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Abstract Psychological research has a paucity of studies
on caste and well-being. Existing literature on caste has
extensively focused on pathological conditions in rural
areas. In contrast, individuals who experience vulnerabili-
ties in urban areas at the intersections of caste and gender
identities are still underrepresented in the research litera-
ture on the psychology of well-being. The present study
recognises this gap in research and explores the interaction
of caste and gender on life satisfaction and well-being in
urban areas. On administering the Satisfaction with Life
Scale and Mental Health Continuum-short form to a sam-
ple of 465 young adults, the results revealed significant
caste differences in both life satisfaction and well-being.
The findings highlight that general caste individuals have
higher life satisfaction and well-being than scheduled caste
individuals. The findings also indicate significant gender
differences in life satisfaction, with women having higher
life satisfaction than men across caste groups. Results
revealed no interaction effect between caste and gender.
Consistent with earlier studies, the results on caste suggest
that despite its discourses of diminishing importance,
especially in urban areas, caste does play a significant role
in an individual’s well-being and life satisfaction. Hence,
the findings have implications for policy-making, educa-
tion, and training to understand caste-based experiences
better.
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Introduction

The caste system is a centuries-old system of social strat-
ification which classifies people into hierarchically ranked
endogamous groups. These groups are based on hereditary
social roles and occupations, determining access to wealth,
power and privilege (Deshpande, 2010). Since these groups
are ascribed at birth, they cannot be changed in one’s
lifetime (Simon & Thorat, 2020). As a result of which, the
deeply entrenched nature of social stratification of the caste
system has created massive social (Bros, 2014), educa-
tional (Parashari, 2019) and economic (Munshi, 2019)
inequalities. Higher in the hierarchical structure, upper
castes have more education, influence, and privileges than
the lower castes. Lower castes at the bottom of the hier-
archy have traditionally been ostracised and suffered from
social stigma. Furthermore, existing at the bottom of caste,
class and gender hierarchies, women from marginalised
groups experience the worst forms of stigma,
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discrimination and deprivation (Pal, 2018). Hence, dis-
crimination based on ethnicity permeates all aspects of life
and leads to poorer well-being outcomes (Benner et al.,
2018).

Most research on caste has been located in rural areas
where caste is visible and is a dominant and pervasive
aspect of an individual’s life. Cities and urban areas, on the
contrary, are often considered more progressive. Scholars
have claimed that caste barriers are less rigid in urban
spaces as the traditional social interactions and norms in
villages and rural areas are challenged in urban areas
(Ahuja & Ostermann, 2016). However, the recent accounts
of incidents in urban areas related to caste discrimination in
higher elite educational institutes leading to suicides
(Mondal, 2016; Satheesh, 2019), the practice of untouch-
ability (Coffey et al.,, 2018), and intra-caste marriage
(Ahuja & Ostermann, 2016) reveal that caste still plays a
significant role in urban areas.

Like lower castes, women in India have constantly faced
and fought against discrimination. Moreover, the intersec-
tion of multiple identities such as caste, class and religion
separates women across India and their experiences of
oppression and marginalisation. Researchers have argued
that women in India are torn apart between societal
expectations and creating an identity for themselves apart
from being mothers, wives, or daughters (Razvi & Roth,
2010). Despite research on women studies and gender
studies, very few have examined the interconnectedness of
gender with caste, class, race and sexual orientation, and
most of the research on intersectionality has focused on the
western contexts of gender with class or race (Mrudula
et al., 2013). This research extends the literature on well-
being and intersectionality, examining whether there are
caste and gender differences in life satisfaction and well-
being residing in urban areas; and whether there are dif-
ferences in life satisfaction and well-being at the inter-
sections of both caste and gender.

The Caste System

Originally based on the Hindu Varna system, the centuries-
old caste system classifies people into endogamous groups
based on their occupations (Srinivas, 2003). These groups
are ranked by hierarchy and social order in society.
Broadly, these four groups are- Brahmins (scholars and
priests), followed by Kshatriyas (warriors and kings), fol-
lowed by Vaishyas (merchants and traders), and then
Shudras (service class). A fifth category, called Atishudras,
known today as Dalits, were historically excluded from the
caste system (Pick & Dayaram, 2006; Sankaran et al.,
2017). They were assigned the jobs of cleaning, scavenging
and skinning carcasses and were seen as polluted and
regarded as “untouchables” (Munshi, 2019). Amongst the
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five groups, Shudras and Dalits were considered the lowest
in the caste hierarchy and traditionally have been ostracised
and suffered from social stigma. As these groups were
hereditary and had their own rules and customs, they
defined many aspects of an individual’s lives, such as civic
rights, access to education, food habits, privileges and
marriage (Patel, 2017). Endogamy enforced the isolation of
Shudras and Dalits and restricted social interactions with
other groups (Simon & Thorat, 2020). Thus, centuries of
social isolation accompanied by denial of basic funda-
mental rights integral for growth and development, unequal
occupational opportunities, and lack of agency and frater-
nity resulted in a detrimental effect on their psyche (Simon
& Thorat, 2020).

After India’s independence in 1947, the Indian govern-
ment took several policy measures and initiatives to dis-
solve the caste-based hierarchical system and emancipate
the status of historically disadvantaged castes. One such
provision was the affirmative action program which
reserved positions in higher education institutions and
certain government jobs for individuals from historically
disadvantaged castes (Munshi, 2019). For this, the gov-
ernment of India renamed and reordered the previously
existing caste groups into four larger groups. The previ-
ously higher ranked castes (i.e., Brahmins, Kshatriyas, and
Vaishyas) were categorised as general castes, while Shu-
dras and Dalits collectively constituted as scheduled castes
(SC). Indigenous ethnic groups which have remained
socially and economically marginalised due to their spatial
and cultural livelihood were classified as scheduled tribes
(ST); and more recently, another group of castes that pri-
marily belonged to Shudras and a few Kshatriya castes as
well are referred to as other backward castes (OBC)
(Munshi, 2019; Tiwari et al., 2021). However, despite the
increased awareness and government policies (Rajadesin-
gan et al., 2019), caste is still prevalent in Indian society.

Not only in Indian society, but caste also shows its
presence in other South Asian countries (Thapa et al.,
2021), making the caste system a global issue. Researchers
have also revealed the prominence of caste discrimination
in the UK (Dhanda, 2017; Gorringe et al., 2017), Kuwait
and the UAE (Leonard, 2005). Studies have revealed that
caste discrimination is a major issue in the USA and the
Dalit diaspora in the US faces severe workplace discrimi-
nation (Dutt, 2020; Zwick-Maitreyi et al., 2017). Research
has also revealed that the Indian diaspora in the US is less
open to inter-caste marriages (Adur & Narayan, 2017,
Rajadesingan et al., 2019). An issue erupted regarding
erasing the caste system from California school textbooks
(Soundararajan, 2016), which reveals active efforts to
negate the experiences of the caste system globally. Hence,
not only is caste carried forward globally, and
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discrimination done on an everyday basis, but at the same
time, there is an active effort to deny its existence.

Caste, Gender and Well-Being

Even after making laws and policy initiatives to emanci-
pate the disadvantaged caste groups in India, caste-based
social exclusion and resultant mental health issues are still
prevalent in Indian society. Psychological research is
beginning to link social identities such as caste and gender
to mental health and well-being. Studies have shown that
lower caste individuals have lower mental health than
upper-caste individuals (Gupta & Coffey, 2020) and report
social isolation, low self-esteem, low self-confidence,
withdrawal, and anger (Pal, 2015). Higher levels of
depression have been found in individuals from lower
castes (Mathias et al., 2015) and have the highest odds of
hypertension compared to privileged upper caste members
(Uddin et al., 2020). In terms of life satisfaction, the castes
at the top are more satisfied than the lower and middle
castes (Fontaine & Yamada, 2014; Landeghem & Vande-
plas, 2018; Spears, 2016). In Nepal, a country that follows
a caste system similar to India, youth from low caste
groups reported more anxiety, depression, and low self-
esteem than their counterparts from other caste groups
(French, 2020; Kiang et al., 2020).

Furthermore, a patriarchal and caste-ridden society
makes life even more difficult for individuals who belong
to both marginalised caste and gender groups. The hierar-
chy of caste and gender makes lower caste women face
“double discrimination” (Paik, 2014) and suffer from
double the effects of marginalisation. Dalit women are
doubly disadvantaged due to their low-caste status and the
lower status of women in Hindu society, also known as the
“Dalit among Dalits” (Thapa et al., 2021). Research sug-
gests that discrimination and violence continue based on
women’s intersecting caste and gender identities (Pal,
2014, 2015). Women with marginalised identities such as
low caste and low economic status are more vulnerable to
accessing fundamental human rights, opportunities and
resources, and experience various forms of discrimination.
Researchers have mentioned that the mechanisms of
oppression and the experiences of social suffering involved
at the intersections of caste, class and gender are still
unknown even after affecting millions of people (Jadhav
et al., 2016). This highlights that caste and gender affect all
parts of people’s lives, making it imperative to explore
them in more detail.

Intersectionality

Since both caste and gender identities have their underlying
social processes of inequality and power dynamics, the

examination of their interaction requires an intersectional
lens to understand the complex nature of the two social
identities and their relationship to well-being. Crenshaw
(1989, 1991) introduced the term intersectionality, rooted
in Black feminist thought and argued that the interaction of
both racism and sexism influences the experiences of
oppression and discrimination and not racism or sexism
alone (Halim et al., 2016). Since the introduction of
intersectionality as an analytical framework, researchers
have used it to study the disadvantages, oppression and
discrimination arising from multiple intersections of iden-
tities like race, class, and gender (Anthias, 2012; Yuval-
Davis, 2015). There have been three broad assumptions of
intersectionality (Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016)- first; indi-
viduals have multiple social identities that overlap to create
an “intersection” that determines their lived experiences.
Secondly, in each social identity, an element of inequality
is embedded. Thirdly, recognising those inequalities is
essential as they are fostered by social contexts and expe-
rienced by individuals psychologically. In the South Asian
context, it is essential to acknowledge caste and gender as
two major axes of oppression. Researchers have mentioned
that intersectionality as an analytical and theoretical
framework has been used recently in India (Gupta, 2019;
Haq, 2013; Mrudula et al., 2013; Rege et al., 2013).
However, to the authors’ knowledge, its use has been
limited to oppression dynamics and pathological condi-
tions. The review of the existing literature suggests a dearth
of research within psychological science that aims to
explore gender and caste intersectionality and their impact
on well-being.

Well-Being and Life Satisfaction

World Health Organization defines mental health as a
“state of well-being in which every individual realises his
or her potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life,
can work productively and fruitfully, and can contribute to
her or his community” (World Health Organization
[WHO], 2005). The three core components of this defini-
tion are well-being, effective functioning of the individual
and effective functioning of the society. In line with this
definition, Keyes (2002) proposed a model of complete
mental health which encompasses three broad aspects of
emotional well-being (EWB), psychological well-being
(PWB) and social well-being (SWB). Emotional well-be-
ing, which follows the hedonic well-being tradition and is
synonymous with subjective well-being (Kahneman et al.,
1999), comprises an affective component (high positive
affect, low negative affect) and a cognitive component of
life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001).
Both psychological and social well-being are components
of the eudaimonic tradition, focusing on optimal

@ Springer



320

Psychol Stud (July—September 2022) 67(3):317-331

functioning in individual and social life (Deci & Ryan,
2008). Psychological well-being combines insights from
personal growth models, lifespan development, and posi-
tive mental health (Ryff, 1989). It outlined six dimensions
for well-being guided and shaped by socio-demographic
factors such as age, gender, caste and even lived experi-
ences. These six dimensions: a positive evaluation of
oneself and one’s past (self-acceptance), a sense of con-
tinued growth and development (environmental mastery),
the belief that one’s life is purposeful and meaningful
(purpose in life), quality relations with others (positive
relationships), a sense of capacity to manage one’s life and
the surrounding world effectively (personal growth), and a
sense of self-determination (autonomy)tap into the indi-
vidual’s ability to function and fulfil their potential (Ryff &
Keyes, 1995).

However, psychological well-being does not necessarily
reflect the influence of different socio-cultural contexts or
the role of social relationships in understanding well-being.
Therefore, Keyes (1998) argued the importance of optimal
social functioning of individuals and theorised about social
well-being. It consists of five dimensions: the quality of
one’s relationship to society and community (social inte-
gration), a construal of society based on the qualities of the
people (social acceptance), a belief that one is a vital
member of the society (social contribution), a belief in the
evolution of society realised through its institutions and
citizens (social actualisation) and a belief that society is
discernible, sensible and predictable (social coherence).
These five components positively correlate with measures
of happiness, life satisfaction, generativity, optimism,
feelings of neighbourhood trust and safety, subjective
perceptions of people’s physical health and the degree of
past community involvement (Keyes, 1998). Hence, these
five factors, taken together, indicate how structural influ-
ences impact individual functioning and social well-being.

Thus, Keyes’ model of complete mental health consists
of both hedonic and eudaimonic components of well-being
encompassing emotional, psychological and social well-
being (Keyes, 2002). In India, the model has been used to
examine the mediating role of gratitude on well-being
(Sharma & Singh, 2019) and to study the mental health and
well-being of adolescents (Singh et al., 2015), school-going
children (Singh & Junnarkar, 2015), mental health pro-
fessionals (Aggarwal & Sriram, 2018) and among the
caregivers of orphan and separated children (Keyes et al.,
2021). The authors have not come across any study that
uses the complete model of mental health to examine well-
being in the capacity of caste, gender and their interactions.

Another critical index of well-being and societal pro-
gress is the measure of life satisfaction. It is one of the
components of subjective well-being, and researchers
define it as a cognitive judgement of one’s life according to
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their chosen criteria (Shin & Johnson, 1978). In other
words, a person with high life satisfaction evaluates that
they meet their goals, desires, and standards according to
the current conditions of their life (Diener et al., 1985).
Although life satisfaction correlates with the affective
components of subjective well-being (high positive affect,
low negative affect), it forms a separate factor from the
affective aspects of subjective well-being (Lucas et al.,
1996). Moreover, compared with affective components,
life satisfaction tends to be based more on stable sources of
information, such as global assessments about one’s life
circumstances and domains of life, rather than specific
events or activities (Luhmann et al., 2012). Therefore, from
an assessment perspective, measures of both the affective
and cognitive components of subjective well-being are
essential to provide a complete measurement possible
(Diener & Seligman, 2004). Traditionally, there are two
theoretical approaches to assessing life satisfaction. The
“top-down” approach suggests that life satisfaction results
from stable personality traits (Steel et al., 2008). While the
“bottom-up” approach suggests that life satisfaction attri-
butes to multiple domains in life, such as relationships,
work, leisure, health and the like (Pavot & Diener, 2008).
This study considers life satisfaction from the bottom-up
perspective and examines how caste and gender identities
impact life satisfaction. Though life satisfaction has been
studied in diverse fields, very few studies document the
relation between caste identities and life satisfaction. In a
one-off study, Spears (2016) found that SCs (scheduled
castes), STs (scheduled tribes), and OBCs (other backward
classes) report lower life satisfaction compared to general
castes. It suggests that more research in this domain is
necessary to account for something substantive.

Theoretical Framework

As mentioned above, Keyes’ model of mental health con-
sists of both hedonic and eudaimonic components of well-
being encompassing emotional, psychological and social
well-being. It emerged as a broad construct of well-being
and is currently perhaps the most inclusive of the well-
being models, hence its relevance to this study. Looking at
well-being from a lens that it is something worth striving
for presents a significantly individualised perspective of
well-being and, in the process, obscures the socio-political
and structural aspects that impact well-being, over which
individuals might not have any control. Moreover, an
individual’s well-being cannot exist in a vacuum. It is
dependent on various social and structural processes larger
than the individual. It is also important to note that struc-
tural factors are not the same across different social con-
texts, and researchers must recognise these contextual
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differences in theorising well-being. In the context of this
study, the authors recognise caste and gender as two
dominant structural factors characterised by adversity and
marginalisation that impact an individual’s well-being.
Moreover, the intersectionality of caste and gender pro-
duces inequalities that determine an individual’s lived
experiences, which positively or negatively impact their
quality of life and, in turn, their overall well-being.

The study used intersectionality as it allowed the
exploration of the impact of caste and gender identities on
life satisfaction and well-being by better reflecting the real
world’s complexity. Intersectionality moves beyond
understanding social identities either in isolation from one
another (e.g., gender as separate from caste) or in an
additive manner (e.g., gender plus caste equals a more
significant disadvantage). Instead, it highlights the various
social identities as mutually constituted and intersecting in
dynamic and interactive ways (Bowleg, 2012; Hankivsky,
2012). For example, a Dalit man may experience both
social privilege (by being a man) and oppression (due to
their low caste). Moreover, caste is such a complex phe-
nomenon that if the caste markers of a Dalit man are not
visible or revealed to the society (for example, through
their surname or by virtue of being in an urban area where
caste identities are not inherently visible), the individual
might not face caste oppression. Nonetheless, the individ-
ual would be constantly vigilant about their caste identity
as being a Dalit is historically seen as a stigmatised iden-
tity. This continual vigilance might affect their well-being
and mental health in the long run (Lewis et al., 2012). This
would become even more complex when considering class,
(dis)ability and sexual orientation. When we look at well-
being from an individualistic perspective or as something
that an individual should strive for, we ignore its structural
aspects. Thus, intersectionality considers how individuals
can simultaneously experience and embody privileges and
disadvantages as different social identities combine in
varied ways across time and diverse locations.

Keyes’s model fits well with an intersectional frame-
work as it explores both subjective happiness (emotional
well-being) and optimal human functioning vis-a-vis the
individual (psychological well-being) and society (social
well-being). The assumptions of intersectionality are that
individuals’ multiple social identities overlap to create an
intersection of graded inequalities that determine their
lived experiences would directly impact their emotional
well-being. Moreover, as the inequalities are fostered by
social contexts and experienced by individuals psycho-
logically, those identities would directly influence an
individual’s social and psychological well-being, as the
experiences and the larger societal contexts would influ-
ence their functioning. Using well-being and intersection-
ality in the study could serve as evidence that the social

contexts and structural factors of the community and the
larger society within which the people live impact their
overall well-being. Hence, taking caste and gender as the
two identities, this cross-sectional study uses the Keyes
well-being model to explore life satisfaction and well-be-
ing in individuals belonging to a higher and lower caste and
men and women. Additionally, the study uses the lens of
intersectionality to explore the interaction of caste and
gender on life satisfaction and well-being.

Present Study

Despite the long history of social stratification, with indi-
viduals from low caste groups experiencing oppression and
systemic discrimination, academic discourse on caste
focuses on discrimination in different spheres, such as
economic, social, and political, putting a skewed emphasis
on the psychological impact. A closer look at the research
conducted on caste identities would reveal that majority of
them are based in rural areas, which adds to the growing
consensus that caste is a thing of the past and limited to
rural India. Thus, we need more research on caste identities
and how these identities play out in urban spaces, where
the dominant narrative is that class is what matters rather
than caste. Moreover, looking at caste and class as
dichotomous reveals a massive gap in the literature and
understanding of how caste and class identities play out.
Studies have documented how untouchability and caste
discrimination are still prevalent in urban (and rural) India
(Coffey et al., 2018) and that among educated middle-class
Indians, 70 per cent of individuals still marry within caste
(Munshi, 2014). Therefore, studying how life satisfaction
and well-being are affected across caste groups in urban
areas becomes imperative. Few studies have focused on
how caste is linked to mental health and well-being (Kiang
et al., 2020). The present research thus tends to bridge the
gap of literature on caste identities in India and add to the
burgeoning literature on life satisfaction and well-being.

Against the backdrop of urban India, this study draws
from intersectionality to explore life satisfaction and well-
being at the intersections of caste and gender. The present
study would add to the literature, first by testing for caste
and gender differences in life satisfaction and well-being.
Consistent with the previous literature, scheduled caste
individuals are expected to have poorer life satisfaction and
well-being than general caste individuals; and women are
expected to have poorer life satisfaction and well-being
than men across caste groups. Second, to test the hypoth-
esis that caste and gender identities intersect with each
other, this study will also test for the interaction between
caste and gender on life satisfaction and well-being.
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Method
Participants

The current research collected data from 465 individuals
aged between 18-35 years (Mean = 24.79, SD = 3.94), of
which 237 belonged to the general category (51%), and 228
belonged to the scheduled caste category (49%). General
category respondents were composed of 104 men and 133
women, while scheduled caste participants consisted of 135
men and 93 women. Participants resided in urban centres in
India, such as Delhi, Chandigarh, Lucknow, Mumbai,
Bengaluru and Kolkata. A section of the participants were
students studying in colleges and universities, while others
were doctors, engineers, artists, freelancers, researchers,
lawyers, and government servants. Since English is the
dominant working language in India, the measures were
administered in basic English, and it was ensured that the
items were easy to comprehend.

Measures
Demographic Information

The sample comprised young adults aged between 18-35,
and the study involved the use of two demographic vari-
ables- caste and gender, as independent variables. Hence,
the authors collected demographic information related to
age, gender, caste and occupation. The inclusion criteria
were age range between 18-35, general and scheduled
caste for caste categories, and men and women for gender.

Satisfaction with Life Scale

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985)
measures global cognitive judgements of satisfaction with
one’s life. It comprises of 5 items (e.g., “the conditions of
my life are excellent”, “So far I have gotten the important
things I want in life”) asking participants to indicate how
much they agree to each item on a 7-point Likert scale
(1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The Cronbach
alpha of items in the current study was 0.80.

Mental Health Continuum- Short Form

The Mental Health Continuum Short Form (MHC-SF;
Keyes et al., 2008) measures mental health on a 6-point
Likert scale (0 = Never, 5 = Everyday). It comprises 14
items, of which three measure the frequency of emotional
well-being, (e.g., “During the past month, how often did
you feel’: ‘happy’), six measure psychological well-being
(e.g., “that you had experiences that challenged you to
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grow and become a better person”), and five measure
social well-being (e.g., “that you had something important
to contribute to society”). The total score was assessed by
summing the items for each dimension, with higher scores
indicating superior levels of well-being. Cronbach alpha of
items in the study was 0.81 for emotional well-being
(EWB); 0.70 for social well-being (SWB); 0.84 for psy-
chological well-being (PWB), and the composite score of
MHC-SF was 0.88.

Procedure

Data for the survey were collected between March and
June 2020 during the pandemic. Participants were invited
to the study “Well-Being and Mental Health in young
adults” using a link to the Qualtrics survey posted on
various social media sites, such as WhatsApp, Facebook,
LinkedIn and Reddit. All participants read the consent form
that expressed their voluntary participation in the study and
ensured confidentiality of information. Upon agreeing to
the consent form, participants completed measures of life
satisfaction and well-being. After completing the survey,
participants were asked to fill up demographic information,
such as age, gender, occupation and caste.

Results

A two-way MANOVA was run with two independent
variables—caste and gender—and two dependent vari-
ables—Ilife satisfaction and well-being. Data were analysed
using SPSS 26. Prior to the analyses, data were screened to
see if it met the assumptions of MANOVA (Tabachnick
et al., 2007). Few participants were identified as univariate
outliers, as assessed by inspection of a boxplot, but no
multivariate outliers in the data, evaluated by Mahalanobis
distance (p > 0.001). All participants were retained for this
analysis. Life satisfaction and well-being scores were
normally distributed, visually assessed by normal Q-Q
plots. There was a linear relationship between the depen-
dent variables, and no evidence of multicollinearity was
found between them. Covariance matrices were homoge-
neous, as assessed by Box’s M test.

Multivariate Analyses

The first two objectives of the study were to assess caste-
based and gender differences in life satisfaction and well-
being. Significant multivariate main effects were found for
caste, F (4,458) = 5.038, p = 0.001, Wilks’ A = 0.958 and
for gender, F (4, 458) =6.153, p <0.001, Wilks’
A = 0.949 on the combined dependent variables. The third
objective was to assess the interaction effect between caste
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and gender on life satisfaction and well-being. Contrary to
the authors’ hypothesis, the interaction effect between
gender and caste on the combined dependent variables was
not statistically significant, with F (4, 458) = 0.938,
p =0.442, Wilks’ A = 0.992. Hence, the hypothesis that
there will be an interaction between caste and gender on
life satisfaction and well-being is rejected. A closer
inspection of the mean scores of the four groups (general
men, general women, scheduled caste men and scheduled
caste women) reveals scheduled caste men to have the
lowest scores in both the variables of life satisfaction and
well-being and its three subscales. Table 1 corresponds to
the descriptive statistics showing mean and standard
deviations for the four groups of general and scheduled
caste men and women, while Table 2 corresponds to the
effect of caste, gender and the interaction of caste and
gender on the combined dependent variable.

Univariate Analyses of Caste

Follow-up univariate two-way ANOVAs were used to
examine individual dependent variable contributions to
main effects. There was a statistically significant main
effect of caste for life satisfaction, where general partici-
pants (M = 20.56, SE = 0.41) scored higher than scheduled
caste participants (M = 18.18, SE = 0.43). Thus, the
hypothesis that scheduled caste participants would fare
worse in life satisfaction is accepted. Significant differ-
ences were also found for total well-being in which general
participants (M = 36.71, SE = 0.87) scored higher than
scheduled caste participants (M = 33.45, SE = 0.90).
Therefore, in line with previous literature, the hypothesis
that scheduled caste participants would have poor well-
being is accepted.

In the sub-scales of MHC, a significant difference was
found for emotional well-being (EWB) and social well-
being (SWB), in which general respondents (EWB:
M = 8.86, SE = 0.23; SWB: M = 9.86, SE = 0.34) scored
higher than scheduled caste respondents (EWB: M = 7.68,
SE = 0.24; SWB: M = 8.79, SE = 0.35). However, general
respondents, in spite of having higher psychological well-
being (M = 17.98, SD = 0.44) than scheduled castes
(M = 16.97, SD = 0.46), no significant differences in
scores for psychological well-being (PWB) were found.
Table 3 shows the F-ratios and p-values for the effects of
caste, gender and interaction of caste and gender on
dependent variables of life satisfaction, well-being and its
subscales. Table 4 shows the values of estimated marginal
means for caste and gender.

Univariate Analyses of Gender

There was a statistically significant main effect of gender
on life satisfaction, where women (M = 20.75, SE = 0.43)
scored higher than men (M = 17.99, SE = 0.41). This
result was contrary to the author’s hypothesis. The authors
predicted that women in the patriarchal Indian society
would have lower life satisfaction than men. In terms of
well-being, no statistically main effect of gender for well-
being was seen, although the mean scores for women
(M = 35.85, SE = 0.90) were higher than men (M = 34.31,
SE = 0.87).

Discussion

This study investigated the effects of caste and gender and
their interaction on life satisfaction and well-being in urban
areas. The findings provided evidence that caste and gender
play a role in shaping an individual’s well-being. Sched-
uled caste individuals have significantly lower levels of life
satisfaction and well-being, and women across caste groups
have significantly higher levels of life satisfaction than
men. The study did not find an interaction between caste
and gender vis-a-vis life satisfaction and well-being.

Caste Differences

In line with the authors’ hypothesis, the results revealed
significant caste differences, which align with previous
studies that suggest lower-caste individuals have lower
well-being and life satisfaction (Fontaine & Yamada, 2014;
Landeghem & Vandeplas, 2018; Spears, 2016). However,
as discussed beforehand, most previous studies focused on
rural areas where caste plays a dominant role in everyday
life. While the caste system may not be visible in the same
manner as villages, the findings of the study revealed that
caste might have a significant role to play in urban areas as
well. Based on previous literature, authors hypothesised
that there would be caste differences between general
category and SC individuals, with SC individuals having
significantly lower life satisfaction and well-being levels.
The findings of the study revealed the same, with SC
individuals scoring significantly low on the scales of life
satisfaction and well-being, with significant differences in
two of the three subcomponents of well-being: emotional
well-being and social well-being.

Research has shown that high scores in social well-being
reflect a heightened sense of social connectedness and
acceptance that can boost social resources and act as a
buffer against stressful situations (Dang, 2014). Thus,
general category individuals’ higher scores on well-being
and life satisfaction can be attributed to the fact that they
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Dependent variable General Scheduled caste

Men (N = 104) Women (N = 133) Men (N = 135) Women (N = 93)

M SD M SD M SD M SD
SWL 19.38 6.17 21.75 6.51 16.60 6.21 19.75 6.68
EWB 8.54 3.83 9.18 3.37 7.38 3.73 7.97 3.54
SWB 10.17 6.05 9.55 5.42 8.28 4.74 9.31 4.76
PWB 17.79 7.32 18.16 6.72 16.45 7.01 17.50 6.21
MHC 36.51 15.03 36.90 13.48 32.11 12.81 34.79 12.07

M Mean; SD Standard Deviation; N Sample Size; SWL Satisfaction with Life; EWB Emotional Well-Being; SWB Social Well-Being; PWB

Psychological Well-Being, MHC Mental Health Continuum

Table 2 Multivariate analyses of caste, gender and interaction of caste and gender

Effect Wilks” Lambda F-ratio p value
Caste 958 5.03 .001**
Gender .949 6.15 < .001%**
Caste*Gender 992 93 442
"p < .01, #** p < 001
Table 3 Effects of caste, gender and interaction of caste and gender on dependent variables
Dependent variable Caste Gender Caste*Gender

F (1,461) p F (1,461) p F (1,461) p
SWL 15.84 < .001%#** 21.10 < .001%** 42 517
EWB 12.16 .001** 3.28 .070 .00 945
SWB 4.66 .031* 17 .676 2.71 .096
PWB 242 .120 1.21 270 .28 594
MHC 6.70 .010% 1.48 223 .82 364

SWL Satisfaction with Life; EWB Emotional Well-Being; SWB Social

Continuum
*p < .05; *p < 01 #+Ep < 001

might have better psychological resources to cope with
challenging personal and social situations. Social well-be-
ing assesses an individual’s ability to contribute something
important to the society (social contribution) and a sense of
belongingness (social integration), acceptance of people as
they are (social acceptance), a belief that overall, their
society is a good place to be (social growth) and a belief
that the way their society works makes sense to them
(social coherence). Hence, these questions might make
sense for a higher caste individual who is less likely to
experience oppression and discrimination and neither has
to hide a fundamental aspect of their social identity.
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Well-Being; PWB Psychological Well-Being; MHC Mental Health

Therefore, a higher caste individual might see society as a
fair place and make sense of it. However, it might be an
everyday battle for lower caste individuals to make sense
of their caste identity and negotiate them in social circles
before making sense of the surrounding society and
belonging despite the intergenerational trauma and
oppression. Hence, this might contribute to lower scores on
social well-being in the study.

A closer look at the descriptive statistics revealed that
although SC individuals did not score significantly low on
the third subcomponent, psychological well-being, their
average scores were less than general category individuals.
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Table 4 Estimated marginal means for Caste and Gender
Dependent variable Caste Gender

General Scheduled caste Men Women

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE
SWL 20.56 41 18.18 43 17.99 41 20.75 43
EWB 8.86 23 7.68 24 7.96 23 8.58 24
SWB 9.86 34 8.79 .35 9.22 34 9.43 35
PWB 17.98 44 16.97 46 17.12 44 17.83 46
MHC 36.71 .87 33.45 .90 34.31 .87 35.85 .90

S.E Standard Error; SWL Satisfaction with life; EWB Emotional Well-Being; SWB Social Well-Being; PWB Psychological Well-Being, MHC

Mental Health Continuum

Psychological well-being was examined as composed of
six components: self-acceptance, environmental mastery,
positive relationships, personal growth, autonomy, and
purpose in life. These components may serve as psycho-
logical resources for individuals to cope with challenging
life situations and exhibit resilient outcomes (Sagone & De
Caroli, 2014). Hence, higher castes’ high scores on psy-
chological well-being might suggest higher psychological
functioning and protective factors for mental health and
well-being. This might have contributed to higher life
satisfaction and happiness than SC individuals. Moreover,
observing the average overall well-being scores, the
authors found that SC individuals are below the scale’s
mid-point. Thus, most of them are expected to lie towards
the languishing spectrum. On the other hand, general caste
individuals’ average overall well-being scores are slightly
above the mid-point scale. While general caste individuals’
well-being might not necessarily be very high, it is not as
low as SC individuals’ either. Hence, it can be said that SC
individuals are less satisfied with their lives, are less happy,
and have lower social well-being than general category
individuals.

Moreover, it is left to speculation how the pandemic has
impacted well-being in this study as the data was collected
in the initial phases of the pandemic. Research reveals that
lower caste candidates are less likely to get hired when
compared with general category candidates (Das, 2013;
Mosse, 2018; Siddique, 2011;). Furthermore, a study con-
ducted after data collection for this paper found that the
largest decline in employment during the pandemic
occurred for scheduled caste, followed by scheduled tribe,
followed by other backward classes, and then general
castes (Deshpande, 2021). Hence, it may show SC indi-
viduals’ heightened fear of downward mobility as opposed
to their higher caste colleagues (Iversen et al., 2016). The
combination of these trends makes persons of lower castes
more prone to unemployment and downward social

mobility, which in turn might lead to worse well-being and
life satisfaction outcomes (Bartelink et al., 2020; Laksh-
manasamy & Maya, 2020; Sinha, 2018), which is also
congruent in the authors’ findings.

There is also considerable evidence that experiencing or
perceiving discrimination triggers stress responses and
contributes to poor mental health and well-being (Myer
et al.,, 2008). Previous research has documented greater
perceptions of discrimination linked to poor mental health,
poorer well-being and poorer self-esteem (Benner et al.,
2018; de Freitas et al., 2018). Thus, while caste directly
might not influence well-being, it could indirectly influence
stress factors that might lead to lower well-being for low
caste individuals, which is reflected in our findings.
Workplace or higher education is not the beginning of
discrimination but rather its continuation. Thus, caste
continues to shape itself in modern, privileged, urban India
covertly, leading to poorer mental health and well-being
outcomes for disadvantaged castes. The findings suggest
that caste might is still prevalent, and a caste-based con-
sciousness dictates how people think and act, leading to
poorer well-being of scheduled caste individuals.

Gender Differences

As opposed to the authors’ expectations and hypothesis, no
differences were found for gender and its effect on well-
being. A closer look at the descriptive statistics reveals that
despite having no significant differences, women scored
higher than men on well-being and all three of its sub-
components- emotional well-being, social well-being and
psychological well-being. Women scored significantly
higher than men across caste groups regarding life satis-
faction. The findings contradict recent metanalytical find-
ings that men have higher life satisfaction than women
(Batz-Barbarich et al., 2018). Instead, these results are
congruent with previous studies (Jovanovié, 2017; Tay
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et al., 2014), indicating that women have higher life sat-
isfaction than men.

The results provide an interesting insight into how
gender affects well-being in urban areas. Women in India
are subject to rigid patriarchal norms both within and
outside their homes. In most Indian households, men are
favoured more than women in terms of food and education
and have more commanding power in almost every family
matter. Male bias in households is associated with positive
mental health for men and unfavourable for women (Ram
et al,, 2014). Thus, in a rigid patriarchal environment,
women might have difficulty taking control of their own
lives, which may, in turn, reflect a lower level of life sat-
isfaction, as shown by previous research (Huebner et al.,
2004). However, as discussed beforehand, urban spaces are
often considered more progressive than rural areas. The
traditional social orders in rural areas are challenged in
urban spaces. The authors’ findings, therefore, might reflect
that urban Indian women have more agency, which leads to
higher life satisfaction.

Research has shown that among more educated indi-
viduals, women scored higher in life satisfaction than men
(Graham & Chattopadhyay, 2013). It might explain the
gender differences in our findings as the sample consisted
of highly educated and working individuals. Moreover,
considering that the sample comprises people ranging from
18-35 years of age, research has shown that younger
women (18-24, 25-34, and 35-44) reported higher levels
of life satisfaction than younger men. In contrast, older
men (above 45 years of age) reported higher levels of life
satisfaction than older women (Inglehart, 2002). These
results can be partially explained by findings that older
women are at higher risk of health problems, are widowed,
and have lower material resources (e.g., Pinquart & Sor-
ensen, 2001).

One could also speculate on this finding in the light of
the pandemic. As a national lockdown was imposed due to
the Covid-19 pandemic, people lost their jobs as the Indian
economy came to a standstill. As men form a more sig-
nificant part of the workforce in India and traditionally
have been seen as “bread-earners” of the family, the
anticipation and fear of job loss and uncertainty about the
future might have been a factor in their life satisfaction.
Research shows that more men lost employment (in
absolute terms) than women during the pandemic (Desh-
pande, 2021). Women’s higher life satisfaction and well-
being scores might also be explained through the concept
of “Depressed Entitlement” (Hogue & Yoder, 2003),
which suggests that women have lower expectations of
benefits and recognition than their male counterparts.

Conflicting results in studies on gender differences in
life satisfaction indicated that several moderators may
influence the relationship between gender and life
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satisfaction. Several studies have shown that gender and
life satisfaction depend on national contexts, socio-cultural
conditions, and demographic variables (e.g., Meisenberg &
Woodley, 2015). Thus, gender differences remain incon-
clusive vis-a-vis life satisfaction and vary for life satis-
faction and well-being depending on sampling and
methodological differences and individual and social fac-
tors that might intersect with gender identities.

Caste and Gender Intersectionality

Another objective of the study was to explore the life
satisfaction and well-being scores at the intersections of
caste and gender. The multivariate data revealed that caste
by gender interaction was not statistically insignificant,
contrary to the authors’ hypothesis. The authors assumed
that lower caste women would have lower well-being and
life satisfaction as they struggled with patriarchy and cas-
teism. However, as mentioned above, women across caste
groups scored significantly higher than men on life satis-
faction, and their average scores on well-being also were
higher than men. A closer look at demographic data
revealed that both general and SC women have higher
mean scores than general caste men on life satisfaction.
Moreover, SC men have the lowest mean scores of life
satisfaction and well-being (and its subscales) compared to
the rest of the three groups (i.e., general caste men, women
and SC women). These findings provide a fascinating
picture of the intersection of caste and gender dynamics
regarding well-being outcomes. As mentioned above, the
traditional social orders are challenged in urban spaces, and
these findings are evidence of that. The finding that SC
women scored higher on life satisfaction than higher caste
men reveals the complex and dynamic nature of intersec-
tional identities. The lower scores of SC men might have
contributed to the non-significant results, which may raise
questions about whether psychological theories and prin-
ciples of well-being fully represent the range of diversity of
human experiences. Therefore, exploring how these social
identities intersect in myriad, complex and multidimen-
sional ways in future studies would be worthwhile. The
authors’ analysis implies that caste and gender play a role
in forming an individual’s perception of their lives and
well-being outcomes and provides a snapshot of how caste
identities operate in urban spaces. The findings of the study
contribute to the ongoing discourse by providing evidence
that caste is alive in cities and urban areas, caste-based
discrimination is prevalent, and its effects on the psycho-
logical health of historically disadvantaged caste groups
are worth examining. It is also imperative for policies to
consider the inequality in psychological and behavioural
aspects of individuals to promote a more just and egali-
tarian society.
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Limitations and Future Directions

The study integrate intersectionality with mental health and
well-being literature by focusing on multiple social iden-
tities without sufficient attention to power inequities, which
is not always congruent with intersectionality’s emphasis
on systems of inequality and privilege (Syed & Ajayi,
2018). A strong intersectionality framework involves the
analysis of identities and interlocking systems of power
and privilege, while weak intersectionality research
includes investigations of multiple identities, usually as
demographic variables, without discussion of systems of
inequality (Parent et al., 2013; Shin et al., 2017). Therefore,
future intersectionality research should explore the well-
being of the marginalised groups by including the assess-
ment of structural factors like educational and economic
outcomes and analysing discrimination. Moreover, for a
rich and nuanced analysis, it is suggested that quantitative
surveys complement in-depth qualitative interviews, which
would help provide a clear picture of how caste dynamics
play out for mental health and well-being. Therefore,
combining both qualitative and quantitative strategies
allows for utilising both methods’ strengths when con-
ducting intersectionality research (Mays & Ghavami,
2018).

Another limitation of the study is that it was cross-sec-
tional, and no causal inferences could be drawn from the
study. Moreover, the data on individuals’ life satisfaction
and well-being were collected during the pandemic, from
April to July 2020. The Indian government imposed a
nationwide lockdown, and the country came to a standstill.
The unprecedented situation caused a lot of uncertainty,
fear of job loss, and the fear of contracting Covid-19. This
might have hugely impacted the mental health of individ-
uals, and it might have been reflected in our dataset as well.
Future studies should therefore control for such external
factors and look at causal inferences. The survey was
collected entirely online, which has its strengths as online
surveys are created quickly and distributed with an exten-
sive reach, especially in times of the pandemic. However,
they are only accessed by those who have internet access
and are sufficiently biased towards the subject of study
(Andrade, 2020). In our research, this could also be per-
ceived as a strength as the study’s target population were
individuals from urban settings.

There is a paucity of research on the effects of social
identities on well-being, and there is a dire need for further
research on these topics. Future studies should also focus
on how individuals cope with marginalised and stigmatised
social identities. The current study focused on two caste
categories, i.e., general and scheduled castes. Future stud-
ies should also employ other backward classes (OBCs) and

scheduled tribes (STs) for a more holistic approach to
social identities. In an experiment led by Hoff and Pandey
(2006, 2014), children were asked to solve mazes. When
the children’s castes were not revealed, low-caste chil-
dren’s performance was not significantly different from
that of higher castes. However, when castes were publicly
announced, the performance of lower caste children sig-
nificantly dropped. Therefore, it would be interesting to
explore how mental health and well-being are affected
when marginalised identities are made salient.

Implications of the Study

Psychologists and researchers can use the insights from the
study to inform existing mechanisms of oppression, iden-
tity, and mental health processes, among other contexts.
While it is true that as more individuals from marginalised
groups gain social mobility and move to cities and urban
areas, it might change their class status. However, the
changing of class can lessen the salience of caste but does
not remove it, and caste remains a significant identity
marker in the Indian context, as portrayed by our findings.
Moreover, the results that women across caste groups
scored significantly higher on life satisfaction and had
higher average scores on well-being does not negate that
India is still a predominantly patriarchal society, and
women across caste groups, religions and socioeconomic
status enjoy less agency and liberty than men. The baggage
of being the “bread-earner” and a de-facto head of the
family creates vulnerabilities among men, and the Covid-
19 pandemic only elevated it. Although men hold privilege
and power based on gender, research has shown that many
men do not seek help when they need it and refrain from
receiving  gender-sensitive  psychological treatment
(Mahalik et al., 2012). Hence, the results of the study
provide an avenue for policy-makers and social scientists
to further explore the declining trends of life satisfaction
and well-being in men.

As mentioned earlier, higher psychological well-being
scores might suggest higher psychological functioning and
protective factors for mental health and well-being (Sagone
& De Caroli, 2014). Individuals with intergenerational
trauma and baggage of a stigmatised identity can find it
difficult to cope with challenging life situations and exhibit
resilient outcomes when deemed incompetent, which can
have severe repercussions on their self-esteem. Moreover,
it can be an uphill battle for individuals with stigmatised
identities to have a heightened sense of social connected-
ness and acceptance, which boosts their social resources
and acts as a buffer against stressful situations. Therefore,
psychologists and policy-makers should use social psy-
chological principles to foster greater inter-caste contact to
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reduce biases and negative stereotypes against lower-caste
individuals, affecting their self-confidence and self-esteem
(Lowe, 2021), leading to lower well-being outcomes.
Moreover, in institutions where inter-caste contact is
already high (colleges, government workplaces), policy-
makers should take steps to sensitise people towards
modern casteism and affirmative action. Such policies
generate negative stereotypes about incompetence and
reinforce negative self-image against lower-caste individ-
uals (Deshpande, 2019), leading to lower life satisfaction
and overall well-being.

Individuals with marginalised identities also face well-
being and mental health issues due to the historical erasure
of their identities. The Indian education system has a bias
due to the erasure of caste. Moreover, school textbooks
explain caste in a very explanatory way which does not
account for the representation of how Indians live and how
their psyches operate. Hence, the caste syllabus should be
made more inclusive of the historical aspects of caste and
how it is practised in camouflaged forms in modern, urban
India. The more people are sensitised about different social
identities and intersections, the more people from oppres-
sed and marginalised groups feel inclusive in the system,
which might increase their social well-being. Likewise, it is
also imperative that caste be taught in the psychology
syllabus so that psychologists can do better intervention
studies and produce caste-sensitive therapists. Positive
psychological interventions and caste affirmative therapy
can also lead people to achieve better mental health, well-
being and life satisfaction.

Conclusions

Studies on well-being and caste identities have focused
majorly on rural areas and have often explored mental
health and well-being from a pathological lens. There has
been a dearth of research on how caste identities effect
mental health and well-being in urban areas. The present
study explored caste and gender differences in life satis-
faction and well-being in urban areas. The authors ran a
2X2 MANOVA design with caste (general and scheduled
caste) and gender (men and women) as the two indepen-
dent variables and life satisfaction and well-being as the
two dependent variables. In addition, the authors explored
the interaction effect between caste and gender on the two
dependent variables. As hypothesised, the authors found
that individuals belonging to the general category scored
significantly higher on life satisfaction and well-being.
These findings align with previous studies, showing that
high caste individuals have higher well-being scores than
lower-caste individuals. Furthermore, in the sub-scales of
well-being, general individuals scored significantly higher
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on emotional and social well-being than scheduled caste
individuals. In contrast, psychological well-being was not
significantly different.

The authors also observed that women (across caste
groups) scored significantly higher than men in life satis-
faction, and no significant differences were found in mental
health. In addition, there was no interaction effect between
caste and gender. These results contradict some of the
previous findings, which found gender differences in life
satisfaction, with males having significantly higher life
satisfaction than females and with findings of no differ-
ence. Hence, it is imperative to look at how gender
dynamics have changed for the years that can account for
such difference as these findings are contrary to what one
could expect in a patriarchal society.

The results show that the role of caste cannot be ignored
while studying well-being and mental health in both urban
and rural spaces in India. Indeed, there have been efforts
made by the community and governments towards
increased social mobility and urbanisation, which might
have changed some dynamics but has not radically altered
the role of caste in an individual’s life residing in India.
Hence, the scope of caste and its pervasiveness in Indian
society needs to be looked into in more detail through more
longitudinal and robust cross-sectional studies. Moreover,
in the future, psychological research should explore and dig
deeper into how caste and gender class interact and create
complex social relations and how both factors play a role in
an individual’s mental health and well-being.
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