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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the lived experiences of women working in the Nepali 
trekking industry at a women-owned company and empowerment program in Pokhara, 
Nepal. My research questions ask how these women make their decisions to become 
guides in the first place, interpret their minority statuses in the industry, and define and 
embody empowerment in relation to their job titles. The thesis is a response to another 
paper I wrote while in Nepal directly after collecting the data in the spring of 2018. This 
second iteration makes entirely new claims and analyses the guides’ responses through a 
very different theoretical framework. My thesis takes a non-traditional format, and is 
divided into two distinct sections, each of which are situated in time and place. The first 
discusses my original study’s methods and findings, along with its many assumptive 
qualities. This leads into the second section, which applies various theoretical concepts in 
order to incorporate discussions of positionality and reflexivity into the literature and 
analysis. I find that my assumptions are visible through several of my interview 
questions, and that they lead towards a “narrative disjunction” between my 
understandings and those of the guides. The places where these disjunctions exist 
illuminate the limitations of traditional feminist notions of freedom, liberation, and 
emancipation. My results establish the idea that concepts such as agency and 
empowerment have various modalities instead of specific definitions that are tied to 
certain lifestyles, actions, and conceptualizations. I discover through my reflexive 
approach that the women I interviewed who work as trekking guides in Nepal defy 
secular-liberal and Western feminist interpretations of agency and empowerment and 
embody these terms in other powerful ways.  
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Preface 
It was with a little amusement and a lot of worry that I embarked upon the journey 

that turned into this thesis. About six months ago, I decided to use a set of data that I had 

collected in the spring of 2018 in partial requirements for my study abroad program in 

Nepal. For the final month of the program, I lived alone in Pokhara, a city at the base of 

the Annapurna mountains, and interviewed women working in the Nepali trekking 

industry. I had an inkling that the project could turn into a thesis, as the interviews were 

rich and interesting. However, after returning home, and with the impending choice of 

thesis subject upon me, I became cognizant of the possible flaws in my data collection. It 

was only in retrospect that I realized how assumptive I had been in my original study. 

From my interview questions themselves to my analytical methods, I had kept my 

frameworks firmly grounded in secular-liberal epistemologies of the West throughout the 

duration of my study. These ideologies are rooted in individualistic notions of equality 

and personal freedom. Also inherent in secular-liberalism is the separation of religion and 

politics and the idea that it is necessary for traditional religious belief to have no control 

over society. By looking through the same liberal feminist lens throughout my life and 

academic career, I had neglected to realize that other frameworks existed. 

At the same time that I deemed my data collection potentially problematic, I also 

knew the research would forever feel unfinished and unsatisfactory if I did not make a 

concerted effort to re-analyze and find new meaning in my interviews. I began the thesis 

process by reading scholars who directly critique the feminist research project - its 

common assumptions, unbreakable power dynamics, and lack of intersectionality or 

cultural sensitivity. In particular, I wanted to understand the hierarchical structures at play 

when Western women serve as researchers in studies about non-Western women. The 

complex nature of social research is even more complicated, many of these writers 
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claimed, when we make claims about people who live in the Global South and whose 

languages we do not speak (Stacey 1988). Feminist research at its core is impossible to 

do ethically, several pieces claimed. The “by, for, and about women” ideal is fake and 

only serves to cover up the ways academics benefit off of their research about 

“oppressed” and “poor” women. 

I began to feel stuck, as my focus had turned to the entirely unethical nature of my 

research. How would I use my data to make any claims at all? If simply being a white 

woman of the West made me ineligible as an interviewer in a country like Nepal, my 

paper could end up being nothing but a disclaimer. I began my coding process by simply 

searching for the places in my interviews that seemed unethical - moments where I asked 

assumptive questions or where I tried to put words in women’s mouths. I hoped this 

would give me a more clear idea of the true gravity of my situation. 

It was after this first round of coding, and a few rounds for grouping general 

themes, that I discovered two ethnographers who flipped my understandings upside 

down. Saba Mahmood (2005) and Nirmala Salgado (2013) are scholars in the fields of 

politics and religion, but their approaches to their discussions of non-Western women 

have sociological qualities and implications. In short, both Mahmood (2005) and Salgado 

(2013) chose to situate their knowledges in place and time in order to put their own 

epistemological stances to the side. Their studies are not about proving Western feminism 

wrong, but about removing the moral hierarchy placed upon other frameworks and 

knowledges that exist in the world. They deny universality and generalization by 

attempting to explore epistemologies that are unheard of by many Western liberal 

thinkers. Their studies leave room for knowledges that involve strong faith traditions, an 

important aspect of my research as well. 
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Thanks to Mahmood (2005) and Salgado (2013), everything clicked. It was in the 

exact interview questions I had coded as rooted in my own epistemologies that I found 

the trekking guides’ responses the most rich. The women pushed back against my 

assumptions, re-defining words I had always thought had stable meanings like agency, 

freedom, and empowerment in their own terms. I felt more able than ever to understand 

how the women experienced their lives and jobs by not only listening to their words, but 

attempting to understand the frameworks behind them. It does no good to practice deep 

listening if we immediately interpret others’ words by looking through the same pair of 

glasses we’ve worn our entire lives. 

The journey of my thesis has been a very personal process despite its content 

being situated far away from my writing of it. It has been my job to listen to the Nepali 

guides with openness and to suspend my own moral judgements. The guides gave me 

their words, and it only took the work to receive them with true humility. 

 Because I have placed importance on the process the thesis has been, I am writing 

the paper in a less traditional manner. For me, the experience of writing has mostly been 

a daily ritual of practicing openness and re-configuration of understanding. It is important 

to me that those who read my thesis can experience this journey as well by seeing how 

the way I have thought about the guides’ responses has shifted over the past year. 
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Introduction 
Section one will step back in time to the spring of 2018 when I conducted my data 

collection in Pokhara, Nepal. I will review the literature I originally used to approach my 

research, as it was pivotal in the decisions I made when interviewing and analyzing. I will 

follow this section with my methodology, and then will briefly describe my first round of 

findings. This section’s purpose is to provide the background to section two, which is in 

essence a direct response to, critique of, and discussion with the work I did in spring 

2018. 

Section two will discuss my interviews in an entirely new light. Again, I’ll echo 

the title of my thesis and say that I have learned to approach this research with a level of 

humility I was not familiar with previously. This has involved self-critique and many 

lessons in the ethics of social research, conversations with students and professors with 

expertise in disciplines beyond sociology, and the discovery of two books which 

fundamentally changed the way I think about the world. In this section, I will pull from 

new literature and new theories, and through them, I will describe the way I’ve come to 

certain conclusions. 

I present the thesis in this way because it has become clear to me that doing social 

research and writing about it is not always a one-and-done kind of journey. For me, it has 

taken months to search for and eventually find new ways of thinking and analyzing. It is 

not the case, at least in my exceptionally limited experience as a researcher, that a 

sociologist can complete interviews, code, and write an analysis without going through 

several stages of confusion, doubt, and realization. It is important to me that I am able to 

show how this journey was necessary for  both my growth and the production of my 

thesis. It has become obvious to me that I must let go of all my hopes to find “reality,” 

“truth,” or “genuineness”. This may not be everyone’s opinion, of course, but I do believe 
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that these do not exist in one form only. My interviews could be interpreted in a 

multitude of ways and I’d like to provide a window into my own, present ideas about 

them. More than anything else, I’ve learned how to not know and to question my ideas 

with a critical lens just as much as I would anyone else’s ideas. 

My agenda has become one that asks both myself and my readers not to assign 

truth to any one claim, but to call into conversation the multiple knowledges that exist 

around the globe by pondering how we see one another in relation to ourselves and our 

epistemologies. I do not believe that this lack of one truth invalidates my research – 

instead, it makes it stronger by approaching its own claims with honesty and humility. 

Despite its subject matter that strays so far from my own identity as an individual, my 

research has been a personal journey. It has stripped my understandings and built them 

back up again in radically different ways. This thesis is partly an account of how these 

changes in thinking have taken form, and what that means for the greater subject of social 

research and feminist research in particular. 
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I. 

Why trekking guides? 

My parents, Karl and Kathy Englert, spent a month in Nepal following their 

marriage over 25 years ago. Their experience was largely shaped by a young Nepali man 

who led them through their trek in the Kangchenjunga region that had recently opened up 

to foreign trekkers. His name was Sangge Sherpa and my parents were his very first 

clients. He was an incredible guide. The three of them became extremely close, and my 

parents ended up trying to get Sangge a visa to come to the United States. It was not 

approved, but my parents kept in touch with him for a bit while he opened his own 

trekking company back in Kathmandu. This is where my interest in traveling to Nepal 

originated. Having grown up in a very outdoor-oriented family, I’d always wanted to see 

the Himalayas. 

Upon arrival in Nepal for a semester-long study abroad program, the stories I 

began hearing about male trekking guides were unlike those I’d heard about Sangge. 

Many female trekkers report feeling uncomfortable around guides who drink excessively 

in the evenings. These issues go unaddressed most of the time, as there are no industry-

wide standards by which guides must abide. These extreme drinking habits are not only 

common among male trekking guides, but in rural villages throughout the mountains, it is 

often the case that men drink homemade alcoholic drinks called raksi and that women do 

not take part in that consumption at all. In general, Nepali women rarely drink alcohol 

and if they do, they do so in non-public spaces. Although foreign women looking for 

trekking guides would likely prefer companions who do not partake in such heavy 

consumption habits, opportunities for Nepali women to guide have only recently been 

granted. 
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My decision to do my research about these women was an easy one. Having 

discovered an interest in gender dynamics as well as access in the outdoor industry, the 

project seemed a perfect fit. I felt my focus on sociological topics like these provided me 

a certain amount of background knowledge that would lend itself well to a successful 

study. 

My hope was to find a way to interview Nepali women and to come up with a 

project that was sociological in nature. I originally learned about 3 Sisters, a guiding 

company owned and operated by women, from a family friend who had trekked with a 

few of their guides on a recent trip to Nepal, and soon found out that they were very well 

known for their success in bringing women into the trekking industry. The company has 

been featured in many publications - many international, and the name “3 Sisters” is 

known throughout the Himalayas and Nepal today. The idea to use 3 Sisters as my 

location of research was easy – there are no other guiding companies for women that are 

nearly as well established, and the ones that exist actually came out of 3 Sisters 

originally. I emailed Lucky Chettri, the oldest of the three sisters who founded the 

company who works in the EWN office most frequently. I asked if my research was a 

viable option with the guides and for the company. Once I’d received her go ahead, I 

began to plan the logistical side of my research. 

  

What resources and help did I receive before and during my period of data collection? 

In order to understand the scope of the research, it is pertinent to give a few 

details in terms of my data collection. For my study abroad program, I had to complete 

not only my research in the month of April 2018, but also my final paper and 

presentation, I was limited in time, outside support, and breadth. Most of the help I 
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received (which was plentiful) I received before I left for Pokhara to actually carry out 

my research. Once I arrived, I completed the project entirely on my own. This presented 

many limitations, which I will go into further along in the thesis. 

I was aided in the formation of my research questions and literature review by 

Suman Pant, our program director at SIT Nepal. I was also given the gift of learning the 

Nepali language extremely quickly, thanks solely to our unbelievable three language 

teachers – Sanjib, Mina, and Chandra. I was by no means fluent but could carry fairly 

complex conversations with ease. I felt prepared in many ways because of these 

incredible mentors, and what I lacked involved the actual logistics of carrying out ethical 

and reliable research in a non-Western setting. 

  

History of 3 Sisters 

Lucky, Nicky, and Dicky Chhetri founded 3 Sisters Adventure Trekking and 

EWN (Empowering Women of Nepal) in 1994. They were born and raised in Darjeeling, 

India, but all came to Kathmandu for schooling in their college years. After opening a 

lodge for tourists in Pokhara, the three of them began seeing a loophole in the trekking 

industry. They discovered when chatting with foreign women who stayed at their guest 

house that there was a concern about trekking solo with male guides who drank too much 

along the way. The Chettri women decided that this presented a perfect opportunity – to 

provide a new option for rural women who typically remain in the home and are married 

off by their family, and to give foreign women the chance to trek with guides they felt 

more comfortable around. There was also an idea of woman-to-woman connection that 

could be beneficial for both parties – a cultural exchange centered around a universal 
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womanhood. The idea turned into the creation of the non-profit and trekking agency. 3 

Sisters and EWN work together and are housed in the same building. 

3 Sisters and EWN celebrated their twentieth anniversary in 2018. They have 

graduated over 2,000 women from their EWN training, with most going on to find jobs 

outside of the trekking industry and some staying to becomes porters, assistant guides, 

and finally full-time guides (3 Sisters Adventure Trekking 2018). I was unable to find an 

exact number of guides working at 3 Sisters today, but the website shows seventeen full-

time senior guides. There are many assistants and porters not included in that number, 

which would likely bring it up to at least 50. There are several male guides who work at 3 

Sisters as well - my project does not pertain to them, as the company is geared towards 

women-led trekking. 

Each woman who works at 3 Sisters has gone through the EWN training. It is one 

month long and happens twice a year at the office for around 40 participants. No one is 

turned down for the training, but because it has become very popular in recent years, 

some have to wait six months to get a spot. The training includes classes on flora and 

fauna, climate change, environmental degradation, Himalayan environments, and 

English. I informally interviewed the oldest of the three sisters, Lucky Chettri, and she 

claimed that there is an empowerment component to the training that allows women to 

feel more comfortable as leaders. It is unclear as to what that actually entails. After the 

training, if an EWN graduate wants to become a porter, she must take a physical test and 

interview with one of the 3 Sisters. The company is well-known in Nepal and 

internationally because it incorporates this well-rounded educational training into its 

practices. 
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 Lucky made a point to tell me that the program and trekking company have 

experienced backlash from many peoples and groups in Nepal. She told me “when we 

started, it was really confusing for the people...and in Nepal, most people were thinking, 

you know, women don’t get exposure. They should be inside” (2018). She said that 

police have even gone undercover in order to investigate their organization because the 

government was skeptical of their operation. Although she and her sisters had felt 

discouraged, Lucky told me that they never seriously thought about stopping: “we knew 

the job was not for us….when we were starting seeing the girls, they are changing their 

lives. So we say, yes, we have to keep going” (Chettri, Lucky 2018) 

 

How did I collect my data and analyze it (the first time)? 

My data comes from interviews I conducted in the spring of 2018, when I was 

unaware of the possibility of taking the research further into a thesis. Because I 

conducted the research as part of the Independent Study Project that all SIT (School of 

International Training) study abroad programs require, I was bound by certain 

constraints. It became evident early on in the planning of my research that I would also 

be somewhat restricted in terms of scope—the ISP structure and length wasn’t going to 

allow for an entirely comprehensive study with dozens of interviews, and I would be 

unable to do any kind of purposive or random sampling. Lucky made it clear to me that 

the trekking guides at the company don’t operate on a fixed schedule. Most trekkers find 

guides for their trips a day or two in advance, so guides are on call at all times and must 

be ready to get up and go on extremely short notice. The majority of the guides’ time is 

not spent in the office – they generally work from home if they need to prepare for treks, 

use their time off for their own personal duties, or are literally trekking in the mountains 
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with clients. By Lucky’s suggestion, I came to the 3 Sisters/EWN office each afternoon 

around 4:00 when guides often scheduled meetings and socialized on the porch anyway. 

The process of finding an interviewee on any given day involved a sometimes-awkward 

negotiation between me, the receptionist, and a few guides. I’d ask them who would be 

willing to be interviewed and would offer to have the conversation in Nepali if a guide 

would prefer, however all the guides I ended up interviewing wanted to speak English 

with me. My interviews incorporated small amounts of Nepali, but because the women 

all must speak English for their jobs, they all told me they were comfortable speaking 

English with me. I thought about looking for a translator, but decided against it. Due to 

the small scope and my limited funds, hiring one would have required a larger scope and 

timeframe. Also due to lack of funds and time, I was unable to join any of the guides on 

treks as I originally had hoped. 

I interviewed ten women in total: six full-time guides, three assistants/porters, and 

the oldest of the Chhetri sisters, Lucky. All interviews were conducted at the office in the 

classroom which is used for guide training. Before each interview began, participants 

decided whether or not they felt comfortable with the research goals and process. If they 

were, I asked them to sign a consent form allowing the use of direct quotations, an audio-

recording, and sometimes a photo. It was important that each guide understand that their 

responses could be confidential if they preferred, and that they were allowed to stop the 

interview or decline to answer questions if they so wished. I ran into one issue with the 

written consent form – it was long and wordy, and several of the guides are not literate, 

or are still learning to read. I did not anticipate this and therefore had to cope in the 

moment when I ran into the problem. I realized soon after this occurred the first time that 

the consent form, although recommended by my program director, was not the best way 
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to go about this process. By the third or fourth interview, I began to read the form out 

loud to the guides, sometimes translating certain words or phrases. The guides were very 

comfortable with the research. After all, they had agreed to meet with me, and often had 

been interviewed by newspapers in the past. Many of the questions I asked were similar 

to those they receive in more informal settings with trekkers and tourists (their clients). 

Our conversations before the interviews officially began (and before I turned on the 

recorder) ranged from ten to thirty minutes. Some guides had lots of questions about why 

I wanted to interview the women at 3 Sisters – this seemed like genuine curiosity on their 

part but could also be because they did not know my intentions. I tried my best to 

establish a friendly rapport in hopes of providing a comfortable and safe space. 

My data collection was entirely qualitative and involved mostly open-ended 

questions and informal conversation. The interviews include enough information and 

narrative that they could be considered short oral histories. Each guide was asked a 

similar list of questions despite the order and flow sometimes changing. I would skip 

questions once in a while if they seemed irrelevant or returned to them later in the 

interview when I felt it more appropriate. Guides often answered my questions before I 

posed them. There were several questions that remained consistent throughout – those 

that I felt were especially pertinent to the themes I was hoping to explore. 

The first time around, my overarching research question was: How does being a 

female in the Nepali trekking industry change personal identity and sense of self? 

To investigate this question, I used a specific theory of empowerment (Hur 2006) 

to frame my questioning in the interviews. The theory, which I will touch on later on in 

this section, framed my study in that it provided indicators for empowerment. My sub-

questions reflected these indicators and through them, I hoped to gauge whether or not, 
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and how, the women had become empowered through the process of becoming guides. 

Here were my sub-questions: 

1. How have the guides’ relationships changed since becoming trekking guides 

(changes in client interaction, relations with spouses)? 

2. How comfortable do females feel expressing their own opinions, especially when 

it comes to controversial subjects? 

3. How are female trekking guides reconciling between societal and traditional 

limitations and an increase in modernity? To what degree do women protect 

tradition, and to what degree do they stray from it? How do trekking guides, 

specifically, feel about their place in society? 

4. How do the women define empowerment for themselves? Is it through the 

decreasing of “conservative” or traditional societal practices, or does it exist in 

conjunction with those? 

 

In terms of analyzing interview data, I now recognize that I had very limited 

knowledge. In fact, I was pretty unfamiliar with the entire process of finding patterns, let 

alone coding. I went with what I thought best and most efficient – listening to my 

interviews once over and taking down quotes that seemed relevant to my research 

questions. I used a theory of empowerment (Hur 2006) – which I will cover in the pages 

to come – to find indicators for autonomy, opinion sharing, and independence. When I 

compared my interactions with the guides to those with other Nepali women, I had no 

doubt that the 3 Sisters program changes women at their cores through confidence 

building and leadership trainings. The trekking guides were bubbly and willing to chat 

with me, whereas in many other interactions with women in Nepal, I’d been met with 
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lowered eyes, uneasy voices, and generally awkward conversation. The women at 3 

Sisters all wore trekking clothes – I hadn’t seen any Nepali women wearing pants up until 

then. 

These observations led me to make a huge claim– the Nepali women at 3 Sisters 

were much more empowered than rural women who are forced into marriages and made 

to work on family farms. Because this finding echoed the mission of the organization, I 

felt it must be correct. 

 

What literature did I draw from? 

Without much real knowledge about Nepali women and only what I had observed 

from those I’d lived with in my host family, I felt I needed to build some understanding 

surrounding patriarchal structures in South Asia and women’s situations in rural villages. 

The women who founded 3 Sisters and EWN felt that in western Nepal particularly, there 

were no alternative opportunities for women. The only existing option was to accept an 

arranged marriage, work on the family farm, and take care of in-laws. 

After learning about the trekking company and its original goals, I decided I 

needed to learn more about women’s situations in the Nepali context. It’s important to me 

that I can lay out some of the literature I used to backup my research, as it is relevant to 

the reflexivity portion of my thesis. I will give a general overview of the literature I used, 

but although the body of literature influenced my findings the second time around, I have 

deemed some of it problematic and contrary to my current opinions on the subjects I am 

studying. There is, however, some background information that is necessary in 

understanding Nepal and its unique cultural qualities. 
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Women in a Nepali Context 

         To this day, disparities based upon gender have proven to be some of the most 

relentless and consistent sources of inequality worldwide. Women from every corner of 

the world are described by news outlets and media as struggling with discriminations that 

have historically disadvantaged them. The severity of the inequity they experience seems 

to be far ranging, as some women live in countries that have had some success in closing 

gender gaps, while some are still facing the same injustices that have historically 

persisted. 

Many women are born into cycles of inequality that are nearly impossible to 

penetrate without outside intervention. It is estimated by the World Economic Forum that 

of the 1.4 million people worldwide living in extreme poverty, two-thirds are women 

(2017:4). 

Nepal, a small landlocked country of about 30 million people, is sandwiched 

between two of the world’s most populated and powerful countries, China and India. It is 

primarily famous for its mountainous region and for housing eight of the world’s highest 

peaks. Nearly 30% of Nepali people live below the national poverty line, making less 

than $1.25 a day. Although many Nepali youth are moving to cities, there are still large 

numbers of people struggling to make ends meet as agricultural workers in small, remote 

villages. Women are disproportionately affected by poverty internationally, and it is no 

different in Nepal. The World Economic Forum (WEF) produces a Global Gender Gap 

Index each year to measure gender relations and compare countries based on “Economic 

Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political 

Empowerment” (2017:vii). WEF’s most recent report, published in 2017, shows slow but 
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steady change worldwide in a positive direction in most of these categories, although 

some gaps have widened. According to WEF, the number one country in terms of closing 

these gender gaps is Iceland, and the last is Yemen. Out of 144 countries measured, 

Nepal is number 111, which is below the Global Weighted Average. Specifically 

concerning the Economic Participation and Opportunity portion of the Index, the 2017 

report claims that although incomes for all people have been increasing worldwide, these 

increases have been much steeper for men than for women, suggesting “that the growth 

in prosperity is not equitably distributed along gender lines” (2017:30). In Nepal, 

percentages of annual income are swayed heavily by gender, with men making over a 

third more than women on average (2017:252). Additionally, the caste system, still 

practiced despite being outlawed by the government, adds another layer of hardship to 

many women’s lives and exacerbates their experiences of inequality. Lower caste women 

are typically poorer already due to historical institutionalization, but even when they are 

not, they are socially stigmatized by higher castes, making it more difficult to find 

money-earning opportunities. 

Debra Anne Donahue (1999) discusses the ways in which women do work 

worldwide, and how this work is and isn’t accounted for. Donahue (1999) argues that 

measures of female work participation and economic activity tend to “ignore an often 

substantial proportion of women's total productive activity, resulting in a limited 

understanding of the many processes that affect and are affected by women's work” 

(1999:544). Not only do women tend to do domestic and informal labor which does not 

produce economic value, they are also limited by social stigmas which keep women from 

working. 
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Although Nepali women are already partaking in large amounts of housework and 

community engagement, most of them are unable to enter the formal economy through 

jobs. Low-caste women in particular must work in the home and in the field 

disproportionately to their male counterparts (Devkota, Rauniyar, and Parker 1999).  

  

Benefits to Women’s Participation in Formal Economies 

Giving women opportunities to contribute to their communities benefits everyone, 

including men and children. However, the institutions that perpetuate gender inequalities 

have not yet been changed to the extent necessary, as women are still underrepresented in 

economic and political spheres. Isobel Coleman (2012), who has written extensively on 

foreign relations, claims that women must be empowered not just for their own benefit, 

but for the benefit of the world as a whole. When women have education and financial 

autonomy, infant mortality rates decrease, childhood health and nutrition improve, 

agricultural productivity increases, populations are controlled, and economies expand. 

However, in spite of these potential developments, women are currently not able to fully 

realize their potentials due to “entrenched gender discrimination”, and there are actions 

that must be taken, beyond the efforts of international aid and other human rights 

organizations, in order to close the gender gap (2010:13). Coleman (2012) says that more 

than anything, companies must believe in empowering women and therefore commit to 

ending gender disparities in the economic sector. As companies realize that “women's 

disempowerment causes staggering and deeply pernicious losses in productivity, 

economic activity, and human capital,” they will have to make more effort to include 

women in their work (Coleman 2010:2). According to Coleman (2012), harnessing the 
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power of women will lead to increased productivity and overall success for each and 

every company and industry that decides to work on the issue. 

As more and more westerners become interested in adventure travel, developing 

countries like Nepal have begun shifting their economies towards tourism (Stevens 

1988). In Nepal, tourism is especially unique as it is almost entirely based on the natural 

beauty of its mountainous region. The economic value of tourism does not come without 

complication, with threats of environmental degradation on top of climate change. To 

help reconcile the need to maintain the environment while boosting the economy, many 

organizations have taken an ecotourism approach to their work. Ecotourism is meant to 

include more factors than other frameworks when thinking about the widespread, 

sometimes negative, effects of tourism. It is an effort to create a kind of tourism that, 

instead of harming the environment, works in conjunction with it. In the past, ecotourism 

experts have sometimes neglected factors such as gender and race in their discussions, 

but recently, some scholars have built upon Coleman’s (2010) ideas of industry gender-

gap reducing initiatives and have theorized that women could be what is missing in 

ecotourism. Especially in the developing world, women could be empowered through 

ecotourism initiatives, projects, and organizations. According to Regina Scheyvens 

(2000), ecotourism is quite popular these days - a “buzzword” of sorts. Scheyvens (2000) 

warns readers that “uncritically accepting ecotourism as a common good...especially 

where vulnerable peoples and environments of Third World countries are involved” has 

become all too common (2000:232). 

There is a very logical rationale for including women in ecotourism, Scheyvens 

(2000) claims. In many developing countries, women are the ones who interact with the 

natural environment most, and therefore, their cooperation is necessary for the 
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sustainability of any kind of project related to nature. If women are the knowledge base 

when it comes to natural resources, there is no doubt that they are beneficial. 

Additionally, there is simply more at stake for women when it comes to preserving the 

environment, as they rely on it more than their male counterparts. Scheyvens (2000) 

gives an example of how ecotourism can be more beneficial to a community when 

women are involved: 

  

...land beside a forest which is not suited to livestock grazing or 
commercial agriculture may be identified by men as ideal land to lease for 
a tourist lodge development even though it is highly valued by women 
who collect broom grass and pottery clay at the site. They may make a 
reasonable income from the sale of products manufactured from these 
resources, and this needs to be weighed up against the likely revenue from 
a tourist lodge, which would require a lot of capital investment and may 
not return profits to the community until after several years of operation. 
(2000:236) 

  

         Pierre Walter (2011) also discusses ways in which women are uniquely valuable 

for ecotourism. Women are not just knowledgeable about local environments but are also 

“often at the forefront of efforts to preserve local culture”, and if this means anything at 

all, this “authenticity” is important to tourists, and will benefit the industry as a whole in 

terms of economic gain (Walter 2011:161). Walter (2011) claims that more research 

surrounding ecotourism must focus on gendered aspects through “the adoption of basic, 

widely employed concepts of gender analysis such as the gender division of labour, 

access to and control over resources, and levels of empowerment” in order to create a 

more sustainable kind of tourism (2001:166). As long as the discourses of ecotourism 

exclude gender as a key component, any kind of hope regarding sustainability will be 

impossible to achieve. There are many conclusions to be drawn from scholars such as 

Coleman (2010), Scheyvens (2000), and Walter (2011). They all have convincing 
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arguments, each one showing how women are an asset and how valuable it is to harness 

their intellect and strength in formal economies. 

  

Women in the Trekking Industry 

         The literature in this section pertains specifically to female trekking guides in 

Nepal. Despite many obstacles along the way, 3 Sisters and EWN have trained thousands 

of young women, many of whom have succeeded in becoming full-time trekking guides. 

There has been little research done specifically about these women thus far. While many 

Nepalis would have balked at the idea of a female trekking guide just twenty years ago, 

they are much more used to the idea now. 3 Sisters is even known internationally for the 

change it has incited. 

         Since the creation of 3 Sisters and EWN, a small amount of research has been 

done to explore the lives of female trekking guides. Much of the literature that exists is in 

Nepali newspapers and online journals, but it is by no means exhaustive. However, a few 

scholars have conducted long-term research with the women at 3 Sisters and at other 

companies. The most comprehensive piece, a dissertation about female trekking guides 

and their conceptions of modernity, was written by Barbara Grossman-Thompson. 

Grossman-Thompson (2015) maps the recent rise of women’s participation in 

development projects and other opportunities that have arisen in the past few decades. 

While the women guides are experiencing “unprecedented access to disposable income” 

(2015:iii), they are also reconciling with many gendered discourses that talk about them 

in demeaning ways. It is the balance between the societal norms and expectations for 

women, and newfound “modernity” that Grossman-Thompson (2015) studied. She 

discovered that women who are involved in the formal economy (through work such as 
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guiding) are constantly limited by negative labels, but still find ways to justify their 

“modern” practice Leaving home and taking part in a socially unacceptable job is a risky 

choice, but the women who have become trekking guides are leading the fight for women 

in male-dominated fields, Grossman-Thompson (2015) claims. 

         Wendy Hillman, in an article published in April of 2018, discusses research she 

performed at 3 Sisters studying the risks involved with guiding. Although the article isn’t 

focused on how being female changes the job, the information is important because it 

shows how prepared trekking guides must be, and how much responsibility they hold. 

Hillman found that females operate on a higher skill level in guiding than their male 

counterparts. The women are held to higher standards sometimes, too. Hillman (2018) 

explains: 

It appears that male trekking guides have always done what is required, 
and even extended themselves beyond that which is called for on a trek, as 
do female trekking guides. However, as female trekking guides, working 
in a male dominated industry, attention to ‘everybody’s’ well-being and 
safety is of paramount importance for the success of this type of ‘female 
excursion’ into trekking enterprises. (2018:8) 

          

        Grossman-Thompson (2015) and Hillman (2018) both show interest in how 

female trekking guides perform their job in a society that does not always support their 

choices or their independence. Whereas many women are able to work in domains 

considered feminine in nature such as jewelry-making, weaving, or cleaning, to enter an 

industry involving physical strength and high levels of danger means there are many 

more barriers to overcome. Both scholars believe that women who are working in the 

trekking industry in Nepal are changing the society for the better. There is a sense of 

hope and enthusiasm in both of their pieces, despite obvious and very real obstacles that 

these women are constantly experiencing. 
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What theory did I use? 

To frame my original study, I found a theoretical framework that would help me 

to discuss empowerment in a particular way, by taking from various disciplines to define 

it in an all-inclusive manner. This inclusivity, I will claim later, is not necessarily all-

encompassing. Defining empowerment for other people seems to be a recipe for putting 

words in their mouths. I will explain the framework, though it is worthy of critique. Mann 

Hyung Hur (2006) states the main component of empowerment as “the idea of power, 

because empowerment is closely related to changing power: gaining, diminishing, and 

losing” (2006:254). For Hur (2006), individual empowerment is present when people are 

able to “develop capabilities to overcome their psychological and intellectual obstacles 

and attain self-determination, self-sufficiency, and decision-making abilities” (2006:531). 

This self-determination is manifested in many ways: “(a) consistency and perseverance in 

activities, (b) the courage to take risks, (c) initiative and proactivity, and (d) the ability to 

voice one’s opinion” (2006:531). To have self-determination is to be able to realize one’s 

own needs and wants, so that one is able to advocate for oneself on a level that allows 

improvement of one’s own livelihood. Hur (2006) presents two more, highly related 

elements of individual empowerment as mastery and competence, both which apply to 

physical and emotional strength and the gleaning of knowledge and information that 

allow for “increased levels of the ability to understand reality and the capacity to make 

decisions that impact the conditions and quality of life” (2006:531). Mastery, although 

similar to self-determination, actually comes first, providing a certain power and know-

how within oneself that is necessary for self-actualization. After the mastery process, one 

can realize who they are and how their personality and opinions fit within their 
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communities. Competence is essentially having enough skills to do a good job at a certain 

task. This competence gives individuals confidence in the work they do, which is a key 

aspect of feeling empowerment within oneself. And finally, Hur (2006) brings impact 

into his interdisciplinary theory of empowerment. Impact is “the perception that one has 

influenced strategic, administrative, or operating outcomes at work or in society to make 

a difference” (2006:532). 

Perceiving one’s impact is part of empowerment because it is felt just as much as 

it inspires action. To see oneself as helping to change a society give a sense of “control 

over organizational outcome” (2006:532). In summary, the four components of individual 

empowerment, according to Hur’s (2006) synthesis of empowerment literature and theory 

are: self-determination, mastery, competence, and impact. These components can be used 

across many disciplines and can be applied to all people no matter the circumstance, Hur 

(2006) claims. 

  

This theory was crucial in the planning and carrying out of my data collection in 

Pokhara. I used Hur’s (2006) ideas of self-determination, mastery, competence, and 

impact as starting points to designate indicators for empowerment in the guides’ 

responses. These conceptions of empowerment fit with my previous understanding, and I 

therefore took them to be universally true. I asked the guides about feelings of 

empowerment, but also “tested” for their empowerment in other ways through asking 

them about their relationships with their families pre and post guide training, willingness 

to express opinions and “rock the boat” in terms of controversial subject discussion, and 

feelings of being part of a larger social movement in Nepal. In relating these questions to 

Hur’s (2006) concrete empowerment definition, I was able to investigate the ways 
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women navigated their identities through the empowerment process, and whether or not 

becoming guides had increased their feelings and expressions of empowerment. 

 

What were my findings? 

 In my original paper, I claimed that the women of 3 Sisters were indeed, very 

empowered. I did not pay close attention to what the women really told me, and instead 

listened to the moments when they said what I had expected from the get-go. Using Hur 

(2006) to understand how the women could be empowered by their jobs as guides, I 

discussed the emancipatory qualities of the EWN trainings, the guides’ leadership skills, 

and the autonomous nature of their lives now that they earned their own money. These 

findings did not exhaust the data I had received - rather, it barely skimmed the surface 

and did not accurately represent the guides for what they told me. My claims were 

consistent with the promotional materials with which I familiarized myself at the office, 

and this made me understand the guides in the same ways as the company and foreign 

clients understood them. 
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II.  

How did the research turn into a thesis? 

Coming into my senior year as a sociology major, I knew that I’d have to form an 

entirely new idea for my thesis or stick with my interviews from Nepal. I originally 

thought there was no option – I didn’t quite trust myself as an interviewer and knew that 

I’d be learning more about social research in my senior seminar and thesis class. I would 

have resources throughout the process, unlike my experience collecting data in Pokhara. I 

would learn a more comprehensive body of research skills and real qualitative analysis 

techniques, and this seemed like a good reason to say goodbye to my interviews with the 

guides and hello to a new set of research questions. 

I thought of various other topics, but I kept coming back to Nepal. Something felt 

unfinished – as though my interviews deserved more time and more thought. When I 

talked to Lucky Chettri, the oldest of the three founding sisters, at the end of my three 

weeks in Pokhara, I learned that very few researchers have interacted with or interviewed 

the guides at the company. Having already finished a project I was not entirely confident 

in, I decided it would be worth my while to attempt to do more justice to the guides’ 

actual experiences. The interviews were rich with interesting information, and I wanted to 

explore them further. 

After I expressed my concerns about the ethics and reliability of the data to 

Michelle Janning, we decided that a re-analysis could be possible. I decided to use a two-

pronged approach to address the potentially problematic components of my research. I 

would analyze the interviews and would additionally include a separate analysis of my 

positionality and biases. 
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I spent the entirety of my first semester senior year thinking this was how I would 

go about my thesis writing. I read pieces by scholars who critique the western feminist 

perspective and asked whether or not feminist social research was possible when studying 

non-western women. The consensus seemed to be this: we, white women from the 

western world, cannot make claims about women from the Global South because there 

are power dynamics that exist inherently in our interactions, no matter how we try to 

dodge them. 

I felt disheartened by these essays. How could I attempt my thesis while 

acknowledging positionality and still come out with a thesis at all? The project seemed to 

be invalidating itself, and it felt hypocritical to take it on. 

It was not until I discovered a few key social scientists and theorists that I realized 

how my thesis could work. I went through several rounds of background and theory 

research, each changing the entire track of my thesis. I would not have discovered each 

pivotal one without the previous, which is why I’ve chosen to write in a less traditional 

format that shows my process. 

The essays about the impossibility of feminist social research are still entirely 

relevant. Each new idea did not cancel the last. It is the conglomeration of all the 

literature I have read that has led me to my final result. In the following section, I will 

cover some of the theorists who helped me critique my original study. 

  

Critiques of Western Feminism 

To approach my research from a new, reflexive perspective, I began by reading 

about feminist social research. I researched feminist research methods specifically 

because that was the lens I used in my original data collection. At the time, I considered 
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myself a feminist interviewer, allowing for a multiplicity of experience and practicing 

deep listening. Upon further research, however, I realized that feminist interviewing as a 

methodology was not sufficient in putting away agendas and assumptions. Of course, 

feminist research can be valuable in many contexts. My thesis will not claim that all 

feminist scholars have done unethical work. Instead, the following critique will cover the 

ways that feminist research can provide an illusion of ethicality that may not exist in all 

instances and among all women. First, I will cover a bit about feminist research and its 

aims. 

Schulamit Reinharz begins her book on feminist social research methodology 

with a discussion she calls “Defining ‘Feminism’”, where she cites a conversation among 

a group of Christian, feminist women from the United States. Seven of them weigh in, 

with answers like: “I think it’s simply the struggle against sexism”, “…feminism has to 

do with understanding sexism as the paradigm of all oppression”,  and “it means insisting 

on the well-being of women, all women, which is why racism must be examined by any 

feminist analysis” (Reinharz and Davidman 1992:6). By beginning her book in this way, 

Reinharz makes her goal known: to define feminist methods, in not just one way, but in 

the multitude of ways it can be applied to social research. Her book acts as a dictionary of 

sorts, one which describes many kinds of data collection, each pertaining to the feminist 

agenda. 

Interviewing is the most common form of feminist social research. It is a 

legitimate method, known by scholars far and wide as being more nuanced than survey 

data, allowing for “clarification and description” (Reinharz and Davidman 1992:18). The 

feminist style of interviewing is difficult and complicated, requiring added effort from the 

researcher’s side. The effect of a researcher on their respondent is huge – as Kathryn 
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Anderson and Dana C. Jack (1991) demonstrate in their collective essay about listening 

while interviewing. By asking questions like “Is the researcher’s attitude one of 

receptivity to learn rather than to prove pre-existing ideas that are brought into the 

interview?” (Anderson and Jack 1991:11), Anderson (1991) argues to “shed agendas”, as 

this will result in a more thorough understanding and truthful interview process. As a 

former therapist, she also considers the relationship between compassionate interviewing 

and therapy. When a woman recounts an oral history in front of another, much is left in 

the hands of the researcher, as they must construct an interview process in a way that 

allows the storyteller to recount as honestly and openly as possible. Anderson (1991) 

critiques her own interviews by specifically concerning herself with her own rhetorical 

choices. When should she have stepped back? Did she limit a woman’s ability to share? 

Was she ever too afraid to “pry”? Integrating her counseling experience, she says, 

“…woman’s oral history requires much more than a new set of questions to explore 

women’s unique experiences and unique perspectives; we need to refine our methods for 

probing more deeply by listening to the levels on which the narrator responds to the 

original questions” (1991:17). Anderson (1991) also claims that language is key in 

understanding and interpreting an interview. She makes the point that the language 

women use to describe their lives “will be all the richer when they have ample 

opportunity to explain and clarify what they mean” (1991:17). This means researchers 

must create environments that encourage this kind of open sharing – one where women 

are able to speak truthfully to their feelings. 

Ideas of the importance of rhetoric and language use are echoed by Marjorie L. 

Devault (1990). In an effort to describe feminism in the interview setting, she interests 

herself with the way linguistics have historically and institutionally been male-centric. In 
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order to “bring women in” to theorizing, Devault (1990) attempts to use “feminist 

methods as distinctive approaches to subverting the established procedures of disciplinary 

practice tied to agendas of the powerful” (1990:96). The research she cites shows that 

language is not made for women – instead, it forces them to conform to male standards. 

This is exemplified in a simple example: “consider the difficulties that arise in an attempt 

to apply the terms ‘work’ and ‘leisure’…” (Devault 1990:97). As sociologists and women 

alike know, the “second shift” continues to exist, and these two categories do not suffice 

when discussing lives that add complexities to the binary natures of/separations between 

work, family, leisure, and hobbies. However, Devault (1990) also argues that as women, 

we are often very capable of directly subverting the patriarchal discourses that dominate 

society. This is the kind of language feminists are meant to harness. 

I will now move into a survey of several sources that critique feminist (or at least 

mainstream and western feminist) research strategies. I have intentionally kept these 

separate from Reinhartz (1992), Anderson (1991), and Devault (1990), as they discuss 

the possibility of feminist methodology as problematic and/or unethical at its core. The 

questions posited by these authors are important for feminist researchers to hear. They 

not only question the dominant methodologies present in social research (as the texts I’ve 

outlined above do), but also feminist practices themselves. 

Judith Stacey’s Can There Be a Feminist Ethnography? (1988) is often cited in 

critiques of feminist methods as an important piece in a body of literature surrounding 

these issues. Stacey (1988) reports having been extremely excited about the possibilities 

of feminist methods in ethnography, as she believed this kind of research to draw from 

“resources of empathy, connection, and concern that many feminists considered to be 

women’s special strengths…” (1988:112). However, after experience in the field as an 
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ethnographer, she came to a slightly different conclusion. In contemplating the ethics of 

ethnographic research in general, she came to the realization that between the researcher 

and the researched, there will always be “inequality and potential treacherousness”, and 

this is due to the fact that “the researcher is far freer than the researched to leave” 

(1988:113). For Stacey, it seems that the idea of a feminist ethnography, along with 

feminist interviews and oral histories, is to create a space where the “universal” qualities 

that make us women are elevated, solidarity is found between the researcher and the 

respondent, and the stories which result from these methods are therefore (assumed to be) 

truthful and honest. Stacey (1988) is complicating this narrative, which is one that has 

become common in academia and social science spheres. This does not entirely discredit 

feminist research, but asks future scholars to proceed with caution and realize that true 

feminist ethnography may not be fully achievable. 

Daphne Patai agrees with this sentiment and expands upon it: “The ‘feminist’ 

research model…may be…ill advised. For in a world divided by race, ethnicity, and 

class, the purported solidarity of female identity is in many ways a fraud—in this case 

perhaps a fraud perpetrated by feminists with good intentions” (Patai 1991:144). Is there 

no way for women to interview other women authentically? The answer is likely to be 

“no”, says Patai. Considering the interview process alone, she says, “we seem to be 

merely creating a bracketed moment, a moment taken out of the broader context of 

unequal relations in which our research is typically done” (1991: 144). Patai (1991) goes 

on to discuss many relevant concerns she believes to have an effect on the “feminist 

interview” concept. One of these is our motivation for the research we do. Too often, 

women who attempt to perform research as objectively as possible end up skewing the 

results of their research by placing their own ideas of “political correctness” (and 
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feminism, I would add) on their respondents whom they claim to represent accurately. 

Patai notes that doing this is comparable to reproducing “the very practices of domination 

that we seek to challenge” as feminists (Patai 1991:148). Stacey agrees and says that as 

privileged women who research marginalized women, we have a responsibility to 

consider how we benefit from our work, and how that motivates us to do it. Sometimes, 

even if we do not realize it, we may actually look for the oppressions we claim to be so 

against in order to serve our studies and assertions. Stacey cites another scholar, James 

Clifford, and agrees with his sentiment that “ethnographic truths are…inherently partial – 

committed and incomplete” (1991:116). 

Another piece related to my thesis (both in topic and geographic location) is an 

article by anthropologist Elizabeth Enslin. Enslin (1994) wrote a book chronicling her 

own story of marrying a Nepali man, moving to his home in the Chitwan region (South) 

of Nepal, and living as a Brahman wife while also continuing her life as an academic and 

professor. Enslin is from Seattle and has spent many years of her life in a small, remote 

village with her in-laws. She has done research in this area in Nepal, mostly about rural 

women’s political organizations. Enslin’s (1994) article is highly related to the project I 

will attempt to do with my interviews. In this piece, she wrestles with feminist 

ethnography both as a concept and as her own discipline. By considering the common 

phrase “by, about, and for women” that often goes along with feminist research, Enslin 

(1994) discusses how feminist research is not all it sets itself up to be. For her, the idea 

that any research written by and about women is inherently ethical is much too simplistic. 

These writings often still have “the ethical and political problems of ethnography when 

mediated by Euro-American or elite Third World writers or read by Euro-American 

audiences as essentialized representations of cultural diversity” (Enslin 1994:544). The 
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issue of readership is huge, and until all women in the world can read and write at similar 

levels, the questions of who speaks, who writes, and who reads the research about them 

will always exist. This literacy inequity makes it difficult to truly collaborate with those 

whom researchers study. 

  

This discussion brings me to a theory that I used to form opinions on feminist 

research and in analyzing my interviews. In this conversation about the underlying power 

dynamics at play in feminist research, it is natural to consider if social research is 

objective or subjective. Donna Haraway (1988), in a piece she wrote about feminist 

studies, creates a concept that she calls situated knowledges. In it, she asks for the 

adoption of partiality in the making of social claims. What do all of these terms mean? 

For Haraway (1988), these situated knowledges are related to the fact that researchers 

have absolutely no ability to be objective. The nature of social research does not allow for 

even an observer to act as a neutral source of information. Therefore, a researcher must 

be very conscious when making generalized claims and must also be aware of all 

positions and identities that affect the relationship between themselves and their objects 

of study. Haraway (1988) says it best: “I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of 

location, positioning, and situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition 

of being heard to make rational knowledge claims. These are claims on people’s lives; 

the view from a body, always a complex contradictory, structuring and structured body, 

versus the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity” (1988:589). 
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New Research Questions 

 Following the literature I have just covered, it was necessary to revise my original 

research questions in order for them to be more applicable to my reflexive analysis. My 

research questions are: 

1. How are my previous interpretations situated or not in the lived experiences of 

women working in the Nepali trekking industry? 

2. Why do women working at 3 Sisters make the decision to leave their homes and 

villages to become trekking guides? 

3. How do women interpret their minority status in the trekking industry? 

4. Do agency and empowerment factor into their lived experiences and how? 

 

Methods, the second time around 

When I first decided to re-analyze my interviews, I was sure of only one thing – 

my analysis would be more thorough and thoughtful this time, which would allow me to 

make more ethical and genuine claims. I did not know at the time how I would better 

deconstruct my positionality in order to ameliorate my findings, but it truly felt a 

disservice not to give the research more thought. The interviews are rich and could be 

analyzed in a multitude of ways. With the help of several wonderful and patient advisors, 

I embarked upon a journey that has led me to the writings of theorists and researchers 

who present new and extremely compelling ways to do the work that is required to 

recognize one’s positionality. I have found myself thinking in entirely new ways. In 

being unaccustomed to these ways of understanding at the time of my data collection, 

there is a clear before and after that I must acknowledge. I cannot go back and amend my 

methods and must instead critique them and ponder the ways in which I would attempt 
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the research now in light of much retrospection. My objective is to find out what I can 

from my interviews not despite their flawed natures, but through the process of 

identifying those flaws and discovering more about the women, myself and our relations 

to one another. In this instance, my process of learning has given me the courage to not 

know. Given my decision to write my thesis in this way, I feel emboldened to embrace 

my own unknowing, which feels like a never-ending pilgrimage of sorts. 

I grasped onto Donna Haraway (1988) early on. Her conceptions of situated 

knowledges and partiality helped me in finding peace with the subjectivity that I feel so 

intensely as I attempt to recognize my assumptions, biases and misunderstandings. I then 

began to incorporate the ideas of Nirmala Salgado (2013) and Saba Mahmood (2005), 

whose radical notions became what is now my theoretical framework. I will cover the 

ways they theorize in their work in later sections. Both of these books challenge Western 

epistemologies to such a degree that they operate entirely outside my basic definitions of 

words like agency and empowerment. Through these brilliant thinkers, I feel more 

enabled to meet the guides where they were and are – in situation, in place, in culture, 

and in understanding. This is to say that through my reflexive analysis, I am attempting to 

listen to the women for what they truly said. What I would like to avoid is the creation of 

claims that analyze the interviews from perspectives that further a specific, global 

feminist project. Rather, I must put my own epistemological notions of feminism in 

abeyance to allow for understandings outside of those limited conceptions. It is also 

important that I not rank the types of knowledges I am examining. If I come out of the 

process of writing the thesis believing my own perceptions as the right ones, I will have 

failed. 
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Analytical Methods 

I began my process of analyzing my interviews by transcribing, which was an 

eye-opening process for me in that I was starting to “read between the lines” with an eye 

towards reflexivity. By the time I transcribed, I had already read a bit of Haraway (1988). 

Through their critical lenses, I began to hear the reality of my own assumptions and 

biases in the way I conducted my interviews. 

To analyze my transcribed interviews, I used Dedoose, a software used to code 

qualitative research data. I started to go through several rounds of coding. Because I had 

heard some of the assumptive qualities of my interview questions while transcribing, 

Michelle suggested that I start by identifying the places in my interviews where I 

especially saw bias on my part. This bias identification became a meta-code that I used to 

get an overall picture of how much as well as what portions of my interviews would be 

subject to my reflexive analysis. This process was enlightening - in all honesty, I was 

nervous that I would end up deeming the entirety of my interviews as unethical. Luckily, 

this was not the case. I found that this code coincided with four specific questions that I’d 

asked: 1) what were your dreams growing up? 2) how did your family react when you 

chose to pursue a job as a trekking guide? 3) how do you feel as a minority in the 

trekking industry? And 4) what is your personal definition of empowerment? These 

questions were particularly loaded from my standpoint - they asked about discrimination, 

sexism, and empowerment. The questions were rooted in my own understandings of 

feminism. I originally viewed this meta-code as a way to separate the problematic, 

assumptive portions of my interviews from the more “use-able” parts. However, I found 

that in the exact places I deemed problematic, interesting patterns began to emerge. I 
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found that guides’ responses to the questions that I’d coded during this first round often 

pushed back against my preconceptions and therefore provided me a better understanding 

of their epistemological frameworks. 

The next round of coding was more focused on the actual themes of my 

interviews. I started with general codes like “family”, “strength”, “transformation”, and 

“empowerment”. Some of these I broke into sub-codes. Did the guides talk about their 

families in positive or negative ways? I separated these responses to see if I could find 

underlying patterns. 

It was the combination of the meta-coding process and the discovery of two 

ethnographies that I am using as theoretical frameworks for my analysis (of which I will 

cover in the subsequent section) that my thesis began to take form. I began focusing on 

the portions of my interview transcripts that I had coded as problematic, as the guides’ 

responses in those sections were extra powerful in terms of pushing against a Western 

framework. There were certain questions that I posed which often yielded similar 

resistance from the guides - resistance against my expectations for their answers. 

I continued to code for themes and patterns using parent and child codes, and 

stopped when I was no longer finding any patterns. When I discovered the area around 

which I wanted to center my analysis - the meta-code and all the codes inside it - I began 

to look at those portions of my transcripts more deeply. I reached a threshold where 

making new sub-codes no longer made sense, as I was not finding new patterns but only 

reinforcing the ones I had already noted. 

In my findings, I have chosen not to use pseudonyms, as I had each of the guides 

sign a form allowing me to use their real names. Additionally, these women’s names are 

readily available on the 3 Sisters website and they have been interviewed by major news 
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outlets in the past. I made sure to ask each guide specifically if using her real name was 

alright, and they all said yes. 

I also have chosen to leave quotes from the interviews exactly as they are, which 

means I will leave any grammatical or word-choice mistakes. The guides have varying 

levels of English ability, but they were all able to convey their thoughts to me. It would 

be hypocritical for me to “fix” their answers. I am aligning myself with the reflexive 

goals of my thesis by keeping them as they and analyzing them as such. This way, I do 

not risk changing the ideas or thoughts the guides presented to me. 

 

Narrative Disjunction Theory and Methodology 

To complete the analysis of my interviews using a reflexive and less assumptive 

approach, I would have to find a way to truly put my own epistemological frameworks to 

the side. This adjustment took work and time. It was not until the discovery of two 

magnificent scholars, Saba Mahmood (2005) and Nirmala Salgado (2013), that I saw 

clearly past my original assumptions and into new understandings. Haraway (1988) had 

allowed me to appreciate the possibility of allowing a multiplicity of knowledges into 

academic research, but it was Mahmood (2005) and Salgado’s (2013) work that led me to 

understand what it really means to situate knowledges by suspending moral judgements 

based on singular epistemologies. These two ethnographies have aided me both 

theoretically and methodologically. 

I acknowledge that my use of these books as theory is not as straightforward as if 

I had chosen to use an already established sociological theory such as grounded theory, 

identity theories, etc. However, I have chosen to use the approaches of Salgado (2013) 

and Mahmood (2005) because their projects apply Haraway’s (1988) theory of situated 
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knowledges in concrete ways. Both of these ethnographers call attention to the “narrative 

disjunctions” between secular-liberal epistemological approaches to feminist research and 

the ways women actually conceptualize their positions in society. I will elaborate on how 

this disjunction exists and why we must suspend moral judgements based on Western-

centric understandings in the following two sections. I will also illustrate where these two 

books align with (as well as where they diverge from) my own means of arriving at my 

results and analysis. 

The concept of “narrative disjunction” (articulated by Salgado (2013) and relevant 

to Mahmood (2005)) is the central theoretical framework I am using in my analysis. It 

allows for nuanced and situated approaches to various themes. Mahmood (2005) brings 

forward the concept of agency and Salgado (2013) the concept of empowerment. Both of 

these are key themes in my research, making their discussions, critiques, and eventual re-

defining of these terms central to the guides’ responses to my questions. I will now 

summarize the two books and explain how they work methodologically and theoretically 

as part of my analysis. 

 

Saba Mahmood 

Saba Mahmood’s book Politics of Piety (2005) is a deep-dive into the experiences 

and religious lives of women participating in the grassroots piety movement happening in 

Cairo, Egypt. Mahmood’s (2005) central question frames her entire project: “How should 

issues of historical and cultural specificity inform both the analytics and the politics of 

any feminist project?” (2005:1). Haraway (1988) would relate these “issues of historical 

and cultural specificity” to her concept of situated knowledges and the problematic 

universalizations that feminist epistemologies can make. The above question is principal 
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to the goals Mahmood (2005) presents: to look beyond the historical riff between secular, 

liberal Western thinkers and the Islamist movement, and to contemplate these Muslim 

women in their own terms without morally judging their preferred lifestyles. 

Considering Islam as an extremely patriarchal faith tradition has become common 

among feminists of the West, allowing for moral assumptions and claims about the 

women of the piety movement as self-subordinating themselves. Mahmood (2005) 

concerns herself with these assumptions and offers readers an alternative approach in 

addressing the meanings behind the actions and lives of Muslim women in Egypt. This is 

not to say that she did not begin her research with these same epistemological stances - 

she discovered that they were misguided through the process of her ethnographic 

research. Mahmood (2005) had explanations for women’s decisions to partake in the 

Islamist Revival prior to her data collection. She explains in her preface that she had 

“explained this turn of the ‘masses’ to Islamic forms of sociability in a number of ways: 

sometimes attribut[ing] it to the lack of education and enlightened thinking among the 

vast majority of the population” (2005:xxii). 

Just as Mahmood (2005) considered her respondents as limited by their religious 

socialization, I saw Nepali women generally as in need of opportunity, education, and 

personal autonomy. I originally formed my research project by holding up 3 Sisters as a 

vehicle for women to “escape” the structures that bind them in their rural villages. I 

assumed the guides had been limited by patriarchal and religious forces not unlike those 

Mahmood (2005) assumed to be a form of governance for the women of the Islamist 

Revival. Journal and news articles present 3 Sisters and EWN as delivering newfound 

independence to disadvantaged women. A recent research article written about the guides 

states that “the 3 Sisters represent an inspirational exemplar of emancipation of females 
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in a culture still shaped by established religious and spiritual traditions” (Hillman 

2018:2). The use of the word “emancipation” here is illustrative of how Nepali women 

are perceived by liberal feminists as enslaved by tradition and poverty. 

These perceptions are wrapped up in traditional Hindu cultural practices - 

practices which I will not delve into as part of my thesis, but that were created in order to 

subordinate women and have become well-known as extremely “backwards” by the 

West. The caste system, as well as chaupadi1 or menstrual-shaming as it is widely 

known, are elements of a system that historically affects women by separating them from 

society, labeling them as dirty and unworthy and ignoring their voices (Strayed and 

Lindstrom 2019). These understandings of traditional practices are not necessarily 

misguided - menstrual shaming has been outlawed by the Nepali government and is 

generally known to be a discriminatory practice. However, the ideas that women want 

and need emancipation from these practices, and that they are inextricably connected to 

rurality are presumptive. Women’s experiences with chaupadi may not align entirely 

with the historically subjugative structures that created such practices. It may seem 

paradoxical, but some women feel a kind of power through what scholar Vajiya 

Nagarajan (2018) names “ritual pollution” practices. She illustrates through discussions 

of her own childhood in a Hindu household that an ambiguity exists between the 

fundamental discriminatory nature of chaupadi and the ways she actually experienced it. 

Nagarajan (2018) explains that she enjoyed the days when she, her mother, and her sisters 

were segregated from everyone else. This presents how “emotional and cultural 

ambiguity of ritual pollution illustrates the living paradox of women’s ritual domestic 

                                                
1 Chaupadi is a Hindu practice. It requires that women separate themselves from spaces that families and 
communities inhabit when they are menstruating - often, they must live in a barn or small shed for four to 
five days. This practice is tied to the belief that women are unclean during their periods and can transmit 
bad luck to others if they engage with them. 
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power” (Nagarajan 2018). I cite Nagarajan (2018) because she illuminates the idea that 

structural problems do not automatically explain individual experience and interpretation. 

She also proves wrong the claim that women who are subjected to such practices are 

entirely agentless. 

Traditional practices such as chaupadi are the norm in most of the villages from 

which the guides have come. In my original study, I conceptualized the guides as having 

left their villages due to these so-called “primitive” practices in order to achieve 

independence in Pokhara at 3 Sisters. This creates dichotomies between rural and urban 

living as well as between traditional and modern lifestyles that paint too simple a picture 

in terms of actual inhabitations of these ways of living. 

To equate Hindu faith in rural areas with tradition and primitiveness is to apply 

what Mahmood (2005) would call the “secularization of religiosity” that has swept the 

world with its own particular definition of modernity and individualism. Rooted in 

Protestantism, this kind of modernity is regarded as a “‘superior’ conception of 

religiosity” (2005:xiv). In the Nepali context, traditional Hinduism has been placed on the 

far side of a spectrum with modernity, secularism, and feminism on the opposite end. 

These are inherently moral judgements even if they seem logical, and as morals are 

rooted in culture, faith, and opinion, a single set of values like these cannot be labeled as 

“right” in all contexts. Mahmood (2005) hopes to suspend these kinds of moral 

observations to leave room for the articulation of a movement that posits and situates 

itself against “many of the concepts, sensibilities, practices, and forms of life associated 

with a secular-liberal understanding of religion” (2005:xiv). There is an uneasiness 

between secular feminists and religion, especially Islam, which is constantly critiqued for 

its male-domination. Secularism would assume that the Hindu faith tradition could not 
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exist in conjunction with gender equality - a claim that many women would contest, 

including the guides I interviewed. Religion, Mahmood (2005) would argue, does not halt 

the process of modernity. 

Both Mahmood (2005) and Salgado (2013) seek new and more situated 

definitions of terms that carry particular weight in the feminist agenda. They do this by 

considering how their respondents conceptualize concepts and looking beyond their own 

stances as researchers in their respective academic traditions of politics and religion. 

As I mentioned above, Mahmood’s (2005) most central concept of critique is that 

of agency - a word that is considered by feminists of the West as naturally tied to 

freedom, independence, power, and choice. Mahmood (2005) theorizes that “if we think 

of ‘agency’ not simply as a synonym for resistance to social norms but as a modality of 

action, then this conversation raises some interesting questions about the kind of 

relationship established between the subject and the norm, between performative 

behavior and inward disposition” (2005:157). She analyzes specific actions taken by 

women of the Islamist Revival - practices that typically would be understood by liberal 

feminists as tied to extremely patriarchal conditions - and argues that the women are 

agentic through their actions because through these everyday actions, they intentionally 

create themselves as more pious women (Mahmood 2005:158). Agency also exists in 

Mahmood’s respondents when they must push back against families, in particular male 

members, who resist the “stringent forms of religious devotion” by which the women live 

(2005:155). 

I will incorporate Mahmood’s (2005) understanding of agency as “a modality of 

action” into my analysis of the Nepali trekking guides. There is a slight irony in my use 

of this definition, however, as she asks her readers not to conceptualize her discussion as 
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“a theory of agency but to analyze agency in terms of different modalities it takes and the 

grammar of concepts in which its particular affect, meaning, and form resides” 

(2005:188). I use this idea of “modalities” as my theoretical framework for this reason, 

because to assign one specific understanding of agency to the trekking guides would be to 

repeat what I did the first time around with Hur’s (2006) theory of empowerment. This is 

why it is important for me to suspend all preconceived understandings of agency in order 

to ask how the women of my study present themselves. 

 

Nirmala Salgado 

I have already referred to relationships I had assumed to be dichotomous, such as 

rurality/urbanity, subordination/freedom, and tradition/modernity. These are further 

explored in Nirmala Salgado’s book Buddhist Nuns and Gendered Practice (2013). 

Although her work is based in religion and the daily rituals of Buddhism, Salgado’s 

(2013) book can be expanded beyond that realm to a more general critique of mainstream 

feminist discourse. 

 Salgado’s (2013) main project is to deconstruct many of the claims that have been 

previously made about Sri Lankan Buddhist nuns and their lives. She critiques multiple 

past researchers who have discussed the exact nuns she aims to understand by claiming 

that a “narrative disjunction” exists between the actual experiences and daily rituals of 

these women and the ways they are discussed in previous literature. The same secular-

liberal framework that Mahmood (2015) calls attention to is brought up by Salgado 

(2013) in her book. She claims that previous researchers are guilty of “reinscribing 

master narratives that are for the most part privileged over the concerns of the Buddhist 

women who are the subjects of their research” (2013:22). They do this by writing about 
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Buddhist women as if they act in order to achieve a certain “agency” or “freedom” by 

renunciating, but this is not in reality how the women make their choices, Salgado (2013) 

claims. These arguments are placed in a feminist framework that asserts the women’s 

notions as “deficient with reference to what they should be” (2013:22). And what should 

they be? This is where secular-liberal understandings get it all wrong, Salgado (2013) 

claims. Presenting women’s personal conceptions of their lives as “primitive” or 

“brainwashed” does not in any way achieve genuine understanding. 

 The lives of the religious practitioners that Salgado (2013) discusses do not 

present their home lives as a “‘problem’ requiring a ‘resolution’ framed according to 

liberal and liberating secular assumptions about the need to affirm gender equality or 

equal rights” (2013:4). This aligns with my project in understanding the guides, as similar 

assumptions are made about rural Nepali women. Seen as extremely limited by the 

patriarchal nature of Nepali culture, the idea that women must find ways to escape 

traditional societies and become emancipated is common. This was exactly how I 

understood 3 Sisters when I first made the decision to do research there. 

 However, must we find a solution to something only we have labeled a problem? 

This is where Salgado’s (2013) “narrative disjunction” concept comes into play. If 

women do not wish to call attention to their subordination, or if they simply do not 

experience gender inequalities as subordination, what is the use in placing feminist 

frameworks on them that do not incorporate their lived experience? This by no means 

denies the fact that structural patriarchy affects the live of the nuns as well as my 

respondents, but there is a difference in acknowledging the existence of those structures 

and allowing them to seep into understandings of all individual experience. The fact is, 

Salgado (2013) explains, that Buddhist nuns must abide by more precepts than monks in 
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their same Buddhist traditions, and they are not perceived as legitimate by all Buddhists. 

However, this is not the sole place where scholars should focus their analyses, she claims. 

Instead, it is necessary to write the narratives of women in their own terms. Otherwise, 

we risk producing stories that “may be less meaningful to the renunciant subjects than to 

the scholars talking about them” (Salgado 2013:48). Salgado’s (2013) goal is to suspend 

the secular liberal frameworks she points to as irrelevant to the lives of Sri Lankan nuns. 

To do this, she tells the stories of their everyday lives as renunciants and how they 

understand their daily rituals in the broader scope of their lives as Buddhists. 

Salgado (2013) touches on the ways the nuns interpret their transitions from their 

homes and families to lives as renunciants. Past literature paints women as becoming 

renunciants in response to their own need to liberate themselves from traditional and 

limiting home lives (2013:5). I equate this with my own assumptions - that all women are 

born wanting freedom, and that all they need is a way to achieve it. Instead of 

establishing a clear household/renunciant boundary, the nuns instead affirm their 

previous lives “in their relationships with family rather than in a rejection of family per se 

that may be attributed to a sense of self-assertion” (2013:5). 

These “in-between” areas are not easy to understand - the women have made the 

decision to renunciate, but still engage with their former lives. These are boundaries the 

nuns must wrestle with just as we do, but they are assured in their ways of life and do not 

question their roles as both family members and nuns. 

 Most relevant to my thesis is Salgado’s (2013) re-interpretation of empowerment 

in a non-Western context as well as a religious context. Her theory of empowerment is 

similar to that of Mahmood’s (2005) agency. While Western notions of empowerment 

typically bring concepts like autonomy, freedom, and independence to the table, the nuns 
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do not frame their empowerment in respect to those ideas. In essence, the term 

empowerment means fulfillment or realization for the nuns, and they find this through 

their daily practices as Buddhists that bring them closer to “nibbana/nirvana” and “the 

end of the cycle of rebirth and redeath (samsara)” (2013:5). 

 While secular-liberal thinking would suggest that the nuns’ decisions to leave 

home and to own their own property would indicate empowerment, however Salgado 

(2013) found that for the nuns, “they do not privilege the ownership of private property” 

and do not “speak...of feminist freedom nor autonomy from a male-dominated family” 

(2013:191). It becomes clear in this finding that the nuns do not conceptualize 

empowerment as something that comes from an increase in independence and autonomy. 

Rather, the women feel empowered through their daily rituals. 

 

Findings 

  Before tying in these theories of narrative disjunction, agency, and empowerment, 

I will present my findings which I have broken into sections, each covering a central 

theme or interview question. I will cover the guides’ thoughts on dreams, rural and urban 

lives, family life, men in the trekking industry, empowerment, and formation of self. 

Because this analysis was started and completed entirely after the data collection itself, 

and by nature of my reflexive approach, I will critique my own interviewing and choice 

of questions as I present my findings. I will follow with limitations and a section where I 

will ponder the ways I could do a research project such as this in an ethical and culturally 

sensitive way.  

My analysis came out of the moments where women expressed resistance to my 

questioning. The guides typically seemed willing to answer me in ways I did not 
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necessarily expect, after which I sometimes asked the questions again. My reactions to 

their responses are a definite subject of critique. In the following section, I will examine 

the questions I asked and the assumptions behind them, the answers I received, and how I 

interpret those answers in light of my most recent understandings and awarenesses. I have 

titled each findings section with a question that represents that which I asked the guides 

in reference to the themes I am exploring. 

It is important to understand that my analysis is not about “right answers”. I do 

not want to deny that there is inequality in the Nepali trekking industry - that is a fact, 

and it was clear the guides agreed that there is huge value in the mission of 3 Sisters to 

bring more women into the industry. My goal in interpreting the interviews is to 

understand how the women frame their own lives in relation to their positions as trekking 

guides and to suspend moral judgement, just as Salgado (2013) and Mahmood (2005) do 

in their work, in order to see more clearly the ways guides position themselves in their 

workplace, in their relationships, and in their communities. 

 Just like me, the majority of 3 Sisters’ clients are white, liberal, Western women. 

The guides are constantly bombarded with a litany of questions from these clients. 

Tourists, at least those with whom I interacted at the 3 Sisters and EWN offices over the 

course of the three weeks I spent there, look, act, dress, and talk similarly to me. This is 

all to say that there was nothing special about me as the interviewer. In fact, the women I 

talked to often had meetings directly following our discussions with clients in the same 

room where I held the interviews. It could be argued that because they talk to so many 

trekkers about their lives and about the 3 Sisters mission, the information I took from my 

interviews is somewhat generic and does not reflect the guides’ true feelings. I, however, 

am taking a different stance. 



 48 

 There is no way to know whether or not the words the women said to me were 

“genuine” or “true”, and in the end, I must suspend those anxieties. It is my job to 

interpret what they decided to say. I am choosing to take every woman I met at her word 

and not to analyze whether or not she spoke her truth. Because the guides resisted some 

of my questions, I am hopeful that indicates they felt comfortable enough to share their 

own sentiments. 

  

Did you have any hopes or dreams when you were growing up? 

After discussing with each guide her childhood, home community and family life 

(this was in part a strategy I used to ease them into the interview process), I asked some 

version of the following question: As a child, what were your dreams for the future and 

how do those manifest in the work you do now with 3 Sisters? I had originally hoped this 

question would engage the guides in a conversation about patriarchal structures in their 

villages, and any personal goals they’d had to escape those norms. My first assumption 

was that all of these women who had ended up in the guiding industry would report 

having had hopes of challenging male-domination and patriarchy when they became 

adults. I was especially sure of this because of the company’s mission – to empower 

women who’d been raised without any “way out” of their village lives. Expectations like 

these caused me to insinuate in my original paper that the trekking job presents the 

ultimate lifestyle change for the average rural Nepali woman, as the position comes with 

freedom, autonomy, and agency - values I have held dear my whole life, and that I 

assumed were central to all women’s lives. The idea that all the women came to 3 Sisters 

for similarly emancipatory reasons ignores the multiple other justifications they provided. 
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The majority of the women did not report that they had felt in need of an escape 

route. When I asked about their childhood dreams, some said they did not have too many 

dreams while others said they had wanted to see new people and places. None of the 

guides reported that they had wanted to become independent or free from their lives in 

their villages. 

Sita, a soft-spoken guide who grew up in Solukhumbu of Eastern Nepal, has been 

working at 3 Sisters for over ten years. When I asked about her dreams as a child, she 

paused and said with assurance: 

“I grown up in village, so I didn’t have really dreams or anything. Because 
all friends...they’re working in farms”. 

 

Sita’s response to my question is illustrative of how the guides’ reasoning for 

joining 3 Sisters did not necessarily come out of a need for freedom from a destiny in 

something like farming. It is possible that Sita could not afford to dream, or that she 

simply did not find issue with the fact that she would likely work in agriculture like the 

rest of her community. The environment in which she was raised shaped her perceptions 

of her own opportunities, and she did not describe this as a limitation to her fulfillment. It 

was simply her reality, and she knew she would likely end up serving her community in 

the ways her family and friends did. This pushes back against the progressive notion that 

women want to or must be freed any time they are bound by gendered structures. Sita 

also told me that she wouldn’t have come to 3 Sisters if she hadn’t already felt she had 

the capacity to guide. She had already felt a certain strength within herself, and the job 

allowed her to use that:  

...because my mind was strong, that’s why I came here. Because I could 
do, I can do, I can face different people. 
 



 50 

It was not in order to find a confidence she’d been lacking that she wanted to 

become a guide at 3 Sisters. Sita was resistant to my presumption that it was only upon 

arrival at the EWN training that she had found her strengths in leadership. 

 Durga also discussed having felt strong already upon her start as a guide: 

When I was an assistant, when I just came here, I was very strong. So, I 
can carry a lot of things. Some of them, my friends, they told oh, I’m 
tired! And I thought why are they tired? I was young, and I came from the 
farmers, working a lot, that’s why I think.  
 

Durga’s response illustrates how some guides did not become trekking guides 

because they needed to become stronger. In fact, many of them felt inclined to join the 

company because they were well-suited for it based on previous experience in the 

mountains. 

Like Sita, Shanti was one of the first to become a full-time guide at 3 Sisters over 

twenty years ago. She has become a successful mountaineer and, after she became a 

guide, was part of the first group of Nepali women to summit Annapurna South, a 

mountain in the Himalayas. Shanti told me that she did not have dreams as a child, but 

that her life carried her in unexpected ways that led her to becoming a guide. 

Actually, I had no dream. Actually, in my habit, still I have no dream. 
What I want to do…because most people, they make planning. I have 
actually not. My dream also actually, when I finished school level. I study 
in village, and after my dream “oh…I will go Kathmandu, looking for job, 
and I want to join college” …Actually, no! Totally different. I finished my 
second degree 2002, and then I came to here 2003. I start to trekking from 
2003, yeah. Then, I have no dream. 

 

Shanti calls to attention my assumptions when she says that her dream could have 

been “oh...I will go Kathmandu, looking for job, and I want to join college”, but quickly 

clarifies that she had never planned it all out in that way. Shanti described the job as 

falling in her lap entirely circumstantially - she heard about the company through a 
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family friend, and was convinced to try out the position. She is happy at 3 Sisters, and 

can’t imagine her life any differently at this point. Guiding was not something she 

previously saw herself doing and Shanti wanted me to understand that she had not 

perceived trek guiding as a “dream job”. 

Some guides referred to dreams of becoming teachers or seeing new places in 

response to this particular question. Instead of completely resisting the idea of having 

childhood dreams, these responses seemed to be more in discussion with the trekking job 

and how it served a guide’s personal dreams.  

Danu told me that she had always wanted to be a teacher, but that now, she is very 

happy to be a trekking guide:  

…when I was small, I like to…my hope yes. My is like a teacher. Like a 
good teacher. But before. But now, so difficult for the teaching...My friend 
through I come here for the 3 Sisters. And now, my favorite job is trekking 
guide. 
 

Here, Danu emphasizes that she is very content in her position at 3 Sisters by 

calling it her “favorite job”. As was the case with most of the women I interviewed, Danu 

had never heard of trekking, let alone guiding, prior to her discovery of the company, but 

rather is happy to have stumbled upon it. Gelmu, an assistant guide who is looking into 

becoming a full-time employee, responded similarly by telling me that it was because she 

hadn’t received the adequate education to become a teacher that she came to 3 Sisters: 

Yeah, I had my own dream that time. Like to, I am becoming a teacher. 
But my education is not enough…to become a teacher. That’s why I did 
not do that. So, that’s why I…but, I am finally happy to be here. I am 
becoming a lady’s trekking guide. I hope. 

 



 52 

Gelmu insinuated in saying this that it was not her first choice to work as a guide. 

She had originally hoped to become a teacher, but has now become content as a porter 

and assistant guide.  

Tila Roka, a guide from Western Nepal (known as the most traditional and 

patriarchal area of the country), also said that she had wanted to be a teacher. Finding 

herself now with 3 Sisters, though, she has let go of that. 

When I was in the small, I had different dreams. I want to be a teacher, or 
something like that. But I forgot these things...I didn’t know what was the 
trekking. I went in the countryside in the home area. It is not a touristic 
area. When I came here, then I know...Then I join here. And happy.  

 

Tila grew up in an especially rural area that has not yet become part of common 

trekking routes. Having never interacted with foreigners, Tila told me that she was 

extremely nervous upon arrival at 3 Sisters. The trekking job for Tila was not easy, as it 

required that she learn English and interact with Nepali women from areas of the country 

she had never been exposed to. Nobody spoke her indigenous language. Becoming 

comfortable took a while, but eventually, Tila found that she enjoyed the job despite its 

challenges. When I asked her if she sometimes misses home she said “of course, yeah”. 

She told me that guiding was just like any other job - it comes with its difficulties and its 

perks. 

The reality of working at 3 Sisters becomes clear in these kinds of responses. For 

guides like Shanti, Gelmu, or Tila, finding a lifestyle that would allow for increased 

levels of independence and autonomy was not the primary reason for joining the 

company. The guides, in all instances, described their journey into the guiding profession 

as based on circumstance and less on lifelong aspirations. Even if the job ended up 

allowing the women to become more independent from their families, they did not 
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explain this as being a reason for joining the company, and did not refer to this as 

something noticed. 

A theme that did arise a few times as reasoning for coming to 3 Sisters related to 

financial burdens. The guides explained to me how their job now helps them to support 

their parents, siblings, and home communities. Rural life in Nepal tends to be extremely 

communal, with families sharing goods and services often, and that was confirmed by the 

guides’ explanations of their villages. For many of the guides, earning money meant they 

could provide for both themselves and their families instead of asking for money, and this 

was comforting to them. Danu had hoped to find a good job that allowed her to make 

some money, and was pleased to have found a way to do so: 

Earn own money, it is easy for us. Not to ask for the parents. It was 
difficult to ask the money from the other person. 
 

It was common for the guides to talk about their independence at 3 Sisters in 

financial ways, such as is the case here with Danu. 

Hema, a recent high school graduate, had just started her work at 3 Sisters when I 

interviewed her at the office. At just 18 years old, she was the youngest in my sample. 

Hema told me that she does not plan to stay at the company for more than a year and is 

using the opportunity to make extra money while she waits to go to college. 

I will not be joining college for a year. So I was searching for a job. It 
could, like, part time or full time. But I was searching a job, and, from one 
of my sisters. She used to work for EWN, and yes, it just got…she had just 
a one year contract. I thought training would be interesting. Because, 
every time experiencing new things, I feel interested about experiencing 
new things. So, I came here with one of my friends. So, I find, like, yeah. 
Very fruitful for me, because I just…it had help for me for my pocket 
money, and I got to visit new places. So, I’m happy in this trekking. 
 
Hema was unique in terms of my sample, being the only respondent who did not 

consider trek guiding to be her full-time job. She is using the position as a kind of gap-
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year (which is what she referred to it as), whereas all of the other guides have made 

guiding their full-time job indefinitely. In the above explanation, Hema describes how the 

job has primarily served as a means to obtain “pocket money”. This shows diversity in 

the reasons women reported for coming to 3 Sisters, beyond the simple answer of 

wanting to become independent. In fact, the choice seems to be one that is intertwined 

with the individual and collective needs of the guides and their families. While I expected 

the guides to see their positions as “liberating” in nature, it became clear that they view 

their jobs as both a means towards personal gratification and support for their families, as 

well as what it is: a job. There is nothing extra special about it. 

 

These findings demonstrate how the guides do not place the different lifestyles 

they’ve inhabited in a hierarchy - their village lives and city lives both have value and 

one is not better than the other. In fact, their rural and urban lives are not conceptualized 

as entirely separate from one another. Their identities as village women have not 

disappeared, as they consistently engage with their home communities through 

remittances and also through physical visitations. The guides never reported having 

grown up needing “freedom” from certain limiting forces. In fact, it is clear that their jobs 

in Pokhara have not exempted them from all duties at home. This pushes back against 

individualist notions that women must find their own paths and make money on their own 

in order to achieve autonomy. The guides’ explanations of their financial motivations are 

more focused on their abilities to provide for, instead of be a burden on, their families and 

communities. 
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How did your family react when you told them you were leaving? 

After having studied abroad in Nepal for two months already, as well as living 

with a host family, I had learned that the majority of Nepali women do not work outside 

the home in many domains other than farming. Among many city dwellers in Kathmandu 

(the capital, and largest city of Nepal), rural Nepali villages are discussed as extremely 

traditional and patriarchal, with “love marriages” (non-arranged) being very rare and 

women typically caring for their in-laws for the entirety of their lives. 

 I asked each of the guides how her family reacted to her decision to come to 3 

Sisters and become a trekking guide. From what I thought I knew thus far about Nepali 

culture, I assumed that the families would have been skeptical, if not downright opposed, 

to their daughters becoming trekking guides. This bias came from an assumption that 

because daughters are generally expected to remain in the home, it would make sense that 

their families and communities would be disappointed when a woman decides to leave 

and work for herself. Instead of aligning with this narrative, nearly all of the guides told 

me that their families had been generally accepting, that they still went home for large 

chunks of time, and that they actually brought trekkers to their homes often for 

homestays. Gelmu responded with assurance to my question about her family 

relationships and how they changed when she became a guide: 

You mean, they accept or not? Yeah! Actually, my family, they agree with 
my job...My parents, they are so happy. 
 

 Sunita, a younger guide who I interviewed with Gelmu, responded similarly and 

explained that her husband and brother had been guides in past years, so they understood 

the job and thought she would benefit from it: 

My family also agree, and my husband also. Because before four or five 
years, they work like this…assistant… to carry a bag. So he also agree, it 
is best that. And you go there, different places, and you know that people, 



 56 

and you have confident, you learn a lot English. English is good, going to 
good. That’s why they are sending me there. 

 

 Sunita is clear here that she was not only accepted for her new job title, but was 

encouraged to become a guide because it would likely benefit her socially and 

economically. Sunita and Gelmu both show that the women in fields like trek guiding, 

although they are in the minority by far, are not seen as backwards by all rural families 

and communities. These two women are representative of most of the women I 

interviewed. Only one guide said that it took a while for her family to understand her 

position at 3 Sisters. She said this was primarily because of a lack of understanding on 

the part of her family as to what trekking was and if it was safe. Now, her family is happy 

about her job and supports her decision. 

 In terms of continued relationships with families and home villages, I found that 

many of the guides valued going home and spending time where they grew up. Shanti, 

for example, feels compelled to go home when her family needs help, as so many young 

people are moving to cities in recent years: 

Yes. Normally, last I went to home…maybe this season also, I am going 
to home. Because, monsoon, we have more busy. Because we planted rice 
to village, and village, nowadays, very young, children, old people only. 
Most young move to city, you know? We don’t get to help. And now I 
want to go. I make plan already. 

 

 Shanti told me that sometimes she goes home every single month in the off 

season. She feels that it is both her duty and her privilege to be able to visit often. This 

ability is partly due to the economic capital she has gained through her fifteen years as a 

guide at 3 Sisters. I asked her if she missed home, and she responded beautifully: 

I miss home, because, my mom and dad are getting old, and then…my 
brother, they are also here. But I miss home. Because, if I’m back to 
home, still, I’m, some people say, long time they stay in the city. How to 
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walk. I don’t feel like that. I’m able to walk. If I were to, if I have been in 
Pokhara for 15 years. Totally, for fourteen years, I am not working in the 
field. But still, if I go to the home, I work in the field. I don’t feel difficult. 
Maybe one days, two days, I don’t feel hot. 

 
 There is a sense of nostalgia that I remember in Shanti when she talked about her 

home region of Solukhumbu. Being the most talkative and effusive of my respondents, 

she talked at length about her village and its many beautiful qualities. Although she has 

traveled all over Nepal, and internationally as well, Shanti feels a very special connection 

to the place she grew up. 

 This section illustrates that the guides, instead of leaving home despite familial 

disapproval, often saw their job as trekking guides as beneficial to their communities and 

families. This disproves notions of a distinct divide between the women and their families 

through rural/urban and traditional/modern dichotomies. 

 

What is it like to be the minority in a male-dominated industry? 

 I went into my month of data collection thinking that 3 Sisters was created for one 

particular reason: to begin the process of equalizing the extreme gender disparities that 

exist in the Nepali trekking industry. With Sherpas (as mountain guides and not as the 

ethnic group) now a worldwide phenomenon, I understood for years before I landed in 

Nepal that guides were almost always men. As mentioned earlier, rural Nepali women 

rarely enter formal economies and primarily participate in the labor necessary at home 

and informal community work. 

 Because of these assumptions, as well as thinking that the women at 3 Sisters 

experience more discrimination as guides than men in their field, I came into my 

interviews armed with questions about the male/female dynamics experienced by the 

women. I began this portion of my interviews by asking each guide what it is like to be 
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the minority in their industry. I would typically follow this with some version of the 

following question: How are the men in your industry different from women? A little 

later on, I would discuss whether or not they had experienced discrimination while doing 

their jobs because of patriarchal and cultural norms. 

 Shanti recognized that men and women in the industry are different, but that is not 

what she usually thinks of when she considers her job as a guide at 3 Sisters. 

And because, man is a little open mind, or friendly, or…like, physically 
strong, also. Most of female, also, strong. Not all same. Some of, like, not 
physically or mentally. I have not complaint about the women and men. 
 

 Shanti is not telling me that she does not see gender as existing in real and 

relevant ways in trekking, but she is noting that these gendered dynamics are not 

inherently negative in her eyes. She continues: 

My job is trekking. I don’t compare, like with male or female. 
Actually equal, also that. Trekking also, “Oh, I am man…I don’t 
want to…I want to work more for…*inaudible*” You 
know…women also there, men also there. That is not compare. 

 

 Shanti is representative of my sample in that she did not wish to tell me what I 

clearly wanted to hear - that she disliked the men who wished for her to leave the 

profession and go back to work in the home. In this quotation, Shanti stated that she did 

not compare men and women. Both are guides, and that is what is most important. In 

saying “My job is trekking”, she resists the idea that her womanhood is what defines her 

and that she must use this identity to counter the male-domination around her. 

 This notion was not limited to the senior guides. Hema, the 18-year-old porter I 

interviewed, felt similarly to Shanti: 

I feel like, uh, just to be honest, I feel like same. Because, we have our 
main work, our job is to work and to guide our guests. And as a porter or 
assistant, we just have to carry their bag, and obviously have to walk. So, 
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it’s the same kind of. There is, like, men are…have to do more than 
women. I didn’t find anything like that. 

  

 Hema brings a certain salience to her response by telling me that she is being 

“honest”. This may seem like a small detail, but in saying to me that she wanted to say to 

me what she truly felt, there is an understanding that I was likely expecting another 

answer. Hema, like Shanti, said that it was the actual job that mattered most to her and 

because the job’s requirements are the same no matter the gender of the guide, there is no 

need to compare the two in a hierarchical way. Even when the women acknowledged that 

they have experienced discrimination as women in the industry, they did not wish to 

connect this to their actual positions as guides. These jobs are important to them and they 

show agency in their willingness to consider themselves as legitimately doing their work. 

When the guides told me that they did not like to compare themselves to men, I 

assumed this meant they were not speaking the truth to me, or that they were holding 

back due to fear of scrutiny. This explanation, however, makes the same assumption that 

women either re-subordinate themselves or actively resist the structures that bind them. 

However, as I will discuss later on with aid from Mahmood (2005), there exists an in-

between here that is not acknowledged by mainstream secular feminist thought. 

 

What is your definition of empowerment? 

 In regard to the reflexive goals of my thesis, to have a conversation around 

empowerment as a term and a real concept in the lives of the guides seems a bit 

hypocritical. There is no avoiding the subject, though, as the name of the non-profit that 

works in conjunction with 3 Sisters is “Empowering Women of Nepal”. There is no 

Nepali translation provided on any promotional materials. I learned the Nepali translation 
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of the term in the preparation for my interview process, hoping that I would be able to use 

it to more accurately gage their experience with empowerment. However, I learned that 

most of them had never used the word before coming to 3 Sisters, which means they 

learned it upon arrival and likely through the lens of the organization itself - in English, 

not Nepali. Their framing of it is likely related to the 3 Sisters mission, which gives me 

pause in analyzing their responses in this particular thematic area. This is why I am 

taking a more comprehensive approach to understand how they have experienced 

empowerment - through their conversations of strength, transformation, and leadership. 

In these findings, I do not assume that women have become empowered through 

their jobs as guides in Nepal. The company does claim to do this - again, “Empowering 

Women of Nepal” says it all. Instead, I would like to ponder whether or not the women 

truly feel empowered and what makes them feel that way. 

I am using Salgado’s (2013) theory of empowerment as a way to see beyond 

certain framings of the word (in particular, my framings). In her case, and in the case of 

the guides as well, the term does not have to be defined within a secular-liberal 

framework of autonomy, resistance, and gender equality. Empowerment does not have to 

be constituted by any specific actions. If we think of empowerment as a result of any 

modality of action rather than preceded by the achievement first of independence and 

autonomy, the definition expands to allow multiple epistemologies and understandings. 

My research questions, although partly asking whether or not the women feel 

empowered, point more towards the how of their empowerment, allowing for a broader 

understanding of the term. 

 I asked the guides to define empowerment, however they interpreted it. This was 

at the end of each of my interviews, and was almost always the most difficult question for 
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the guides to answer. It became clear to me through body language and tone that the 

guides do not always consider themselves as part of an empowerment framework at all in 

relation to their work. After much prompting from me, some of the guides recited to me 

the definition I would guess they have heard through the EWN training and possibly 

through their Western clients. I say “recited” because they defined it in very impersonal 

ways instead of relating it to their own experiences at 3 Sisters. Puspa responded: 

That means encouragement for the girls. Like, how to be the leaders, how 
to make the confident, you know?...Empowered means like, encourage for 
the woman, you know? How to be independent. How to make the 
confident, how to make the choice. 

 
 This was in response to my question: “what makes you feel the most 

empowered?”. It is not easy to know whether or not this is how Puspa feels about 

empowerment based on her answer, as she defines it outside of herself by saying 

“encourage for the woman” instead of telling me that she herself feels encouraged or 

empowered in a specific way. This is not to say that Puspa does not define empowerment 

as she explains here, but that it is very in line with the company’s definition, and 

therefore could be influenced by it. Upon more prompting as to how she herself felt, 

Puspa still declined to personalize her definition. 

 Many women talked about empowerment as a purely intrinsic quality rather than 

something that happens in relation to external forces. This strayed more from 3 Sisters 

and EWN’s presented ideas. Shanti told me: 

That is, I think, like a mental…you have to have from your heart. 
Empowerment is…no one can put in empowerment, or education…you 
cannot give them. 
 

 Hema, the younger porter who is taking a gap-year at 3 Sisters, elaborated on this 

a bit: 
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I feel like, to motivate. To grow up more confident on your own. Because, 
everywhere now, it’s like, very tough. Talking about, like, vacancies and 
all. It’s very tough and all. And first, you have to be confident on your 
own. So, if you are not confident enough then you can do or perform that 
task, then if you are not confident on your own, then, if you’re, maybe you 
cannot perform or do that task. And, yeah. We have to learn to motivate 
ourselves, because there might not be…yeah, I do visit motivational 
speakers, seminars and all. But all the time, you don’t have any 
motivational speaker to motivate you. So, at that time, it’s you.  
 

 Both Shanti and Hema explain that they see empowerment as a self-given quality 

rather than something one can receive from the outside world. When Hema says “all the 

time, you don’t have any motivational speaker to motivate you”, she is calling attention 

to a broader savior complex that is extremely relevant to the mission of 3 Sisters. The 

company was created with the goal to lift women up from places of disadvantage and 

lack of upward mobility - and that is what they have done, in many ways. However, 

Hema’s comments voice the idea that 3 Sisters and EWN cannot serve the purpose of 

giving empowerment to the guides. 

 It is important to note here, though, that Puspa does not talk about empowerment 

as a means to fight gender oppression - it is entirely an individual quality. For the guides I 

interviewed, empowerment seems to exist intrinsically and often without relation to the 

male-dominated trekking industry. It was common for women to tell me that they had 

transformed dramatically since becoming a guide - but this was not because they felt they 

didn’t know themselves and what they were capable of before. 

 

Discussion 

 My findings came out of a re-analysis of the interviews I completed in the spring 

of 2018. This analysis was done using Salgado (2013) and Mahmood’s (2005) 

methodological and theoretical frameworks - specifically, the concept of “narrative 
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disjunction” explicitly named by Salgado (2013). Narrative disjunction can be understood 

as a meta-theory, critiquing how we analyze the lives of others with potentially 

misguided frameworks. In the case of this thesis, the critical point is that the relationship 

between a secular-liberal feminist explanation of the guides and their own understandings 

of themselves is a disjointed one. In this section, I will discuss how the five findings 

sections can be synthesized using narrative disjunction theory and Mahmood (2005) and 

Salgado’s (2013) books, as well as how their theories of agency and empowerment add to 

my analysis of the interviews.  

 The themes examined above are hopes and dreams, financial motivations, family 

and community relationships, gender relations in the trekking industry, and 

empowerment. As I explained in my methods, each of these subtopics surfaced when I 

did my first round of meta-coding. I noticed that in these specific questions that I asked, 

the guides tended to push back against some of my assumptions. These “push-backs” 

were fundamentally challenging my values and understandings. In my questioning, it is 

clear that I had expectations for how the guides would answer. The guides thinking 

reveals itself as entirely logical once I acknowledge that my frameworks are not the only 

ones that exist. 

 I am arguing that the women, instead of coming to 3 Sisters for purely 

emancipatory reasons, became trekking guides based on various other factors. 

Sometimes, Lucky Chettri (the oldest of the three founding sisters) came to their villages 

and asked them to try out the training. Other times, they ended up in Pokhara and found 

out about the company through friends or family. They never framed their choice to leave 

the home as a form of liberation. In keeping with the goals of my thesis, this means they 

were not in need of a kind of freedom that only the trekking job could afford them. 
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Salgado’s (2013) idea of “narrative disjunction” is especially relevant here. While a 

secular-liberal feminist epistemological approach would understand 3 Sisters and EWN 

as organizations that allow women to become free, the women do not conceptualize their 

guiding lifestyles as better than those lives in their home villages. In fact, there is less of a 

dichotomy between rural/urban and traditional/modern than I originally thought. Salgado 

(2013) points out a similar idea in her critique of previous scholars: “I argue that the 

implicit presence of liberal feminist norms informing the scholarly narratives about nuns 

forces us to think about renunciation as a putative expression of freedom from the 

supposed subordination of the ‘household’ life” (2013:50). This framing of what she calls 

the “household life” as limiting assumes that women do not experience liberation, 

autonomy, or freedom in their homes and must find those qualities elsewhere. This 

finding is consistent with the guides’ explanations of their families’ reactions to their 

decision to leave home. My interview data shows that the women's parents, guardians, 

and larger communities typically did not express sentiments of betrayal. Often, the 

women reported being in contact with their families and visiting often. Again, a depiction 

of the guides as emancipated from the chains that traditional family dynamics may place 

on them is misguided in terms of the women’s responses. 

 My discussions with the guides about male-domination in the trekking industry 

can also be examined using the narrative disjunction theories of Salgado (2013) and 

Mahmood (2015). While I and the guides acknowledge that women are not even close to 

equally represented in the industry, this was not what the guides focused on in our 

conversations. They did not position themselves as parts of a larger social movement that 

is attempting to further women’s rights and instead told me that they consider themselves 

to be guides doing their jobs just like the men that surround them. A few of them said that 
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the women working in the industry might “take care too much” unlike men who have a 

reputation of being more careless with their clients. However, the majority of my 

respondents told me that they do not compare themselves to men in the industry at all. 

Secular-liberal notions would position 3 Sisters and EWN as a part of women’s rights 

work in Nepal (just as I did throughout my data collection process), but the women in my 

study did not place themselves in this category of “agents of change”. It is easy to jump 

to the conclusion that the women must feel a need to fight against oppressive social 

structures that have historically not permitted them to inhabit spaces like the trekking 

industry, but to say this would be to once again commit a narrative disjunction. Mahmood 

(2005), in her analysis of the women of the piety movement in Egypt, asks how the 

women both “contribute to reproducing their own domination, and how...they resist or 

subvert it” (2015:6). She comes to the conclusion that the Muslim women are enabled to 

inhabit societal norms in particular ways, and that this inhibition cannot be seen as either 

resistance or re-subordination. This is done through everyday practices designed to 

increase an individual’s piety. For the women of the Islamist Revival, Mahmood (2005) 

claims, the concept of agency is enacted in ways that traditional liberal Western scholars 

would not consider to be a true inhabitation of the word. She claims that “even illiberal 

actions can arguably be tolerated if it is determined that they are undertaken by a freely 

consenting individual who is acting of her own accord” (2015:11). Mahmood’s (2005) 

theory of alternative notions of agency applies to the guides’ explanations of the male-

domination in the trekking industry. When Shanti says “my job is trekking. I don’t 

compare, like with male or female”, she is telling me that she does not experience the job 

as a means to counter female subjugation. In this way, Shanti does not align with secular-

liberal ideas of agency constituted by the direct resistance of historically oppressive 
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norms, but in her choice to consider herself as simply a member of a trekking company 

and as a positive influence on the clients whom she leads through the Himalayas. 

  

I am using Salgado’s (2013) theory of empowerment as a way to see beyond 

certain framings of the word (in particular, my framings). In her case, and in the case of 

the guides as well, the term does not have to be defined within a secular-liberal 

framework of autonomy, resistance, and gender equality. Empowerment does not have to 

be constituted by any specific actions. If we think of empowerment instead as a result of 

any modality of action rather than preceded by the achievement first of independence and 

autonomy, the definition expands to allow multiple epistemologies and understandings. 

My research questions, although partly asking whether or not the women feel 

empowered, point more towards the how of their empowerment, allowing for a more 

broad understanding of the term. 

Foreigners are primed to ask the guides at 3 Sisters about women’s 

empowerment, and this adds to the guides’ necessity to define it constantly. I chose to 

include their responses to my questions about empowerment in my findings in order to 

consider how the women may be considering it in relation to their own experiences. My 

findings suggest that women sometimes define empowerment in terms of 3 Sisters’ 

mission, but that they do resist traditional Western definitions by discussing their own 

feelings of empowerment as outside of a gendered dynamic as well as something that 

must come from within. Salgado (2013) cites various mainstream dictionary definitions 

of empowerment and critiques them by saying that they assume “empowerment derives 

not so much from within the individual in question but from without” (2013:186). 

Defending the claim that the nuns do not experience empowerment from an outside force, 
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she explains where the nuns’ empowerment is derived: “the kind of female monastic 

empowerment that concerns me...does not come from selfhood, marriage, and property--

that is, from the very practice of sila [daily Buddhist rituals], liberal feminisms, in their 

eagerness to translate the forms of being and action of ‘third-world’ women’s lives into 

ready-made secular and juridical concepts, have neglected to think of such practices of 

religious fulfillment” (2013:186). 

 For the trekking guides in my study, the source of empowerment is less clear than 

in Salgado’s (2013) study where she claims it comes out of the daily practice of Buddhist 

ritual. At the very least, my findings suggest that empowerment in the guides’ terms is 

something that resides within oneself and not something that others can bestow upon 

unempowered individuals. I am not able to claim what specifically has empowered, or 

not empowered, the women I interviewed, and this could suggest that empowerment is 

not the correct word to use in describing the guides’ experiences with transformation, 

strength, or independence. 

 

 It is in the moments of resistance to my questions about dreams, families, and 

male/female relations that I see a particular kind of agency in the trekking guides. Despite 

Western and liberal ideas of empowerment being a part of their trainings, the women’s 

responses most often did not align with these conceptualizations. Throughout my 

interviews, I found that women contested beliefs that have become instilled in me for my 

entire life as a liberal white woman from the West. This is illustrated through the 

aforementioned themes and terms of empowerment and agency. This shows that the 

guides are thinking for themselves and do not follow suit with whomever they speak. 

There exists a true willingness to stand by one’s beliefs and understandings in these 
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women. To resist the very way the organization they represent paints them, they show a 

particular form of agency. 

3 Sisters exists in order to give women opportunities outside traditional 

expectations--interpreted by liberal Western frameworks, it “saves” women from lives 

destined for subordination. The narrative disjunction between these understandings and 

the ways the guides perceive themselves in relation to their homes and jobs shows how 

misguided my original assumptions were. This also has implications for organizations 

like 3 Sisters in general - non-profits and aid organizations should be cautious in claims 

they are making, as they may not apply to all who partake in social services. 

 

Limitations 

 Although my entire thesis is in a way about ethical limitations, there are several 

other ways that my research could be improved. First, my sample size is small and 

therefore the findings are not confidently generalizable to all women working in trekking 

industries. The study has important and very relevant implications beyond 3 Sisters and 

Nepal, however the findings themselves may not be true for all the women working at the 

company. 

 Also important to note is that some of the material I discussed with the guides was 

sensitive in nature. We discussed discrimination, family relationships, and marriage. 

Some of my respondents opened up about deaths in their families during the interviews. I 

made sure to ask questions in gentle ways and told each woman that she could decline to 

answer any question I asked. Each of the guides signed a consent form which allowed me 

to use their real names, and they were okay with this as their identities have already been 
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publicized in literature and news articles. Again, this is why I have chosen not to use 

pseudonyms. 

It is also worth reflecting on the ways in which I could have collected data in 

more thoughtful ways. If I could redo this study or if I continued it into another research 

project of some kind, I would hope to be able to take an ethnographic approach. Although 

I gleaned an incredible amount from my interviews, I know that a secondary study would 

benefit from more time and a more organic layout. This would need to incorporate many 

hours of trekking with the women and observing the EWN training. It would also be 

valuable to take part in informal conversations with the women who work at 3 Sisters 

during their time off - the ways the guides present themselves around one another is 

likely different from how they present to clients. Of course, most importantly would be 

practicing my ability to put my own frameworks, epistemologies, and moral judgments in 

abeyance when interacting with the women. 

 This is not necessarily to say that I wish I’d done the research differently. I 

wouldn’t change this learning process for anything. Realizing the moments and places 

where I made mistakes has given me reason to look further and deeper, which ultimately 

led me to the incredible scholars who have radically shifted my thinking. This is not the 

end, though, as I’ve found that each new day that I share, discuss, and ponder my 

research questions, I come across new ideas and explanations. This thesis is a part of that 

process, but I expect that my thoughts regarding this piece will shift with time. 

 

Conclusion 

In the end, the aim of my thesis is not only to understand how women working in 

the Nepali trekking industry conceptualize themselves, but also to implicate social 
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research generally in the reflexive approach. I have argued that it is necessary to suspend 

one’s own epistemologies when attempting to understand the motivations, feelings, and 

understandings of others. I have done so by using Mahmood (2005) and Salgado’s (2013) 

theories of “narrative disjunction”, which assert that secular-liberal and mainstream 

feminist frameworks do not always align with the subjects of research. 

This thesis is solely one interpretation of the women of the Nepali trekking 

industry. It is my interpretation. As I have suggested previously, I, as the researcher, am 

inherently implicated in the findings and analysis I have presented. The reflexive 

approach allows for both acknowledgement of this positionality and movement towards 

more true understanding. As my title suggests, the process of completing a reflexive 

analysis has revolved around the practice of humility. I have trusted these women by 

taking them for their word and providing an analysis that situates them in their own 

epistemologies rather than my own. In turn, I believe projects like this one give power 

back to those who are subjects in research projects. 
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Appendix 1 - Interview Questions 

Initial Questions/Background 
What is your name, how old are you, and where are you originally from? 
What was your life like when you were a small child? 

Who raised you? 
How many siblings did you have? 
What did your parents do for work? 
When you were little, what did you think your life would be like in the future? 

Are you married? If so, what does your spouse do, and where do they live? 
Did you go to school? Where? How much schooling did you receive? 
How and when did you become a trekking guide? 

How did you find out about the opportunity? 
Why did you want become a trekking guide? 

When you first came to Pokhara for the training, were you excited or nervous? 
In general, how do you like being a trekking guide? 
What is your favorite part about being a trekking guide? 
What is your least favorite part? 
 
1. How do females perceive their abilities (strength, intellect, etc.)? 
Before you were a trekking guide, what kind of work did you do, inside or outside the 
house? 
What did you learn during the guide training that you did not know before? 
Are you stronger now, physically or mentally, than you were before you became a guide? 
What kinds of things do you think you’re best at? What are your hobbies, outside of 
guiding? 
What kinds of skills do you teach to the trekkers who hire you? 
Do you feel that you have just as many skills as men have? Are they different skills or the 
same skills? 
 
2. How have their relationships changed since becoming trekking guides (changes in 
client  interaction, relations with spouses)? 
When you decided to come to Pokhara to become a trekking guide, did your family 
approve? 
How did they react? 
Do you go home very often? If so, how much? 
When you go home, do you discuss your job with your family and community? 
Are they proud of you? 
Is it difficult to be away from home, or are you more happy living in Pokhara? 
Why do you think trekking clients want to have female trekking guides? 
What can you offer trekkers that male trekking guides cannot offer? 
Do you enjoy meeting trekkers and interacting with them? 
 
3. How comfortable do females feel expressing their own opinions? 
Have you experienced discrimination in the trekking industry because you are a female? 
Do you feel comfortable saying your opinion even when it is not the most popular one? 
Before you became a guide, did you think women could be trekking guides? 
Why do you think men are dominating the field of trekking? 
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Why is it important to have women in the trekking industry as well? 
Why is it important that women have their own way of making money instead of relying 
on someone else? 
Do you feel comfortable standing up for yourself when you feel someone says something 
that is wrong? 
 
4. How are female trekking guides reconciling between societal and traditional 
limitations and an increase in modernity? To what degree do women protect tradition, 
and to what degree do they stray from it? How do trekking guides, specifically, feel about 
their place in society? 
Does your life in Pokhara feel very different from your life back where you grew up? 
Do you still try to live your life in a similar way? 
Do you like living in the city or your hometown better? Why? 
For example, do you still practice religion in the same way? 
What kinds of traditions back home do you still participate in? 
Are there some you don’t participate in? 
 
5. How do women define empowerment for themselves? Is it through the decreasing of 
“conservative” or traditional societal practices, or does it exist in conjunction with 
those? 
What is empowerment, in your eyes? 
If so, what aspects of being a trekking guide make you feel empowered? 
Do you think that female trekking guides have the potential to change Nepali society? 
How and why?  
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Appendix 2 - Respondent Consent Form 

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT 
 
Title of the Study: Female Trekking Guides 
Researcher Name: Meg Englert 
  
My name is Meg Englert. My Nepali name is Mamata. I am a student with a study abroad 
program called SIT Nepal, and I am in Pokhara for the month of April to study female 
trekking guides experiences and opinions. 
 If you are comfortable, I would like to invite you to participate in my study. Your 
participation is completely voluntary. Please read the information below, and let me 
know if you have any questions. If you decide to participate, you can sign at the bottom 
of this form. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 The purpose of my study is quite simple. I am hoping to interview around 12-15 women 
in order to understand what they have experienced as a trekking guide in Nepal. I am 
looking specifically at how women feel empowered about themselves, how their 
relationships have changed since becoming guides, and what they believe in terms of 
women’s rights and Nepal’s changing society. 
  
STUDY PROCEDURES 
 If you decide to participate in my study, I will only ask that you talk to me for about an 
hour. If you have more time, we can talk for longer. I have some questions prepared, but 
our conversation will be very relaxed and informal. You do not have to answer every 
question. Our interview can take place anywhere where we won’t be disturbed too often. 
I will be recording our conversation with a small recorder, but this is ONLY for my use. 
Sometimes I will forget exactly everything you said, so I just need the recording to jog 
my memory. No one else will hear these recordings. I will also ask for one picture of you, 
so that I can put a face to a name when I am writing about my study! If any of this makes 
you uncomfortable, let me know. We can change a few things to make it possible for you 
to participate! 
  
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There are not very many risks associated with my study. Some questions could make you 
sad or uncomfortable, but I do not think that will happen. If it does, let me know, and we 
can move on from that question. If there is something you do not want to talk about, you 
can let me know at the beginning what I should avoid asking you about. Again, if you do 
not want to answer any questions, or simply can’t think of an answer, we will move on to 
the next one! 
  



 77 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
I hope that by participating in my study, you will enjoy discussing your life before and 
after becoming a trekking guide! We will have a fun conversation. If you’d like, we can 
even go to a restaurant and I can buy you lunch or a drink while we talk. 
  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 If you would like, I will change all identifiable information about you for my study. 
Your responses will remain completely confidential. I will be using my interview data for 
a small presentation for my teachers and a paper I will be writing and submitting the my 
study abroad program. Your name, hometown, and age does not need to be shared at all 
for my paper or presentation. As I said before, all audio recordings will only be used by 
me. I will only listen to them if I forget some of the things you said. If you would like a 
copy of my research at the end, let me know! I will gladly send you a copy of my paper! 
  
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your consent at any 
time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, 
rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study. 
  
I have read the above and I understand its contents and I agree to participate in the study.  
I acknowledge that I am 18 years of age or older.  
 
Participant’s signature _________________________________Date__________ 
 
Researcher’s signature _________________________________Date__________ 
 
Consent to Quote from Interview 
I may wish to quote from the interview with you, either in my presentation or my paper 
resulting from this work. A pseudonym (fake name) will be used in order to protect your 
identity if you would like. 
 
Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 
_____ (initial) I agree to… 
_____ (initial) I do not agree to… 
 
Consent to Audio-Record Interview 
Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 
_____ (initial) I agree to… 
_____ (initial) I do not agree to… 
 
Consent to Photo 
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Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 
_____ (initial) I agree to… 
_____ (initial) I do not agree to… 
 
RESEARCHER’S CONTACT INFORMATION 
Email me with questions or anything else! I’d love to keep in touch. 
englermk@whitman.edu 
 
 RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT – IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
In an endeavor to uphold the ethical standards of all SIT proposals, this study has been 
reviewed and approved by an SIT Study Abroad Local Review Board or SIT Institutional 
Review Board.  If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a 
research participant or the research in general and are unable to contact the researcher 
please contact the Institutional Review Board at: 
 
School for International Training 
Institutional Review Board 
1 Kipling Road, PO Box 676 
Brattleboro, VT 05302-0676 USA  
irb@sit.edu 
802-258-3132 
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Appendix 3 - Codes 
 
Background 
Meta-code 
Empowerment 
- As related to men 
- As individuals 

Family 
- Family approved 
- Family did not approve 

Female/Male guides relations 
- Do not compare 
- Women as different/more equipt 
- Discrimination 

Strength 
- Already felt strong 
- Felt stronger after 3 Sisters 

Transformation 


