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10.1 Introduction 

This final chapter synthesises the key insights and analytical contributions 
of the dissertation, which examined the complex interaction between 
masculinities and early marriage in the literature and in the structurally 
marginalised Mushar communities of Terai/Madhesh of Eastern Nepal. 
Employing a multidimensional theoretical framework that integrated Connell’s 
theory of gender structure, intersectional feminist theory, the DPSIR model, 
and CFA, the study investigated how masculine identities are constructed, 
performed, and regulated within the socio-economic, cultural, and political 
contexts that give rise to early marriage practices. Through a combination 
of ethnographic fieldwork and critical policy analysis, the research has 
demonstrated that masculinities are not only shaped by but also constitutive 
of the systems and logic that sustain early marriage. Rather than merely 
summarising the findings, this chapter draws them together to highlight their 
broader theoretical, methodological, and policy implications, contributing 
to a more nuanced and relational understanding of gender, power, and 
transformation.

This chapter is organised into six main sections. Section 10.2 directly 
addresses the overarching research question by synthesising the findings 
across the thesis and highlighting the new insights that have emerged. 
Section 10.3 outlines the theoretical contributions of the study, particularly 
in addressing gaps in knowledge related to masculinity, early marriage, 
and intersectionality. Section 10.4 provides a critical reflection on the 
methodological approach, examining its strengths, limitations, and the 
innovations it introduced in capturing both lived experiences and policy 
framings. Section 10.5 presents the main conclusions of the research and 
offers evidence-based recommendations for policy, programming, and future 
enquiry. Finally, Section 10.6 links the study’s findings back to the SDGs, 
emphasising their broader relevance to global agendas on gender equality, 
education, and inclusive development.

Before synthesising the key findings and responding to the main research 
question, I offer a brief reflection on how the themes of this research continue 
to manifest in my current professional practice. This reflection illustrates 
the ongoing relevance of this dissertation and its potential contributions to 
gender-transformative programming in South Asia.
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Contemporary Relevance of the Research
Although several years have passed since the completion of fieldwork, the 
findings presented in this dissertation remain acutely relevant. Through 
my continued professional engagement in the NGO sector, particularly 
in child protection and gender justice programming, I have maintained 
active involvement with the region and communities studied. This ongoing 
connection has confirmed that the underlying challenges faced by GYW and 
BYM in caste-marginalised communities, such as those in the Madhesh/Terai 
region, have seen little substantive change. Boys continue to face emotional 
pressure, economic uncertainty, social scrutiny, and a lack of inclusive gender 
programming.

At the policy level, state responses to early marriage remain largely legalistic 
and girl-focused, with limited attention to the relational and emotional 
dimensions of masculinity. Although the government is currently considering 
a bill to reduce the legal age of marriage from 20 to 18 years, this move 
has sparked strong opposition from civil society actors who fear it may 
legitimise early unions without addressing their root causes. In this context, 
the arguments and evidence presented in this dissertation are not outdated 
but, in fact, more urgent than ever. The research contributes a much-needed 
perspective on how masculinities shape early marriage and provides critical 
insights for advancing gender-transformative policies and programmes that 
include boys as both subjects of vulnerability and agents of change.

Bridging Research and Practice
I have also been involved in a South Asia regional project titled Boys’ 
Initiatives, which focuses on amplifying the lived experiences and gendered 
realities of adolescent boys in Nepal, India, and Bangladesh, as well as 
supporting vulnerable boys and youth through participatory and context-
sensitive interventions. The project has served as a platform for critical 
reflection on cross-border experience and draws closely on many of the 
core themes explored in this dissertation. One of the key activities was a 
regional workshop with adolescent boys, where participants engaged in 
in-depth group discussions on masculinity and how it shapes the lives of  
BYM. The boys shared personal experiences of emotional pressure, societal 
expectations, and the burdens of honour and responsibility, highlighting the 
deep psychological and symbolic effects of hegemonic masculinity. These 
conversations strongly validated the ethnographic findings of this study, 
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demonstrating that boys are not merely enforcers of gender norms but are 
also shaped and, in many cases, harmed by them. In addition, the project 
supported workshop participants to initiate peer-led activities within their 
communities to address the specific vulnerabilities and challenges they 
identified.

A parallel training workshop for frontline staff, titled Working with Young 
People in Gender-Sensitive Ways, equipped practitioners with tools and 
facilitation strategies to engage boys in community-based programming. 
This direct interface between academic research and programmatic 
implementation reinforces the ongoing relevance of this dissertation. The 
Boys’ Initiatives project exemplifies how theory-informed, intersectional, 
and relational approaches can meaningfully shift how practitioners engage 
with boys not only as part of the problem but also as part of the solution in 
addressing early marriage, preventing sexual exploitation, and advancing 
gender justice across South Asia.

10.2 Synthesising Findings through the DPSIR 
Lens

To arrive at a comprehensive answer to the main research question, this 
section synthesises key insights derived from five guiding analytical questions 
structured through the DPSIR framework. These analytical questions, 
informed by Connell’s theory of gender relations and intersectional feminist 
theory, helped unpack the complex interplay between masculinity and early 
marriage in the Mushar communities of Nepal.

Drivers
While patriarchal gender norms, socio-cultural scripts of honour and shame, 
and economic vulnerabilities have long been recognised as structural drivers 
of early marriage, this research highlighted desire as cathexis or emotional 
relations shaped by caste hierarchy, hegemonic masculinity, and symbolic 
norms as an emerging and under-recognised driver, both in academic 
literature and in policy and programmatic responses. Among Mushar 
adolescents, desire often finds expression through the culturally resonant 
idiom mann milepachi (when hearts align), a phrase that encodes not only 
emotional intimacy but also sexual longing and the aspiration for relational 
autonomy. In a context where sexuality and premarital intimacy are socially 
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taboo, such desires are frequently communicated in affective terms. However, 
framing these expressions solely as “emotional desire” risks erasing the 
sexual agency of young people and reinforcing protectionist assumptions. 
The prevailing cultural logic that frames youthful love and sexuality as 
dishonourable unless formalised through marriage generates a powerful 
social urgency to marry early, particularly when romantic relationships 
cross caste boundaries or challenge parental authority. This emotional and 
symbolic driver is deeply entangled with masculine ideals of honour and 
responsibility, caste-based exclusions, and gendered moral expectations. 
Yet, it remains largely overlooked in current interventions, which continue to 
prioritise legal deterrence or focus on empowering girls. Such approaches 
neglect how emotional life, relational masculinity, and structural power 
interact to normalise early marriage as a culturally legitimate resolution to 
romantic attachment.

Pressures 
Immediate pressures toward early marriage in the Mushar communities 
emerge from the intersection of emotional urgency, patriarchal gender 
norms, caste-based social constraints and the performance of hegemonic 
masculinity. For girls, the fear of parental rejection and the risk of being 
married off to someone else intensifies the urgency to formalise romantic 
relationships, often through eloping. For boys, social expectations to protect 
a girl’s honour and to pre-empt blame from the community create a strong 
compulsion to initiate marriage. A boy’s decision to marry early, especially 
through elopement, is not just about love. It is a way of showing he is a man: 
by taking responsibility, protecting honour, and acting decisively, he meets 
society’s expectations of how a “proper man” should behave.

In parallel, male family members, particularly fathers, face significant 
pressure to uphold their masculine identity within a highly surveilled social 
environment. As discussed, men who fail to embody hegemonic masculine 
ideals are often labelled namarda, a derogatory term connoting weakness 
and a failure to assert control. To avoid this stigma, fathers often arrange 
their daughters’ marriages pre-emptively, framing the act as a protective 
strategy to prevent potential elopement and to safeguard family honour. 
Thus, arranging a daughter’s marriage is not merely a normative obligation, 
but a symbolic assertion of masculine authority and a means to maintain 
social standing. These dynamics reveal how masculinity is not only shaped 
by external gender expectations but is also actively performed through the 
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governance of girls’ sexuality, reinforcing hegemonic control under the guise 
of responsibility and respectability.

State 
The socio-cultural state of masculinity and early marriage in the Mushar 
communities is co-produced through the intersecting structures of caste-
based exclusion, hegemonic gender norms. Caste hierarchy shapes public 
and institutional marginalisation of Mushar men, while social norms afford 
them symbolic authority within the household. This dual positioning produces 
a precarious form of masculinity, one that is burdened with expectations of 
control, provision, and honour, but constrained by limited access to land, 
education, and employment.

Masculinity in this context is relationally constructed through surveillance, 
moral regulation, and the governance of girls’ sexuality, particularly to 
uphold caste purity and family honour. Boys are expected to enforce caste-
endogamous unions, and failure to do so, especially in the case of inter-
caste relationships, invites symbolic feminisation and stigma, often through 
the label of namarda. Yet even boys occupy a precarious position when 
romantic relationships challenge caste boundaries. In such cases, boys often 
initiate elopement, supported by gendered social norms that validate men’s 
decisions as unquestioned and final. If a boy brings his wife home, the act is 
often reframed not as a transgression, even if she is from a different caste. 
Instead, it is framed as a moment of masculine pride, where caste norms are 
selectively ignored, and masculinity is celebrated.

As a result, early marriage in the Mushar communities is highly prevalent, 
sustained both through arranged marriages driven by hegemonic control 
and elopement marriages driven by emotional desire and caste-defying 
assertions of masculinity. Together, caste, gender, and relational structures 
sustain a deeply hierarchical yet interdependent gender order, in which early 
marriage functions as both a social expectation and a symbolic affirmation of 
masculine legitimacy.

Impact
The culturally sanctioned performance of masculinity in the Mushar 
communities carries significant emotional, psychological, economic, and 
social costs for boys. The pressure to conform to hegemonic masculine 
ideals through initiating elopement, control, provision, and early procreation 
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places a profound burden on young men who often lack the economic 
security, emotional readiness, and life skills needed to manage the complex 
demands of marriage. Similarly, married girls experience widely recognised 
consequences of early marriage, including interrupted education, early 
childbearing, restricted mobility, and heightened exposure to domestic 
violence. In the Mushar context, these are further compounded by the 
emotional trauma of transgressing caste and family honour, particularly 
in elopement cases. Girls who marry without parental consent are often 
banished from their natal families, facing lasting emotional alienation and 
symbolic exclusion from kinship networks.

This study reveals caste-based asymmetries in how caste-exogamous early 
marriage affects girls, an area largely overlooked in existing literature. 
Girls who elope and marry into higher caste households are especially 
vulnerable to violence, humiliation, and economic exploitation by their 
in-laws, particularly in families where dowry culture is entrenched. Such girls 
can be punished for bypassing traditional marriage negotiations, as in-laws 
attempt to retroactively extract dowry or reassert authority. In contrast, when 
girls from dominant or middle castes marry into lower castes, they are often 
accepted as part of their husbands’ choice, especially if framed through male 
agency. These caste-gender dynamics reveal a double standard, where 
men’s elopement decisions are often reframed as legitimate assertions 
of masculinity, while women’s caste-defying choices are punished either 
through emotional banishment or domestic abuse. These findings underscore 
the intersections of gender, caste, and economic expectation in shaping the 
impact of early marriage on girls and reveal forms of structural and symbolic 
violence.

Response
International and national policy frameworks, including CEDAW, the UNCRC, 
and the SDGs, emphasise informed consent and legal minimum age as 
foundational principles in marriage decisions. While these norms aim to 
protect youth autonomy, they often overlook the complex emotional and 
relational realities that shape early marriage decisions, particularly among 
boys. Romantic desire, caste anxieties, and social surveillance can compel 
youth to choose early marriage without full awareness of its long-term 
consequences. Despite efforts to promote adolescent decision-making, 
many interventions operate in isolation from the familial and cultural contexts 
in which these decisions occur. This disconnect is especially acute in 
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marginalised communities like the Mushar, where intersecting caste, gender, 
and economic inequalities constrain real agency.

In Nepal, legal instruments such as the Civil Code and the National Strategy to 
End Child Marriage (2016) emphasise age-based prohibitions and sanctions, 
largely through a gender-protectionist lens. Girls are framed as passive 
victims, while the emotional, symbolic, and structural pressures experienced 
by boys remain unaddressed. Although Nepal’s MenEngage and Child 
Marriage Prevention Strategies have begun to engage men and boys, their 
involvement remains largely instrumental. These initiatives portray boys as 
allies or protectors, not as relational subjects embedded in the very norms 
and structures that sustain early marriage. As a result, interventions reinforce 
a binary where girls are victims and boys are moral gatekeepers, overlooking 
the emotional burdens, legal risks, and symbolic expectations boys face, 
especially those from caste-marginalised groups.

At the international level, treaty bodies typically assess compliance through 
legalistic benchmarks, with limited sensitivity to the caste-based, emotional, 
and gendered contexts in which early marriage is embedded. Universal 
norms often sideline context-specific relational drivers such as romantic 
desire, caste endogamy, and honour-based expectations.

10.3 Answering the Overarching Research 
Question

This section directly addresses the overarching research question that 
guided this dissertation: Main Research Question: How do understandings 
of masculinities interact with the practice of early marriage in the context 
of the Mushar communities in Terai/Madhesh in South Eastern Nepal, and 
what lessons can be drawn for national and international policy-making 
and practice?

Understanding masculinities as relational, fluid, and structurally situated 
is essential to grasping the dynamics of early marriage. The interaction 
between masculinities and early marriage unfolds along multiple dimensions 
as discussed below:
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Rethinking and Reconceptualising Masculinity: Intersectional, Relational, 
and Contradictory
This study demonstrates that masculinities, particularly within marginalised 
contexts such as the Mushar communities of Eastern Nepal, are neither 
uniform nor monolithic. Instead, they are shaped by intersecting structures 
of caste, class, age, spatial marginality, and gender. Hegemonic masculinity, 
characterised by ideals of control, provision, and emotional restraint, emerges 
as an aspirational yet largely unattainable standard for most boys and men. 
Rather than occupying positions of universal privilege, many navigate a 
contradictory terrain, exerting symbolic authority within the household 
while simultaneously experiencing structural exclusion from education, 
secure employment, and public life. This contradiction gives rise to what 
this dissertation terms relational masculine precarity: a dual burden in which 
boys are expected to perform normative masculine roles of responsibility 
and honour, despite being systematically denied the structural resources 
necessary to fulfil these expectations. This concept extends Connell’s 
theorisation of marginalised masculinities by incorporating caste and 
age-based vulnerabilities within a relational and intersectional framework.

10.4 Emotional Desire, Honour, and Symbolic 
Masculinity

The ethnographic findings in this study illuminate the emotional and symbolic 
logics that underpin early marriage, intersecting with the dynamics of power, 
labour, gender, and social hierarchy. Expressions such as Mann Milepachi 
(“when hearts align”) reflect how emotional desire, particularly in contexts 
of constrained autonomy, can motivate boys to elope in search of relational 
legitimacy and recognition. In contrast, the phrase bujhanai sakidaina (“she 
cannot be understood”) encapsulates a discourse of symbolic patriarchal 
mistrust, wherein daughters’ perceived agency is viewed with suspicion and 
tightly controlled.

These narratives reveal that early marriage is not merely a product of material 
deprivation or behavioural choices, but is deeply embedded in gendered 
scripts of love, honour, and dimensions frequently overlooked in dominant 
legalistic or behavioural models. In particular, BYM perform and contest their 
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masculinity in everyday spaces on their way to work, while going to school, 
and in public areas such as village streets and riverbanks. These ordinary 
yet socially charged settings become key arenas where masculine identity is 
negotiated, peer approval is sought, and romantic encounters unfold, often 
under the watchful eye of community surveillance. This underscores the need 
for gender analysis that, following Connell’s theoretical insights, integrates 
cathexis (emotional attachment) and affect as core components of gender 
relations. When affective dimensions such as desire, shame, and honour are 
neglected, interventions risk being tone-deaf to lived realities, reinforcing 
protectionist or punitive frameworks that alienate the very groups they aim to 
support.

10.5 Policy Framing, Silences, and Missed 
Opportunities

Despite growing global attention to early marriage, the policy landscape 
remains reductive and insufficiently attuned to the relational, structural, 
and symbolic dimensions of masculinities. This study’s CFA reveals that 
both international and national frameworks overwhelmingly adopt a 
gender-asymmetric lens, positioning girls as passive victims and boys 
either as perpetrators or as instrumental allies enlisted to support female 
empowerment. Key frameworks, including the CEDAW, BDPfA, and the 
SDGs, fail to conceptualise masculinities as relational, intersectional, and 
structurally embedded identities. Where men and boys do appear, they are 
framed through behaviouralist and instrumentalist approaches, tasked with 
supporting gender equality efforts, rather than understood as gendered 
subjects whose identities are shaped by structural inequality, emotional 
regulation, and social expectation.

Nepal’s MenEngage Strategy represents a partial exception. It explicitly 
seeks to engage men and boys through (a) advocacy campaigns and (b) 
efforts to transform harmful social norms. However, its framing remains 
largely prescriptive and normative, encouraging men to become “positive 
role models” or “champions of change” while failing to interrogate the deeper 
symbolic and structural underpinnings of masculine power. These results 
in the reinforcement of a normative model of masculinity, typically urban, 
educated, and upper-caste, while marginalised boys, such as those from the 
Mushar communities, remain either invisible or pathologised.
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10.6 Emerging Alternative Masculinities: 
Between Burden and Possibility

As shown, masculine subjectivities in the Mushar communities are deeply 
shaped by structural inequalities--landlessness, chronic poverty, caste-
based exclusion, and restricted access to education. While dominant social 
expectations construct boys as carefree, authoritative, and assertive, their 
lived experiences often reflect exploitative labour, surveillance, and pressure 
to enter early marriage as a performance of responsibility and adulthood. 
In such contexts, masculinity becomes a burdened identity--a compelled 
enactment of control and provision that conceals profound material insecurity 
and symbolic exclusion. Early marriage, therefore, is not simply a cultural 
or traditional artefact but functions as a socially imposed survival strategy, 
where adult male identity is demanded but institutionally unsupported.

Young men are expected to become breadwinners and moral guardians, 
yet they are structurally denied the means, such as stable employment, 
education, or land ownership, to fulfil these roles. Masculinity in this sense 
becomes performative and precarious, enacted under duress and sustained 
by unequal systems that reproduce masculine ideals without ensuring the 
resources needed to embody them. These dynamics challenge binary 
portrayals of boys as either patriarchal oppressors or allies of gender justice. 
Instead, they reveal boys’ contradictory positionality within patriarchal 
systems--as both enforcers of gender norms and subjects who are harmed by 
them. Recognising this tension is essential for advancing inclusive, context-
sensitive, and structurally aware policy and programmatic responses.

Importantly, the ethnographic findings also reveal emerging expressions of 
alternative masculinities among some Mushar boys and young men. These 
are characterised by emotional openness, caregiving, egalitarian attitudes 
and ethical reflection. Influenced by exposure to education, diverse peer 
environments and shifting community norms, some participants began to 
critically examine dominant ideals of masculinity and to reimagine their 
identities beyond control, authority, and early marriage. These alternative 
masculinities are not hypothetical or aspirational alone -- they are already 
unfolding in relational micro-contexts where boys are supported to reflect, 
feel, and imagine differently. They resonate with global literature on 
transformative masculinities, demonstrating that even in contexts of structural 
marginalisation, socially embedded change is possible. These emergent 



272

Chapter  10

expressions challenge hegemonic norms and offer critical entry points for 
gender-transformative work rooted in empathy, responsibility, and gender 
equity.

By acknowledging both the burdens of masculinity and its transformative 
potential, this study calls for a relational and nuanced understanding of boys 
not simply as problems to be fixed or allies to be recruited, but as complex 
gendered actors negotiating structural constraint, moral expectations, and 
emotional life in ways that can both reproduce and resist patriarchal norms.

10.7 Theoretical Contributions Addressing 
Knowledge Gaps

This dissertation makes several significant theoretical contributions that 
directly address the critical knowledge gaps identified in the literature on 
early marriage and masculinities in general and, in particular, in a case study 
in Nepal.

Addressing K1: Intersectional Analysis of Masculinities and the DPSIR 
Framework
The study advances Connell’s theory of gender relations by integrating it 
with the DPSIR (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impact, Response) framework 
to systematically examine how masculinities operate across the multiple 
dimensions of early marriage. This theoretical synthesis helps to position 
masculinity not merely as a background variable, but as an active and 
relational force that contributes to sustaining, negotiating, and, in some 
cases, resisting early marriage practices. By applying an intersectional lens, 
the study foregrounds caste, class and age as central structuring dimensions 
in the formation and performance of masculine identities. In doing so, it 
reconceptualises masculinity as both a site of power and vulnerability within 
the gendered system that governs marriage, particularly in structurally 
excluded contexts such as the Mushar communities.
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10.8 Addressing K3: Grounding Theory in 
Intergenerational and Lived Experience

Masculine precarity is developed to describe the contradictory position of 
boys and young men in caste-marginalised communities who experience 
symbolic authority within the household--for example, in decisions about 
sisters’ marriage or elopement while facing socio-economic and caste-based 
exclusion in the public sphere. This dual positioning produces a form of 
masculinity that is both burdened with control and constrained by structural 
disempowerment. It reflects a South Asian articulation of what Connell might 
term marginalised masculinity, but with a specific emphasis on symbolic 
centrality and material subordination.

By theorising relational masculine precarity, this dissertation contributes 
a grounded and context-specific extension to Connell’s typology, offering 
a lens to understand how caste, class, emotion, and gender power are 
co-constructed in subaltern settings. This advances gender theory by centring 
the lived contradictions and ambivalences of masculinity in non-Western 
contexts and calls for greater attention to the emotional burdens, symbolic 
expectations, and precarity experienced by boys and men in structurally 
disadvantaged communities.

10.9 Analytical Reflections on Framework 
Application

While this dissertation employed the DPSIR framework to structure the 
analysis of early marriage and masculinities, the extent and emphasis of its 
application varied across the empirical chapters. The Drivers, Pressures, 
and State dimensions were explored in greater detail, particularly through 
ethnographic narratives and thematic coding. However, the Response 
dimension primarily focused on formal and institutional responses such as 
legal frameworks and policy instruments, leaving less analytical space for the 
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informal and lived responses of boys, families, and community actors. This 
represents both a limitation and a future opportunity. The ethnographic data 
do contain rich accounts of everyday negotiations, effective strategies, and 
community-level adaptation, and future iterations of this work could explore 
these as vernacular or grassroots “responses” within the DPSIR framework. 

Similarly, while intersectionality was a foundational lens in this research, 
highlighting how caste, gender, age, class, and geography intersect to shape 
masculinities, these dimensions were at times entangled in the analysis. 
Although many empirical findings emerged at the intersection of multiple 
identities, future research could benefit from a more precise disentangling of 
how each axis distinctly influences the lived experience and performance of 
masculinity. For example, caste-based stigma, gendered expectations, and 
spatial exclusion each have unique logics and impacts that could be more 
explicitly differentiated. Nevertheless, this study provides an important step 
toward understanding the relational and context-specific construction of 
masculinities within structurally marginalised communities.

10.10 Methodological reflection 

This study employed a multi-method qualitative design that combined 
the DPSIR model, CFA framework, scoping policy review, and grounded 
ethnographic fieldwork. Triangulation was achieved by drawing from multiple 
data sources (policy documents, field interviews, observations), methods 
(critical frame analysis, grounded theory coding, thematic analysis), and 
theoretical perspectives. This convergence of methods and data sources 
enhanced the validity of the findings by identifying consistencies and 
contradictions across levels of inquiry, macro-level policy discourses and 
micro-level lived experiences. For example, the disconnect between the 
instrumental framing of boys in national strategies and their expressed 
emotional and economic vulnerabilities in ethnographic interviews was 
illuminated only through this integrated methodological lens.

While the empirical research was context-specific and focused on the caste-
marginalised Mushar communities in the Madhesh/Terai region of Nepal, the 
study’s transferability lies in its analytical model and theoretical contributions. 
The combined use of the DPSIR framework and relational theories of gender 
offers a replicable model that can be applied in other contexts where early 
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marriage is driven by structurally embedded masculinities and intersectional 
exclusions. This supports analytic transferability, the capacity to extend 
theoretical insights beyond the immediate research setting. Furthermore, 
by being reflexive about the researcher’s positionality and limitations in 
representation, the study acknowledges that transferal is not statistical but 
conceptual. It thus contributes to feminist and gender policy scholarship 
by offering an approach that is both contextually situated and theoretically 
transferable, especially for understanding how masculinity functions as both 
a site of power and vulnerability.

10.11 Conclusions and Recommendations

This final section draws together the key conclusions from the research and 
translates them into actionable recommendations for policy, programming, 
and future research.

Table 25: Conclusion with Actor-Specific Recommendations

DPSIR 
Element

Conclusion Actor-Specific Recommendations

Drivers Emotional and symbolic 
dimensions such as desire, 
love, honour, and shame 
function as critical drivers of 
both elopement and arranged 
marriage. These forces are not 
merely personal impulses but 
are socially constructed through 
caste, gender norms, and 
intergenerational expectations.

• The Ministry of Education should 
integrate emotional education, relational 
understanding, and critical thinking into 
the national curriculum. 
• Community-based organisations should 
develop participatory programmes that 
explore emotional and symbolic drivers of 
early marriage among youth. 
• UN agencies (e.g., UNICEF, UNESCO) 
should support culturally grounded 
emotional literacy programming through 
schools and non-formal education.

Drivers Caste, class, and gender 
hierarchies intersect to form the 
structural foundation of early 
marriage, particularly among 
marginalised communities. 
These interlocking systems 
of inequality shape access 
to education, economic 
opportunity, health care, and 
social recognition--reinforcing 
early marriage as a socially and 
economically rational choice.

• The GoN should implement coordinated, 
multisectoral strategies linking education, 
health, labour, and social protection. 
• Development partners should invest in 
integrated social protection programmes 
that reduce economic precarity among 
marginalised youth. 
• Local governments should ensure 
targeted services for caste-marginalised 
communities to address inequality at the 
grassroots level.
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DPSIR 
Element

Conclusion Actor-Specific Recommendations

Drivers Global and national policy 
frameworks continue to overlook 
the complex, intersectional, 
and relational dimensions of 
masculinity. This conceptual gap 
limits the effectiveness of gender 
equality efforts by rendering 
boys’ and men’s experiences 
invisible or instrumental.

• The CEDAW Committee and CRC 
Committee should recognise boys and 
masculinities as subjects of gendered 
harm in their guidance to states. 
• National policymakers should incorporate 
emotionally informed and intersectional 
understandings of masculinity into gender 
equality frameworks. 
• International NGOs should support 
masculinity-focused research and 
programming grounded in relational and 
cultural analysis.

Pressures Boys experience intense 
gendered pressures to perform 
adulthood and assume 
responsibility pressures that 
are socially constructed and 
symbolically reinforced, yet 
rarely accompanied by structural 
support such as education, 
employment, or emotional 
scaffolding.

• Gender equality programmes (e.g., 
MenEngage) should include peer-based 
reflection, emotional literacy, and power 
analysis tailored for boys. 
• Education ministries should integrate 
psychosocial support and gender-sensitive 
life skills into secondary education 
curricula. 
• Local youth clubs should facilitate group 
dialogues to unpack pressures related to 
masculinity and early marriage.

State Masculinities are constructed 
within and through systems of 
power, labour, and structural 
exclusion. In the current state, 
boys from caste-marginalised 
communities experience 
educational disruptions, 
exploitative labour conditions, 
and economic precarity.

• Government vocational training 
programmes should be expanded and 
targeted at marginalised male youth. 
• Education ministries should implement 
school retention strategies that address 
dropout among economically vulnerable 
boys. 
• Labour ministries should promote youth 
employment initiatives that support 
transitions into dignified work for young 
men.

Impact Early marriage impacts boys and 
girls in gender-differentiated 
ways by entrenching cycles of 
educational dropout, economic 
insecurity, and psychological 
distress.

• Develop programs that support married 
adolescents, including boys, through 
education, livelihood skills, and positive 
fatherhood models. 
• Government agencies should conduct 
gender-sensitive impact assessments of 
early marriage policies and programs. 
• Health and education ministries should 
provide trauma-informed services for 
married adolescents. 
• Civil society organisations should engage 
in intergenerational healing and dialogue 
initiatives to address the long-term impacts 
of early marriage.
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DPSIR 
Element

Conclusion Actor-Specific Recommendations

Response Masculinities are not only shaped 
by but also actively reproduce 
early marriage systems. Early 
marriage must be addressed 
not merely as a legal infraction 
but as a relational and symbolic 
institution.

• Policymakers should move beyond legal 
deterrence and adopt culturally resonant 
approaches that address emotional and 
symbolic masculinities. 
• Donors and UN agencies should fund 
interventions that frame early marriage 
as a relational issue rooted in caste and 
gendered emotion. 
• Curriculum designers should include 
modules on honour, shame, and 
masculinity within family life education.

Response Gender-equitable and relational 
forms of masculinity are 
beginning to emerge even 
within structurally marginalised 
contexts.

• Government and NGOs should 
invest in mentorship programmes and 
intergenerational dialogue that support 
emerging positive masculinities. 
• Youth programmes should create spaces 
for reflection and relational identity 
development among boys. 
• Donor agencies should support initiatives 
that amplify alternative masculinities 
through co-creation, storytelling, media, 
and peer leadership.

Response Families, particularly parents, 
remain central decision-makers 
in both arranged and elopement-
based early marriages.

• Community-based organisations should 
implement culturally sensitive parenting 
programmes that address gender norms 
and emotional decision-making. 
• Governments should support family 
engagement initiatives through outreach 
workers.

Response Structurally marginalised youth 
remain largely invisible within 
national and international policy 
frameworks on early marriage.

• Youth-led organisations should be 
directly involved in programme design, 
monitoring, and advocacy. 
• National strategies should establish 
accountability mechanisms that ensure 
inclusion of marginalised youth voices. 
• Donors should prioritise funding for 
participatory research and advocacy led 
by caste-marginalised and economically 
disadvantaged youth.

Source: Created by the authors
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10.12 Linking Back to the SDGs

This dissertation contributes substantively to the SDGs, particularly those 
concerned with gender equality, poverty reduction, education, health, 
and institutional reform. By analysing how masculinities interact with early 
marriage through relational, structural, emotional, and symbolic dimensions, 
this research aligns with and advances the global agenda for sustainable, 
inclusive development.

The study offers the following contributions to key SDG goals:

Table 22: Dissertation Contributions to the SDGs

SDG Goal Contribution

SDG 1: No Poverty Highlights early marriage as a survival strategy in poverty 
and caste-based exclusion, informing policies that address 
economic vulnerability and gendered expectations.

SDG 2: Zero Hunger Links early marriage to food insecurity and malnutrition among 
adolescent girls and children, advocating for holistic family 
support systems.

SDG 3: Good Health and 
Well-being

Provides ethnographic evidence of emotional, mental, and 
reproductive health impacts of early marriage, emphasising the 
emotional dimensions.

SDG 4: Quality Education Shows how masculinities affect school dropout in boys and girls, 
advocating educational interventions and life-skills training.

SDG 5: Gender Equality Interrogates hegemonic and emerging masculinities in early 
marriage, promoting gender-relational approaches beyond girl-
centric models.

SDG 8: Decent Work and 
Economic Growth

Demonstrates how masculine roles tied to provision push 
boys into early marriage, calling for economic empowerment 
strategies.

SDG 10: Reduced 
Inequalities

Uses intersectionality to show how early marriage reinforces 
inequality, offering insights for inclusive policy development.

SDG 16: Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions

Critiques legal frameworks for ignoring masculine vulnerabilities 
and emotions, recommending inclusive and relational 
institutional responses.

Source: Created by the author
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In sum, this research supports the localisation of the SDGs by integrating 
grounded, subaltern perspectives from Nepal into the global discourse. It 
demonstrates how gender justice and social inclusion are integral to achieving 
sustainable development and calls for a holistic, relational approach to policy-
making that reflects lived realities and intersectional identities.

A closing reflection
Masculinities interact with early marriage not merely through behaviour, but 
through entrenched structures, emotional scripts, and relational expectations. 
This study urges a shift from reductive, girl-centric, or instrumentalist policy 
frameworks toward approaches that engage masculinities as relational, 
intersectional, and emotionally situated identities. Recognising boys’ dual 
position as enforcers and victims of patriarchal norms offers new entry points 
for inclusive, gender-transformative policy and practice.


