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Abstract 

This thesis explores the shaky ground we inhabit as ethnographic researchers conducting 

fieldwork in a foreign context. Using autoethnography (Ellis, 2004), I examine some of the 

challenges and ethical dilemmas that surfaced during my research project, and reflect on the 

unpredictable and messy nature of fieldwork.  Drawing from the experience of surviving a 

natural disaster while in the field, I try to connect my personal epiphanies to larger theoretical 

frameworks in order to give meaning to and learn from my experiences (Boylorn & Orbe, 2013). 

By adopting the autoethnographic method, I was able to turn the observer’s gaze inward in order 

to critically examine my own decisions and emotional state as a way of gaining deeper 

understanding of the complex and often contradictory roles played by the researcher. As a 

feminist researcher, I use this opportunity for self-reflection to find ways to improve my practice 

and become more accountable to my research relationships. The objective of this 

autoethnography is to contribute to academic scholarship on ethnographic fieldwork and feminist 

research by analyzing my own struggle to conduct field research in line with my feminist values 

and ethics.  

 

Key words: autoethnography, fieldwork, feminist research, ethics, earthquake, kayaking, Nepal
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As human beings we share a tendency to scramble for certainty whenever we realize that 

everything around us is in flux. In difficult times the stress of trying to find solid ground – 

something predictable and safe to stand on – seems to intensify. But in truth, the very nature 

of our existence is forever in flux…Whether we are conscious of it or not, the ground is 

always shifting. 

(Pema Chödrön, 2012, p. 3) 

Introduction - On Shaky Ground 

 

Anu, Radha and I sit at the bar at Sukute Beach resort. The Girls order a bottle of local Nepali 

wine and three glasses. I don’t usually drink alcohol but the Girls tell me that we need to relax. I 

look around at the exhausted rescue workers huddled in groups around the main hall. The tension 

is palpable. None of us have slept in days. The Girls faces are lined with exhaustion and worry. I 

can’t imagine how hard this has been for them. They have their families to take care of – not just 

themselves. They have hardly been eating in the last few days and they haven’t been able to 

shower or change their clothes. I worry about them burning out, but I know they are strong. I 

accept the glass of wine Radha offers me thinking it might help us let go of our worries and fears 

- just for tonight. 

There is a Japanese medical team staying at the resort which has been turned into 

headquarters for relief operations in the Bhote Koshi area. The Girls and I arrived earlier that 

evening on the Paddle Nepal bus. Adventure companies in Pokhara had joined together to load 

the bus with supplies and deliver them to Sukute Beach where Mahendra’s team1 would sort and 

                                                           
1 Mahendra Thapa, owner of Equator Expeditions and Sukute Beach Resort in collaboration with other local groups 

was among the first to respond to the crisis and provide relief to people living in the Bhote Koshi area in 
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distribute the items to those in need. The earthquake  which devastated Nepal – killing 8, 617  

people and destroying over 473, 000 houses2 - was only a week ago, but Mahendra and his team 

have already provided medical assistance and enough food for a month to over five hundred 

families. Anu, Radha and I joined Paddle Nepal that morning to help deliver the supplies, but 

also to assess the situation in the area (communication has been very difficult) and to check on 

Kamala’s family who live nearby. The journey was long and we spent a couple hours stuck in a 

traffic jam caused by a landslide blocking the road. It was night time by the time we arrived in 

Sukute Beach and our arrival called for a celebration.  

The Equator Expeditions and Paddle Nepal boys are happily reunited over beers and 

whiskey. We are sitting on plastic chairs around a table just outside the main hall near the 

banquet area. The chairs and tables are wet from the rain – an early sign that monsoon is fast 

approaching. The scene would be almost normal if it wasn’t for the occasional tremors that 

remind us of the recent disaster and ongoing humanitarian crisis. Only a couple weeks ago, the 

Girls and I were sitting around this very table having lunch and discussing plans for the day 

while kids picked berries out of the trees. We had organized a three-day adventure camp for 20 

kids aged 5 to 15 years old from Angel’s orphanage. It was just before the Nepali New Year and 

Sukute Beach was packed with young middle class Nepali and Indian youth who had come to 

raft on the Bhote Koshi river. It is hard to believe that only three weeks ago this place was filled 

with kids laughing, dancing and playing. Now, their joy and carefree energy has been replaced 

                                                           

Sindupalchowk. To find out more or make a donation go to: The Mandala Organization – Disaster Help Foundation 

Nepal  
2 A second earthquake on May 12, 2015 measuring 7.3 magnitude increased the number of dead to 8, 891 with 

over 600, 000 houses destroyed and 290, 000 houses damaged (UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator for 

Nepal, 23 October, 2015).  



10 

 

 

 

with a heaviness like a thick fog that presses down upon us. We laugh, but our hearts aren’t 

really in it. Our hearts grieve for a loss too big for our minds to even grasp. 

The next day we stop in Sukute Bazaar. The side of the mountain has crumbled, 

sweeping the town towards the river and leaving a trail of destruction in its wake. We find 

Amrita3, a young girl who took part in the Expand and Extend slalom kayak training with 

Himalayan Adventure Girls a few years ago, living with her family in a lean-to built out of scrap 

materials salvaged from their destroyed home. We learn that Amrita was inside the house when it 

collapsed. Family members and friends spent six hours trying to dig her out, never expecting to 

find her alive. She survived with only a broken collarbone. Until now, none of us had really 

understood the extent of the damage left by the earthquake. We had seen collapsed buildings and 

broken houses, but in Sukute, it was as if the entire town had been buried.   

 
                             Sukute Bazaar post-earthquake.     Photo: Natasha Harvey 

 

                                                           
3 Name changed. 
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*** 

Things change in ways that we cannot predict or sometimes, even comprehend. I had set 

out to do an ethnographic research on women river guides in Nepal, but ended up in the middle 

of one of the worst natural disasters the country has ever known4. Living through a natural 

disaster while conducting field research made me realize that “the outsider never stands 

completely outside” the field of research (Abu-Lughod, 1991, p. 141). I didn’t just witness the 

earthquake; I was in it. I lived it. Consequently, I realized that I could not detach myself from the 

situation; I could not observe passively when I was compelled to act by a sense of shared 

humanity and solidarity with the victims of the earthquake. Like Rolf Carlé, the journalist in 

Isabel Allende’s And of clay are we created (1991), I “forgot the camera;” I stopped looking at 

the world through “a lens” and joined in the relief effort - putting aside my role as a researcher 

and witness (p. 254). In her introduction to The Vulnerable Observer (1996), Behar uses the 

example of Rolf Carlé to summarize the moral dilemma of all participant-observers:  

The vulnerable observer par excellence, Rolf Carié [sic] incarnates the central dilemma of 

all efforts at witnessing. In the midst of massacre, in the face of torture, in the eye of a 

hurricane, in the aftermath of an earthquake…do you, the observer, stay behind the lens 

of the camera, switch on the tape recorder, keep pen in hand? Are there limits – of 

respect, piety, pathos – that should not be crossed, even to leave a record? But if you 

can’t stop the horror, shouldn’t you at least document it? (Behar, 1996, p.1-2) 

                                                           
4 Nepal’s last deadliest earthquake (magnitude 8.0) occurred in 1934 on the border of Nepal and the Indian state 

of Bihar. Roughly 10, 600 people were killed both in Nepal and India. The most recent earthquake on April 25th 

2015 measured 7.8 magnitude and killed almost 9, 000 people (US Geologic Survey, Nepal earthquake fact sheet). 
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In the days and months following the earthquake, I reflected on how my research role 

changed – at first subtly, and then drastically after the earthquake. After everything I had been 

through, I felt I could not write a traditional ethnography; Rather I wanted to write a thesis that 

would reflect how I was transformed by the research, and grew from it. For months, I couldn’t 

find the words to put into writing everything I had experienced in the last few months. The 

researcher in me felt obligated to document every detail, but I was at a loss of where to start. 

Even on days where we did nothing but sit in the driveway and drink chiya (tea) listening to 

updates of the disaster on the radio, I couldn’t bring myself to pick up my pen. Now, months 

later, I write to remember; I write to try to gain clarity and closure; I write to grieve for the lives 

lost and destroyed, for the friends left behind, for the things left undone; for a journey come to an 

end. I write because I don’t know what else to do. I write as the vulnerable observer: flawed, 

exposed, full of emotion and uncertainty. Starting from the earthquake, I draw on my lived 

experiences in order to reflect on the contradictions, incongruities and dilemmas embedded in 

fieldwork. I examine my own identity as a researcher through the deconstruction of relationships 

between participant and observer, researcher and researched, subject and object. I write in an 

attempt to make sense of everything that happened in the last five months. I write in the hopes 

that I might learn something from the process and grow from the experience.  

Methodology – Building strong foundations 

We sit in the driveway of the guesthouse across from Natasha and Jitu’s apartment 

drinking chiya and discussing rebuilding options. The boys speak together in Nepali then Jitu 

translates for Natasha in Hindi who then relays the information to me in English. There has been 

a lot of talk lately over the best methods for rebuilding safely using earthquake resistant 

technology. Jitu states that the most important part of building a house is the foundation. He says 
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it doesn’t matter what kind of technology you use if your foundation is not strong. We all agree 

we need to focus on building strong foundations. 

*** 

From a post-modern perspective, how we do research reflects our personal values, our 

ways of thinking and viewing the world. How we choose our research design and methodology is 

the result of our epistemological and ontological values (Reason, 2006). Thus, writing a feminist 

ethnography was a conscious choice I made at the start of my research to be critically mindful of 

the ways in which I would conduct, analyze, interpret and represent the data collected.  

When I began the research process, my goal was to write about the experiences of women 

river guides in Nepal. I hoped their stories could provide insight into how women are 

overcoming barriers to participation and creating new opportunities for others in outdoor 

adventure sports. The focus on relating the experiences, ideas and beliefs of a specific group of 

women river guides led me to choose ethnography – “the written (descriptive) account of culture 

based upon observation or participant-observation within a field” – as my methodology (Pillow 

& Mayo, 2012, p. 187). Adding the label feminist to my ethnography indicated that my research 

would be grounded in the lived experiences of participants with the final objective of applying 

the knowledge gained to their benefit. Calling an ethnographic work feminist also implies that 

the researcher is committed to examining his or her own role and subjectivity in the research 

process and to analyzing the ways in which he or she relates to and interacts with research 

participants (p.189). Thus, while my research strategy and methods were ultimately 

ethnographic, it was conducted using a feminist lens that informed how and why I chose to do 

my research (p.190).  
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Conducting feminist ethnography involves extensive fieldwork in a local setting in order 

to gain a more complex and complete understanding of the cultural context and the social 

behaviours of participants in the group being studied (Creswell, 2013, p. 92). Usually the process 

extends over a prolonged period of time in which the relationship between researcher and 

participants evolves and strengthens allowing a more authentic and intimate dialogue to take 

place (Sherman Heyl, 2001, p. 369). Relationships are significant in feminist research because 

they form our way of being and knowing in the world (Wilson, 2008, p. 76-77). Reality is thus 

shaped by how each individual relates to the world, other people, and the environment (p.56). As 

Wilson (2008) puts it, “Nothing could be without being in relationship, without its context” (p. 

77). Analyzing and deconstructing that context – the tangled web of relationships that form 

various facets of the “truth” – is a key component in the research process. As such, no research is 

complete, but rather represents a compilation of partial and subjective (positioned) truths in 

relation to other truths from which we derive new knowledge and understanding (Abu-Lughod, 

1991, p. 142). In other words, research is a “continual process of constructing different methods 

of understanding” rather than a search for “one hidden truth” (Lengel, 1998, p. 239).  

Adhering to the ontological view that reality is relational also means recognizing that 

new connections will be formed as a result of the research process and that these new 

relationships can then alter the findings. The presence of a researcher in a community “represents 

an intrusion and intervention into a system of relationships” and that intrusion inevitably leaves a 

mark on both the researcher and the participants (Stacey, 1988, p. 23). In the following 

autoethnography, I recognize and reflect on how I and the people involved in the research have 

been impacted and transformed by the research process.  
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Upon my return home after five months working in collaboration with Himalayan 

Adventure Girls in Kathmandu, Nepal, I realized I knew very little about the lives of the women 

I had come to interview; much less than I had hoped to learn in that time and certainly not 

enough – I believe - to speak with any authority on their experiences. As I reviewed my 

fieldnotes and reflected on my experiences over the past few months, I was overwhelmed by the 

feeling that I had learned and lived through so much yet it felt like I had achieved so little. 

Despite my efforts to establish trust and understand the Girls, at the end of the day, I did not feel 

that I could accurately write and represent their lives. Thus, rather than write the ethnography I 

had planned, I decided to compose an autoethnography mapping my journey into the realm of 

fieldwork and the subsequent challenges I faced.  

Autoethnography is a reflexive exercise that focuses inward on the changes, thoughts and 

emotions that the researcher undergoes as a part of the research process (Ellis, 2004).  It draws 

on the lived experience of the researcher in order to connect lessons in the field to larger 

theoretical frameworks and academic scholarship. By exploring the research experience from a 

personal perspective, we develop a deeper understanding of ourselves which in turn contributes 

to expanding our knowledge of others and the world around us (Ellis, 1999, p.672; Boylorn & 

Orbe, 2013, p. 189; Behar, 1996, p. 33; Rabinow, 1977, p. 5). For me, autoethnography 

represented an opportunity to analyze the decisions I made in the field and to try to come to 

terms with the dissonance I encountered between holding feminist values (intent) and being able 

to put them into practice consistently throughout the research process (outcome). By retracing 

my steps and examining my actions, I hoped to shine a light on how I had strayed so far from my 

intended goals and to try to give meaning to my experience.  
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The present autoethnography aims to contribute to academic scholarship on ethnographic 

fieldwork and feminist research through exploring my own trials and tribulations conducting 

ethical field research in Nepal. Using the autobiographical style that is common in 

autoethnographic writing, I alternate between personal narrative and academic analysis in order 

to derive deeper meaning and theoretical understanding from my experiences. However, the 

personal sometimes overlaps and meshes with the academic voice reinforcing the view that the 

boundary that separates the researcher from the individual is ill defined and ambiguous (Ellis, 

1999, p. 673). Like fieldwork, the narrative pieces of this thesis do not always fit together neatly, 

but rather form fragmented snapshots of a complex, multifaceted and incomplete whole. As such, 

my goal is not to clean up an inherently messy process, but to try to create pathways of meaning 

between disorderly and scattered moments. 

The process of writing my autoethnography was very intuitive based on moments that 

stood out in my memory that I felt were significant. Themes were chosen according to what 

made the most sense to me and did not follow a specific coding method. In my mind, I imagine 

each idea as a star, a small point of light in a vast space surrounded by millions of other points, 

each point connected to others by lines that criss-cross, intersect, overlap forming different 

patterns like constellations that are always moving and changing. Writing my thesis was a deeply 

embedded process of mapping my thoughts on paper as I attempted to work my way through the 

maze of emotions and experiences linking moments together using non-linear and intersecting 

pathways.  

This following text is divided into three parts: The first section reviews the background of 

my research into women, outdoor adventure sports and development drawing from a case study 

of Himalayan Adventure Girls. The second part outlines some of the methodological lessons I 
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learned in the field related to opening communicative spaces (gaining access and establishing 

relationships) and language and communication barriers. The third section addresses ethical 

dilemmas around reciprocity (“giving back”) and accountability as well as the challenges of 

negotiating complex and intersecting roles and relationships.  

Background – Women, Tourism and Development 

Since the early 2000s, sustainable tourism has been touted by “development experts” as 

an “effective tool for the elimination of poverty” and gender inequality through the creation of 

foreign exchange earnings and employment, particularly for women who make up the majority 

of the world’s poor (Phommavong & Sörensson, 2014, p. 352). Advocates of “pro-poor tourism” 

emphasize women’s economic empowerment through the creation of income generating 

activities and microenterprises in the tourism industry as a solution to both the gender and 

poverty problem (Tucker & Boonabaana, 2012, p. 438-439). However, as many critics have 

pointed out, “pro-poor tourism” programmes have had little to no significant impact on 

improving the status of women. While some women may benefit from minor improvements in 

income and economic independence, their participation in the tourism industry is typically 

limited to unskilled, low wage, informal and insecure jobs which reproduce gender divisions of 

labour and solidify women’s subordinate position in society (Phommavong & Sörensson, 2014; 

Ferguson, 2011; Tucker & Boonabaana, 2012). Thus, “far from empowering women,” programs 

designed to encourage women’s participation in the tourism industry further marginalize them by 

subjecting them to the “disciplinary power of the market” economy (Bushell, 2008, p. 550). 

Gender inequalities are further exacerbated by “cultural tourism” which confines women to their 

traditional roles in the name of “cultural preservation” and “authenticity” (Phommavong & 

Sörensson, 2014, p. 359).  
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In Nepal, lack of education and training, sociocultural barriers and institutional 

discrimination have impeded women from entering higher paid positions and achieving greater 

social status in the tourism industry (Jackson, 2010, p. 54). Women typically find employment in 

areas that reflect their traditional roles such as cooking, housekeeping, fabricating handicrafts, 

massaging and dancing (Phommavong & Sörensson, 2014, p.357); And have fewer opportunities 

than men to become managers and guides because they have lower levels of education and 

English language proficiency as well as less access to professional training and development 

(Phommavong & Sörensson, 2014, p. 355). As a result, “attempts to promote women’s 

empowerment through income-generating activities in the tourism industry have not led to 

broader social and political empowerment” (Ferguson, 2011, p. 243). However, where national 

tourism development policies have proven ineffective, sports have significant potential to create 

“radical and transformative” change in gender relations by allowing women to engage in 

activities that are traditionally viewed as “unfeminine” (Saavedra, 2005, para. 3). Sports provide 

an ideal platform for women to challenge traditional roles and gender stereotypes since as 

Saavedra explains: 

…for many, sport still exemplifies and upholds essential masculine traits, and becomes a 

code for heterosexual male superiority and domination over the feminine. Female 

participants in the world of sport put their “femininity” at risk and threaten the social order. 

Hence, female involvement in sport is often a transgression that needs to be explained, 

encouraged, prevented, or managed, but somehow is not ‘natural. (para. 2) 

 

This perception is amplified in the outdoor adventure industry which is characterised by 

traditionally masculine traits such as risk taking, competitiveness, aggressiveness and physical 
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strength (Humberstone, 2000, p. 28). Besides being risky, these activities are typically 

considered unsuitable for women in conservative societies because they often involve staying in 

camps where the lack of privacy and close interaction with men who are not their direct family 

members can pose a threat to women’s reputations and dignity (Subedi, 1993, p.8). Thus, when 

Anu, Srijana5, Sita and Kamala (the Girls) joined forces to form the first all adventure company 

owned and operated by women in Nepal, they weren’t just starting a business they were creating 

a space for women in the outdoor industry. Their company, Himalayan Adventure Girls, not only 

provides new economic opportunities for women, but also fosters “the growth of independent, 

self-sufficient, decision-making women, by encouraging self-empowerment” (“Women's 

Trekking Guide Training”, n.d., para. 7 as cited in Jackson 2010, p. 13).  

 

 
Himalayan Adventure Girls – empowering women and leading change.  Photo: Natasha Harvey 

 

                                                           
5 Name changed. 
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The Girls are well aware of the significance their choice to become river guides has on 

changing gender roles and the status of women in Nepalese society. Their unconventional career 

choice is but one way in which these Girls are resisting the status quo and constructing their 

identity as modern young women in Nepal’s capital city. In discussing their vision of the future 

of Himalayan Adventure Girls, they talked about providing opportunities to girls for training and 

employment in the tourism sector; how they hoped to grow the company and see more women 

working side by side with men (fieldnotes, 02/05/2015). They stressed the importance that girls 

know what options and opportunities exist for them, and that they are not limited by restrictive 

traditions and stereotypes. For the women at Himalayan Adventure Girls, making money was an 

important factor, but it was not the main reason they chose to become guides. Acquiring new 

experiences and skills was one of the primary motivations for choosing guiding as a career as 

well as the desire to meet new people, explore different places (opportunities for travel within 

and outside Nepal), and be leaders and role models in their communities (fieldnotes, n.d.). 

*** 

Radha invites me to go hiking on Saturday with a group of young women who are 

training to climb to Everest base camp in the spring. She is volunteering to help train the women 

who are part of an anti-trafficking organization. When I ask her how she became involved with 

the group she tells me that girls are at especially high risk of being trafficked in the region where 

she is from. She goes on to explain how grateful she is for the opportunities and experiences she 

has had pointing out that even if she were to quit her job as a raft guide, she would still be able to 

provide for herself because she has the skills and confidence to live independently. She tells me 

that the best way she can give back is by helping other girls feel empowered too. 

*** 
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Women entrepreneurs face significant challenges in making their vision a reality. Like 

many women in Nepal, the Girls lack access to capital, financial resources and markets. Since 

most women don’t own land6 they are unable to get credit and must borrow money from friends 

and family in order to start their business (Bushell, 2008, p. 554). Having fewer financial 

resources makes it difficult for women to remain competitive because they lack the means to 

improve or expand their business (p. 555). For example, the Girls don’t own their own rafts 

which means they have to rent rafts every time they have a trip; however, no one will rent rafts to 

them unless they also hire a (male) guide. This limits the amount, duration and types of trips the 

Girls can offer and reduces their profit. As a result, the Girls spend less time on the water and 

have fewer opportunities to improve their skills. The lack of access to markets also means that 

the Girls rely on personal connections to promote their business. Expanding their client base was 

one of the Girls’ top priorities and our work together centered a lot on developing promotional 

tools in order to reach new audiences.  

*** 

Sita proudly shows me a picture of a scrawny 11 years old in an oversized lifejacket and helmet. 

Her son lives in Pokhara with his grandmother and Sita works hard to pay for his education at a 

really good school. “He loves rafting,” she tells me. “He must be really proud of you. Is he going 

to be a raft guide like his mom one day?” I ask. Yes, she tells me with a smile, he wants to be a 

raft guide, but we will see, maybe he will change his mind when he is older.  

*** 

                                                           
6 In Nepal, women are legally entitled to own and inherit land but since patriarchal values still persist culturally, 

most women are unable to access their right to land (Bushell, 2008, p. 554) 
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Despite the challenges they face, the Girls are proud of their successes. The Girls all 

come from families where women do not work outside the home and villages where few girls 

ever finish high school. For the most part their families’ livelihood depends on subsistence 

agriculture and while none of their family members really understand what rafting is, they are 

proud of the Girls. This recognition is important to the Girls who sometimes feel that their male 

counterparts look down on them and view them as “not very good guides” (fieldnotes, 

02/25/2015 & 03/28/2015).  Starting their own company was a way for them to prove what 

women are capable of and gain respect in the rafting community. All the Girls left jobs at other 

companies in order to join Himalayan Adventure Girls because they believed they could change 

social perceptions by creating new opportunities for women in the tourism sector. Initially, I had 

hoped that my research might also lead to more opportunities for women to become involved in 

outdoor adventure sports; however, I experienced set backs in the beginning that changed the 

course of my research and propelled me towards writing an autoethnography on the challenges of 

conducting fieldwork. 

Lessons in the field – Cracks in the pavement 

Achut dai inspects the guesthouse for new cracks. There is some superficial damage but 

nothing to worry about. However, the green hotel next door has been severely damaged. The 

lobby floor split in two and large cracks run up the walls. Pieces of debris cover the floor. The 

hotel is seven stories high, if it comes down, it is likely coming down on us – more precisely, it 

is coming down on my room... “It doesn’t matter how strong your house is if the one next to you 

is weak,” Achut dai proclaims. A group of us sit in the driveway debating which cracks are new 

and which ones were there before the earthquake. It’s funny how no one ever paid attention to 

the cracks before now. I saw a news article about the earthquake that said that ¾ of the buildings 
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in Kathmandu were no longer safe to inhabit. I wonder how many were safe before the 

earthquake. Building codes and regulations are neither enforced nor followed in Nepal. That’s 

why the earthquake wreaked such havoc. The buildings were unsafe to begin with. They didn’t 

stand a chance.  

Located on the fault line between the Indian and Eurasian tectonic plates, Nepal is 

extremely vulnerable to natural disasters.  Its mountainous terrain, characterized by steep slopes 

and eroding rock walls, combined with intense monsoon rains makes Nepal “one of the most 

earthquake prone regions in the world” and exceedingly susceptible to landslides, floods and 

avalanches (Tuladhar, Yatabe, Dahal & Bhandary, 2014, p. 191). Despite being a small country 

with a population of less than 30 million, Nepal has one of the highest death rates in the world 

linked to natural disasters (p. 191). Yet, the country was surprisingly ill prepared despite 

knowing that a large scale earthquake was likely to happen in the region7. The disaster was 

aggravated by a lack of preparedness and cooperation between government agencies, 

international responders, local organizations and villages (Jigyasu, 2002, p. 303). The real 

tragedy was the rampant ineffectiveness and mismanagement of emergency relief efforts.  

 
                             Anu standing in the wreckage of her village.    Photo: Anu Shrestha 

                                                           
7 It is impossible to predict exactly when an earthquake will take place however by studying geologic movements 

scientists can estimate the likelihood of an earthquake occurring (US Geological Survey, n.d.).  
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Opening communicative spaces 

In an article on action research, Wicks and Reason (2009) note that success or failure in 

the field often depend on what happens at the beginning of the research process; How the 

researcher prepares the terrain, gains access and establishes contact with participants determines 

how they will engage throughout the process (p.243). Wicks and Reason maintain that the 

primary task of the researcher is to “open communicative spaces” by creating a safe and 

inclusive environment where dialogue can flourish in a meaningful and effective way (p. 246). 

They also warn that “rushing too quickly to establish an inquiry group is nearly always a 

mistake” (p. 250). 

The first time I heard about Himalayan Adventure Girls was in 2009 on a backpacking 

trip through India and Nepal. On a whim I had signed up for an intro to kayaking course on the 

river Seti. I was immediately hooked and spent the rest of my vacation and all my remaining 

money learning how to kayak. I became good friends with the instructor, Lama, who informed 

me that the year before a Swedish woman had started a “ladies kayak club”. I was keen to meet 

the group but never got the chance. I didn’t think about the ladies’ kayak club again until years 

later when I was contemplating potential topics for my master’s research. By then I had become 

an avid kayaker and spent every available opportunity honing my skills on the play wave below 

the dam in my hometown and running increasingly bigger and tougher rapids on weekends. The 

idea to conduct my research with Himalayan Adventure Girls came after my original research 

idea hit a wall. Frustrated and discouraged, I searched for a topic that I could feel excited about; 

something that could inspire and motivate me. Himalayan Adventure Girls presented itself as the 
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ideal combination of my two greatest passions: women’s empowerment and kayaking. It seemed 

like the perfect opportunity, but would it work? 

When I started to investigate the possibility of doing my masters research with 

Himalayan Adventure Girls, I began by emailing the company and trying to establish contact 

through their Facebook page. When I didn’t receive a response, I tried emailing Far Away 

Adventures, a Swedish tourism company owned by Inka Gurung (Trollsås), the founder of 

Himalayan Adventure Girls NGO8. Before leaving for Nepal, most of the planning and 

communication for my research project was done through Inka. Inka skyped with Anu and 

Srijana9, two of the founders and owners of Himalayan Adventure Girls Company, to introduce 

the idea of the training camp and tell them I would be coming to Nepal to kayak and volunteer 

with their group. I friended Anu and Srijana on Facebook and sent them messages regarding the 

project. Initial contact was difficult because the girls have a low level of writing and 

comprehension in English so they were unable to reply in detail to my messages. As a result, 

there was very little planning or discussion about the research before my arrival in Kathmandu. 

In the messages, Inka had introduced me as a volunteer coming to do a training camp, but the 

fact that the training camp was going to be used for research was unclear (I. Gurung, personal 

communication, 29/10/2014).  

                                                           
8 Inka initially founded Himalayan Adventure Girls (HAG) in 2008 as a non-profit organization to train girls to kayak 

and raft guide. Girls who participated in the free trainings were then encouraged and supported to find work with 

one of the local rafting companies. In 2013 a UK based fundraising organization, the BOOK PROJECT, provided 

funding and support to four girls working in the rafting industry to start their own company. HAG the NGO 

continues to offer free raft guide training to girls, donates equipment and supports initiatives to engage girls in 

whitewater sports. HAG the company is a for-profit rafting business owned and operated by former HAG NGO 

trainees. 
9 Name changed. 
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Months later I realized that although I stated in the messages that I was a Masters student 

coming to do research, this information was tucked inside lengthy messages and would have 

been lost to anyone for whom English was not their first language. In retrospect, I can see how 

the Girls were clearly confused about my role and purpose when I arrived, however I find it 

difficult to see how that initial miscommunication could have been avoided without either 

already speaking the language or having an existing relationship with the group. It is challenging 

enough to communicate with someone face-to-face when you don’t share the same language or 

culture; Adding distance to the mix complicates the situation even further creating ample 

opportunities for misinterpretation and misunderstanding to take place.  

Wicks and Reason (2009) note that the first step in opening communicative spaces 

“requires a clear framing of the purpose of inquiry” so that participants understand what is going 

on and why (p.249). In my experience as a facilitator, I have observed that people are generally 

reluctant to participate if they don’t understand the activity. So it shouldn’t have come as a 

surprise to me when the Girls continually delayed the training and avoided discussions about 

doing interviews. In retrospect, I realize that I was unsuccessful in those initial stages at opening 

a communicative space. The Girls were skeptical and reluctant to engage in the research process 

because they lacked sufficient information to really understand what was required of them and 

how this would fit into their lives (Wicks & Reason, 2009, p.249).  This confusion and lack of 

clarity resulted in a “significant bloc” in our ability to relate to and communicate with one 

another and develop trusting relationships (fieldnotes, 02/26/2015).  

This led me to postpone the interviews and delay the research process in order to give the 

Girls time to familiarise themselves with the concept and purpose of the research. I wanted the 

Girls to be fully informed and willing before I proceeded with the interviews; Because, although 
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the Girls had agreed to collaborate with me, a person cannot give consent if they do not 

understand what they are consenting to (Riessman, 2005, p. 475). The issue of consent is thus 

tied to larger problems of communication and language barriers that needed to be addressed 

before we could move forward. Hence, negotiating consent was part of an ongoing process 

requiring open and clear communication, transparency and trust which was developed overtime 

and practiced throughout the research process.   

Language and cultural barriers 

Anu is sitting at the desk putting whiteout on the old phone number on the brochures 

when I arrive at the office. She looks up and greets me as I take a seat on the bench. After some 

time has passed, she asks me if I have talked to Srijana. No, I answer, I haven’t been able to 

reach her. Anu asks me if I plan to interview her as well. I explain that I would like to interview 

as many as of the girls who have been involved in Himalayan Adventure Girls and taken part in 

the trainings as I can. Anu doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t look at me as we speak but 

concentrates on her task. After a brief pause, she asks me about the interviews. I am puzzled by 

her questions. She doesn’t say so directly, but I get the impression that she is uncomfortable with 

the idea of giving interviews and unsure about the purpose of the inquiry. Every time I or Inka 

try to broach the subject of the interviews or the training camp, the Girls always claim that 

everything is fine and that they are excited for the training, but I get the feeling that they are not 

telling me something. This time, Anu nods slowly and says “okay” in a way that suggests that 

she really doesn’t understand, but my attempts to make things clearer are going nowhere.  

*** 
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On the walk home, I reflect on our conversation. I realize that part of the problem is that 

the Girls lack, not the vocabulary, but the experiential context with which they might be able to 

grasp the concept of research and what it entails. According to Wittgenstein (1958), words derive 

their meaning from the context in which they are used which means that people tend to learn the 

meaning of words through experiencing or performing their use (as cited in Chouliaraki, 2008, p. 

676). In the Girls case, they understood the words I was saying but lacked the context necessary 

to create meaning from those words. Research was a vague and foreign concept for the Girls of 

which none of them had studied past grade 10 or, to my knowledge, had ever previously had any 

contact with researchers or research processes. They understood the word “research” but they 

were not able to ground the meaning of research in their lived experiences in a way that it would 

have made sense to them.  

According to Kramsch (1998), “speakers from different cultures define reality and 

categorize experience in different ways” (as cited in Fong, 2012, p. 274). Thus, overcoming the 

language barrier was not just a question of finding word equivalencies, but a matter of bridging 

the gap in our conceptual differences. Understanding the relationship between language and 

culture and how they mutually construct and influence people’s perceptions of reality and 

methods of communication was a crucial component in my analysis and interpretation of data (p. 

274).  In particular, since I was working in a foreign language context, I had to be very attentive 

to the interplay between language and culture as well as the impact of translation and potential 

loss of meaning in my data. As such, I searched for a translator who could facilitate my 

“understanding of the way language is tied to local realities” (Krzywoszynska, 2015, p. 314).   

The day after my conversation with Anu, I invited Manisha, my translator to come meet 

the Girls. I felt I was missing a lot of valuable information due to my lack of fluency in Nepali. 
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Day by day I would sit in the office intently observing signs of non-verbal communication trying 

to decipher what was going on behind the language screen. And every day I would feel like I was 

“staring hard into pitch black darkness trying to see something that I know is there but just out of 

reach" (fieldnotes, 02/12/2015). Like many Asian cultures, communicative interactions in Nepal 

are characterized by indirect, high context, non-confrontational and face saving strategies 

(Hofstede, 2012; Ting-Toomey, 1998). In Nepali culture it is important to “save face” - that is to 

preserve and protect a person’s dignity and positive self-image. Being too direct or 

confrontational can cause the other person to “lose face” making them feel embarrassed or 

ashamed (Ting-Toomey, 1998, p. 191). Most Nepalese I encountered would never say straight 

out if they had a problem with you or if something was bothering them unless the person they 

were critiquing had less status or was someone they knew well in which case it is possible to 

“deface” someone with lesser power.  

My status as a foreigner – white, middle class, educated – a researcher and a volunteer 

created a power imbalance between me and the Girls that prevented the Girls from being direct 

with me. I hypothesized that the Girls were afraid they might disappoint or offend me if they 

admitted they didn’t want to do the training. And since I had come as a volunteer to “help” their 

group, they were possibly concerned about the potential repercussions of appearing 

uncooperative. I learned that Inka faced similar communication problems with the Girls despite 

her long term relationship with them which I assumed meant the Girls didn’t want to disappoint 

or appear ungrateful towards Inka (I. Gurung, personal communication, 02/20/2015). 

Consequently, the Girls employed a number of face-saving strategies to avoid offending me and 

hurting Inka (fieldnotes, 03/27/2015). Once I identified the communication problem, I reasoned 

that if the Girls wouldn’t talk to me, maybe I could get them to talk to a third party. 
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Manisha, my translator, was a young Nepali woman close in age to the Girls and from a 

similar sociocultural and economic background. I suggested Manisha meet the Girls for the first 

time on a rafting trip so she could see the Girls in their element and get a taste for what it is they 

do. I also figured that if they met in a social context, they might form a rapport that would 

facilitate working together.  

*** 

I lay on the floor on my back listening to the Girls chatter. Radha is doing an imitation of 

someone from the rafting trip and everyone laughs. I don’t understand everything but I can tell 

the conversation has to do with boys. I smile to myself feeling warmed by the Girls laughter and 

girly talk. It started pouring rain just as we finished our strategic planning session so the Girls 

socialize as we wait for the storm to pass. We commiserate with Sita who left her laundry outside 

on the line. Flip charts identifying challenges and solutions decorate the walls of Anu’s 

restaurant. Ever since I started working with Manisha, things have started to improve. I wasn’t 

sure at first if it would work. The first time Manisha met the Girls (the day before the rafting 

trip), they had been unresponsive. Radha played on her phone as Manisha introduced herself and 

explained why I had asked her to come. Sita looked away distractedly. I sat nervously beside 

Manisha trying to follow what was being said and hoping that my presence wouldn’t be too 

disruptive. Eventually, Sita then Radha started to ask questions which snowballed into a 

conversation. I didn’t understand the questions, but I felt relieved they were talking. After the 

meeting, Manisha and I walked to a coffee shop on Mandala Street. We sat for over an hour 

while Manisha filled me in on what had been said including her observations of the group 

dynamics and interpretations of the Girls’ behaviours. My mind was buzzing furiously as I 

walked home. I had learned more in a single afternoon than in three months of observation. I 
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wish I had found I translator sooner. After months of frustration trying to chip away at the 

communication wall, I felt like I had just experienced a break through. The Girls felt it too. A 

few weeks later in a conversation with Manisha, one of the Girls said she felt more optimistic 

stating that I had given her hope for the future of the company. I felt the responsibility for the 

trust she placed in me weigh heavily on my shoulders. I hoped I would be able to live up to her 

expectations and fulfill my commitments to the Girls. 

*** 

Working with a translator helped me to overcome communication barriers, but created 

new ethical challenges regarding my relationship with participants and my role as a volunteer-

researcher. 

Ethics – Searching for solid ground 

In another time, another place, another life, I sit rocking a young girl on my lap. The two 

of us sit alone, silence wrapped around us like a blanket isolating us from the rest of the world. 

There are no words but the silent tears that stream down our faces speak volumes of the loss, the 

hurt, the despair we both feel. She buries her head in my shoulder and I reach up to stroke my 

hand over her coarse tightly braided hair. “Siu siu kaddi,” I whisper in her ear, “Taa woyu bingle 

am” (That’s enough now, don’t cry my child). I have left a lot of people behind in my world 

travels sometimes under difficult circumstances. Many of those goodbyes have left me with a 

burden of guilt and sorrow that I cannot put down. The memory of that painful goodbye comes 

flooding back to me as I write to my mom explaining why I will not be seeking assistance from 

the Canadian Consulate to be evacuated out of the earthquake zone. My decision stems directly 

from my previous experience when I was evacuated against my will from a village where I had 
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lived and worked as a volunteer for a year and a half. “I don’t want to live through that again,” I 

tell my mom. “I have a choice this time and I choose to stand by my friends.” I know my 

decision is coloured by my previous experience, but it is not unsound. The immediate danger has 

abated, the fear of an epidemic has dissipated and access to water has been restored. My friends 

and I have shelter, food and water, so we can now turn our attention towards helping others who 

are in greater need. We immediately go to work fundraising and distributing relief materials and 

aid where we can and doing our part to raise Nepal up from the rubble. 

 
    HAG and friends unloading rice to be delivered in Bhotenamlang.              Photo: Jitu Sharma 

 

Although I chose to stay in Nepal after the earthquake (at least until my visa ran out), I 

still had the freedom to leave when and if I wanted to. For the Girls, however, leaving wasn’t an 

option. Nepal is their home; they have nowhere else to go10. The fact that I could leave the field, 

the research, the relationship, is representative of the power distance that existed between me and 

                                                           
10 Kamala left the day after the earthquake and Radha left a month after the earthquake to go work in Japan for 

the summer however leaving Nepal was only temporary. Both Girls will return in the fall when it is time to rebuild. 



33 

 

 

 

the Girls (Lengel, 1998, p.233; Murphy & Dingwall, 2001, p. 344). Despite the fact that I would 

have preferred a more collaborative and democratically controlled research process, the reality 

was that I controlled the research design and ultimately the outcome. Given that inequality in our 

relationship was inevitable, I was faced with the dilemma of how “to write about the oppressed 

without becoming one of the oppressors” (Patai, 1994, p. 24).  

Since research originates from the privileged domain of academia, how can feminist 

scholars aspire to processes that are truly non-exploitative and anti-oppressive? In response to 

this dilemma, Mies (1991, p. 70) remarks that “the problem is not that some women have more 

power and some have less” but rather that those with power should “exercise their privilege in 

politically responsible and ethical ways” (as cited in Enslin, 1994, p. 550-555). According to 

Enslin (1994), the researcher has a duty to be critically aware of his or her own privileges and the 

ways in which we are all complicit in systems of oppression, so as to “develop a clear sense of 

accountability” and commitment towards research participants (p.551). The purpose of this 

section is to reflect on my own attempts to act in responsible and ethical ways so that I may learn 

from my experiences and improve my research practice. 

Reciprocity 

In the first meeting we held with Manisha, one of the major issues that surfaced was the 

question of how the research would benefit the group. The Girls’ main priority was to expand 

their customer base so they could get more bookings, make a profit, grow their company and 

create enough financial stability to support their families. They wanted to know how my research 

was going to help them achieve those goals. It meant very little to the Girls that my research 

might have some distant and ambiguous advantages such as contributing to a greater diversity of 
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representations in outdoor adventure narratives or creating awareness around the challenges 

women face to participation in whitewater sports. They wanted to know concretely and 

realistically what they were going to get out of participating in my research. Specifically, one of 

the girls had heard that some people get compensated for participating in research projects and 

she wanted to know whether I was going to make a profit from the research product and if I 

planned on sharing those material benefits with them (fieldnotes, 02/26/2015).  

Their concerns were justified and understandable particularly since the Girls felt they had 

been “used” in the past by volunteers with self-serving agendas who claimed to be there to help 

them (fieldnotes, 02/26/2015). They gave the example of a “volunteer” travel writer who had 

visited them right before my arrival and who had interviewed the group for an article. The Girls 

thought she was being paid and felt it was unfair because she was “using their name” to make 

money for herself. They also claimed the writer had promised to come back and deliver 2 weeks 

business training to the group in March or April, however they never heard back from her11. In 

light of these revelations it was no wonder the Girls didn’t trust me at first and were reluctant to 

participate in the research project. How would I be any different from those previous volunteers? 

Wasn’t I also using Himalayan Adventure Girls name to advance my own agenda? Even if I 

didn’t make a profit, I would still have a lot more to gain from the research including completing 

my master’s degree and new career opportunities.  

After the meeting, I questioned the usefulness of my research and my ability to 

realistically “return the research” to the participants in a way that would concretely benefit their 

lives (Enslin, 1994, p.551).  Feminist ethnographers often hold the belief that research helps 

                                                           
11 In my personal correspondence with the volunteer in question, she claimed that she hadn’t promised anything 

and that the Girls must have misunderstood (personal communication, 02/24/2015) 
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transform the lives of its participants by “awakening their consciousness” and “giving them 

voice” (Lengel, 1998, p. 241; Murphy & Dingwall, 2001, p.344). However, there is an 

assumption in the statement “giving voice” that supposes the participants don’t already have a 

voice and they need or want the assistance of a researcher to make them more “self-aware” and 

“empowered” (Stacey, 1988, p. 23; Murphy & Dingwall, 2001, p. 344).  The Himalayan 

Adventure Girls didn’t need my help in becoming enlightened and empowered; they were 

already strong leaders and role models in their community. The Girls were part of a growing 

group of trailblazing women engaged in sports and development in Nepal including Empowering 

Women of Nepal (trekking) and 7 Summits Women (mountaineering) as well as other female 

pioneers in mountain biking, rock climbing, paragliding and long distance running. Many of 

these women did not limit themselves to being successful in their sports but were also taking on 

leadership roles representing sports associations, joining unions and becoming active in politics.  

They didn’t need me to give them voice - they already had voices - what they really 

needed was for me to listen to what they had to say. 

Goal alignment 

Listening can be very challenging, especially when the speaker is saying something we 

don’t want to hear. In this case, the Girls were hinting that they didn’t want to do the training, but 

I was convinced that training was necessary for the ethnographic story to take place. In the 

months preceding my arrival in Nepal, I had constructed an image in my mind of how my 

research would unfold. I was fully aware that things would most likely not go according to plan 

and would be different from how I imagined it; but it surprised me how attached I became to 

those preconceived ideas and how hard it was for me to let them go. It took me months to accept 

the fact that the Girls had other priorities and expectations, and that if I was going to respect my 
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commitment to conducting participant-centered research, I was going to have to align myself and 

the purposes of my research with their needs and interests.  

This meant staying in Kathmandu to work on improving communication, developing 

marketing tools and strengthening the company structure rather than playing and having fun on 

rivers. This was incredibly challenging for me because kayaking is at the epicentre of my world 

and there is nothing I would rather do than go kayaking. I love kayaking because it is fun, 

thrilling and adventurous, but kayaking has also enriched my life in ways I never could have 

imagined. Kayaking has taught me a lot about facing my fears and challenging myself to surpass 

my expectations. I believe kayaking makes a me a better person; someone who smiles and laughs 

more often and who enjoys life to the fullest.  

 
   Upper Bhote Koshi.                 Photo: Mazy Leung 

 

When I decided to pursue a research project with Himalayan Adventure Girls, I was so 

excited at the opportunity to share my passion and love for kayaking with other (I assumed) like-

minded women. However, kayaking for me is a leisure activity that marks me as someone with 

the freedom, privilege and economic means to buy my own equipment and travel to remote 
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locations to paddle. Whereas, the Girls practice kayaking and rafting as their livelihood and rely 

on the money they receive from guiding to support their families. The Girls often talked about 

how much they love kayaking, but they had responsibilities at home and at work that took 

priority. Three of the Girls had dependants including young children and aging parents, and were 

the primary providers for their families. So, even though they loved being on the river, they 

viewed rafting and kayaking as work and they would not go paddling unless they were being 

paid to do it. This wouldn’t have been a problem in itself except that it was low tourist season 

and the Girls didn’t have many trips booked which meant there were not a lot of opportunities 

for me to join them on the river. The difference in our how we perceived and practiced kayaking 

formed a significant gap in our relationship and forced me to make compromises between 

spending time with the Girls and spending time on the river. Balancing my own needs and 

desires against my responsibility towards the Girls was one of the more challenging aspects of 

conducting ethical research.  

Researcher subjectivity 

 “Rish utheyo?” My Nepali is limited, but I understand the question. Kamala is asking if I 

am angry. The truth is I am angry; angry, disappointed and frustrated. But I try not to let it show. 

I am using all of my self-control to keep my face blank. I try to suppress the tremble of anger in 

my voice when I speak; making sure to speak slowly and calmly. Finally, after two months of 

waiting, we were supposed to go kayaking tomorrow. Some clients booked two days on Trisuli 

river and we had agreed to stay an extra two days for practice and training with only the four of 

us. Now the day before departure, the Girls want to cancel again. When I asked what was going 

on, the Girls exchanged looks. None of them wanted to be the one to tell me. Anu – who is the 

group spokesperson – hesitates before explaining that they had decided to cancel going to Trisuli 
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because they didn’t get a final confirmation from the clients. I don’t want to be angry with them, 

but I was really looking forward to finally being on the river. The last few weeks my frustration 

has been mounting; I feel that I have wasted a lot of time and my research is going nowhere. Still 

trying to keep a lid on my emotions, I watch some kids play in the square while the Girls consult 

among themselves in Nepali. After a few minutes, they tell me we will go to Trisuli after all. I 

know they are saying this to please me, but I really want to go so I don’t protest. It’s been 

decided we will depart tomorrow at 6 a.m. I take leave of the Girls to go pack my gear. 

*** 

  In Reflections on fieldwork in Morocco (1977), Rabinow tells the story of how he lost his 

temper with an informant after a long night of enduring the smothering hospitality of his host 

despite the fact that he wasn’t feeling well and just wanted to go home. The tale ends with his 

host indignantly getting out of the vehicle declaring that since Rabinow is not happy, he is going 

to walk home. Rabinow, too tired to argue any longer, leaves him there. The next day he worries 

he may have irreparably damaged his relationship with his informant and sabotaged his research. 

It’s a familiar tale; one I could easily relate to. How many times did I bite my tongue or suppress 

my feelings in order to maintain peaceful relationships? How many times did I go hungry or go 

to work when I was feeling sick or tired because I didn’t want to inconvenience anyone?  

There is a certain expectation that researchers need to always be agreeable and 

accommodating when dealing with research participants. It is assumed that the “informant is 

always right” and therefore the researcher should always be “willing to enter into various 

situations as a smiling observer” (Rabinow, 1977, p. 45-46). As a result, the researcher becomes 

a kind of “non-persona” – someone who is there participating in the process, but passively 



39 

 

 

 

without protest or complaint (p. 46). This sometimes meant compromising my personal comfort 

and putting aside my own needs in order to fulfill my role as a volunteer and a researcher. 

Although, my priority was helping Himalayan Adventure Girls, it is important to recognize that I 

was also a foreigner in Nepal with the desire to explore and discover its culture, land and rivers. 

And while I was willing to make a number of concessions both personally and professionally in 

order to meet the needs of the group, there were certain things that I was unwilling to give up or 

compromise for my own well-being.  

After realizing that it would not be possible for me to go kayaking with the Girls, I 

decided to pursue kayaking on my own time with another company. This was not a decision I 

made lightly. I wanted to support the Girls in developing their skills and earning money and 

going to another company felt like a betrayal. I feared that it might appear as though I didn’t 

think the Girls had the skill level to run difficult rapids or that I was not fully committed to 

working with the group. When I went on long trips, it felt like I was being selfish and indulging 

in tourist activities when I should have been entirely focused on the goals and priorities set out 

by the Girls. I wanted to do right by the Girls, but I also didn’t want to deprive myself from 

experiencing all Nepal has to offer.  

We sometimes forget that there is an individual “behind the method” – a breathing, 

thinking, feeling human being with flaws, emotions and needs (Lengel, 1998, p. 233). Like 

anyone else, we have good days and bad days, we sometimes make mistakes or say the wrong 

thing; we sometimes do what we want instead of what is expected of us. As a first time 

researcher, I felt a lot of pressure to be irreproachable in my methods and commitment to doing 

ethical research. Although a part of me knows that there is nothing wrong with having a personal 

life outside of the research, another part of me feels guilty as if the strong relationships I formed 
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with some of the other kayaking guides (men) were an indication of my failure to produce 

similar relationships with the Girls. Although I learned a lot from paddling with their male peers 

and getting to know different companies in the rafting industry, one of my biggest regrets was 

that I did not have the opportunity to spend more time paddling with the Girls. 

Participants as friends 

It’s my birthday. Several friends have gathered at Green Soldiers to throw a party for me. 

Earlier in the day Nanda dai came into the office space grinning mischievously. “I have a present 

for you,” extending his arms out towards me, he hands me a little black ball of fur. “Happy 

birthday!” He exclaims. We decide to call her Bunti, the littlest one. Despite being severely 

allergic to dogs, I spend the rest of the night cuddling my new puppy. The party was a “surprise” 

party and I am both touched by their thoughtfulness and thrilled to have made such strong 

connections after such a short time in Nepal. However, I have a hard time relaxing at the party 

because Radha is here and I am worried that she might think of me and my close relationships 

with the Green Soldiers. Later that evening, we have cake. In the Nepali tradition my friends 

smear icing on my face. Radha joins in the game. I hesitate. Do I retaliate? I tried to get another 

friend in the cake fight, but with Radha I feel uncomfortable so I drop my hand and let her spread 

cake on my face without defending myself.  After Natasha and I dance while the others cheer us 

on. I watch Radha out of the corner of my eye wondering what she will tell the other Girls about 

me later.  

*** 

One of the results of choosing to paddle on my leisure time with other companies was 

that I developed good friendships with some of the men kayakers and people at my guesthouse 
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whereas my relationship with the Girls remained primarily professional. Before leaving, I had 

read Jackson’s (2010) dissertation on her experience as a volunteer-researcher with Empowering 

Women of Nepal, a Pokhara based organization that trains women as trekking guides. Reading 

Jackson’s heartwarming anecdotes and touching accounts of the friendships she developed with 

the training participants, I imagined that I would naturally form strong bonds with the Girls. I 

had gone to Nepal with the expectation that I would be participating in a training session that I 

envisioned would result in a collective transformative experience similar to the one Jackson 

described. According to Stacey (1988), “feminist researchers are apt to suffer the delusion of 

alliance” in which they cling to the belief that they are united with their research subjects through 

a universal sense of sisterhood (p. 25). This false impression of “sameness” supposes that the 

researcher will automatically be included and integrated into the group because she shares a 

common trait – her identity as a woman – with the “other” (hooks, 1984).  

The nature of ethnography is defined by an intimate process grounded in ongoing and 

reciprocal relationships that raises a lot of issues around the ambiguity of one’s role as 

researcher/researched and friend. Ethnographic researchers often face the dilemma of negotiating 

the boundaries between what is personal and what is data. In an exploration of the ethical 

implications of friendship in ethnographic research, Hall states that “even though friendships in 

the field open new doors, they also create new (ethical) challenges” (2009, p. 264). In particular, 

critics caution that “the ethnographic approach masks a deeper, more dangerous form of 

exploitation” than traditional patriarchal research methods due to “the appearance of a greater 

respect for and equality with research subjects” which increases their vulnerability (Lengel, 

1998, p. 236). “Participants-as-friends” may feel betrayed by the objectification of their life 

experiences, stories, personal disclosures and intimate moments which have been transformed 
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into data and exposed to the public by the researcher who they thought was their friend (Patai, 

1994, p. 23).  

*** 

One day Radha and I meet at the climbing wall. We don’t do much climbing because 

neither of us has the right gear, but Radha does chin ups in the bouldering cave. When I arrive 

she sits on the edge of the crash mat facing me, her black skinny jeans are dusty with chalk. My 

toes are cold and I think I should really start wearing socks. I use this opportunity alone with 

Radha to ask her some questions about some of the things that have been going on. We leave the 

climbing gym and walk through the narrow busy streets of Thamel towards my guesthouse. Our 

topic switches to boys and lost loves. When we reach the rooftop of my guesthouse Radha 

laughs, “We are good friends now because I have told you so much” (fieldnotes, 01/26/2015). 

*** 

So much of what the Girls told me, they did so informally, in confidence, the same way 

you would have a conversation with a friend. Although the Girls knew I was taking notes and 

that I would write about things they had said12, they still sometimes talked to me with unguarded 

familiarity. That day with Radha, I asked her if it was okay for me to write about what she told 

me and she said it was fine but I still hesitated (fieldnotes, 01/26/2015). How much of her 

personal life was relevant to answering my research question? Where was the boundary between 

what we shared as friends and what I collected as data?  

                                                           
12 The Girls knew I carried a notebook around and took notes of conversations we had. I explained several times 

why I was writing things down and repeatedly told the Girls that they should tell me if there was something that 

they did not want me to include in my writing. My translator also went over issues of privacy and confidentiality 

with the Girls to make sure they understood that I would not include any information that they did not want me to 

share.  
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The researcher-researched relationship is complicated by the alternating and sometimes 

conflicting roles of the researcher as “emotional, authentic and relatable” participant and 

“exploiting” observer (Stacey, 1988, p. 23). On the one hand, the researcher plays the part of a 

loyal friend and trusted ally, while on the other hand, taking advantage of those intimate 

connections to collect information. This can lead to conflicts of interest where the researcher as 

an ally might be expected to uphold certain views or omit information according to the wishes of 

the group. For the most part, the Girls gave me permission to share the knowledge I gained 

through my research, however they insisted that they did not want me to write anything “bad” 

about them (fieldnotes, 02/26/2015). I took this to mean that they did not want me to include 

information that might harm their dignity or the reputation of their company.  

 
      Participants and friends             Photo: Jitu Sharma 

 

In writing this reflection, I have tried to respect their wishes while maintaining a balanced 

perspective on our work together in Nepal. Although some people might accuse me of colluding 

with the Girls to present a rosier image of the data, I do not believe that my decision to omit 

certain specifics has compromised the integrity of my research (Goodwin, Pope, Mort & Smith, 
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2003, p. 574). Since all research is composed of selective and partial representations of the truth, 

the researcher will inevitably have to make choices over what to include and exclude based on 

what they deem to be significant and most relevant to the research topic (p. 569). Thus, given its 

subjective and relational nature, qualitative research should not be judged on its ability to 

“portray facts” but rather its ability to “convey meaning” to the reader (Ellis, 1999, p. 674).  

According to Reason (2006), rather than focusing on finding the “truth”, the evaluation of 

research should be based on its ability to “stimulate dialogue”, solve problems and improve 

understanding and practice (p. 191).  

Conclusion – Rebuild, Restore, Regrow 

Loss, mourning, the longing for memory, the desire to enter into the world around you and 

having no idea how to do it, the fear of observing too coldly or too distractedly or too raggedly, 

the rage of cowardice, the insight that is always arriving late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the 

utter uselessness of writing anything and yet the burning desire to write something… 

(Behar, 1996, p. 3) 

Field research can be challenging, unpredictable and messy. Like the unexpected shock 

of an earthquake, fieldwork can lead to momentous shifts in perspective. It shakes your world 

dramatically, leaving you feeling destabilized and disoriented without a compass to point you in 

the right direction. Soon what you thought was solid ground beneath your feet begins to fall 

away, and everything you knew or thought you knew comes crashing down. You begin to see the 

world differently, not because the world has changed around you, but because you have changed. 

In the words of Wilson (2008), “if research doesn’t change you as a person, then you haven’t 

done it right” (p. 135).  
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I sometimes despair at the thought of doing ethical research, there is so much to consider 

and it feels like I will never get it right. I often feel like I am at fault or I have somehow failed in 

my mission because things didn’t go smoothly. At times like these, I have to remind myself that 

my research is not perfect, because I am not perfect, because humans are not perfect. Yet, this 

does not mean that there was no value or benefit to the research. Despite the potential harm 

researcher-researched relationships may cause, it is important to note that sometimes 

“fieldworkers can and do form valuable relationships with many of those we study, and some of 

our unsolicited interventions into the lives of our informants are constructive and deeply 

appreciated” (Stacey, 1988, p. 26). My relationship with the Girls might have been a bit bumpy 

at times, but it was positive. At the very least we made new connections and learned something 

from one another that would not have happened if I had not gone to Nepal. With a bit of luck and 

will power, we might still be able to grow those connections and derive some good from our 

experiences. 

I don’t consider my work done now that my thesis is almost complete. To me, doing 

ethical research means showing commitment beyond the scope of the research project. It means 

being accountable not only when it serves your best interest, but for as long as those 

relationships exist. It’s not because I have returned to Canada that I no longer have any 

responsibilities towards the relationships I created. Together with the Girls, we had identified 

issues and started taking steps towards solving those problems. And it is important that the Girls 

follow up and implement their action plan to grow their business - especially now, after the 

earthquake, since they need the income in order to support their families through this difficult 

time and to be able to rebuild their homes. I was proud to see the Girls rise in the face of this new 

challenge and extend a helping hand towards others in times of hardship, so I hope that in the 
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coming months they will continue pushing forward towards achieving their goals. And although 

it remains uncertain how I might continue my involvement with Himalayan Adventure Girls, I 

hope that I will find a way to continue to support them and to uphold my commitment.  

*** 

I don’t remember the way. It takes me a few attempts before I find the trail 

curving around the back of the highway maintenance camp towards the river. The path 

ends at Fisherman’s eddy, a pool of water nestled in a bend where the river arches left 

and disappears around the corner. I squat by the water’s edge where a lifetime ago I 

discovered the meaning of love. I let the sound of the river wash over me and carry me 

away. I think about what it means to make a commitment – to honour my commitments. 

It occurs to me that I am like the river, never staying in one place, always rushing to a 

new destination – a destination I will never reach because by the time I get there, I will 

have already moved on. Only for once, I wish I could just stand still – be more like a tree 

– stable, grounded, certain. If only for a little while, I wish I could find some solid ground 

–somewhere safe and predictable – to plant myself on. Sometimes when I lie down I feel 

the ground beneath me shake. In that moment, I lie very still and alert, paying close 

attention to my surroundings. A voice in my head tells me it’s just my imagination, but 

my body feels certain that - miles away and months later- the ground is still shaking. 
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