, Low caste or Dalits 5 2,151,526 (8.1)

4 Madhesi caste origin groups ( 3 220,382 (0.8)
socio-economic level 1)

5 Madhesi caste-origin groups ( 31 3,851,941 (14.5)
socio-economic level 2)

6 Madhesi low caste groups 15 1,192,517 (4.5)
(socio-economic level 3)

7 Madhesi(Terai) Adibasi/Janajati 13 2,039,407 (7.7)
groups
Musalman ( Muslim) 1 1.164,255 (4.4)

9 Other cultural groups 4 91,852 (0.3)

10 Unidentified (noted within these broad cultural 275,670 (1.0)
categories)
Total 126 26,494,504 (100.0)

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, 2014
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Table 16: Description of Ten-Category Classification of Caste/Ethnic Groups

Category Description

Hill Brahmin (Bahun) High-caste Hindus primarily reside in the hill regions, historically
dominant in civil service and governance.

Hill Chhetri Second in the Hindu caste hierarchy; traditionally involved in
military and administrative services.

Hill Dalit Marginalised caste groups residing in hill areas have historically
been excluded and discriminated against.

Hill Janajati Indigenous nationalities from the hills with distinct languages,
cultures, and customary practices.

Terai Brahmin/Chhetri  High-caste Hindus originally from the Terai are also referred to as
Madhesi high castes.

Terai Dalit Marginalised caste groups in the Terai are subject to multiple forms
of exclusion and caste-based discrimination.

Terai Janajati Indigenous groups from the Terai, such as Tharu, are culturally
distinct from hill Janajati.

Muslim Religious minority group; culturally diverse, with distinct social and
linguistic identities.

Other Terai Castes Includes middle castes and occupational groups in the Terai, e.g.,
Yadav, Teli, Kalwar.

Newar Indigenous group primarily from the Kathmandu Valley; historically
influential in trade and urban governance.

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, 2014

4.3.2 Historic migration shaping diversity and social
hierarchies

Nepal’s diversity can be better understood by situating it in the history of
external migration, that is, migration to Nepal from China and India, and
internal migration (Gartaula & Niehof, 2013; Holmberg, 2014; Kansakar,
1984; Pradhan, 2002). The Terai region has historically been inhabited by
diverse ethnic groups, including Adivasi-Janajati communities such as the
Tharu, Sattar, Santhal, Dhimal, Tajpuriya, and Gangai, often referred to as
forest dwellers (Gartaula & Niehof, 2013; Pradhan, 2002). These groups are
considered indigenous to the region and have distinct socio-cultural and
linguistic traditions. The external migration brought two groups of people:
i) Mongoloiad who speak Tibeto-Burman and ii) Indo-Aryans. The former
arrived in Nepal’s mountains and hills from across the Himalayas in the north
and east, starting from 1000 BC, to escape the harsh climate in the Tibetan
plateau. Indo-Aryan-speaking Hindu migrants from northern India, many
fleeing Mughal persecution, settled in the area around the 12th century BCE,
contributing to the stratification of caste-based hierarchies that continue
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to shape social and gender relations in the Terai (Gartaula & Niehof, 2013;
Holmberg, 2014).

Following the eradication of malaria in 1955, the Terai became more
habitable, attracting large-scale migration. Internal migrants, mainly higher
caste Nepali-speaking Parbatiya 7 from the middle hills, moved in search of
arable land and better livelihoods. Simultaneously, external migrants from the
densely populated plains of North India, particularly Bihar and Uttar Pradesh,
crossed into Nepal. This dual migration significantly reshaped the region’s
demographic, cultural, and linguistic makeup. Migrants often encroached
upon fertile lands traditionally inhabited by indigenous communities, pushing
them toward less fertile hill slopes (Kansakar, 1984). As will be clarified below,
over time, dominant groups such as Indo-Aryans and Parbatiya came to assert
control over marginalised Adivasi-Janajati populations.

4.3.3 Governance transitions and reproduction of social
stratification

The governance structure of Nepal has evolved from an absolute monarchy to
a federal system since state formation began in 1767 with the amalgamation
of different political units by the first monarch of the Shah dynasty, Prithvi
Narayan Shah (Ismail & Shah, 2015; Kaur, 2018; Shakya, 2021; Sugden, 2013).
Nepal, as a non-colonised country, has evolved differently from colonial or
post-colonial societies (Khatiwoda et al., 2021); the interest and orientation
of rulers in Nepal’s history established governance based on Hindu ideology
legally categorised Nepali people into different groups (Holmberg, 2017;
Ismail & Shah, 2015; Pradhan, 2002). The caste system was further reinforced
by King Prithvi Narayan Shah, the founder of modern Nepal. He introduced
the concept of a “garden of four varnas and thirty-six jats” to gain more control
over the newly expanded diverse communities and generate more revenues
from them (Pradhan, 2002).

The caste system is associated with religious beliefs about pollution and
purity, which manifest through a hereditary specialisation of occupations,
a hierarchy of social status, and mutual segregation (Bhusal & Shahi, 2013).

7 Parbatiya refers to the dominant hill-origin group in Nepal, primarily composed of high-caste
Hindus such as Brahmins (Bahuns) and Chhetris, who historically migrated from the hills into
the Tarai region. The term is also used to distinguish hill people from Madheshi communities
in the plains. It can denote both ethnic identity and linguistic affiliation with Nepali (also
historically called Pahadiya)(Gellner, 2007; Hachhethu, 2003)
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Endogamy, or marrying within one’s caste, is a defining feature of these
groups, and the ranking of these endogamous groups characterises the caste
system. The Hindu model of the caste system stratifies individuals into a
caste hierarchy (Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaisya, and Sudra) based on birth -- a
system that has been likened to racial discrimination. Furthermore, the state
imposition during the Shah dynasty (which ruled Nepal from 1768 until 2008)
of one language, one culture, and a caste system fuelled social exclusion and
divided society into hierarchical strata based on caste and ethnicity. Aiming
to establish Nepal as a Hindu state and to generate revenue, Prithvi Narayan
Shah encouraged Nepali-speaking Brahmin and Chhetri in the hills to migrate
in large numbers to territories populated by ethnic groups, specifically into
the Terai plains. Appropriation of surplus and tax collection were intensified,
and a powerful local administrative mechanism was introduced, forcing local
cultivators, often indigenous groups, to submit a significant portion of their
production to the state. Hinduization, in effect, involved Parbatiyasition,
whereby the culture and language of the Parbatiya were systematically
imposed on various ethnic groups (Gurung, 2005).

The Ranas seized power from the Shahs in 1846. Both Hinduisation and tax
collection were intensified, and a new position known as the Jamindar® was
introduced, and the upper castes from the hills and India became landlords
(Sugden, 2013). This reinforced the caste system and the imposition of one
language and culture, fuelling social exclusion.

The first written Muluki Ain (National “civil code,” 1854) further systematised
the classification of social and cultural diversity along the lines of caste
hierarchy to protect the Hindu order of collective purity by law (Ismail & Shah,
2015) (see Section 6.5). The Tagadharis (twice-born castes or wearers of the
sacred thread), especially the Bahuns and Chhetri, ranked at the top in the
caste hierarchy. The second category was the Matwalis, a derogatory term
denoting the so-called alcohol-consuming castes who were classified as
Janajatis, who were further divided into enslavable and unenslavable groups.
“Impure” castes were placed at the bottom and divided into touchable and
untouchable (ibid.). Dalits belonged to the untouchable caste and were
traditionally denied control of the means of production and access to land

8 Jamindar (also spelled Zamindar) refers to a traditional landlord or landholder, often from
dominant caste groups, who controlled land and tenant labor under a feudal system. Though
legally abolished in Nepal, the jamindari legacy continues to shape rural hierarchies (Regmi,
1978)
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ownership (Holmberg, 2014; Ismail & Shah, 2015). The caste system was
not only a ritualistic ordering of groups but a system of social stratification
established and sanctioned by secular power backed by the political system
(Pradhan, 2014).

In 1951, the Rana regime was overthrown, and a multiparty democratic system
with a constitutional monarchy was instituted (Kaur, 2018). However, it did not
lastlong, and in 1961, King Mahendra instituted the Panchayat political system,
with himself as an absolute monarch and intensified the homogenisation of
cultural diversity into a single national (Parbatiya) culture, with one religion
(Hinduism) and one language (Nepali). The caste system, rooted in the Hindu
religion, has been used to govern certain groups, and Brahmins and Chhetris,
being favoured by intensified social exclusion in Nepal (Pyakurel, 2021).

The People’s Movement in 1990 promulgated constitutional democracy,
ending 240 years of absolute monarchy (Manandhar, 2020). The 1990
Constitution outlawed discrimination based on religion, colour, sex, caste,
ethnicity and other factors. However, its endorsement of Hindu ideology as
the state’s governing principle perpetuates social exclusion (Gurung, 2005).
Between 1990 and 2006, three elections were held (1991, 1996 and 1999),
and governments were formed (ibid.). However, inequalities persisted, and
political, economic, cultural and social backlashes led to a decade of Maoist
People’s War starting in 1996 (Nightingale, 2011). More than 50,000 people
were displaced during the armed conflict, and another 13,000 were killed
(OCHR, 2012). Most people killed, injured or disappeared were men, thus
resembling the global trend of men constituting both the perpetrators and the
victims of violence (Connell, 2005).

The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that was entered into in
November 2006 ended the civil war and precipitated the overthrow of the
monarchy (Nightingale, 2011). It aimed to dismantle historically entrenched
social and political hierarchies, imperialism, and old feudal relationships (Ibid).
The CPA called for political, economic, social, and cultural transformation, the
end of discrimination, the introduction of land reforms, and the recognition
of economic, social, and cultural rights. A new interim constitution was
introduced in 2008, and Nepal was declared a federal democratic republic
(Breen, 2018). Nepal entered into a new chapter in its governance history with
the establishment of the new Constitution on 20 September 2015.
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The federal governance structure replaced the previous governance structure
of development regions and administrative zones that had existed since 1961
(Rai, 2019). The current federal structure consists of the local (6 metropolises,
11 sub-metropolises, 276 municipal councils, 460 rural municipalities, and 77
districts), seven provincial, and the federal level. The democratic elections
held in November 2017 further reinstated the federal structure (Nepali et al.,
2018). Nepal reached a new milestone in that it has devolved administrative
and political power and includes marginalised and underrepresented groups
(Rai, 2019). Nepal’'s new Constitution (2015) guarantees the fundamental
rights of all, and Article 38 is specifically dedicated to the fundamental rights
of women (GoN & UNDP, 2020).

Various rights-related laws and policies, including laws to prevent
discriminatory practices, have been enacted since then, and existing
discriminatory clauses and provisions have been abolished. Dalit
representation in the House of Representatives reached 7.27% from 0.48%
in 1991, and women’s representation reached 33% from 2% in 1991 (Paswan,
2017). Despite this, the representation has been argued to be more of a
box-ticking exercise to meet mandatory proportional numbers than an
exercise of true inclusiveness (Rai, 2019). Moreover, a Hindu-dominated caste
system is officially used to describe the socio-cultural context, suggesting
the ramifications of the intersecting and mutually reinforcing inequalities
entrenched in contemporary governance (Kabeer, 2008; UNFPA, 2017), and
significant disparities persist in terms of gender, social groups and location
(GoN & UNDP, 2020).

4.4 The Reproduction of Social Exclusion and
Gender Inequality

The historical legacy of exclusion continues to shape human development
in Nepal. Despite making strides in poverty reduction, Nepal remains
categorised as a fragile least developed state (Acharya, 2023). While there
has been a notable improvement in Nepal’'s Human Development Index (HDI)
from 1990 to 2018, indicating advancements in education, healthcare, and
living standards, historically marginalised groups such as Dalits, Muslims,
and indigenous Janajatis face significant disparities in HDI values compared
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to dominant groups like Brahmans/Chhetri. For example, Muslims and Dalits
have HDI values up to 27 and 24 percent lower than Brahmans/Chhetri,
respectively (UNDP, 2014). The Terai regions, in particular, with their diverse
population in terms of ethnic/caste composition (Dahal, 2014), score lower in
education and income indicators compared to the hills and mountains. Within
Dalit communities, those residing in the Terai plains face more severe socio-
economic deprivation and exclusion from state power (Dahal, 2014; Rai, 2019).

The social structure of gender intersects with other inequalities in Nepal,
such as health, education, income, violence, and participation, affecting
the well-being, rights, and dignity of women and men (Pradhan, 2014).
Women from lower caste groups, particularly Dalits, endure multiple forms
of discrimination and violence (Rai, 2019). Accusations of witchcraft, forced
consumption of human excreta, and fatal beatings are tragically common
occurrences for Dalit women (UNDP, 2017). Women from ethnic minorities,
especially from Terai communities, face the challenges of poor access to
education, healthcare, and economic opportunities (Dahal, 2014). Rural
women in Nepal face distinct hardships, including higher rates of maternal
mortality, child marriage, and adolescent pregnancy compared to their urban
counterparts (UNDP, 2019), exacerbated by limited access to reproductive
health services and information, perpetuating cycles of poverty and inequality
for rural women. Moreover, sexual and gender minorities endure pervasive
discrimination and exclusion (GoN & UNDP, 2020).

Gender inequalities also prevail in labour relations: women and men have
different roles and responsibilities in the household and the market. Women
are expected to perform most unpaid domestic and care work (UN Women,
2019). These tasks are often undervalued and unrecognised, and limit
women’s time and mobility to engage in other productive activities. However,
men are expected to earn and provide for the family. Low employment
opportunities force many men to migrate to other countries, leaving women
behind with the dual burden of household and farm work. Migration also
exposes men to various risks and vulnerabilities, such as exploitation, abuse,
and trafficking (IOM, 2019).

Understanding gender inequality requires attending to the marginalisation of
women and the shaping of male identities and expectations.
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4.4.1 The Mushar sub-group of Dalits from Terai Madhesh and
the practice of early marriage

Dalits in Nepal constitute a diverse group in terms of language, religion, and
culture, residing across the hills, the Terai, and the Kathmandu Valley. The
term “Dalit,” often synonymous with “Achhut” [so-called untouchables], is both
pejorative and illegal. The National Dalit Commission classifies Dalits into 26
separate sub-caste groups based on traditional occupations, geographical
locations, and cultural practices, each characterised by hierarchical caste
relationships (Bishwakarma, 2015). Within the Dalits from Terai, sub-groups
like the Mushar, Sardar, Dom, Chamar, and Harijan occupy the lowest strata
of Dalit categorisation (Rai, 2019). Among them, the Mushars are particularly
marginalised, residing in the eastern Gangetic plain and the Terai. Also
known as Rishidev, Sada, Manjhi, Banbasi, the Mushars historically engaged
in rat-catching, reflected in their name, which translates to [rat-eater]. Many
Mushars still perform this occupation due to poverty and destitution.

The Mushars have also been subjected to bonded labour, landlessness,
untouchability, and social stigma and deprived of basic human rights and
dignity, such as education, health, livelihood, and participation. Terai Dalits
face even greater socio-economic deprivation and exclusion from state power
compared to their counterparts in the hills. Madhesi Dalit women, specifically,
encounter additional regional, cultural, and linguistic discrimination,
exacerbating class and gender-based discrimination (Bhattachan, 2008;
Maharjan & Sah, 2013). Despite their significant presence, certain Dalit groups,
Terai Janajati groups and Madhesi castes remain absent in ethnographic
literature, highlighting gaps in understanding and representation (Holmberg,
2014).

4.5 Nepalese masculinities

Drawing on Connell’s (1995, 2005) relational theory of gender (see Section
3.5), this section examines how Nepalese masculinity is socially constructed,
institutionalised, and performed in Nepal through power, production,
emotional, and symbolic relations.

Historically, masculine power has been closely entwined with the state

apparatus, caste hierarchy, and Hindu patriarchal values. Hegemonic
masculinity has been embodied by high-caste Hindu men, particularly those
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in ruling positions with authority over land, military resources, and legislative
power. Notably, Jung Bahadur Rana and Chandra Shumsher, two dominant
political leaders of the 19th and 20th centuries, exemplified the consolidation
of hegemonic masculinity in Nepal. Their power extended beyond domestic
politics into symbolic control over national identity and cultural purity, and
their governance systems upheld caste endogamy, patrilineal descent, and
the regulation of female sexuality, linking masculinity to the guardianship of
lineage and honour. However, as noted, masculinity is not static (see Section
2.2).

As Uprety (2011) argues, its performance is shaped by social location and
cultural context: Jung Bahadur Rana’s 1850-51 visit to England illustrates
how hegemonic and complicit masculinities enacted in Nepal became
subordinated in colonial settings. While Jung Bahadur embodied masculine
dominance at home, in England, he was seen through a racialised, orientalist
lens, “classified” as pre-modern and inferior. According to Uprety (2011), his
reported maintenance of cultural distance -- adhering to Nepali norms of
purity -- reflected a concern that adopting Western habits could diminish
his masculine authority upon returning home. Chandra Shumsher, visiting
Europe decades later, is said to have presented a more relaxed and “modern”
masculine disposition in the West. Yet on returning to Nepal, his adoption
of Western practices was interpreted by some as a threat to his masculine
legitimacy, revealing how nationalistic masculinity was tied to cultural
authenticity and religious conservatism (ibid.). Gurkha soldiers, celebrated
for their physical strength, martial discipline and symbolic power in Nepali
society, were classed as equivalent to Britain’s lower-class soldiers, placing
their masculinity in a subordinated position in the British army. These
examples reflect Connell’s assertion that masculinities are hierarchically
ordered not only within nations but also across transnational contexts, shaped
by the intersection of race, class, and imperial power.

4.6 The historical context of early marriage in
Nepal

The history of early marriage in Nepal dates back to the ancient period and
builds on Hindu orthodoxy and ancient legal texts (Maharjan et al.,, 2012).
Sage Manu and Sage Parasar influenced marriage norms and practices. Manu
introduced a law on marriage in the Manusmriti (Pandit, 2017; Yadav, 2022).
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The Manusmriti states that if a girl remains unmarried after reaching puberty,
her parents have failed in their duty towards her (Maharjan et al. 2012); a
father’s afterlife is determined by his descendants: his son grants him heaven,
his grandson grants him an endless home, and his great-grandson grants him
a solar realm (Yadav, 2022). Thus, marrying BYM at a young age is seen as
essential for a father’s eternal fate. Sage Parasara, who is the author of the
ancient holy Hindu text (the first Purana), wrote that a girl’s parents would
go to hell if the girl was not married before puberty (Malarvizhi, 2018); that
parents earn merit (Punya) from gifting a virgin girl (kanyadan) at the wedding
(ibid.). These texts and religious leaders have influenced marriage norms of
many people and most Hindus (Maharjan et al.,, 2012). Many marriages are
said to still be governed by the norms established in the ancient period (GoN
& UNDP, 2020; Karim et al., 2016). Therefore, early marriage is not merely
a contract but a sacred tradition and crucial social institution essential for
protecting and perpetuating the world and achieving heavenly rewards
(Yadav, 2022). Nevertheless, as shown by research conducted by Marphatia
et al.,, (2023) and Allendorf, (2013), there are contemporary transformations
influenced by increasing literacy, shifting gender norms, and greater exposure
to global and national rights discourses.

4.7 DPSIR of early marriage in Nepal

4.7.1 Caste ideology and ritual purity

The concept of ritual purity dictates many aspects, including marriage. Caste-
based purity, a central tenetin Hinduism, profoundly shapes marriage practices
(ibid.): families typically seek matches within their caste to preserve purity and
social status and resist marriages outside caste boundaries as diluting ritual
purity. Purity also means that families consider factors like lineage, familial
reputation, and adherence to traditional customs when arranging marriages
(Jennings et al., 2012): the perceived purity of the individual and their family is
assessed to avoid deviation from established norms, which may invite social
ostracism or stigma.

4.7.2 Economic insecurity and poverty

Economic insecurity and poverty exert significant pressure on families,
particularly those from impoverished backgrounds, leading them to resort to
early marriage as a coping mechanism. Economic hardships compel families
to marry off their daughters early as a means of reducing financial burdens
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and securing their future (Ministry of Health Population, 2017). Poverty often
forces families to prioritise immediate economic needs over long-term
investments such as education, leading to decisions that perpetuate the cycle
of poverty. Poverty limits educational opportunities for GYW, exacerbating their
vulnerability to early marriage (Karim et al., 2016). This perpetuates the cycle of
poverty, denying GYW the opportunity for economic independence. Economic
insecurity can increase the likelihood of early marriage by influencing parental
perceptions of their daughters’ economic value. Where dowry is prevalent,
parents may view marrying off their daughters early as a means of reducing
financial burdens or securing economic benefits (Anderson, 2007). Additionally,
economic insecurity can perpetuate gender disparities within households,
further exacerbating GYW'’s vulnerability to early marriage. Where men control
household finances, economic hardship may lead parents to prioritise investing
in their sons’ education and livelihoods over their daughters’, reinforcing
traditional gender roles and perpetuating inequality.

4.7.3 Youth agency and self-initiated love marriage

Despite entrenched societal pressures, CYP increasingly exercise agency
in their marriage decisions, sometimes opting for early marriages for
various reasons (see Section 2.6.2) : (a) The desire to escape abusive family
environments or seek refuge from challenging familial circumstances (Karim
et al, 2016; Allendorf et al.,, 2017); (b) Adolescents may perceive early
marriage as a means to attain social status and independence, particularly
in communities where marriage symbolises adulthood and social acceptance
(Allendorf et al., 2017). While some CYP in Nepal assert agency and choose
early marriage, their autonomy is limited by social, cultural, and economic
constraints (see Section 2.6.2). Recently, there has been a growing discourse
advocating for the rights of young individuals to agency, sexuality, and partner
choice (Basnet & Jha, 2019). However, parental control over resources,
emotional and social pressures, and even violence can influence children’s
behaviour, leading them to conform to parental expectations to avoid shame
and embarrassment (Allendorf et al., 2017).

4.7.4 Parental expectations and social control

Parental expectations shape marriage timing and decisions for both sons and
daughters in Nepal. Parents expect their children to take care of them in their old
age significantly impacts marriage timing for both genders (Hodgkinson et al.,
2016). Sons may need to marry early to fulfil familial responsibilities, with parental
opinions often dictating marriage decisions (Jennings et al., 2012). Daughters may
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encounter pressures and preferences from their parents regarding their marriage
timing and partner choice, such as marrying young to pre-empt premarital sexual
activity or pregnancy, or a better match (Raj & Boehmer, 2013).

Parental expectations and influence are shaped by factors such as the
number, sex, and birth order of their children, and their marital history and
experiences (Jennings et al., 2012). Parents may hold different expectations
for their sons and daughters based on societal norms and traditional
gender roles: sons may have to uphold familial honour and provide financial
support, while daughters may have to prioritise family harmony and domestic
responsibilities. Traditional living arrangements dictate that married women
move into their husbands’ homes, where they are controlled by their mothers-
in-law. This can reduce their autonomy and well-being, especially concerning
access to health care, impacting the health of mother and child. Mothers-
in-law often prioritise the interests of their sons and the preservation of
traditional gender roles, which may undermine the agency and autonomy of
their daughters-in-law (Sekine & Carter, 2019).

4.7.5 Prevalence of early marriage in Nepal

Nepal has one of the highest rates of early marriage for both GYW and BYM
in Asia, ranking third in the region (Gaston et al., 2019; GoN & UNDP, 2020).
The 2011 Nepal Demographic and Health Survey by Pandey, (2017) found that
approximately one-third of Nepali women were married before they turned 16
and that 78% were married before they turned 20. The same study revealed that
women from Terai and low-caste Hindus were significantly at a higher risk of
marrying as children than high-caste Hindu women. Women from Terai and Dalit
groups are 51% more likely to marry before attaining the age of 16, compared
to high-caste Hindu women. Similarly, low-caste Hindu women were 45% more
likely to marry before reaching age 16, compared to high-caste Hindu women.

In the Morang district, 90.9% of GYW from Dalit and 79.6% of GYW from
Janajati (Indigenous) groups are married early (Sah et al.,, 2014). Early
marriage for GYW and BYM is common among Dalits and other excluded
castes in Nepal’s Terai region (Chan, 2015; Karim et al., 2016). Marrying GYW
before the age of 16 is significantly higher in Madheshi and low caste than in
high-caste Hindu groups (Bajracharya & Amin, 2010; United Nations Nepal,
2020). According to the Women’s Rehabilitation Centre (WOREC, 2020), the
prevalence of early marriage among Mushar women in Nepal is 66.7% (higher
than the national average of 49.6%).
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After Dalit groups, early marriage is high among Janajati (indigenous groups)
(Sah et al., 2014). Early marriage in Terai villages is more of a caste than a
religious issue and is more common among Hindu Dalits than Muslims (Karim
et al,, 2016). The average age of marriage is 17.2 years in Terai (Bear Chan,
2015), although not equally practised. Various socioeconomic differences
affect the very early marriage pattern, and it is neither linear nor restricted to
certain groups; instead, it takes place in a highly diverse socio-cultural context
with a combination of structural, geographic and economic diversities, making
the causes and consequences of early marriage multi-fold and complex
(Gokarna, 2016).

The growth of couples eloping shows a change: 25% of early-age marriages
are by choice (Maharjan et al., 2012). However, the empirical evidence related
to the prevalence of marriage by choice varies between communities, regions,
castes, and ethnic groups, and the depth and scale are unknown (GoN &
UNDP, 2020).

4.8 Conclusions

This chapter concludes that (a) the historical, political, socio-cultural,
economic, and spatial backdrop of masculinities and early marriage practices
in Nepal is deeply influenced by the country’s socio-cultural diversity and
systems of oppression, particularly through the legal reinforcement of caste
hierarchy and gender discrimination. Despite multiple political transitions
and policies aimed at promoting equality, the deep-rooted impact of caste-
based hierarchy and gender oppression remains embedded in the cultural
and social dynamics of Nepali society. These entrenched structures continue
to profoundly shape the experiences of individuals from various ethnic, caste,
and religious backgrounds. (b) Masculinities follow a hegemonic structure,
with dominant norms generally privileging men from higher caste groups
while often marginalising and constraining expressions of masculinity among
men from lower castes and ethnic minorities. (c) The drivers, pressures, state
and impact of early marriage are diverse for different groups of people and
shaped by broader social structures and systems. These factors adversely
impact specific groups, particularly GYW from marginalised caste groups and
social categories, who are more vulnerable to early marriage due to these
intersecting forms of discrimination and inequality.
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