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Abstract 

Gender construction and performativity, Foucauldian disciplinary power, and 

wilderness constructivism are not new objects of academic inquiry and discourse. Yet 

wilderness therapy, an emerging therapeutic field, remains a largely unexplored topic in 

gender studies and critical theory. My thesis aims to explore the ways in which wilderness 

programs harness constructions of gender and the wilderness, as well as subjugating 

disciplinary practices, for clients’ self-empowerment process. To do so, I use lenses of 

feminism and eco-feminism. I first define wilderness therapy, a specific type of therapy 

that takes place in small groups solely in the outdoors, in terms of discourses surrounding 

gender, power, and the wilderness. By grounding the thesis in these multiple theoretical 

lenses, as well the websites of Open Sky Wilderness Therapy and Second Nature 

Wilderness Therapy, the workbook given to students in Open Sky’s adult program (called 

the Pathway), a first-person narrative I wrote, and interviews with seven graduates of 

wilderness programs, I examine the contradictions in wilderness therapy to understand 

how those contradictions influence clients’ self-empowerment. I finish by arguing that 

wilderness therapy functions as a space of self-empowerment despite problematic 

treatments of the wilderness, of students’ gender, and of disciplinary power. 



 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

When I was choosing a thesis topic, my advisor recommended that I select 

something about which I am passionate. No other experience was as full of passion as my 

two trips to wilderness therapy, first in the winter of 2012 and then in the summer of 

2013. Wilderness therapy is a specific type of therapy in which students spend an average 

of two to three months living in the wilderness in small groups while engaging in intensive 

therapy. Wilderness therapy is often life changing because it teaches self-empowerment in 

a unique way. In my senior thesis, I discuss the self-empowerment process of wilderness 

therapy using the analytical frameworks of gender performativity, wilderness 

constructivism, and disciplinary power. Throughout my thesis, I return to what I consider 

to be one of the most complex and overlooked aspects of wilderness therapy: that it is a 

space of oppression and subjugation at the same time as it is one of the most empowering 

places I have ever encountered. In this introduction, I briefly outline what I believe to be a 

major problem in wilderness programs. In addition, I explain why I wrote my thesis on 

wilderness therapy. 

There are several reasons I wish to focus my thesis on wilderness therapy. First, I 

wish to contribute to scholarship that currently lacks a substantial body of literature 

theorizes and interrogates the wilderness therapy with the discourses of feminism, 

ecofeminism, and power.1 My hope is that this work will legitimize a critical theory-

focused approach to wilderness therapy not only to psychologists and academic scholars, 

but also to people who have been either in wilderness therapy or similar types of 

residential treatment. Furthermore, on a personal level, I hope to give voice to my own 

                                                
1 For a discussion on the current literature surrounding wilderness therapy, see Chapter Two. 
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experience in wilderness therapy. As a queer woman of color who has had multiple first 

and second-hand encounters with wilderness therapy, I would like to make sense of those 

experiences using a critical lens. 

With these goals in mind, my thesis asks whether gender and wilderness, which I 

treat as constructed objects, can function as a modality for emotional and spiritual self-

empowerment by examining people’s experiences of the wilderness, gender, and 

disciplinary power in wilderness therapy. More specifically, I frame my thesis by asking 

this question: What is the relationship of gender, the wilderness, and disciplinary power to 

the experience of wilderness therapy—particularly in regard to the process of self-

empowerment? I will guide my exploration of this question with the use of several 

secondary questions, which are: How do wilderness therapy programs treat, interact with, 

and implement the “wilderness” in the self-empowerment process? How do specific 

wilderness therapies either pay special attention to or minimize student’s gender? How do 

they discipline their students? Finally, can wilderness therapy ultimately be an empowering 

space for its students?2 

Defining Self-Empowerment 
 

I frame my thesis around self-empowerment because of its central role in 

wilderness therapy. Both Open Sky Wilderness Therapy and Second Nature Wilderness 

Therapy,3 the two prominent wilderness programs I focus on throughout my thesis, hold 

                                                
2 The answer to this question varies a lot based upon the individual and the program in question. 
Some individuals find wilderness therapy to be harmful, not helpful, while some wilderness 
programs are more empowering than others. To answer this question in my thesis, I focus on the 
wilderness programs I analyze and the experiences of the students I interviewed with the 
understanding that my findings should not be generalized to the broader field of wilderness 
therapy. 
3 See Chapter 3: Methods for why I chose Open Sky and Second Nature. 
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the empowerment of its students as one their core goals.4 Through my thesis, I 

interchangeably use empowerment and self-empowerment. 

Various websites define self-empowerment as anything from, “It means being the 

person you want to be and following the path you want to follow”5 to, “Taking charge of 

your own life, illness and care.”6 I chose these websites by typing in “What is self-

empowerment” into Google Search and arbitrarily choosing two of the first pages that 

popped on my browser. I searched for non-scholarly definitions of empowerment in this 

way to capture both how ubiquitous self-empowerment is in popular Western culture and 

how varied those definitions actually are. Indeed, Douglas Perkins and Marc Zimmerman, 

two psychologists, conclude that the amount of literature on empowerment in the field of 

psychology7 continues to grow but remains largely unfocused because “empowerment has 

perhaps become so ubiquitous that it is actually difficult to avoid.”8 In other words, the 

definition of empowerment varies so greatly between contexts, disciplines, and individuals 

that we must first define it before we can even begin to study it. While the two above 

definitions operate from a general understanding of self-empowerment—self-

empowerment is one’s ability to take control of their life, to shape it how they will, and to 

believe in their own power to do so—they are nevertheless vague. 

                                                
4 “Holistic Vision,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/why-open-
sky/holistic-vision; “Treatment Philosophy,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy, 
http://adults.snwp.com/about-second-nature/clinical-treatment/treatment-philosophy/  
5 “Self-Empowerment: What does it mean,” The Wellness Way,” 
http://www.thewellnessway.org/SelfEmpowerment.asp.  
6 Michael Shernoff, “What Is Self-Empowerment?,” The Body, 1992, 
http://www.thebody.com/content/art2463.html.  
7 I focus on psychology because wilderness therapies are, in the end, therapy programs, meaning 
they draw heavily off of the field of psychology. 
8 Douglas D. Perkins and Marc A. Zimmerman, “Empowerment Theory, Research, and 
Application,” American Journal of Community Psychology 23, no. 5 (1995): 572. 
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Though these definitions are unspecific, scholarship on empowerment largely 

aligns with them. As Perkins and Zimmerman note, empowerment “link[s] individual well-

being with the larger and social and political environment. Theoretically, the construct 

connects mental health to mutual help and the struggle to create a responsive 

community.”9 Like the previous two definitions, this understanding of self-empowerment 

concerns self-care and personal well-being. This third definition, however, frames self-

empowerment within a community context. Self-empowerment is not only for oneself in 

an isolated sense, but also for the expression of personal needs within a group of people. 

Furthermore, it is a tool through which we can create a community that is actively engaged 

with, attentive to the needs of, and generally responsive to its individuals. 

I use this definition of empowerment because it directly ties to wilderness 

therapies’ understanding of the term. Wilderness therapy is a specific type of intensive 

therapy in which students spend several months living in small groups, being supervised at 

all times, surviving in the wilderness, and participating in continuous group and individual 

therapy.10 At Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, a major wilderness therapy program, 

therapists and field guides strive to teach students to “listen to their heart, to identify their 

feelings, discover what truly matters to them and to appropriately express themselves 

enabling them to have…. important relationships.”11, 12 At Second Nature, another 

prominent wilderness program, students’ “feelings of confidence, competence, and 

strength will re-emerge as the short weeks unfold… [traits] that will carry into other areas 

                                                
9 Ibid, 569. 
10 I expand the definition of wilderness therapy in the Literature Review. 
11 “Holistic Vision,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy. 
12 Just as wilderness students have unique experiences and achieve varying levels of self-
empowerment, they also internalize these teachings to different degrees. From my own experience 
and based upon what my interview participants have told me, most of the students leave 
wilderness program with tools that make self-expression, firm assertiveness, and the awareness of 
one’s needs easier to maintain. 
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of [their lives].”13 These broad conceptualizations of empowerment reflect Perkins’ and 

Zimmerman’s definition. Open Sky claims to teach students how to advocate for 

themselves and fight for their, in Perkins’ and Zimmermann’s words, “individual well-

being.”  Second Nature helps students find confidence in who they are and what they are 

capable of. This mission statement connects “mental health to mutual health” (i.e. making 

mental health a community issue that receives community support) insofar as it 

encourages self-efficacy and the confidence to be vulnerable and ask for support.14  

Though self-empowerment is not always at the forefront of my discussion, it is the 

link that connects my chapters together. In each chapter, I discuss specific aspects of 

wilderness therapy in relation to either empowerment or disempowerment.15  

Nature Versus the Wilderness 

 The distinction between nature and the wilderness is not the focus of my thesis. 

However, since I use the term “wilderness” and not “nature,” and since wilderness 

therapies describe themselves as wilderness programs, I want to briefly distinguish between 

nature and the wilderness. 

 According to Western discourse, the wilderness is the result of untouched nature: 

“one of the primary purposes of the Wilderness Act16 [of 1964] was to… [let] nature [be] 

the driving force where the humans are sort of the visitors.”17 In its Western imagining, 

nature becomes the wilderness over time, though it is unclear how much time that process 

                                                
13 “Treatment Philosophy,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy. 
14 At Open Sky and Second Nature, strength isn’t only about being able to deal with problems, but 
also about being able to admit them. 
15 We can view disempowerment as simply the opposite of self-empowerment. Rather than 
granting agency, disempowerment removes it; rather than fostering self-confidence, 
disempowerment encourages self-doubt. 
16 I discuss the Act in more depth in the Literature Review. 
17 Interview with Gary Somers, “What is wilderness?,” National Park Service, 
http://www.nature.nps.gov/views/KCs/Wilderness/HTML/ET_02_What.htm.  
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takes. For a space to truly count as wilderness, humans cannot set up residence or 

otherwise stay in the area, instead remaining only as “visitors.” To reinforce this idea, the 

Wilderness Act of 1964, a piece of federal legislation, defined the wilderness as “an area 

where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself as 

a visitor does not remain.” In other words, this act reflected and cemented the notion that 

the wilderness is a result of pure nature that only occurs over a long period of time and 

that disappears once humankind starts living in it. The Wilderness Act also set aside large 

parcels of land intended to remain as protected wilderness areas free from human 

colonization, including mining, fracking, human housing, and so on. 

 Such an understanding of the wilderness necessarily positions society and nature in 

a troubling dualism that falls apart in several places. First, if we subscribe to the ubiquitous 

definition of what nature is—a definition so widespread that the United States National 

Park Service uses it18—then “The place where we are is the place where nature is not.”19 

And if nature cannot exist where man is, then neither can the wilderness. Consequently, 

when we define what the wilderness is and is not, we bring the space under human 

control, for by defining what the wilderness is, we simultaneously assert our dominance 

over the space. This treatment of nature firmly associates humankind with the 

environment, and by extension the wilderness, in a way that paradoxically forever marks 

human and nature as completely separate. 

 I lack the space to explore the consequences and the irony of such a dualism in-

depth.20 However, keep in mind that if wilderness programs operate using the Western 

                                                
18 Ibid. 
19 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” 
Environmental History 1, no. 1 (1996): 17. 
20 For a full discussion of this dualism, see: Robert Scotney, “Wilderness: Nature Out of Control” 
(doctoral dissertation, University of Tasmania, 2013). 
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definition of the wilderness, the idea of wilderness therapy as it currently stands is a 

theoretical impossibility, since facilitating individual people’s empowerment in the 

wilderness space automatically disqualifies that space as wilderness because the wilderness 

can only exist where humankind does not. That impossibility does not stop wilderness 

therapies such as Second Nature and Open Sky from characterizing their programs using 

the term “wilderness.” Perhaps unaware of the irony of defining themselves as wilderness 

therapy, they use the term “wilderness” when talking about giving students the 

opportunity to find personal meaning through surroundings greater than themselves.21  

 Despite this irony, these programs’ use of the term “wilderness” is fitting. By using 

“wilderness,” wilderness therapies demonstrate that they believe in the wilderness myth 

propagated by hundreds of years of Western discourse. Using “wilderness” further 

conveys how wilderness therapies treat their surroundings: as somehow separate from 

humankind yet available for use. 

The Problem 

With these definitions in mind, I can talk about the problem with wilderness 

therapy with which I am concerned: that wilderness programs are full of contradictions. 

As I argue, wilderness programs are rife with paradoxes: they colonize the wilderness to 

promote individual freedom; they help students discover who they are through gender-

neutral practices that actually privilege masculinity; and they subject (in the Foucaldian 

sense) in order to teach self-agency. At the same time, wilderness therapies help empower 

students by teaching them to stand up for and love themselves. How can it be, then, that a 

                                                
21 For an example, look to wilderness solos, a time of quiet reflection in which students spend 
several days in meditation, doing yoga, and generally sitting with themselves and being surround by 
the wilderness. I discuss my own solo experience in the Personal Narrative chapter. 
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space that undeniably participates in problematic treatments of the wilderness, gender, and 

disciplinary power simultaneously self-empowers students? It does not seem as though 

both scenarios can happen at once.  

Those contradictions shape and help define the wilderness therapy space. As I 

argue, wilderness programs intentionally and unintentionally empower their students. 

Though they operate with inconsistencies, there are elements of program curriculum that 

empower students in ways wilderness therapies purposefully foster. At the same time, 

many students also leave the wilderness feeling empowered because they react and adapt 

to the unintentional inconsistencies of their programs and in so doing find ways to benefit 

from their experiences.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review defines wilderness therapy and differentiates it from other 

types of therapeutic programs. It then covers the basic theoretical principles that guide the 

current discourses surrounding gender, disciplinary power, and the wilderness. I finish by 

opening up the possibility for an interdisciplinary discourse that fully engages with the 

nuanced aspects of self-empowerment in wilderness therapy.  

Wilderness Therapy and Boot Camps 

There is limited mainstream knowledge about what wilderness therapy is, let alone 

about what distinguishes wilderness therapy from boot camp. Much of this 

misunderstanding stems from the negative portrayal of outdoor programs in the media, 

portrayals that confuse the definitions of wilderness therapy and boot camp. Indeed, 

articles in well-read newspapers such as The New York Times accuse “outdoor camps for 

troubled youth” of serious neglect, maltreatment, and abuse.22 In other cases, newspapers 

have released video clips exposing the emotional abuse of children at the hands of 

program staff members.23 The staff members wear typical military boot camp uniforms—

including a camouflage shirt and pair of pants with highly polished black boots—as they 

tell children that they are unworthy, useless, hopeless, and so on.24 Yet these accounts do 

not accurately depict wilderness therapy. As one expert explains, wilderness therapy 

programs and boot camps are far from the same. Whereas boot camps originate from the 

juvenile justice system and use physical punishment and psychological tactics such as 

                                                
22 Michael Janofsky, “States Pressed As 3 Boys Die At Boot Camps,” The New York Times, July 15, 
2001. http://www.nytimes.com/  
23 The Associated Press, “Video Prompts Investigation of Child Abuse at Youth Boot Camp” The 
Daily News, October 29, 2011, www.nydailynews.com. 
24 Ibid. 
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yelling and name-calling as teaching tools, wilderness therapy programs adhere to a 

growth-based model in which clients learn through the natural consequences of their 

behaviors.25  

The Definition of Wilderness Therapy 

 While scholars generally agree on the difference between wilderness therapy and 

boot camps, there is confusion regarding what, exactly, a wilderness program does and 

how it operates.26 Drawing on the work of other scholars who have posited definitions of 

wilderness therapy, Keith Russell, a scholar who has published multiple articles on 

wilderness therapy and who is a leader in wilderness therapy research,27 establishes several 

criteria that qualify a program as wilderness therapy. He posits that a wilderness therapy 

program must be therapeutically-grounded, select clients based upon pre-established 

criteria, use outdoor adventure and the teaching of survival skills as modalities of 

treatment, completely and consistently immerse clients in the wilderness, take place in 

groups, critically and regularly evaluate individual progress, integrate families into the 

therapy process, and help clients transition into either aftercare or the home 

environment.28 Wilderness therapy shares several programmatic commonalities with other 

forms of therapy: like talk therapy, wilderness programs typically require weekly, hour-long 

sessions with a therapist;29 like residential treatment facilities, wilderness programs provide 

                                                
25 Michael Connor, “Wilderness Therapy Programs and Wilderness Camps: Is there a difference?,” 
Oregon Counseling, November 11, 2014, 
http://www.oregoncounseling.org/Wilderness/WildernessVsBoot.htm;  
26 A. Alvarez and G. A. Stauffer, “Musings on Adventure Therapy,” The Journal of Experiential 
Education 24, no. 2 (2001): 85. 
27 For his credentials, see: Keith C. Russell, "What Is Wilderness Therapy?," Journal of Experiential 
Education 24, no. 2 (2001): 70-79. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Students typically return to a home base, or Base Camp, once every few days to restock on 
supplies and meet with their therapist. 



 
 

11 

treatment to clients at all hours of the day and on all days of the week and place significant 

emphasis on treatment plans that guide clients after they leave the field; and like 

wilderness experience programs, wilderness therapy takes place solely in the outdoors 

insofar as it is exceedingly rare for a wilderness client to spend any time whatsoever in a 

building throughout the duration of their outdoor experience.30, 31 Russell also 

differentiates wilderness therapy programs from wilderness experience programs (WEPs) 

such as Outward Bound.32 WEPs differentiate from wilderness therapy because they do 

not cite therapy as a core aspect of their programs.33 

 I choose Russell’s definition of wilderness therapy for several reasons. First, 

Russell reviewed the available research and definitions of wilderness therapy to generate a 

comprehensive and encompassing definition of the term.34 Furthermore, based on the 

analysis of the websites of two prominent wilderness therapy programs, Open Sky 

Wilderness Therapy and Second Nature, I have concluded that Russell’s take on 

wilderness therapy most closely mirrors Open Sky and Second Nature’s own 

understandings of who they are and what they do.35  

                                                
30 There are other notable similarities between wilderness therapy and other kinds of treatment. 
For the purposes of brevity, this literature review does not list all of them. To view a more 
comprehensive list, I recommend reading Russell’s article, “What Is Wilderness Therapy?” 
31 Coincidentally, one of my interview participants spent a significant portion of their time in 
wilderness therapy in a local town, since that program hosted family therapy work every several 
weeks. 
32 Russell, “What Is Wilderness Therapy?”  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid.  
35 "Wilderness Therapy," Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 2014, 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/why-open-sky/what-is-wilderness-therapy; “Our Program,” 
Second Nature, 2014, http://adults.snwp.com/about-second-nature/our-program/. 
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Why Would We Go?  

While the structures of wilderness therapy and boot camp are different, the 

reasons people enroll/are enrolled (depending on if the individual in question is over the 

age of 18) are similar. People go for many reasons, two of which are: because they are in 

crisis (they are borderline suicidal,36 dangerously defiant, a flight risk, highly addicted to a 

substance, and so on) or because they have no or have lost all motivation (they are 

depressed, they sleep all the time, they don’t want to do anything with their life except sit 

around all day, and so on). Many people have little choice in the matter, since they are 

under 18 and do not have the right to choose; others are over 18 but go because their 

families threaten to disown them. Here are two fictional scenarios that reflect why some 

parents send their children to wilderness therapy: 

Example one: Amanda struggled in school ever since she began 8th grade. When 

Amanda entered 11th grade, her parents began to pressure her to receive better 

grades so she could go to college. Amanda did not want to go to college and 

therefore did not see the point in trying as hard as her parents wanted her to. In 

response to Amanda’s lack of desire to enroll in college, her mom started yelling at 

her to do better and her dad simply disengaged. To cope with the stress, Amanda 

turned to recreational marijuana. Although her use started off light, it got to the 

point where Amanda smoked two to three times a day and stole from her parents 

to pay for her habit. Furthermore, she received all failing grades in school. Unsure 

of what to do, without telling her, Amanda’s parents arranged for an escort service 

to take her to a wilderness therapy program in Colorado. 

                                                
36 Wilderness programs do not admit actively suicidal individuals, since that is a safety risk. 
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Example two: Kyle became heavily addicted to heroine at the age of 13 and was 

not been able to curb his addiction. While Kyle has been in and out of countless 

rehab facilities, none were effective. Full of self-hate and severely depressed 

because he has failed so many programs and still relies on heroine, Kyle self-harms 

on a regular basis. After extensive time searching on the Internet for a solution, 

Kyle’s parents came across a wilderness program based out of Southern Oregon. 

They believed that giving Kyle a clean start away from his similarly addicted 

friends would give him a chance to finally recover. Because Kyle turned 18, his 

parents could not force him to enroll in wilderness therapy. Instead, they 

threatened to cut him off financially and disown him if he did not go. Kyle 

reluctantly agreed that going to the wilderness would be better than having no 

money. Kyle’s parents have not told him that he will have to go through the 

majority of his withdrawal while in the program. 

Individual’s reasons for going to wilderness therapy are infinitely varied. Yet as these two 

examples demonstrate, each wilderness student has a different reason and background 

story that lands him or her in wilderness therapy.  

Gender in Brief 

With an understanding of what wilderness therapy is and why people go, I can 

begin to frame the theoretical discourses that guide my examination of wilderness therapy. 

I begin by outlining a definition of gender that draws upon several key feminist scholars.  

Working from Simone de Beauvoir’s pivotal declaration, “One is not born, but 

rather becomes, a woman,” feminist theorists such as Gayle Rubin have challenged the 

predominant understanding that sex and gender refer to the same things, as well as the 
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presumption that gender is a natural component of personhood.37 They have, 

furthermore, challenged de Beauvoir’s essentialist presupposition that while gender is 

inscribed and prescribed on various bodies, sex itself is immutable.38 Indeed, Rubin 

positions the two terms in a “sex/gender system.”39 This system situates gender as the 

cultural inscription of a myriad of assumptions, expectations, and regulations onto a sexed 

(read: as chromosomally and genitally either male or female) body, as well as the 

oppressions generated through and around those assumptions, expectations, and 

regulations.40, 41 This imposition of gender onto sexed bodies has numerous consequences 

for how we socialize children, engage politically and socially with our communities, 

societies, and peers, and even theorize what it means to be human.42 

Other prominent gender theorists engage in scholarship that interrogates how 

gendered bodies produce other bodies and reproduce themselves. In her seminal Gender 

Trouble, Judith Butler asserts that gender “is an identity tenuously constituted in time, 

instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts.”43 In other words, gender is 

not only a social construction, but it is also a performance. From the clothes we wear, to 

the way we walk and talk, and even to the way we physically place ourselves in relation to 

others—each of these acts constitute a gendered performativity and reproduce a gendered 

self. There is, therefore, no such thing as an inherently gendered person or a pre-discursive 

gendered self, an idea that necessarily decouples sex from gender. Moreover, this quote 

                                                
37 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 301. 
38 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, (New York: Routledge, 2007), 14. 
39 Gayle Rubin, "The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex," In Deviations, 
(London & Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 60. 
40 Ibid, 60. 
41 For the ways in which society sexes bodies, as well as a comprehensive discussion of the cultural 
construction of biological sex, see Anne Fausto-Sterling’s Sexing the Body. 
42 Rubin,“The Traffic in Women,” 60. 
43 Butler, Gender Trouble, 191 (emphasis in original). 
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reminds us that gender performativity does not remain stable or fixed either between or 

within different historical, temporal, social, or geographical contexts. Its interpretation and 

meanings depend upon who is the subject and who is the object of analysis. Gender is 

thus fluid in meaning, importance, interpretation, and performance. A gendered 

performance also attempts to “approximate the ideal of a substantial ground of identity, 

but which, in their occasional discontinuity, reveal the temporal and contingent 

groundlessness of this ‘ground.’”44 Stated differently, we stylize our gender performance to 

replicate what it means to be a “true” member of the gender to which we are assigned and 

to which we attend. Yet the impossibility and instability of a “true,” pure, and perfect 

gendered body automatically renders the performance unstable and without solid ground 

on which to stand. 

Rubin’s sex/gender system separates our notions of sex and gender. Butler’s 

gender performativity theorizes why and how we perform gender. Next, we can use 

Foucault’s utilization of the Panopticon to examine how and why people reproduce 

certain expectations, many of which relate to gender, as well as police others to conform 

to those expectations.45  

Michel Foucault’s Disciplinary Panopticon 

In my thesis, I compare the disciplinary system of the wilderness to the 

Panopticon. The Panopticon is a physical prison structure imagined by Jeremy Bentham 

(pictured on the next page).46 In his pivotal Discipline and Punish, renowned philosopher 

and social theorist Michel Foucault re-appropriated the Panopticon to use as an example 

                                                
44 Ibid, 141, (emphasis in original). 
45 Michel Foucault, “Panopticism,” in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan 
Sheridan, (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 195-244. 
46 Ibid, 200. 
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for the ubiquitous societal exercise of disciplinary power.47 Regulatory bodies such as 

prisons, schools, and hospitals use panoptic structures to insidiously discipline—that is, to 

train in certain and purposeful ways—bodies such that they are both obedient and useful 

to the disciplinary force.48 The Panopticon consists of columns and rows of individual 

cells arranged in a circle around a single observation tower. Only one person occupies 

each cage, just as only one overseer sits in the observation tower. It does not matter 

whether or not the cells are barred; all that is important is if the prisoners can look outside 

of them. While prisoners can see through the central tower, the observation room within 

the tower is in darkness. This arrangement ensures that each prisoner can never be sure 

                                                
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid, 219. 

Jeremy Bentham, “Plan of the Panopticon,” in The Works of Jeremy Bentham, ed. Bowring, (vol. 
IV., 1943): 172-3. 
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when they are or are not being watched. Furthermore, the people in the cages can see not 

only the people on either side (or at least those visible to them from their location within 

the circle), but also those across from them. The Panopticon thus imposes “an axial  

visibility… [and] a lateral invisibility”49 upon its captives. In other words, each person sees 

the prisoners level with them and is invisible to those above and below. Seen by all and 

able to see all others, each prisoner does not need the disciplinary figure in the central 

tower to provide surveillance. Plagued by the anxiety and by the possibility that they may 

be watched, monitored, and policed at any time, they internalize the gaze not only of the 

guard in the tower, but also of the other prisoners. It no longer matters if they are actually 

watched—each prisoner will act as though they were being watched at all times. 

According to Foucault, we must understand the Panopticon as “a generalizable 

model of functioning; a way of defining power relations in terms of the everyday life of 

men.”50 In other words, a space is panoptic when it relies upon surveillance to discipline 

its subjects. The disciplinary structure of the Panopticon thus describes a myriad of other 

spaces relevant to “everyday life,” such as schools and hospitals.  

To that end, we can use the Panopticon to understand how power functions in a 

wilderness space, as well as how wilderness programs subjugate their students. I use the 

Panopticon because within the panoptic space of wilderness therapy, wilderness students 

internalize their own subjectivity. In order to stay out of trouble, people perform the roles 

they are expected to adopt because they can never know when field guides (who are not 

therapists and who serve as day-to-day leaders and program facilitators) may be watching 

them. Furthermore, each person monitors both themselves and others because they have 

internalized the threat of constant surveillance. In this thesis, I discuss how wilderness 
                                                
49 Ibid, 200. 
50 Ibid, 205. 
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therapies discipline their students. I also examine how students discipline themselves and 

each other. When I speak of self-discipline and the disciplining of others, I refer to when a 

person becomes subservient to the dominant power (in wilderness therapy, it is rules and 

expectations) under the threat of various regulatory mechanisms (wilderness programs use 

constant surveillance, peer pressure, threat of punishment, and so on). After internalizing 

that discipline, the student then aids in the subjugation of fellow students so as to make 

their own wilderness stay easier and because they have come to expect that same behavior 

from others. 

Troubling the “Wilderness”51 

In addition to reproducing a complex panoptic system of disciplinary power, 

wilderness programs also re-inscribe Western discourses surrounding the wilderness space.  

Rather than taking the notion of “wilderness” at face value, we must interrogate and 

problematize what, exactly, “wilderness” means. Indeed, living in and connecting with the 

wilderness is undoubtedly a key component of the wilderness therapy experience. Yet the 

wilderness is not a stable, immutable, or pure concept.52 To guide my interrogation of the 

wilderness, I draw upon William Cronon’s “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting 

Back to the Wrong Nature,” a work that sparked controversy within the field of 

environmental studies.53 This article, in conjunction with the works of other scholars who 

take similar issue with the current Western construction of what “wilderness” means and 

how the West treats the wilderness, outlines the way in which countries such as the United 

States colonize and re-appropriate it. 

                                                
51 I distinguish the wilderness and nature in Chapter 1. 
52 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: A Response,” Environmental History (1996) 1, no. 
1 (1996): 7-28. 
53 Ibid, 47. 
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For Cronon, wilderness functions as the last bastion of pure living from human 

civilization, the remaining escape from the excessive and consumerist nature of Western 

culture.54 Yet our current understanding of and relationship to the wilderness are socially 

mediated and constructed, differing in meaning across time, place, and history. For 

instance, throughout the European Romantic period of the 18th century, wilderness was 

the place where one could witness God if only one could endure the harsh, dangerous, 

and unexplored landscapes where God resided. For many Romantic poets, wilderness was 

the house of the romantic sublime, a place one visited “only against one’s will, and always 

in fear and trembling.”55, 56  

The significance of the wilderness dramatically shifted in the decades following the 

Civil War, an era during which the wealthy elite fought to preserve the wilderness frontier 

as a symbol of American purity and an old, peaceful way of life reminiscent of pre-

industrial United States.57 In the wake of the realization that the wilderness was 

disappearing, those previously condemned wild spaces rapidly became “sacred.”58 As a 

result, in 1872, President Ulysses S. Grant signed into law Yellowstone National Park, the 

first National Park in the United States.59 Almost one hundred years later, President 

Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Wilderness Act of 1964, federal legislation that not only 

defined what “wilderness” was, but also firmly asserted that the United States would 

spend resources to preserve it: 

                                                
54 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” 7. 
55 Ibid, 9. 
56 To encounter the Romantic sublime is to interact with a fantastic grandeur so awful and awe-
inspiring that it incites both fear and an instinct to recoil from this overwhelmingly powerful 
emotion. This retreat results in a sense of delight and the desire to return to revisit the sublime 
wilderness space. For instances of the Romantic sublime, see “Lines Composed a Few Miles above 
Tintern Abbey” by William Wordsworth.  
57 Cornon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 13. 
58 Ibid, 10. 
59 “Yellowstone,” National Park Service, 2015, http://www.nps.gov/yell/index.htm  
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…[The wilderness is] an area where the earth and its community of life are 
untrammeled by man, where man himself as a visitor does not remain. An 
area of wilderness is further defined to mean in this Act an area of 
undeveloped Federal land [that]…. (1) generally appears to have been 
affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work 
substantially unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a 
primitive and unconfined type of recreation… 
 

The Act is a highly symbolic moment in the United States’ national memory. When 

Congress signed this document to establish criteria for what constituted federally 

protected land, it not only took a stand for the “wilderness,” but also officially shifted 

what we meant by the term, for good or for bad, in public discourse. This new definition 

carried with it a variety of consequences, one of which was that it codified a definition of 

wilderness based upon both absence and presence: the absence of civilization and the 

presence of “true,” untouched, long-lasting nature.60 Wilderness, then, was paradoxically 

under the purview of humankind and completely removed from it.61 

The Act did more than set a paradoxical precedent. By designating specific 

wilderness spaces, the Federal Government engaged and continues to engage in a colonial 

venture:  

The otherness of wildland is objectified into human resource, or value, 
categories and allocated by law to specific uses... [As seen in] the language of 
the Wilderness Act of 1964, which states that its purpose is ‘to secure for the 
American people of present and future generations the benefits of an enduring 
resource of wilderness.’62  
 

                                                
60 Linda Vance, "Ecofeminism and Wilderness," In NWSA Journal 9, no. 3 (1997). 
61 Marvin Henberg, “Wilderness, Myth, and American Character,” In The Great New Wilderness 
Debate: An Expansive Collection of Writings Defining Wilderness From John Muir to Gary Snider and Michael 
P. Nelson, edited by J. Baird Callicott and Michael P. Nelson, (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1998), 500-510. 
62 Thomas H. Birch, “The Incarceration of Wildness: Wilderness Areas as Prisons,” In The Great 
New Wilderness Debate: An Expansive Collection of Writings Defining Wilderness From John Muir to Gary 
Snider and Michael P. Nelson, edited by J. Baird Callicott and Michael P. Nelson, (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 1998), 448 (emphasis in original). 
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In other words, the Wilderness Act co-opted undeveloped public lands for use as a natural 

resource for the U.S. government and the country’s wealthy elite to consume at their 

leisure by way of resource extraction or through the enjoyment of the wilderness in a 

recreational context. Though the United States did not develop large amounts of 

infrastructure in the wilderness, we nevertheless colonized the wilderness through the act 

of naming and setting it aside. The U.S. did so in an attempt to preserve the best of “old” 

America—untouched, pristine land. The country consequently made several statements: 

that nationalism means preserving the beauty within the United States’ borders, that 

United States (again, wealthy) citizens could express patriotism by entering the wilderness 

and paying tribute to the land of our ancestors,63 and that the wilderness itself existed only 

with the permission of Congress and only because it could persist as a constant symbol of 

national pride. 

I use the Act’s definition of wilderness because of how ubiquitous this narrow and 

problematic classification of what the wilderness is and is not has become in the United 

States. I believe that this definition is problematic for a multitude of reasons, three of 

which I outline here. First, the very act of defining the wilderness marks the wilderness as 

something that humankind claims ownership to. Second, by delineating what is and what 

is not the wilderness, and by limiting who gets to visit it and how,64 humankind 

commodifies the wilderness. For instance, to enter Yellowstone Park, one must pay an 

entry fee that ostensibly covers some of the salary of park rangers, security, emergency 

                                                
63 Even though, of course, our ancestors actually displaced or murdered millions of indigenous 
peoples in order to claim that land. 
64Yellowstone National Park, for example, has specific exits and entrances, as well as hours of 
operation. See: “Operating Hours & Seasons,” National Park Service, 
http://www.nps.gov/yell/planyourvisit/hours.htm, March 1, 2015. 
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services, and park maintenance.65, 66, 67 Finally, requiring individuals to pay to enter the 

wilderness turns the wilderness into a space available only to more privileged citizens.68 

More importantly, this definition has made its way into the core tenants of the 

wilderness therapy programs I examine in this thesis. Interestingly enough, wilderness 

programs do not operate in “true” wilderness, since they take place predominately in 

national parks (which by definition are not free from the touch of man). However, for the 

wilderness to retain its empowering aspects (in other words, for it to remain separate from 

humankind and therefore a sacred space), wilderness therapies must perceive of the 

wilderness as an uncolonized, unmediated space. Only then is the wilderness worth using 

(i.e. colonizing) to begin with.  

By taking advantage of “untrammeled” wilderness, wilderness programs have 

internalized and reproduced the message that that space is available for colonization and 

human use. They have then repurposed and infused the “wilderness” with other 

understandings of what the term means and how humans (should) relate to it. For 

instance, as Open Sky Wilderness Therapy puts it, wilderness therapy is empowering 

because “Nature has a certain kind of light and clarity that speaks clearly to the soul, 

calling it forth.”69 Here, we must remember that nature is the force that allows the 

                                                
65 “Entrance Fees/Passes, National Park Service, http://www.nps.gov/yell/planyourvisit/entrancefees.htm, 
February 25, 2015. 
66 Let’s not forget that these fees go toward maintaining the wilderness. Upon further inspection, 
the notion of paying someone to maintain the wilderness space seems ludicrous, since the very act 
of maintaining that space automatically makes it something that is tame, not wild. 
67 The dilemma of who should pay to maintain the wilderness is a tough one and is beyond the 
scope of my thesis. As it currently stands, the system in place ensures that more privileged citizens 
predominantly have access to the wilderness space. To address this problem, I believe we must 
reframe what we mean by “the wilderness” such that the wilderness ceases to exist as a hyper-
privileged space. How we may do so is indeed a question that has no simple answer. 
68 Privilege also includes, but is not limited to, being able to take enough time out of one’s 
schedule to visit the wilderness or being able-bodied enough to access the wilderness in the first 
place.   
69 “Wilderness Therapy.” 
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wilderness to exist (that and the absence of humankind). To that end, nature’s simplicity 

and enlightening wisdom (its “light and clarity”) creates a consequently beneficial 

wilderness space. Central within this claim is that nature, and by extension the wilderness, 

exists for the purpose of bestowing its wisdom onto those who retreat into that pure 

space, and that students in wilderness therapy will naturally absorb such wisdom.  

Constructing an Interdisciplinary Discourse 

 The predominant discourse that surrounds wilderness therapy exists mainly in the 

field of psychology and speaks almost solely to notions of (self-)empowerment.70 I wish to 

create a new conversation about wilderness therapy by approaching the topic utilizing 

theories of gender construction and performativity, Foucaldian disciplinary power, and the 

cultural construction of the wilderness space. I still discuss self-empowerment, yet I do so 

using these lenses, not that of psychology. My thesis takes these analytical frameworks to 

interrogate the ways in which wilderness therapy is itself constructed space that uses and 

treats gender, the wilderness, and disciplinary power in unique ways. I take separate 

chapters to discuss each of the three theoretical frameworks and tie each of those 

discussions to the idea of empowerment.  

                                                
70 Amy E. Long, “Learning the Roles: Exploring the Meaning and Value of Experiential Education 
for Girls at Risk,” The Journal of Experiential Education 24, no. 2 (Fall 2001): 103. Britain A. Scott, 
and Julie A. Derry, “Women in Their Bodies: Challenging Objectification Through Experiential 
Learning,” Women’s Studies Quartely 33, no. ½ (Spring 2005): 188; Irene G. Powch, “Wildereness 
Therapy: What Makes It Empowering for Women?,” in Wilderness Therapy for Women: The Power of 
Adventure, eds. Ellen Cole, Esther Rothblum, and Eve Mallman, (New York: Haworth Press, 1994): 
11; Michael C. Caulkins, Dave D. White, and Keith C. Russell, “The Role of Physical Exercise in 
Wilderness Therapy for Troubled Adolescent Women,” The Journal of Experiential Education 29, no. 
1 (2006): 18. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

To answer the questions I ask in my introduction regarding wilderness programs’ 

use of the Western understanding of the “wilderness,” students’ genders, and 

empowerment, I draw on several different types of primary sources. They are: the websites 

of Open Sky Wilderness Therapy and Second Nature Wilderness Therapy, the workbook 

students in Open Sky’s adult program receive (called the Pathway), a first-person narrative 

I wrote, and interviews with seven graduates of wilderness programs. Below, I discuss why 

I chose Second Nature and Open Sky, introduce my thesis participants, and outline the 

procedure I used for my study. 

Why Second Nature and Open Sky 

 While there are numerous wilderness therapy programs, I chose Open Sky and 

Second Nature for several reasons. I selected Open Sky because the majority of my 

informants had graduated from that program and because I am a graduate of that 

program. Open Sky’s website is also extensive and provided me with a substantial amount 

of research material.  

The program began in 2005, when wilderness therapy veteran Aaron Fernandes 

decided to begin his own wilderness therapy company.71 It operates in Colorado in the 

summer and Utah in the winter.72 Open Sky has an enrollment fee of $2,950 and a daily 

tuition of $485, excluding travel to and from the program, aftercare, and any additional 

expenses (including medical expenses, psychological evaluations, student medication, and 

                                                
71 “Aaron Fernandez,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/who-we-
are/leadership-team/aaron-fernandes.  
72 “Program Locations,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/contact/location.  
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so on) for both adolescents (ages 13 to 17) and young adults (ages 18 to 28).73 A typical 

stay at Open Sky is 9-10 weeks.74 

I cannot use Monarch Family Therapy, even though one of my interviewees 

attended the program, because it has since been shut down and has no accessible website. 

Instead, I use Second Nature because, as a member of several wilderness therapy graduate 

communities, I hear Second Nature mentioned the most frequently and in the most 

consistently positive way.75  

Second Nature is an older program than Open Sky. Devan Glissmeyer and Cheryl 

Kehl co-founded the program in 1998.76 The program currently charges an initial fee of 

$2,000 and a daily rate of $485 for all three of its age groups (preteens/adolescents, ages 

11-14; adolescents, ages 13-17; and adults, ages 18+).77 Second Nature did not specify how 

long a typical stay is.78 It has programs in Southern Oregon, Utah, and Georgia.79 

Both Open Sky and Second Nature emphasize holistic treatment and 

individualized care.80 Open Sky, however, fosters spiritual practices such as daily yoga and 

meditation, as well as sweat lodges and vision quests,81 while Second Nature is a much 

larger program that can offer a wider range of treatment options (as evidenced by its 

                                                
73 “Programs,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/programs.  
74 A 10-week Open Sky stay, meaning just the time a student spends in wilderness, assuming no 
additional cost, would then cost approximately $37,000 plus tax. See: “Costs & Services,” Open Sky 
Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/admissions/cost-services.  
75 While I don’t necessarily base my analysis on the “better” wilderness therapy programs, I did 
choose two of the most highly recommended programs. I did so because I biasedly want to 
represent some of the best wilderness programs available in order to represent the field well. 
76 “Cheryl Kehl,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy, http://adolescents.snwp.com/our-staff/uintas-
duchesne-ut/leadership-team-uintas/cheryl-kehl/; “Devan Glissmeyer,” Second Nature Wilderness 
Therapy, http://adolescents.snwp.com/our-staff/uintas-duchesne-ut/leadership-team-
uintas/devan-glissmeyer/. 
77 “Second Nature,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy, www.snwp.com  
78 A 10-week stay at Second Nature would cost $36,050, $950 less than 10 weeks at Open Sky. 
79 “Locations,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy, http://adolescents.snwp.com/about-second-
nature/locations/.   
80 “Our Program.” Second Nature; "Holistic Vision," Open Sky Wilderness Therapy. 
81 “Holistic Vision,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy. 
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multiple locations and its ability to treat a wider age range). Throughout my thesis, when I 

use the term “wilderness therapy programs,” I do not refer to all wilderness therapy 

programs in existence, but rather to solely Open Sky and Second Nature.82  

Interview Participant Demographics 

 My participants were seven individuals who live all over the United States. Five 

participants self-identified as female, one self-identified as genderqueer, and one self-

identified as male. The average age at which participants went to wilderness therapy was 

17.14 years-old (SD = 1.25), ranging from 15 to 18 years-old. Two of my participants went 

to Open Sky Wilderness Therapy (located in Durango, Colorado) as adolescents, four 

went to Open Sky as adults, and one went to Monarch Family Therapy (defunct but 

previously based in Georgetown, Colorado) as an adolescent.83 Five participants self-

identified as White/Caucasian, one self-identified as White/Latino, and one chose not to 

disclose their racial self-identity.  

I must note that almost every person I interviewed self-identified as either 

Caucasian or Caucasian/another race. While my thesis on wilderness therapy takes gender 

into account, there was not enough space for discussions of race and class, though I 

believe that these topics are of vital importance. When reading this thesis, please 

remember that wilderness therapy is often a highly privileged space. While there are some 

wilderness therapy scholarships,84 the vast majority of the students who enroll in 

                                                
82 I cannot speak about and make conclusions regarding all wilderness programs, since I have not 
studied them. 
83 I received a disproportionate number of Open Sky students because almost all of the 
participants who responded to my e-mails were Open Sky graduates. 
84 Town Crier Staff Report, “Sky’s the Limit helps at-risk youth: Non-profit provides scholarships 
for wilderness camps,” Los Altos Town Crier, October 19, 2011, 
http://www.losaltosonline.com/news/sections/news/216-latc-sections/community-
archive/18451-J39883.  
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wilderness therapy come from rich, mostly White families.85 To that end, the students 

whom I interviewed and whom you see in the pictures I reference generally (though not 

universally) have families of high socioeconomic status. I do not believe that this 

difference detracts from my findings. Rather, we have to keep this difference in mind, as 

socioeconomic status and race definitely impact students’ wilderness experience.86 

 Acknowledging that my study lacked racial diversity, I used the interviews of all 

seven participants in my thesis. Since each participant makes significant contributions to 

my work, and because people’s experiences in wilderness therapy can be so intimately 

personal, I have included a brief profile for each of them. Please note that the names I 

used throughout this thesis are pseudonyms.  

Sam: 

Sam comes from California. They87 enrolled in Open Sky Wilderness Therapy at 

the age of 16. They spent approximately nine weeks in an all-female adolescent 

group, graduating from the program in June of 2012. 

Eliza: 

Eliza spent six weeks in the Open Sky adult program. She comes from and lives in 

New York City. During her first week out in the field, Eliza sprained her ankle. 

She spent the majority of her time at Open Sky in Medical Quest, an alternative 

offered to students who are either too sick to hike or temporarily injured. Eliza 

                                                
85 Race is inextricably linked to income. See: “Racial Inequality,” Inequality.org, 
http://inequality.org/racial-inequality/.  
86 As a woman of color, I frequently heard comments from my fellow group-mates about how my 
race (Asian) is linked to my level of intelligence. The comments were jovial in nature, yet still 
reminded me of how White of a space wilderness programs are. I do not doubt that other people 
of color might have had similarly alienating and racist experiences. 
87 Sam stated to me that they prefer “they,” “their,” and “theirs” gender pronouns. 
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graduated from Open Sky in August of 2014 after spending six weeks in the 

program. 

Joyce: 

Joyce’s mother sent her to wilderness therapy when Joyce was 15. Joyce spent 

three expeditions – a total of approximately two months – in Monarch Family 

Therapy as an adolescent. She returned to her home in Colorado after graduating 

in December of 2008. 

Sally: 

Sally lived in Maine before going to Open Sky. She spent nine weeks in the 

adolescent program and was one of only two members of her group. She 

graduated from Open Sky in July of 2009. Sally was 17 at the time. 

Elizabeth: 

Elizabeth comes from Houston, Texas. She spent eight weeks at Open Sky as an 

18-year-old in the adult program, where she was the youngest in her group. 

Elizabeth graduated in May of 2012. 

Ella: 

Ella spent approximately two months at Open Sky. She was 18 years-old at the 

time. Ella graduated in May of 2012 and has since returned to her home state of 

Colorado. 

Chris: 

Chris was first enrolled in Open Sky by his parents as an adolescent. He was sent 

from Seattle, Washington. When he turned 18, Chris decided to stay in the 

program and move to an adult group. He spent nine weeks at Open Sky before 

graduating in August of 2013. 
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My study’s sample size is relatively small. It is small because I did not have the 

time to interview more participants or the resources to adjust for how much more 

complicated my analysis might have become with even more testimonies. If I had had 

more participants, I might have found more individuals who did not love their wilderness 

experience. I also might have gathered participants from wilderness programs other than 

Open Sky and Monarch Family Therapy. Since I cannot know what kind of participants I 

might have recruited, it is difficult to speculate on how different data may have shaped my 

analysis. I conjecture that I would have had to navigate a wider range of scenarios, many 

of which could have been much less positive than the ones my participants experienced. 

In short, I believe that adding participants would have changed the level of nuance in my 

thesis but would not have significantly altered my findings. 

Procedure 

 I recruited participants from two sources. I sent out a message on the Facebook 

page for Open Sky Wilderness Therapy graduates, of which I am one, asking for 

volunteers for my thesis. I sent a similar message out to the “students” listserv of a small 

liberal arts college in the Pacific Northwest with the same request. 

 Once individuals contacted me over e-mail to volunteer for my thesis, I sent them 

an online survey that asked for basic demographic information (age, sexual orientation (if 

any), race, time spent at wilderness therapy, and program(s) attended). I exchanged contact 

information with each of my participants so that I could interview them over either Skype 

or Google Chat. The survey I sent also included an electronic copy of the Informed 

Consent Form to which participants had to sign with “I Agree” in order to be eligible for 

an interview. Participants also had to be at least 18-years-old. 
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 One-on-one interviews took place between the 8th and the 15th of January, 2015. I 

asked all participants the same set of basic questions and asked additional clarification 

questions. I recorded only the audio of each interview. I then transcribed the entirety of 

each interview and destroyed the audio recordings. I next coded the interviews for themes 

I believed were most relevant to my thesis. To do so, I read each interview through several 

times and noted with a superscript which of the thematic categories, if any, (organized first 

by chapter topic and then into subsections within each topic) each sentence fit.88 Many of 

my quotes belonged to more than one category. To that end, once I had finished reading 

through each interview, I created a separate document in which I compiled all of the 

quotes according to broad topic as denoted by my superscript system.89  

 To conduct website analysis, I browsed Open Sky and Second Nature’s websites 

for the following key information: the “who we are” pages, program descriptions, 

approach to the wilderness, and program structures. I compiled a separate document with 

quotes and images (taken directly from the websites) I believed would prove relevant to 

my thesis. I organized this information according to category, though not in an elaborate 

fashion like I did with the interview quotes. Instead, I broadly separated my website data 

according to the section of the websites to which specific quotes belonged. I analyzed 

these data by looking for passages that spoke about gender or presented students’ gender 

in specific ways (for instance, I looked for passages that either referenced clothing or hair 

or that referenced a student’s gendered performance). I also analyzed images by paying 

attention to what each image represented and, more importantly, how the image did so (for 

example, in discussing panopticism, I looked at images of students and field guides in 

                                                
88 For a list of my categories, see Appendix A.  
89 For the interview questions I used, see Appendix B.  
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close proximity and in group settings, in particular how those individuals sat in relation to 

each other).  

 The last primary source I used was the personal narrative. To write it, I consulted 

the journal I kept during my second stay at Open Sky. I chose three of the most powerful 

memories I have of my time in the program and I wrote them to convey the emotions I 

experienced at the time. 

I do not analyze my personal narrative in the main body of my thesis. Rather, I 

treat the personal narrative as a reflective piece meant to convey some of my own feelings 

toward wilderness therapy as well as how I experienced being in wilderness therapy. I 

wrote this section to add a personal aspect to this project, one I believe is necessary to 

understanding how intense and life-changing of an experience wilderness therapy can be.
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Chapter 4: Let’s Bust a Coal 

The name “wilderness therapy” is telling insofar as it evokes a specific image: that 

of “troubled” youths venturing forth into the wilderness to live off the land with a small 

community and once again “find themselves” after having been lost to drugs, alcohol, 

depression, or whatever led them to need wilderness therapy in the first place. Indeed, that 

programs such as Open Sky and Second Nature modify the specific type of care they give 

with the term “wilderness” gestures to the centrality the nature plays in this type of 

therapy. Even these programs’ names evoke the abstract concept of the wilderness: Open 

Sky Wilderness Therapy draws inspiration from a quote by William Cullen Bryant, a 19th 

century North American romantic poet who advises us to “Go forth under the open sky 

and listen to nature’s90 teachings,”91 while Second Nature may imply that returning to the 

wilderness is intuitive to the point that it feels natural.92 And since the environment in 

which these programs take place is “natural,” it is by extension a wilderness space (again, 

because the wilderness is a place where nature thrives and that man does not influence). 

Thus, these programs do not simply offer therapy, but therapy that engages with, is 

facilitated by, and relies upon the wilderness. Using primary source material from student 

interviews, the Open Sky and Second Nature websites, and the Open Sky Student 

Pathway, I articulate the ways in which Open Sky and Second Nature wilderness therapy 

programs have internalized the problematic understandings of wilderness outlined in the 

                                                
90 Remember that nature makes the wilderness space possible. 
91 “Open Sky Journey Begins Here,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 2015. 
www.openskywilderness.com    
92  It is interesting that the phrase “second nature” refers to something one has done many times to 
the point of it feeling intuitive, rather than intuitive at the very start. This slight difference in 
meaning suggests that one’s connection with the wilderness is not innate, but rather easily learned 
and internalized. 
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Literature Review. I do so to position the wilderness as Other and as a teacher. I finish 

this chapter by examining the consequences of such gendered understandings of the 

wilderness from the point of view of self-empowerment. 

Portraying and Understanding the Wilderness 

Wilderness therapy programs spend considerable effort reminding us that they 

take place in the wilderness—and not just any wilderness, but the kind that comes about 

only where nature in its most pure and, to invoke the Wilderness Act of 1964, 

“untrammelled” form exists for an extended period of time.93 The websites of both 

Second Nature and Open Sky dedicate substantial visual space to communicating the idea 

that these programs operate by integrating students’ therapeutic experience with that of 

existing in harmony with the wilderness—in other words, by being unobtrusive. For 

example, Open Sky’s and Second Nature’s homepages place natural symbols (trees, the 

sky, water, and so on) at the visual and thematic centers of their websites.94 

 The Second Nature homepage (pictured below) is entirely in earth tones. Browns, 

greens, and oranges 

convey a sense of 

being in the 

wilderness. What 

appears to be a tree 

branch snakes its 

                                                
93 See the Literature Review for a lengthier discussion on the Wilderness Act of 1964 and its role in 
the sanctification of the wilderness. 
94 “Second Nature,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy; “Open Sky Journey Begins Here,” Open Sky 
Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/ 

From http://www.snwp.com  
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way up the left side of the page, while a large leaf frames the right side of the page. These 

plants remind us that the wilderness literally encompasses everything that Second Nature 

Wilderness does. In addition, the shifting background of the homepage—from a river, to a 

canyon, to a forest, and finally to a sunset—conveys that Second Nature does not take 

place in just nature, but rather in the wild, untamed, and picturesque wilderness that nature 

makes possible.95  

Open Sky sends a similar message. Its logo (pictured below), that of a silhouetted 

person hiking up a silhouetted hill to an orange background, borders the top of the page. 

The placement and nature of that logo in conjunction with the name of the program, 

“Open Sky,” evoke the vastness of the wilderness, as well as its infinite possibilities for 

facilitating growth and self-empowerment.   

 

 

 

 

 

The only picture on the homepage (pictured on the next page) features either 

students or guides (it is impossible to tell) gesturing toward and looking at some object 

outside of the camera’s view set to a background of either a sunset or a sunrise. The sky 

once again takes up a large portion of the image and shadows the people in it. The 

                                                
95 The use of nature and wilderness imagery extends beyond Second Nature and Open Sky. To get 
a sense of how widespread this imagery is, we need only look at the logos of various cadaver 
“recycling” organizations in the United States. See: Lesley A. Sharp, “Commodified Kin: Death, 
Mourning, and Competing Claims on the Bodies of Organ Donors in the United States,” American 
Anthropologist 103, no. 1 (2001): 112-133.  

From http://www.openskywilderness.com/ 
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message is clear: that the wilderness is engulfing, awe-inspiring, and literally eclipses those 

who enter it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Open Sky and Second Nature’s homepages have much in common. As their 

websites convey, these programs don’t occur in simply nature, but “wild”96 land that is 

ostensibly free from the deleterious effects of humankind, a place where people can only 

visit and never live.97   

Of course, leaving the wilderness without leaving any impact is impossible. As the 

wilderness continues to function as a source of recreation for humankind, “Impacts from 

outdoor recreation and tourism are the fourth-leading reason that species are listed by the 

                                                
96 When talking about the wilderness space using the world “wild,” we speak of the wilderness as 
something to be tamed, or at least brought under a semblance of control, by masculine forces. 
This mentality permeates Western society. Take, for instance, the popular ‘50s television mini-
series, Davy Crockett, who is “King of the Wild Frontier.” Davy Crockett spends his time taming 
the wilderness and its inhabitants (Native American tribes), a feat he accomplishes by acting as 
monarch, patriarch, and ultimate conqueror of the wilderness. See: Sean Griffin, “Kings of the 
Wild Backyard: Davy Crockett and Childrens’ Space,” in Kids’ Media Culture, ed. Marsha Kinder, 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 102-21. 
97 Interestingly, these pictures feature students in nature, which automatically disqualifies the 
setting as true nature and thus true wilderness.  

From http://www.openskywilderness.com/ 



 
 

36 

federal government as threatened or endangered.”98 Outdoor enthusiasts’ denial that they 

are to blame99 is symptomatic of the current conception that humankind leaves the 

wilderness exactly as they find it. People believe that they consume the wilderness space in 

the form of memories100 without stopping to consider how their mere presence might 

affect their surroundings.  

The misconception that humankind’s effect on wilderness is unidirectional is 

central in wilderness therapy. For instance, in Open Sky and Second Nature, the 

wilderness serves to either facilitate the presence of humans (as is the case with the 

background on Second Nature’s site) or completely overshadow them (as with the images 

on Open Sky’s site). In each case, humankind’s presence in the wilderness is not the focus. 

Rather, these images evoke a sense of grandeur designed to take the attention away from 

the people who happen to be in the picture with the wilderness, if there are any people at 

all. By showing these pictures in particular of the wilderness, wilderness therapies ensure 

that the wilderness becomes the vessel for human transformation and empowerment in a 

way that removes guilt from the people who consume it. 

 The wilderness therapy students I interviewed share many of these ideas about 

what the wilderness is and what it is not. As Eliza, a female student who enrolled in Open 

Sky’s program for adults, stated: 

                                                
98 Christopher Solomon, “Leaving Only Footsteps? Think Again,” The New York Times, February 
13, 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/15/opinion/sunday/leaving-only-footsteps-think-
again.html?_r=0  
99 Ibid. 
100 To understand how memory perpetuates the deleterious consumption of the wilderness, we 
need only to think about our own times in the wilderness as examples. Think of that one time you 
saw a deer near a stream or a squirrel hiding its acorn. We imagine that scene as everlasting, that if 
we somehow returned to that space, the scenery would look exactly the same. In truth, our very 
presence would have forever altered that space. Perhaps the deer would now be more socialized to 
people, perhaps it wouldn’t visit that stream anymore for fear that you would return, or perhaps 
there was another animal that saw you and was also forever impacted by your being there. 
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I kind of went in not knowing what to expect because I lived in such an 
urban area and this was just living outdoors with no sort of sugar coating on 
it. I come from New York City and most people in New York City don’t 
really have a very strong relationship to nature because basically we have 
Central Park… I was just very unexposed to it [wilderness]. And it 
[wilderness therapy] was a really intense exposure.101 

 
Eliza’s statement reflects the understanding that there is a distinction between false 

wilderness and true wilderness. According to this quote, the wilderness cannot exist in 

Central Park, since Central Park is an example of nature that humans mediate and that is 

contingent upon human intervention and maintenance. To have true wilderness, one must 

have  real nature. This real nature remains undefined, yet likely refers to the definition of 

wilderness in the 1964 Act, one where humankind does not interfere with the surrounding 

life. When recalling what it was like to be exposed to untouched nature and therefore 

wilderness, Eliza described the experience as “really intense.” For Eliza, then, wilderness is 

something that one must physically encounter, implying that wilderness exists in discrete 

physical spaces where it is available for people to immerse themselves in—an immersion 

that theoretically discounts the possibility of a wilderness space. 

 As Second Nature and Open Sky have demonstrated through their websites, they 

endorse the ideas present in Eliza’s response about her relationship with the wilderness. 

They do so because much of wilderness therapies’ appeal requires that they facilitate 

therapy in the wilderness, an idea that hinges on the belief that to fully access that space, one 

must travel to and immerse oneself in it. That is not to say that Eliza’s statement about the 

wilderness does or does not originate from any type of indoctrination by Open Sky. 

Rather, it is important to note that Eliza’s and Open Sky’s ideas of wilderness therapy 

align with and reinforce each other. 

                                                
101 Eliza, Skype interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 11, 2015.  



 
 

38 

 Other Open Sky students described similarly overwhelming initial interactions 

with wilderness. Connor, whose parents enrolled him in Open Sky as an adolescent but 

who turned 18 and moved to the adult program halfway through his stay, described his 

awe with living in the Colorado wilderness for the first time in his life: “Honestly, I had 

never been in a place like the Rocky Mountains. [I spent] a lot of my time once we actually 

started hiking in the mountains admiring how gorgeous everything is. Everything was 

pristine and beautiful—better than you would see in a nature photography magazine.”102 

Connor’s statement on nature resonates with Open Sky and Second Nature’s images of 

wilderness. First, Connor mentions that he had “never been in a place like the Rocky 

Mountains,” a statement that takes on double meaning: one, that he had never been in a 

region with landscaping similar to that of the Rocky Mountains; and two, that he had 

never spent time in vast and untouched nature, i.e. wilderness. While his statement most 

likely invoked both meanings, it is the second that is of particular interest. For Connor, the 

wilderness comprising and surrounding the Rocky Mountains was so pure that it was 

“pristine,” meaning unspoiled, fresh, and in perfect condition—so perfect that it could not 

be replicated by human technology. The only way to enjoy true wilderness is to be among 

it. Thus, when Connor described being captivated by the beauty of the wilderness, he 

reproduced the message wilderness therapy programs send: that a key part of the 

wilderness therapy experience is being surrounded and humbled by the perfection of 

untouched-by-humankind wilderness.  

 Connor’ words mirror those of the Act of 1964. When he describes “pristine” 

land, he reminds us of a place “where the earth and its community life are untrammeled by 

man, where man himself as a visitor does not remain.” This parallel is not a coincidence. 

                                                
102 Connor, Skype interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 13, 2015. 
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When wilderness therapy programs post landscape pictures that paint the wilderness as 

something mystical, foreign, and exotic, and when wilderness therapy students talk about 

the wilderness as distinct from everyday life and civilization, they map their pre-existing 

understandings—the ones informed by public discourse, national memory, and the Act of 

’64—of the wilderness onto their surroundings. This action is by definition one that 

requires a passive vessel that one can fill with ideas about what that vessel should be and 

should mean for them. Moreover, because Western thought has turned the wilderness into 

something that waits for mankind to enter it and reap its benefits, it has become 

something made available for consumption, something that bears meaning through its 

commodification. 

 Although it is commodified, the wilderness can still be revered. Each person I 

interviewed expressed a respect for and relationship with the wilderness akin to those 

expressed by Eliza and Connor. Though some students entered the program less than 

fond of the wilderness (“So what? A view? I would rather be inside and see great 

architecture built by a man and drink wine,”103 one interviewee responded), each answered 

my question about their relationship with the wilderness with language that indicated their 

eventual appreciation of their surroundings: “… being completely away from everything 

else and being completely surrounded by nature was really profound,”104 one said, while 

another told me, “There’s something very cool about being there in the vast—just being 

away from everything else in waking up in the morning and there’s trees and everything 

surrounding you.”105 All of my participants spoke of an appreciation of “true” wilderness. 

More importantly, every participant spoke of wilderness in a specific way: as something 

                                                
103 Elizabeth, Skype interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 12, 2015. 
104 Ella, Skype interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 10, 2015. 
105 Elizabeth. 
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other than themselves both physically and spiritually. In Eliza’s case, wilderness was 

something to be exposed to, phrasing that automatically positions wilderness as something 

outside of the realm of normal, everyday human experience. For Connor, the essence of 

wilderness was beyond that which humans can capture on camera, making it inaccessible 

unless one chose venture forth into the wilderness and surround themself with it. The 

wilderness, then, is distinctly Other. It is marked by lack: of civilization, human 

intervention, frequent visitation, and accessibility. 

Wilderness as Other 

As Simone de Beauvoir wrote in “The Second Sex,” to be Othered is to be marked as 

feminine.106, 107 The act of Othering is a feminizing one insofar as to Other is to remove 

agency from that which is being Othered—in other words, to make it passive. In Western 

society, passivity is a trait traditionally associated with femininity. Thus, when students and 

wilderness programs Other the wilderness through their rhetoric and their visualization of 

the wilderness, they engage in a one-way power relation that results in the feminization of 

the wilderness, unintentional though it may be.108, 109  

                                                
106 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex. 
107 Othering has also played a foundational role in the colonization of nature, for instance by 
capitalizing off of the mystery of the untamed wild through either urban development or the sale 
of wilderness recreation experiences (see Linda Vance, “Ecofeminism and Wilderness”). 
108 Please note that feminization is not always negative. It is, rather, negative in the context of its 
Western conception as an imposed identity category that, broadly speaking, justifies the 
subjugation of female-bodied people at the hands of male-bodied people. 
109 The feminization of the wilderness is different than the feminization of nature. While 
ecofeminists have long since drawn parallels between the patriarchal domination of nature and the 
similarly-structured patriarchal domination of women (Linda Vance, “Ecofeminism and 
Wilderness”), the feminization of the wilderness has not been a popular topic of academic 
discourse. 
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 Othering is not simply feminization, however. Edward Said, in his foundational 

critique on colonialism, argues that to Other is also to mark as exotic:110  

For Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure 
promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, "us") and 
the strange (the Orient, the East, "them"). This vision in a sense created and 
then served the two worlds thus conceived. Orientals lived in their world, 
"we" lived in ours. The vision and material reality propped each other up, 
kept each other going. A certain freedom of intercourse was always the 
Westerner's privilege; because his was the stronger culture, he could 
penetrate, he could wrestle with, he could give shape and meaning to the 
great Asiatic mystery, as Disraeli once called it.111  
 

Here, Othering takes the form of Orientalism. Orientalism is the act of defining the 

“East” (read: Asia, the Middle East, South Asia, and East Asia) from a Western 

perspective. As Said notes, there is a “privilege” in being the one who names and 

defines the Other.112 Indeed, the very act of constructing a dichotomy between the 

West and the East constructs a power relation in which the West names and the East 

is named. This act also generates the idea that there are (again, constructed in Western 

discourse) meaningful features that separate these parts of the world. To that end, the 

West became the “familiar”—the civilized, the cultured, the understandable—while 

the East became “strange”—backward, uncontrollable, barbaric. Orientalism turns the 

Other into something we could “give shape and meaning to,” that which, through the 

act of naming, we could “penetrate and wrestle with.” In other words, to Other is not 

only to feminize, but also to seize control of. It is to make foreign and interesting 

under the justification of inquiry but for the reasons of domination and 

commodification.  

                                                
110 Edward Said, Orientalism, (London: Penguin, 1977). 
111 Ibid, 43-44. 
112 Ibid, 44. 
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 Orientalism defines and makes exotic—that is, distinctly and interestingly non-

Western, and therefore worthy of uni-directional study and meaning-making—the 

Other. To that end, when Said speaks of Orientalism, he also speaks of the 

exotification of the East. Just like Orientalism, exotification is the act of defining an 

object in opposition or relation to whichever entity is doing the defining. For the 

purpose of my thesis, I consider exotification as another form of Othering, one that is 

similar to Said’s Orientalism yet applies to more objects. 

Orientalism and exotification occur in spaces other than that between the East 

and the West. They take place in wilderness therapy insofar as wilderness programs 

and their students occupy the powerful position of being able to name, classify, and 

generally Other the wilderness. In other words, through program and student 

discourse, the wilderness becomes something strange (it is wild, it is vast, it is 

unknowable, and it is uncolonized; in contrast, non-wilderness is tamed, understood, 

accessible, and manageable). We imbue the wilderness with specific meanings (as the 

facilitator for empowerment and as the pure and wild result of the force of nature) at 

the same time as we understand it as indefinable (because while Open Sky graduates 

understood that the wilderness was not simply the nature of Central Park, they never 

really explained what, exactly, set the two spaces apart). And we come to these 

conclusions through our own familiar human systems of meaning-making and 

organization. 

Although students left the definition of the wilderness vague and distinctly 

Other, they tried to specify what they meant by “nature” and thus the “wilderness” 

nature creates. While the definitions were abstract, they were nevertheless definitions. 

When talking about the wilderness, Elizabeth and Ella used phrases such as “[going 
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outside is] really peaceful for me,”113 and, “I was able to really see colors again and 

experience, like, the extreme ups and downs of nature first-hand.”114 In each of these 

quotes, nature, and consequently the wilderness, is passive. For Elizabeth, the 

wilderness is a place that she can go to feel peaceful, a place that quietly awaits her 

arrival until she is ready again to appreciate its benefits. For Ella, nature, and thsu the 

wilderness, is a living being. It has emotions (“ups and downs”) and brings vibrancy to 

her life. While Eliza doesn’t necessarily go into the wilderness just to feel peaceful, she 

does utilize it to feel more alive. These uses of the wilderness turn it into a passive and 

nurturing space—and in giving it those attributes, Ella and Eliza Other it through 

exotification and feminization. They exotify the wilderness because they mark it as 

something foreign and separate from themselves. They feminize it because they use it 

as a source of revitalization. 

Furthermore, through these interactions, Ella and Eliza, as well as Open Sky, 

Second Nature, and the students I interviewed, turn wilderness into more than just the 

wilderness. Through their rhetoric, imagery, and relationship to the wilderness, 

wilderness becomes Mother Nature, the ultimate personification and feminization of 

the wilderness. For example, for another student, entering the wilderness “kind of felt 

like a rebirth type thing.”115 The wilderness, then, is a second mother, the one 

responsible for the spiritual and emotional rebirth of those who enter it. 

                                                
113 Elizabeth. 
114 Ella 
115 Sally, Skype Interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 14, 2015. 
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Wilderness as Teacher 

Wilderness programs use the idea of wilderness as Mother Nature in a variety 

of ways, including to co-opt the wilderness as a teacher. While an individual of any 

gender can assume the role of teacher, wilderness programs’ use of teacher feminizes 

it. As I demonstrate, the concept of the wilderness as a teacher permeates wilderness 

therapy philosophy. The Wilderness websites assert that the wilderness teaches in one 

of two ways: as a provider of natural consequences and as a supportive force. In each 

of these cases, the teaching has a feminine connotation. In regard to natural 

consequences, wilderness is like the mother who lets her children run around and, 

when they get hurt, kindly tells them that that’s the risk of playing rough. Wilderness is 

a supportive force because just as mothers should love their children unconditionally, 

so, too, does the wilderness. 

 One of the central tenants of wilderness therapy is that living in the wilderness 

teaches self-responsibility. The most effective way to convey this message is through the 

system of natural consequences. For Open Sky, natural consequences are “essential 

truths”116: 

[For] every action, there is a subsequent reaction; for every cause, there is an 
effect…. For example, if a student sleeps poorly because the wind whipped their 
shelter all night because they didn’t secure it tightly and then is grumpy and 
irritable all day, we help them connect the dots between their shelter building 
effort… and how they slept and, therefore, how they feel… Nature is the 
teacher, an authority everyone respects. Connecting the dots between behavior 
and nature’s consequences empowers students to make intelligent choices and 
understand how nature naturally supports this.117 
 

This lesson reminds students that hard work pays off, while laziness hurts in the long run. 

Here, though, the force of nature, the force responsible for creating the wilderness, is not 

                                                
116 “Wilderness Therapy,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy. 
117 Ibid. 
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only an effective teacher, but also an omnipotent one with “an authority everyone 

respects.” Nature “naturally supports” making correct choices—it is, in other words, 

inherent in nature’s character to reward good behavior and punish bad behavior, meaning 

that the wilderness does, too. Just like “mother knows best,” so, too, does the wilderness.   

It has an instinctive understanding of what “intelligent” choices look like and do not, and 

each deals positive or negative consequences based upon those choices. Field guides and 

therapists worked to supplement this understanding of natural consequences by 

integrating this idea into the program. If a student refuses to hike or hikes too slowly, the 

guides reinforce the natural consequence that the group gets behind schedule and arrives 

to camp late; if a student fails to complete their therapeutic assignment, the therapist 

reinforces the natural consequence of not being able to leave the program.118 

 Students quickly adjust to the idea of natural consequences. For instance, Eliza 

understood that not taking the time to “bust a fire,” or create fire using a bow drill set, 

would have serious negative consequences. She recognized how important fire was, 

“Because we needed [them] to be able to have groups and discussions and even to stay 

warm.”119 Thus, wilderness therapies seamlessly integrate the concept of natural 

consequences into wilderness activities as quotidian as groups. 

   Natural consequences teach through punishment and reward. Yet the wilderness 

takes on a teaching role in other ways, one of which is as a supportive force. One of the 

reasons wilderness therapies take place in the wilderness is because they are remote. Open 

Sky seeks to remove the burdens their students face by placing them in a new 

                                                
118 Of course, the field guide and therapist-implemented natural consequences are anything but 
natural. Here, then, wilderness programs once again mistake that which is natural for that which is 
socially constructed. 
119 Eliza. 
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environment, one that is isolated enough to feel safe yet vast enough to feel encompassing 

and protective: 

Nature can handle a young adult’s barrage of angry outbursts or their depths of 
grief and sorrow…. For many, many people, their greatest personal solace is 
found in the wilderness, with Mother Nature embracing them as a part of this 
spectacular planet.120 
 

The image is readily available: in the wilderness, students reconnect with their childlike and 

vulnerable selves. They are free to throw tantrums fueled by anger, loss, or desperation. 

No matter how hard they kick or scream, Mother Nature will still love them, support 

them, and hold them up as they process their emotions and learn about themselves. 

Furthermore, as this quote suggests, Mother Nature is almost ethereal yet fully integrated 

with Earth. Thus, to go out in the wilderness is to enter the embrace of Mother Nature, a 

patient, nurturing, and feminine force.  

The image to the side of the Open 

Sky passage on Mother Nature 

(pictured left) reinforces the idea of 

the wilderness as a supportive 

entity. In it, a group of adolescent 

girls sit and listen to a bearded field 

instructor read a passage from a 

book. A mountain range sets the 

background. If we shift our 

perspective to that of one of the 

students, we would see only the field instructor, the mountain, and the sky. Taken from 

                                                
120 “Our Approach: Young Adults,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/programs/young-adults/our-approach/  

From 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/programs/you
ng-adults/our-approach/ 
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this perspective, the field guide is not the only teacher present. The mountain and the sky 

frame what he is saying so that it becomes impossible to remove the wilderness from the 

lesson at hand. In fact, the wilderness makes the lesson more potent, adding gravity and a 

sense of reality to whatever wisdom the field guide is passing on to his students.  

The students I interviewed related to the wilderness in similar ways. Ella woke up 

early to meditate during her last day at Open Sky. She “felt, so, like, held by Earth, just like 

this greater awareness. I felt really at peace waking up with all of these aspen friends that I 

had made.”121 To refer back to the passage on the Open Sky webpage, Mother Nature 

“embraced” Ella. The wilderness facilitated Ella’s transition out of Open Sky and into 

aftercare, holding her as she spent her last morning in the field and sitting with her as she  

meditated. Ella’s relationship with the wilderness moved beyond that of a student 

receiving support from the earth and into one of companionship with Mother Nature. 

The Wilderness as Metaphor 

Wilderness programs appropriate other symbols into their teachings. These 

symbols inspire program structure by acting as metaphors. At first glance, metaphor is 

nothing special—it exists everywhere.122 What metaphors tell us, though, is very 

significant. Metaphors gesture to a “conceptual system… we are not normally aware of.”123 

To that end, the way in which Open Sky and Second Nature utilize metaphor is of 

particular relevance to my thesis, for the metaphors the programs and wilderness students 

employ speak to their assumptions about what wilderness is, what it means, and how they 

exist in relation to it. 

                                                
121 Ella. 
122 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago and London: The Chicago 
University Press, 1980). 
123 Ibid, 3. 
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One of the central metaphors of Open Sky is that of “fire (or coal) busting,” the 

act of creating fire using a bow drill.124 For Elizabeth, “[Fire busting] has been quite a good 

metaphor for my life, just trying and trying. It was a whole process: sawing down the piece 

of wood, getting my fire set, making the fire, not getting it, feeling like an idiot in front of 

anyone.”125 In wilderness therapies,126 and at Open Sky in particular, fire is perhaps the 

most readily available of all wilderness metaphors. To be able to graduate from the 

program, students are often expected to be able to create a fire on their own or, at a bare 

minimum, with the help of another student. For most students, including Elizabeth, being 

able to bust a fire quickly turns into one of the most dreaded aspects of being in a 

wilderness program. Creating a fire is exhausting, very difficult for individuals without an 

above-average amount of upper-body strength, and time-consuming.  

At the same time, fire is a potent symbol because it is very empowering. Students 

who recounted their first successful time creating a fire consistently described it as one of 

their proudest moments in wilderness: “I thought I could never do it, but when I did, I 

was so proud of myself and I realized that I am not a throwaway worthless person”127; “… 

when I got it, it was awesome”;128 “It was kind of intimidating at first, but once you got 

the hang of it, you kind of feel proud of yourself.”129 Fire came to symbolize students’ 

individual struggles. As students busted their first fires, they got a lesson in empowerment: 

if they could do something so seemingly impossible, they could do anything. More 

                                                
124 For a description of fire busting, please see Memory Two in Chapter 7. 
125 Elizabeth. 
126 Second Nature also asks students to make a bow drill fire. See: “Phases of Achievement,” Second 
Nature Wilderness Therapy, http://adults.snwp.com/about-second-nature/our-program/phases-of-
achievement/ 
127 Connor. 
128 Sam, interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 15, 2015. 
129 Eliza. 
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importantly, students could trust in themselves to achieve great things on their own—all 

they needed was to put their minds to it. 

Fire also plays a prominent role in the phases through which students go to 

graduate. For Open Sky, the phases are Gateway and the Four Directions: South, West, 

North, and finally East.130 For Second Nature, they are Earth Phase, Fire Phase, Water 

Phase, and Air Phase.131 While both Open Sky and Second Nature rely upon the 

symbolism they construct behind fire to guide the path outlined for their students, the 

symbols each program infuses into its stages are not only different, but also have different 

implications.  

 Open Sky uses the Four Directions, with the addition of a Gateway stage meant to 

ease students’ entrance into the program, as a metaphor for the spiritual, emotional, and 

physical journey students go through while there. As one example, I talk about the South, 

the first of the four directions. 

Students still getting used to the program belong to the South. The element of the 

South is fire, which symbolizes “the spark of life itself”; the time of the year is Summer, 

meant to convey a period when “the earth is flourishing in abundance and growth”; and 

the stage of life is childhood, one of “play, innocence, aliveness and physical growth.”132 

The South thus symbolizes fresh starts. A picture of flowers in full bloom (next page) lines 

the side of the page, imagery that reminds us of the abundance, i.e. fertility, of the 

wilderness in the summertime and of the life such abundance represents and invites. This 

imagery feminizes the wilderness, since it links the element of fire with the ability to give 

birth to life.  

                                                
130 “The Four Directions,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/programs/young-adults/the-four-directions/  
131 “Phases of Achievement,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy. 
132 “The Four Directions,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy 
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The Second Nature equivalent of the Open Sky South is the Fire Phase.133 “During 

Fire Phase, the focus becomes accountability… Participating in daily groups, both formal 

and informal, benefits you through the effective modality of peer-to-peer teaching.”134 

Students in Fire Phase work on participating actively in groups and taking responsibility 

for their actions.135 

 

 

 

While Second Nature does create symbols from the elements of the wilderness, 

those symbols are not necessarily the same. Indeed, Fire Phase is primarily one of action, 

not passivity: of engagement with peers and the program, of acquaintance with the hard 

skills, and of physical activity. Fire Phase asks students to engage with their corporeal 

selves as they become acquainted with what it means to live in the wilderness.136 Although 

                                                
133 Second Nature also has a phase, called Earth Phase, similar to that of Gateway. 
134 “Phases of Achievement,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy. 
135 There is a noticeable discrepancy between the amount of content I have written on the Open 
Sky directions compared to that on the Second Nature directions. There are two reasons for this 
difference: First, there is as much online information about the Second Nature phases as there is 
about the Open Sky directions. Second, I am more equipped to discuss the Open Sky directions, 
as I am an Open Sky graduate. 
136 “Phases of Achievement,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy. 

From 

http://www.openskywilderness.com/prog

rams/young-adults/the-four-directions/  

The image associated with Fire Phase 
on the Second Nature website. 
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the Open Sky South emphasizes similar aspects of being a wilderness student, it places 

additional weight on growth, fertility, and abundance. The Second Nature Fire phase is 

therefore more masculine (from a Western perspective) than the Open Sky South 

direction. 

The difference between the meanings inscribed onto the first long-term phases of 

the two programs is significant to the extent that it highlights how much of a social 

construction the phases are. While we are meant to understand that the South is 

intrinsically linked to fire or that the Fire Phase is inherently a time of action, the 

misaligned meanings suggest that the phases and their significance are the result of human 

intervention onto an otherwise more neutral wilderness space. Indeed, when Open Sky 

and Second Nature map human metaphor onto the wilderness, they attempt to “bring the 

law to wildness, to bring the law to the essence of otherness, to impose civic law on 

nature.”137 They attempt to categorize and confine nature, and consequently the 

wilderness, by separating it into convenient boxes of South, West, North, and East so that 

we may understand it according to human categories. As a result, the wilderness ceases to 

become the wilderness, since to bring law to the wilderness would defeat the purpose of 

isolating a space devoid of people. These programs thus engage in the impossible project 

of associating themselves with something that exists only by lack of association, one that 

brings about its own undoing.  

Moreover, that imposition of law onto the wilderness takes on specifically 

gendered dimensions, affecting not only how wilderness programs relate to understand the 

wilderness space, but also how their students function within those surroundings. Open 

Sky and Second Nature have thus, with their emphasis placement of multiple facets of 
                                                
137 Thomas H. Birch, “The Incarceration of Wildness: Wilderness Areas as Prisons,” 447 
(emphasis in original). 
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significant meaning onto each of their phases,138 placed one layer of significance onto 

another. That is to say, the programs have mapped not just any ideas of wilderness onto 

its surroundings, but those that gender the wilderness. There is a dual colonization of the 

wilderness at play: that of the feminization of the wilderness by marking it as Other, 

passive, and available for consumption, and that of its co-optation as a nurturing guide.  

The Pitfalls of Gendering the Wilderness 

Fire serves multiple functions: as a symbol for empowerment, as a representation 

of fertility, and as a call to action. By calling students to empower themselves through an 

element that has been appropriated to symbolize fertility, growth, and abundance (as is the 

case with Open Sky)—or by embodying the strength and action of fire (as is the case with 

Second Nature)—and through the act of placing meaning on wilderness objects in the first 

place, Open Sky and Second Nature send concerning messages: that through the 

conquering of the feminized elements, or through the internalization of masculinized 

action, one can find empowerment.  

To reiterate, programs and students feminize and masculinize the wilderness 

through their language, symbolism, and treatment of it. By equating fire with rebirth and 

“the spark of life,” and by referring to the wilderness as Mother Nature, Open Sky 

connotes the wilderness with femininity. By linking fire with action, Second Nature 

masculinizes the element. 

                                                
138 I only spoke of the direction’s symbolic significance in terms of the stage of life, time of year, 
and element. However, Open Sky also associates an animal, a time of day, and a facet of the self 
(body, heart, mind, and soul) with each direction. For example, the animal of the South is the 
coyote (to represent playfulness), the time of day is noon (because the South is the most joyful, i.e. 
brightest, of the phases), and the facet of the self is the body (because the emphasis of the South is 
strength, active play, and sexuality). 
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I do not take issue with femininity or masculinity themselves. Rather, it is the use 

of the wilderness as a tool—literally in the case of a bow drill fire and metaphorically in 

terms of program curricula—in conjunction with objects and metaphors that are socially 

gendered that I trouble. It seems contradictory for a program to hold self-empowerment 

as one of its core values and for students if such empowerment is contingent upon the 

wilderness remaining a passive vessel for humans to fill with symbolism. Moreover, when 

wilderness programs and their students imbue their surroundings with socially constructed 

ideas of femininity and then consume those surroundings through its appropriation as 

symbol, they reproduce the idea that feminized objects—in this case Mother Nature—are 

meant to remain passive objects for the active betterment of individual people. Such an 

exchange, I believe, necessarily diminishes the level of self-empowerment many students 

gain from their time at Open Sky insofar as it comes at the expense of silencing and 

Othering the wilderness. Stated differently, wilderness programs engage in an ironic 

process: they oppress one entity (the wilderness) in order to empower another (wilderness 

students). 

In this chapter, I have problematized Open Sky and Second Nature’s use and 

understandings of the wilderness. However, that is not to say that operating in the 

wilderness necessarily predisposes these programs to Other that space. To return to 

Cronon, “It is not the things we label as wilderness that are the problem—for nonhuman 

nature and large tracts of the natural world do deserve protection—but rather what we 

ourselves mean when we use that label.”139 Stated differently, the wilderness itself is not 

the problem. It is the Western conception of the wilderness with which we need to take 

issue, the conception that marks the wilderness as Other—and therefore unknowable, 

                                                
139 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 17. 
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wild, mystic, and most importantly wherever man is not. Since Open Sky and Second Nature 

buy into and then reproduce these conceptions, they contribute to the problem.  

Yet these programs don’t have to do so. Instead of teaching students that the 

wilderness exists as a tool (by taking on the role of teacher or of the bearer of metaphor) 

to be used and consumed, they can use language that makes the wilderness active. Instilling 

respect for the wilderness as a nonhuman yet equally important active force, not as 

something Other than, might remind students that the wilderness is just as vibrant and 

alive as they are. In addition, wilderness no longer has to be a place where humankind is 

not, which is an impossible situation to begin with. It simply must be a place where 

humankind is not the most important or the most impactful force. By delivering such a 

message to their students, Open Sky and Second Nature would add a new lesson: that 

students can love the wilderness in a way devoid of Western imperialism (that is, without 

the need to defining and controling it). These new practices would then help students 

empower themselves, since loving without judgment might help students learn to treat 

themselves in the same way. This empowerment would be more powerful and perhaps 

longer lasting than the empowering wilderness programs currently instill, since it would 

come about through compassion, which students can sustain themselves, rather than 

colonization, which by definition requires a passive object to achieve.
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Chapter 5: Going “Wild” 

Try to picture this scene: it’s your first day in wilderness therapy. You spent all of 

yesterday flying in, getting a comprehensive physical examination, and receiving your 

equipment. You’re tired but the field guides won’t tell you how long you have to hike or 

how far you’ve already gone. When you and your group stops for lunch, you can’t believe 

how strange everything feels. The guides tell you that two shirts and two pairs of pants will 

be the main articles of clothing you’ll wear for your stay (you have other clothes, but 

they’re only supplementary layers to protect against the cold and the rain). That’s not what 

troubles you. Rather, it’s the fact that your clothes—down to your underwear—are exactly 

the same as everyone else’s. Since you’re new, yours are by far the cleanest, but that fact 

doesn’t detract from the sensation that you’re just like everyone else. And you don’t want to 

be like everyone else. You can now only wear specific clothing—shorts and a t-shirt for all 

students, underwear, and a sports bra if you are female-bodied—plus you can’t shave, you 

can’t look in any mirrors, and you can’t even have any variety in how you style your hair. 

You also don’t understand why everyone wears men’s clothing—after all, loose t-shirts 

and hiking pants do seem like they’re men’s clothing, although the field guides tell you that 

the clothing isn’t what’s important about being in wilderness therapy. “Don’t worry,” they 

say, “eventually you won’t even notice what you’re wearing.” But you aren’t sure if you 

want to. 

While the above scenario is fictional, it generally reflects several students’ 

experiences and it raises several key questions. Why don’t wilderness programs allow their 

students to maintain the same shaving habits that they did before they entered wilderness 

therapy? Why do all students wear the same clothes? Why are those clothes masculine (I 
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explain why they are masculine later on in the chapter)? Most interestingly, do these 

practices actually create a neutral effect for which they seem intended? 

In this chapter, I answer those questions. By examining the Open Sky and Second 

Nature websites, as well as student interviews, I describe wilderness programs’ policies 

around clothing and hair140 and students’ reactions to those policies. I use students’ 

discussions around these markers of identity because of how quickly we assume a person’s 

gender based upon these two aspects. Hair and clothing are “trappings of gender”—that is 

to say, choices meant to instantaneously communicate one’s gender through “costume and 

personal ornament.”141 They are mechanisms of entrapment because by dictating which 

gender should wear which clothing and which hairstyles, society also defines which hair 

and clothing choices are deviant and impermissible. By paying attention to how female 

students talk about their head hair, body hair, and clothing, we can examine the ways in 

which wilderness policies around hair and clothing emphasize, rather than de-emphasize, 

students’ awareness of their own gender. Furthermore, I assert that these policies actually 

disproportionally negatively impact female-identified students more than they do male-

identified students. I end this chapter by considering how such policies impact students’ 

self-empowerment.142  

                                                
140 Rather than describing the literature surrounding hair and clothing in this section of the 
chapter, I begin both the hair and clothing pieces with a theoretical introduction specific to the 
topic at hand. 
141  Bettina Arnold, “’Suin und Werden’: Gender as Process in Mortruary Ritaul,” in In Pursuit of 
Gender Worldwide Archeological Approaches, eds. Sarah M. Nelson, and Myriam Rosen-Ayalon, 
(Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2001): 241. 
142 As a note, I speak of predominantly Open Sky in this chapter because my data mainly deal with 
Open Sky, since almost all of my interviewees attended that program and since Second Nature has 
far fewer pictures on its website than Open Sky does. 
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Hair: It’s Everywhere 

I focus on hair, above many other markers and indicators of gender, because it 

carries a large amount of cultural significance. In mainstream Western society, when we 

stylize our hair (by shaving it, gelling it, cutting it, letting it grow, curling it, straightening it, 

coloring it, etc.), we engage in a “repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts 

within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 

substance, of a natural sort of being.”143 A person’s choice to (not) shave or style their hair 

is a gendered performance insofar as that choice signals to the onlooker how that person 

fits into the social construction of gendered categories (as male, female, genderqueer, non-

gendered, butch, femme, metrosexual, and so on). As Judith Butler reminds us, these acts, 

performed ritualistically and done over a long stretch of time, “congeal” so as to appear 

natural, as if the person in question were, as an example, inherently male or female, not 

performatively so. 

The hair performance expected of women and men are very different. Men in the 

United States typically do not feel pressure to shave their underarm, leg, or pubic hair.144 

Yet for women, having the “right” hair is unendingly complicated. A “woman’s skin must 

be soft, supple, hairless and smooth… Hair must be removed not only from the face but 

from large surfaces of the body as well… a substantial amount of pubic hair must be 

removed too.”145 When women discipline their hair in these ways, they reproduce 

hegemonic notions of gender identity insofar as by seeking these beauty standards, they 

                                                
143 Butler, Gender Trouble, 45 
144 Sandra L. Bartkey, “Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power,” in 
Feminism and Foucault: Reflections on Resistance, eds. Irene Diamond and Lee Qimby, (Huntington: 
Northeastern University Press, 1988): 25-45. 
145 Ibid, 32.  
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reinforce what it means to be an “ideal woman.”146 These hair and beauty practices 

discipline, make docile, and generally oppress women. To reach these standards, women 

must spend inordinate amounts of time and money on their bodies—and all to, it seems, 

pay tribute to the patriarchal systems of oppression that tell them to be this way. 

However, women’s relationship with hair is far more complicated than it seems. 

Hair is also a source of power and self-agency. For Samantha Kwan and Mary Tratuner, 

“some women resisted these ideals, employing more non-traditional strategies to gain 

power through [hair]”147 while others “described the power they felt in being attractive to 

men, regardless of their own sexual orientation.”148 For some, hair is a statement of 

difference; for others, hair is a way for women to draw attention from men and boost 

their own self-confidence.   

How can hair simultaneously occupy a space of oppression and agency? It is 

because the women in Trautner and Kwan’s article understood the system in place, as well 

as how that system oppresses, disciplines, and names them “less-than.” By acknowledging 

their awareness of the unrealistic expectations set in front of them, women can choose to 

either deviate from them or reproduce them in a way that subverts power away from the 

dominant group (men) and toward the typically subservient one (women). The 

performance in question is a highly conscious one, one that women make visible by 

recognizing the implication of those actions and, more importantly, by refusing to let 

those actions indicate their oppression.149, 150 

                                                
146 Ibid. 
147 Samantha Kwan and Mary N. Trautner, “Beauty Work: Individual and Institutional Rewards, 
the Reproduction of Gender, and Question of Agency,” Sociology Compass 3, no. 1 (2009): 56. 
148 Ibid, 55. 
149 Of course, not all women are aware of the problems with the beauty standards they chase. In 
addition, the unrealistic standards set forth for women result in internalized self-hate and, as a 
result, long-term physical, psychological, and emotional harm. See: Challenging Media, “Killing Us 
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This complicated and nuanced understanding of hair plays heavily into wilderness 

therapy students’ own understanding of their hair. As I discuss, since female-identified 

students do not receive the means, the time, or the allowance to maintain their hair in the 

way they desire, they lose a crucial element of self-agency. In contrast, men can still 

maintain a masculine desired experience (as constructed by hegemonic gender norms), 

since wilderness programs tend to promote this kind of gendered performance. Despite 

this disempowering situation, female students still found ways to express their gender so 

that it became a source of self-empowerment.151 

Wilderness therapy programs rarely officially (as in, on websites and in the 

Pathway) talk about hair, whether that be cleaning it, shaving it, or grooming it.152 For 

instance, the available images on the webpages I viewed were either of the wilderness, of 

students’ backs, or of silhouetted figures. The reason that Open Sky and Second Nature 

don’t frequently discuss hair is because when students enter the wilderness, they are 

expected to leave their troubles behind in order to escape the “distractions and hectic pace 

of daily life.”153 I infer that these distractions include the daily burden of gendered 

                                                                                                                                        
Softly 4 – Trailer [Featuring Jean Kilbourne],” August 24, 2012, YouTube, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jWKXit_3rpQ.  
150 Judith Butler also reminds us that even though these women subvert the system through self-
agency, they still exist within a system of juridical gender norms. Stated differently, subversion still 
allows the system to exist, but that subversion is better than no subversion at all. See: Butler, 
Gender Trouble. 
151 I recognize how much of a gender binary I construct by positioning men/masculinity in 
opposition to women/femininity. I do so not to reproduce already problematic understandings of 
gender, but rather for the sake of simplification of argument and because all my participants 
identified as cis-gender (i.e. identifying with the gender to which they were assigned at birth) at the 
time of their enrollment. 
152 During my research process, the absolute only time I heard of a wilderness program formally 
mentioning hair was in Open Sky’s Student Pathway when the text outlined the steps for morning 
and afternoon hygiene routines. In it, students are simply advised to brush or otherwise take care 
of the hair on their heads. See: Emily Isaacs, et al, Student Pathway: Adult Program. Durango: Open 
Sky Wilderness Therapy, 198. 
153 “Wilderness Therapy,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy. 
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performances surrounding hair. To internalize the wilderness, students are expected to let 

their bodies go “wild,”154 i.e. revert to a more natural way of being.  

Students do not have a choice whether or not to go “wild.” Wilderness programs 

do not give their students razors or scissors. They do so to prevent students enrolled for 

issues related to self-harm to injure themselves. However, by denying their students access 

to razors or scissors, wilderness programs send the messages that part of being in the 

wilderness includes allowing the body to be natural and that being natural is not a choice, 

but compulsory.155, 156  

By encouraging students to go “wild,” they refer to an inherent, pre-social 

(unaffected by social norms, socialization, or social pressure) state of being to which 

students ostensibly automatically return if they leave the influence of society. That is to 

say, the programs reproduce the belief that a person can be stripped of the social 

constructs of what it has come to mean to be a human in Western society with specific 

hormones and anatomy. To that end, from the wilderness therapy perspective, to have 

hair and to allow it to grow (whether or not it is by choice) is to engage with the “wild,” 

true self, the self that is unmediated by Western impositions of gendered identities.157 

                                                
154 To reiterate, “wild” is a term with typically masculine connotations. See Chapter 4 and its 
footnoted discussion of Davy Crockett. 
155 Compulsory identities include more than simply the compulsion to be natural. Adrienne Rich 
speaks of compulsory heterosexuality forced upon lesbians, something that has “crushed, 
invalidated, [and forced lesbians] into hiding and disguise.” By understanding how compulsion 
functions to either pressure or force groups of people beyond wilderness students into roles, 
ideologies, or gendered performances they otherwise would not have adopted, we can understand 
why compulsory hair practices might also be disempowering, though not necessarily to the same 
extremes as compulsory heterosexuality. See: Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and 
Lesbian Existence,” Signs 5, no. 4 (Summer 1980): 632. 
156 Wilderness programs do not provide many personal care products for either men or women, 
from deodorant to personal toothpaste (students at Open Sky all share a group tube of toothpaste) 
to personal shampoo. 
157 A discussion of the religious connotations of this contradictory message is beyond the scope of 
this thesis. On the one hand, students must become “wild” by embracing their bodies, but on the 
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Furthermore, according to wilderness programs, allowing hair to grow on both 

male and female bodies creates a space that “provides a neutral context to create a 

community.”158 In the case of both adult mixed gender and adolescent single gender 

groups, this neutral context comes about by disallowing any shaving whatsoever to create 

a vacuum that removes and makes irrelevant previous gendered understandings of 

existence. The idea is that students are all on equal playing fields: just as men no longer get 

to shave their facial hair, women no longer get to shave their leg hair. In other words, 

wilderness programs attempt to retain gender neutrality regardless of group composition. 

Whether the group is co-ed or single-gender, no one gets to shave with the hope that the 

gendered understandings around shaving become meaningless. 

Yet wilderness therapies do not exist in a vacuum in which one’s hygiene and hair 

habits become irrelevant or in which hair itself loses its gendered significance. As the 

subjects of my interviews reminded me, it is impossible to take students from a highly 

gendered world and expect their new environment to remain free of gendered constructs. 

Open Sky graduates frequently mentioned hair as something they had to care for, control, 

or at least get out of the way while they were wilderness students.159 One student 

mentioned that her group mate shaved by singeing off her leg hair in the fire when field 

                                                                                                                                        
other hand, they have to forego worldly preoccupations. In this way, wilderness programs 
discipline their students’ bodies in a Foucauldian sense. 
158 Ibid. 
159 Since I only interviewed one male-identified person, I cannot much speak to the experiences of 
male-identified people. Furthermore, I cannot speak beyond the experiences of the female-bodied 
people I interviewed. 
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guides weren’t looking.160 When asked about her own hair habits while in wilderness 

therapy, Ella responded: 

I am Italian and I have a lot of hair, so I was always checking my unibrow in 
the mirror—which I actually need to tweeze now—I would always be 
checking because I was very self-conscious about it. So I came into Open 
Sky with a lot of self-consciousness and a lot of insecurity about appearance 
and about how people perceived me… I was normally how we are at that 
age: pretty concerned with how we looked. So stripping away a lot of mirrors 
for me was a little challenging for me because I didn’t know how I looked.161 
 

Ella told me that she frequently pretended she had splinters so that the guides would lend 

her the tweezers that she then used to pluck her eyebrows. Ella dismissed her focus on eye 

brow hair with a gesture toward hegemonic femininity specified by age group—“I was 

normally how we162 [are] at that age: pretty concerned with how we looked”163—even 

though her inability to pluck her eyebrows, and reaction to that restriction, indicated that 

hair has a much more complicated role in wilderness therapy than wilderness programs 

might have us believe. 

 Open Sky took away Ella’s ability to stylize her body in the way she was used to.  

For instance, Ella used her free time and risked field guides’ consequences (Ella 

mentioned receiving several “silly consequences” for her behavior, meaning things like 

having to sing a song or perform an interpretative dance)164 in order to be able to tweeze 

her hair. Eyebrow hair was not only a source of insecurity that Ella wanted to control, but 

also a way for her to continue performing femininity in a way deviant with Open Sky 

philosophy, since that philosophy encourages students to go “wild” in a way that made 

                                                
160 As an interesting aside, the act represents another instance in which wilderness therapy students 
utilize the wilderness as a tool. 
161 Ella. 
162 By “we,” Ella means either adolescents or female-adolescents. It is difficult to tell. In my thesis, 
I interpret her quote to adolescents in general, though women tend to tweeze their eyebrows more 
frequently than men do. 
163 Ella. 
164 Ibid. 
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Ella feel less feminine. Ella’s concern over her eyebrow hair, concern that made its way 

into our interview, seemed to become more, not less, salient to her when she was at Open 

Sky. 

Hair also bore a large amount of significance for Elizabeth, whose hair became a 

foreign entity on her body: “My hair literally matted. It actually went into dreadlocks while 

I was there… it was gross.”165 Once Elizabeth was unable to control her hair in the way 

she was used to, it quickly became something untamable. Her hair grew in places and in 

ways that increasingly signified her inability to maintain performative femininity. Elizabeth 

became less feminine in appearance, a change she could not control. 

 These experiences have one thing in common: that hair no longer represented 

something to be proud of, but rather something that became increasingly difficult to 

manage.166 By making long hair harder to take care of (long-haired students typically kept 

their hair in braids), Open Sky redirects the focus toward, not away, from hair. That 

female-bodied people had to spend extra time taking care of their hair (to braid it and to 

break the rules to pluck and shave it) speaks to how Open Sky’s restrictions on shaving 

                                                
165 Elizabeth. 
166 As an aside, hair played a similarly significant role for Tina, an adolescent at Open Sky 
Wilderness Therapy who came out to her adolescent male group as trans* (the asterisk is a way of 
detonating all trans* people, including those who do not fit solidly into male-to-female or female-
to-male categorizations). The group changed its name (from Team Gentlemen to Team 
Gentlepeople) yet that individual remained in the group of male self-identified adolescents. Of 
particular note is that the student, like all other students, was not allowed to shave, even though 
she wanted to, and so she ended up growing a beard. I cannot postulate on the Open Sky’s 
reasoning for its policy nor can I comment on Tina’s feelings about the policy, since I did not 
speak to either the program or Tina. Rather, I postulate that on the one hand, the decision by 
Open Sky makes sense, since allowing one person to shave establishes a double standard and 
brings the risk of self-harm. On the other hand, Open Sky’s decision did not seem to honor the 
student’s wish to more outwardly appear as female-identified and might have reinforced a sense of 
dysphoria. Instead of working to make Tina’s transition from male to female-identified (by better 
accommodating her desire to perform hegemonic femininity) easier, and therefore perhaps 
integrate Tina’s gender identity with aspects of her treatment, the program might have reminded 
Tina of what she was not: female-bodied. Like with Ella, Open Sky’s policies around gender 
expression may have worked to silence and mark as deviant, rather than embrace, gender 
expression that was not typically masculine.  
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and hair maintenance are actually not gender neutral in consequence, but rather negatively 

impact female-identified people more than they do male-identified people. 

 Such a claim walks a fine line. Indeed, it is important to note that female-identified 

people are not inherently somehow more concerned with their hair than male-identified 

people. Rather, a person performing hegemonic femininity has to engage in a stricter 

regulation of their body hair, from shaving certain areas of their body to closely 

monitoring facial and head hair. To that end, when wilderness therapies take away their 

students’ means of shaving and hair maintenance, they more heavily impact the 

experiences of female people than they do male people.167 For instance, when a male-

identified person cannot shave his facial hair, the resulting beard or moustache could 

actually reinforce his masculinity, while the marked lack of ability to grow one would 

undermine that masculinity.168 Conversely, when a female-identified person cannot shave 

her legs or facial hair, she may feel defeminized because body hair is not a traditional part 

of performative Western femininity. Open Sky therefore fails at facilitating a “neutral 

context to create community,” i.e. one in which race, gender, socioeconomic status, sexual 

orientation, and so on do not affect relations, and in fact reinforces a space in which male-

bodied people receive privilege. In this case, the privilege comes from the fact that policies 

around hair generally more seriously impact and, I argue, more greatly burden female-

identified people. 

 Furthermore, Open Sky’s restriction on hair sends a troubling message to its 

female students: that their normal routines are disruptive, and that bringing those habits to 

the wilderness brings the burden and chaos of the outside world into an otherwise serene 

                                                
167 That is not to say that all male students were unbothered by the facial hair they grew, nor is it to 
say that all female students were bothered by the leg and armpit hair they grew. 
168 In either scenario, wilderness programs reinscribe hegemonic understandings of masculinity. 
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space. Although the message is meant to tell students that they should love their bodies no 

matter what, it instead threatens to shame them for having hair habits that invoke a 

lifestyle mediated by the “hectic pace of daily life.” Open Sky therefore runs the risk of 

exacerbating any insecurities its students may have around their body, head, or facial hair.  

 At first, this argument seems to claim two opposite statements: that normative 

social hair routines are oppressive to women and that the lack of those normal routines is 

also oppressive to women. Rather, it is that wilderness programs take away people’s choice 

around their hair in a way that tends to impact female-bodied people more drastically and 

more frequently than it does male-bodied people. As I discussed, the self-conscious 

performance of hegemonic femininity can provide an opportunity to express personal 

agency and to feel powerful and worthwhile.169 Taking away that possibility seems to 

hinder, not foster, self-empowerment. 

 These policies had other consequences. As Ella’s quote about eyebrow hair 

demonstrates, instead of causing her to forget about her undesired hair, Open Sky’s 

policies actually paradoxically placed more emphasis her hair, which had gendered 

significance (in terms of how attractive to others she felt). Tina’s and Elizabeth’s stories 

corroborate Ella’s. In each case, their inability to shave or style their hair in ideal ways led 

to a hyperawareness of gender, not the reversion to a supposedly “natural” state of being in 

which gender doesn’t significantly influence identity, self-esteem, or social interactions. As 

a result, gender ceased to become a way through which students might find self-

                                                
169 We can also make the argument that feeling powerful in this way necessarily plays into 
dominant and problematic notions of gender and identity, as these gendered identities originally 
meant to confine women to roles of subservience and to relegate them to roles of less-than and 
powerless. By exhibiting self-awareness over these performances, I believe that female-identified 
people can reclaim various gendered performances in ways that lead to self-empowerment, not 
further subjugation.  
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empowerment, and instead became a facet of identity that wilderness programs asked their 

students to forget to create a space free of peer-to-peer power differentials.170 

Are You What You Wear? 

Like hair, clothing has specific gendered meanings. Through clothes, we engage in 

a “situated bodily practice.”171 In other words, what we wear reflects and signifies our 

current sociocultural location, including gender identity, race, socioeconomic status, and 

so on. Most relevantly, “clothing is one of the most immediate and effective examples of 

the way in which bodies are gendered, made ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine.’”172 Clothing is a 

way through which we signify our own gender. For example, by wearing a dress, we would 

stereotypically mark to the world that we wish to be read as female; by wearing a suit, we 

would stereotypically mark to the world that we wish to be read as male.173 Clothing and 

gender expression and identity are so intimately connected that even though I did not 

specifically ask about clothing, in her interview, Elizabeth briefly fixated on the clothes she 

had to wear while in the wilderness.174 By examining the clothing wilderness programs 

gave their students, I continue to analyze those programs’ approach to and treatment of 

gender. 

Wilderness therapies attempt to construct gender-neutral spaces through the 

regulation of their students’ clothing, an effort that once again more negatively impacts 

                                                
170 I believe that this type of space is impossible to create. It is unreasonable to expect students to 
check their differences at the door. 
171 Wendy Parkins, "Introduction: (Ad)dressing Citizens," in Fashioning the Body Politic: Gender, Dress, 
and Citizenship, (New York: Berg, 2002): 5 
172 Joanne Entwistle, "Fashion and Gender," in The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress, and Modern Social 
Theory. (Maldan, MA: Polity Press, 2000): 141. 
173 Gender expression is not always as simple. Some male-identified individuals choose to wear 
dresses, while some female-identified individuals choose to wear suits. There is not enough time to 
discuss the complexities of dress and gender. See Wendy Parkins, Fashioning the Body Politic and 
Joanne Entwistle, The Fashioned Body. 
174 I cite the quote and discuss its implications later on in this section. 
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female-identified people than it does male-identified people. It does so in two ways: first, 

by enforcing sameness, and second, by highlighting difference. 

 The notion of sameness in wilderness therapy comes in two forms: through 

philosophy and through practice. When wilderness programs mean sameness, they do not 

mean that they view every client as the same. As both Open Sky and Second Nature are 

quick to emphasize, enrollment in their programs means that their client will receive 24-

hour care from field staff, at least weekly visits from a one-on-one therapist, and a 

specialized treatment plan tailored to each student.175 Yet students’ wilderness stays are the 

same in that programs expect all students to follow the same rules. These rules include 

what students are or are not allowed to wear. 

 A quote from the Open Sky website provides an idea of how students’ clothing 

fits into the notion of universal sameness. When students enter the wilderness, 

“Distractions such as social and economic status, image and materialism are irrelevant. 

Nature does not treat any one person any differently than any other no matter their status 

or their possessions.”176 Thus, to reflect the wisdom of the wilderness, Open Sky ensures 

that no student enters the program with better gear than any other student. To allow 

inequality on the basis of initial177 material possessions would run counter to the idea that 

the wilderness doesn’t pick favorites. Furthermore, using the wilderness’ neutrality as the 

                                                
175 See “Wilderness Therapy,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, and “Why Second Nature,” Second 
Nature Wilderness Therapy, http://adults.snwp.com/why-second-nature/ 
176 “Wilderness Therapy,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, http://www.openskywilderness.com/why-
open-sky/what-is-wilderness-therapy 
177 While students may accumulate better gear over time (by being gifted additional items from 
graduating students or by “ground scoring” safe, miscellaneous items while out on expeditions), all 
students enter on equal playing fields. Furthermore, I have anecdotally heard that Second Nature 
requires all senior students to gift the best parts of their fire sets to any newcomer in order to teach 
community leaving, impermanence, and gratitude to both new and senior students. 
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reasoning behind uniform clothing subscribes to the notion that neutrality automatically 

signifies equality. 

 Perhaps to embody such an idea, Open Sky hands all of its students the same set 

of clothes. Furthermore, such gear seems to hold true across wilderness therapies, as 

Joyce, the interviewee who went to Monarch Family Therapy, described almost the exact 

same clothes that Open Sky and Second Nature students also receive. She got “Two red 

shirts and our rain gear was bright orange so they could spot us if we tried to run away.”178 

 

 

The left picture depicts a group of Open Sky students in orange rain gear huddled against 

the elements. The picture on the right shows a group of either adolescent or adult Second 

Nature students doing yoga on top of a cliff while wearing either red or orange t-shirts.179 

The clothing in each picture is masculine. The raingear is baggy, as are the red and orange 

shirts. Furthermore, in the left picture, we can see that almost all of the students are 

wearing tan khaki pants, which are also loose. The Second Nature students on the right 

wear what seems to be the zip-off shorts version of those same Open Sky pants. Like 

                                                
178 Joyce, Skype interview with Wendy Motulsky, January 8, 2015. 
179 As we can see, Joyce’s description matches the clothing that both Open Sky and Second Nature 
provide.  

From 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/progr
ams/young-adults/the-four-directions/  

From http://adults.snwp.com/ (the 
pictures at the top of the page rotate and 
eventually cycle to this one) 
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Open Sky, Second Nature does not give students formfitting shirts or tight pants. The 

clothing seems designed to accommodate any type of body regardless of shape. It is, in 

effect, clothing that is gender neutral insofar as it drapes over both male and female 

bodies. However, the clothing is masculine in cut (it is loose and does not contour closely 

to the body) and in implied utility (for living in the wilderness, hiking, being constantly 

dirty, and sleeping outdoors, since these activities are typically masculine ones180). The 

message, then, is subtle: that the wilderness is predominately available for those willing to 

embrace masculinity—at least in terms of clothing, activities (“hard skills” such as setting 

up shelters, hiking, and fire busting), and the colonization of the wilderness space.181 

 Wilderness therapy programs’ choice to provide masculine clothing makes sense 

from a normative (in this case, one that buys into and reproduces hegemonic ideas of 

gender) perspective. After all, loose khaki pants not designed to accentuate hips or legs (in 

other words, stereotypically masculine clothing) constitute typical hiking gear. Just because 

this decision makes sense from this point of view does not mean that all students accept 

the clothing they receive: 

I remember going to see the equipment and I was like, "Holy shit. We're all 
wearing the same clothes.” And that was kind of like wow so I kind of 
realized I'm going to be on the same level as everyone, which I kind of use 
clothes as a way to identify myself and that was a little hard for me.182 

 
                                                
180 Of course, not everyone understands these activities as stereotypically masculine. Rather, the 
media consistently portrays going into the wilderness as a masculine activity. See: Volvo Car 
Sverige, “Volvo Xc70 feat. Zlatan – Made by Sweden,” January 25, 2014, YouTube, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cbvdzQ7uVPc.  
181 To reiterate, masculinity is not necessarily a bad thing. Reinforcing a masculine space in the 
ways I have mentioned, however, is bad insofar as it precludes any place femininity (or gender 
neutrality, or the invocation of a third gender, and so on) might have had in the wilderness. 
182 Elizabeth. She goes on to say: “I realized no make-up, which was huge for me, because at that 
time, I was constantly caking myself with make-up. I couldn't bring my special hairbrush. No 
special treatment. Nothing… I was freaking out about giving the jewelry away, my makeup, my 
special ChapStick.” This quote reminds that gender expression and identity is not just about 
clothes and hair, but also about jewelry, makeup, and other items that accentuate or convey 
femininity. 
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Many other students did not spend a considerable amount of time discussing their feelings 

about wilderness clothes. Elizabeth, however, felt that the uniform clothing would strip 

away her individuality, since she used clothing to signal her difference. Open Sky might 

see Elizabeth’s reaction as something she could work on while in the wilderness. By 

learning that uniqueness does not come from clothes, make-up, or jewelry,183 Elizabeth 

could realize that “Distractions such as social and economic status, image and materialism 

are irrelevant.” For Elizabeth, then, wearing wilderness clothes would be a part of her 

learning to accept that worth comes from within.  

 While it is admirable to want to help someone learn that one’s value is not 

contingent upon outward appearance, the way that wilderness programs go about teaching 

such a lesson is problematic. Stripping all students of their possessions is an assimilationist 

practice, one that disproportionately affects individuals who rely more on their 

possessions than others.184 It is assimilationist insofar as it all but mandates that every 

student learn the same values (of community living and equality) by wearing the exact 

same clothing under the presupposition that those values are held to be universally 

important. The policy is also assimilationist because it takes those who are deviant from 

wilderness therapy practice (for example Elizabeth) and gives them no other option but to 

appear the same and live the same as the other students. While these policies intend to 

teach students that they are unique because of their internal, not external qualities, they 

instead teach them that the qualities that may have been important to them (such as 

                                                
183 Jewelry does not only mark femininity. It can mark masculinity, race, class, and so on. In 
Elizabeth’s case, she used jewelry to signal her own femininity. 
184 Conversely, doing so makes the socioeconomic playing field less important, which may be 
crucial to ensure a safe wilderness space. Such a discussion is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
However, it is important to keep this (likely intentional) effect of policies around clothing in mind. 
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personal appearance) actually are inferior. In other words, these policies privilege certain 

beliefs over others. 

 Sameness in this context is highly problematic insofar as it once again reproduces a 

negative understanding of gender performativity. Elizabeth’s use of clothing to reinforce 

her femininity, as well as the individuality that she felt came about with this femininity, 

becomes impossible. Instead, individualized clothing becomes something that must be 

made shameful and counter to wilderness philosophy, since it represents a non-neutral, i.e. 

gendered, space.  

 The notion of sameness is also troubling because sameness doesn’t actually infer 

gender-neutrality, but rather creates a setting that favors the masculine. In Western culture, 

male is the default. This pattern holds true in almost every aspect of society, from movie 

tropes to mainstream advertisement.185 By defaulting to sameness and by striving for 

neutrality, wilderness programs turn toward the masculine, because neutrality itself is 

actually masculine. To that end, Open Sky and Second Nature’s policies around clothing 

harm female-identified people more than they do male-identified people because in 

striving for a space in which gender isn’t a factor, these programs unintentionally favor the 

masculine.186  

                                                
185 Gwen Sharp, “Male As the Neutral Default,“ Sociological Images, February 16, 2013, 
http://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2013/02/16/male-as-the-neutral-default/; “Men Are 
Generic, Women Are Special,” TV Tropes, 
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MenAreGenericWomenAreSpecial  
186 As a counter-example, at SUWS (The School of Urban and Wilderness Survival), all students 
made “possibles bags,” bags that resembled purses, to carry personal belongings. Since I did not 
speak with any students at SUWS, nor did I conduct any analysis of the SUWS website, I find it 
difficult to address this example in regard to my argument. Nevertheless, l believe that the 
“possibles bags” could be an instance of gendered items entering into the wilderness therapy 
space. Perhaps they are a vessel of subversive performance, since the bags function as purses 
appropriated for utilitarian purposes in a way that makes complete feminization impossible and 
reminds students that purses are not just cosmetic accessories. 
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As Elizabeth’s passage suggested, by focusing on sameness, wilderness programs 

instead emphasize the difference in students who can’t embody the “neutral” (but in 

reality masculine). When Elizabeth saw the only clothing available to her, her mind 

immediately went to the ways in which she would no longer be able to express her 

uniqueness, including her femininity, through gendered clothing.  

 The reinforcement of sameness also took on gendered meanings in a way that 

disadvantaged certain types of bodies. When Sam received their clothing, they found that 

Open Sky could not accommodate the shape of their breasts: “I remember it was really 

uncomfortable because I was really out of shape and overweight, so there were no bras 

that were actually fitting… so I was just with these ill-fitting bras for the entire time, and it 

was so awkward to have this discussion repeatedly.”187 In this example, clothing facilitated 

the exacerbation of difference. Though Sam asked several times for bras their size, they 

never received one. Open Sky’s failure to provide Sam with the right bras was by no 

means a vindictive move. It was likely simply an oversight by the field staff. As 

unintentional as the oversight was, it nevertheless exacerbated the ways in which Sam’s 

body was different than those of their group mates. Nevertheless, this instance points to 

the ways in which attempts at universal sameness result in the reinforcement of difference, 

unintentional though it may be. In this case, the reinforcement of difference came about 

because Open Sky program was only prepared to accommodate certain types of bodies, a 

failure that takes on gendered dimensions if we consider the fact that Sam’s inability to get 

bras their size likely reminded them of how uncomfortable their breasts, which we 

sexualize and understand as a key marker of femininity,188 were. 

                                                
187 Sam. 
188 Marilyn Yalom, History of the Breast, (New York: Ballantine Books, 1998). 
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The Inescapable Nature of Gender 

When Ella, Elizabeth, and Sam speak about their relationships to hair and 

clothing, they exhibit a hyper-awareness of body practices that they use to mark their 

gender, or, in Sam’s case, that others use to mark gender. This awareness does not always 

exist. Theorist Denise Riley proposes: “gendered self-consciousness has… a flickering 

nature.”189 For the most part, people go about their lives without their gender at the 

forefront of thought. A woman walking down the street doesn’t constantly thinking, “I am 

a woman and I am walking down the street.” Yet when male construction workers catcall 

her from the side of the road, they cause that woman to become aware of her gender in a 

way that she previously was not. Suddenly, the woman pays attention to what marks her as 

female and therefore as a person those men think (quite incorrectly) they can claim. 

Wilderness therapies don’t operate that extremely. Female students experience the 

flickering awareness of their gender not because they are reminded of it, but because they 

are told not to think of it.190 Indeed, as Elizabeth demonstrates, asking female-identified 

people to forego practices that reinforces femininity does not erase the fact that they may 

wish to present as feminine. As Elizabeth alluded to, these students also experience that 

awareness of gender because wearing masculine clothes and not shaving orients them 

toward a more masculine gender expression, an orientation that only brings to the 

forefront those students’ desire to appear more feminine.  

These policies work against female-identified students in other ways. Clothing was 

a way for Elizabeth to construct a performative visage that reproduces a femininity that 

has historically been exploited to oppress women, which itself is an imposed identity 

                                                
189 Denise Riley, ““Am I that name?”: Feminism and the Category of “Women” in History, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, 1988): 101. 
190 For an easy comparison, try not thinking of a pink tortoise.  
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category. However, Elizabeth’s performative tools actually “affirm the local possibilities of 

intervention through participating in precisely those practices of repetition that constitute 

identity and, therefore, present immanent possibility of contesting them.”191 Put 

differently, when wilderness programs use masculine clothing, they implicitly tell students 

that existing in the wilderness is itself a masculine venture (while the wilderness is itself a 

feminine entity). To that end, when students such as Elizabeth embrace performative 

femininity, they disrupt the masculinity imposed upon wilderness students. Elizabeth’s 

femininity does so because, as Judith Butler reminds us, “the reconceptualization of 

identity as an effect, that is, as produced or generated, opens up possibilities of ‘agency’ that 

are insidiously foreclosed by positions that take identity categories as foundational and 

fixed.”192 When wilderness therapy programs seek to remove the “distractions and hectic 

pace of daily life,” they place stock in the idea that an essential self, one free of cultural, 

societal, or social influence, exists. Subscribing to such a belief necessarily eliminates 

“possibilities of ‘agency’” that come about by understanding identity as something 

“produced or generated.” In other words, had Elizabeth been able to take more of her 

personal effects into the wilderness, she might have more easily engaged in a subversive 

performativity that called the pre-discursive, essentialist logic of wilderness programs into 

question. Indeed, wilderness therapies’ choice to normalize clothing removes power from 

wilderness students, power that students might have otherwise used to express themselves 

and more effectively engage in the self-empowerment process. 

It is possible that by requiring students to wear the same clothes and to adopt the 

same basic hygiene routines, wilderness programs seek to challenge gender norms. 

Nevertheless, as I discussed, challenging gender norms should not take the form of 
                                                
191 Ibid, 201. 
192 Butler, Gender Trouble, 201. 
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normalizing a masculine gender performance. The problem is not in the desire to teach 

students that they have value beyond their outward appearance; it is in removing students’ 

choice over that appearance. That lack of choice seems to run antithetical to the goal of 

empowerment.   

Empowerment Through Subversion 

 Despite a disempowering normalizing situation, students demonstrated the pursuit 

of difference both on the Open Sky or Second Nature websites and through one-on-one 

interviews with me and in the pictures on Open Sky’s website. For example, in the picture 

below, though the student in the center is the only person whose khakis are in shorts, not 

pants form, they all have the same basic pants, red shirt, bandana, and hiking boots.193 Yet 

these students take steps to mark their individuality through their clothing. One male 

student has used his bandana to hold several flowers to his head, while another has woven 

a hemp bracelet to secure her flowers to her wrist. 

                                                
193 Wilderness students also typically always wear sunhats during the day. This image is anomalous 
in that it doesn’t depict sunhats. Nevertheless, students usually wear their hats in different ways: 
some wear theirs in the styling of a cowboy hat, others like a broad-rimmed hat, and still some like 
to wear theirs as a baseball cap. 

From 
http://www.openskywilderness.c
om/programs/photo-
gallery?album=6&gallery=7 . 
There is, unfortunately, no photo 
gallery equivalent on Second 
Nature’s website. 
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Open Sky students place considerable effort into somehow donning themselves 

with what is known as “wildy (with a soft ‘I’) bling.” Other forms of wildy bling include 

drawing on one’s shoes with marker, attaching feathers to sunhats, creating necklaces 

from hemp and bone or rocks, and using charcoal on one’s face, hands, or body. During 

my time in the wilderness, I saw students utilize these forms of self-individuation and 

more in order to somehow differentiate themselves from the rest of the group. It is 

important to remember that wildy bling also often typically becomes a marker of status. 

For instance, when I was at Open Sky, students collected the plastic ties that held together 

tortilla packets and placed them on their sunhats. A greater number of plastic ties often 

represented more group seniority. To that end, difference not only marked individuality, 

but also status within the group.194 

The students in the picture and the students who collect wildy bling understand, if 

unconsciously, that identity is “produced and generated.” That they took steps to mark 

individuality speaks to the fact that they want to display difference. It also reflects 

movement toward self-agency through subversive identity practices. These students take 

an otherwise disempowering situation—one in which students don’t have room to express 

themselves through clothing—and find empowerment. 

                                                
194 As another example, students typically got to keep items they “ground scored,” i.e. found on 
the trail while hiking. These items could include baseball caps and even sunglasses, items that set 
certain students apart from others. 
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Chapter 6: Smile If You Want To Go Home! 
 

When students first enter Open Sky, it’s not uncommon for them to hear the 

phrase, “Smile if you want to go home!” as field guides take pictures of a students’ first 

few days in the field. Since many students come unwillingly either because they are 

adolescents sent by their parents or adults threatened into signing up,195 this joke reminds 

them that they are stuck in wilderness therapy whether they like it or not. More 

importantly, it conveys an important message: students won’t be able to leave until they 

complete the program, so they might as well find a way to enjoy it—or at least pretend to.  

In this chapter, I examine the disciplinary tools wilderness programs use, one of 

which is Open Sky’s unofficial “Smile if you want to go home!” Here, I pay special 

attention to the apparent disconnection between wilderness programs’ goal of 

empowerment and the methods they use to achieve those goals. I do so by analyzing how 

wilderness programs treat students who do not “do the work.”196 Furthermore, I look at 

why students themselves eventually choose to engage in the program. I liken what I 

observe to the Panopticon, the model prison imagined by Jeremy Bentham and then 

repurposed by Michel Foucault to theorize how discipline, power, and surveillance operate 

in spaces in which individuals have no choice but to stay.197 More specifically, I once again 

use the images from the Open Sky and Second Nature websites, the Open Sky Pathway, 

and student interviews to look at what happens to students during their first few days of 

                                                
195 Parents of students over 18 are typically the individuals who pay for wilderness therapy, since 
very few insurance companies actually cover the cost. To that end, it is usually those same parents 
who coerce their children to go by threatening to withdraw financial support that otherwise paid 
for their children’s housing, college tuition, and so on. 
196 “Do the work” is a saying my therapist, my field guides, and my fellow students all used in 
reference to fully engaging with the program, including its expectations, activities, and therapy 
work. 
197 Michel Foucault, “Panopticism.” 
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wilderness, as well as why those who do not at first accept the program change their 

minds. I observe how those students then reproduce the disciplinary aspects of wilderness 

therapy via their treatment of incoming students both for their own benefit (so that these 

new students don’t hold the group back) and to aid others (so that the new students learn 

how to get the most out of their wilderness experience). Finally, I consider how the 

disciplinary structure of the wilderness is not necessarily an oppressive one, but actually  

empowers students. 

Welcome to the Wilderness 

One conception of wilderness therapy is that parents who send their adolescents 

to wilderness programs do so by having their children abducted. The reality is more 

complicated, though perhaps no less traumatic to the child. Parents often hire a transport 

service to wake the child up in the middle of the night and take him or her to a wilderness 

program that knows in advance that the child is coming.198 Several of my interview 

participants spoke of not knowing that they were going to the wilderness until the escorts 

showed up at their room in the middle of the night. Others did know, since they were 

adults and had to sign off on the process. Regardless of how students got to the 

wilderness, all of the participants I interviewed described meeting their wilderness 

experience with at least a small degree of trepidation, fear, and a lack of desire to engage 

with the program. Tears, loneliness, shock, and hostility were all common reactions. In 

fact, the only student I interviewed who did not recall experiencing any of these emotions 

                                                
198 A quick Internet search of “wilderness therapy kidnap” brought me hundreds, if not thousands, 
of testimonials calling what I have described kidnapping, abduction, or imprisonment. For a well-
written story about how it feels to be sent to wilderness in this way, see: Kenneth Rosen, “The 
Night My Parents Had Me Kidnapped,” Narratively. http://narrative.ly/stories/the-night-my-
parents-had-me-kidnapped/#/explore/?role=story&length=20%2C%2Binf&media_type=writing 
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was Sally: “I got sent here as a surprise but I really like the outdoors and I tried to make 

the best of it, which isn't the typical first response. I'm here. It's not like I can fight where 

I am.”199, 200  

 Yet by the end of their stays, the students I spoke to looked back on their time in 

the wilderness with at least a small measure of fondness. What, then, causes them to 

change? Is it other students? The wilderness programs in which they enroll? Some 

combination of these things? In this section, I look at how wilderness programs discipline 

their students from the moment they begin wilderness therapy. I finish by examining how 

wilderness programs can nevertheless be empowering. 

 After escort services drop students off, wilderness therapies take over. The 

transition is smooth—indeed, after getting the student medically examined, having them 

sign paperwork, and giving them their wilderness supplies, escorts take students directly 

out into the field and ensure that those students seamlessly transfer over to the group. 

This system also means that the student remains supervised at all times. Thus, students 

constantly remain under the watchful gaze of one authority figure or another, whether that 

figure is the hired escort or the wilderness field guide. Once the escort leaves, it is up to 

the field guide team to initiate the student into the program by teaching them basic rules, 

group dynamics, and expectations. 

 Students new to wilderness therapy have much to learn. To that end, both Open 

                                                
199 It is important to note that Sally actively chose to remain compliant, a decision every other 
student also at some point made. 
200 Although quoting every participant may seem exhaustive, I do so to illustrate a point: that 
wilderness therapy is not, to be ironic, a walk in the park. It is difficult in ways indescribable to 
individuals who have never been students in wilderness programs. While I spend a significant 
amount of time problematizing the way wilderness programs operate, it is also important to 
remember that while students engage in and reproduce many of the aspects of wilderness I take 
issue with, they do not do so intentionally, but rather, I believe based on my own interviews and 
my personal experience, to make sense and to make bearable such an experience. 



 
 

80 

Sky and Second Nature impose an initial period of required solitude. For Open Sky, the 

stage is called Gateway, and for Second Nature, it is Earth Phase.  

Gateway is a period of at least one day and at most several days in which a new 

student may speak only to the field guides and to their student mentor (whom the field 

guides assign).201 During this time, Open Sky students must complete the Gateway section 

of their Pathway in order to be able to move to the South and become a full member of 

the group. The picture (next page) is of one page in the Pathway that explains and justifies 

Gateway. With Gateway, Open Sky invites students to orient themselves to the experience 

of being in wilderness therapy. Yet the way that the program does so seems to undermine 

the notion that Gateway is the beginning of one’s self-empowering Open Sky wilderness 

journey, and instead the first stage of a complex disciplinary process. 

The page that describes Gateway begins with an ultimatum: “If you are open to 

doing what we ask, to observe, to ask questions, and to try, this phase will only last a day or 

two.”202 The implications are clear: It is in your best interest to conform to group 

expectations. If you don’t do what they ask, you will remain in Gateway, and therefore in 

isolation from the group, for a longer period of time. This passage ensures two things: that 

the new student has a harder time communicating their dissatisfaction (if it exists) to the 

group and that the new student does not too forcefully disrupt the existing group 

dynamic. Furthermore, this process is one students feel they can control, though in reality 

they do not. 

The narrative leads up to the first therapeutic assignment in the Pathway: “Write at 

least two pages about why you believe you are at Open Sky. Include events surrounding 

                                                
201 I talk about student mentoring in the second part of this chapter. 
202 Emily Isaacs, et al, Student Pathway: Adult Program. Durango: Open Sky Wilderness Therapy 
(emphasis in original). 
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home life, school, and relationships with family and friends that may have led you to 

where you are today.”203  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This section, which the student must fill out in order to progress in the program, 

effectively asks the student to engage with their own therapy work, prompting them to 

critically observe their past actions and to justify to themselves why they are in wilderness 

therapy. In other words, the first therapy assignment creates the possibility for students to 

respond either with resistance (for example, by simply writing “FUCK YOU”) or by 

writing a serious, thoughtful, and reflective piece. 

A student who chooses to dismiss the assignment will almost undoubtedly receive 

a longer time spent in Gateway. The field guides and therapist (collectively identified as 

one component of a student’s treatment team) may decide that that student is still not 

                                                
203 Ibid. 

From the Open Sky Student Pathway by Emily Isaacs, Tom Killion, 
Patrick Dengate, and Mike Clelland. 
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ready to join the group and may therefore ask the student to spend a longer period of time 

in contemplative thought (i.e. Gateway). Students may also instead be initiated into the 

group more quickly with the hope that the rest of the group will convince them of the 

merits of fully participating in the program.204 

Conversely, the student who takes the writing assignment seriously (or at least 

appears to) will most likely join the group as a full member in a shorter time than the one 

who responds with hostility. Open Sky may integrate that student into the group at an 

earlier time, since by doing the assignment “correctly,” they demonstrate an awareness of 

their need for the program and mark themselves as less likely to run away or deviate from 

the program. Furthermore, by answering this question, students simultaneously participate 

in their own disciplining. To return to the writing prompt for Gateway, the program 

effectively asks that the student justify their (typically) coerced or forced enrollment in the 

program. By accepting that such a decision was indeed well thought out, the student 

would forfeit much of their right to indignation about being at the program in the first 

place. Field guides could simply cite their response to the Pathway prompt to rebut any 

dissatisfaction with being in wilderness therapy. In other words, because this writing 

assignment gives students the choice to either complain or comply, by complying, a 

student would remove their ability to complain. Gateway therefore removes agency under 

the guise of bestowing it.205, 206 

                                                
204 I discuss the role student peer relationships play later in this chapter. Furthermore, I speak 
about this hypothetical scenario from personal experience in wilderness therapy, since I have seen 
both cases happen. Finally, please remember that the timing of a student’s initiation to the rest of 
the group depends upon more than just their level of critical engagement with the first Pathway 
assignment. 
205 Gateway can also be an empowering time if we understand that the purpose of this prompt is 
to give the student time to convince themselves that they could get a lot out of wilderness therapy. 
In this way, Gateway is empowering because it invites students to find their own reason they are at 
Open Sky.  
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I cannot speak as extensively about Earth Phase as I did about Gateway, as I did 

not enroll in Second Nature, because there is not very much information on Earth Phase 

on the Second Nature website, and because none of the students I interviewed went to 

Second Nature. However, by doing a close analysis of the text, pictures, and layout of the 

website, I can still draw out a large amount of material—material that forms the basis of 

my analysis of the program. 

Earth Phase is the Second Nature equivalent of Open Sky’s Gateway. Earth Phase 

is for “Orientation and Compliance,” a time in which students 

receive the following instructions: “On Earth Phase, you are in 

communication with staff and your peer mentor but remain 

separate from the group as a whole… It is a time to simplify and 

take stock of the events and circumstances that led you to this 

point in your life.”207 Earth Phase seems highly similar to Gateway. Each phase expects 

students to remain separate from the group, to listen instead of speak, and to comply with 

field guide instructions. Like Gateway, Earth Phase is meant for reflecting and self-

disciplining. 

From the perspective of maintaining group stability, the Gateway and Earth stages 

make sense. It would be chaotic and detrimental to individuals’ therapeutic processes to 

interrupt the wilderness experience by suddenly introducing new students into the group 

without any sort of intermediate period of adjustment. Nevertheless, Gateway and Earth 

Phase are disciplinary stages meant to divide (by isolating the new student from the 

                                                                                                                                        
206 It is possible, and indeed common, for students to place the blame of their being sent to 
wilderness therapy on others, particularly their parents. Wilderness programs treat this answer as 
another reason that student must be brought under control. Programs work to teach students that 
exhibiting a lack of accountability simply further justifies the need for wilderness therapy. 
207 “Phases of Achievement,” Second Nature Wilderness Therapy.  

The Second 
Nature symbol 

for Earth Phase. 
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group), silence (by prohibiting the new student from speaking to their peers, often under 

the threat of punishment for both groups), and subjugate (by requiring compliance).  

Wilderness programs utilize additional methods for ensuring their students’ 

compliance. As Joyce mentioned, one way that programs encouraged students to 

participate was by withholding students’ ability to leave their program: “People who didn’t 

get it208 real quick left after 4 [weeks]… And there had been stories of kids who had been 

there for almost a year,209 so that was crazy.”210 In addition to the threat of not graduating 

from the program,211 Open Sky in particular uses tools such as the hour of silence (in 

which students aren’t allowed to speak for an hour) to penalize groups for speaking out of 

the earshot of a field guide, for doing group chores too slowly, or for dealing unhealthily 

with conflict to discipline its students.212 Other punishments (called “consequences” in 

wilderness therapy language, a term that is ostensibly neutral but typically signifies a 

negative outcome) include pack drills,213 Directions,214 and Student Quest.215 Each 

consequence teaches a lesson: pack drills to remind students what happens when they take 

                                                
208 “Get it” is a colloquialism that refers to understanding what wilderness therapy programs want 
and how to give them what they want in order to graduate. 
209 We can assume that the students who stayed for a year eventually “got it,” though it is hard to 
tell from this passage. 
210 Joyce. 
211 Not graduating is a threat because students are typically very anxious to return to their lives 
outside of the wilderness. They miss their friends, their family, and the amenities of the outside 
world. In addition, attending wilderness therapy without knowledge of a graduation date is often a 
source of anxiety for many students. 
212 By unhealthily student communication, I mean through yelling or even physical violence instead 
of by using effective and assertive communication. 
213 Students must do a pack drill when they take too long to pack up their shelter sites in the 
morning and report to center camp. Pack drills consist of a field guide dumping out the student’s 
entire pack and requiring them to repack it in a certain period of time.  
214 “Directions” is Open Sky-specific. A student on “Directions” has acted out in a way such that 
they have lost the privilege of being a member of the group for a short period of time. Directions 
is, essentially, a forced re-entry into Gateway.  
215 “Student Quest” is also unique to Open Sky. Student Quest is a more severe form of Directions 
in which a student spends an extended period of time away from the group (days or sometimes 
weeks) under the direct supervision of at least two field guides. 
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too long and waste the group’s time, Directions to enforce that behavior that threatens 

emotional safety is unacceptable, and Student Quest to address when students consistently 

ignore program expectations. 

Though Open Sky and Second Nature put significant energy into ensuring that 

their students comply with program expectations, not all students actually meet those 

expectations. Of the students I interviewed, Connor spoke the most about how much he 

resisted being at Open Sky for the first several weeks of his stay:  

The transition of going to civilization to knowing I was going to be stuck 
there for two and a half months was so upsetting that I just totally 
revolted… [but] obviously that stuff doesn’t work there like it works in real 
life…So I was sent to a… Student Quest. I tried to run away a lot… After 
exhausting myself for three days there, [I realized] it was going to keep me 
there longer and that it was just not worth the effort… You sit on your mat 
there the entire time. It’s not fun… and you’re isolated.216 
 

Connor refused to accept that he could be stuck in wilderness therapy for as long as ten 

weeks. When he did not engage with his treatment, Open Sky separated him from his 

group for two reasons: to remove his negative influence on the group and to devote extra 

resources to changing his mind. The tactic worked. He realized that resisting “was just not 

worth the effort” of feeling bored and isolated for days on end. Moreover, because 

Connor was under the constant surveillance of not one, but two field guides (because of 

his multiple attempts to run away), he was always visible and under direct pressure from 

the disciplinary power of the field guides. While he could have left, he had nowhere else to 

go. Connor was, in other words, self-imprisoned. He was self-imprisoned because the 

consequences of leaving (which would have been a longer time in student question) were 

not worth leaving the Student Quest space.217 Student Quest was a space of hyper-

                                                
216 Connor. 
217 However, if Connor walked too far away or started running, a field guide likely would have 
tackled him to the ground. 
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discipline, one that made even more salient the consequences of trying to run away from 

or refusing to participate in the program while providing a highly enticing incentive (being 

able to rejoin the group) to conform.218 

 Connor’s story is not unique. It does, however, illustrate that wilderness programs 

will go out of their way to ensure that their students engage with the therapeutic work at 

hand.219 The practices and consequences that the wilderness utilizes to ensure full student 

participation create a disciplinary space not unlike that of the Panopticon, an imaginary 

prison thought of by Jeremy Bentham.220 For instance, Connor’s placement on Student 

Quest221 arose out of the need to simultaneously make Connor invisible to his group mates 

yet visible at all times to his field guides. By isolating Connor, Open Sky ensured that “a 

locus of multiple exchanges, individualities merging together, a collective effect, is 

abolished and replaced by a collection of separated individualities.”222 As the saying goes, 

there is strength in numbers. Isolating Connor on Student Quest virtually guaranteed that 

he would remain alone in his dissent within a larger and more powerful community of 

conforming students. The program also induced “a state of consciousness and permanent 

                                                
218 Foucault describes Connor’s situation when speaking about the Panopticon: “Each individual, 
in his place, is securely confined to a cell from which he is seen from the front by the supervisor, 
but the side walls prevent him from coming into contact with his companions.” Within Foucault’s 
imagining, Connor’s Student Quest is an imprisonment, despite the fact that neither Open Sky nor 
Connor ever explicitly stated this idea. From: Michel Foucault, “Panopticism,” 200. 
219 Student Quest also has monetary consequences on whoever finances a student’s wilderness 
stay. It costs $250 more per day to hold a student in Student Quest, compounded with the already 
high price of wilderness (an almost $3,000 dollar admission fee and the pre-existing cost of 
$485/day for adolescent students). See: “Teen Enrollment Packet,” Open Sky Wilderness Therapy, 
http://www.openskywilderness.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Enrollment-
Agreement-Teen.pdf   
220 Foucault, “Panopticism.” For a description of what the Panopticon might look like, see the 
Literature Review. 
221 It is unclear who made the decision to send him to Student Quest. The ultimate choice was 
most likely his parent’s, since the program likely needed their financial consent to place Connor on 
Student Quest. 
222 Foucault, “Panopticism,” 201. 
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visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.”223 Open Sky had field guides 

constantly watch and sit with Connor until he realized that resisting would get him 

nowhere. He eventually chose to join the group as a fully participating, non-defiant 

member. 

 By the end of his stay, Connor had done the work. When he remembered busting 

his first coal, he said, “I was also really happy and proud of myself because I never ever 

ever thought in my life that I would bust my own coal, but I busted like five, so I was 

really happy.”224 Wilderness was therefore not only a disciplinary space, but also an 

empowering one. By accepting that he was going to be there, and by working hard at his 

assigned task, Connor found a sense of accomplishment he did not know was possible.  

At first glance, it seems difficult to reconcile wilderness therapy programs’ 

disciplinary actions with their message of empowerment. Indeed, the disciplinary measures 

these programs go to in order to ensure compliance appear to strip agency, not foster it. 

Why was Connor so happy after busting his coal if he was required to do so in order to 

graduate? Why was he also nervous, and not just excited, to leave the wilderness?225 

Some ways in which wilderness programs simultaneously discipline students and 

promote senses of empowerment are through group projects and chores. As I discuss in 

the next section, these aspects of wilderness therapy teach self-responsibility, 

accountability to others, and a sense of worth in a larger community. Therefore, while 

group chores and activities are mandatory, students who do them discover a strong sense 

of solidarity and camaraderie. 

                                                
223 Ibid. 
224 For a discussion of fire as metaphor, see Chapter 5. 
225 At one point, when speaking about his last few days in wilderness therapy, Connor said, “I was 
anxious… I’ve gotten used to this. This is my life.” 
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Reproducing Subjectivity 

To speak about empowerment in a space that enforces subjectivity, we have to 

first understand what subjectivity is and how it operates. In relation to the Foucauldian 

Panopticon, a larger system of power and domination has made “the subject” submissive. 

The hypothetical Panopticon subjugates its inmates through the constant visibility of the 

architectural frame of the prison itself.226 In wilderness therapy, subjectivity operates in a 

panoptic way. However, instead of prison cells, students occupy the wilderness space. 

Instead of fellow inmates who may pose a physical threat, students have group mates who 

intimidate through peer pressure.227 To further understand how subjectivity operates in the 

wilderness space, we can look at three aspects of wilderness therapy that act (intentionally 

or not) to insidiously discipline wilderness students: the student mentor program, group 

activities, and graduation ceremonies. 

 One of the most coercive systems in wilderness programs is that of the student 

mentor.228  Open Sky and Second Nature use student mentors to smooth new students’ 

transitions into the program. As students enter Open Sky and Second Nature, they receive 

a student mentor whose job it is to teach them the ropes, both literally and figuratively, of 

the program. Since new students cannot speak to anyone but their field guides and their 

mentor while in Gateway or Earth Phase, they heavily rely on those influences for the first 

week or so of wilderness therapy. The mentor system thus ensures several things: that the 

program exposes new students to peer pressure to conform the moment they enter the 

wilderness space, that well-behaved students receive recognition (through the trust being 

                                                
226 Foucault, “Panopticism,” 206. 
227 I have heard of students yelling and swearing at other students who refuse to hike and delay the 
rest of the group. 
228 Not all programs have a student mentor system. Both Open Sky and Second Nature did. 
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assigned a mentor symbolizes), and that older, already subjugated students subjugate the 

newer ones. 

 The first two benefits of student mentoring are relatively straightforward. Indeed, 

setting the parameter that new students may only speak to guides and their mentor ensures 

that the student enters a “sequestered and observed solitude”229 so that they may observe 

but not disrupt the way the group and the program operate. Furthermore, students take 

pride in being assigned to mentor their peers, since a guide team’s decision to put an older 

student in charge of another student’s orientation signifies that the older student is 

knowledgeable and disciplined enough to take on the role of teaching. 

 Reproduced subjectivity—that is, the reproduction of the docile and rule-

following student, which is the result of effectively implemented disciplinary power—is 

the third benefit of student mentoring and is more complicated than the first two. In 

effect, student mentors make sure that their mentees obey program rules and meet 

program expectations. Mentors operate under the pressure of performing well and of 

showing their guide team and the therapists that they are model students who care about 

and understand how to successfully exist in the program (as evidenced by their ability to 

integrate another student). Failing to do so therefore reflects poorly not only on the 

mentee, but also the mentor. Furthermore, we have to remember that every mentor was, 

at some point, a mentee. The mentor system thus represents the cyclic nature of 

wilderness subjectivity: a mentor helps condition a new student who then moves on to 

help condition a future one. Through this system, the subjugated lead the subjugated in a 

space of socially reproduced and enforced peer-to-peer discipline. 

 Another way that wilderness programs discipline students is through the constant 

                                                
229 Foucault, “Panopticism.” 
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aspect of group living. Wilderness programs emphasized the importance of working 

together as a team, as evidenced by the repercussions an entire group faced if even one 

group mate acted out of line: “We were all very dependent on each other. If one person 

didn’t do shit, then the whole group had to stay behind or the whole group had to be 

punished.”230 Community consequences ostensibly fostered accountability. By punishing 

the entire group, wilderness programs tried to teach the lesson that one person’s actions 

impact everyone else’s lives, and so everyone must learn how to be considerate of others 

and own up to their mistakes. Yet they had another effect: they facilitated a group space in 

which group members who held everyone else back felt hostility from their peers.231 As 

Connor stated, one student’s failure to meet a group expectation often meant that the 

entire group received the negative consequences, and not just the individual. Thus, for 

Connor, group expectations compounded the already enormous disciplinary pressure on 

each student (from the field guides, the program rules, the threat of not graduating in a 

reasonable time). Indeed, a student who rebels not only spends more time in wilderness 

therapy, but also spends that time knowing full well that they incur the anger of their 

group mates. 

 Community consequences took on another aspect besides that of frustration. As 

Ella described, “You’re going down on a great ship. You’re with these people and you’re 

trying to survive… We all came there at a certain bottom. There was this unspoken team 

camaraderie. Brotherhood, sisterhood, personhood, whatever it was.”232 Ella’s metaphor 

speaks to the immediacy of most wilderness interventions. Since so many of the students 

                                                
230 Connor. 
231 I, for instance, sat through many impromptu group sessions in which we expressed frustration 
and anger over the fact that one person took too long to get ready in the morning, thereby earning 
the rest of us hours of silence, backhikes (retracing one’s hiking route for no purpose other than 
for punishment), less sleep time, and so on. 
232 Ella. 
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who end up in wilderness arrived there at some of the worst points in their life—“a 

certain bottom,” in Ella’s terms—living together in the wilderness brought a strong sense 

of teamwork and camaraderie. By working together, wilderness group mates helped each 

other out of the metaphorical holes they had fallen in. In so doing, each group member 

could contribute to the group in an essential way. The group bonded through this mutual 

need and through the fact that they were in the same situation together. 

 Wilderness programs also establish the balance of discipline and empowerment 

through group activities, one of which is student graduation. Graduation (pictured below), 

typically called “grad,” is a special night: at Open Sky, the parents of the graduating 

student enter the field for the first and last time to witness their child’s transformation. 

The graduate’s group also postpones all therapy work for the night and instead takes extra 

care to cook a “grad dinner,” one for which the program provides food students normally 

do not have (for example, butter instead of vegetable oil). Graduation ceremonies (also 

called graduation councils) function as one of the most disciplinary group activities for 

several reasons: their structure, the participation required, and their symbolic importance. 
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 For a graduation ceremony, students, guides, parents, and the therapist gather 

around a central fire and talk about that graduating student’s accomplishments, strengths, 

and weaknesses. During this time, students must model good behavior (being quiet, 

listening at all times, and generally exhibiting non-rebellious behavior). Thus, graduation is 

not only a time to celebrate the outgoing student, but also a chance to exhibit how well the 

group functions as a whole.233 Even the physical positioning of the guides, students, 

therapist, and graduates speaks to how important graduation is: each person looks toward 

the center of the fire, the center through which everyone can make eye contact with 

everyone else. The student of honor sits with their parents (in this case, the graduating 

student is most likely the person with the orange hat on) yet still engages in the group’s 

panoptic discipline. The circle assures that “dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on 

whom a task or a particular form of behavior must be imposed” requires as little 

surveillance as possible.234 Indeed, because each student watches the others, students 

discipline other students, both in order to present a good front to the authority figures and 

as a gesture of good will to the graduating student and the special guests at the circle. 

                                                
233 To understand the importance of good behavior on grad nights, imagine what might happen if 
a student acted out during this ceremony. That student would most likely have to leave the circle 
and sit in silence with a field guide while the rest of the group enjoyed the night. The student in 
question would suffer disapproval from four sides: from their therapist, from the group, from the 
field guides, and from the graduating student’s parents. Thus, acting out during graduation 
ceremonies carries a larger amount of weight than average and therefore more serious 
consequences. Acting out also makes the group look bad, which can be embarrassing for everyone 
else involved. 
234 Foucault, “Panopticism,” 205. 
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 Not only must students remain well behaved at graduation councils, but they must 

also actively participate in the ceremony. At Open Sky, students speak one at a time to 

give their thoughts on the graduating student and their blessings. As each student speaks, 

there is an expectation that the rest of the group listens to what that student has to say. 

The student that speaks is on display: on display to the other students, to the graduate’s 

parents, to their therapist, and to their field guides. In this way, Open Sky facilitates a 

space in which each student has the opportunity to conform to expectations (by praising 

the graduate or giving them sage advice) or to deviate from them (by refusing to speak or 

by insulting another member of the circle) in one of the most public moments of any 

student’s Open Sky stay.235 

 Graduation ceremonies are most important because of what they celebrate: a 

student who has completed their stay at wilderness therapy and has been given permission 

(by the therapist and their parents) to leave. Graduation councils celebrate a successful 

student, one who has followed program rules and done their therapy work. In other 

words, these ceremonies intentionally acknowledge success in a way that marks it as visible 

and sets it as an example in the eyes of the other students.  

The System Works 

It does not seem to make sense that the students I interviewed ended their stays 

on positive notes. In fact, most of them described the experience using phrases such as 

“very positive.”236 At first glance, it is unclear why students would say such things, since 

                                                
235 The moment is most “public” insofar as it is the only time that outsiders, i.e. individuals who 
are neither students nor employees of the program, go into the field and take part typical 
wilderness activities. 
236 Eliza. 
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many went against their will and none had the option to leave.237 In addition, wilderness 

therapy utilizes a multitude of disciplinary tools designed to make clear what students can 

and cannot do, as well as how they should behave. If wilderness therapy is truly a panoptic 

space in its classical imagining, there is no way that students can graduate empowered. 

Indeed, the Panopticon was originally a way to almost effortlessly reinforce hegemonic 

disciplinary power via containment, isolation, control, and regulation. And the disciplinary 

mechanisms present in wilderness therapy look strikingly similar to those of the 

Panopticon.  

Yet we can repurpose the idea of the Panopticon to describe other disciplinary 

arenas, such as that of wilderness therapy. Even though wilderness programs also contain, 

control, and regulate, they do so for a different purpose: for their students’ 

empowerment.238 While the Panopticon originally worked to subjugate so as to make 

docile and controllable, wilderness therapies facilitate a panoptic space to subjugate so as 

to give students the tools to help themselves.  

The Gateway assignment is one example of this subtle empowerment. As I 

discussed, Open Sky disciplines students while they are in Gateway by teaching them rules, 

graduation requirements, and by role modeling behavior. However, Gateway is also the 

beginning of the self-empowerment process. When students seriously explain why they 

believe they are at Open Sky, many of them take accountability for their actions. By 

recognizing their mistakes, students have the chance to start anew by setting honorable 

intentions for their time in wilderness therapy. In other words, Gateway is a time students 

                                                
237 Students over 18 can leave by walking their Twenty. See Memory One of Chapter 7. 
238 It is too tangential to dive into a discussion on the complexities of prison rehabilitation. 
Prisons—and remember that the Panopticon is a model of a hypothetical prison—function to 
control and separate deviant individuals, not empower them. See: Ted Conover, Newjack: Guarding 
Sing Sing, (New York: Random House, 2000). 
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can look back on as the moment when they decided to get better, since acknowledging 

one’s needs and mistakes is the first step in addressing them. 

To take another example, although the mentor system encourages subjugated 

students to subjugate other students, it does much more as well. As one interviewee 

remembered, their mentor was not just another authority figure, but a teacher and a friend: 

“At the beginning, I couldn't talk to anyone except for my mentor, Nasa. I got to see that 

these people really wanted to be here and they have it all together.”239 Nasa and the other 

members of Elizabeth’s team were role models. They showed Elizabeth that she could set 

up shelters, bust fires, hike, and be an emotional leader, just like the others. Thus, 

although the mentor system placed Elizabeth under peer pressure in order to subjugate 

her and turn her into a successful wilderness student, it also gave her a sense of the 

possibilities for empowerment that wilderness offered. In Elizabeth’s case, much of the 

empowerment of which I speak comes from the activities wilderness programs have 

students do, as well as the conditions in which those students live.  

It is also possible to reframe graduation ceremonies from the perspective of 

empowerment. While it is true that the vast majority of wilderness students eventually seek 

to graduate, graduation is not simply a time to put the successful student on display as an 

incentive for good behavior among others. Graduation is also the ultimate celebration of 

an empowered student. A person graduating from wilderness therapy had to engage in the 

therapeutic process, serve as an emotional and logistical group leader, and learn for 

themselves what it means to live up to one’s potential.240 Graduation, then, is no easy task, 

                                                
239 Elizabeth. 
240 Perhaps nothing speaks to one’s potential as much as accomplishing a seemingly impossible 
task like hiking 15 miles uphill in one day or busting a solo coal. 
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and one who graduates represents a student who has emerged triumphant from one of the 

most challenging parts of their lives.  

 Finally, I observe subtle empowerment is wilderness’ use of normalized clothing, 

clothing that imposes masculinity upon its students. Not only do students themselves find 

ways to stylize what they wear, but they also find solidarity in all having to wear the same 

clothes. One student recalled, “The fact that we have the same clothes to wear is really 

key. I wouldn’t want a wilderness program not to have that piece… because it equalized 

appearance.”241 Ella, the student who made this point, was the same student who plucked 

her eyebrows when the field guides weren’t looking. This distinction is important because 

it demonstrates that students could be both disempowered and empowered by the way 

their programs treated hair and clothing. When Ella speaks of an “equalized appearance,” 

she refers to the fact that since no one could realistically maintain the same hygiene and 

grooming habits they had before going to wilderness, there simply wasn’t the same 

amount of pressure to even try to do so. Thus, while normalized clothing is potentially 

harmful, it also enables students to feel truly connected to each other.  

 The disciplinary mechanisms seemed to help students empower themselves, since 

many of the students I interviewed recalled that they left the wilderness in a stronger state 

than when they had entered. In Ella’s case, “I felt confident, I felt okay in my skin. I felt 

loved and I felt ready to conquer the world, really. Very empowered.”242 For Eliza, “I had 

a very enjoyable time I when was there. I got a lot done. I felt like I learned a lot about 

myself.”243 Even Joyce, who never quite “bought into” her program, understood the 

merits of wilderness therapy: “I don’t know if ‘enjoyable’ was the right word, but I was 

                                                
241 Ella. 
242 Ella. 
243 Eliza. 
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doing the work and being part of the therapy and doing what I needed to do… I thought 

that I certainly got to a point where I recognized and observed the benefits.”244 

Of the students I interviewed, Elizabeth was most astounded by the change 

wilderness therapy encouraged within her. She was one of the students most reluctant to 

be at wilderness therapy—“I did want to do the 20 mile walk to go home and my parents 

were like no way that's not happening”245—yet left wilderness therapy having internalized 

its message: “You have to put in a lot of work to get a lot out of it and that's kind of how 

it is with wilderness. It was a lot of hard work, but now I'm reaping the benefits from 

it.”246 She worked hard to take control of her life when before she was “very very 

immature… I was very sheltered and very entitled.”247 Now, Elizabeth spends time 

outdoors and uses the tools she learned at wilderness therapy on a daily basis. Elizabeth’s 

transformation was in large part due to the strict rules of Open Sky. The program taught 

her self-discipline by establishing boundaries, boundaries that may at the time have 

seemed extreme, unnecessary, and even harsh.  

The idea of empowering forms of discipline may seem contradictory. It seems 

contradictory because discipline often has a negative connotation. We discipline our 

children to discourage bad behavior; we discipline our own bodies so that they conform to 

ideal beauty standards. But discipline can be positive. We can discipline ourselves to act 

with kindness toward others as we go about our day. We can discipline ourselves to take 

accountability of our actions and to own up to the fact that we mess up but that we are 

still worthwhile human beings. We can discipline ourselves to treat our bodies with 

kindness and compassion. And we discipline ourselves to be strong people who love 

                                                
244 Joyce. 
245 Elizabeth. 
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid. 
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themselves. The difference between the discipline in the Panopticon and the discipline in 

wilderness therapy, then, is about application and intention. In the Panopticon, discipline 

is a way to render a population powerless. In wilderness therapy, discipline actually helps 

students become powerful in ways they did not know they could be.
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Chapter 7: Personal Narrative 
 

This chapter serves a very different function than Chapters 4, 5 and 6. Rather than 

speaking of the experiences of other students, I take this opportunity to speak about 

myself. I chose three moments from my time in the wilderness that I found particularly 

salient to the themes that emerged from my interviews with participants. Furthermore, to 

help better engage readers with what I mean to communicate, I briefly reflect on each 

memory. I hope that the following pieces paint a picture of what it is like to be enrolled in 

wilderness therapy, a picture that I have a hard time conveying through more conventional 

academic writing styles. Rather than analyzing my experiences using the academic 

discourses of wilderness constructivism, gender performativity, and disciplinary power, I 

talk about the themes that felt most important to me while I was in the wilderness.  

Memory One 

“Stop the van!” 

The rest of us in Team B had been chatting about music. I stopped talking and 

looked forward. John, our newest group member, was going to be sick again. He took his 

sunhat off and I could see that he was dripping sweat. His red t-shirt—the brightest and 

cleanest of all our t-shirts, since he had been in the program for the shortest amount of 

time—hung about him awkwardly. As a field guide opened the van door, John bolted out 

and immediately proceeded to vomit all over the side of the road. 

Our group fell silent. To be new in wilderness was hard enough. But to be new 

while going through withdrawal? It seemed cruel. John had spent the bulk of his 5-day stay 

crying, throwing up, and feverishly yelling that he absolutely did not belong at Open Sky 

Wilderness Therapy. I glanced around the van and saw that everyone in my group could 
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relate. Admitting that our lives had become so hard that we needed a radical intervention 

had been difficult for all of us. 

Two field guides, Mike and Kay, followed John outside. They were trying to talk 

John into rejoining the group inside the van.  

“Fuck off,” he muttered. 

And just like that, John walked away. 

I remember twisting around so that I could witness the scene unfold through the 

rear window of our van. It was as if I were watching a reality TV show too impossible to 

believe. No one simply walked away from wilderness therapy. In fact, our program was 

well known for having never let a student run away. John was clearly not about to be the 

exception. Within seconds, Stan and Lucy had cut off his route. We heard the guides tell 

John that they knew how hard being here was yet that if he ran, they would have no 

choice but to tackle him to the ground.  

I exchanged glances with my group members. Were they serious? Would they 

really tackle 26-year-old, 6’0” John?  

We did not have to find out. John went back inside the van, which immediately 

began to smell like vomit. After a short while, the engine started up again and we merged 

back onto the freeway. The rest of the ride back to Base Camp was silent. I sat in the back 

of the van with my faced pressed against the rear window. I thought about John’s outburst 

as I watched the road change from asphalt and then to dust and then finally to gravel. The 

very idea that he wanted to leave was offensive to me. It felt as if his strong desire to go 

somehow invalidated my own choice to go to the wilderness. What I found even more 

threatening was that by expressing how fed up he was with his group and with Open Sky, 

he was invalidating my own reasons for coming.  
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That night, John talked about walking his Twenty, an option available only to 

students over 18. Unless one graduated or became injured to the point of incapacitation, 

walking one’s Twenty was the only way out of Open Sky. If a student walked twenty miles 

in 48 hours with a full pack and one field guide, they got to call whoever was financing 

their stay at Open Sky and ask to leave—not that there was any guarantee that they would 

be granted permission to do so. When John asked to walk his Twenty, I knew how serious 

he was about leaving. 

How do you convince someone who hates being at Open Sky and who hates 

himself to stay in the program? How can you look him into the eye and convince him that 

staying in the high mountains of Colorado, surrounded by strangers and unable to so 

much as take a shit without asking permission, is healing to the heart and nurturing to the 

soul? 

That is what we tried to do. During the longest group session I experienced at 

Open Sky, other group members and I told John what wilderness meant to us. I 

remember looking across the circle, pleading for him to give Open Sky another chance. 

Since we were on fire ban because of the summer drought, the only illumination we had 

was that of a headlamp that pointed directly upward into the night sky. I felt as though I 

was talking into the darkness of not only John’s fears, but also my own. After a while, the 

initial project of convincing John to stay transformed into the effort of struggling to justify 

for myself why I had chosen to go to wilderness. Although I did not want to admit it, a 

part of me hated being there. I had to spend all of my time with strangers, spend my days 

talking and hearing about feelings, and work hard with the slim hope that I would be 

allowed to graduate in time to see my girlfriend before she left for Scandinavia. Even 

though I had voluntarily agreed to go to Open Sky, once I arrived, I could not leave. I felt 
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trapped. That night, then, was my night to prove to myself that I wasn’t really trapped and 

just had fewer choices. It felt like an exercise in self-delusion. 

I never lost that feeling of ambiguity. I loved some days at Open Sky and I hated 

others. While I never really convinced myself to outright love the program, my group did 

convince John to give his stay another chance. After several hours of persuasion, John 

decided not to walk his Twenty. He eventually became one of our group’s leaders and one 

of my best friends. 

 

Commentary on Memory One: 

While recalling this memory, I grappled with the fact that I never truly felt in control while at 

wilderness therapy. I couldn’t decide when I slept, when I was awake, when I ate, and so many other 

things. Most importantly, I had a hard time realizing that I didn’t get a say in when I could leave. 

Watching another student undergo the same process of understanding his position in wilderness 

therapy, this time in a way that involved the entire group, reminded me how much of a rite of passage 

the process of acceptance of one’s, for lack of a better word, entrapment in wilderness therapy is. Even 

more importantly, it reminded me how desperate I felt at times—desperation that I apparently did not 

experience alone. While I am glad that I convinced John to stay, and that by convincing him I helped 

convince myself, I still look back on the wilderness with the feeling that something felt wrong about the 

experience, that perhaps I would have felt more at ease had I been able to choose when I leave.  

This piece also speaks to the role that peer relationships had while I was in the wilderness. There 

was a certain solidarity to knowing that everyone else there was trapped in the same way that I was-

and perhaps, even, more so, since I had actually convinced my parents to let me enroll in wilderness 

therapy. I think that John found solace in that fact, as did the rest of us. Seeing all of us argue in 

favor of staying confirmed to me that I had made the right choice in going, even though my group and I 
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spent a considerable amount of time complaining about the restrictions in the wilderness and trying to 

find ways around them.  

If there is anything I want readers to get out of this section, it is that wilderness therapy is hard. 

It’s not hard because of the hiking or the restrictions or the change. It’s hard because wilderness is 

lonely. Being surrounded by a group of peers yet feeling like I was the only one who wanted to leave 

was one of the most isolating experiences I have had in a long time. I know that I just said that 

solidarity helped me get through the wilderness—and that statement holds true. Nevertheless, there 

were moments of loneliness and isolation, moments like the one John faced, that no amount of comfort 

could address. Those were the darkest times I spent in the wilderness, times so hard that I felt I could 

only speak of them by empathizing with another students’ experience. 

Memory Two 

Smoke seemed to appear in front of me. Of course, it didn’t just appear. I had 

created it. I closed my eyes and hoped that I had enough strength to keep going. I tried to 

ignore how much my back ached and how much my arm hurt. I needed to keep this pace 

for only 10 more seconds… 9… Just then, my right hand slipped. I stopped drilling as I 

felt my knuckle burst open—again. I didn’t register the pain. All I felt was anger and 

disappointment. 

I could not contain my feelings. I had been at it for hours. My arms were 

trembling. Sweat stung my eyes. I felt like crying. I wanted to break things. Ironically, I 

wanted to set everything on fire—though fire was exactly the element I was struggling to 

create. My two greatest enemies, anger and self-doubt, took over my head. I sat there, 

paralyzed, as I tried to come up with an explanation for why I wasn’t having any success.  
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“I should be able to do this. Why can’t I do this? It isn’t that hard. I’ve been so 

close for so long. My form is perfect—or at least I think it is good enough. I get smoke so 

thick that it blinds me. Why isn’t that enough? It has to be enough. I need this coal. I want 

to leave. I need to leave. Maybe I need to go faster and apply more down pressure. Maybe 

the wood I’m using is faulty,” I thought to myself. I was working myself up, feeding my 

anxiety until it became almost unbearable. 

 I tried to focus. I was running out of time. Group was starting soon. But I was so 

close. Maybe one more try would be enough. 

 Nate, the field guide who was helping me, sensed my desperation. “I have spent 

over 400 days in the field. I know when a student needs a break. Why don’t you go take a 

nap?” he suggested. Napping was against the rules. But I got to break them just this once, 

probably because Nate knew that I was too tired to keep going. 

 I started to protest, but Nate put his field guide knife back in his fanny pack. I 

needed to borrow that knife to prepare my fire set for each attempt at fire busting I made, 

so when he put it away, I knew the conversation was over. Dismayed, I left my set where 

it was and found a place in the shade to roll out my yoga mat.  

 I tried to drift off to sleep but couldn’t seem to relax enough to do so. I kept 

picturing what I needed to get a coal. I knew it by heart. To create a bow drill fire (or 

“bust a coal” in Open Sky terms), I needed a fire kit. I had already harvested and 

constructed everything: a bow to rapidly move the spindle back and forth, a spindle to 

generate friction against the fire board, a fire board to catch the eventual ember, and a top 

rock to push down on the spindle and increase friction. 
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I practiced fire busting every chance I could get. My group and I knew that busting 

a coal was the ultimate Open Sky metaphor. In fact, it was typically one of the last rites of 

passage many students undergo before they are allowed to move to the North, the phase 

at which most students graduate. Our group therapist even required us to be in at least the 

North to even be considered for graduation.248 That was why fire busting was so difficult: 

not only because of the physical effort required, but also because of the heavy symbolic 

weight the program placed on a person’s ability to get a coal. As the field guides explained 

to me, there was a reason fire busting received so much weight: it brought out the anger 

and frustration many students had not yet learned to healthily voice.  

 I looked up at the ponderosa pine trees that encircled my team’s base camp. As I 

watched the sun move westward, I thought about my time at Open Sky. I had hiked until I 

                                                
248 The North is the third of the four phases of student progression at Open Sky, known as the 
Directions. The North represents leadership, initiative, and self-care. At Open Sky, a student 
moves to the North after showing considerable leadership, progress in their therapy, and that they 
can bust a coal. Our therapist set the North as the minimum graduation requirement to ensure that 
we had incentive to keep moving through the program. In other groups, it might not have been 
uncommon for a student to graduate in the West (the second Direction) or even the South (the 
first direction).  

A diagram of fire busting positioning and tool names from 
http://s38.photobucket.com/user/yarcofin/media/bowdrill.jpg.html  
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thought that my legs would stop working. I had yelled to scare away a bear. I had cried in 

front of my Open Sky family as I read letters from my parents. Getting a coal was the next 

step in my Open Sky journey. I let myself feel how much I wanted one. My desire gave me 

energy. If I got a coal, I would be one step closer to moving to the North, graduating, and 

going home.  

I walked back up to Nate and picked up my bow. I got into a fire busting position, 

this time taking extra care to make sure that my posture was correct. As always, I started 

my attempt by slowly warming up to the speed I would have to eventually maintain in 

order to get a coal. Back and forth. Back and forth. The rhythm soon became second 

nature. I aligned my breathing with the bow strokes. For every inhale, I pushed the bow 

outward, and for every exhale, I pulled it back toward me.  

I sped up my bow strokes. I lost the rhythm and trusted my body to keep it for 

me. My eyes lost focus; all I saw was the blur of the bow. 

 Smoke suddenly rushed toward my face. I closed my eyes and tried not to choke. 

At that point, the back-and-forth motion was second nature. All I could do was endure 

the pace for as long as possible. I started singing the alphabet to myself, knowing that if I 

continued at my current speed and pressure, I would likely get an ember. I reached “Z” 

and let go of my top rock. The spindle went flying out of the board and onto the ground. 

Utterly exhausted, I gasped and fell backward. 

As the smoke cleared, I peered down at my fireboard. I saw it then, burning in the 

heartwood. My first coal.249  

I jumped straight up in the air. Looking back, I must have seemed stupid. But at 

the time, it felt like the only way to express my joy. I lifted my burning prize in the air and 

                                                
249 Since we were on fire ban at the time, I did not get the chance to blow my coal into flames. 
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called for the group’s attention so that they could share in my success. Since fire busting is 

a group effort in that we help each other with technique, trade tools, and cheer each other 

on, I didn’t feel selfish. If I had busted a coal, others could, too—after all, I was one of the 

smallest members of my group. 

I put my set away and rejoined the rest of my team. Although triumphs as 

monumental as busting a fire were rare, they reaffirmed to me that I had made the right 

choice in enrolling myself—and for the second time—in wilderness therapy. At that 

moment, I loved being at Open Sky. I loved that I had worked hard and reaped the 

benefits. I loved my group mates for supporting me. I loved the guides for instructing me. 

I loved the ground for supporting me, the air for filling my lungs, and the trees for 

providing shade. I loved nature for lending me her tools to make fire.  

With my goal accomplished, I was one step closer to going home. 

 

Commentary on Memory Two: 

Home is such an important concept in wilderness. Everyone is aware of it. Yet home means so 

many things for so many people. Often, when students enter the wilderness, it’s because their home life 

is so bad that it’s become unbearable. Perhaps the nostalgia for home is not about what made us come 

to the wilderness, but what kept us hanging on until we got there. For me, home was not my literal 

home in Seattle. I was glad to have left that place. Rather, it represented the people I couldn’t talk 

to—including my girlfriend and friends—as well as the things I couldn’t do—like go shopping for my 

own food or go to the bathroom without asking for permission. Home meant freedom and loved ones. 

In my group, home was, I think, an ideal, the concept that signified the lives we wanted to have, not 

the ones we did have. As I spent more time in the wilderness, the meaning of home shifted. I still 

missed the same people and things, but home began to mean the trees and the dirt and a star-filled 
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night sky. I found it particularly interesting that I worked so hard to leave my new home. At the time, 

that’s a lot of what fire busting was: one of the last things I had to do to leave my new home and 

return to the old one.  

Although I look back on that day with great deal of nostalgia, a large part of me hated what I 

was doing. I hated the process of failing over and over again only to have to try harder, this time even 

more tired than I was five minutes ago. Yet the act of trying and failing and of eventually getting it 

embodied so much of the message of empowerment that wildernesses therapies wanted to get across by 

requiring students to make solo coals. Fire busting, then, became one of the first associations I had 

with the wilderness and one of the first ways I forced myself to remember my time there. By the time I 

left Open Sky, I looked back on fire busting as the representation for what wilderness meant to me, 

how hard it was, and how proud of myself I was for finishing. 

Memory Three 

The night before solos, my group slept in a line on the side of the road. We were 

supposed to take the time to bond and appreciate each others’ company. In reality, all I 

could think about was how loudly other people snored. I found a certain comfort in those 

sounds, since they reminded me that I was surrounded by some of the best friends I had 

ever made. 

 The snoring kept me up, which gave me time to think about the upcoming 

challenge. I had done a solo before, so I knew what was ahead. That didn’t mean that I 

was looking forward to it. For me, solos were particularly challenging because of the 

extended period of idleness. I liked to get things done and disliked the idea of sitting in 

one spot in the woods for three days with the goal of spending uninterrupted time with 

just myself.  
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 We spent the next day in preparation for solos. Everyone else in the group was as 

nervous as I was. At the field guides’ request, we ate our breakfast in silence in order to 

enter the mood of quiet reflection solos called for. But afterward, when we had time to 

load our packs, solos were all we could talk about. Didn’t it seem terrible, spending three 

days in virtual silence? Or maybe it was wonderful and a chance to practice all of the tools 

Open Sky had so far taught us? 

 I felt a mixture of both sentiments. On the one hand, I wanted to see if I could 

finish another solo. On the other, I would rather have spent three days reading and doing 

groups at Base Camp. Yet as we circled up to initiate the ceremony that would begin our 

solo experiences, I resolved to make the most of my opportunity. 

 The field guides asked us to set intentions for our time alone. I felt full of 

possibilities, and so I set a lofty intention: I intended to go to the mountain to make 

myself a woman who loved herself. To help me on my journey, I also set the intention to 

bring with me the higher powers of supportive Earth, the star-filled sky, and self-love.  

 Before entering our individual solo sites, we greeted the morning sun with 

standing meditation. We then created a medicine wheel to call upon the four directions—

North, South, East, and West—as well as Mother Earth and Father Sky. Finally, each of 

us drew medicine cards. I drew Antelope. I laughed to myself at how culturally 

appropriative invoking spirit animals felt yet felt comforted that I would have a 

companion while on solos. 

 After my solo began, I followed the simple rule of solos: three by three by three. 

According to the rule, I had to recite a mantra three times at morning, noon, and night; eat 

three meals a day; and spend exactly three days alone in the Colorado wilderness. 
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 I let my mantra structure my time in solos. I closed my eyes and recited the words 

taking extra care to give each word enough space to express itself.  

“Within and around the earth, within and around the hills, within and 

around the mountains, your authority returns to you.”250 

I grounded myself in the mantra’s message: that my self—who I am and who I want to 

be—resides in the nature around me. I remembered my intention—to become a woman 

who loved herself—as I sought to reclaim my authority, authority I understood as 

personal agency and self-love. 

As seriously as I took my mantra, I quickly became bored to the point of extreme 

restlessness. I had completed a three-day solo before but I had forgotten how lonely and 

excruciatingly long they could feel. During my solo, time ceased to become a commodity 

and instead became something to overcome, waste, and eliminate in any way possible. I 

spent hours tracing the same circuitous route—so many hours, in fact, that I created a 

clear path of dust around and through my solo site (I called it my walking meditation 

path). In anticipation of this boredom, I had even snuck in a non-therapeutic book 

entitled “Touching Spirit Bear” by Ben Mikaelsen, but I managed to finish the book in the 

first half day. After I was done with the book, I spent the rest of my time awake lying on 

my back. I would daydream while slowly tracing the sun’s path through the sky. 

Sometimes I nodded off only to wake up a few minutes later feeling disheartened that the 

sun was not closer to the Western horizon. I grew so bored that I befriended a colony of 

carpenter ants living underneath a stump at my solo site. I do regret that I killed a few of 

them when they crawled up my back while I was meditating. 

                                                
250 Though I did not know it at the time, I had chosen the words of Alfonso Ortiz, a Native 
American cultural anthropologist. 



 
 

111 

  Those activities constituted the majority of my time during solos. Field guides did 

occasionally visit me, though they only spent a few minutes in my presence. As each guide 

approached, I felt how strongly I desired conversation of any kind with another human 

being. Even the field guides I used to wish would stop talking had suddenly become my 

best friends. I felt as though I would have said anything to get them to stay a little longer. 

 While the field guides didn’t visit me very often, they almost always did so with a 

therapeutic assignment. One guide named Kailee read aloud a passage about the spiritual 

power of Antelope, the spirit animal that I had blindly selected before solos started. 

According to the passage, Antelope was about knowledgeable action; in other words, 

action that was integrated with mindfulness. As an homage to that spirit, I made Antelope 

the guardian of my solo by constructing a stick outline of an antelope at the entrance to 

my solo site. 

 I also received tasks from other field guides. One guide asked me to imagine a 

mirror that surrounded me and to come to terms with what I saw. Another asked me to 

fall asleep while looking at the stars. 

 I spent my three days by trying to pass the time and completing various 

therapeutic assignments. When 72 hours were up, I was beyond relieved to have 

completed my second three-day solo experience. I recognized that solos are supposed to 

be life-changing and full of intimate revelations, yet I mostly just wanted to be done. In 

that way, I did not meet the expectations of solos, I did not discover myself. I did not find 

the secret to loving myself, and I did not get significantly closer to understanding who I 

was.  

That is not to say that I did not get anything out of solos. I learned that I have the 

ability to spend three days alone. I laughed at myself more than I ever had. I listened 
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closely—truly closely—to the sounds around me. I became acquainted with my own 

heartbeat.  Nevertheless, it is, perhaps, most telling that one of my favorite parts of solos 

was ending them. 

 
Commentary on Memory Three: 
 

I’m still not sure what Open Sky wants its students to take away from the solo experience. While 

I didn’t exactly hate my time on solos, I did not love it. Solos were hard. I think they’re hard for 

almost everyone. But even more difficult to grapple with is the fact that I felt a significant amount of 

pressure—pressure that was mostly internal but also external—to somehow “find myself” in the 

wilderness. That pressure made it hard to relax. I felt like if I didn’t walk away from solos somehow 

transformed that I was doing it wrong. Looking back, there were so many ways to do a solo 

incorrectly. For instance, I could nap (I did) or I could not listen to my therapist’s instructions and 

bring a book (I did). I could leave my solo site, interact with another student, or not do my therapeutic 

assignments (luckily, I didn’t do any of those things).  

Not knowing what to do was one of the challenges I encountered at Open Sky. While the 

program was highly structured, there were moments, like that of the solo, in which it was unclear what 

I was supposed to do. That stark contrast made solos even harder to complete.  

By the time I was done with solos, I was excited to return to Open Sky. They put things in 

perspective: as much as I didn’t want to be in the program at times, I would rather engage with my 

peers, field guides, and therapists than spend time alone. I don’t think that’s what solos are supposed 

to teach. Rather, solos are supposed to foster the ability to sit with oneself. I got the opposite out of 

them: the appreciation of being with others.
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Conclusion: Days Go By Like Weeks, Weeks Go By Like Days 

Navigating these programs is no easy task. I sought to first introduce and then to 

complicate wilderness therapy using the frameworks of feminism, eco-feminism, and 

disciplinary power. I claimed that wilderness programs are rife with paradoxes: that they 

appropriate the wilderness as a tool and as a bearer of metaphor through the trope of 

Mother Nature, a trope that ultimately Others (via exotification and feminization) the 

wilderness, in order to teach individual freedom; that they enforce strict policies around 

clothing and hygiene to promote gender equality and de-emphasize gender while 

inadvertently privileging masculinity; and finally that they discipline, isolate, regulate, and 

control in order to teach self-agency and accountability. I asked whether all of these 

problematic aspects of wilderness therapy meant that these programs could not meet with 

success, or if students left the program feeling empowered. 

In the end, I found that the system works. It doesn’t work all the time, and it 

doesn’t work for everyone, but it does empower people. We have a saying in wilderness 

therapy: “days go by like weeks, and weeks go by like days.” My interview participants 

corroborated this sentiment, as wilderness therapy is simultaneously one of the most 

difficult and one of the most rewarding experiences they reported having. As Sam recalled, 

at the beginning of their stay, “[they were] crying a lot… It was really lonely. It was hard to 

breathe because of the altitude.” By the time they graduated, they had transformed: “I 

learned that I was still capable of hiking and feeding myself and all of these things that 

were so so far out of reach when I was at home. So I learned that I had power, that I was 

able to do things even when I was depressed.” It seems remarkable that a program can 

take a student who at first doesn’t believe they can hike or bust a fire or live in the 
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wilderness and teach that student that they can do all of those things. Students can then  

take those lessons with them and apply them to spaces other than that of wilderness 

therapy. 

 While attending wilderness therapy and while writing my thesis, I kept asking 

myself how that paradoxical system actually produces such amazing results. A large part of 

this success comes from the fact that students have to work within those systems, an 

exercise that fosters self-agency and self-assurance, and because wilderness programs use 

disciplinary apparatuses that are ultimately designed to empower their students.  

 Each of the students I interviewed found ways to overcome the barriers in 

wilderness therapy that were especially challenging for them. For instance, Connor, who 

found Open Sky’s use of the wilderness ridiculous—“I felt like we were acting like 

basically Indians or Amish people, so I didn’t know what it would serve to me to bust a 

stupid fire”251—eventually came to appreciate it: “I kind of felt a child-like wonder [in the 

wilderness], like Alice In Wonderland. But all that beauty—not only did it lift me out of 

that depression… but it also made me realize my surroundings more.”252 At first, not 

complying with other students’ wilderness practices was a way for Connor to remain 

defiant. Eventually, Connor focused on the beauty of the wilderness, not the level of 

absurdity with which he thought Open Sky used it. Connor rejected Open Sky’s 

appropriation of the wilderness space and created his own meaning from his 

surroundings. For him, the wilderness was a way to reconnect with his child-like self. 

                                                
251 Connor’s comment also exhibits an awareness for how culturally appropriative certain aspects 
of wilderness therapy can be. Take, for example, fire busting, which uses techniques to create fire 
originally conceived of by Native American tribes. Connor points out that such activities were 
strange because it didn’t make sense that White people were appropriating Native American 
practices. 
252 Connor. 
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Elizabeth, a student who had an especially difficult time with the ban on shaving, 

similarly found a way to find meaning through this oppressive restriction. Indeed, of all 

the participants I interviewed, Elizabeth spends the most time caring for how she looks. 

While it may be true that hegemonic femininity is an oppressive construct of the 

heteropatriarchy, implicitly telling students that their own gender performances bring in 

the distractions of the outside world253 also tells them that who they are does not fall in line 

with wilderness therapy teachings. Elizabeth rejected Open Sky’s message and returned to 

the beauty practices she had before going to the wilderness: “Once I did leave, I got back 

into my old habits. I put my earrings on right away. It was nice. That first shower, though, 

[was hard because I wasn’t used to the real world yet].”254 Elizabeth found a way to say 

“no” to what the wilderness told her, a choice that simply reaffirmed her daily choice to 

appear the way she does. Elizabeth took pride in how she looked not because Open Sky 

told her to, but because Open Sky told her not to. In the end, Elizabeth learned that her 

looks were more valuable to her than ever—and that there is nothing wrong with that 

because it is her choice and it is who she is. 

Finally, Joyce learned how to graduate from Monarch and used that system to her 

advantage. She realized that there was no way to leave other than complying with the 

program, an understanding that was by no means empowering (if anything, it speaks to 

how programs make their students docile). What was empowering, however, was that she 

still found a way to at least partially believe in what her program was trying to teach her: “I 

was doing the work and being part of the therapy and doing what I needed to do… It was 

definitely for the purpose of getting out. But I thought that I certainly got to a point where 

                                                
253 And in a way that impedes self-empowerment. 
254 Elizabeth. 
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I recognized and observed the benefits.”255 Joyce made a bad situation bearable. She did 

not love wilderness therapy in the same way and to the same extent that some of my other 

participants did, but she ended up not hating it as much. In other words, Joyce found a 

way to subvert the system by buying into it, but by buying into it only to a certain extent. 

She retained her active dislike of the program even though the program spent considerable 

effort attempting to subjugate her. 

Conversely, wilderness therapies implemented program policies designed to 

empower students. Programs often created difficult situations that required students to 

work as a group to succeed. For instance, sometimes field guides spent the entire day in 

silence so that the group had to heavily rely on each other to finish a hike, while other 

times they silenced certain group members so that others could practice leadership.256  

Perhaps the most difficult situation of all was living in the wilderness among a 

group of strangers while experiencing stressful, emotionally draining situations. In this 

case, empowerment didn’t come from the wilderness programs themselves, but rather 

from the experience of living in the wilderness and having to overcome physical 

challenges as well as the emotional obstacles that come with them.257 

It is likely that wilderness programs did not intentionally create these contradictory 

systems in which some policies and program structures empowered students while others 

disempowered them. Indeed, the further colonization, the failure to accommodate certain 

identities and types of bodies, and the panoptic subjugation that take place in wilderness 

therapy are not necessarily unique to that space, but rather simply a propagation of 

                                                
255 Joyce. 
256 I experienced both scenarios. 
257 One good example is scaling a near-vertical 2,000-foot wall. The task is physically difficult 
because it requires so much effort and emotionally challenging because it requires a student to 
believe in themselves and to trust in their body to make it to the top. 
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hegemonic Western tendencies. That does not make these faults excusable, however. Even 

though many students leave feeling empowered, the fact remains that wilderness programs 

have the capacity to change themselves for the better. This change would not be easy, and 

is indeed likely the topic of another senior thesis. Yet I believe that wilderness programs 

could start by recognizing that some of the habits its students bring in aren’t necessarily 

bad, such as Elizabeth’s dedication to her looks.258 Though students eventually spent less 

time caring for their appearance and actually felt more connected with other group 

members because of normalized clothing, the clothing did not have to be masculine—or 

perhaps students should have slightly more variety in choosing what they wear.  

The issue of shaving is more difficult, since wilderness programs largely keep 

razors away from students so students cannot injure themselves or others. It may, in fact, 

be impractical and dangerous to allow students to shave. Rather, programs can work to 

respect students’ desires to shave by listening to their concerns and compassionately 

responding that they simply cannot alter that policy. That way, students feel heard and 

validated while remaining safe to themselves and others. They can also spend time 

reflecting on why shaving might be so important to them.259 

Open Sky and Second Nature can also change their relationship to the wilderness 

by ceasing to treat it as a passive object and by exercising awareness of the ways in which 

their utilization of its resources is not only harmful, but also a reproduction of colonialist 

                                                
258 Using Elizabeth as an example is more complex than it seems. While Elizabeth found meaning 
and empowerment through the way she looked, it was also a way for her to cope with her 
depression. As she says, “I was taught to always arch your back if you're feeling bad, put on 
makeup, dress well. Always present your best.” Wilderness programs thus must work on curbing 
the use of beauty practices in order to cope while telling students like Elizabeth that there is 
nothing wrong with those practices. 
259 This type of reflection could be a very useful exercise. Students might arrive at the conclusion 
that shaving is a means of asserting control over their body, that it is a way to feel secure about 
how they look, and so on. 
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tendencies. In doing so, these programs might find ways to impact the environment even 

less than they already do while removing the Othering language on their websites and in 

their programs. 

The issue of discipline is also tricky. It’s hard to change policies around keeping 

students in the program when many of them try to run away. In fact, I believe that the 

current disciplinary structure in the wilderness is a necessary one, for without it, students 

would not be as compelled to engage in the program as they are. They also might not as 

effectively learn self-responsibility and self-agency. To that end, the disciplinary 

mechanisms are both rigid and necessary. Changing their structure would likely result in 

unintended negative consequences that would lessen the positive impact wilderness 

therapy has on students.  

However, just because I cannot think of a way to lessen the disciplinary forces in 

the wilderness doesn’t mean there is not one. One possible first step wilderness programs 

could take is working to address the ambivalence that students like me felt, ambivalence 

that stemmed from simultaneously trusting wilderness therapy while feeling as though I 

were completely under the power of the field guides and my therapist. They can do so by 

listening to why students might feel ambivalent and work to clarify the field guide-student 

and therapist-student relationships so that each party knows what they can expect from 

the other.    

Despite their flaws, wilderness programs facilitate extraordinary self-

empowerment—both intentionally and unintentionally. In terms of intentional 

empowerment, wilderness programs discipline their students to take responsibility for 

their own lives and actions. In terms of unintentional empowerment, students devised 

their own ways of completing wilderness therapy, either by subverting the program or 
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embracing it in a way that empowered them. These students demonstrated their ability to 

adapt. They expressed their identity in a space that normalized appearance through wildy 

bling and found their own reasons for being in wilderness therapy by coming to terms 

with the fact that they can get something out of it. Thus, as problematic and troubling as 

wilderness programs are, the results are inspiring. That a program can take someone at 

one of the lowest points in their lives and show them how to love themselves and the 

world around them is simply amazing. And that transformation is truly worth celebrating.
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Appendix A: Extensive Coding Key 
 
Nature260 = 1-30 

1. New to nature 
2. Concept of “true” nature (ex. Josh interview: Nature as better than anything in 

photography magazine) 
3. Overwhelmed by nature 
4. Nature as bringing about mindfulness, self-awareness, a great connection with 

oneself 
5. Nature as an escape from civilization/everyday life 
6. Perceived stupidity or strangeness of certain Open Sky activities (ex. Fire busting, 

tarp shelters) 
7. Nature as source of personal triumph 
8. (Not) recognizing “benefits” of nature 
9. Nature as evocative of the primordial, of the essential self’ 
10. Mankind as inherently “natural”; man as natural 
11. Nature as metaphor 
12. Difficulty with hard skills 
13. Feeling in tune with true self 
14. Wilderness as magical, as having magical properties and of being somehow 

different, other than, better than 
15. Lack of appreciation of nature 
16. Appreciation of nature 
17. Radical shift of relationship to nature/describing relationship to nature 
18. Ritual/ceremony 
19. Nature as nurturing, healing, supportive 
20. Nature as to be (or not be) consumed; nature as consumable 
21. Spiritual aspect 
22. Change in relationship to surroundings 
23. Wilderness as a fresh start, a rebirth 
24. Anthropomorphism of nature 
25. Nature as teacher 
26. Fire as creation, as self-expression 

 
Disciplinary power – 31-60 

31.  Wilderness restrictions 
32.  Being trapped in wilderness therapy 
33.  Wilderness rules as different than in “real life” (distinction of w.t. as not “real 

life”) 
34.  Penalties for not following program rules 
35.  Penalties for not meeting program expectations (slowing others, talking out of 

earshot) 
                                                
260 As a note, I started my thesis with “nature” in mind and then switched my focus to the 
“wilderness.” I do not believe that this shift significantly impacted the work I had already done on 
coding, since most of the data I collected referenced a relationship to the outdoors in general, and 
not just specifically nature. 
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36.  Feelings of isolation 
37.  Program expectations 
38.  Feeling deceived by parents/due to false preconceptions of wilderness therapy 
39.  Resistance to program, feeling like “I don’t belong here”/”you’re all crazy” 
40.  Meeting program expectations as only way of leaving  
41.  Group penalties for not meeting program expectations/group accountability 
42.  Extremely negative reaction to first few days in wilderness therapy 
43.  Wanting to leave 
44.  Mention of being escorted 
45.  Invasiveness of admissions process (esp. the naked part) 
46.  No control over length of stay 
47.  Forced initial isolation 
48.  Programmed alone time (Spirit Quest, solos) 
49.  Unique alone time 
50.  Lack of privacy 
51.  Awareness of field guide surveillance 
52.  Earning privileges 
 

Gender = 61-100 
61.  Listing equipment received 
62.  Food as fatty 
63.  Discomfort with hygiene routine/sanitation; incredulousness  
64.  Personal hygiene as an afterthought 
65.  Variation in hygiene habits 
66.  Wearing same clothes as everyone else/dissatisfaction with wardrobe 
67.  Acknowledgement of intentionality of same clothes for everyone 
68.  No unique identity markers   
69.  Compromising “looks” 
70.  Receiving wilderness clothes as a complete set 
71.  Huge concern with personal appearance 
72.  Personal hygiene as at the forefront 
73.  Reliance on external, gendered validation 
74.  Rigid performance of gender as coping mechanism 
75.  Disbelief with eating habits 
76.  Shock with basicness of living style 
77.  Crafting wilderness tools (spoon, fire set) 
78.  Inability of program to accommodate different bodies 
79.  Role of hair (head and body) 
80.  Separation of sleeping spaces by gender 
81.  Field relationships 
82.  Being hyper aware of body 
83.  Tricking the guides 
84.  Not really caring about how they looked 
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Emotional, physical space/space as relations/memory261 = 101-130 
101.  Friends as beneficial to wilderness experience 
102.  Perception of Mancos house as a shed/a warehouse, basically a place devoid of 

warmth 
103.  Accustomed to wilderness space 
104.  Division of group leadership  
105.  Desire for outside world, fetishization of it 
106.  Group conflict 
107.  Community around food 
108.  Staff as compassionate 
109.  Deep connections with others 
110.  “We are all in this together” 
111.  Role-modeling behavior 
112.  Not remembering things 
113.  (Mis)judging group members 
114.  Split time between society/the wilderness 
115.  Disruption of continuity of living in wilderness space 
116.  Sharing group responsibilities 
117.  Particularly vivid memories 
 

Thoughts on wilderness therapy = 131-160 
131.  As most rewarding experience ever/as a very positive experience 
132.  Feeling super anxious at beginning 
133.  Comparison of wilderness to summer camp 
134.  Loving wilderness after adjusting to it 
135.  Uncertainty about post-wilderness 
136.  Sadness to leave 
137.  Never having done anything as hard as wilderness 
138.  Wishing to return 
139.  Listing food 
140.  Responsibilities around food 
141.  Centrality of food as evident through its exchange, its naming, its    

commodification 
142.  Out of shape 
143.  Self-empowerment  
144.  Didn’t know was being sent to wilderness therapy 
145.  Emphasis on practicality 
146.  Feeling overwhelmed at first  
147.  Wilderness as a negative experience 
148.  Impact of field guides on experience 
149.  Healing as painful 
150.  Food as healing, as a source of therapy 
161. Appropriation 

                                                
261 I ended up deciding not to include a chapter on memory and space, since my thesis was already 
over 100 pages by the time I finished the chapters on gender, the wilderness, and power. 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

1. Overall, how would you describe your experience in wilderness therapy? 
2. What were your first few days in wilderness therapy like? 
3. Can you describe the process of getting equipment? 
4. What were your last few days in wilderness therapy like? 
5. (If the participant describes disliking wilderness therapy at first) At what, if any, 

point did you feel wilderness therapy started become enjoyable? 
6. What do you think you got out of wilderness therapy? 
7. Can you describe your group’s dynamics? 
8. Can you describe your relationship to nature while you were in wilderness therapy? 

(note that this question primes nature as passive) 
9. What were your thoughts on nature before enrolling in wilderness therapy? How 

about after graduating? 
10. What did you eat in wilderness therapy? 
11. How did you eat it? 
12. What were your hygiene habits? Other people’s hygiene habits? 
13. Describe the staff in your program. Did you like them? Dislike them? Why? 
14. Did you ever have time alone? How? Why? Did you enjoy it or dislike it?  
15. Did you ever go out of your way to have alone time? 
16. Did fire play a role in your wilderness experience? What was that role? 
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