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Abstract 

As a sport and form of consumption, rock climbing is flourishing. Increasing numbers of people 

are strapping on rubber shoes and heading to indoor or outdoor spaces to climb. The 2019 State 

of Climbing Report published by the American Alpine Club (AAC) confirms climbing’s 

popularity: 4.4 percent of all Americans now climb indoors, whereas a decade ago they were not 

tracking this statistic. More women are taking up the sport; they make up about half of all indoor 

climbers (AAC, 2019). Women want to go out and feel empowered in their climbing pursuits, 

yet they must negotiate implicit and explicit forms of discrimination.  

My project centres on one recreational climbing community in southeastern Ontario. I 

qualitatively explore women’s climbing. My method is feminist ethnography: I interviewed 34 

women, collected participant observations over two years, and augmented these materials with 

personal stories. I subjected all of the research materials to a discourse analysis. My analyses 

have focused on how gender discrimination intersects with other power relations, including race, 

class, sexuality, ability and colonialism. I have explored how these intersections organize the 

participants’ climbing styles and sense of entitlement to space, and I have examined how 

women’s outdoor climbing can be a form of colonial practice. I develop the argument that, 

although climbing is a site for discriminatory slights and ideas that naturalize gender differences, 

participants also actively resist these slights and interrupt traditional femininities and 

masculinities. Furthermore, I suggest that the misogyny I found at the cliffs cannot be divorced 

from the settler state; climbing, and outdoor recreation in general, function within a colonial 

structure and this colonial structure is expressed in gendered ways. It is my hope that this work 

contributes to the project of addressing historical and contemporary injustices in order to 
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construct a better future that accommodates all people and attends to complex histories of 

conflict, displacement, and cultural loss in the outdoors. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

I can remember the day that my dissertation materialized. It was May 27, 2017. Mary invited me 

out for a climbing daytrip with herself and three men. Mary and I had become friends through 

the climbing gym; I was familiar with the three men, because a few months earlier we had 

travelled and climbed together with our university climbing club in Red Rocks, near Las Vegas. 

This daytrip would be my first time climbing outdoors since Red Rocks and my first time 

climbing outdoors with Mary. By May of 2017, I had already begun interviewing women for my 

project, but it would be another three months before I would interview Mary. Because I was the 

only one of our group who had a vehicle, I drove everyone to and from the cliff, and they 

supplied the ropes and gear. My fieldnotes from that day read: 

It was a beautiful day – 16 degrees Celsius and sunny. When we got to the cliff, we split 

into two groups. Mary, Nicholas, and I climbed a route named Brown Shoes Don’t Make 

It (5.8); Marcus and Jeff set out for another route, Deliverance (5.10c). Someone asked 

me how I wanted to climb the rock face, and because I felt rusty after not climbing 

outdoors for three months, I chose the most risk-averse method – top-rope. I was glad for 

doing so, because I got what you call “sewing machine legs” halfway up the route – my 

leg muscles started involuntarily shaking from fatigue and nerves. I moved slowly and 

carefully, finding my bearings. There were a lot of bugs on the climb. The route was wet 

and muddy. Earthy. I had some trouble on the face of the rock, but I completed the route 

on my first attempt! I was proud of my climb, and it was so pleasant to climb in a tank top 

in the sunshine. Mary and Nicholas each climbed the route, then we joined up with the 
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others. Marcus set up an anchor for Mary and me to climb Deliverance. I attempted it. I 

got over the first boulder problem in the route, but I couldn’t get past the next overhang 

section. I finished my turn, stood back, ate my packed lunch, (noticed a nearby Blue Jay 

nest), and watched Mary ascend Deliverance. As Mary climbed, she demonstrated her 

renowned strengths of hip and leg flexibility and a technical, slow style. Upon reaching 

the crux of the climb, Jeff yelled up to her: “spread your legs and trust the rubber!” What 

the –? I was shocked. I stood still. I didn’t say anything…. Later, I heard Nicholas yell: 

“Don’t be a bitch, Jeff!” as Jeff struggled on a route. It is unsettling to hear these things. 

No one says these kinds of comments directly to me, but everyone is aware that I’m 

studying climbing for my PhD. Perhaps I have not been transparent enough about my 

gender angle and considering sexism in climbing (May 27, 2017, fieldnotes). 

Jeff’s comment was supposed to be funny for its double meaning and sexual innuendo; 

however, his demeaning and sexually harassing comment objectified Mary. I assume it impaired 

her enjoyment of climbing, as it did mine. Nicholas’ remark further created an intimidating 

leisure environment. I never would have thought that I would be climbing with people who 

would degrade women and shame the female body. And the two men were not strangers. I had 

come to know Jeff and Nicholas on the week-long Red Rocks climbing trip. They were not my 

friends, but I did not expect to hear derogatory views about women from them. 

The thing about this interaction was that Jeff’s and Nicholas’ language put me and Mary 

in the frustrating position of either being complicit with it, by not saying anything, or being 

‘bitches’ by resisting it. I felt like a failed feminist researcher. I should have intervened. But I 

was worried I would alienate myself from the climbing community. Would they still want to talk 

to me if I called out their sexist remarks? Would I make Mary feel uncomfortable by speaking on 



3 

 

her behalf? Although Mary kept climbing (and taking up space and challenging the notion that 

the cliff is a masculine space), she did not complete Deliverance that day.  

I replayed this interaction in my head many times. I could not go back in time and change 

my complicit silence, but I could change future responses. Jeff delivered a hostile, heterosexist 

slight against Mary (and me) that afternoon, but he also clarified the impetus for my dissertation. 

Mary and I should not have to hear such disparaging remarks when we are climbing. When I 

began this project, my research problem was not so clear to me, but the anger I felt in response to 

Jeff and Nicholas’ comments indicated to me that there was something here that I wanted to 

change. The entitlement they felt to voice derogatory comments reminded me that the sexism I 

was studying in climbing was not only hidden and internalized, it was also overt and operative. 

Their comments justified my effort to make climbing a more inclusive space – a space that is 

designed with all people in mind. Crystal Jones (2019) summarizes inclusion nicely: “There’s a 

huge difference between ‘all are welcome’ and ‘this was created with you in mind.” I may have 

been invited on that climbing trip, but I was not embraced. The experience made me wonder 

what other women say and hear while climbing. That day’s interactions allowed me to see that 

that one of the aims of my dissertation is to expose discrimination in the climbing community, 

especially given that climbers often describe themselves as an inclusive group where everyone is 

accepted.      

This project qualitatively explores women’s climbing. I am inspired by intersectional 

feminist research approaches, and I strive to reveal the gendered, racialized, and class-based 

systems of power operating in the climbing community. I investigate how ideas about gender 

shape a group of women’s climbing styles and sense of entitlement to space, and I examine how 

the women’s outdoor climbing can be a form of colonial practice. My method is feminist 
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ethnography: I interviewed 34 women, collected participant observations in the field over two 

years, and augmented these materials with stories drawn from my own experiences. My focus is 

on recreational, not professional, climbers. Given the women with whom I spoke, and my own 

social location, this thesis predominantly reflects a study of white, middle class femininity. This 

work will, I hope, inform leisure practitioners, outdoor educators, and tourism managers about 

the cultural politics of recreation practices, and how privileges and oppressions related to gender, 

race and class influence movement and quality of life. 

The remaining sections of this chapter present an overview of my project. First, I offer 

some context around climbing and my background in the sport. Next, I discuss the focus and 

scope of the project and identify my research purpose and questions. Following this, I explain 

how the research fits into existing literature. Then I pivot to discuss my theoretical orientations 

and how they shape and are shaped by the project. I conclude by discussing the significance of 

the study and sketching out how my dissertation chapters contribute to the overall project aim.   

Climbing Context 

Before I get into the minutiae of my research, I offer some information about the context 

in which my project takes place. Rock climbing – which I refer to as climbing from here on in – 

is practiced both outdoors on cliffs or crags (rocky outcrops that consist of vertical cliffs), and 

indoors in climbing facilities or gyms. As a sport and form of consumption, climbing is 

flourishing. Increasing numbers of people are strapping on rubber shoes and heading to indoor or 

outdoor spaces to climb. The 2019 State of Climbing Report published by the American Alpine 

Club (AAC) confirms climbing’s popularity: 4.4 percent of all Americans now climb indoors, 

whereas a decade ago they were not tracking this statistic; in 2017, in the United States there 

were 43.4 million visits at indoor climbing facilities (about 81,693 check-ins per gym), with each 
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visit lasting an average of 2.3 hours. According to the Climbing Business Journal (2021), 537 

climbing gyms operate in the United States, and 123 climbing gyms operate in Canada. Although 

indoor climbing gyms were forced to temporarily close due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, only 

three Canadian gyms permanently closed in 2020, which is just one more gym than in the two 

years before the pandemic; furthermore, nine new Canadian climbing gyms opened in 2020, 

which is only two fewer than in 2019 and one more than in 2018 (Climbing Business Journal, 

2021). Climbing also debuted in the 2020 Summer Olympic Games in Tokyo, Japan.  

With respect to demographics, the AAC (2019) found that climbing is dominated by 

white men. Both indoor and outdoor climbing fail to reflect the diversity among American and 

Canadian people. Sixty-five percent of all climbers are between the ages of 18 and 35 and more 

than 80 percent are white (AAC, 2019). Among indoor climbers, 58% identify as men and 42% 

as women, but when climbers head outside, there are far more men (67%) than women (33%) 

(AAC, 2019).  

It is important to note that there is not one cohesive climbing subculture. I was hesitant to 

refer to climbers collectively as a ‘climbing community’ because the group is diverse and cannot 

be captured under one label, but in the end, I decided to use this term, because it reflects the 

language used by the participants in my study. There are many approaches to ascending walls 

and cliffs, which include, but are not limited to: mountaineering, ice climbing, traditional 

climbing, sport climbing, bouldering, and free-soloing (which you may be familiar with from 

Jimmy Chin’s 2018 Oscar winning documentary, Free Solo, about Alex Honnold’s historic rope-

less climb of El Capitan in Yosemite National Park). There is a lot of crossover between these 

styles. My project focuses on sport climbing and bouldering because they are beginner friendly, 
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widely practiced by the climbing community that I studied, and take place across indoor and 

outdoor climbing settings. 

Sport climbing entails climbing on a rope that feeds through bolts drilled into a cliff or 

artificial rock wall; it allows for a route – the path up the rock face or wall – to be climbed safely 

and quickly because climbers do not need to set up their own protection as they ascend the wall. 

There are two designations to sport climbing: top-rope and lead. In a top-roping scenario, the 

climber is attached to a rope which runs freely through a metal ring firmly fixed on top of the 

wall (i.e., the anchor), so that, if they fall, they fall only the distance from where they come off 

the wall plus the stretch of the rope (which varies with the climber’s weight, the speed of their 

fall, and the technology of the rope). As I mentioned in my introductory anecdote, top-rope is 

less risky than lead climbing. In lead climbing, there is no top anchor, and as the climber 

ascends, they clip the rope through pre-drilled bolts in the wall. If a lead climber falls, they fall 

the distance from where they come off the wall down to their last bolted protection, plus the 

equivalent distance below the bolt, plus the rope stretch. In other words, lead climbers are less 

protected and typically withstand longer falls.  

Another feature of sport climbing is that it requires a belayer, or a second person who 

manages the rope for the climber who is ascending the wall. The climber ties into one end of the 

rope and the belayer ties into the other end of the rope. The belayer, who should be firmly 

planted on the ground, gives and takes rope as the climber goes up and down the wall. Should the 

climber fall, the belayer would pull the rope into their hip, which would fix it securely. The rope 

would sit taut, and the fallen climber would be held safely by their partner and kept from 

dropping to the ground. Needless to say, the belayer has considerable responsibility for their 

partner’s safety and well-being, which makes sport climbing interpersonal through design. 
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The other style of climbing that I study, bouldering, can be done without a belayer 

because it entails climbing a small cliff or wall up to seven or eight metres tall without any ropes 

or safety system. This form of climbing typically takes place over large crash pads that break 

climbers’ falls. Bouldering requires minimal equipment and set up compared to other styles of 

climbing: climbing shoes, athletic attire, chalk (used by climbers to better grip the wall without 

sweaty hands) and a gym pass suffice for bouldering indoors. Outdoors you would also require a 

bouldering crash pad and helmet (which cost, on average, about $300). By comparison, top-

roping requires a harness, shoes, rope, helmet, carabiners, belay device, and some slings, 

webbing, and cords for building an anchor at the top of the cliff. Bouldering is often considered 

as a skilled form of climbing and a training tool for other forms of climbing.  

What is pertinent to my work is how these two climbing styles are gendered differently – 

bouldering is associated with power, risk, and masculinity, whereas top-roping is associated with 

endurance, technique, and femininity. In addition to these gendered climbing styles, there are a 

few other features of climbing that make it an interesting setting for studying gender. Unlike 

most conventional sports, where official rules separate people into leagues based on the binary 

gender categories of men and women, in climbing, all people typically climb together (although 

competitions organize climbers into men and women). Climbers are also encouraged to watch 

one another while they are on the wall to pick up information about a climb’s difficulty, style, 

length, and hand or foot holds. Climbers refer to this information gathering as ‘collecting beta.’ 

The climbing facility where I conducted my research was quite small by indoor gym standards, 

and I observed interaction amongst members and across ability groups. This culture of sharing 

and interaction across ability groups, coupled with a space that can feel like it facilitates 
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voyeurism, and a sex-integrated sport distinguishes climbing from other more organized and 

traditional sports.  

Beyond gender, an analysis of climbing offers insights into contemporary understandings 

of the relationship between nature, sport and culture, and discourses of belonging in the 

outdoors. For instance, climbing is an important site for studying both whiteness and colonial 

logics. Many climbers view outdoor cliffs as ‘pure’ and rejuvenating places that allow them to 

‘escape’ the complications of urban life, where they can test their personal strength and develop 

perseverance, a skill they hope to transfer to everyday life. Growing up, the conception of 

wilderness as a wholesome and redeeming place was central to my worldview and my 

relationship to the outdoors, but now I struggle with this approach. My doctoral training raised 

my critical consciousness, and these days I grapple with the violent histories of Indigenous 

peoples’ dispossession that underpin the creation of parks and ‘wilderness’ areas. I question how 

the perspective of cliffs as personal testing grounds endorses white hypermasculinity. I recognize 

that my climbing and research is made possible by the Crawford Purchase, which Laura Murray 

(2018) described as “the claim of the British Crown and hence the Canadian state to the area 

around what is now Kingston [that] descends from an agreement made on Carleton Island in the 

St. Lawrence River in October 1783” (p. 259). I also climbed cliffs that are part of the ongoing 

Algonquin land claim. Therefore, my climbing was also made possible by the failure of the 

Canadian and Ontario governments to respect the title of Algonquin people. Although my 

understanding of social (in)justice initially revolved around my oppression as a woman in a 

sexist society, I now also consider my white, middle class, able-bodied, cis-gendered privileges. 

My understanding of the implications of my social location and the political context of this study 

is still a work in progress, but these evolving questions and tensions, I think, demonstrate the 
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significance of intersectional analyses for the nuanced study of women’s leisure. My evolving 

questions expanded my initial investigation and illustrated that the organization of gender is not 

just about gender.  

My Climbing Background 

I started climbing at a local gym in September 2015 with a friend who later became a 

participant in the project: Harriet. Harriet introduced me to bouldering and taught me how to 

draw power from my legs. When I began climbing, I always wanted to pull with my upper body 

rather than push with my lower body. Harriet encouraged me to slow down – not just charge the 

climbing walls – and consider how to climb efficiently. She advised me to climb carefully, like a 

bear, with straight arms, hips close to the wall, and core muscles engaged. Harriet taught me how 

to look up at the wall and map out the holds I intended to use before I began climbing. In all of 

this, Harriet was instilling a climbing technique, but she was also turning the notion of “strength” 

on its head – she was implicitly guiding me to see that small hands, small feet, and flexibility 

could combine to become a stronger tool than just brute force. Through much of my recreational 

sport experience growing up, I had been trained to think about strength in terms of a dominant 

narrative that prioritizes big muscles and brute strength, so climbing has led me to think much 

more expansively about what strength means, which is personally liberating as a climber, and 

professionally exciting as a feminist researcher.  

I felt comfortable climbing with Harriet, which had to do with how her feminist politics 

matched her athletic drive. Entering the sport with a feminist friend cushioned me from some of 

the gender discrimination that comes with climbing, like other men staring at you or giving you 

unsolicited advice. However, it was only later – while I was interviewing participants – that I 

realized I had begun climbing in a kind of protective bubble. But, even still, Harriet reminded me 
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during her interview how often people had given me unsolicited advice that was useless to me 

because of my short height. I will always be grateful for the one-on-one climbing sessions with 

Harriet. She introduced me to people in the local climbing community and shared her ‘insider’ 

status and knowledge. Much of my preliminary climbing knowledge and training came from 

watching and talking with Harriet at the local climbing gym.  

I joined a university climbing club in September 2016, and this membership facilitated 

my outdoor climbing. I went on a few climbing trips with the club – the most significant being a 

week-long climbing trip in Red Rocks, Nevada, in February 2017. On these trips, I gained 

physical capital and built rapport with some of the club climbers, which later helped my 

research, because I asked some of the women with whom I climbed for interviews. As I became 

a recognizable member of the local climbing community, I expect that I was perceived as more 

trustworthy, and the owners of the indoor gym gave me permission to recruit participants and 

conduct research at the gym. Over time, I gained knowledge of the climbing vernacular (there 

are a lot of terms to explain different routes and holds), which helped me to establish legitimacy 

and then bonds with (potential) participants. 

Throughout this project I have been uniquely situated as a recreational woman climber 

who developed into an intermediate climber over the course of this project. My position as a 

recreational climber brings to light aspects of the climbing community that would perhaps not be 

experienced or noticed by a professional female climber. As someone who was recently a novice, 

for instance, I have been able to reflect on the gatekeeping that I have experienced throughout 

my climbing trajectory. Moreover, my recreational climbing status attunes me to the playful 

aspects of the sport, which is valuable in understanding how to create a fun and inclusive 

environment for climbing newcomers. I am what Michele Donnelly (2006), in her study of 
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women’s leisure, deems a “peripheral participant” (p. 220), and this perspective is important, 

because it is often dismissed by sport officials, elite practitioners and researchers. Furthermore, 

my position as a graduate student in the climbing community afforded me the opportunity to join 

a university climbing club and participate in their organized outings as well as connect with adult 

climbers outside of the club. Although I now identify as a climber, I am a researcher by trade, 

and my expertise – and suitability to conduct this project – lies more in my abilities to read and 

analyze, than in my skills relating to climbing and bouldering. As feminist sport studies scholar, I 

am trained to make sense of my own and the participants’ stories in the context of the society 

that has helped shaped them.  

Plan of the Work 

My project initially grew from the banal sexism I saw in the climbing gym. After 

receiving approval for my research proposal, I set out to investigate how gender implicitly shows 

up in climbing spaces. As the anecdote about Jeff and Nicholas’ comments demonstrates, I soon 

uncovered misogyny and sexism that were more explicit than I had been expecting. The candid 

and hostile operation of sexism in the climbing community shifted my research focus. This 

impelled me to ask how women negotiate explicit forms of discrimination and how women 

conform to, or interrupt, classed and racialized norms of femininity and masculinity that 

constrain appropriate appearance, attitudes, and behaviours in sport and society. In my 

interviews some participants insisted that the sport of climbing is an “equal playing ground” 

(Mercedes, interview transcripts), yet they simultaneously highlighted examples of ways that 

gendered, racialized, and classed-based systems of power had marginalized themselves or other 

climbers. This contradiction drives my work: I want to unravel the ways that climbing and 

physical cultural practices continue to foster inequality in the world despite often repeated claims 
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that climbing is gender neutral or that “there isn’t really any gender gap, and we can all just be 

bundled into one big group together” (Eaton, 2017, para. 12).  

My dissertation seeks to address the problem of sexism in women’s leisure by 

empirically exploring women’s everyday climbing experiences. Women want to go out and feel 

empowered in their leisure pursuits, yet they must negotiate implicit and sometimes very explicit 

forms of discrimination. At a broad level, this research is about how social and historical 

structures, such as heteropatriarchy and whiteness, constrain and enable women’s leisure. My 

project works with the understanding that climbing, like leisure practices generally, is structured 

by and often reproduces social norms, so I look for sociological processes that shape, and are 

shaped by, women’s climbing practices and the implications of these processes for women’s 

leisure. This work will contribute, I hope, to the literature about gender, outdoor culture, and 

settler colonialism in outdoor education. Additionally, I hope some insights will contribute to 

ongoing, grassroots conversations about how to make the outdoors and organized recreation 

spaces more inclusive and how to respectfully recreate on land that the Canadian government 

stole from Indigenous peoples.   

My analysis is attuned to both climbing embodiments and the discourses that produce 

them. I will explain my understanding of embodiment and discourse more below, but for now, I 

want to iterate that I explore how discourses organize climbing practices and how participants 

contribute to and reframe these discourses. Just like me, the women are moving, shifting, and 

evolving. My analytical approach has encouraged me to document sexism but also look for 

moments of resistance. I include evidence of women’s agency and resistance to demonstrate that 

it is possible to create change and that change is still needed. In her book, Living a Feminist Life, 

Sara Ahmed (2017) wrote that to be feminist is to expose the violence of the patriarchal order 
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and support others who are doing the same. In my analysis, when I underscore the women’s 

resistance, I respond to Ahmed’s (2017) call to support others: “Don’t let her speak on her own. 

Back her up; speak with her. Stand by her; stand with her. From these public moments of 

solidarity so much is brought into existence” (p. 260).  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of my research project is to investigate how social structures organize 

women’s climbing and how women simultaneously uphold and transgress hierarchical power 

relations through their climbing. I want to better understand women’s sense of belonging in 

communal leisure spaces and help identify practical strategies for inclusion, equity, and social 

justice. My project was guided by the following research questions:  

(1) How do structures shape women’s climbing experiences? 

(2) How do forms of discrimination influence the embodiment of women climbers? 

(3) What do women climbers do to produce, maintain, and/or transform gendered, raced, 

and classed power relations? and, 

(4) What can climbing communities do to be more inclusive and equitable?  

Overview of Methods 

 I explored the research questions by way of a feminist ethnography. My project centres 

on a climbing community in southeastern Ontario. I gathered empirical evidence through semi-

structured and focus group interviews with 34 climbers who identify as women and who are or 

have been recreational climbers. Most of the participants are white and have university 

educations. In addition to interviews and focus groups, I also conducted participant observations 

in the field over two years, during which I kept reflexive field notes about my experiences at 

local climbing gyms, cliffs, and community events. I have included some of my own personal 
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stories as data to support the arguments that I make in this project. I have subjected all of the 

research materials to a discourse analysis. My analyses have focused on how gender 

discrimination intersects with other power relations, including race, class, sexuality, ability and 

colonialism. I have explored how these intersections organize climbing styles, spaces, and route 

names. The findings suggest the need for restructuring in the sport and training practitioners in 

order to accommodate all people in climbing. 

Project Scope and Focus 

I defined a number of parameters to limit the scope my project. First, I spoke formally 

with individuals who identify as women. And while I did not speak with men in my formal 

interviews, men were part of my participant observations and many of the women’s stories. In 

my work, I consider the processes that make climbers feel included or excluded. I am very 

interested in sexism and misogyny and their effects; therefore, I spoke with those people who 

occupy a disadvantaged social position – women – that subjects them to these forms of 

discrimination and inequity. In this way, I can better highlight the limits of equity in the climbing 

environment. Second, I focus on recreational climbing experiences to expand beyond what I 

contend is the privileging of sport sociologists’ analyses of elite competitive amateur and 

professional sports. In sports studies, there is significantly less consideration of recreational 

sport, and the climbing literature is no different – most research on women examines 

professional or highly committed climbers. Therefore, I contribute an analysis less focused on 

expert or elite knowledges and practices. I am interested in the everyday and casual ways in 

which power operates in women’s leisure experiences, so I include beginner climbers in my 

analyses. For instance, talking with beginner climbing women helped me to understand the ways 

in which women feel uncomfortable when entering climbing spaces, and given that my project 
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also practically aims to make climbing more inclusive, it is important to collect these narratives. 

Third, I focus on two styles of climbing – sport climbing and bouldering. The climbing 

community that I investigate practices both of these styles, which are accessible, beginner 

friendly, and occur both indoors and outdoors.  

One of the reasons why I analyze both indoor and outdoor climbing spaces is because 

most people are introduced to climbing in a gym setting before venturing outdoors; therefore, 

gyms play an important role in fostering outdoor climbing cultures (Saatchi, 2020). This indoor-

outdoor choice makes sense for me as a feminist researcher because I began climbing in gyms 

before climbing outside, and I bring my own climbing insights into the project. Furthermore, as 

an academic, I am trained in outdoor education, leisure studies, and sport sociology, so I am well 

positioned to put the findings into conversation with literature in these disciplines.  

Overview of Argument 

 

After presenting a review of relevant literature in Chapter Two and a discussion of my 

methods in Chapter Three, I develop my arguments in three substantive chapters that are 

organized thematically. My first substantive chapter uses feminist theories of the body to 

illustrate the potential of climbing to undo conventional gendered embodiments that restrict 

women’s movement in the world (Young, 1980). My second substantive chapter uses critical 

theories of space to demonstrate how banal and sometimes covert forms of discrimination 

organize women’s interactions with other climbers. I maintain that while women sometimes 

passively receive microaggressions, they also actively resist these slights. My third substantive 

chapter then looks at the issue of misogynous and racist climbing route names, a discussion that 

moves into a consideration of the relationship between settler colonialism and outdoor land-

based recreation. I argue that the misogyny I find in route names cannot be divorced from the 
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settler state that has long used mapping and (re)naming land as a strategy for nation-building; 

climbing, and outdoor recreation in general, need colonialism to function and this colonial 

structure is expressed in gendered ways. Climbing serves as an entry point for me to ask bigger 

questions about gendered, racialized, and class-based systems of power operating in women’s 

leisure, which could be useful to some climbers and advocacy groups looking to make the sport 

more inclusive. This study also exposes setter colonial logics and their effects on recreation and 

leisure practices. It is my hope that this work contributes to the project of addressing historical 

and contemporary injustices in order to construct a better future that accommodates all people 

and attends to complex histories of conflict, displacement, and cultural loss in the outdoors.  

Relevance to Literature 

 

My research speaks to several fields of study, which I outline in my literature review in 

Chapter Two. Since sociological research on gender and sport frequently pertains to organized, 

mainstream team sports, my exploration of a sport culture that is regarded as action, lifestyle, 

alternative, and/or extreme may help to shed new light on the relationship between femininities 

and masculinities in sport (Dilley, 2006; Kusz, 2003; Robinson, 2004; Wheaton, 2004) and on 

the production of gender, gendered bodies, and gendered forms of movement in sport and leisure 

spaces. That said, my primary concern is to put my research findings into conversation with the 

field of outdoor experiential education (OEE), because compared to sport sociology, the OEE 

field has been slower to chronicle and address the systems of oppression that shape people’s 

experiences in outdoor pursuits. OEE scholars, Karen Warren, Nina Roberts, Mary Breunig and 

Tony Alvarez pointed this out in 2014 in an overview of the OEE field. They suggest that there 

has not been enough work on intersectionality and poststructural feminism, and they argue that 

outdoor professionals, researchers, and practitioners need to commit to understanding issues of 



17 

 

power to create a more just OEE field. My dissertation helps to answer this call and suggests that 

OEE scholars can also usefully engage with feminism and theoretical work on race and 

decolonization.  

Theoretical Considerations 

 

In my work, I put feminist perspectives on the body into conversation with poststructural 

analyses. Five key concepts in my theoretical framework are gender, discourse, embodiment, 

space, and settler colonialism. I explore how discourses of femininity and masculinity construct 

and are constructed by climbers. I use feminist theories of the body to analyze gendered climbing 

styles and spaces. And I utilize theories of settler colonialism to analyze how gender, race, and 

the settler state frame understandings of the land and outdoor recreation practices. Together, 

these theoretical perspectives embolden me to think about the different ways gender 

discrimination and interlocking oppressions manifest in women’s climbing – onto and through 

bodies, through interpersonal interactions, and onto the land.  

One of the most powerful things that feminism has taught me is that privileges and 

oppressions related to gender do not work independently of other systems of oppression. Systems 

of oppression are interlinked, occur in concert with one another, and manifest together. 

Therefore, for me, feminism is more than working towards gender equality. In her book, 

Feminism is for Everybody, American feminist and social activist, bell hooks (2000) succinctly 

states that feminism, “is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (p. viii). 

I subscribe to hooks’ articulation of feminism, because it is steeped in intersectional feminism, 

which is a movement and an intellectual tradition that recognizes that access to gender equality 

varies according to other aspects of one’s identity, including race, class, sexuality, age, ability, 

nationality, ethnicity, and religion. These aspects of one’s identity are not additive, and the 
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concept of intersectionality recognizes that all aspects of identity are always already intersected 

and intertwined with one another. 

Black feminist scholarship is foundational to understandings of intersectionality. Since 

the 1980s and 1990s, Black feminists (Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 1981, 1989; Essed, 1991; Hill 

Collins, 1986, 1990; hooks, 1981) have been calling for analyses that seek to understand how 

different categories of identity and structures of power, such as sexism, racism, ableism, and 

classism, are interconnected. Kimberle Crenshaw (1991) coined the term “intersectionality,” 

Patricia Hill Collins (1990) theorized the “matrix of domination,” and Philomena Essed (1991) 

conceptualized “gendered racism.” Crenshaw, Hill Collins and Essed captured the complexity of 

oppression experienced by Black women based on racist perceptions of gender roles. Essed 

(1991), for instance, argued that Black women experience gendered and classed forms of racism 

based on discourses and stereotypes of Black womanhood. Some of these racialized stereotypes 

include Black women as strong, dominant, sexually promiscuous, welfare queens, which contrast 

with stereotypes of white women as good, ladylike, and proper (Hill Collins, 1990).  

Angela Davis’ (1981; 1989; 2015) work around gender, race, class, and the criminal legal 

system is also emblematic of intersectional feminism. Davis, a leading advocate for prison 

abolition, writes about how white supremacy and misogyny work together. On a recent episode 

of Democracy Now (2020), Davis reflected on the pivotal influence of feminist theories and 

practices in the abolition movement: “I want us to see feminism not only as addressing issues of 

gender, but rather as a methodological approach, of understanding the intersectionality of 

struggles and issues.” Davis’ thinking around how multiple structures of power operate is an 

inspiration for this project.  
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My work is inspired by intersectional feminist scholarship, but I want to be clear that my 

commitment to intersectionality has grown over the course of doing this project. When I 

designed this project, I was focused solely on gender; therefore, I am hesitant to call the work 

intersectional. And while I cannot go back and change the people whom I interviewed or the 

questions I asked, I can, moving forward, engage with the work of Indigenous, Black, and other 

racialized women to ask questions that capture more complex articulations of power. I am 

inspired by scholars Courtney Szto (2020), Danielle Peers (2015) and Janelle Joseph (2017), who 

use intersectional feminism in their work on sport and the outdoors. In her book, Changing on 

the Fly: Hockey Through the Voices of South Asian Canadians, Szto (2020) examines the 

significance of hockey in Canada’s South Asian communities and draws on the concept of 

intersectionality to make sense of contemporary racism. Szto’s (2020) intersectional approach 

enables her to question “which men and which women are privileged and/or oppressed through 

Canadian hockey culture” (p. 172; emphasis in original). I am also strengthened by Mary Louise 

Adams and colleagues’ (2016) perspective that “intersectional engagements represent the 

generative possibilities of feminist thought in movements toward justice” (p. 86). Over the 

course of this project, I have increasingly endeavoured to place this intersectional complexity at 

the centre of my analysis.  

Intersectionality acknowledges and accounts for difference with a view to generating 

possibilities for change that can reverberate across a diverse spectrum of women’s issues, 

including those that might not seem, at first glance, to be women’s issues, like settler colonial 

land use. With my project, I want to cast light on the multiple forces organizing climbing by 

exploring how the women’s identities are constructed, challenged, and reproduced through 

historically contingent and contextual processes. These interlocking analyses give me hope 
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because work for one cause has the potential to reverberate through other causes too. In addition 

to analyzing the range of categories of oppression, intersectionality challenges me to explore 

dominance as a relational process. Because the people involved in climbing and in this study so 

often fill positions of privilege, I am looking at dominant categories of class and race, for 

instance, and how they shape particular gendered identities.   

My ability to analyze climbing from various angles and perspectives has been 

significantly aided by poststructuralism. I see poststructuralism as an epistemology, or theory of 

knowledge, that is interested in examining knowledge, power, and representations of reality. 

Poststructuralism is about meanings, contests over meaning, and how power makes things 

meaningful in certain ways; it questions whose knowledge has power and in what ways. 

Poststructuralism is a theoretical framework that is interested in deconstructing knowledge and 

reality (King & McDonald, 2007; McCormick, 2007). Poststructural critiques are a response to 

Enlightenment ideas that presented all things as knowable. Poststructural thought developed in 

the mid to late twentieth century as a critique of the view that knowledge is rational and 

universal and of claims about the possibility of an objective study of culture. Poststructuralists 

contend that there is no one knowable reality; instead, they suppose that there are multiple, 

competing truths in our world (King, 2016). A poststructural framework recognizes all 

knowledge as situated, partial, contingent, and interpretive. 

In Joan Scott’s 1992 essay, The Evidence of Experience, she critiqued scholars who use 

experience as evidence and as a basis to make claims about the social world. Scott (1992) 

asserted: “It is not individuals who have experience, but subjects who are constituted through 

experience” (p. 25). She argued that our experience is something that is made knowable to us by 

dominant ideologies – structures of thought or belief systems – circulating in our world, which 
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then condition the possibilities for what individuals might think, feel, and say about the 

experiences that emerge in their lives (McDermott, 2011). Scott (1992) advocated for feminist 

researchers to historicize experience and attend to the discourses that produce subjects and their 

experiences; she implored us to take up experience critically and make it the object of our 

analyses. I attempt to respond to Scott’s call in this project. 

Gender 

Gender refers to the cultural expectations about appearance, behaviour, and attitudes that 

society imposes on people. Female bodies are expected to demonstrate feminine traits and male 

bodies are expected to be masculine. Stereotypes of what is deemed appropriately masculine or 

feminine often serve as the norms against which people’s behaviours are regulated. For instance, 

because of norms that direct women to take up less public and private space than men do, I have 

sometimes I found myself saying ‘sorry’ to men as I approach the wall to take my turn in the 

climbing gym. Because of the effects of perceived judgment – especially when I was new to the 

gym and did not want to seem impolite – I apologized for potentially encroaching on others’ 

space. In this example, my interactions were shaped by ideas about appropriate (white, middle 

class) femininity, which shows how particular gendered identities influence how we move 

through the world.  

 I see gender as an analytic category rather than an object or a personal quality or a 

biological reality. Gender is a structuring logic, not a static identity. Gender is a social 

construction, which means its understanding is governed by culture and society. We cannot exist 

outside the terms of gender (Butler, 1993). Gender identities, in the plural sense, are culturally 

constructed by knowledge, values, and ideas that are acquired, embodied, and performed in 

relation to powerful gender orders (Pfister 2010). In my work, I aim to attend to the complexity 
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of gender. Gender is a relational concept and it in constant flux – gender is contingent with 

respect to time and space. On an individual level, gender shifts with age, experience, social 

position, and significant events. Following Judith Butler (1993), I see gender as a performative, 

where people subconsciously perform gender over and over until it seems to be a part of them. 

Therefore, the climbers I study do masculine and feminine identity work. For instance, society 

tells climbers that flexibility is feminine, and some of the women perform this flexibility until it 

seems like a ‘natural’ trait to them.   

Gender not only interacts with other aspects of our identities but is articulated through 

other dimensions of identity (Levon, 2015). Intersectional sexuality scholar, Erez Levon (2015) 

emphasized that categories of identity “not only intersect but mutually constitute one another” (p. 

298, emphasis in original). In other words, gender materializes through engagement with 

discourses about femininity and masculinity, and these discourses vary in relation to sexuality, 

class, race, and disability. In my example above, when I apologized as I walked up to the 

climbing wall, I was conforming to ideas about white, middle class womanhood, where 

respectability is a key marker (Skeggs, 1997) and stereotypes of white women as good, ladylike, 

and proper are salient (Essed, 1991). What this means for my research is that the construct of 

gender is not something we can take for granted, it does not exist independently; rather, it 

depends on other intersecting categories for its meaning and the meanings of those categories 

change over time and in different contexts. 

When I apply this definition of gender to climbing, gyms and cliffs become mediating 

sites where feminine and masculine subjectivities are engaged and produced through physical 

culture practices. I want to understand gender, because I want to contribute to discussions about 

how and why inequalities persist because of gender. Ideas about masculinity and femininity 
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manifest within power structures, so when I explore how specific gendered associations have 

become normalized, I learn about how power operates. Power organizes not only what we know 

but what is possible for us to know, which leads me into my next key concept, discourse.  

Discourse 

I take up a Foucauldian understanding of the concept of discourse. Michel Foucault 

(1970; 1972) defines discourse as systems of thoughts that are composed of ideas, attitudes, 

courses of action, beliefs, and practices that construct subjects and their understandings of the 

world. In other words, discourse refers to the ways that forms of representation and conventions 

of language produce historically and culturally located meanings. Foucault explains the 

relationship of discourses to broader social processes of legitimation and power; in doing so he 

emphasizes the construction of truths, the processes maintaining these truths, and their 

incumbent power relations. Foucault (1990) conceptualizes discourse as a means through which 

power relations produce speaking subjects. According to Foucault (1972), a discourse “finds a 

way of limiting its domain, of defining what it is talking about, of giving it the status of an object 

— and therefore making it manifest, nameable, and describable” (p. 41). In other words, objects 

cannot exist outside of discourse. 

Foucault (1990) indicates that discourses are instruments of power and forms of 

resistance. Importantly, for Foucault, discourses have powerful, material effects on embodied 

subjects. Consequently, analyses of the relationship of discourse to lived experience can reveal 

insights into how discourses are used by people to define, shape, and make sense of everyday 

activities, like their climbing experiences.  

One common critique of Foucault’s theory of discourse is that he fails to account for the 

materiality of the body, or the extra-discursive. For some, Foucault is interpreted as arguing that 
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everything is constructed through discourse and there is nothing beyond discourse (Mills, 2003). 

However, I do not think that Foucault denies the materiality of the body; instead, I understand his 

approach as claiming that we can only make sense of our physical experiences through the 

discourses that are available to us. Even still, to account for more complex relationships between 

the discursive and the material, I draw on theories of embodiment to conceptualize the 

materiality of the female climbing body in addition to its representation in texts.  

Embodiment 

I adopt an embodied perspective because it helps me consider how social relations are 

written onto climbing bodies in material ways, or, to be more specific, how gender norms sculpt 

climbing styles. My thinking is inspired by feminist philosophers who discuss the interplay of 

culture and materiality in their theories of the body. For me, embodiment is the material 

inscription of social conditions onto the body; it is the social and cultural ways in which we live 

our bodies in everyday life. Embodiment also refers to how I come to sense, perceive, feel, act, 

and know in the world with respect to bodily sensations, physiological circumstances, emotions, 

social interactions, and larger systemic structures. My understanding of embodiment is shaped by 

Marcel Mauss’ (1973) theory that bodily capacities, or what he referred to as “techniques of the 

body,” are constituted by physiological, psychological, and sociological components. Mauss 

(1973) challenged sociologists to see movement as not simply biological or physiological, but to 

see that what is “natural” is in fact historical, and to see that bodily capacities and techniques are 

physio-psycho-sociological assemblages. Like Mauss (1992), I recognize that these assemblages 

hold promise for nuanced understandings of ourselves and society, and that biological and 

psychological questions are thoroughly enmeshed in the sociological fabric of life. 
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While Mauss helps shape my understanding of embodiment, his thinking is not without 

its faults (for example, he conceived of race as biological rather than social), so I turn to feminist 

philosophy to better grasp how gender, race, class, and sexuality articulate with climbing styles. 

In her 1980 essay, “Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Body Comportment 

Motility and Spatiality,” Iris Marion Young critiqued the field of philosophy for ignoring 

embodied experience as sexed and gendered, as she theorizes differences in feminine and 

masculine movement norms. Young asks how girls come to be like girls through how they come 

to inhabit their body. Young argues that the feminine bodily existence is conditioned by social 

norms that call for girls and women to take up less public space. Young uses the example of 

throwing a ball to suggest that women are physically restricted in their bodies, use much less 

space than is available to them, and refrain from using their whole bodies in a task. If I were to 

extend Young’s theory to climbing, she would speculate that women do not climb with the full 

extent of their bodies, women are scared of falling, and women are tentative to claim space. 

Again, this is not because of women’s biological capacity but because of social norms that teach 

girls and women to take up less space (and teach others to give less space to girls and women).  

An embodied perspective helps me locate the specifics of the women’s material climbing 

experiences within broader discursive formations, which, I think, generates a nuanced analysis of 

climbing as both biologically specific and historically and socially contingent. In the stories I 

draw from my own experiences, an embodied lens has allowed me to see how my first-person, 

subjective experiences are profoundly tied to wider political and social structures. The concept of 

embodiment encourages me to reflect upon how it feels to be a woman climber while negotiating 

powerful relations of sexism, racism, and classism.  
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Embodiment in Space 

Spaces produce different types of movements, so in addition to focusing on specific 

styles of movement, my embodied lens considers how climbers exhibit social norms and move 

through different spaces. One scholar who is pertinent to my conceptualization of how space is 

linked to broader social relations is Canadian historical geographer Joy Parr (2010). Parr (2010) 

asserted that people carry embodied histories, and she pays attention to bodies as “researchable 

legacies of sensation” (p. 12), “archives of knowledge” and “enduring reservoirs of past 

practice” (p. 8). Writing from the perspective of the aftermath of the catastrophic Walkerton 

water contamination, Parr (2010) described how people collectively relearn their local 

environment (including the winds, weather, lakes, rivers, vegetation, crops, fish, and woods) 

through their sensing bodies. Parr (2010) theorized a communal, historical corporeal 

embodiment in which human interactions with changing environments, technologies, and the 

everyday facilitate “sensuous tuning” and bring about different bodily qualities over time. For 

Parr, people habituate to new environments, and they develop new reflexes and embodied 

understandings of nature to mirror environmental changes. I adapt Parr’s ideas to explore how 

historically contingent spaces produce different types of embodiment. I find her work significant 

because if a person is capable of (re)constituting their self through practice then that person 

carries agency. Parr’s (2010) thinking offers some evidence for how social structures, which are 

made through the actions of people, can also be made vulnerable to major changes. For instance, 

the women in my study are inscribed by and imbued with socio-cultural meanings, purposes, 

significances, and interests, but they also actively contribute to and challenge these meaning-

makings. 
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Elizabeth Grosz is generally discussed as a theorist of embodiment, but her ideas about 

the materiality of the body and how space is gendered both shape my analysis. Grosz (1994) 

critiqued and expanded on the work of French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1963). 

Where Merleau-Ponty asserted that people grasp space directly through the senses, Grosz 

insisted that people realize space through the specificities of their bodies. For Grosz, space 

cannot entail objectively located positions, because this understanding flattens out the 

contribution made by one’s own perception of objects. Furthermore, she contended that the body 

is a series of processes of becoming, rather than a fixed state of being. The body is both active 

and productive; its specificity is the result of its ability to be affected by other bodies. I see 

evidence of this notion of the body as a process across time manifesting in the climbing gym, as I 

observe myself and others adjusting climbing strategies to negotiate discriminatory slights, or 

what I refer to as microaggressions in Chapter Five. In a more transformational approach, Grosz 

(1994) also discussed the ability of bodies to extend discursive, representational frameworks. For 

example, when I am climbing, I am literally scaling a wall that contains me, but I am also 

countering images of female embodiment as timid, uncertain, and hesitant. My performance calls 

gender ideologies into question and challenges the stereotype of feminine weakness or inability. 

Grosz’s work is fruitful because it leaves open the possibility of change.      

Nirmal Puwar (2004) and Ahmed’s (2007) work on race, gender, and space highlighted 

how spaces can simultaneously challenge and reify structures of power. Puwar (2004) 

proclaimed: “social spaces are not blank and open for anybody to occupy…. Some bodies are 

deemed as having the right to belong, while others are…in accordance with how spaces and 

bodies are imagined (politically, historically, and conceptually), circumscribed as being ‘out of 

place’” (p. 8). Puwar (2004) examined the privilege of being racially unmarked, and she refers to 
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those who do not have this privilege as “space invaders” who endure the burden of doubt, a 

burden of representation, infantilization, and super-surveillance. Likewise, in Sara Ahmed’s 

(2007) work on the phenomenology of whiteness, she argued that white spaces make non-white 

bodies feel uncomfortable, exposed, visible, and different. Ahmed (2007) explained that the 

norms and rules of institutionalized whiteness, which she deemed a “sea of whiteness” (p. 159), 

restrict what Black, Indigenous and other racialized people can perceive and do in those spaces. 

Ahmed (2007) suggested that in studying whiteness it is important to notice institutional habits 

and attend to what is routine. Puwar and Ahmed’s thinking about how social power influences 

bodies in space helps me question the taken-for-granted whiteness and middle classness of the 

climbing community I studied, what it takes to be invited or welcomed into this group (and stay), 

and how certain climbing traditions make climbers feel like they do – or do not – belong to the 

climbing collective. For the women whose racial and social class backgrounds and education 

align with the demands of the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), or the social space of 

climbing, they will feel, in some ways, comfortable despite exclusionary practices related to their 

gender. In furthering my thinking about the whiteness of climbing spaces, I also turn to theories 

about settler colonialism.  

Settler Colonialism 

I started this project looking primarily at gender. However, over the course of my project, 

I have come to see that climbing cannot be analyzed without thinking about and asking questions 

about settler colonialism – or without recognizing the settler colonial context that has made 

climbing for women and men possible.  

One of my research questions asks how social structures shape women’s climbing 

experiences. To answer this question, I need to consider Indigenous-settler politics in Canada. 
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Theories about settler colonialism help me to explore the politics of land-based leisure in a settler 

state and the effects of settler colonial logics on climbing. Settler colonial perspectives deepen 

my analysis because, in addition to addressing the overt discrimination of climbing route names, 

I need also to confront the reality that this naming takes place on land that the state has stolen 

from Indigenous peoples (Lowan-Trudeau, 2021; O’Bonsawin, 2010; Betasamosake Simpson, 

2004, 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Theories of settler colonialism galvanize critical questions, 

like who has the privilege to name cliffs, boulders, and geographic features, and who has the 

privilege to access and recreate upon the land in order to enact these naming processes in the first 

place. 

Decolonization is a historical and political process that sets out to get rid of settler 

colonialism (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Following Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012), I 

understand decolonization as a process of dismantling colonial power structures (be they 

political, epistemic, or social) with the goal of repatriating Indigenous land and life. This entails 

decentering Euro-Western knowledge structures, taking stock of how settler perspectives get to 

count as knowledge, and researching how these perspectives are activated to rationalize unfair 

social structures. For Tuck and Yang (2012), decolonization is changing the world as we know it 

in very material ways – it means eliminating systemic racism, dismantling imperialism, and 

returning stolen land.  

The Canadian nation was founded on colonization and the dispossession of Indigenous 

peoples and the exploitation of racialized persons. These processes are ongoing in contemporary 

Canadian society. It is my hope that this project can contribute to dismantling colonial logics and 

practices in outdoor recreation and beyond. My thinking about the politics of naming the land 

has been informed by other scholars’ critical work on mapping, names, and colonial legacies in 
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the outdoors (Cruikshank, 2005; Erickson, 2020; Lowan-Trudeau, 2021). Scholarship on the 

creation of Canada’s parks system, which necessitated the removal of Indigenous peoples from 

their Territories, has also helped me make sense of settler colonial logics in outdoor cultures 

(Baldwin, Cameron & Kobayashi, 2011; Braun, 2002, Mason, 2014; Spence, 1999). At the heart 

of these analyses are questions about power, land, and agency: How is land (and knowledge 

about it) understood/conceptualized? How are we to understand lands/waters and their 

relationships to people and societies?  

My thinking has evolved since the inception of this research, and I would not design the 

same project now. First, the participants in my study are quite homogenous in terms of their 

whiteness and middle classness and I would recruit differently in the future. Second, in the 

interviews, now I would explicitly ask participants about whiteness and how they navigate race 

in climbing settings.  

In the current work, I try to go back and think about how whiteness has shaped the 

situations under discussion. With my participant group, it is very hard to address the specific 

situations of Black, Indigenous, and racialized women in climbing. Even though the gym where I 

conducted my research is quite homogenous, nonetheless, it is a racialized space. Therefore, I try 

to think about what all that whiteness produces and how whiteness also shapes gender in the 

gym.  Moreover, I continue to reflect upon how I, as a white feminist researcher, can connect and 

communicate with Black, Indigenous and other racialized women climbers to build a more just 

and diverse climbing community. 

Significance of Study 

As a feminist researcher, I am motivated by a political praxis that aims to offer practical 

outputs for social change. My feminist ethnography theorizes women’s climbing to better 
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understand, challenge, and change the power relations involved in women’s leisure, and it does 

not lose sight of the material realities that organize women’s everyday experiences. This work is 

valuable not only because it contributes to the knowledge base on women’s leisure and sport, but 

because it provides evidence for advocacy that seeks to embolden women’s emphatic use of their 

bodies, women’s unapologetic use of public space, and women’s powerful use of their voices to 

challenge discriminatory outdoor leisure traditions. I want to incite women to participate fully in 

leisure and move comfortably in their recreating bodies; therefore, I take stock of the sport in 

which I am an active participant and discuss lived realities that call for reorienting the class-

based, racialized, and gendered systems of power operating in the climbing community. My 

findings encourage the restructuring of the institutions of sport and (outdoor) education, and they 

more specifically suggest the training of leisure practitioners, outdoor educators, and tourism 

managers to understand the privileges and oppressions related to gender, race, class, and 

sexuality in terms of movement and quality of life. 

This project can help contribute to conversations about reconciliation and the place of 

recreation and outdoor education in efforts to address the legacies and current realities of settler 

colonialism. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) set forth ten principles 

to serve as guides to assist in repairing the damaged relationship between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples. Of particular relevance to my project is Principle 10: “Reconciliation 

requires sustained public education and dialogue, including youth engagement, about the history 

and legacy of residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal rights, as well as the historical and 

contemporary contributions of Aboriginal peoples to Canadian society” (TRC, 2015, p. 126). 

Throughout the TRC’s (2015) Calls to Action, there are several mentions of how education plays 

a role in the work towards reconciliation (Calls 57, 62, 65, and 79). It is my belief that this 
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project offers some insights into the role of colonization in land-based leisure and outdoor 

learning, which could be used to advance the professional development and training of outdoor 

educators across elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions.  

This project holds practical promise for informing outdoor programs for social change. 

My project’s empirical evidence contributes to on-the-ground discussions about how to 

transform normative gender relations and teach socially just, alternative ways of interacting in 

the world. My findings illustrate the need for outdoor learning environments to unpack the 

embodied knowledges and values that they tend to reproduce and to uphold (Gauthier, Joseph & 

Fusco, 2021; Newbery, 2012; Mullins, Lowan-Trudeau & Fox, 2016) and question who is 

privileged and disadvantaged by these learning philosophies and arrangements. The distribution 

of my findings will offer an opportunity for both outdoor facilitators and participants to unpack 

their hidden curricula (Warren et al., 2014). Teaching for critical consciousness when climbing, 

hiking, or doing ropes courses would be a significant addition to outdoor learning environments, 

OEE programs, and instructor workshops. Furthermore, I provide evidence that supports the 

need for outdoor educators along with adventure tourism managers, leisure practitioners, and 

outdoor companies who sponsor climbers, to reflect upon how the outdoor community interacts 

with the land in a settler colonial nation-state.  

My project also illustrates the potential of research to inform advocacy and activism. 

Outdoor advocacy groups could support equity, diversity and inclusion campaigns with empirical 

evidence from this project. For example, the finding that discriminatory route names make many 

women climbers feel uncomfortable is useful fodder for outdoor advocacy groups demanding 

that racist, misogynous, and homophobic route names be changed to make climbing cliffs more 

inclusive. One of the most satisfying yet unexpected implications of my project has been its 
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ability to connect me with activists, advocacy groups, and journalists who are calling for social 

and environmental justice in the outdoors. My project offers me opportunities to collaborate with 

outdoor advocacy groups and share my research to help impel change in outdoor settings. I 

aspire to be an activist through my research, and this project has brought me closer to feeling 

comfortable in that role.  

In terms of scholarly implications, this project provokes discussion of social justice 

across several domains of study. First, my work contributes to the OEE literature, in which 

poststructural and intersectional feminist analyses are lacking (Warren et al, 2014). Regarding 

the sport and leisure scholarship, my work adds to the conversation about how recreation is a 

form of colonial practice, how spaces influence embodied styles, and how ideas about gender, 

race and class shape our styles of movement. Sociologically speaking, it is important to study 

physical cultural practices, like climbing, because they construct and reinforce what is deemed 

valuable – and, at the same time, these activities help us live differently than the norms set out by 

society.  

Theoretically, this project synthesizes poststructural and embodied feminist perspectives. 

I employ an embodied lens as a corrective to what I contend is the privileging of discourse in 

sport and leisure studies. I do not view an embodied perspective as a direct challenge to 

discursive analyses; rather, I maintain, alongside Iris Marion Young, that the phenomenological 

approach – the study of the meaning of lived experience – is complementary to the post-

structuralist approach (Allen & Young, 1989). I believe that my embodied and discursive 

approach facilitates an analysis where I can see power as both oppression and resistance.  

Using feminist ethnography, I have aimed to portray the complexities of sporting 

experiences and the fluidity of gender relations through attention to the local, daily intricacies of 
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women’s lives. My feminist ethnography explores women’s climbing styles, bodies and feelings 

in addition to the climbing community’s etiquette, traditions, and language. I have engaged with 

multiple materials and perspectives, including personal stories, participant observations, and 

discursive interpretations of interview scripts. My methodological choices have ensured that 

reflexivity remains integral in my work. Reflexivity means that I consider how my self is 

implicated in the research process. Reflexivity is a way to make evident my own situated 

knowledge, to address limitations of perspective, and to show that knowledge is a process. In 

academic writing, it is conventional to present knowledge as fixed in time (i.e., “I did this work, 

and now I know this.”) However, by engaging with reflexivity, I show that knowledge is a 

process. Throughout this project, my knowledge has changed, my perspective has changed, and 

my politics have changed. It is important to acknowledge this process of learning. 

Throughout this research I have tried to keep in mind the layers of privilege that structure 

my climbing experiences and my scholarship. Before my PhD training, I had not thought about 

how my white, settler, middle class background conditions my experience of the outdoors and 

leads me to think about land and space in particular ways. I started the project because of an 

academic curiosity about alternative or “lifestyle sports” (Wheaton, 2004) as possible sites for 

resisting and transforming gender norms. My interest evolved into questions about how social 

class and race are implicated in people’s leisure choices and the significance of place names as 

representations of the impact of settler colonial ways of thinking and processes. Asking questions 

about how I profit from my whiteness in a settler-colonial, racist nation-state is an ongoing task 

for me. Hence, one of the implications of this project is my increased reflexivity, and although 

this is not directly tied right now to an explicitly collective strategy for social change, I aim to 

make it so in my future pedagogy and research.  
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The Chapters 

 

My dissertation chapters are arranged much like an outdoor climbing day trip. First, we 

need to build an anchor to secure ourselves to the rock. Chapter Two: The Anchors introduces 

the reader to several relevant literatures that inform this project. I discuss the various bodies of 

literature with a view to understanding some of the constraining and enabling features of 

women’s leisure. I organize the literature review thematically, and I integrate studies that focus 

on climbing.  

Next, we need to strap on our climbing shoes and helmet, fasten our harness, and tie into 

the rope. Chapter 3: Gearing Up explains my project’s methodology. I outline the shape and 

form of my particular version of feminist ethnography, detail my specific research procedures, 

and examine some of the political and ethical considerations I confronted throughout the course 

of this research.  

The fourth, fifth and sixth chapters correspond to the crux of our climb, or the substantive 

chapters of my dissertation. In Chapter 4: Gendered Climbing Styles, I focus on constructions of 

climbing styles in relation to discourses of femininity and masculinity. While I predominantly 

explore how gender norms get writ onto climbers in the form of behaviours and comportment, I 

also discuss how whiteness and social class inform these gendered practices. In Chapter 5: 

Microaggressions in Sex-Integrated Climbing Spaces, I pan out from the climbing body to 

climber-to-climber interactions, and I discuss my findings related to microaggressions in sex-

integrated spaces. I concentrate on the processes that make climbers feel included or excluded in 

climbing spaces through the exchange of gazes, advice, advances and crowding out. In Chapter 

6: The Route Names, I pan out further to the land upon which climbing takes place, and I 

scrutinize who gets to name outdoor climbing routes and in what ways. My analysis centres on 
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the issue of misogynous and racist route names with a particular focus on outdoor climbing’s 

tradition of first ascent (FA) naming rights. 

At the end of our outdoor climbing day trip, we set future climbing intentions. In 

climbing vernacular, ‘projecting’ refers to dedicating substantial time and effort to a route, at or 

above your physical limit, that you want to finish but have not yet successfully completed. 

Chapter 7: Projecting collates my final remarks and reflects on the potential contributions and 

limitations of my research for people inside and outside the academy. I return to the arguments I 

made in each substantive chapter and imagine what they might tell us about the future of 

climbing, outdoor learning, and place names. I suggest some ideas for future research directions, 

and I conclude with a commentary on my personal trajectory throughout this project.  
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Chapter 2 

The Anchors: Literature Review 

Climbing is variously conceived of as sport, leisure, recreation, adventure, tourism, and 

education. Climbing occurs in indoor gyms, where it is described as an action, extreme or 

lifestyle sport, and where it was a newly minted Olympic sport during the 2020 Tokyo Games. 

Climbing occurs on mountains, crags, and cliffs, where it is characterized as leisure, recreation, 

and a form of ‘adventurous’ consumption sold by tourism managers. It also occurs in classrooms, 

where schools, universities, and outdoor organizations teach the technical skills of climbing in 

outdoor learning environments. Given the versatility of climbing, several bodies of literature 

guide my project, including OEE, sociology of sport, leisure studies, cultural geography, sport 

history, tourism, and environmental studies. I avoid locating my project in any one of these 

disciplines. Instead, I use this chapter to engage in dialogue across scholarly fields. The purpose 

of my literature review is to put my work into conversation with the above fields of scholarship 

and establish the parameters of my project. I also use this chapter to clarify key concepts so that 

readers can follow along with my subsequent analyses. Thus, I arrange this chapter into three 

overarching themes: gender, settler colonialism, and climbing. 

I begin this chapter with some definitional work. I elaborate upon the literature that has 

influenced my conceptualizations of subjectivity, intersectionality, patriarchy, misogyny, sexism, 

and sex. Next, I review feminist lifestyle sport literature with a view to intersectional studies of 

gender. Following this, I summarize feminist studies of leisure, paying attention to how its shifts 

and key questions have influenced my project. From here, I look at how gender is framed and 

researched in studies of the outdoors. Next, I examine literature on settler colonialism and the 
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politics of the land. I define settler colonialism and review work that explores the settler state in 

relation to mapping, naming, and land-based leisure. Finally, I pivot to comment on the state of 

the climbing literature. I pay attention to research that historicizes climbing, that discusses 

climbing embodiment, and that explores gender, race and class in climbing. In the final section 

of this chapter, I unpack what all of this means in terms of theoretical and practical outputs.    

Defining Key Concepts Related to Gender 

I defined gender in Chapter One, so I just touch on it here, then move onto how my 

analysis of gender relates to the concepts of subjectivity, patriarchy, misogyny, sexism, and sex. 

My understanding of gender is guided by intersectionality and poststructural frames. For me, 

gender is relational, plural, performed, and in constant flux. Gendered subjectivity materializes 

through engagement with discourses about femininity and masculinity, but it is also bound to 

sexuality, class, race, disability, nationality and other categories of identity.  

When I use the term “subjectivity,” I mean the way in which a person identifies 

themselves and how they see their place in the world. According to the feminist theorist Chris 

Weedon (1987), subjectivity is “the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the 

individual, her sense of self and her ways of understanding her relation to the world” (p. 32). 

Subjectivity is the position of the person from which language is articulated, and this subjectivity 

is only made possible and constructed through language (Weedon, 1987). For Weedon (1987), a 

person occupies a certain type of subject position given a chosen discourse; therefore, 

subjectivity is liable to change, especially if a new discourse becomes available. The concept of 

subjectivity contributes to a broader critique of how knowledge and experience is constructed. It 

is important to understand subjectivity in an intersectional project on gender because it exposes 

the intersecting categories of identity and the situatedness of knowledge. Furthermore, it reveals 
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the subjectivity of the researcher and the partial perspective of the work; this reflexive awareness 

is critical in work that aims to highlight the voices of devalued groups.   

As I outlined in Chapter One, another concept that is pertinent to my understanding of 

gender is intersectionality. Intersectionality points to the multifaceted nature of power relations, 

and it recognizes that access to gender equality varies with race, class, sexuality, age, ability, 

nationality, ethnicity, and religion. These aspects of one’s identity are not additive, and 

intersectionality recognizes that all aspects of identity are always already intersected and 

intertwined with one another. As I have mentioned, scholars who are pivotal to my 

understanding of intersectionality include bell hooks, Kimberle Crenshaw, Angela Davis, and 

Patricia Hill Collins. In addition, when I think of some of the important insights that have framed 

my understanding of intersectionality, I think of writer, feminist, civil rights activist and poet, 

Audre Lorde who wrote “there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live 

single-issue lives” (p. 138). Lorde (1984) asked: “How do we redefine difference for all women? 

It is not our differences which separate women, but our reluctance to recognize those differences 

and to deal effectively with the distortions which have resulted from the ignoring and misnaming 

of those differences” (p. 112). Lorde emphasized the significance of eradicating internalized 

patterns of oppression, recognizing differences among women, and using each other’s 

differences to enrich joint struggles for social justice. And while Lorde was writing in the 1980s, 

I find her work relevant to my project today, because I want to move beyond an analysis of 

gender, as a kind of universal category, to an analysis that captures the complex and layered 

power relations operating in women’s lives. 

Patriarchy is a concept that is crucial to my analysis of gender. Following bell hooks 

(2004), I define patriarchy as a social and political system that assumes men are superior to 
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women and should rule over women. In her book, The will to change: Men, masculinity, and 

love, bell hooks (2004) explained: “patriarchy is a political-social system that insists that males 

are inherently dominating, superior to everything and everyone deemed weak, especially 

females, and endowed with the right to dominate and rule over the weak and to maintain that 

dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence” (p. 17). hooks (2004) 

clarified that a patriarchal system privileges straight men over women and non-straight men, and 

that a consequence of a patriarchal system is sexism. What is vital to my project is hooks’ (2004) 

claim that women can be complicit partners of patriarchy: women can internalize sexism. 

Expanding upon this, hooks (2000) argued that for the feminist movement to progress, men need 

to work as allies and women need to confront their internalized sexism: 

Feminist activists saw that men were not the problem, that the problem was patriarchy, 

sexism, and male domination. It was difficult to face the reality that the problem did not 

just lie with men. Facing that reality required more complex theorizing; it required 

acknowledging the role women play in maintaining and perpetuating sexism (p. 67). 

 

In defining sexism, I draw upon Kate Manne’s (2018) work in which she described 

sexism as an ideological system of domination or “the branch of patriarchal ideology that 

justifies and rationalizes a patriarchal social order” (p. 20). For Manne (2018), sexism is a 

system that justifies patriarchal social relations, and it often operates by naturalizing sex 

differences and making supposedly ‘natural’ differences between men and women seem 

inevitable. Sexism reflects a belief in men’s superiority to women in masculine-coded and highly 

valued fields, like politics, business, and sport, or in the case of my project, outdoor climbing. 

Compared to sexism, Manne (201) described misogyny as the social practices that 

enforce the social norms of patriarchies. For Manne (2018), misogyny “involves anxieties, fears, 

and desires to maintain a patriarchal order, and a commitment to restoring it when it is disrupted” 

(p. 88). In other words, misogyny is a way to keep women in their place. I particularly like how 
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Manne (2018) explained the difference between sexism and misogyny in tangible ways: “sexism 

can be complacent; misogyny may be anxious. Sexism is bookish; misogyny is combative. 

Sexism has theory; misogyny wields a cudgel” (p. 88).  

A few years ago, when I wrote a short public sociology piece for Engaging Sports 

(Wigglesworth, 2019), I talked about some outdoor climbing routes names that I discovered that 

were derogatory towards women and that objectified women. At the time, I referred to these 

names as sexist. However, after more reading and thinking, especially with Manne’s text, I now 

describe the route names as misogynous. Manne helped me to comprehend that these names are 

anxious and combative and that they aim to restore patriarchal order when it is disrupted (i.e., 

when women challenge men’s superiority in outdoor climbing).   

One of the things I pointed out with sexism is that it functions to naturalize sex 

differences, and at this time, I want to problematize the notion that sex is binary. Binary sex is 

the idea that bodies divide neatly into male and female. In her work on the biology of gender, 

Anne Fausto-Sterling (1993) asserted that there are many gradations of sex running from male to 

female: “along that spectrum lie at least five sexes–and perhaps even more” (p. 21). Fausto-

Sterling (1993) found that sex is a vast, malleable continuum, and she saw that, in the western 

society, there are power, politics and ethics at play in the control of the sex of the human body. 

Doctors manage, or ‘play God,’ to ensure that children meet the male/female binary. 

Consequently, Fausto-Sterling (1993) argued that sex is a social construction, which relevant to 

my project because, although some of the participants divide bodies into two groups, bodies are 

not so easily categorized.  

Gender in Sport and Leisure Studies 
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 In this next section, I present the literature that has had an influence on my project in 

terms of how I think about and analyze gender. First, I review the lifestyle sport literature with a 

view to feminist, intersectional studies of gender.  

Gender and Lifestyle Sports 

The lifestyle sport literature studies informal sport activities that differ from traditional, 

competitive sports, such as surfing (Booth, 2001, 2003; Evers, 2009; Waitt, 2008), skateboarding 

(Beal & Weidman, 2003; Beal & Wilson, 2004), windsurfing (Wheaton, 2000; 2004), extreme 

skiing (Kay & Laberge, 2003), snowboarding (Laurendeau & Sharara, 2008; Thorpe, 2005; 

2010), adventure racing (Kay & Laberge, 2004), bicycle motocross (Kusz, 2003; 2004), BASE 

jumping (Laurendeau, 2011, 2012), parkour (Kidder, 2013, 2017), whitewater paddling 

(Fletcher, 2008, 2014) and climbing (Chisholm, 2008; Dilley & Scraton, 2010; Donnelly, 2003; 

Kiewa, 2001a, 2001b; Lewis, 2000, 2004; Rickly, 2014; Robinson, 2008). The term lifestyle 

sport refers to sports in which participants arrange their lifestyles and their identities around the 

activities (Wheaton, 2004). Lifestyle sports are defined in opposition to mainstream sport, a 

conceptual framing that, nevertheless axiomatically connects them to mainstream sport. 

However, definitions of alternative, action, extreme, whizz or lifestyle sports are powerful social 

constructions, so they are malleable and fluid categories.  

Lifestyle sports present interesting sites for exploring gender relations, because 

participants in lifestyle sports often think they are constituting alternative social and cultural 

spaces and new values (Dilley, 2006; Lewis, 2004; Wheaton, 2004). Lifestyle sport practitioners 

often perceive themselves as adventurous and progressive, and some researchers investigate 

whether this context has allowed for the adoption of alternative or non-normative masculinities 

and femininities (Dilley, 2006; Kusz, 2003; Robinson, 2004; Wheaton, 2004). Some of the 
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questions that have framed gender analyses in the lifestyle sports literature include: Are there 

opportunities for shifts in gender equity given that the organization of and values embedded in 

lifestyle sports are consistently up for negotiation (Rinehart, 2005)? Are these activities the “last 

bastion of white middle class males in search of a challenging experience around which ‘others’ 

are, at best, peripheral” (Reekie, 2005, p. 123)? Do newer, non-traditional sports offer different 

and perhaps more transformative scripts for female and male physicality (Wheaton, 2004)? 

Feminist studies of lifestyle sports, including intersectional critiques of these sports, aptly 

inform my analysis of female climbing experiences and how feminine subjectivities materialize 

through engagement with discourses of gender, class, race, sexuality, and ability (Erickson, 

2005; Newbery, 2003; Olive, 2016, 2019; Olive et al., 2018; Watson, 2018; Watson & Scraton, 

2013; Wheaton, 2004). One paper that has particularly informed my project is Rebecca Olive, 

Georgina Roy, and Belinda Wheaton’s (2018) analysis of Women of Colour, lesbian and ‘local’ 

women surfers’ experiences of belonging and exclusion in surf communities in Australia, Britain 

and California. The authors discussed how racialized minorities perceive themselves as both 

insiders and outsiders in white surfing spaces, how the male heterosexual surfing gaze is 

complicated by historical and ongoing stereotypes of Black female sexualization and 

exotification, how white surfers assert relationships to place that ignore and co-opt Indigenous 

peoples’ histories and land claims, and how women surfers subvert gendered hierarchies while 

simultaneously reproducing colonial histories (Olive et al., 2018). The authors remind me that I 

need a nuanced analysis to challenge dominant climbing stories, which I aim to achieve through 

attending to the complexities of power, embodiment, style, space, names, values, connections, 

feelings, nature, competition, and geography.  
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Scholars have also found that misogyny and heteronormativity permeate lifestyle sports 

(Erickson, 2003b; Olive, 2016; Olive et al., 2018; Wheaton 2004). One particularly relevant 

project is Belinda Wheaton’s (1997) doctoral research on windsurfing in which she conducted 18 

months of participant observations, 25 semi-structured interviews, and a media analysis. In her 

fieldwork, she observed a “laddish masculinity” that is characterized by men’s assumption of 

their heterosexual prowess, a construction of male sexuality based on objectification and 

conquest, and sexist attitudes toward women. Wheaton (2004) heard verbal putdowns of women 

and homophobic slurs towards less proficient men, and she argued that these actions function to 

reinforce a heteronormative male sports landscape. In terms of who makes such putdowns and 

says such slurs, Wheaton (2004) wrote that younger men’s masculine identity is most fragile, and 

that professional, more educated, middle class men and marginal participants are least likely to 

perform a laddish masculinity. Wheaton’s (2004) analysis of misogynous processes in lifestyle 

sport helps me make sense of how overt forms of discrimination, directed towards women and 

Two-Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, and other ways 

individuals express their gender and sexuality (2SLGBTQIA+), materialize in the climbing 

community, and it reminds me that power manifests in dynamic and contradictory ways. 

Gender and Leisure 

In addition to the lifestyle sports literature, another main body of literature that informs 

my project includes feminist studies of leisure. Leisure became an academic field of study in the 

latter half of the twentieth century, and feminist perspectives on women’s leisure began in the 

early 1980s. The earliest studies of women’s leisure focus on the disadvantages of being female 

in relation to leisure opportunities, but over time the analyses have become more complex and 

have tended towards a focus on social structure, power relations and gender. According to Sheila 
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Scraton’s (1994) review of 1980s and early 1990s literature on women and leisure, 1980s 

scholars predominantly used structural analyses of women’s leisure, whereby their focus was on 

women’s agency and the extent to which women can create and effect their own leisure in the 

face of social structures that create gender inequality. In this way, the early scholarship argued 

that women are not only passively inscribed by their leisure or lack thereof, but they also actively 

create their own innovative understandings and spaces for leisure. For instance, in her book on 

leisure and feminist theory, Betsy Wearing (1998) shattered the myth of women as “passive 

victims” (p. xi) and instead framed women as energetic, assertive, intelligent individuals.  

In a related way, Susan Shaw (1999; 2001) considered the potential for women’s leisure 

to encourage individual empowerment and to bring about positive social change, but she also 

discussed how some men use leisure to resist narrow definitions of masculinity. Shaw (2001) 

deliberated upon the political nature of leisure, and she posited that resistance is both collective 

and individual and that there needs to be more scholarly attention paid to the specific types of 

oppression and constraint being resisted through leisure. Following this, Donna Little (2000; 

2002) noted how women successfully negotiate leisure constraints by restructuring their 

adventure experience or by reinforcing their commitment to adventure as a life priority; 

therefore, her findings also challenge previous deterministic accounts that view women as weak 

or unable to access leisure.  

Building on this literature, Lisa McDermott (2004) examined how sex integration and 

segregation influence women’s outdoor leisure practices. McDermott (2004) explored women’s-

only canoe trips and argued that there is a lack of empirical research examining female-run 

outdoor programs and women’s lived experiences in outdoor recreation. McDermott (2004) 

found that women’s-only canoe trips afford women opportunities to experience their bodies in 
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physically empowering ways that lead to increased understandings of their selves as physically 

capable, competent, and strong women. McDermott (2004) contended that these benefits would 

likely not have occurred in a sex-integrated space because of the tendency for men to both 

figuratively and literally occupy more space.  

Since McDermott published in the early 2000s, the field has evolved to look at more 

intersectional questions related to whiteness and class. Although feminist leisure and sport 

scholars have been calling for more complex conceptualizations of leisure and grappling with 

whiteness for some time (Aitchison, 2000; Birrell, 1989; McDonald, 2005, 2009; Scraton & 

Watson, 1998; Watson & Scraton, 2001; Wearing, 1998), these queries have been slow to extend 

to the field at large. Feminist sport and leisure scholar Mary McDonald’s work has helped me 

understand how intersectional analyses can be applied to sport and leisure contexts, including 

when those contexts are relatively homogenous demographically. McDonald (2014) has called 

upon feminist sport and leisure scholars to move beyond a singular gender focus. Beccy Watson 

and Sheila Scraton (2013) have pointed out that understanding prejudice requires exploring 

majority groups’ articulation of discriminatory views. For me, this means examining the 

complexity of white, middle class, heteronormative masculinity and femininity to make sense of 

the participants’ experiences of microaggressions and overt sexism. I need to “study up” to 

advance “the goal of revealing and demystifying the mechanisms of power, identifying their 

internal contradictions and cleavages so as to inform movements for change” (Messner 1996, 

p. 222).  

The literature on whiteness and leisure has been growing over the past decade or two. In 

their research exploring South Asian women’s leisure lives, Watson and Scraton (2001) 

examined their own whiteness and reflected upon how they might make assumptions about the 
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role of leisure given their white education and white, middle class, British upbringing. Watson 

and Scraton also considered how the participants in their project might have expected that the 

white authors would be unable to understand and empathize with the experiences of working-

class South Asian women. In a 2002 paper, Jonathan Long and Kevin Hylton analyzed the 

construction of whiteness in leisure and in leisure studies. Using Critical Race Theory, Long and 

Hylton (2002) argued that racialized hierarchies in modern western society make whiteness 

invisible. According to them, in sport and leisure contexts, whiteness is not problematized and 

thus becomes the assumed norm, whereas Blackness is fervently questioned and marginalized. 

A 2009 special issue of the Journal of Leisure Research on whiteness, racism, difference, 

and leisure offers some salient contributions to theorizing whiteness in leisure. In this issue, 

McDonald (2009) suggests that while leisure scholars have begun to problematize whiteness and 

whiteness in leisure, we should remain wary about the future of this work because of the 

powerful and normalizing tendencies of whiteness. Citing Shannon Winnibust, McDonald (2009) 

points to several unintended consequences of studying whiteness in leisure studies: “from 

playing into cultural discourses of white supremacy, to uncritically fixing white superiority, to 

reinscribing whiteness at the center of concern and focus” (p. 17). Nina Roberts (2009) responds 

to McDonald (2009) by supporting most of her key arguments, but Roberts also advances an 

alternative approach where research and leisure scholars fight for justice against injustice. Rasul 

Mowatt (2009) warns of the danger of not challenging the taken-for-granted position of 

whiteness and the ways in which whiteness is left unchallenged in leisure studies.  

C. Richard King (2005) raised a key question when he asked whether an academic field 

already dominated by white academics might reify racialized boundaries and lose sight of the 

need to constantly challenge racism and inequity in sport and leisure. Karl Spracklen (2013) 
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similarly asked whether “leisure studies merely reproduce the leisure interests of the white, 

Western middle class leisure scholars who get careers and move up the publishing ladder” (p. 

180). Instead of reifying or universalizing whiteness, leisure studies scholarship should be 

pointing to the instability and contradictions of whiteness (McDonald, 2009).   

Gender and the Outdoors 

Now I shift to how gender is researched in outdoor studies, which includes the fields of 

OEE, outdoor recreation, and tourism. Up until the 1990s, OEE scholars were less apt to accept 

feminist critiques of the outdoor profession and more apt to accept environmental critiques; 

however, since the 1990s there have been increased opportunities to address social issues, 

particularly gender inequality, alongside environmental issues (Collins & Humberstone, 2018). 

Barbara Humberstone (2000), a sociology of sport and outdoor education scholar, stated that the 

problem of sexism in women’s outdoor leisure lives demands that we critically examine gender 

in the outdoor field. Some OEE scholars have called upon the field to address exclusionary 

discourses and practices and to question how outdoor experiences can be reimagined (Allison & 

Pomeroy, 2000; Gray, 2018; Humberstone & Pedersen, 2001; Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warren et 

al., 2014). Pete Allison and Eva Pomeroy (2000) suggested researchers pivot their attention to 

the socio-cultural context, program processes, and participant perspectives to develop a nuanced 

understanding of outdoor experiences. As I highlighted in Chapter One, Warren and colleagues’ 

2014 state of knowledge review points to the need for poststructural feminism and intersectional 

analyses to unpack gender relations in OEE. This dissertation aims to do exactly this.  

 Several scholars conclude that it is not enough to add women to outdoor learning and 

leadership roles; instead, researchers and practitioners need to address social justice at the 

structural level (Collins & Humberstone, 2018; Henderson, 1996; Warren et al., 2014). One 
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study that looks at these structural components is Rachel Davies, Tom Potter and Toni Gray’s 

(2019) investigation of how discourses about masculine leadership styles can influence 

instructors’ and participants’ outdoor experiences. The authors interviewed six outdoor leaders 

and discovered that, while outdoor leaders may subvert gender roles, toxic sexist views remain 

prevalent in the outdoor industry. Their study revealed discourses that frame women as difficult 

co-workers who are less physically able, and that normalize sexual harassment (Davies et al., 

2019). In her review of gender, femininities, and masculinities in European outdoor studies, 

Kirsti Pederson-Gurholt (2018) posited that gender still defines peoples’ possibilities, roles, and 

life choices. In looking back over her work in the field since the 1960s, Denise Mitten (2018) 

observed that, because of gender norms, women, men, and people identifying as other than 

binary have not been free to explore how they want to be in the outdoors.  

 One of the key debates in the literature on gender and the outdoors is whether outdoor 

education and field trips should be sex integrated or women-only. For over thirty years, 

academics have explored the advantages and disadvantages of women recreating with women, 

versus women recreating with men. For instance, Barbara Humberstone (1990) maintained that 

sex-integrated groupings provide a context for girls and boys to challenge gender stereotyping, 

and she illustrated how OEE offers a powerful medium for social change at the level of identity 

and relations. Humberstone (1990) claimed that the formal separation of girls from boys in 

physical education reinforces harmful beliefs and attitudes toward the gender appropriateness of 

types of physical activity. Historically, girls’ physical education in Britain perpetuated 

conventional, middle class, white femininities contra stereotypical ideas of masculinity and 

machoism (Humberstone, 1990). Likewise, Jackie Kiewa (2001a) suggested that women are too 

focused on relationships and men are too focused on activity in sex-separated groupings; 
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therefore, she proposed integrating men and women because of the potential for men to focus 

more on relationships and women to focus more on physicality. Kiewa (2001a) assumed that 

men possess masculine traits and women feminine traits and that an integration of the two 

necessitates positive changes to gender dynamics. Her argument problematically upholds the 

gender binary and conceives of gender as a static identity and not as a structuring logic.  

On the other side of the debate, scholars advocate that women’s-only outdoor spaces are 

important (Plate, 2007; Whittington, 2006). Anja Whittington (2006) analyzed an all-female, 23-

day canoe expedition and found that adolescent girls challenge conventional notions of 

femininity: the adolescent girls exert strength and determination, question ideal images of 

beauty, redefine leadership to include compassion and collaboration, learn how to be allies with 

other women, view the outdoors as a feminine sphere, and refute the notion that women who 

recreate outdoors are unfeminine. According to Whittington (2006), a single-gender outdoor 

program offers space for adolescent girls to value the utility over the aesthetics of their bodies 

and challenge centuries of assumptions of girls’ and women’s inferiority.  

Within the outdoor field, there is some consideration of how mainstream western culture 

simultaneously subjugates women and the land (Erickson, 2003b; Humberstone & Pederson, 

2001; Mitten, 2018). Humberstone and Pederson (2001) outlined how the land is personified as 

female and thought open to conquering, and Bruce Erickson (2003b) illustrated how this 

personification is linked to sexuality, as the feminized image of land is often contrasted in 

discourse with the masculinity of the explorer. Mitten (2018) offered some examples of such 

language, references to nature that use the pronoun ‘she,’ and comments like ‘rape the land’ and 

‘reap nature’s bounty’ (p. 23). When climbers and hikers attribute the virgin metaphor to 

‘untouched’ land, these wilderness places become a marker of not only hegemonic masculinity 
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but also heteronormativity (Humberstone & Pederson, 2001). Tourism scholars report similar 

findings. For instance, research shows that media campaigns and promotional materials 

heterosexualize places and privilege the male, heterosexual gaze (Frohlick & Johnston, 2011; 

Pritchard & Morgan, 2000). In his research on white-water rafting, Robert Fletcher (2014) 

commented on how outdoor environments are commonly constructed as feminine landscapes 

that should be courted, penetrated, and conquered. Fletcher argued that these linguistic practices 

illustrate how masculine heterosexuality is associated with and shapes ecotourism. In addition to 

the land being gendered and sexualized, I also want to think more deeply about the politics upon 

which the participants and I climb in terms of settler colonial logics. Therefore, in the next 

section, I assess the literature on settler colonialism.  

Settler Colonialism 

Settler colonialism is intimately tied to white supremacy, which is a system of power that 

privileges white people above all others. Discourses of whiteness shape settler colonialism, 

where whiteness is an ‘invisible’ racialized category that functions to continuously subjugate 

Black, Indigenous and other racialized people. Whiteness is constantly defined and reproduced 

through anti-Blackness, and it is a global phenomenon that has been used to justify European 

imperialist conquest and exploitation in the Americas, Africa, Asia and Oceania (Cole, 2020). 

An anti-racist lens helps make sense of settler colonialism. My understanding of anti-racism is 

influenced by Angela Davis, who famously said: “In a racist society, it is not enough to be non-

racist, we must be anti-racist.” For me, anti-racism means fighting against racism. The National 

Museum of African American History and Culture (2021) also defines anti-racism as a person’s 

conscious decision to make equitable and consistent choices every day, which necessitates self-

awareness and self-reflection.  
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Settler colonialism is about land, resource extraction, and wealth generation. Eve Tuck 

and K. Wayne Yang (2012) explained that settler colonialism helps us to see how racism was 

invented to justify stealing peoples’ land and labour. In her book Decolonizing Methodologies, 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) indicated: “The settlers who came arrived as permanent migrants. 

For Indigenous peoples in these places this meant a different kind of experience with colonialism 

and different possibilities for decolonization” (p. 74). The settler state wants Indigenous land, so 

it clears Indigenous peoples out of the way to turn Indigenous land into property. European 

settlers used the processes of displacement, spatial confinement, and restricted movement (e.g., 

the pass system of the late 1800s and early 1900s) to dispossess Indigenous peoples of their land 

and destroy their culture and group cohesion (Norman, Hart & Petherick, 2019). Canada became 

a nation through treaty-making, state-sanctioned processes confining Indigenous peoples to small 

parcels of land, and policies and practices aimed at severing Indigenous peoples’ connections to 

their land, and Canada continues to assert authority over Indigenous peoples through treaty 

violations, refusals to support clean water infrastructure, and neglected consultation processes 

(Higham et al., 2019).  

Settler colonialism is also a system of oppression that produces ideas about the nation and 

who is welcome in the national imaginary. For Tuck and Yang (2012), settler colonialism is an 

ongoing structure, not an event in history. It is of the past, but it is also configured in relation to 

the future. Tuck and Gaztambide-Fernández (2013) ask how structures, practices, and legacies 

are oriented toward the continued dominance of settler colonial logic. Settler colonial 

frameworks should be part of any project on outdoor education or outdoor recreation because we 

need to consider the politics of the land upon which outdoor leisure takes place.  
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My understanding of settler colonialism is central to how I conceive the “unsettling work 

of decolonization” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 4). I explained my analytical approach in Chapter 

One, so here I just want to reiterate that, following Tuck and Yang (2012), I understand 

decolonization as a process of dismantling colonial power structures with the goal of repatriating 

Indigenous land and life. This entails decentering Euro-Western knowledge structures, taking 

stock of how settler perspectives get to count as knowledge, and researching how these 

perspectives are activated to rationalize unfair social structures.  

Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar, writer and artist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s 

(2004; 2014) work is also instructive for understanding the importance of the land for 

decolonization. According to Simpson (2004): “Our knowledge comes from the land, and the 

destruction of the environment is a colonial manifestation and a direct attack on Indigenous 

Knowledge and Indigenous nationhood” (p. 377). Simpson (2014) underscored that “the largest 

attack on Indigenous Knowledge systems right now is land dispossession” (p. 21). She argued 

that, in order for the academy to become a decolonizing force, the institution must join 

Indigenous peoples in dismantling settler colonialism and protecting the source of Indigenous 

knowledge, the land.   

Several other scholars have set forth how settler colonial discourses frame understandings 

of the land. Baldwin, Cameron, and Kobayashi (2011) recognize how the great Canadian 

outdoors or the “Great White North” rests on colonial logic (p. 1). Several scholars have 

demonstrated how colonizers uphold a human-centered approach that views the non-human 

environment as empty and passive (Erickson, 2020; Hudson-Rodd, 1998; Plumwood, 2003). 

This approach validated colonizers’ land claims and led to historical and persistent policies and 

practices that do not recognize Indigenous lives, perspectives, and connections to the land. In his 
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chapter on North American Arctic tours that advocate on behalf of environmental issues, 

Erickson (2020) asserted that these tours are part of a colonial legacy that has long observed the 

North as an empty landscape and as a space of potential investment from the South. Madeline 

Whetung’s (2019) study of Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg territory and the Trent Severn Waterway 

also examined how colonial legacies impact the land. She analyzed how the lock system is a 

colonial project, and she illuminated how it affected Anishinaabe gendered relationships to place. 

According to Whetung (2019), “Given Anishinaabe women’s historical relationship to water, 

and the reality that the six men who advocated to shackle the water with locks and dams were 

white men, gender violence is embedded within the structure that forms the Trent Severn 

Waterway” (p. 18). 

My project is also influenced by literature that highlights the settler colonial construction 

of wilderness spaces (Baldwin et al., 2011; Braun, 2002; Erickson, 2003b, 2020; Lowan-

Trudeau, 2021; Mason, 2014, 2021; Spence, 1999). In his book on the development of American 

national parks, environmental historian Matthew David Spence (1999) argued that the wilderness 

had to be created before it could be preserved. The government had to appropriate land from 

Indigenous peoples in order to create wilderness spaces that could be preserved for recreational 

purposes. In his work on the creation of Rocky Mountain National Park, which later became 

Banff National Park, Courtney Mason (2014; 2021) asserted that the ‘conservation’ movement 

and the Canadian landscape is embroiled with histories of conflict, displacement, and cultural 

loss. Mason (2021) discussed how Yellowstone National Park was the first North American 

example of the removal of communities to preserve nature, and it provided a model for the 

displacement of Indigenous peoples from national parks. This was not an isolated occurrence and 

a pattern of exclusion emerged, which became part of regional and national policies, including 
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Banff-Bow Valley. Mason (2021) stressed that it is imperative to recognize uncomfortable pasts 

of colonial conflict in order to respect Indigenous cultures and histories. Another environmental 

historian Joseph Taylor (2010) similarly concluded that the development of parks is made 

possible by settler colonialism, but his research related to Yosemite national park.  

Cultural geographers have demonstrated how the colonizer maps and names land to exert 

dominance and ensure a visible presence (Clayton, 2000; Monmonier, 2006; King, 2013). In this 

way, the colonizer exerts control over so-called wild places by mastering them, r(e)mapping 

them, and navigating them, yet the colonizer did not advance without pushback. There have been 

and continue to be important forms of Indigenous resistance in contesting colonial land claims 

(Laurendeau, 2020). When it comes to sport, Braden Te Hiwi (2021) and Janice Forsyth (2020) 

have shown, through the examples of the Tom Longboat Awards and the Arctic Winter Games, 

how Indigenous peoples shape their sporting lives against colonial imposition.  

There are a few examples of how settler colonialism has been brought into the OEE 

literature (Gauthier, Joseph, & Fusco, 2021; Mullins, Lowan-Trudeau, & Fox, 2016; Rose & 

Paisley, 2012). Phil Mullins, Greg Lowan-Trudeau and Karen Fox (2016) indicated that OEE has 

been historically taught by and for white people. The authors discuss how the Canadian context 

of settler colonialism moulded OEE pedagogy through its constructions of Indigenous peoples 

and the environment. These teachings position “land as a space to be conquered, occupied and 

visited, but not inhabited” (Mullins et al., 2016, p. 51). Viviane Gauthier, Janelle Joseph and 

Caroline Fusco’s (2021) research explores whiteness, racialization and Indigenous erasure in an 

OEE program at a Canadian university. Their study included a discourse analysis of six 

advertising documents and five semi-structured interviews with undergraduate students, and their 

findings suggest that harmful colonial narratives, such as terra nullius (new land), condition 
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identities and marginalize Indigenous peoples’ land claims. Rather than terra nullius, the land 

upon which OEE programs operate has always been contested in terms of treaties, land use, 

wealth extraction, labour of stolen peoples, internment of migrant communities, or displacement 

of Indigenous peoples (Gauthier et al., 2021, p. 3).  

It has only been relatively recently that outdoor education scholars have begun applying 

anti-racism theoretical frameworks to critically examine how whiteness is perpetuated and 

reproduced in outdoor education and outdoor recreation (Kivel et al., 2009; Laurendeau, 2020). 

By contrast, anti-racist frames, decolonization and considerations of whiteness have been present 

in the environmental literature for some time. For example, the Canadian Journal of 

Environmental Education hosted a special issue on decolonizing and Indigenizing outdoor 

learning in 2012. In her research on the decolonizing journeys of white outdoor environmental 

educators, Emily Root (2010) explained that acknowledging Indigenous Territories is 

instrumental to decolonizing the academy and outdoor learning. Despite Root’s recommendation, 

Liz Newbery (2012) revealed that most non-Indigenous environmental educators do not 

acknowledge the outdoors as a colonial place. In her study of canoe pedagogy and colonial 

history, Newbery (2012) found that educators and students are precluded from connecting with 

the land as respected Indigenous Territories and from connecting with Indigenous peoples as 

members of shared space. To help address this issue, Bryan Grimwood (2021) encouraged 

settlers to “undo” themselves so that they may shoulder more responsibility in resisting settler 

colonialism through practices of solidarity, allyship, and accountability; he aims to leverage his 

skills, privilege and access to help dismantle settler colonialism, which may make more inclusive 

spaces for Indigenous peoples to enact their self-determined worlds. In a similar way, Lisa 

Korteweg and Emily Root (2016) called upon settler environmental education scholars to shift 
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toward decolonizing and land-based reconciliation research and pedagogies by acknowledging 

and supporting Indigenous land and jurisdiction struggles.  

Some environmental education scholars posit that critical place-based Indigenous 

education can foster cross-cultural understandings of social and ecological justice and support 

the resurgence of Indigenous cultures (Scully, 2012, 2020; Simpson, 2014). For instance, Alexa 

Scully (2012, 2020) asserted that Canadian teacher training for Indigenous education should 

include anti-racist instruction that contends with white privilege, land-based learning, and local 

Indigenous communities. Simpson (2014) asserted that state education systems uphold settler 

colonialism. Simpson (2014) was not writing for white outdoor education students; instead, she 

used Nishnaabeg stories to advocate for land-based pedagogy that nurtures Indigenous peoples 

with skills, knowledges and values that can rebuild the nation according to Indigenous 

worldviews and perspectives.  

The above works help me understand how climbing can be a form a settler colonial 

practice, and if I can more fully comprehend this, I can suggest better ways forward for doing the 

“unsettling work of decolonization” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 4). 

Climbing 

 The third content area that I review is the climbing literature. Within this field, I look to 

research that historicizes climbing, that theorizes climbing embodiment, and that explores 

gender, race and class in climbing. To understand the current outdoor climbing culture, I start 

with research that examines the sport’s roots. 

Cultural Histories of Climbing 

There are numerous cultural histories that use mountaineering and climbing as lenses 

through which to make sense of society. Within these studies, gender is a common theme. For 
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instance, Sport in History published a special issue on gender and British climbing histories in 

2013, which was the first special issue on mountaineering in an Anglophone sport history 

journal. Within histories of gender and climbing, several researchers discuss the relationship 

between mountaineering and masculinity (Bayers, 2003; Birrell, 2007; Hansen, 2013; Robinson, 

2005; Roche, 2013; Schrepher, 2005). Susan Schrepfer’s (2005) book, Nature’s Altars, analyzed 

mountaineering, gender, and American environmentalism. She wrote that beginning in the 

1850s, Euro-American ideologies dominated western landscapes through the naming practices of 

topographic features. Schrepher (2005) argued that, while the landscape is constructed in 

masculine and feminine ways, there are also exceptions to these gendered perspectives. In her 

textual analysis of Mount Everest narratives, Susan Birrell (2007) similarly found that 

masculinities inscribe mountains. Birrell (2007) analyzed how Everest is symbolized as an 

imperial archive and as the highest male preserve on earth. She contended that, in addition to 

discourses on masculinity, a history of colonization and class privilege shape the dominant 

narratives of Everest. 

While several sport historians explore the mountaineer as an important cultural symbol, 

Taylor’s (2010) book, Pilgrims of the Vertical investigated the institutional roots of sport 

climbing in Yosemite National Park. Taylor’s cultural history, spanning from the Victorian era to 

the 1990s, helps historicize my project within North American sport climbing and bouldering 

contexts. Taylor’s (2010) work made clear that climbing is a cultural construction, that climbing 

is about belonging and conformity, and that climbing has long been a sex-integrated sport.  

Despite Taylor’s (2010) stance that climbing has long been sex-integrated, he 

complicated this picture to show that was not always the case in all places. According to Taylor 

(2010), the foundation of modern Western climbing can be traced to the formation of London’s 
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Alpine Club in 1857, which excluded women until the 1970s. British women climbers were 

forced to form a separate Ladies Alpine Club in 1907. However, Taylor (2010) suggested that 

London’s Alpine Club was more of an anomaly and its misogynous policies were not wholly 

representative of climbing clubs at the time. For example, the Lake District’s Fell and Rock Club 

enrolled women upon its foundation, Club Alpin Français accepted women in 1874, and the 

Mountain Club of South Africa accepted women in 1894. North American climbing clubs were 

also typically more gender inclusive, admitting both men and women at the end of the 19th 

century or shortly thereafter: Williamstown Alpine Club in 1863, the Appalachian Mountain 

Club in 1875, American Alpine Club in 1902, and Alpine Club of Canada in 1906 (Taylor, 

2010). These climbing club memberships offer some historical insight into exclusion and 

inclusion in climbing culture. Taylor’s work illustrates how climbing grew out of a white, 

wealthy, and male Victorian era. His study encourages researchers to chart the long history of 

whiteness and maleness in the sport and suggests the power of traditions within the sport, 

including those that reflect the moralizing tone of Victorian idealists. 

Women accomplished important ascents in the early days of modern climbing, but there 

are gaps in historical research about women climbers (Osborne, 2004). Sport historian Clare 

Roche (2013) complicated the notion that the Alps were a male domain, when she wrote about 

middle class women ascending European peaks during the last half of nineteenth century. 

Roche’s (2013) scholarship highlighted women who ignored patriarchal medical discourses and 

challenged the manliness of mountaineering spaces, providing evidence of women’s resistance in 

climbing. Although I cannot fully attend to women’s mountaineering and climbing histories, I 

want to spotlight three significant figures whose feats advanced ideas about women’s capabilities 

or who sought to advocate for gender equality. However, I recognize that a settler colonial logic 



60 

 

and white privilege made these women’s climbing feats possible within North America (whereas 

in Europe, women would have been adopting attitudes rooted in colonialism or imperialism 

rather than settler colonialism). 

Miriam O’Brien was an American mountaineer, environmentalist and feminist. She is 

known for organizing all-women’s climbing expeditions, which she referred to as “manless” 

climbing. In 1934, she wrote an essay titled Manless alpine climbing: The first woman to scale 

the Grépon, the Matterhorn and other famous peaks without masculine support for the National 

Geographic Society. According to O’Brien’s (1956) autobiography: “If women were really to 

lead…that is, to take the entire responsibility for the climb, there couldn’t be any man at all in 

the party” (p. 150).  

Beverley Johnson was a notable woman mountaineer in the 1970s. Johnson is described 

as having destabilized long-held assumptions about women’s inferiority in sport when she 

became the first woman to ascend Yosemite’s El Capitan rock wall (Taylor, 2010). Unlike 

O’Brien, Johnson was not a feminist. She refused to join Arlene Blum’s 1978 all-women 

expedition to Nepal’s Annapurna, arguing that climbing with women for a week was “a drag” 

(Taylor, 2010, p. 221). Johnson’s internalized sexism reflects the rampant gender discrimination 

in the Yosemite climbing community at that time. Although Johnson’s achievements feature in 

the story of gender and climbing, her climbing was represented as an individual feat of autonomy 

rather than a collective challenge to male sporting standards (Laurendeau & Sharara, 2008). 

Blum was another prolific woman mountaineer who was climbing at the same time as 

Johnson. Blum organized all-women mountain expeditions explicitly couched in feminist 

politics. In her writing on these climbs, Blum (1980) revealed how stereotypes of feminine 

weakness plagued women’s applications for climbing permits. Blum (1980) reported that she had 
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been rejected from expeditions because of her gender, and in the lead-up to the 1978 all-women 

Annapurna expedition, she sold t-shirts that read: “A Woman’s Place is On Top.” Critics of 

Blum’s Annapurna expedition maintained that the all-women claims were fraudulent and racist 

because their group relied on male Sherpas as climbing guides, yet the same was true of men 

climbers relying on Sherpas. Despite some critics issuing double standards when it came to 

women’s and men’s climbing, this commentary importantly highlights how mountaineering 

expeditions were structurally racist and rested on colonial logic, which is a conversation that I 

review later in this section. For now, I pivot to assess studies about the embodiment of climbing. 

Embodiment and Climbing 

In addition to climbing histories, I engage with literature that examines climbing using 

the concept of embodiment. For me, studying climbing from an embodied perspective means 

paying attention to how people and structures interact. An embodied perspective considers the 

body as a site for the study of culture and the self (Csordas, 1990), so I am interested in research 

that questions what climbers can tell us about our world by way of their physicality. In his 

phenomenological account of the climbing body, Neil Lewis (2000) used the context of British 

climbing to ask questions about modernity and the potential for a sensuous appreciation of both 

the human body and the physical world. Lewis (2000) suggested that a climbing body 

physicalizes discourses of how to engage with the world; for instance, deeply embodied social 

codes and customs organize one’s style in any space. Lewis (2000) contended that the climber 

and the environment inscribe each other, and that the practice of climbing inscribes itself most 

ardently upon the hands. Lewis’ (2000) analysis reminds me of Tim Ingold’s (2004) essay that 

demonstrated how hands are associated with reason and intellect and feet are associated with 



62 

 

nature and instinct; therefore, the nature/culture binary can be seen as recapitulated in 

discussions about climbers’ feet and hands  

In a theoretical paper written for Space and Culture, Penelope Rossiter (2007) analyzed 

climbing to think differently about human and nature interrelations. Drawing upon Actor 

Network Theory, Rossiter theorized that climbing is an activity where human and non-human 

bodies reciprocally encounter, impinge upon, and inform each other. Rossiter (2007) engaged 

with several dualisms and called for more analysis of how these dichotomies intersect with the 

feminine/masculine binary. Challenging these dichotomies can initiate more complex ways for 

comprehending climbers’ bodies, subjectivities, and earthly entanglements. 

Another study of climbing embodiments, which explicitly considers gender, is Dianne 

Chisholm’s (2008) essay, “Climbing like a girl: An exemplary adventure in feminist 

phenomenology.” Chisholm used women’s climbing to argue for the value of integrating 

feminism and phenomenology. For her data, Chisholm analyzed female professional climber 

Lynn Hill’s autobiography, Climbing Free: My Life in the Vertical World. Chisholm advanced 

Iris Marion Young’s (1980) “Throwing like a Girl” essay by substituting some of Young’s dated 

and negative examples of women’s motility and spatiality with Hill’s descriptions of climbing. 

She found that Hill’s narrative of climbing illustrates how a woman can surmount situational 

limits and gender prejudice by embodying free movement. Chisholm’s theoretical paper offers a 

springboard for my project’s grounded, empirical approach. I extend Chisholm’s embodied 

analysis of Lynn Hill, who was once arguably the top female solo climber in the world, to 

women’s recreational climbing experiences. 

Gender and Climbing 
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I also look to the gender and climbing literature to help situate my project (Dilley, 2007, 

2012; Dilley & Scraton, 2010; Frohlick, 2005, 2006; Kiewa, 2001a, 2001b; Plate, 2007; 

Robinson, 2004, 2008; Summers, 2007). Much of this literature is empirical. The researchers 

have gone into the field, interviewed women, collected diaries, and conducted participant 

observations, although a couple of them explored gendered representations in the media. Most of 

this literature has studied women’s climbing from one axis, gender, without problematizing the 

women’s predominant whiteness and middle classness. That being said, one study that used an 

intersectional approach to gender is Susan Frohlick’s (2005) ethnography of Canadian mountain 

film festivals. She interviewed 25 female film viewers and notes that “white, heterosexual, 

bourgeois, athletic, courageous, risk taking, imperialist and unmarked” male adventure heroes 

dominate adventure media (Frohlick, 2005, p. 179). Frohlick (2005) observed that the films 

exclude certain people from the big screen, such as “gendered, racialized, and sexualized Others, 

including girlfriends, wives, children, drivers, porters, cooks” (p. 178). In her study of male and 

female traditional lead climbers in Australia, Kiewa (2001b) explored the association of the 

“heroic script” with men and conquest. She found that the notion of conquest has been 

transformed from the struggle of dominating another person or nature to the struggle of 

overcoming personal limitations, which also reflects a neoliberal discourse.  

The most substantial contribution to the gender and climbing literature is Rachel Dilley’s 

master’s and doctoral projects. Dilley’s (2012) dissertation data included 19 interviews and 10 

climbing diaries from women climbers in the UK who were “all highly committed to climbing 

and its social world” (p.197). She explored empirical, embodied, experiences. Dilley found that 

qualities associated with masculinity were revered more highly in terms of styles and types of 

climbing. For example, her participants viewed ice climbing and mountaineering as more core or 
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serious than sport climbing. Dilley indicated that some of the women in her study presumed the 

physical superiority of male climbers, aligned themselves with dominant masculine values, and 

distanced themselves from undermined feminine values. However, she also underscored how 

many of the women integrated normative notions of femininity and masculinity into their 

climbing through their movements, muscularity, physical competency, clothing, beauty regimes 

and emotionality. Dilley (2007) claimed that women’s bodies can be both a source of 

empowerment and pleasure.  

In my dissertation I have built upon Dilley’s research with the aim of extending the 

climbing literature’s commentary on gendered embodiment. Where Dilley’s participants were 

‘core’ members of the climbing community, I investigate everyday, recreational women’s 

climbing experiences. Some of the other gaps that I fill in relation to Dilley’s work and the 

broader gender and climbing literature include: an analysis of class and race in women’s 

climbing; an analysis of how indoor and outdoor climbing spaces organize different gendered 

embodiments; and consideration of collective, rather than individual, instances of resistance to 

gendered discourses and practices of climbing.  

One of the key issues in the gender and climbing literature is the alleged struggle between 

maternal roles and climbing identities (Dilley & Scraton, 2010; Frohlick, 2002, 2006; Summers, 

2007). Frohlick (2006) explored how discourses of mountaineering and motherhood shape 

women’s climbing experiences. Frohlick (2006) questioned who has the privilege to travel and 

partake in leisure pursuits, given that in mountaineering, “motherhood provokes scrutiny in ways 

that fatherhood does not” (p. 478). She found that women are associated with reproduction and 

conceived of as the gendered, maternal ‘other’ in comparison to the masculine and white 

sporting body of the mountaineering hero. Writing from the perspective of an ethnographer-
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mother, Frohlick (2002) argued that a woman who brings her children to a mountaineering base 

camp simultaneously disrupts the masculinized terrain and interrogates normative ideas about 

motherhood. Kaydee Summers (2007) utilized the media and recent climbing literature to 

explore representations of the gendered implications of women and men who are parents and 

mountaineers. She claimed that media construct narratives in which it is morally acceptable for a 

man who is a father to task risks in climbing, but it is unacceptable for a woman who is a mother 

to do the same. Despite these unequal gender expectations, Summers highlighted women who 

have disrupted typical gendered expectations in order to climb mountains, for instance, Gwen 

Moffat (1961), a British woman who wrote about her experiences as a mountaineering mother. 

Rachel Dilley and Sheila Scraton (2010) developed the conversation around motherhood and 

mountaineering by suggesting that researchers need to consider women’s broader lives, including 

their work, gender identities, sexual relationships, and childbearing approaches. In addition to 

these considerations of gender, sexual relationships, childbearing and rearing, I also endeavour to 

consider how women’s race and class identities and contexts shape their climbing experiences.  

Race in Climbing 

While attention to gender is now relatively common in the climbing literature, I only 

found a few studies that focus on race. According to Tan Goh and Kerrie Kauer (2011), there is a 

dearth of research on racialized women climbers and mountaineers. In their feminist analysis of 

Singapore’s first women’s Mount Everest team, Goh and Kauer (2011) conducted six semi-

structured interviews with six elite-level Singaporean female mountaineers. The authors found 

themes of resisting normative femininity, disrupting Singaporean cultural norms, trivialization, 

objectification, team camaraderie, empowerment, and opening paths for other women. The 

women in the study experienced sexism confounded by racism when they were treated as the 
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exotic ‘Other’ or as intruders in a male domain. The authors analyzed how Singaporean women 

are associated with the trope of the “Singapore Girl” that is represented by images of Singapore 

Airlines’ flight attendants. They argued that this sexualized image of Asian femininity values 

youth, beauty and exoticism and perpetuates male hegemony. This work is important to the field 

because it expands on the predominantly white-centered perspectives of women in climbing and 

illustrates that “multiple layers of discrimination and degradation occur across the intersection of 

gender” (Goh & Kauer, 2011, p. 63). 

While it is important to look at the experiences of and context within which racialized 

women climb, an analysis that pays attention to race also needs to address the issue of the 

whiteness that dominates in the climbing community. Erickson (2003a) examined the discourse 

of whiteness in North American sport climbing magazines and maintained that whiteness can be 

deconstructed through a focus on climbing practices that trace whiteness in everyday, local 

experiences. In another paper, Erickson (2005) responded to debates in the literature about 

climbing style. He argued that you cannot analyze how climbers move over rock without 

attending to how climbing bodies are imagined. He critiqued Neil Lewis’ (2000) theory of 

climbing embodiment for implicitly viewing the ideal climber as a white, heterosexual man. In 

his analysis of how whiteness organizes climbing style, Erickson (2005) wrote: “whiteness is 

best understood as a set of unconscious rules that guides how we understand and view the body” 

(p. 374). For Erickson (2005), whiteness is neither a material classification of skin, nor a set of 

privileges; rather, whiteness, for him, is a structuring logic that establishes difference among 

people based on visibility. Erickson (2005) maintained that whiteness plays a vital role in the 

meanings associated with good climbing style, and he iterates that the social construction of 

whiteness works in tandem with masculinity and heterosexuality. 
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Esther Bott (2013) examined race and climbing in an article about adventure tourism. 

Bott analyzed the climbing destination of Wadi Rum, Jordan, as an adventure tourist space that is 

racialized and gendered through magazine advertisements. Bott (2013) argued that existing 

scholarship has yet to fully acknowledge climbing as a type of tourism. She speculated that 

recognizing that climbers are also often tourists is critical to understanding the relationship 

between predominantly white, male climbing visitors and the people in the communities in 

which they climb. She found that promotional climbing materials masculinize the landscape and 

exoticize Wadi Rum and Bedouin people in order to sell extreme play to the ‘hard’ (Robinson, 

2008) Western climber. The media’s Orientalist representations of Wadi Rum create a powerful 

backdrop for tourist experiences (Bott, 2013). She illustrated how the intersecting discourses of 

masculinity, adventure, risk, Islam, and conflict shape adventure tourism spaces. In this way, 

Bott (2013) exemplified how the whiteness and maleness of the tourist self is assumed and 

celebrated in opposition to local, working, racialized bodies.  

A couple of scholars analyze colonial and racist logics in Canadian outdoor climbing 

(Erickson, 2003b; Frohlick, 2005). Frohlick (2005) asserted that colonial and imperial modes of 

adventure are tied to hegemonic masculine privilege and fraternity. She argued that, while both 

men and women climbers are implicated in colonial and racist logics, the association of white 

masculinity with unfettered mobility discursively produces privileged access to travel, cliffs, and 

climbing for white men. Similarly, Erickson (2003b) argued that there are two discourses of 

exclusion in outdoor climbing: a discourse of masculinity and mountains that ignores the impact 

of women on the sport and a discourse of exploration that ignores Indigenous histories. Both 

Frolick and Erickson suggest how climbing is shaped by whiteness and colonialism. 
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Given the few studies on race in climbing, I also look to more general scholarship on race 

in the outdoors (Braun, 2003; DeLuca, 1999; DeLuca & Demo, 2001; Finney, 2014; Gauthier, 

Joseph, & Fusco, 2021; Harrison, 2013; Martin, 2004; Rose & Paisley, 2012; Roberts, 2009, 

2016). The literature shows that, due to systemic racism and legacies of colonialism, outdoor 

spaces are codified as “white spaces” (Finney, 2014), which serves to marginalize Black, 

Indigenous and other racialized people in the outdoors. In his article about race in downhill 

skiing, Anthony Harrison (2013) illustrated how everyday racism preserves skiing’s social 

spaces as predominantly white, which restricts Black skiers’ participation and representation. 

Harrison explained that racialized representations of extreme skiing and exclusionary residential 

development tactics around ski towns bolster a hegemony of whiteness in skiing. In his content 

analysis of over 4000 magazine advertisements from 1984 to 2000, Derek Christopher Martin 

(2004) observed that outdoor leisure advertisements rarely feature Black models; white models 

have an exclusive domain over the Great Outdoors, whereas Black models are relegated to urban 

and suburban environments. Martin (2004) argued that media’s production of the wilderness as a 

white space has implications for how Black, Indigenous and other racialized people perceive 

outdoor recreation and wilderness spaces. Thus, discourses, such as wilderness as a white space, 

subtly shape cultural understandings of which social groups should recreate outdoors.  

In addition to the scholarly literature, there is a huge and growing conversation around 

race in the outdoors on social media and in popular media. A key issue in this discussion is 

diversity and representation in the outdoors. For instance, on her blog, Breeze Harper (2009) 

asked, “Why don’t black people go camping?” In his book on the first all Black American 

summit attempt on Denali, James Edward Mills (2014) asked, “where are all the Black folks?” 

(p. 65) Harper (2009) and Mills (2014) explained that Black Americans’ attitudes towards 
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outdoor recreation trace back to slavery, segregation, and the violence committed against Black 

people in the woods. Rahawa Haile (2017) brought up similar questions in her Outside article on 

solo-hiking the Appalachian trail as a Black queer woman. She also highlighted the 

intersectionality of race and gender in the outdoors: “I didn’t feel the weight of walking as a 

woman to the same degree as walking as a Black person, though both were there” (Laskow, 

2017, para. 26). There is also a plethora of Instagram accounts that discuss race in the outdoors. I 

cannot list them all here, but some of the accounts that have been pertinent to my project include 

Brown Girls Climb, Climb the Gap, Climbers of Color, Melanin Base Camp, Indigenous Womxn 

Climb, Flash Foxy, BelayALL, Indigenous Women Outdoors, Brown Girl Outdoor World, and 

Colour the Trails. From their posts, one recurring topic is the need for white middle class people 

to critically reflect upon how whiteness and class privilege influence outdoor practices.  

Social Class and Climbing 

In addition to race, I consider the socio-economic material conditions of women’s lives. 

Social class critically informs the matrices of factors that shape, and are shaped by, women’s 

everyday experiences (Watson, 2018).  

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s (1978) article on sport and social class largely 

informs this conversation. He aimed to recognize the social and historical influences on sport 

participation using historical sources, ethnographic observations, qualitative interviews and 

structured surveys. According to Bourdieu, members of the dominant classes avoid violent, high 

contact team sports. Instead, they choose to play individual competitive sports that allow control 

over their investment in the sport and can be played into late adulthood. This contrasts with 

working classes’ preference for playing team sports with significant physical contact. Bourdieu 

theorized that the working classes tend to cultivate an instrumental relationship to their bodies 
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through sport, whereas the dominant classes are concerned with ascertaining a healthy body 

through sport. Speaking directly to climbing, Bourdieu (1978) indicated that mountaineering was 

a health oriented-sport that was “most common among secondary or university teachers” (p. 

839). He explained that these health related sports, like walking, are highly rational activities 

because they do not offer competitive satisfaction like what is found in ball games.  

A number of scholars have analyzed social class and climbing (Breivik, 2010; Brown, 

2009; Donnelly, 1982; Fletcher, 2008; Holland-Smith, 2016, 2017). Drawing predominantly 

upon Bourdieu’s concepts, these studies have found that climbing reflects a middle class habitus 

and provides opportunities for individuals to demonstrate their middle class credentials (Holland-

Smith, 2016; Fletcher, 2008). Fletcher (2008) conducted 18 months of participant observations 

and 53 semi-structured interviews with whitewater paddlers, of which a number of his 

informants were climbers. Fletcher (2008) found that risk sports appeal to the professional 

middle class because of the sports’ capacity to provide a temporary escape from a class habitus 

that entails deferred gratification and disciplined labour. Fletcher (2014) built upon this argument 

in his book, Romancing the Wild, where he analyzed ecotourism (e.g., traveling for activities 

such as climbing, whitewater rafting and birdwatching) and contended that participation in 

adventure activities coalesced with the cultural values of white, upper-middle class Westerners.  

I also cast a wider net and assess how the intersection of social class and race is discussed 

in the outdoors (Braun, 2003; DeLuca & Demo, 2001). For instance, in their analysis of 

photographs and essays from the late 1800s, DeLuca and Demo (2001) explained that class and 

race influenced constructions of the wilderness in the environmental movement. The authors 

argued that a classed and raced notion of sublime wilderness influences the construction of 

nature and the preservation of certain landscapes. In his chapter on race, risk and nature, Bruce 
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Braun (2003) claimed that the capacity to take risks outdoors is a white, middle class privilege, 

which stems not only from whites’ social and political status, but also their economic dominance. 

According to Braun (2003),  

Who is most at risk and who it is that is most able to distance him or herself from risk is 

in part the outcome of a politics of race and class… If you are white and middle class, 

‘risk’ is something you take on voluntarily, not something you are subject to (p. 199).  

 

These articles demonstrate how one’s social position influences their access to and participation 

in a risk sport, like climbing.  

What Does This All Mean? 

Throughout this chapter I laid out the scholarly discussions that I engage with and the 

works that have influenced my research. If my literature review were a mind map, you would see 

that three overlapping circles organize my project: intersectional approaches to gender, settler 

colonialism, and climbing. These three overlapping circles help me to answer my research 

question about how women experience climbing.  

This project has been written over some time, and my analysis continues to grow. As I 

stated in Chapter One, one of the biggest shifts over the course of my work has been my coming 

to a better understanding of the relationship of settler colonialism to leisure practices and 

everyday life. Because I designed a project that primarily looked at gender, it can be difficult to 

go back and weave the intersectional and settler colonial scholarship into my other sections on 

gender. However, I am hopeful that this chapter highlights that I aspire to analyze women’s 

climbing experiences in a way that recognizes how gender depends on other intersecting 

identities and structures of power for its meaning. Furthermore, I hope this literature review 

successfully iterated that I want to put my project into conversation with researchers who study 
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how land-based leisure can reflect broader relations of domination that marginalize women, 

Black, Indigenous and other racialized people, and the land.  

For me, climbing serves as an entry point to ask larger questions about social justice. I 

explore women’s climbing to contribute to the movement to end oppression (hooks, 2000). In the 

next chapter, I expand upon my feminist ethnographic approach and clarify how it grows out of 

my research questions and oscillates with some of the above cited literatures.  
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Chapter 3 

Gearing Up: The Methodological Approach 

I chose to conduct a feminist ethnography, because I thought it would help me gather the richest 

source materials possible while also maintaining consistency with my overall research objectives 

and theoretical inspirations. To recap, my project investigates how social structures organize 

women’s climbing and how women simultaneously uphold and transgress power relations 

through their climbing. My theoretical approach is inspired by feminist perspectives on the body 

and poststructural analyses. My ethnographic methods include participant observations, semi-

structured interviews, and focus group interviews, and I augment these materials with stories 

drawn from my own experiences. The research was conducted in accordance with the guidelines 

established by Queen’s General Research Ethics Board (GREB). A copy of the GREB approval 

letter is included in Appendix A. 

This chapter describes my project’s feminist ethnographic approach. First, I explain my 

understanding of feminist ethnography. Next, I discuss the general principles behind feminist 

ethnography and some concerns about ethnography in general. Then I explain why a feminist 

ethnography is an appropriate choice for my project. Finally, I outline the ways in which I went 

about collecting and analyzing materials, and I clarify the decisions I made along the way.  

Ethnography 

An ethnography is a research method where group life is observed, and sometimes 

entered, for the purposes of study. For Clifford Geertz (1988), ethnography is “the representation 

of one sort of life in the categories of another” (p. 144). Ethnography necessitates doing 

fieldwork and translating the findings of that fieldwork into writing; it also involves 
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consideration and reflection on the whole politics surrounding this process. In methodological 

terms an ethnographic approach deals with questions of how to collect source material in the 

field and how to communicate an interpretation of that material. Furthermore, an ethnography 

involves questions about how subjects and their voices, conversations, feelings, bodily 

competencies, comportment, and motility are rendered in the research. The doing of ethnography 

is a cyclical process as the ethnographer moves back and forth between observing, interviewing, 

and interpreting. For instance, I jot down descriptive observations in my field notes, which I 

analyze later and then represent in the writing in this thesis. 

Writing up the materials collected during an ethnography is a complex process that 

entails a lot of choices and construction of detail. Because ethnography is the writing of culture, 

it is perpetually plagued with the problem of how to write about ‘the other.’ Power is always at 

play when one conducts research, and it is necessary to consider how to negotiate power 

dynamics, especially considering a feminist approach to research that is attuned to ethics and 

political care. 

Feminist Ethnography 

As Shulamit Reinharz (1992) insisted, feminist research often begins “from one’s own 

experience” (p. 259). Feminist research seeks to move away from the detached, formal, and 

‘neutral’ rhetoric of positivist writing and endeavours to include the personal voice as a way of 

conveying emotion, passion, and interest. Feminist research rejects the subject/object separation 

that is advocated in other social sciences, and it recognizes the researcher as a person. It 

challenges the possibility of an objective study of culture, and it incorporates insights from 

personal experience to enhance a political critique of the position of women in society. 
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To do feminist ethnography is to be continually negotiating power, gender, and the 

representation of the other in the act of collecting and communicating research. A feminist 

ethnographer is constantly aware of whether and how the research project is working toward 

ending interlocking systems of oppression, while simultaneously considering the relationship 

between the researcher and the people participating in the project. However, while this method 

offers a lot of promise, there are also possible pitfalls. I want to touch on some of the concerns 

about ethnography in general and some of the principles behind feminist ethnography to clarify 

how these shape my own methodologies.   

The history and legacies of colonialism present an ongoing issue for feminist 

ethnographers. In response to this issue, feminist  researchers attempt to unhinge essentialized 

understandings of ‘woman’ and articulate a non-universalizing feminist methodology to focus on 

differences among women (Mohanty, 1984; Abu-Lughod, 1990; Behar, 1995; Lal, 1996; 

Zavella, 1996; Wekker, 2006; Buch & Staller, 2007; Das, 2007). Feminist scholars also raise 

questions about the problem of fieldwork and call for decentering the field in ethnography: 

Kamala Visweswaran (1994) proposes that fieldwork be recast as “homework,” Lila Abu-

Lughod (1990) encourages scholars to write “ethnographies of the particular” closer to home, 

and Ruth Behar (1995) incites scholars to bring feminist anthropology home. These calls speak 

to the concern that the West is too often the site of enunciation of research about the Rest.  

It is important for me to think with this feminist scholarship because it raises questions 

about the problem of fieldwork that are relevant to my ethnographic project. My project 

continues this feminist practice of conducting research at ‘home.’ However, I am not the first to 

do this in OEE, other outdoor leisure scholars have also begun this homework. For example, 

Kirsti Pederson’s (1998) feminist ethnography in the outdoor community where she grew up in 
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Norway exemplifies decentering the field. Nevertheless, I want to complicate this notion of 

home. As a settler in Canada, I live, research, teach, and learn on land that has been stolen from 

Indigenous peoples by the Canadian state. 

In discussions about feminist ethnography, reflexivity is often celebrated as this method’s 

differentiating motif (Lewin, 2006). Reflexivity is a way to inform readers about my partialities 

and positionalities, which is important to creating openness and dialogue. My theoretical 

orientation does not support the conventional scientific notion of objectivity or some all-seeing 

godlike researcher. Rather, I am inspired by Donna Haraway’s (1988) critique of the “god trick” 

as being “everywhere and nowhere equally” (p. 584). For her, the “god trick” is what researchers 

do when they enact “a conquering gaze from nowhere” (Haraway, 1988, p. 581). Haraway 

argues that knowledge is always situated and partial. Following Haraway (1988), I assume that 

there is no research stance, including my own, that is free from culture, society, and power. 

However, I do think that I can recognize my forms of partiality, discuss them, and arrive at 

better, but still partial, knowledges. 

In addition to acknowledging the situatedness of all knowledge, the feminist ethnographic 

approach I use considers how I am implicated in the research process. Later in this chapter, I 

discuss how my social position influences this project. I maintain that self-reflexivity is about 

others as well as the self, and my self-reflections are informed by history, society, and culture. I 

am aware that my researcher subjectivity is in a constant state of flux – it is discursively 

constituted (McDermott, 2011). Therefore, I aspire to keep myself open to changing and 

learning, and I think, both personally and politically, I have grown a lot across the design, 

delivery, analysis and writeup of this project.  
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Feminist ethnographers recognize subjects actively engage in the everyday world to make 

changes to social structures, yet they remain wary of an “intellectual romance with resistance” or 

a desire to see resistance everywhere (Abu-Lughod, 1990; Lal, 1996; Lewin, 2006). The body is 

important to this theorizing because agency can be exerted through speech and motility but also 

through silence and inaction. I have tried to acknowledge materiality in the production of 

knowledge and represent a nuanced subject capable of change, aims which are sometimes hard to 

meet through a discourse analysis alone.  

Feminist ethnography offers me a way to move beyond the binary of 

materiality/discursivity to conceptualize the materiality of the female climbing body in addition 

to its representation in texts. A fundamental way of researching at the intersection of materiality 

and discursivity is through participant observations and personal stories. In the individual 

interviews, I asked the women about how they experience their bodies when they’re climbing, 

how it feels to do certain climbing manoeuvres, and how climbing has influenced how they 

understand their bodies. In my fieldnotes, I prompted myself with the same questions. Harriet, 

the friend with whom I climbed when I was just starting out, even asked me these interview 

questions aloud and we recorded our conversation. In Chapter Four, I focus on these body 

questions, which helps to ensure that the materiality that I captured in the fieldwork did not 

disappear in the analysis and writeup of my dissertation.     

Why Feminist Ethnography? 

Feminist ethnography is concerned with how power is reproduced and challenged in 

peoples’ daily lives. It focuses on flux and contradiction and presents opportunities to 

conceptualize agency (Abu-Lughod, 1991). Ahmed (2007) reminds researchers that they need 

“some kind of understanding of power that shows that things don’t always hold; that shows the 
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cracks, the movement, the instabilities and that appreciates how much things have changed, even 

whilst recognizing that there is much left to do” (p. 165). As a feminist researcher, I want to 

respond to Ahmed’s concern, to conceptualize an active, generative subject, who can confront 

oppressive systems and usher in social change. I aspire to place women’s agency at the centre of 

my analysis, while recognizing that women’s climbing and physical culture is embedded in 

changing political contexts and is not totally determined by climbers themselves.  

Feminist ethnographers are both politically and academically motivated, so they often 

adopt diverse and emancipatory ways of communicating knowledge to contribute to social 

change. My own efforts to present my findings in a more accessible and public way started in 

January 2019, when I was asked by my colleague, Courtney Szto, to contribute a 1000-word 

article for the public sociology blog, Engaging Sports. I wrote an article about the misogynous 

outdoor climbing route names I had been exposed to during my fieldwork (Wigglesworth, 2019). 

Writing the article helped me learn how to mobilize knowledge and translate my findings into 

accessible language. I received constructive feedback not only from sociology of sport 

colleagues, but also from the climbing community, which enriched my analyses moving forward. 

This blog post was picked up and published on the front page of The Globe and Mail. The front 

page news led to a radio interview with CBC’s Ontario Morning, which further democratized 

public access and knowledge about the issues that I seek to address in my research. 

The Overall Strategy 

I conducted semi-structured and focus group interviews to talk to women to explore their 

lived climbing experiences and the meaning that they make of their experiences. I used my 

participant observations and my experiences of climbing to bring me closer to an embodied 

research approach; interviews can only draw on the past, whereas observations, personal field 
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notes (sometimes about the past) and my reflection on my own body offered access to my own 

gendered climbing experiences as they unfolded. My own experiences have allowed me to add 

depth and complexity to the project. My stories of misogyny in climbing, of embodied 

femininities and masculinities, and of sex-integrated recreational spaces, both concur and 

conflict with the stories of my interview participants.  

Research Context 

I have participated in other sex-integrated sporting spaces, such as dodgeball, volleyball, 

and softball, yet climbing is unique because of its semi-structured field of play. As a climbing 

woman, I was not deemed physically inferior or made to play a less significant position, as I had 

been in my previous sex-integrated sporting experiences. This is part of the reason why I feel 

that climbing is a rich context for studying sex-integrated sporting experiences and the 

performance of gender. All genders of climbers share the same walls, mats and holds during their 

training; however, this ostensible equality made it possible for me to learn that gender works in 

very subtle ways, for instance in the way that certain areas and walls in the gym are accessed and 

used differently by women and men.  

The Climbing Community 

My project focuses on a small climbing community in southeastern Ontario. Three 

postsecondary institutions – a university, a military college, and a community college – provide 

the backbone to the climbing community; however, there are also older adults, young families, 

youth and couples who climb. The climbing community that I studied frequents two indoor 

climbing facilities: one offers bouldering and the other offers top-roping and bouldering. In order 

to capture as many climbing styles as possible, I concentrated my research efforts at the facility 

that offers both top-roping and bouldering routes. I refer to this gym as ‘Rock On.’  
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Rock On was once a heating plant for a woolen mill, so where people used to go to get 

paid for their physical labour, people now pay to go for their physical leisure. The facility has 

been owned and operated by a heterosexual couple for more than a decade. The gym owners and 

employees set color-coordinated paths with polyurethane holds for climbers to ascend or 

traverse, which are called ‘routes’ in top-roping and ‘problems’ in bouldering. The gym offers 

more than 80 different climbs with a 30-foot vertical. There is a slab (a portion of the wall that 

juts out at a low angle to provide a different climbing experience) wall and cracks and corners 

for stemming (a technique requiring simultaneous use of two widely spaced footholds). For 

bouldering, the gym offers a sustained overhang or ‘the cave’, a 17-degree wall, and a 53-degree 

wall. The routes and problems range in difficulty from 5.2 (easy) to 5.12c (hard).  

A local university climbing club organizes club nights at Rock On, training sessions with 

the male gym owner, and an annual climbing competition. The gym puts on holiday events and 

appreciation nights. By indoor gym standards, Rock On is quite small, which encourages 

intimate interactions amongst members and across ability groups. For the most part, the gym 

seems a collaborative, sharing space; however, my observations suggest that some groups 

dominate the wall and keen staff members rely on gendered ideologies as they recommend 

techniques unsuitable to the full range of climbing bodies.  

Beyond the gym, this climbing community frequents two outdoor crags. I go into detail 

about these two crags in Chapter Six, but what readers need to know in terms of my methods is 

that both crags are on public or park land, and that the first crag has some sexualized route names 

and the second crag has several misogynous and racist route names. I analyze participants’ 

responses to the issue of discriminatory route names in Chapter Six. 
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I chose to work with this climbing community partly because of its convenient location 

during my doctoral studies, partly because its small size meant I could quickly develop 

relationships with its members, but mostly because it presented significant analytical 

opportunities. As my research progressed, it also became clear to me that this climbing 

community offered the chance to learn more about how settler colonialism works in everyday 

leisure sites. I had not originally set out to look at colonial ideas and practices, but as I pursued 

the work, it was impossible not to address these issues. With this shift came the importance of 

examining whiteness as a structuring factor, in both indoor and outdoor climbing settings, and in 

terms of my own race privilege as both a researcher and a climber.  

My Researcher Positionality 

I am a white, cis-gendered, middle class, able-bodied woman. It is not a coincidence that 

I am studying climbing, as my middle class upbringing has structured my recreational choices. I 

am a product of my surroundings, and from a young age, my parents, teachers and 

neighbourhood friends encouraged me to pick up certain recreational pursuits. For instance, why 

is it that I’m studying women’s experiences of climbing and not snowmobiling? I was not 

encouraged to do motor sports. My parents – themselves products of their white, working-middle 

class positioning – passed on their love of outdoor sports to my siblings and I in the form of 

baseball, bird watching, bicycling, golfing, and skiing, activities which were also structured by 

our location in a suburban neighbourhood in southeastern Ontario. 

Although I grew up in a conservative, Irish Catholic family that followed traditional 

gender roles – for instance, my siblings and I chose chores out of a job jar that highlighted boys’ 

chores in blue, and girls’ chores in pink – because of my four brothers, I was introduced to sports 

and activities associated with masculinity. My father instilled in us a competitive nature, and I 
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always wanted to keep up with my brothers in sports and games. On account of what my 

family’s middle class position could afford me (and who it connected me with in terms of 

friends), I became comfortable playing on sports fields, swimming in lakes, climbing up trees, 

and hiking on trails. My participation on school volleyball, track and field, softball, and golf 

teams also trained me to feel comfortable being watched – something I only became cognizant of 

during my dissertation research, as I questioned why I did not actively perceive other peoples’ 

gaze upon me while I was climbing. 

My middle class upbringing encouraged me not only to climb but also to set out to do a 

PhD. Therefore, beyond reflecting upon my dissertation topic and frame of analysis, I should 

also question why I embarked upon a PhD in the first place. I grew up in a family where 

education was revered. My mother and father are both University of Toronto alumni who met 

while completing their Bachelor of Science degrees. In a different household, I may have been 

encouraged to enter the workforce earlier, but my parents prioritized higher education.  

Before my doctoral studies, I completed a Bachelor of Science and Master of Arts in 

Human Kinetics. My Master’s thesis explored the life significance of a university outdoor 

education course, and while presenting this research at regional, national, and international 

conferences (participation at which required both cultural and financial capital), I started making 

connections in the outdoor education field. For my PhD, I wanted to ask larger questions about 

gender, equity, and social justice, and when it came time to settle on a physical cultural practice, 

I chose climbing because it allowed me the opportunity to keep one foot in the outdoor education 

field and one foot in the sociology of sport field. With climbing as my dissertation topic, I could 

continue to foster the OEE connections I had made throughout my Master’s while forging new 

connections in the socio-cultural studies of sport, health, and the body. 
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Throughout this dissertation, I have started to confront my own whiteness and middle 

class habitus. For example, when I realized that I was not personally registering the power of 

voyeurism at the climbing gym as some of the participants were, it struck me that my 

positionality must be protecting me from something: How was it that I did not write about the 

experience of the gaze in my proposal? My whiteness, my middle class habitus – and my athletic 

background afforded by these two identities – cushioned me in a lot of ways as I entered the 

gym. To use Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992) analogy, I was like a fish in water. My white, 

middle class femininity cohered with the predominantly white, middle class, heteronormative 

space of the gym, even though that space is primarily designed to privilege masculinity, as will 

become clear later in this dissertation. 

The Study Design 

I have collected and analyzed three types of materials for this project: observational notes 

from my own participation at the gym, on the cliffs, and at climbing events; transcripts from 

semi-structured interviews with women climbers; and transcripts from focus group interviews. I 

have augmented these materials with personal narratives that emerged from my reflexive journal. 

In this section, I discuss each method in turn.  

Participant Observations  

I started jotting notes in my journal on Wednesday, October 26, 2016, after a university 

climbing club trip to the second local crag I mentioned above. Since the crag is on public land, I 

did not need ethical clearance to conduct participant observations, because there is no 

expectation of privacy on public land.  

From late October until receipt of my ethical clearance on March 6, 2017, I wrote entries 

in my journal, including personal reflections and ongoing questions that I had with respect to my 
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project. Some of my reflections were stimulated by my climbing sessions, and some were 

stimulated by discussions I had with others about my project. During this in-between time, I 

competed in and logged notes about my experience in Rock On’s annual climbing competition. 

That same weekend, as part of the competition, I attended two public lectures on campus by 

professional climbers, Sean McColl and Alex Johnson; since they occurred in a public space, I 

made fieldnotes on these talks. I attended the Banff Film Festival, which included films about 

climbing, in January 2017. I also went on a week-long climbing trip on the February 2017 

Reading Week with the university climbing club to Red Rocks, Nevada. I documented my 

participant observations, because I was climbing in a public area managed by the United States 

Bureau of Land Management. 

After receiving ethical clearance from the university in March 2017, I undertook 

participant observations inside the climbing gym for ten months. Initially I had proposed four 

months of participant observations; however, because I was only able to be present at the gym 

twice a week, I extended the length of my data collection to ten months. I took fieldnotes at Rock 

On, where I climbed twice a week for a couple of hours each session, and on occasional day trips 

to the nearby crag. I also attended climbing events like the REEL Rock 12 Film Tour, which 

showcased four short films on climbing, and Rock On’s blacklight bouldering and member 

appreciation nights. My participant observations led to the design of my semi-structured 

interview guide, and I began conducting individual interviews in April 2017.   

In early January 2018, I tore cartilage in my right knee (although I did not receive this 

diagnosis until six months later). Upon sustaining my knee injury, I felt like I could still climb if 

I limited myself to top-roping, because there is less impact on your knees when you fall while 

tied into the rope. However, by the end of January the knee pain was affecting my daily living, 
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so I took a break from climbing until September 2018. (I tried climbing again in June 2018, but 

shortly thereafter I received the torn cartilage diagnosis.) 

Despite my injury, I endeavoured to stay connected with the climbing community, so I 

continued to attend local climbing events. In January 2018, I volunteered at Rock On’s annual 

climbing competition, and I attended two public lectures by professional climbers, Sean McColl 

and Alannah Yip on their climbing approaches and the 2020 Olympic Games. I also attended the 

Banff Film Festival that presented the climbing film, ‘Stumped,’ amid other short adventure 

films. Throughout the summer months of 2018, I conducted my focus group interviews, so these 

conversations also kept me linked to the local climbing community. In November 2018 I took 

field notes after a screening of the film Free Solo. 

After cortisone treatment for my knee, I have climbed regularly since September 2018. I 

renewed my ethical clearance until March 2020 to continue participant observations while 

writing and revising my dissertation. The COVID-19 Pandemic closed Rock On for a couple 

months, which limited my climbing from March to August 2020. I continued to be a member of 

the gym until I relocated to British Columbia for work in October 2020.  

I recorded my participant observations and reflexive notes in the same journal. I kept my 

journal with me in the gym and at the crag, and I jotted down notes in between routes to jog my 

memory for when I wrote more complete fieldnotes later. While climbing, you use a lot of 

forearm strength, which climbers refer to as ‘forearm pump.’ When my forearms were ‘pumped’, 

it was physically difficult to pick up a pen and write, so I only jotted down key information.  

Sometimes when I left Rock On or the crag, I made audio recordings on my phone to 

document my observations from the session. Most often, I walked home, shook out my forearms, 

and wrote full notes on my climbing session based on the jottings I had made earlier. I tried to 
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document my observations as soon as possible after a climb, while the memories were fresh. But 

on a few occasions, I wrote my fieldnotes the following day. In a couple of instances, I typed up 

my fieldnotes from the jottings.  

In my journal, I recorded the people with whom I climbed, the date, and which routes my 

climbing partner and I attempted or successfully climbed. I jotted notes on the conversations that 

I engaged in with my climbing partners or the conversations that took place around me while I 

was in the climbing setting. I took notes on who climbed which features, as there are different 

kinds of walls, caves, overhangs, and bridges to climb at the gym and at the crag. I noted 

people’s reactions and the phrases they repeated often. I recorded the instructions, or beta, that 

one climber would give to another, or that I would give to my climbing partner, or that my 

partner or other climbers gave to me. I logged taunts and cheers. I jotted down noises, such as 

feet clamoring off the wall, grunts of frustration, and ‘woos’ at the finish of climbs. I observed 

other climbers’ bodily comportment and competency.  

I found it difficult to make fieldnotes. At first, I did not really know what to jot down. My 

prior scientific and positivist training from my Master’s and Bachelor’s degree – which proves 

challenging to unlearn – encouraged me to jot down observations in ‘objective’ ways. Moreover, 

my past sporting experiences trained me to track my physical feats rather than pay attention to 

the texture of my athletic experiences. Therefore, when I started keeping fieldnotes, I wrote 

down what routes my climbing partners and I accomplished and our future climbing projects, 

sort of like an ongoing logbook of players’ statistics. I was more interested in the quantifiable 

‘what’ then the messy and immeasurable ‘how’ and why’ of the sport. In a similar way, my own 

voice was not very present in the fieldnotes. I had to prompt myself to write down what I thought 
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and felt. Likewise, I had to remind myself that I did not need to climb expert routes in order to be 

knowledgeable in a scholarly way. 

While I was struggling with how to develop richer fieldnotes, I had a fateful run-in with a 

mentor; she recommended I read James Spradley’s (1980) chapter on participant observations. 

Spradley (1980) constructively outlines how to make descriptive observations. He clarifies what 

to focus on in fieldnotes, using a two-page matrix that lists potential questions with respect to 

space, object, act, activity, event, time, actor, goal and feeling (pp. 82-83). Consequently, I 

aspired to rewire my attention onto the following attributes in climbing: how space was used; 

what objects were found; the specific characteristics of the individuals and the activities that they 

carried out; the type of language used; the affective or emotive dimension of gestures; the 

patterns of interaction between individuals; and the values, beliefs and attitudes that appeared to 

be present in the phenomena I was observing.   

Ethical Considerations 

I did not need to complete an ethics application for the outdoor aspects of the project 

since the outdoor cliffs are on public land. But the members of the climbing gym have a 

reasonable expectation of privacy, and thus I was required to complete an ethics review for the 

indoor aspects of my study to ensure that risks from my research were minimized. 

After my proposal meeting in September 2016, I sat down and spoke with the two gym 

owners about conducting participant observations at Rock On. The owners supported my 

research, but they did not feel comfortable with me watching and taking notes on unaware 

climbers. The owners told me that some members had told them previously that they feel 

uncomfortable being watched by anyone while climbing, so the owners did not want me to just 

sit down in a corner and jot notes in my journal. Instead, the owners and I agreed that I would 
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conduct my participant observations while I was climbing with friends and colleagues who were 

aware of my research project. I would keep my climbing journal with me in the gym while 

climbing, so that I could jot notes as regularly as possible, but I would not attend the gym only to 

take notes. Of course, my gym climbing experiences were affected by people, other than my 

friends and colleagues, who shared my climbing space. Although I may not have intentionally 

shown up at the gym to climb with certain people, they entered my consciousness and influenced 

my climbing experiences; therefore, these interactions were included in my fieldnotes.  

The gym owners permitted me to post a recruitment notice (Appendix B) at Rock On’s 

front desk to encourage climbing women to sign up for my semi-structured interviews. The front 

desk is where everyone signs into the gym. The poster was written in lay language and gave an 

overview of what I was interested in studying, with a photo of myself so that members could feel 

free to come up to me and ask questions. The poster included my contact information.  

 The climbers whom I interviewed were all over the age of 18. Prior to beginning each 

semi-structured and focus group interview, I introduced my project by reading over the 

information letter (Appendix C). I reviewed the consent form (Appendix D) and gathered written 

consent. I reminded the interviewees that their participation in the study was strictly voluntary, 

that they had the option to withdraw at any time, and that I would use a pseudonym to refer to 

them in the circulation of my research. Each participant signed a consent form, which I stored in 

a locked filing cabinet in my office.  

I recorded all individual and group interviews with a digital recorder. I took brief written 

notes throughout the interviews. Written notes included information that was not captured by the 

audio-recorder, such as body language, inflections, inferences, gestures, environmental 

distractions, and important points that I wanted to return to at a later point in the interview. I also 
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made research notes after each interview to log my general feelings about the interview and to 

keep track of any parts of the interview guide that I felt needed revision. The research notes that I 

made during and after the interviews included aliases for the participants. Personal names 

referred to by the participants were replaced during transcription, and any information that might 

allow someone to identify a participant was omitted. 

Following the completion of the interviews, I transcribed the conversations verbatim 

using Express Scribe software. I stored hard copies of the transcripts in a locked filing cabinet in 

my office, and I saved electronic copies of the transcripts on my password-protected laptop. I 

transcribed each of the interviews so that I would be immersed in the materials that I had 

gathered. I then emailed each participant a verbatim transcript to review. Participants were asked 

to review the transcript to ensure that it adequately represented the actual conversation. This step 

provided an opportunity for participants to delete, revise or add any statements.  

Thirty out of 34 participants took part in the transcript review. Most responded that they 

read and approved the transcript as is, but several also provided feedback. A few participants 

requested that fillers such as “um” and “like” be removed. One woman requested that I remove a 

few statements about her employer; this same participant reflected upon the progression of her 

climbing since the interview and after having fallen, which, she said, had felt like a gendered 

experience. Upon review, one participant elaborated on her understanding of body image. 

Another woman clarified that she initially felt uneasy with the question about discriminatory 

route names, and that her laughter at that question was not in support of the names but rather a 

reflection of her nervousness. Through our email exchange about the transcript review, another 

participant inquired about the progress of my research and was delighted to learn that I was 

becoming more intersectional in my study of  women’s climbing experiences. One woman 



90 

 

requested that I remove a few sections of her transcript to ensure her anonymity. When sending 

the transcripts for review, I also asked the participants to provide demographic information and 

to choose a pseudonym for me to use throughout the remainder of the study. In terms of 

demographic information, I asked the participants to “identify your age, education, employment 

and race/ethnicity.” Most of the participants chose their own pseudonym but some asked me to 

choose for them.  

Individual Semi-Structured Interviews 

One of the strengths of semi-structured interviews is that they can provide some access to 

participants’ relationships to the social – their interactions, notions of self, agency, and collective 

identities (Laslett, 1999). My semi-structured interviews provided insights into the dominant 

ideas that circulate and are made available to participants in this climbing community. Through 

our conversations I was able to gain an understanding of the ways that this group of climbers 

thought about femininities, masculinities, the climbing body, and the climbing community, and 

how these topics related to ideas about their own identities and broader socio-cultural contexts. 

 I sought participants for my semi-structured interviews by putting up the LOI/recruitment 

notice at Rock On and posting a notice on the university climbing club’s social media pages. I 

personally asked women with whom I had climbed to participate in the research, and I used 

snowball sampling strategies to find other women from the participants’ networks. My 

recruitment criteria specified that all participants needed to self-identify as female and be 

recreational climbers between the ages of 18 and 40. I did not have any recruitment criteria in 

terms of climbing ability or frequency. Although I did not explicitly state it in my recruitment 

notice, I was only looking for English-speaking climbers. For the semi-structured interviews, 

potential participants were informed that they would be asked to take part in a discussion that 
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would last between 60 and 120 minutes and be recorded with a digital audio recorder. Upon 

receiving a response from an interested person, I sent a follow-up email which included an LOI 

and consent form.   

A total of 17 climbers, ranging in age from 19 to 34, completed the semi-structured 

interviews. Table 1 summarizes their demographic profiles. Only one participant did not respond 

to my demographic questions, but I could fill out her details from what she shared in her 

interview. In the table below, I have used the specific language used by the participants to 

identify their race and/or ethnicity. Thirteen women self-identified as white. One of the women 

who self-identified as white specified that she was Euro-Quebecoise, and another specified that 

she was Irish/English/Spanish. The other four participants identified their race/ethnicity as: 

Bulgarian/Eastern European, Chinese Canadian, East Asian, and Turkish. Thirteen out of 17 

participants were students at the time of their interviews. Eight were enrolled in undergraduate 

programs, one was in a college program, and four were completing Masters or PhD programs. I 

did not ask the participants about their class background. Given the women’s education and 

employment, it could be argued that the women belong to the middle class (Fletcher, 2008); 

however, while education is a good proxy for class, it is not foolproof, as writing by working 

class academics and other professionals shows (e.g., Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993; Mahony & 

Zmroczek, 1997). 

While their race and education were relatively homogenous, participants represented a 

wide range of climbing experiences, training on beginner to expert routes. Three of the interview 

participants were staff members at Rock On, and one was a past staff member at Rock On. One 

woman was an experienced ice climber and had completed numerous day-long multi-pitch 
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climbs. Several of the women had completed numerous multi-pitch climbs. A few participants 

only climbed indoors. One had mostly stopped climbing by the time of her interview.  

Table 1 

 

Individual Interview Participants’ Demographic Profiles 

 

Pseudonym Age  Employment Race/Ethnicity* Education 

Brook 20 Climbing instructor Caucasian 3rd year BScN 

Ginger 22  White  4th year BSc (Biochem) 

Bianca 19  Born in Bulgaria; 

Eastern European 

2nd year (GIS & geology)  

Margo 24  Bulgarian Canadian 

– Caucasian White 

MEd in progress  

Olivia 19  East Asian Canadian 2nd year BA (Psychology) 

Faidra 22 Climbing instructor White 4th year BA (Global 

Development Studies) 

Leah 22  East Asian 5th year BA (Psychology) 

Claire 23 Wildland firefighter White/European 

(middle class) 

BScH (Psychology); 

MASc in progress  

Diana 28 Engineer Turkish/White PhD in progress 

Sarah 34 Retail Caucasian Post-grad education 

Victoria 24 Registered Practical 

Nurse 

Caucasian Undergrad & RPN college 

diploma in progress 

Kathleen 30 Development 

Engineer 

Full Canadian BASc in Eng; MASc in 

Eng 

Marissa 24  Caucasian Post-grad education 

Mary 20 Climbing gym 

employee 

White 2nd year BA 

Lilith 25 TA and RA Euro-Quebecoise; 

white 

PhD in progress 

Harriet 26 Unemployed White (cisgender) BScH & MA 

Kaybee 23 Occasional Teacher 

and Climbing gym 

employee 

Irish/English/Spanish BEd & BA 

*The language in this column reflects the women’s own words 

The semi-structured interviews took place between April 2017 and October 2017 at 

locations of the participants’ choosing; all but two of the women opted to meet at my office. I 

interviewed one participant at a coffee shop after we climbed together, and another participant at 
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a restaurant. The interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes to two and a half hours, with the 

average length being one hour and 15 minutes.  

I used an interview guide (Appendix E) to ensure that I touched on topics that had 

emerged from my observations, my experiences, and my reading of the literature. The guide 

allowed me to maintain some consistency among the interviews and ensured that all the 

participants contributed ideas on all the themes. My interview guide outlined a list of questions 

to be explored in part or more fully. The general questions I asked the women included: (a) their 

climbing history and history with other physical activities; (b) what they found appealing about 

climbing; (c) how they experienced their body while climbing and how they would describe their 

distinctive climbing style; (d) how their gender shaped their climbing experiences; (e) how 

climbing influenced their body image; (f) whether anything about climbing transferred to their 

life beyond the gym; and (f) what they hoped to achieve through their climbing. I concluded each 

interview with the opportunity for the participants to make further comment. 

In my first six interviews, I worried that I did not concentrate enough of the conversation 

on the relationship between gender and climbing, so I revised my interview guide for the last 11 

interviews (Appendix F). In order to more explicitly address sexism in climbing, I added what I 

refer to as “scenario questions,” whereby I presented examples of sexism in climbing and asked 

participants to comment on them. I introduced a study from the grassroots organization, Flash 

Foxy, that found gendered microaggressions in the climbing gym (Jun, 2016). Then I asked the 

women how their gender influenced their climbing experiences and what they thought of the sex-

integrated environment of climbing. If the topic of sexism did not come up, I asked participants 

about whether they had experienced any sexism or microaggressions during their climbing. 

Following Shelma Jun’s (2016) article, I defined microaggressions as unwanted staring, 
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unsolicited advice, blatant physical and verbal harassment, and/or any interaction that led to 

general feelings of discomfort. I mentioned the misogynous names of local outdoor climbing 

routes and asked participants how they felt about these. I also presented the debates around the 

Climb like a Girl campaign and the celebration of First Female Ascents on social media. I asked 

the women what they think about ‘climbing like a girl’ and whether and how they think climbing 

is good for girls and women. I concluded each interview by asking the participants if they had 

any further comments or questions. 

Focus Group Interviews 

During May and June 2018 I conducted four focus groups with 18 climbers who, with the 

exception of one woman, had not participated in the interviews. The purpose of the focus groups 

was to see what a new group of climbers thought about the data I had collected thus far in my 

project. I wanted to gather feedback on the preliminary themes emerging from my individual 

interviews, and I also wanted to push the topic of the discriminatory route names further, as I had 

only asked about this issue in the last 11 individual interviews.  

The recruitment strategies for the focus groups were similar to those I used for the 

individual interviews. I sought participants by putting up a recruitment poster at Rock On and 

posting a notice on the university climbing club’s social media pages. One focus group 

participant shared my electronic post with a social media page for local climbers. I made 

personal invitations to women with whom I had climbed, and I used snowball sampling after 

that. One woman I recruited asked me if she could invite a climbing partner and another 

climbing friend of hers.  

The inclusion criteria for the focus groups were the same as those for the semi-structured 

interviews: participants were to self-identify as female recreational climbers between the ages of 
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18 and 40, with no exclusions in terms of climbing ability or frequency. Potential participants 

were informed that they would be asked to take part in a group discussion that would last 

between 60 and 120 minutes and be audio recorded. Upon receiving a response from an 

interested person, I sent a follow-up email which included an LOI (Appendix G) and consent 

form (Appendix H).  

The first three focus groups were composed of four women each, and the last focus group 

included six women. I conducted the group discussions in a classroom on the university campus 

in my office building. I asked each woman to make and wear a nametag so that we could refer to 

one another throughout the interviews and I asked them to do their best in not talking over one 

another for the purposes of transcribing. The conversations ranged in length from an hour and a 

half to two hours.  

A total of 18 women aged 20 to 31 completed the focus group interviews. Table 2 

summarizes their demographic profiles. Three women did not provide demographic information, 

so I left their age, employment, and education blank (unless it was shared in the interviews). In 

the table below, I have used the specific language used by the participants to identify their race 

and/or ethnicity. Fifteen participants self-identified as white. The other three participants defined 

their race/ethnicity as Asian, Chinese, and half Asian. Twelve participants were students at the 

time of their interviews. Two were enrolled in undergraduate programs, nine were completing 

Masters degrees, and one was a postdoctoral researcher. Like the semi-structured interview 

participants, I did not ask the women to identify their class background, but their education and 

employment arguably points predominantly to the middle class (Fletcher 2008).  

 

 



96 

 

Table 2 

Focus Group Interview Participants’ Demographic Profiles 

Pseudonym Age  Employment Race/Ethnicity* Education 

Nina 21 Student  Caucasian BSc (Biology) in progress 

Kylie 22 Graduate Student, 

Teaching Assistant 

Asian BSc, MSc in progress 

Ginny 27 Research assistant White BKin, MSc 

Daphne 30 Graduate student Caucasian MA (Drama) in progress 

Missy 23 Graduate student Caucasian MSc (Experimental 

Medicine) in progress 

Elena 25 Paleontology TA/ 

Grocery store cashier 

Caucasian BA in progress 

Mary 20 Student, working part-

time at climbing gym 

White 3rd year BA 

Kendra 25 Student White/Caucasian BSc (Kinesiology); MA 

(Health Promotion) in 

progress 

Mercedes 27 Graduate student; 

unemployed 

White settler Bachelor’s, Master’s in 

progress 

Mikayla  Supervisor at bouldering 

gym 

  

Fiona 24 Program Coordinator for 

municipality 

Chinese 2 Undergraduate degrees 

Abby 31 Postdoctoral researcher White PhD 

April 23 Graduate student, 

working part-time 

Caucasian/European 

White 

MSc in progress 

Eva 24 Graduate student  Caucasian/White MSc (Pathology and 

Molecular Medicine) in 

progress 

Kim 27 Graduate student  Caucasian Bachelor’s, Master’s in 

progress 

Amanda     

Sheryl 26 Graduate student  Half-Asian – 

Caucasian 

(Canadian) and 

Filipino 

BSc, MSc in progress 

Cora     

* The language in this column reflects the women’s own words 

Participants represented a wide range of climbing experiences. Two were staff members 

at Rock On, and one was a supervisor at a local bouldering-only gym. Several of the women had 
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completed numerous multi-pitch climbs, and a few climbed solely indoors. The participants 

represented a wide range of climbing experiences, training on beginner to expert routes. 

Although I tried to keep the focus groups conversational, I did consult an interview guide 

(Appendix I). I began by asking each woman to introduce herself and provide a brief history of 

her climbing experiences. From here, I had a list of questions that asked: (a) how their gender 

influenced their climbing experiences; (b) what they thought of my preliminary findings from the 

individual interviews; (c) whether they thought the climbing community has a #MeToo problem 

in regard to unwanted advances, sexual discrimination and/or assault; (d) and what they thought 

of the climbing community in terms of diversity. I prompted the conversation with quotations 

from the individual interviews, examples from my own climbing experiences, and articles from 

outdoor and climbing magazines. I frequently asked follow-up questions such as: “can you 

provide an example that illustrates that?” or “what do you think of that?” or “why do you think 

that a woman never sprays beta?” I concluded each interview with the opportunity for the 

participants to make further comment.  

I accomplished what I hoped for with the focus groups. Many of the women concurred 

with the preliminary themes that I presented, but some of them offered conflicting examples. For 

example, when I asked about the route names, I found out that some women strongly accepted 

them, some tolerated them, and some denounced them. Therefore, the focus groups showcased a 

breadth of responses, which added nuance to my analysis and pushed my thinking further.  

Personal Stories 

The next type of material that I analyzed for this project were stories based on my own 

experiences. I mentioned that I recorded my own climbing experiences and my participant 

observations in a reflexive journal, but throughout the dissertation, I also kept my own personal 

journal. Although this personal journal was initially meant to be separate from the project, there 
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have not been clear demarcations between where my research begins and ends, especially when 

studying a sport in which I am also a practitioner; therefore, sometimes I found myself writing 

about my research in my personal journal.  

I am aware of the charge of self-indulgence directed against the use of personal 

experience in research (Sparkes, 2002), so I endeavour to write about my lived experience in a 

vivid, complex, and insightful manner that resonates with sport practitioners’ experiences and 

that aims to demonstrate the way discourses and power produce us. I write reflexive field notes 

that describe and question my bodily performance, sensations, pleasures, and pains.  

The purpose of including my personal stories, in addition to the individual and group 

interviews, was to produce more richly textured and deeply felt renderings of the female 

climbing body. Like I mentioned earlier, I did not want the body to fall out of the analysis 

(Young, 1980). Another benefit of this method – one that I had not foreseen when I designed this 

project – is that it has allowed me to discuss the responses I have received about the popular 

media articles and interviews that have showcased my research. Including personal stories, for 

instance about the response to my blog post for Engaging Sport, has afforded me the opportunity 

to provide evidence of the explicit misogyny that I was trying to critique in the climbing 

community. Ultimately, my personal stories add nuance and support to my findings. 

Second wave feminism has taught me that “the personal is always political.” While I 

appreciate that this feminist mantra is critiqued for its identity politics, it also reminds me that 

personal insights can enhance political critiques of the position of women in society. I draw 

inspiration from Pirkko Markula (1998; 2001; 2006), a poststructuralist feminist who researches 

her own dancing body with the aim of expanding understandings of women’s cultural conditions. 

As a dancer-choreographer and researcher, Markula communicates a kind of resistant femininity 
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through the kinetic knowledge of her social body. Like Markula, I want to change socially 

constructed ideas about femininities that limit women’s potential.  

In writing about my own experiences I have sought to move beyond simple confessional 

tales to interrogate my experiences and bodily recollections (Sparkes, 2002), what shaped them 

and what the implications of them area. Whereas participants typically talked to me about their 

gendered climbing experiences for about an hour and a half, I have been ruminating upon 

climbing for years. I climbed at the gym for five years and at outdoor cliffs for three years, and 

my personal insights about those experiences have afforded me the opportunity to garner more 

complexity in my analysis. Because I include myself as subject of analysis, I can get at the 

implications of gendered power relations that are not just rote. 

Turning a lens onto myself helps me to understand better the world in which I am 

embedded. In their book on cultural studies methods, Johnson, Chambers, Raghuram, and 

Tincknell (2004) contend that researching the self offers constructive ways to explore relations 

between self and others and to explore larger socio-cultural processes. In a similar way, Elspeth 

Probyn (1993) asserts “Speaking of the self does not necessarily imply any triumphant move; 

rather…the self may simply and quietly enable yet more questions” (p. 106). Taking inspiration 

from Probyn, I maintain that by including my personal stories, I have been able to ask more and 

different questions of participants and of the culture of climbing. 

One of the personal stories that led to me asking different and more questions entailed 

learning how some women defend racist and misogynous route names. After my Engaging 

Sports blog piece was published, I received an email from a local climber who defended two 

misogynous route names, because a woman had issued them. The climber also defended an anti-

Indigenous racist and misogynous route name because it was “a joke.” At the time, I had not 
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known that a woman had named these routes, because the online climbing guide had not listed 

the first ascensionists for these two routes. Therefore, this email gave me some insight into the 

breadth of the internalized sexism in the climbing community. This was an important 

intersectional moment, and I recognized that I needed to stress that these oppressive climbing 

route names limit some women’s movement through outdoor spaces, while encouraging other 

women’s movement through outdoor spaces. Consequently, this story led me to pay more 

attention to internalized sexism and whiteness in women’s comments about the route names.  

Data Analysis 

My individual interview transcripts totalled 350 single-spaced pages and my focus group 

transcripts totalled 154 single-spaced pages. My observational and reflexive field notes included 

168 single-spaced pages of handwritten notes, 11 single-spaced pages of typed notes, and 290 

minutes of audio notes. I manually coded the materials I gathered using a combination of 

inductive and deductive coding. I began by using my research questions and the relevant 

literature to establish a priori themes to give shape to the data. These themes were repeatedly 

refined, meaning that the “template of themes” had moved beyond my original conceptualization 

(King, 2004). Although I approached the data knowing some of what I would be looking for, I 

recognized that different themes would emerge from the materials and that my pre-existing 

notion of the themes would be revised or removed altogether (Smith-Maguire, 2008).  

Initially, the themes of embodiment, femininity, and masculinity were of primary interest 

to me. However, as I observed and read more, I recognized that I needed to consider ideas that 

arose around climbing style, microaggressions, route names, whiteness, class background, and 

settler colonialism. I needed to consider how climbing styles, microaggressions, and 

discriminatory route names articulated examples of sexism in climbing, but I also needed to see 
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that this sexism was intersectional. I mentioned that throughout the collection and analysis of 

data, I became aware of women’s complicity in their own oppression and how race and class 

intersected and shaped gendered ideas. I tried to turn my analytical attention more toward the 

conditions of possibility that frame women’s discussions of their climbing, as well as the 

implications of this. For example, voyeurism – and the feeling of being watched – organized 

many women’s climbing experiences, and they cited feeling uncomfortable climbing with their 

backs to other climbers in sex-integrated spaces. 

Once I organized my materials thematically, I subjected the coded material to a critical 

discourse analysis. In Chapter One, I outlined my Foucauldian understanding of the concept of 

discourse. Discourse is the system of thoughts that construct subjects and their understandings of 

the world. Within a poststructuralist paradigm, critical discourse analysis is a way of interpreting 

the social world. My critical discourse analysis sought to uncover the ways that texts both shape 

and reflect power relations (Lupton, 1998; Mills, 2004; Wetherall, 2001). Sara Mills (2004) 

explains that critical discourse analysis uses linguistic analytical methods to examine how texts, 

in my case transcripts and fieldnotes, are implicated in power relations. It allows for a close 

analysis of “‘real’ texts in context” that can then be discussed from a broader perspective (Mills, 

2004, p. 134). I wanted to look out for discourses that actively produce our understandings of 

ourselves and our social contexts. Discourses work to define social relations, identities, and 

social practices. Critical discourse analysis provides an opportunity to interrogate the reification 

of discourses that help construct socio-cultural contexts. Unlike more positivist research 

approaches, critical discourse analysis does not endeavour to make any claims of objectivity but 

rather seeks to interrogate those discourses that are taken to be the “Truth” (Wetherall, 2001). 

Throughout the analysis, I also sought to understand the materiality of the female climbing body.  
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I used feminist perspectives on the body to focus on a practical, sensorial, and affective body that 

is capable of change. Therefore, my feminist ethnography contributes some insight into the 

relationship between discursivity and materiality as it is experienced and expressed by women 

who climb. 

It is my hope that amalgamating my participant observations, transcripts and personal 

stories into a feminist ethnography will lead to more nuanced understandings of women’s 

climbing. Although the next three substantive chapters highlight some interruptions to the 

problem of sexism in climbing, I remain committed to commenting on the ways that sport and 

outdoor leisure practices continue to foster inequality in the world with the aspiration of making 

these spaces more socially just and equitable.  
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Chapter 4 

Gendered Climbing Styles: ‘Dynos’ and ‘Heel Hooks’ 

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how ideas about gender organize the climbing styles 

among a group of women climbers. Sport has historically produced and reinforced cultural 

assumptions and values about essential differences between women and men (Messner, 2011). 

As I mentioned in my first chapter, climbing is a unique setting for studying gender relations 

because of its culture of sharing and interaction across ability groups, its sex-integration, and the 

voyeurism that occurs in its spaces. Most sociological research on gender and sport concentrates 

on organized, mainstream, team sports. Therefore, exploring the sport culture of climbing – 

which is widely regarded as an alternative, risky, extreme or lifestyle sport – may help shed some 

new light on the relationship between femininities and masculinities in sport (Dilley, 2006; Kusz, 

2003; Robinson, 2004; Wheaton, 2004). 

As I stated in Chapter One, the purpose of my thesis is to investigate how social 

structures shape women’s climbing. The research question that frames my analysis in this 

chapter is: How do participants articulate and practice climbing femininities and masculinities? 

With respect to this research question, two overarching assumptions arose in the interview data: 

1) men jump, and women do not; and 2) women are naturally flexible, and men are not. These 

two assumptions map onto two climbing manoeuvres – the dyno and the heel hook (which I will 

define shortly). Participants described men as dynamic climbers, who are naturally tall and 

strong, and women as technical climbers, who are naturally flexible and creative; however, this 

narrative was interrupted by several participants who expanded definitions of masculinity and 

celebrated diverse femininities. Therefore, although climbing is a site for ideas that naturalize 

physical differences between men and women and uphold the gender binary, I argue that some 
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participants also interrupt traditional femininities and masculinities through their physical 

climbing, comportment, and competencies. Importantly, this analysis illuminates the potential of 

climbing to undo conventional gendered embodiments that restrict women’s movement in the 

world (Young, 1980), which can encourage people to develop broader understandings of their 

bodies (Adams 2011). I want to create what Ahmed (2014) referred to as “wiggle room: room for 

other ways of being in our bodies” (para. 12). 

The content for this chapter comes from interviews with participants and my observations 

at the climbing gym. I interpret the findings using Iris Marion Young’s (1980) theory of feminine 

embodiment and the work of feminist philosophers, Susan Bordo and Anne Fausto-Sterling, who 

argue that cultural experience has biological effects. I also draw upon Bourdieu’s (1980; 1984) 

logic of practice and theory of taste. Previous empirical research on gender and climbing 

provides context for making sense of my findings. The chapter is presented in five sections: (1) 

context; (2) participants’ constructions of gendered climbing styles; (3) the ‘dyno’ climbing 

manoeuvre; (4) the ‘heel hook’ climbing manoeuvre; and (5) cracks in gendered discourses about 

climbing styles. I conclude the chapter by considering the significance of my project for women 

recreating in sex-integrated sporting spaces and beyond. 

Context 

The theoretical frame that shapes this chapter’s analysis is inspired by poststructural 

feminism and feminist perspectives of the body (Adams, 2011; Chisholm, 2008; Young, 1980). 

Feminist philosophers have long argued that “culture shapes bones” (Fausto-Sterling, 2005, p. 

1491), that culture is writ onto our bodies (Bordo, 1999), and that gender has far-reaching effects 

on the lived body (Young, 1980). Gender is not ‘natural’ or biologically given; rather gender 
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identities, in the plural sense, are culturally constructed by knowledge, values, and ideas that are 

acquired, embodied, and performed in relation to powerful gender orders (Pfister, 2010). 

This chapter speaks to a few different fields of scholarship. First, there is the sociological 

study of sex-integrated sporting spaces. Second, there is the lifestyle sports literature that 

analyzes gender. Third, there is the literature on women’s embodied perspectives in physical 

culture. My research is located at the nexus of these three fields, and I hope to contribute to both 

theoretical and practical conversations about women’s embodied experiences in sex-integrated, 

lifestyle sports.  

More specifically, this chapter aims to contribute to literature exploring gender relations 

in climbing (Chisholm, 2008; Dilley, 2006, 2007, 2012; Dilley & Scraton, 2010; Frohlick, 2006; 

Goh & Kauer, 2011; Kiewa, 2001a, 2001b; Plate, 2007; Reyck, 2013; Robinson, 2004, 2008; 

Roche, 2013; Summers, 2007). Within the gender and climbing scholarship, some studies note 

how climbing retains a particularly male image and culture even as more women become 

involved in the sport (Robinson, 2008; Reyck, 2013). My chapter seeks to build on this literature 

by presenting women’s perspectives on feminine and masculine embodied styles of recreational 

climbing.  

In her book on masculinities and climbing, Victoria Robinson (2008) suggested that 

climbing involves comradeship, an associated lifestyle, and intellectual execution. Robinson’s 

(2008) participants – male and female climbers, all white, predominantly straight, aged 21 to 76 

– described climbing as both a cerebral and physical sport. Robinson discussed how different 

kinds of identity are formed around particular climbing styles. According to Robinson (2008), 

there is a divide within climbing styles. Technical slab climbing, which necessitates the skills of 

agility and balance, is contrasted with overhang climbing, which requires good power-to-weight 
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ratio. Robinson (2008) observed this binary manifest in gendered ways: brute strength climbing 

styles are more often associated with masculinity and strong male climbers, and technical 

climbing styles are more often associated with femininity and female climbers, who are assumed 

to not have as much strength. However, one thing that Robinson did not focus on, that I examine 

in this chapter and the next, is how climbing styles manifest in indoor gyms. 

Because this chapter predominantly analyzes participants’ commentary on climbing at the 

gym, it is worthwhile to review the semantics of indoor climbing. Indoor climbing – what some 

refer to as the ‘indoorisation’ of an outdoor sport (van Bottenburg & Salome, 2010) – involves 

people climbing artificial hand and foot holds on differently-angled walls (some sloping forward, 

some hanging back) within the confined space of a climbing facility. The gym employees set 

colour-coded paths using polyurethane holds for climbers to ascend or traverse. These paths are 

called ‘routes’ in top-roping and ‘problems’ in bouldering. Top-roping involves climbing a tall 

wall with a rope, harness, and a belay partner, whereas bouldering involves climbing a short wall 

without a rope or harness, but with large mats set up underneath to break falls.  

Indoor climbing offers a unique context to practice physical culture, because climbers are 

encouraged to watch how others navigate the wall as a way of picking up information about a 

climb’s difficulty, style, length, and the hand or foot holds that might make it manageable. 

Climbers refer to this visual information gathering as collecting ‘beta.’ As I have previously 

noted, at Rock On, I observed interactions amongst members and across ability groups. This 

culture of sharing and interaction distinguishes climbing from other more organized and 

traditional sports, and it makes it a unique setting for studying gender relations. As they watch 

one another, climbers observe physical limitations and strengths that may convey, or be seen to 

convey, cultural values about assumed essential differences between men and women. While 
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climbers can perpetuate binary differences about men and women in their observations of other 

climbers, their observations may also challenge these assumed differences.  

Gendered Climbing Styles 

In this section, I discuss participants’ constructions of gendered climbing styles. Most of 

the following excerpts are in response to interview questions about how the women would 

describe their own distinctive climbing styles and how their gender influences their climbing.  

Several of the participants refer to climbing as an “equal playing field” or an “equalizing 

sport.” The American Alpine Club’s (2019) climbing report supports this idea of equal 

opportunity with statistics pointing to a relatively even gender split in indoor climbing 

participation. But quantity is not quality. Despite the so-called equal opportunities for men and 

women in climbing, I am struck by how participants differentiated between climbing 

manoeuvres and styles, defining some as distinctly masculine, others as distinctly feminine. For 

instance, Mary said: “The first thing I can think of is climbing like a girl is being flexible and 

balance-y and climbing like a guy is being strong and dynamic.” Large, dynamic, powerful 

climbing manoeuvres taking place on overhanging climbing walls that require a lot of upper 

body strength and less technique are described as masculine, whereas technical, graceful, 

flexible, ‘balance-y’ manoeuvres on slab (i.e., angle less steep than 90 degrees) walls are 

depicted as feminine. Muscular jumping and pulling manoeuvres are described as masculine, 

whereas precise footwork, control and slow manoeuvres are described as feminine. Robinson 

(2008) finds similar gendered climbing styles in her analysis of masculinities in UK climbing. 

Another layer to consider in these gendered movement classifications is that large, dynamic 

climbing manoeuvres are perceived as riskier and more likely to cause injury; therefore, risk is 

imbricated in this articulation of masculinity.  
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With respect to participants’ descriptions of gendered climbing styles, a binary emerges 

in terms of technique versus strength-based manoeuvres – much as in Robinson’s (2008) study. 

The notions of technique and strength map onto the binary of feminine and masculine climbing 

styles, where technique is associated with a feminine style of climbing and strength is associated 

with a masculine style of climbing. Leah reflected this dominant narrative: 

I’m under the impression that guy climbers are stronger than girl climbers even though 

female climbers can be pretty strong, but I haven’t really seen female climbers practice 

those one finger pull-ups…. I probably think of good female climbing being associated 

with grace and good technique…not really strength, although the good female 

climbers…if I see them get to a hold, or finish a route that other guys would struggle 

with, I would think, oh, good technique, but if I see a guy do the same route, I’d be like, 

he’s really strong. 

Leah’s quote assumes a binary in which strength is associated with men and technique is 

associated with women. Furthermore, she reveals that gendered discourses circulating in the 

climbing community can predetermine descriptions of how people climb. However, some 

climbers resist these gendered discourses. For example, in my third focus group, Mercedes, 

Fiona, Mikayla and Abby talk about doing strength-based manoeuvres that do not fit 

expectations for their gender, such as jumping, bouldering, climbing overhanging walls, 

executing big muscle movements, and ‘campusing’ (which means climbing on a wall without 

using your feet). But even though the women resist gendered discourses with the physical feats 

they perform, their descriptions of their movements as not conforming to gender norms reify 

stereotypical discourses about gender.  

 Another binary, which maps onto a binary of masculine and feminine climbing styles, is 

the opposition between dynamic and static manoeuvres. Dynamic climbing manoeuvres are 

thought to involve large movements that carry momentum, such as jumping from one hold to 

another, whereas static climbing manoeuvres are understood to entail slow, fluid, controlled 
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motions, such as intricate footwork. This binary of static versus dynamic movements is reflected 

in several of the participants’ comments, but I highlight Olivia’s observations here: 

I think a lot of beginners, especially men…come in huge and bulky – tons of muscle – 

and…they can immediately climb the easiest type [of route] and maybe even the second 

level, because they can just go at it with brute force, and kind of jumping for it, and really 

hoping they just hold on. Whereas I find a lot of women tend to have less reliance on 

muscle, so when they come in…their progress is usually a little slower, but they tend to, I 

think, learn the basics of how to actually have good technique, and how to transfer their 

weight and not just muscle their way through it, and then they end up looking less like 

gorillas pounding up a wall and more static and slowly making the moves well. 

Likewise, Margo suggested that women prefer to climb delicate holds that call for careful 

manoeuvres. The women demonstrate the idea that men use their muscular bodies to move in 

large, leaping movements while women shift their less muscular bodies and transfer their weight 

to move in graceful, slow movements. To unpack these ideas, I consider how culture interacts 

with biology. Ideas about femininity and masculinity give shape to our confidence in our bodily 

capabilities, our styles of movement, and our bodies. In her study of figure skating, sport 

historian Mary Louise Adams (2011) analyzes how dance choreographers encourage women to 

twist and curve and lean their bodies back, whereas dance choreographers encourage men to be 

explosive, aggressive and powerful. These Western styles of dance convention are echoed in the 

above quotes and in my broader observations: men emphasize force, muscle and hardness, and 

women are seen to “float” across the climbing wall (Adams, 2011).  

The problem with gendered movement classifications is that they are not simply 

embodied differently, they are valued differently. According to Adams (2011), “in the context of 

sport, strength and power reign” (p. 207). When women appear softer and less powerful in a 

context where softness is less valued than power, women become subject to cultural ideologies 

that privilege male dominance (Adams, 2011). For example, Kaybee contends that the climbing 

community collectively praises big moves and dynos: “a celebrated climbing style is very 
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powerful and jumpy.” Her quote supports the idea that typically ‘masculine’ climbing strategies 

are more valued than those which are typically ‘feminine.’ 

In the context of Rock On, I see that movements attributed to a masculine style are 

celebrated more than those attributed to a feminine style. One way of exposing the climbing 

community’s movement values is by paying attention to participants’ comments about what is 

forgotten, ignored and conspicuous in the gym. For instance, Mary observes that climbers often 

forget about the importance of footwork and static manoeuvres. She finds that a lot of climbers, 

“especially guys who are really strong,” do not bother training to develop balance. Mary must 

defend the usefulness of balance, as she explains that “you can’t muscle your way through 

footholds.” Mary indicates that it is commendable when “a very good” and “very dynamic” male 

climber starts “noticing that it’s just as admirable or important to be able to climb slowly.” 

Mary’s remarks illustrate that the climbing community’s definition of good climbing is typically 

not slow, static, and feet-focused – qualities associated with a feminine climbing style.     

With respect to climbing style, one of the strongest themes to emerge from the transcripts 

is the notion that women have “good technique,” which is also found in other sports, such as the 

renowned technique of puck-handling in women’s hockey and speed and technique in women’s 

martial arts. When I asked the women to describe their own climbing, eleven out of the 17 

individual interview participants characterize their style as “technical.” When I followed up to 

ask how they define this, the women described technical climbing as having to do with control, 

precision, footwork, balance, and body positioning. The climbing women contrasted technique to 

dynamic, large, upper body, strength manoeuvres, which are qualities attributed to a 

conventionally masculine style of movement.  
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When I prompted participants to define technique, Sarah, Lilith, Bianca, Kathleen, and 

Olivia explained that it entails moving “efficiently” up the wall, not expending more energy than 

necessary on the climb, and the opposite of brute force. For instance, Kathleen said: 

I would contrast [technique] to…just muscling your way up a climb. I put effort into 

making my climbing quiet, so I’m not sort of kicking around. I’m trying to set my foot on 

a good, solid foot [chip] and make my move. Or…reading the route and looking a couple 

moves ahead.  

Technical climbing seems like smart climbing to me, which aligns with Robinson’s (2008) 

finding that climbers describe the sport as cerebral. One reason why participants characterize 

their style as technical, or smart, as opposed to powerful, is because of the interplay of culture 

and biology. Feminist philosophers have long shown how gender shapes lived bodies (Bordo, 

1999; Fausto-Sterling, 2005; Young, 1980). When participants suggest that the differing 

capabilities of men’s and women’s bodies are because of biological facts, such as men being 

naturally taller and stronger and women being naturally more flexible, their ideas reflect 

essentialism. These essentialist discourses are problematic because they assume that humans can 

be neatly categorized easily into the subclasses of male and female and they ignore “the powerful 

impact of cultural factors on the materiality of the body” (Adams, 2011, p. 222). 

 Another reason why the women characterize their climbing style as technical and smart is 

because of their middle class and education backgrounds. In Bourdieu’s (1984) theory of taste, 

he devoted a significant section to analyzing the class distribution of sports. From his work, I 

understand that climbing resonates with aspects of middle class culture. Typically, middle class 

people dislike rough, physical contact sports that are more associated with working class people 

(Bourdieu, 1978, 1984). A middle class aesthetic prefers self-propelled, non-motorized activities 

to vehicle-based sports like Nascar and motorcross (Stempel, 2005). Bourdieu (1984) explained 

that the dominant classes ascribe “spiritual and intellectual strength” to their sports’ 
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participation, whereas they redefined the working classes’ sport participation as emphasizing 

“brute strength” (p. 479). Therefore, Bourdieu complicates the notion that brute strength is 

simply associated with masculinity. He offers another way to think about why the women 

distance themselves from “brute strength” and focus on smart climbing – because these technical 

styles coalesce with the women’s middle class and higher education backgrounds.  

Many of the women were introduced to climbing through their university social 

networks. This seemingly ordinary entry into the sport reveals that the women tend to be people 

who carry both cultural and financial capital and are pursuing higher education. Again, this 

makes me think of Bourdieu’s (1980) work, but this time his logic of practice. Bourdieu (1980) 

argued that “the relation to what is possible is a relation to power” (p. 64). He explained that 

someone’s disposition is marked by their social condition, suggesting that people “cut their coats 

according to their cloths” (Bourdieu, 1980, p. 65). This is applicable to my study because the 

women’s aspirations to climb are shaped by what is deemed accessible and inaccessible to them. 

Their introduction to climbing, as well as their climbing competencies, reflect power that has 

been tacitly conferred to them through their class privilege or the social capital that they accessed 

through university (Bourdieu, 1980). However, the women’s access to higher education is also 

facilitated by their white privilege. I want to return to the women’s descriptions of their climbing 

as a kind of ‘smart physicality’ to consider how whiteness is implicated.  

Critical race scholars have indicated that Black and white athletes are often represented in 

an oppositional manner, creating a “Black brawn vs. white brains” dichotomy (Buffington & 

Fraley, 2008; Jackson, 1989; Mercurio & Filak, 2010). This literature reports that Black players 

are constructed as natural athletes with superior physical skills, such as speed, strength, and 

jumping ability, whereas white players are celebrated for mental skills, such as hard work, 
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teamwork, intelligence, and leadership (Buffington & Fraley, 2008). Although most of this 

scholarship has been within the context of men’s sports, I think the conclusions speak to my 

findings. The women’s predominant whiteness and their articulations of intelligent climbing 

styles could be read as perpetuating the long-standing racialized brawn versus brain dichotomy. 

Therefore, the women’s depictions of their smart physicality are a product of not only gender 

discourses, but also class and race. Furthermore, when it comes to thinking about the intersection 

of gender and race, I think of Adams’ (2011) contention that ideal femininity is synonymous 

with the performance of whiteness by way of an ‘elegant’ and ‘graceful’ movement vocabulary; 

participants use these same two terms to describe feminine climbing styles. 

In addition to describing their climbing styles as technical, many participants naturalized 

physical differences between men and women. Mary, Victoria, Kathleen, Sarah, Leah and 

Kaybee all discussed the different capabilities of men’s and women’s bodies as simple biological 

facts. According to Kathleen, “there is often this divide between how hard girls can play and how 

hard guys can play, and that’s just like our body makeup.” Likewise, Kaybee stated: 

It’s not as often that you see a woman…climbing as hard as the men…. I really think that 

part of that is inherently men have more upper body strength, and as a woman you have 

to work for that a lot more, so it depends on your commitment.…It might take more 

commitment and more training as a female climber to get to that level where you can 

comfortably climb 10s [intermediate routes], because you have to build your technique 

and build your strength, whereas as…I think a lot of men have more inherent upper body 

strength.  

 

The participants reveal discourses of male physical difference, where men are described as 

naturally stronger and taller, and women are described as naturally more flexible. Interestingly, 

the dichotomizing discourse of men defined as biological subjects and women as complex and 

malleable social subjects is an inversion of long-standing tendencies that associate women with 

nature and men with culture (Ortner, 1974). Another thing that struck me is Kaybee’s comment 
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about visible effort being constructed as masculine, whereas skilled, studious effort is 

constructed as feminine. 

 Several participants troubled naturalized explanations of gender differences in climbing 

by pointing out that climbing style varies with climbing experience, age and life course 

transitions. A couple of participants, who are also gym employees, observed how climbing 

experience interacts with climbing style. Mary explained that novice climbers prioritize strength 

at first, but as they progress through their training, they “realize strength is much less important,” 

and they start to value technique before recognizing that “some technique things won’t work 

unless you have balance and flexibility.” Mary stated that, as beginner climbers amass 

experience, their perspectives shift from admiring powerful and dynamic styles to slow and 

smooth styles. In her description of a masculine style of climbing, Kaybee said that pulling, 

kicking, dangling, hanging and muscling is very novice. She speculated that climbing experience 

interacts with gender to organize climbing style. Mary also found that climbing style varies by 

age. She took a life course perspective when noting that men feel pressure to perform 

masculinity:  

The pressure being put on [men] to be very masculine, and, again, that age of twenties is 

exactly when that’s going to come into play a lot. But as these guys get older, and maybe 

they’re married now or maybe they don’t see it as being as much of an influence on them, 

they aren’t worried about it. 

 

Mary implied that age, relationships, and life course transitions influence climbing style. 

Therefore, gender cannot explain everything, and gender changes. As I mentioned earlier, 

Wheaton (2004) found that younger men were more likely to perform toxic masculinity than 

professional, more educated, middle class men who might assert gendered power in different 

more class-appropriate ways. With respect to climbing, Robinson (2004, 2008) found that men’s 

straight relationships and life course transitions influence how they relate to their sport of 
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climbing. Robinson (2008) illustrated how some men expect to lose interest in climbing because 

of impending parenthood, some men’s roles as ‘bread winners’ influence their climbing 

frequency, and some men’s balance between climbing and home responsibilities shifts with their 

partner relationships and at different stages of their family lives. Putting the above quotes into 

conversation with research about how training, age, relationships and life course transitions 

influence climbing style serves to complicate overly simple, naturalized explanations of gender 

differences in climbing. 

In addition to climbing style varying with experience and training, a few participants 

reflected on the ways that lower expectations of women in sport organize women’s 

competencies. The four women in my third focus group explained that men do not expect women 

to be strong climbers. Additionally, Kaybee, Leah and Claire all observed how women 

internalize ideas of male superiority in sport. For instance, Claire said: 

I noticed girls, when they come to the gym for the first time or second time, they’re really 

okay with giving up and guys aren’t. It’s not expected of girls to succeed…. It actually 

made me think about my own history…. I don’t push myself that much…. Is that 

partially because of maybe not having big physical expectations for myself from a young 

age…? My boyfriend grew up doing that BMX biking. They’d all be working on a trick 

or a stunt together and pushing each other and it was just something that he grew up 

doing and I didn’t. I grew up with a twin sister and we didn’t try hard things…. We just 

didn’t practice things in the way he did, and I don’t know if that has anything to do with 

gender, but I think it definitely influenced me now, like having a bit of an adversity to 

failing at physical things.  

 

The above quote demonstrates how discourses of male physical superiority influence women in 

general, which subsequently shapes their climbing efforts and comportment. Several of the 

women recognized the years of gender socialization that they had endured, and they troubled 

ideas that women are weaker and that women naturally gravitate towards less physical climbing 

styles. Another thing that I want to highlight from the above quote is that cultures of risk in sport 
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are connected to the production of masculine identity, which helps explain why Claire perceives 

women ‘giving up’ more readily than men.  

Claire’s story about how she and her twin sister did not try hard things resonates with me 

because I had the opposite experience. Growing up, I competed with four brothers in many 

physical tasks. We flung ourselves on our bikes over dirt jumps and on our sleds over marshy 

creeks. I caught my older brother’s hardball pitches in the backyard, and I put worms on my 

younger brothers’ fishing hooks. We faced off in pond hockey – we also competed over who 

shoveled more snow when building the rink. My brothers and I did not need the excuse of 

playing football to tackle each other. We raced each other on foot and on our bikes, we kept track 

of who could throw the furthest, and we measured who could hit the longest ball. I trusted my 

body to excel and accomplish the physical feats I set out to do. Although this did not always 

happen, the threat of pain or injuries did not substantially inhibit me. 

Nowadays I am more hesitant to push myself in physical tasks. In my field notes, I read 

of instances where I talk with friends about not having enough energy or strength for the last 

hold of a route, or not being confident enough to commit to a move because I worry about tiring 

out or straining my shoulders or hips. I am nervous to fall from the top of the tallest wall in Rock 

On and roll my ankle. In this context, Claire’s notion of ‘giving up’ is not as simple as thinking I 

cannot succeed. I would rather stop, rest, and try again, than lunge, miss, and hurt myself. Falling 

and hurting myself seems more embarrassing than the failure of not completing the route. My 

past and current stories illustrate how gender shapes girls’ and women’s physical literacy, but 

also how girls and women interrupt this discourse. Furthermore, my stories emphasize that 

context matters – my physical competency shifts across time and in different situations.  
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Sport sociologist William Bridel (2010) argued that the ability to endure pain and injury 

while playing sport is a significant and problematic part of the construction of sporting 

masculinity. Within the scope of climbing, I would add that the possibility of suffering pain or 

injury by jumping or moving dynamically is a part of the construction of a climbing masculinity. 

There is epidemiological evidence that supports the notion that masculinity is associated with 

injury. In Pierpoint, Klein and Comstock’s (2017) study of 39, 285 climbing injuries that were 

treated in USA emergency departments, they found that most injured climbers are male (70%), 

aged 20 to 39 (57.5%). Here again we see the relationship between culture and biology. The 

cultures of risk associated with masculine sporting identities influence climbers’ practices, 

comportment, and bodies, then manifest in young men being most frequently injured. 

Nevertheless, the pain and injury that is associated with climbing masculinities also organizes 

girls’ and women’s climbing competencies.  

One of the participants, Lilith, challenged me to understand pain in new ways. She 

complicated the notion of pain or injury as being a problematic part of a sporting masculinity, 

and instead showed how desiring or experiencing pain on her own terms makes her feel strong 

and proficient. According to Lilith: 

I don’t always feel great after a climbing session…. I have Crohn’s Disease, and it’s a 

chronic illness that…involves quite a bit of fatigue…and physical pain...When I get home 

and I feel good after a climb, typically it’s because I felt a different kind of pain that I 

was deciding to feel….On days when I can push hard, it’s because I’ve decided, or been 

able, to feel pain on my own terms, and to push myself further than I probably expected. 

 

Lilith’s excerpt illustrates how ability intersects with gender. Ability is not something that I 

directly asked about in my interviews, but I am grateful that it came up. It illuminates a gap in 

my thinking about pain and sporting masculinities. The experience of desiring or enduring pain 

is not all bad – it does not simply reflect a toxic masculinity. For Lilith, the experience of feeling 
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pain on her own accord gives her a sense of agency, and in this way, climbing helps her to 

expand understandings of her body.  

In the next two sections, I discuss the dyno and the heel hook. For each climbing 

manoeuvre, there are six emergent themes. I argue that the ways the participants speak about, 

and practice, dynos and heel hooks naturalize gendered differences. As I mentioned at the outset 

of this chapter, two essentializing discourses arise from the interview data: men are natural 

jumpers, and women are naturally flexible. These two discourses organize the ways that climbers 

climb. Most of the participants in this study told me that they are scared to jump, but that they 

enjoy being flexible; they are uncomfortable performing dynos but take pleasure in brandishing 

heel hooks. The participants described male climbers as dynamic jumpers, who are naturally tall 

and strong, thus linking men’s specific competency to biology. The participants described female 

climbers as flexible decision-makers, who use “use technique as a way to get around strength” 

(Sarah, interview transcripts), associating women with creativity. Of course, these are not 

uncontested narratives; there were also participants who challenged this binary view of men as 

dynamic and women as flexible. I highlight the counternarratives after these next two sections.   

Dynos 

One essentializing discourse that arose in my interviews and observations is the idea that 

men jump, and women do not, so in this section I focus my analysis upon the ‘dyno’ or jump 

(see Figure 1). According to Greg Child’s (1995) Climbing reference book, a dyno is defined as:  

a colloquial way of referring to a dynamic move. It is a controlled lunge from one 

handhold to another initiated by a release of explosive energy. During a dyno a climber’s 

hands and feet may be disengaged from the rock. A dyno requires considerable strength 

(p. 74).  
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Basically, a dyno is a big jump, where you completely disengage from the wall. Participants said 

that they tend to avoid performing dynos for a variety of reasons, including gender norms, a gym 

context in which they felt on display, and injury avoidance.  

Figure 1  

Jenn Practicing a Dyno at Rock On (photo taken by Kaitlyn Seow). 

 

Dynos Are Associated with Men 

My transcripts support the idea that dynos are movements attributed to men and not to 

women. For instance, Leah said: “I don’t think I would associate doing a dyno with a female 

move.” Claire, Margo and Kaybee remarked that men are more excited by dynos and more likely 
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to perform them while climbing, which is a finding that reflects Young’s (1980) theory that men 

are less constrained in the use of their bodies than women. Young (1980) argues that physical 

differences in people’s kind and limit of physical strength are not so much about biologically 

determined, brute force as they are about the ways in which gender norms train people to use 

their bodies when approaching tasks.  

Dynos Are Associated with Masculinity – Boldness and Upper Body Strength 

Some participants explained that the dyno is characterized as masculine because the 

manoeuvre is perceived as risky and bold. For example, Kaybee shared that a dyno connotes 

“such a powerful and masculine feeling.” Claire affirmed that the dyno is associated with 

masculinity, and when I asked her to explain why the dyno is masculine, she responded: 

It’s showy. It doesn’t even take that much strength, but it takes some boldness because 

it’s scary jumping and it’s hard – it’s mostly mental…. I’m sure if you’ve tried them, 

you’re like, ‘I know I can jump this far’ but it’s convincing yourself that you can hold on. 

I’d say the boldness it takes is a masculine thing.  

 

Another reason the women give for why dynos are associated with masculinity is because 

the move is understood as requiring a lot of upper body strength. The participants told me that it 

is important for climbing men to look strong to cohere with dominant ideas of masculinity, and 

one way of doing so is through the performance of dynos. Olivia observes that “super muscular 

men,” who come to the gym as beginners are at an advantage because they have “tons of muscle” 

and do not have to worry about conserving their energy as much as women. According to Olivia, 

men can easily climb novice routes by going at the wall with “brute force” and by “jumping for it 

and really hoping they just hold on.” Likewise, Olivia found that men are more muscular and 

therefore more apt to jump. Mary noticed that climbing men feel pressure to perform in 

masculine ways at the gym, which she equated with “looking much stronger.” Mary stated that 

men occasionally climb in ways that are “showboat-y” to “show off” for other people or to 
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“prove something” to themselves, which she connected to conventional understandings of 

masculinity. The participants illustrated how ideas about risk and strength cohere with 

masculinity, with the dyno manifesting as a manoeuvre for looking bold, muscular, and 

masculine. However, having big muscles or being daring does not necessarily mean someone 

will be a good climber. For example, Alex Honnold, a male climber famous for free soloing El 

Capitan in Yosemite Park, who was featured in Free Solo, does not have large muscles, but he 

has a tall, lean body that can do what it needs to do.  

Dynos Are Practiced More Readily by Men 

In my participant observations, I note that the dyno is taken up more readily by men than 

women, and I witness how the organizing of sport supports the participants’ views that dynos are 

associated with men. For example, at an annual Rock On climbing competition, although 

members of all genders climbed together during the preliminary rounds, the finalists were 

separated into men’s and women’s divisions and instructed to climb different routes. More of the 

women’s final problems were set on 90-degree walls that necessitated static climbing, and more 

of the men’s final problems were set on overhanging walls calling for dynamic climbing. During 

the first bouldering problem of finals, I noted how the men loudly clamored, jumped and 

ricocheted off the overhanging wall of their set route, while the women exhibited flexibility and 

quietly traversed across the slab wall of their set route. However, Rock On’s decision to set 

different final routes for men and women is not an isolated event, and it is shaped by the 

institution of competitive climbing; the International Federation of Sport Climbing (IFSC) sets 

different routes for women and men in its Climbing World Cup competitions. I first learned that 

IFSC set different routes for men and women in my interview with Kathleen, who used this 

example to justify her claim that women are not as strong as men: 
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I think that there’s definitely a difference between men and women in terms of their 

ability to climb. Like, guys can typically climb harder than girls, you know? When you 

look at World Cup problems, and the guys’ problems are different than the girls’ 

problems, [regardless of] people climbing at different categories. 

 

Segregating and treating men and women differently bolsters ideologies that constitute 

men and women as different and unequal (Adams, 2011). First, the example of Rock On’s 

climbing competition illustrates how men aurally and spatially dominate the shared sex-

integrated sporting space of the climbing gym, which reproduces ideas of hierarchical difference 

between men and women (Maclean, 2019). Second, in this example, I see how the organizers of 

the competition teach men to “focus on jumps – those all-important signifiers of masculinity – 

while women and girls are taught to focus on fluidity and finesse of line” (Adams, 2011, p. 227). 

Route setting at the institutional level of the climbing competition organizes bodily practices. 

Men and women adapt their training in preparation for these gendered competition routes, which 

consequently sculpts their bodies, their comportment, their views of themselves, and their 

capabilities.  

Beyond competitions, when people of all genders are climbing together in the gym, more 

men do dynos than women. Bianca felt that she was not strong enough to do dynos because the 

people she saw in the gym performing dynos were always “big guys.” Bianca described the dyno 

as a “male type of climbing,” and she felt it was not her “type of thing,” because women are 

considered static, technical climbers who use small holds. Bianca had never attempted a dyno 

because she thought she “wouldn’t be good at it.” This is an example of how discourse shapes 

materiality, or how social norms inform climbing behaviors and consequently muscles and 

comportment. Because jumps are thought to be masculine, they are taken up more readily in 

men’s bodily grammar due to an assumed symmetry between masculinity and maleness (Adams, 

2011). Cultural ideologies of male physical superiority organize climbing men and women’s 
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training and behaviors, which subsequently sculpts their muscles and comportment. 

Nevertheless, later in this chapter, I challenge the idea that a participant’s climbing comportment 

is shaped by a lack of confidence in her female body. Instead, I suggest that the women perceive 

that they have a healthier understanding of their bodies and bodily limitations as compared to 

men. 

Dynos Are Scary and Intimidating 

Most of the participants said they were uncomfortable performing dynos. Seven of the 13 

women who spoke about dynos in their individual interviews, described them as scary or 

intimidating. Margo explained, “doing dynos…was a little intimidating for me. I think just the 

idea of completely letting go of the wall and there’s just that added…bit of insecurity, right? 

Because you’re not rooted in any way, and you’re just hoping that you get there in that moment.” 

Descriptions of the dyno as scary or intimidating are frequent in the transcripts, reflecting the 

view that women do not jump, which is an example of essentialist discourses that assume men 

are defined by their biology (Messner, 2011). Although participants who were novice climbers 

were more likely to say they were scared of dynos, expert climbers also verbalized apprehension 

with dynos.  

Dynos Attract a Male Gaze 

As I stated earlier, climbers are encouraged to watch one another to pick up strategic 

information about a climbing route, however, this gaze can have adverse effects on climbers’ 

performances. Several participants cited unease with performing dynos because they did not like 

being watched by men. But they did not say they were uncomfortable being watched by other 

women, which speaks to the heteronormative space of the gym. According to Marissa:  

The bouldering and climbing community…like to watch, and a lot of that is they want to 

see how you’re doing things, but I think, definitely as a woman…I’m just conditioned to 
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feel uneasy being watched by someone I don’t know, especially a man I don’t know. 

Because I’m just waiting for them to say something, so that makes me feel very 

uncomfortable.  

 

Marissa avoided bouldering because of Rock On’s voyeuristic environment, which she explained 

involves being watched and talked to by others. Instead, Marissa prefers to top-rope because her 

belayer, who, in her case, would be either her male romantic partner or her male friend, can 

thwart any unwanted attention. Dynamic manoeuvres are more common in bouldering problems, 

so Marissa encounters dynos less often while top-roping, which may explain why she never 

mentioned dynos in her interview.  

Kaybee also cited being watched by men as her reason for her dislike of performing 

dynos: “There was [sic] two dynos and then an overhang section…but the group that always 

worked on that was men…. I never even tried it. I was just too intimidated to try it because there 

was so much watching.” Kaybee illustrates how men spatially dominate the sex-integrated 

sporting space of the climbing gym, which reproduces ideas of hierarchical difference between 

men and women (Maclean, 2019). 

Although participants said that they were nervous to dyno because of the feeling of being 

watched – or potentially approached – by men, some women used individualist strategies to 

navigate their apprehension. For instance, Leah wears looser climbing clothes to divert men’s 

attention away from her buttocks. Jason Laurendeau and Nancy Sharara (2008) found that 

women skiers and snowboarders use the same strategy. Other lifestyle sport studies have also 

found that women perceive themselves as objects of the male gaze, and that this voyeurism 

inhibits the women’s athletic performance (Brennan, 2016; Maclean, 2019). 

Dynos Are Associated with Injury 
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The participants in my third focus group contended that, although some women do not 

dyno because they lack strength, they also do not dyno because they are risk-averse, long-term 

thinkers. Again, I note the idea that women are smart climbers. Sarah did not want to “smack her 

face across something,” and Olivia did not want to get another black eye, because the first time 

she went to the gym she got a black eye while attempting a dyno. Mary, a Rock On employee, 

explained how potential injuries deter people from doing dynos: “If you have injuries, especially 

in your upper body – shoulders, elbows and wrists – going dynamically for things is not going to 

help you. That’s straining it more.” Margo had stopped jumping while climbing because she was 

recovering from a shoulder injury that she did not want to reinjure. I also avoid dyno manoeuvres 

because I strained my right shoulder injury while bouldering. When I started climbing, I relished 

opportunities to attempt big moves that complicated the type of feminine embodiment that 

Young (1980) was critiquing. But, after my injury, I avoided dynos because I did not want to 

reinjure myself. Margo also reflected on how her shoulder injury impacts her climbing style; pre-

injury, she characterized herself as a more fearless climber who would try big moves, whereas 

post-injury, she described herself as a careful climber who does not push herself as hard and does 

not attempt dynos. Like a few of the participants, Margo said that she wants to be able to climb 

at an old age, so she does not want to injure herself and lose out on the opportunity to continue 

climbing with the community. Although there were plenty of opportunities for Margo to 

comment about how her gender influenced her climbing style, her transcript reflects that it is her 

injury and not her gender that organizes her climbing comportment. The above examples 

highlight a climbing comportment that is shaped by an understanding and prioritizing of one’s 

bodily limitations – an awareness that the participants felt men climbers lacked. In the next 

section, I will extend this discussion of the participants’ choices not to jump by underscoring 
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how several women preferred to navigate around dynos by using other climbing techniques, such 

as the heel hook.   

Heel Hooks 

Another essentializing discourse that emerges from my interview data is the idea that 

women are naturally flexible, and men are not. Thus, this section analyzes the heel hook, which 

is a manoeuvre that participants perceived as embodying flexibility (see Figure 2). According to 

the Climbing reference book, a heel hook is defined as:  

A free climbing technique where one leg is raised high and the heel of the foot is hooked 

over a hold, while the body is supported by the arms. Heel hooking can reduce the weight 

hanging on the arms and conserve strength (Child, 1995, p. 106).  

 

Already in Child’s description, I read that a heel hook conserves strength rather than exudes 

strength, which helps set up the context for my analysis. In the following discussion, participants 

state that they tend to perform heel hooks for a variety of reasons, including gender norms, 

efficiency, enjoyment, and creativity. 

Heel Hooks Are Associated with Women 

My transcripts and observations support the idea that heel hooks are associated with 

women and not men. Several participants shared stories of sex-integrated climbing experiences 

where men could not or would not do heel hooks. Ginger recalled a time when she encouraged 

her male climbing partner, Miles, to attempt a heel hook, and he could not do it. Victoria shared 

a story of how her male climbing partner was shocked by her ability to stretch her foot up by her 

shoulder and pull herself up on her heel. Margo mentioned that some men told her that they did 

not want to do heel hooks. When she did heel hooks around them, these climbing men 

incredulously asked her: “How is your foot at the same level as your shoulder? How can you 

stretch that way?” Leah remarked that she never thinks of men climbers as exuding flexibility. 
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Leah and Victoria both observed that men complain about their lack of flexibility, while Victoria 

added that men never focus on becoming more flexible: “From my perspective, they just see 

power, which is a very male thing.”  

Figure 2 

Jenn Practicing a Heel Hook at Rock On (photo taken by Kaitlyn Seow). 

 

Because heel hooks are associated with women, when men do heel hook, their heel hooks 

are met with more admiration and celebration. For instance, in my third focus group, Mikayla 

explained how people are very impressed when her male partner does a high heel hook. 

However, Mercedes questioned whether the celebration over Mikayla’s male partner’s heel hook 

might be because, as a man, he is not expected to perform this way. Mercedes suspected that if a 

woman did the same high heel hook, she wouldn’t receive the same the same number of 

“woahs.” 
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The notion that flexibility is as an ideal feminine characteristic hinders many men from 

seeing value in flexibility. Since flexibility is not deemed a measure of manliness, many men do 

not stretch and develop their flexibility. Men’s bodies physically materialize this discourse 

through their tighter muscles, which serves to perpetuate the idea that men are not limber 

(Adams, 2011). Adams’ claim is supported by the participants’ association of flexibility with 

women and not men, which further demonstrates Fausto-Sterling’s (2005) and Bordo’s (1999) 

claims that culture shapes physiology. 

Women Heel Hook More Because They Are Naturally Flexible  

The idea of women having a natural affinity with flexibility extends to the heel hook. 

While describing their climbing styles, Victoria assumed her flexibility was a natural quality, and 

Kaybee assumed mostly women would identify as being flexible climbers. Kathleen offered a 

‘natural’ explanation for differences between men and women’s flexibility:  

I think girls have a lower centre of gravity and guys typically have a higher centre of 

gravity, so that allows you to be on your feet and typically girls’ hips are more flexible, 

so it allows you to just be closer into the wall...so I think maybe my body like favors 

those kind of climbs because of my flexibility. 

 

Unlike essentialist ideas that equate men-only with biological associations, the participants in my 

study also associate themselves with biology because they describe women as naturally flexible. 

Natural explanations for differences in men’s and women’s climbing are problematic because 

they assume that humans can be neatly categorized into male and female subclasses, they 

recreate gender asymmetries and inequalities, and they ignore “the powerful impact of cultural 

factors on the materiality of the body” (Adams, 2011, p. 222). However, my interview data also 

disrupt the discourse of men as only biological subjects. The participants understand women to 

be biologically flexible – a flexibility that is material and not metaphorical.  

Heel Hooks Make Up for a Lack of Strength – Dismissed  
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Since men are assumed to be naturally tall and strong, the participants said that women 

make up for a lack of strength and height by developing their technique and flexibility. Some 

participants thought that heel hooks could offset dynos. For example, Ginger’s comparison to 

Miles’ climbing illustrated how she uses a heel hook to compensate for her shorter height: “He 

can probably stand on the lower volume and reach it, and I can’t. I have to throw a heel.” Besides 

gender norms not encouraging a man to develop his flexibility, a tall man might not feel required 

to develop his flexibility because his height allows him to avoid doing a heel hook in a climbing 

facility where there are more male route setters (i.e., employees who put up the route). Faidra 

described how she uses her flexibility and strength to accommodate for her shortness, and Lilith 

observed that learning how to shift her hips helps her accomplish climbs with less brute force. 

Kaybee added: “When I’m using flexibility it’s usually because I am shorter, and it’s harder to 

reach something, or it’s because I don’t have…the strength to do a one-arm lock-off on 

something to reach up.” Mary spoke about how she uses heel hooks to navigate around strength-

based moves: “So many things that…friends who can muscle their way past, I can get past by 

putting my leg above my head.” Furthermore, Mary’s explanation about her route setting 

revealed some telling assumptions about heel hooks:  

If someone new isn’t quite as strong as some of the guys are and not quite as tall, it’s 

really important to be able to create problems and routes that anyone can do despite 

strength or size, and also to teach people technique…. I want to be teaching them how to 

move their legs properly or maybe to do a heel hook…. It doesn’t get rid of the strength 

aspect, but it makes it less prominent. 

 

In the above excerpt, Mary presumes men are stronger and taller. She views technique and the 

heel hook as ways to negotiate strength-based moves rather than valuable climbing skills to 

develop in and of themselves. Here, the value of technique and heel hooks rests solely in their 

propensity to get around the valued power moves. Mary also stressed the significant role of the 
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route setter in fashioning climbing movements and styles, which I will return to in my discussion 

of the counter narratives.  

Given that the climbing community favours a powerful and dynamic climbing style, 

flexibility is often undervalued and dismissed. In her interview, Leah was frustrated that 

flexibility is dismissed in the climbing gym: “I remember my friend being able to get to another 

hold that a bunch of dudes couldn’t, and they’d be like, ‘oh well, she can do it just because she’s 

flexible.’ I’m like, just?” Leah explained that flexibility, like strength, is hard to develop, but 

strength is viewed by the climbing community as more important.  

Heel Hooks Are Efficient 

Several participants described the heel hook as efficient. Bianca underscored how she 

saves energy when she performs heel hooks: 

Compared to just making a dynamic movement for something, you’re like, oh I could use 

a heel and save way more energy, so I think that’s just good technique. It’s trying to 

make the climb as easy as possible. Not just trying to send it, but trying to climb it nicely 

and smooth.  

 

Likewise, Mary indicated that climbers who “fling themselves up overhang routes” are wasting 

core energy in getting their “flailing feet” back on the wall. Mary asserted that static climbing 

does not “waste as much energy” because the climber’s feet never drop off the wall. Harriet also 

described the heel hook as efficient. Here, the women explained that they prefer heel hooks 

because of efficiency, which complicates the idea of the heel hook as simply making up for 

strength. Their comments point to the ways in which energy expenditure/consumption is 

gendered. 

Heel Hooks Are Enjoyable  

The women described the heel hook as an enjoyable movement. Several participants 

claimed that the heel hook was their favorite climbing manoeuvre. Bianca said that “heel hooks 
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are obviously so much fun,” and Faidra commented that she loves how heel hooks pull her body 

into the wall in a way that makes her feel very comfortable. According to Harriet: “I think my 

favorite technical thing to do is the heel hook because it just feels the most solid.” For Victoria, 

the heel hook is her favorite manoeuvre because it stretched her body in a functional way: “I like 

moving my body and doing things to my body in ways I’ve never done before, and then it 

works.” Heel hooking offers a different way to conceptualize what your leg does. In my own 

climbing, I am fond of this technique because I do not often think about the functionality of my 

heel in everyday life. 

Heel Hooks Are Intellectual  

Participants characterized the heel hook as an opportunity to engage with what Mary 

called the “mental aspect” of climbing. According to Margo, if she cannot reach something 

because of her shorter height, she must “get creative or accept that this isn’t my route.” Ginger 

liked climbing routes that can be completed in more than one way because they made her think. 

Lilith appreciated a graceful climbing style that demonstrates “some kind of calculation” on 

behalf of the climber. While discussing gender and flexibility, Mary noted: “I think it is 

generally celebrated if a girl can do something in a different way than a guy can to achieve the 

same outcome, which is good.” Mary’s comment begs the question of whether it is a woman’s 

creative adaptations in climbing that make her style appreciated. Faidra described her climbing 

style as focused on body positioning and “trying to think through every move” in contrast to 

climbers who prioritize speed and power. Faidra likened climbing to “problem solving,” where 

“you have to figure out all these different little moves and crevices and sort of ways to complete 

the problem to get to the end.” This notion of the “mental aspect” or the “puzzle” of climbing 

emerges predominantly in the transcripts, which is different, because typically smartness is 
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something that is attributed to white men in other sports (Buffington & Fraley, 2008; Mercurio & 

Filak, 2010). However, I have also shown how the women’s descriptions of their climbing as a 

type of ‘smart physicality’ reflect their higher education (Bourdieu, 1984).   

A simple rendering of my findings would entail associating dynos and muscular strength 

with masculinity, and heel hooks and flexibility with femininity; however, participants also 

spoke of embodied forms of resistance to gender ideologies of difference, and they demonstrated 

the fluidity of gender relations. In the next section, I discuss the cracks in the discourse. 

Cracks in the Discourse 

Dynos Are Fun 

For some participants, dynos are fun. Claire viewed the dyno as a male, celebrated style 

of climbing that she wanted to embody: “I’m thinking of dynos. If guys are working on it and I 

join in, I do feel that’s a particular thing that guys like to work on, and it does make me feel 

strong to succeed in that.” Claire aligned herself with the conventionally masculine trait of 

strength and disrupts the notion of inhibited feminine embodiment. Claire illustrated that, like 

Young (1980) suggested, changed social circumstances can change physical capacities. Margo’s 

description of her pre-injury style of climbing as fearless, big, and upper-body intensive also 

defies the idea of hesitant feminine embodiment (Young 1980). Victoria indicated that climbing 

is “more exciting for shorter people” because she must jump for holds that most people can 

easily reach. Victoria enjoyed the challenge of adapting the route to fit her body type. She saw 

her shortness as soliciting more creative and dynamic movements; therefore, Victoria aligned 

herself with the masculine attribute of biology and the feminine attribute of creativity. Diana 

corroborated Victoria’s comments: “most of the men are taller than me…. There’s been several 

incidents where they [men] can just stand and reach something, and it has to be a dynamic move 
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for me.” What these examples show, is that not all participants fear dynos; some women enjoy 

them. 

Heel Hooks Require Training 

Several participants interrupt the idea that women have a natural affinity with flexibility. 

Ginger pointed out that her dance history cultivates her “really flexible” climbing style. Margo 

clarified how other sports developed her flexibility: “I’m really flexible and that comes with 

gymnastics and track and field, and all of these other sports and things that I also like to do.” 

Likewise, Mercedes spelled out that her flexibility is earned, not inherent. Sarah disputed the 

idea that women are naturally flexible when discussing her reluctance to heel hook: “Heel hooks 

don’t come naturally to me. It’s something that I never think of doing.” These four examples 

indicate that, instead of coming naturally to a woman, heel hooks require training.  

Expanding Ideas of Masculinity 

Another crack in the discourse is the finding that there are expanding definitions of 

masculinity in the climbing community. My transcripts and observations offer evidence of men 

being seen to move gracefully and fluidly across walls, which shows that men are not simply 

defined in one way. For example, Mary praised a male climber at the gym who could “fling 

himself anywhere” but chose to move slowly. Mary explained that this man’s climbing style was 

like her own and that he said to her: “I am not a dynamic climber. I am a static climber.” Mary 

said that he told her: “I will go slowly…I will heel hook my way through anything before I jump 

through it.” Here, we see conventional ideas of masculinity in physical culture shifting, as Mary 

and others celebrate this man for his grace and flexibility.  

Diverse Feminine Styles 
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In addition to expanding definitions of masculinity, participants also highlighted diverse 

feminine styles of climbing. Mary observed climbers who move in ways that refute gender 

ideologies of difference: “I know a couple of girls that do muscle their way through 

problems…and they don’t have as much of the technique aspect, and then I know lots of guys 

that start climbing who don’t have a lot of upper body strength and they can only really do the 

technique thing.” These are important moments for considering the spectrum of men and 

women’s climbing. Physical vocabulary takes up cultural norms about how bodies are to move, 

but female bodies need not move in a feminine way, and maleness need not to be tied to 

masculinity (Pascoe, 2011). Moreover, as I outlined in Chapter Two, sex itself is not easily 

divided into two categories. Everyone should feel that they can express their own selves (Adams, 

2011). 

Celebrating Feminine Styles 

My research also documents celebrations of feminine styles of climbing. Despite the idea 

that climbing women need technique and flexibility to manage complex problems, several 

participants told me that they prefer technical climbing over strength-based climbing. Margo said 

that she previously relied on her upper body strength to get through climbs, but now she focuses 

on her balance and technique. Faidra liked technical climbing more than “really reachy” and 

dynamic moves, and Kathleen was more interested in footwork. Similarly, Lilith preferred 

watching elegant, smooth climbers much more than flailing, grunting climbers because she better 

understood the techniques responsible for grace.  

Beyond preferring technical climbing, various participants discussed feminine styles as 

the most skilled approaches to climbing. According to Claire, “I think that the epitome of skilled 

climbing does end up looking more like what we think of as female – as feminine – like, very 
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graceful.” Claire was not alone in her assessment. Several participants celebrated climbing like a 

“ballerina,” “lazy cat,” “panther,” or “sloth,” where flow, footwork, and efficiency were 

accentuated. 

Some participants praised flexibility and challenged the dismissal of flexibility in 

climbing. Bianca lauded her ability to navigate around dynos by using heel hooks. Ginger gushed 

about her flexibility that enabled her to “bypass a really arm-y move or a dynamic move” by 

throwing out a leg and going into the splits to ascend the wall. For Ginger, moving in pliable 

ways was: “always really satisfying…because my body is different than your body. I can do it a 

different way and it works really well for me.” Ginger celebrated a flexibility that she recognized 

not as natural but as the result of training. Harriet appreciated how some professional female 

climbers use “strong flexibility” to ascend the same routes that are completed dynamically by 

other climbers. In these examples, instead of aligning themselves with the dominant masculine 

value of strength, the climbing women preferred to develop their flexibility, grace, and 

technique, which are associated with conventional femininity.  

One way in which flexibility is celebrated at Rock On is through Mary’s route setting. As 

a route developer, Mary encourages all climbers to develop their technique and flexibility. In her 

interview, she told me that you must “learn technique before you get strength.” Mary sets routes 

in particular ways to solicit manoeuvres that require core strength, controlled footwork, balance, 

and flexibility. While observing in the gym, I heard climbers talk about how the heel hook is a 

signature feature of Mary’s routes. I see Mary’s actions as moving beyond an individualist 

strategy to a collective strategy in bringing about more practices – and celebrations – of technical 

and flexible climbing styles that are routinely associated with femininity. In this way, Mary’s 

setting reflects the “if you build it, they will come” teaching.   
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The counter narratives demonstrate how climbing could be used to expand how people 

understand their bodies (Adams 2011), and the following quote from Harriet helps frame the 

significance of my analysis: 

People’s limits are being pushed through climbing. How people can be strong is being 

pushed through climbing, and I think pushed more through women’s climbing than men’s 

climbing. There are tonnes of flexible men, who are also strong in their flexibility, but it’s 

unparalleled in women’s climbing, so I think climbing is great because it’s providing 

people with experiences of their bodies and how their bodies work that enable them to 

understand how they can exist differently.  

 

Harriet calls attention to expanding definitions of masculinity that contradict essentializing 

discourses, and she acknowledges that climbers are observing and celebrating femininity more. 

Although some of my findings support other research where qualities associated with 

masculinity are revered more highly in climbing (Dilley, 2007), I have illustrated that there are 

cracks in the discourse. Harriet’s quote indicates that there is a growing spectrum of approaches 

in women’s climbing at the professional level, and she asserts that female climbers are 

broadening the confines of gendered movement. Participants are challenging traditionally 

masculine ideas of what constitutes strength and openly and confidently celebrating different 

kinds of femininity. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has illuminated the taken-for-granted ways in which unequal gender 

relations are naturalized in the climbing gym. My research suggests that climbing could 

contribute to an unraveling of the bodily restrictive elements of feminine embodiment. 

Furthermore, I have indicated that women celebrate efficient movements associated with 

femininity, like flexibility, rather than unequivocally ascribing to the masculine standard of 

strength. It is my belief that climbing, as a sport and as a research topic, contributes to the 

collection of images and experiences that broaden the way in which people understand their 
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bodies and capabilities. There is room to wiggle in climbing, and Ahmed (2014) attests that “in 

wiggling to create room we open up what is to be” (para. 16).  

This chapter demonstrates how sport can simultaneously reproduce and resist oppression. 

Sport puts ideologies into circulation while also socializing people. Yet, the significance of this 

analysis extends beyond sport. How we move tells us about how we can be in this world. 

Physical cultural practices and lifestyle sports, such as climbing, are powerful for constructing 

and reinforcing what society deems to be masculine, feminine, and normative. Leisure and sport 

studies stand to benefit from a poststructural feminist analysis of climbing embodiments to better 

conceptualize how discourses organize bodies in sex-integrated recreation and beyond. 
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Chapter 5 

Microaggressions in Sex-Integrated Climbing Spaces 

In the last chapter, I analyzed how the women conform to, or interrupt, classed and raced norms 

of femininity and masculinity through their climbing styles. In this chapter, I discuss how 

gendered, racialized, and class-based systems of power organize how the women inhabit and 

move through sex-integrated climbing spaces. I concentrate on the women’s interactions with 

other climbers with a view to understanding how climbing spaces inform their climbing 

practices.  

The research question that frames this chapter’s analysis is: How do forms of 

discrimination influence how the women move through and inhabit space? To answer this 

question, I draw upon data from my individual interviews, group interviews, and participant 

observations. The purpose of my chapter is to comment on how seemingly unremarkable spaces 

in our daily lives, like the climbing gym or crag, play an important role in how gendered, raced, 

and classed power relations become ‘common sense.’ I use the concept of microaggressions to 

illustrate how climbing is inseparable from ‘doing’ gender in a context of gender inequality 

because for many participants, gender relations impede what they do and where they go. I will 

explain the concept of microaggressions in a subsequent section, but briefly, I define them here 

as casual yet harmful behaviours directed towards women, Black, Indigenous and other 

racialized people, 2SLGBTQIA+ people, people living with a disability, and members of other 

groups who experience discrimination (Sue, 2010).  

The chapter opens with a review of the key concepts of misogyny, sex-integration, 

microaggressions, and space. Next, I discuss the relevant climbing context that frames my 
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analysis. Then I examine how the design of climbing spaces can facilitate microaggressions. I 

discuss the participants’ experiences with microaggressions, which include other people giving 

them unsolicited advice, underestimating their skills, staring at them, making unwanted sexual 

advances, and crowding them out. I conclude with thoughts on the importance of this analysis for 

both practical and theoretical purposes.   

Misogyny 

As I clarified in my literature review, I draw upon Kate Manne’s (2018) work to delineate 

between sexism – an ideological system of domination – and misogyny – a set of social practices 

that seek to maintain the system. Manne (2018) described the difference in the following way: 

sexism is “the branch of patriarchal ideology that justifies and rationalizes a patriarchal social 

order” and misogyny is “the system that polices and enforces [sexism’s] governing norms and 

expectations” (p. 20). Given these definitions, I conceive of a microaggression as a form of 

misogyny, because it is a practice that maintains sexism.  

The misogyny expressed through microaggressions is different from the explicitly 

misogynous route names that I analyze in the next chapter. The route names provide evidence of 

a hostile sexism, whereas many of the types of microaggressions in this chapter illustrate what 

some critics call “benevolent sexism.” Benevolent sexism entails attitudes that are sexist for their 

stereotypical expectations of women but have the veneer of being subtly positive and 

affectionate toward women (Glick & Fiske, 2016). Benevolent sexism makes me think of men 

who open doors for me and ensure that I am on the inside portion of the sidewalk as we walk 

down a busy street. Benevolent sexism is a system of ideas that informs people of any gender, 

not just men. In climbing spaces, one example of benevolent sexism shows up as men who try to 

help women. Although benevolently sexist microaggressions are not necessarily overtly 



140 

 

misogynous and they can hide behind a guise of ‘caring’ for women, they are not less powerful. 

Rather, the circulation of power in small everyday acts of microaggression produces a kind of 

sexism that is difficult to question and may seem trivial and unspecific.  

Microaggressions 

 Psychiatrist Chester Pierce coined the term microaggression in 1970 to describe insults 

and slights against Black people. The concept remained relatively ignored until psychologist 

Derald Wing Sue popularized it in his 2010 book, Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, 

Gender, and Sexual Orientation. The term originated in the field of psychology and referred to 

anti-Black racism, but Sue (2010) adapted it to his work with other marginalized people, and 

from there the concept became mainstream. It has, for instance, become a staple concept in 

workplace diversity training. 

Sue (2010) defined microaggressions as “the brief and commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual-orientation, and religious 

slights and insults to the target person or group” (p. 5). Microaggressions are distinguished from 

other rude comments and behaviours because they are specific questions, remarks or actions that 

are aimed at a person’s marginalized identity. A distinguishing feature of microaggressions is 

that they happen casually, frequently, and without intended harm. Microaggressions are typically 

not hostile, which makes them different than overtly racist, misogynous, or homophobic slurs. In 

this analysis, I focus on microaggressions directed toward white and racialized women climbers.   

I chose to use the term ‘microaggressions’ in my interviews because the participants 

seemed to latch onto this idea more easily than discussions of overt sexism, misogyny, or racism. 

However, it is worth mentioning again that I did not explicitly ask about race in my interviews, 
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besides a question about ‘diversity’ in climbing – something I would do differently were I to do 

this project over. I also used microaggressions because Flash Foxy adopted this term in their 

study of sexism in climbing gyms (Jun, 2016), which I drew upon to prompt participants to 

discuss gender discrimination. Because I had asked about microaggressions in the interviews, the 

women were primed to refer to it in their responses.  

The power of microaggressions is evident in participants’ statements that they want to 

climb without disruptions, insults, or ogling. According to Leah: “I just want to climb in peace 

and not have people looking at my body.” In a similar way, Victoria said: “You just want to be 

climbing for fun. You don’t want to be sexualized by anything.” Harriet shared how she did not 

want to attract attention while climbing: “I’m not doing sports so that people come over and talk 

to me.” Marissa explained how she strategically climbed with men so that other male climbers 

would “leave [her] alone a bit more.” Marissa’s tactic of using a man as a shield from sexual 

harassment is evident in other research. For example, Bonnie Mann (2012) describes the roles of 

“heroes” and “allies” in relationship to sexual harassment, where the hero protects women from 

other men, but also strips women of their agency, while the ally creates space for women to 

decide their own strategies for redress. In the case of Marissa, it appears that she is actively 

defining her own situation and soliciting the presence of an “ally” as she climbs in what she 

recognizes as a misogynous environment. These participants’ comments illustrate the power of 

microaggressions – and the anticipation of microaggressions – to organize climbing practices.   

The implications of microaggressions are far reaching. They can erode women’s 

confidence in their own skill development and create barriers for women in climbing 

environments. After I presented Flash Foxy’s (2016) finding that 86 percent of women 

experience microaggressions in climbing gyms, Lilith asked: “How can you get better at 
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climbing when you’re constantly…being interrupted for sexist, racist reasons, or just that 

emotional labour of having to always be on edge?” Lilith’s question points to the emotional 

labour that comes with enduring microaggressions and the intersectional nature of 

microaggressions; they do not affect all women in the same way, and they do not only affect 

women. The person who endures a microaggression can feel like their agency has been 

constricted and their capacity for self-determination has been threatened (McClure, 2019). 

Lilith’s quote also reveals several of the themes that emerge in relation to microaggressions: 

participants are interrupted in their climbing when people give them unsolicited advice; 

participants are on edge from being watched; and participants who take up space can internalize 

this as problematic. Microaggressions make women feel a power difference and that they are 

being subjected to someone else’s entitlement. In the next section, I move into a discussion of 

space and the spatial turn within sport studies.   

Space 

Spaces are dynamic, fluid, and open to change. Elizabeth Grosz (2001) depicts space in 

the following way: “It moves and changes, depending on how it is used, what is done with and to 

it, and how open it is to even further changes” (p. 7). According to Grosz, spaces can 

simultaneously challenge and reify structures of power, so they are possible sites for 

transformation. Grosz’s work usefully leaves open the possibility of change. In her work on race, 

gender, and bodies in spaces, Nirmal Puwar (2004) asserts: “social spaces are not blank and open 

for anybody to occupy…. Some bodies are deemed as having the right to belong, while others 

are…in accordance with how spaces and bodies are imagined (politically, historically, and 

conceptually), circumscribed as being ‘out of place’” (p. 8). Puwar’s notion of how social power 
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influences bodies in space helps me question taken-for-granted descriptions of the climbing 

community, what it means to be invited into this group, and who stays.  

In a similar way to Puwar (2004), but within the context of sport, Carly Adams (2014) 

maintains that: “sporting spaces…are constitutive of and constituted by particular bodies, by how 

certain bodies are invited into that space, and by the actions and movements of these bodies” (p. 

203). In her work on geographies of gender, sexuality, and race, Cathy Van Ingen (2003) argues 

that spatial theory is needed in sport for a better understanding of how and to what end space is 

structured by particular social and cultural practices. Conceptualizing sporting spaces, like 

climbing gyms, in a geographical way can potentially offer new insights into how social relations 

are embedded in sporting spaces and what the implications are of this process. I am urged by 

Puwar (2004) and by Adams (2014) to question which bodies are imagined as constitutive of 

climbing spaces, and next, I shift to consider the sex-integration of sporting spaces.     

Sex-Integration 

 I explore participants’ climbing within spaces where people of all genders practice 

physical culture together. I define sex integration as men and women (and, ideally, people who 

identify as nonbinary, agender, or otherwise) training, playing, or competing with one another, 

and again ideally, as equals. Nonbinary people identify with neither side of the male/boy/man or 

female/girl/woman binary (Airton, 2018). In Chapter One, I explained that I sought individuals 

who identified as women because I am interested in sexism and misogyny and their effects. 

However, in future research, I would expand my focus (and my recruitment language) to include 

nonbinary and agender people, as this would offer a more nuanced study of the multiple effects 

of sexism and misogyny within sex-integrated climbing spaces.  
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As I detailed in my literature review, the question of sex integration has been debated 

within the OEE and physical education scholarship for some time. Within the context of sport, 

women’s increasing participation in sport has challenged ideas of female frailty and sport as a 

male preserve (Dowling, 2000; Dunning, 1986). However, Channon et al. (2015) argue that sex 

segregated sport allows the idea of male athletic superiority to linger because the so-called 

necessity of sex segregation is premised upon the belief that men are naturally superior athletes 

to women.  

Because of the premise that sport needs to be sex segregated in order to be fair, sex-

integrated sport can be seen as challenging the assumption of male superiority, while also 

supporting identities beyond the male/female sex binary. Sex-integrated sport could demonstrate 

the similarities between female and male bodies and the overlapping feminine and masculine 

attributes that all people are capable of expressing. I insist that sex integrated climbing spaces 

have the potential to help challenge dominant understandings of sex and gender, and thus could 

influence ideas about how bodies are supposed to move both within and beyond climbing spaces. 

In the next section, I provide context for my analysis of participants’ experiences of 

microaggressions in climbing spaces.  

Climbing Context 

Several participants in my project started climbing because of a male romantic partner, 

although this was less common for the women I spoke with than it has been in previous research 

(Dilley, 2007; Robinson, 2008). A number of the women entered climbing spaces through their 

membership in the local university’s climbing club. At a predominantly white university, the 

students invited into the fold of the university climbing club tended to be white, middle class, 

able-bodied, and young, reflecting the institution’s demographics, but also the settler 
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colonialism, white supremacy, classism, and ableism that prop up mainstream post-secondary 

education structures and ideas about climbing, outdoor recreation and exploration.    

Because I explicitly asked participants how their gender influences their climbing, they 

contemplated how gender organizes their use and consideration of space in the gym and at the 

crag. For example, Lilith speculated: “I could imagine being a woman had quite a big impact in 

terms of social relations in the space of a climbing gym.” I did not ask explicitly about the 

impact of race, class, sexuality, or ability on the participants’ climbing, which is a limitation that 

I will address in my future work. Consequently, in identifying expressions of race and class, I 

had to look for meanings that were hidden or implied, rather than explicitly stated. To help me 

draw out such material, I read general theoretical work on race, class and intersectionality and 

more specific leisure studies literature that applies race and class perspectives. Although race and 

class are not often publicly acknowledged or discussed in the climbing community, these 

categories are still important in that context. Indeed, it is the obscuring of class divisions and 

whiteness, especially by those who benefit from them, that contributes to their power. 

During the focus groups, I invited participants to reflect upon whether climbing had a 

‘diversity problem.’ The most common reply was that the cost of climbing memberships and 

gear was a “barrier” for people to enter and to progress in the sport. For instance, April said, 

“I’m very aware in the climbing gym that a lot of us are well-educated and more well-off 

because we can afford the membership fees to go there.” However, research suggests that cost 

alone does not act to include or exclude people in sports and athletics (Bourdieu, 1984; Fletcher, 

2008; McLaren et al., 2012; Stempel, 2005; Titley, 2019). Fraser Titley’s (2019) work on 

Ultimate Frisbee illuminates that the sport is not as accessible or equitable as one might think 

given its low cost and alternative roots. Fletcher (2008) found the same, arguing that cost alone 
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cannot account for the professional middle class’s domination in risk sports participation. This is 

supported by Bourdieu (1984) who found that “economic barriers – however great they may be 

in the case of golf, skiing, sailing, or even riding and tennis – are not sufficient to explain the 

class distribution of these activities” (p. 217).    

When April referred to climbers as having higher levels of education, she hinted at how 

social class distinctions are as much about cultural and aesthetic distinctions as they are about 

financial ones (Bourdieu, 1984). In his book Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) theorized that class 

differences are established and maintained by distinctions in style, taste and so forth. He 

contended that cultural and aesthetic distinctions – just as much as financial resources – define 

and perpetuate societal class divisions. These distinctions include forms of symbolic capital, 

upon which group members can draw to gain acceptance into a class group. For Bourdieu 

(1984), symbolic capital entails the resources available to an individual based on honour, 

prestige, or recognition. Possessing appropriate symbolic capital can expedite one’s acceptance 

within a class group, which can lead to social networking or social capital that can then usher in 

education and employment opportunities. In this way, symbolic capital can be translated into 

financial gains. For example, a Rock On member, who is associated with a group of white male 

climbers known for their bold climbing styles, may be seen as a reputable climber, thus more 

frequently be invited on outdoor climbing trips. This could lead to increased access to climbing 

training and a potential job as a certified mountain guide, which could then lead to the climber 

becoming part owner of a climbing gym. It is not simply membership fees that organize climbing 

spaces, but also the accumulation of symbolic capital. 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can also help us make sense of what is going on in the 

climbing gym. In his book The Logic of Practice, Bourdieu (1990) theorized how social values 
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are imprinted on bodies by habitus. The habitus pertains to bodily knowledge that comes from a 

person’s interactions with the world. It could be understood as the underlying grammar 

organizing one’s disposition toward the world. This underlying grammar orients us to certain 

practices and gives them meaning, where this meaning is shaped by social and historical 

locations. For instance, people read climbing bodies like texts and make sense of them in 

reference to other things they have seen, heard or experienced. 

Participants stated that the climbing community reveres a “hard working” habitus. For 

example, Olivia said: “I also really like the way people work very hard.” Olivia’s quote provides 

evidence of the unwritten rules for performance in climbing spaces – one of which is that you 

must clearly be exerting effort. Participants also celebrated an ability to work hard and withstand 

hardship when they spoke about their upcoming climbing “projects.” Projects are routes that 

climbers have been steadfastly practicing on, sometimes for weeks or months, in order to 

successfully complete them. In his 1978 paper on social class and sport, Bourdieu theorized that 

health-related sports “can only be rooted in the ascetic dispositions of upwardly mobile 

individuals who are prepared to find their satisfaction in effort itself and to accept – such is the 

whole meaning of their existence – the deferred satisfactions which will reward their present 

sacrifice” (p. 839). Essentially, he argued that the notion of working hard and having delayed 

gratification reflects a professional middle class habitus. Similarly, in her 2012 book, Unequal 

Childhoods, Annette Lareau underscores that middle class children stress the importance of their 

own hard work and appear unaware of the advantages that had been bestowed upon them by 

virtue of their social class. Parents instill what they deem proper attitudes and behaviours in their 

children through recreational activities (Lareau, 2012). In this way recreation helps to define 
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habitus and class distinctions. Bourdieu and Laureau would both suggest that the hard working 

climber disposition that Olivia emphasized above reflects a middle class habitus.  

In addition to social class, climbing spaces are constituted by race, and these class and 

race relations intersect with gender and influence climbers’ feelings of belonging. Leah, one of 

the participants in my project, who identifies as an East Asian woman, described how her 

parents, who immigrated to Canada, did not have the “disposable income” to enrol her in 

“frivolous things” like climbing: 

When I was in high school it was highly emphasized that the activities I should be doing 

should be things that get me into college…. And if there was an extracurricular that was 

going to require quite a bit of time and disposable income that didn’t directly contribute 

to college, perhaps dance or soccer or…climbing, then my parents would not have given 

me the resources to do that…. Things that were related to survival were more emphasized 

in my family. They weren’t really the type to be like, ‘oh just go out and have fun and 

enjoy yourself,’ or like, ‘mental health is important’ or something. No, it was like, ‘Leah, 

you’re going to go to university. You’re going to become a pharmacist or an accountant – 

and maybe a lawyer if you can work for a few years and find a way to pay for law 

school.’… I think it’s difficult to sometimes just let myself do something because I enjoy 

it, not because it somehow has a function for a future career, and I think that’s an 

intersection of race and class.   

 

As a result of her social class positioning and identity as an East Asian woman and daughter of 

immigrants, Leah is trained in a way that makes her perceive leisure activities as not just for 

enjoyment but for improving her career trajectory. Bourdieu (1984) contends that each class 

group’s symbolic capital correlates with their relative “distance from necessity” (p. 5), which 

grows alongside increases in socioeconomic status. Thus, Bourdieu argues, rich people tend to 

value activities that offer little practical benefit, while people who are poor tend to concentrate 

on maximizing material benefits. In a similar way, Braun (2003) argues that the capacity to take 

risks is a white, middle class privilege, which stems not only from whites’ social and political 

status, but also their economic dominance. According to Braun (2003), “Who is most at risk and 

who it is that is most able to distance him or herself from risk is in part the outcome of a politics 
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of race and class…. If you are white and middle class, ‘risk’ is something you take on 

voluntarily, not something you are subject to” (p. 199). Braun and Bourdieu help to explain why 

the vast majority of climbers, both in my study and the American Alpine Club’s (2019) 

demographics, are white and middle class.  

Climbing Spaces 

Sports geographer, John Bale (1988) calls for more scholars to pay attention to the 

significance of place in sports. He emphasizes that sport affects, and is affected by, the physical 

landscape. The two main locations in my research were the indoor gym and the outdoor crag.  

Although these two are separate spaces, indoor climbing practices inform and are informed by 

outdoor climbing practices. For instance, Anaheed Saatchi (2020) maintains that most climbers 

first encounter the sport indoors, so climbing gyms play an important role in fostering climbing 

and mountaineering cultures. Therefore, it is important to analyze power relations in both the 

indoors and outdoors to address inequities and make climbing practices more inclusive. 

The spatial arrangement of the gym can facilitate microaggressions. In my last chapter, I 

demonstrated that participants associate the bouldering area, the cave, overhanging walls, and 

dyno manoeuvres with masculinity. With respect to microaggressions, some participants said 

that they are intimidated to go into these masculine spaces because of the potential to receive 

unwanted advice, staring or advances. For instance, Harriet told me that she is uncomfortable 

with being on display in climbing, especially in bouldering: “When you’re on the top of the top-

rope, nobody can really say anything to you, but when you’re bouldering, people see the whole 

climb.” Kaybee corroborated this, saying that she is more intimidated by the “spectatorship” in 

bouldering than by top-roping. But, Kaybee qualified her comment, saying that the small size of 

the gym, the tight-knit climbing “community vibe,” and the downtime between climbs 
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encourages this watching. Harriet also explained that the proximity of indoor climbing routes 

leads to more unsolicited advice and unwanted staring. The commingling of people of different 

skill levels is a unique feature of indoor climbing. In most sports, people are separated by skill 

level and experienced athletes rarely mix with intermediate and beginner athletes. However, in 

the climbing gym, hard routes are next to easy routes, which can be productive for dialogue and 

learning. It can also be intimidating for new climbers (especially women, racialized or nonbinary 

climbers in predominantly white, cis, masculine climbing spaces). The intimacy of the climbing 

gym means that microaggressions can be hard to avoid. Rock On’s small, confined space 

promotes an intimate, talkative climbing community with a tendency to watch, which is 

exacerbated by the proximity of routes and the mixing of skill levels. The practice of taking 

breaks between climbs, combined with the norm of collecting beta (i.e., gathering information) 

from other climbers, makes the space ripe for unwanted staring and talking.  

 At the crag, route setting is one condition that shapes the women’s experiences with 

microaggressions. We already know that outdoor climbing is male dominated (Alpine Club, 

2019), but this male domination also means that men are more likely to be gatekeepers of 

outdoor climbing knowledge and to be route setters. Because men tend to set most of the routes 

on crags, outdoor routes reflect manoeuvres for more masculine body types and reaches, making 

it more difficult for women and shorter people to successfully climb these routes. For example, 

Kaybee noticed that, as a shorter woman, she is not tall enough to stand where the route setter 

has intended the climber to stand and capably reach the bolt that she needs to clip into for 

protection as she ascends the cliff: 

I find a lot, when I’m climbing outdoors, that what people envision as being a good spot 

to clip at, I can’t reach until I’m way past the clip, and then I’m bending down to clip 

it… I’m really good at clipping on really shitty crimps because they’re not meant to be 

clipped on… They weren’t even envisioned as part of the climb at all. It’s just a feature 
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of the rock, and the person’s thinking that you’re going to go from this lower one right up 

and then clip, but I have to go from the lower one, to the intermediate one that they didn’t 

even think of, then up. And it’s interesting because I think predominantly men bolt 

outside, so I think in that way it’s still very masculine. 

Kaybee’s quote is an example of how culture (i.e., gendered route setting practices) and the 

landscape (i.e., rock face) interact with and produce her bodily competencies.  

As Susan Frohlick (2005, 2006) has shown, outdoor climbing spaces are discursively 

produced as fraternal spaces for white men that exclude women and children. Cliffs and 

overnight camping trips are (re)produced as hypermasculine, heteronormative, white spaces that 

can make women feel unwelcome and uncomfortable. If women feel uncomfortable at cliffs, this 

deters them from climbing outdoors and improving their knowledge and skills, which can hinder 

their advancement into the upper echelons of outdoor climbing training. This perpetuates the 

male domination of outdoor climbing, because if women do not adequately develop their skills, 

they will require the assistance of (mostly male) gatekeepers and be unable to lead other women 

in the sport. And if they stagnate at the novice level, the women are more apt to receive 

unsolicited advice and unwanted attention from other climbers who want to ‘help’ them.  

Discussion of Findings 

 Now that I have examined how the gym and the crag can structure the microaggressions 

that women experience, I focus on the women’s interpersonal interactions in these spaces. Most 

of the participants’ quotes are in response to my interview question about how gender influences 

their climbing experiences. The women articulate three themes with respect to gendered 

climbing microaggressions. The first theme reflects participants’ feelings of being infantilized or 

undermined with respect to their climbing abilities, for instance, when other climbers offer them 

unsolicited advice or underestimate their skills. The second theme reflects participants’ feelings 

of discomfort when men pay them unwanted attention in the masculine, heteronormative space 
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of the gym, for instance, by staring or making unwanted sexual advances. Finally, the last theme 

addresses how aural and material space is taken up and used problematically, for instance, by 

crowding out the women.  

Before I dive into the findings, I want to iterate that there is much evidence to 

demonstrate the significant benefits of climbing for women, such as building female friendships, 

exploring physical capacity, feeling physically strong and capable, celebrating feminine 

movement styles, and challenging mundane and obvious forms of discrimination. It is important 

to not overlook the ways in which participants enact agency and challenge inequities through 

their climbing practices. As a feminist researcher, I think there is there is little point in exposing 

operational power if alternative, more socially conscious fields are not possible. As I explained 

in my methods chapter, I am inspired by Ahmed’s (2007) call to conceptualize power as 

something that simultaneously cracks and perseveres. Ahmed’s insight is quite fitting for my 

project – when I climb, I search for cracks in the wall because these cracks give me more 

purchase over the rock and help me finish the route. Hence, as a climber and a scholar, I look for 

cracks. These cracks come up in the following sections, as I analyze not only how 

microaggressions impinge upon women’s space and time, but also how women challenge 

microaggressions through their climbing. 

1. Infantilizing and Undermining 

When I asked women about the gendered microaggressions they experience while 

climbing, the most common example they gave was unsolicited advice. As I mentioned in my 

methods chapter, climbers colloquially refer to the practice of giving unsolicited advice as 

“spraying beta.” Beta refers to information about the pattern of holds that a climber needs to 
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ascend or traverse to complete the route. Every climber’s beta is different because of body type 

and experience. For instance, shorter people often climb routes differently than taller people do.  

The verb “to spray” highlights how the advice is thrown at climbers without their 

consent. The word “spraying” carries negative connotations and indicates that the climbing 

community frowns upon giving unsolicited advice. The reason this action is criticized is because 

the climbing community reveres the “mental game” (Mary, interview transcripts) of the sport. 

Participants frequently explained that climbing is just as much mental as it is physical, so 

depriving a climber of the chance to figure out how to complete a route themselves (i.e., “reading 

the route”) carries significant weight. Recall from my last chapter that participants said that they 

enjoyed “the puzzle” of climbing; therefore, the denial of their ability to solve climbing routes is 

aggravating for some of the climbing women.  

To spray beta, like spraying water from a hose, is to gush out information over everyone 

in the climbing vicinity. It is a very visual term. There is the person who yells the unwanted 

advice, the person who receives the unwanted advice, and the people who observe this 

interaction. The spraying typically goes in one direction, and it is hard for recipients to shield 

themselves from it. When a climber sprays beta, they use their voice to take up space. Research 

on other social settings suggests that men are much more likely than women to take up aural 

space (Fasting, 1987; Kendall & Tannen, 1997). The participants said that “it’s almost always 

men,” and rarely women, who give unsolicited advice (Marissa, interview transcripts).  

During my participant observations I also noticed that that it is predominantly men giving 

unsolicited climbing advice, and it is predominantly women who are receiving unsolicited 

climbing advice, which effectively demotes women to a lower status in climbing. Although 

spraying beta is “an obvious red flag in gyms these days” (Saatchi, 2020, p. 42), it is definitely 
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present in many participants’ reminiscences. As Leah said: “A lot of guys just like to give advice 

all the time.” Similarly, Marissa perceived that men giving unsolicited advice to women 

perpetuates the idea that women are not smart enough to figure out climbing routes for 

themselves. Leah and Marissa’s comments support my observations and demonstrate the 

tendency of some men to ‘mansplain’ or dominate intellectual space. In her analysis of 

mansplaining, Manne (2020) argues that a mansplainer feels entitled to occupy the “position of 

the knower by default” (p. 140). Men giving unsolicited advice to women on how to climb routes 

is predicated on the idea that men are entitled to dispense information and women need these 

explanations, a view which concomitantly underestimates women’s physical and intellectual 

skills. In writing about misogyny in sport, Jayne Caudwell (2017) asserts that sexism is casually 

manifest through men’s verbal demonstration of domination through assumed expertise. Because 

women are more likely than men to receive unsolicited advice, this constructs women as less 

knowledgeable; however, women are also less likely than men to give unsolicited advice, which 

constructs women as more mindful.  

Another reason that men give unsolicited advice to women in the climbing gym is the 

common assumption that men are physically superior to women. Kaybee asked: “Is it because as 

a woman I’m socially taught that men are better at sports so I should just take their suggestions?” 

As I discussed in Chapter Four, because of the assumed natural-ness of men’s strength and 

power, women are understood as having to make up for their “weakness” by developing their 

technique. Thus, it is seen as even more important to help women learn ‘smart’ and ‘efficient’ 

manoeuvres, because they are expected to need these techniques to work around power moves.  
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Men’s entitlement to give unsolicited advice to women reflects misogyny, and it 

reproduces moralistic and policing processes that aim to keep the patriarchal system in check 

(Manne, 2018). Marissa explained this well: 

I was doing a lot of reading into feminism and realizing…not everyone gets stared at or 

given advice. Realizing that someone giving you unsolicited advice about something you 

know you’re good at is in some ways a form of misogyny, was kind of like, oh, then I 

experience that all the time. I just thought this was something I had to deal with 

because…I’m a nice-looking girl.  

 

Marissa points out how women are used to men’s attention, even if they do not like it. The other 

thing that is interesting in Marissa’s quote is that she had to consciously develop a feminist 

analysis to be able to recognize how women receiving unsolicited advice from men is a form of 

misogyny and to criticize this common experience. 

 Some participants described the type of climber who is likely to give other climbers 

unsolicited advice. When I asked Olivia about unsolicited advice at the gym, she responded that 

it was more of a question of who gave the advice rather than who received the advice:  

It’s more about the person who gives the advice than the person who receives it. I think 

certain people just love giving advice, and they love telling other people how they did 

it.… Maybe five times in my life I’ve heard someone say something to me like… ‘you’re 

too short to do that move, so maybe try something else. Or something like, ‘but that one 

takes a lot of muscle.’ 

 

Olivia did not say if it was men who made these comments, but whoever made these comments 

demonstrated their alleged superiority over her. While Olivia did not mention the racial aspect of 

these encounters, it is possible that climbers felt more entitled to offer unsolicited advice to her. 

As an East Asian Canadian woman, Olivia is subject to a different kind of surveillance in a 

predominantly masculine and white climbing space.  

In my participant observations, many of the climbers who gave unsolicited advice 

visually presented as white men. A particular kind of white masculinity conditions men to give 
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unsolicited advice to women and to racialized men. Two important processes that underpin white 

masculinity are entitlement and the expectation of superiority. White men take different methods 

to demonstrate their feelings of superiority and put women and other men in their place. 

Although Manne (2020) does not elaborate upon the connections across male privilege and white 

privilege in terms of mansplaining, she does stress that white women’s privilege and sense of 

entitlement is an important topic: “her sense of warranted entitlement must always be tempered 

with a knowledge of what she is not entitled to do, to say, or to rely on, as a person who will be 

born into privilege” (pp. 187-188). 

In addition to gender and race, body size is also implicated in the giving of unsolicited 

advice. For example, Marissa complicated the gendered experience of spraying beta by 

indicating that it is not only her female-presenting body, but also her lack of muscularity, that 

incites unwanted advice from climbers. Sarah said that her body size leads to assumptions about 

her climbing abilities: “I think because I’m naturally quite a petite person, he just assumed that I 

wouldn’t be very good.” Marissa and Sarah’s comments make me think of Liz Newbery’s (2003) 

work that uses feminist and disability theories to analyze canoeing. Newbery (2003) maintains 

that the canoe trip discursively works to separate and mark people as strong and weak, and that 

the constructs of female, weak and disability can only be understood against a backdrop that is 

male, strong, and able-bodied. Putting Newbery’s findings into conversation with my own, I 

would say that climbers who present as female, short, and/or unfit are read as weak and in need 

of help, which facilitates their encounters with unsolicited advice. 

The participants are clear in their understanding of unsolicited advice as demeaning. In 

speaking about giving beta to climbing women, Faidra said: “It’s sort of the implication 

that…women need help, right?” Victoria pointed to how she feels “put down” by the men who 
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offer her unsolicited advice while climbing: “I go out to the gym more with guys than 

girls…and…I feel like they’re just more pompous about…‘I think I know more than you’ kind 

of thing. I feel like they still have that mentality of, ‘I’m stronger than you. I’m a guy. I can help 

you.’”  

While the women did not always challenge unsolicited advice, they did not always 

passively receive it either. For instance, Faidra shared a story of climbing outdoors with a male 

friend who, over time and under Faidra’s tutelage, learned to stop yelling unsolicited advice at 

her. On her last 5.11c climb at Red Rocks (which I had the pleasure to watch), Faidra explained 

her male friend’s progression: “He lowered me down and he said, ‘Did you see? I didn’t…yell at 

you the whole time!’ And I was like, ‘Yes! Thank you!’... so that was, sort of, I think, an 

interesting learning experience for him.”  

Although it is a rare occurrence, when women do approach other women to give advice, 

it is a qualitatively different experience. According to the participants: women first tend to ask 

other women if they would like advice; women are more empathetic when discussing the 

difficulty of climbs; and women are more considerate of body type and size when offering 

advice. Harriet talks about how beta is more commonly shared among women rather than 

sprayed. This is a small example which exemplifies how gender is learned and performed in 

banal and mundane ways. Kaybee explained that women’s motive for offering unsolicited advice 

tends towards wanting to “help you” rather than wanting to “elevate themselves.” Marissa 

prefers women’s empathetic approach to climbing that uses “a different kind of language” to 

acknowledge the shared, physical challenge of climbing rather men who emphasize the climb’s 

difficulty to show how strong they are. Similarly, Harriet reflected on how the climbing 
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community could be organized better if women created the rules of engagement for information 

sharing:  

I think if the culture was built up by women there would be questioning…like, ‘oh, do 

you want my beta? Do you want to talk about this?’ Or, people would be much happier or 

easier to ask. Like, ‘Hey…you seem like you’re a kick-ass climber. Have you done this 

climb before? Do you have any suggestions? Can you watch me do it once and just let me 

know?’ 

 

Likewise, Nina introduced me to the term of “consensual beta,” where climbers ask first, then 

agree to share and receive advice. Consensual beta is a reciprocal exchange of information 

between climbers and a sharing of aural space, which imposes less on other climbers sharing the 

space. Consensual beta reveals that the exchange of advice in climbing spaces could be different. 

Therefore, the women’s comments point to possible changes in climbing culture. Next, I discuss 

participants’ experiences with other climbers’ underestimation of their skills.  

Under the larger theme of infantilizing and undermining, a second common experience 

for the women is having their skills underestimated. The underestimation of participants’ 

climbing skills involves condescending comments and behaviours that belittle women, which is 

distinct from the unsolicited advice that allegedly entails helping and advising women.  

In my interviews, participants share stories of being told they are not strong or capable 

enough to complete a climb. For instance, Margo said that people have asked her, “Oh, you can 

lift that?” According to Diana, “if I had to complain about one thing, it would be that people tend 

to underestimate my competence level.” As an experienced outdoor rock and ice climber, Diana 

observed that when she climbs outdoors with people whom she has never met, they doubt her 

abilities to climb independently and belay safely. Diana explained that she stays on top of safety 

knowledge, which helps people become more receptive of her. I think Diana’s propensity to stay 

on top of safety knowledge reflects a female embodiment – because women’s outdoor climbing 
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skills are doubted, Diana works diligently to illustrate that she is indeed capable and safe for her 

assumed male counterparts.  

Men also denigrated women who had leadership roles within the climbing community.  

Mary was visibly irritated as she replayed two separate occasions in which she was undermined 

by men while working at Rock On. On the first occasion, Mary was teaching a belay lesson to a 

group of men when she was continuously interrupted by one of the group’s male friends: “He 

kept butting in on my lesson, and being like, ‘oh here, I’ll just speed this up a little.’” On the 

second occasion, Mary was working alongside another woman at the climbing gym when a man 

asked Mary’s co-worker to ensure his wife’s belaying technique was safe. Mary’s co-worker 

assured the man that she and Mary would oversee that everything was going smoothly in the 

gym, to which the man responded: “I don’t know. I’m not sure I can trust two females!” Mary 

was clearly disgruntled as she recounted this occurrence: “Why would you think that’s ever okay 

to say? He said it like it’s a joke, but it’s not…. We’re employed here for a reason…. We’re not 

inexperienced.” As a climbing supervisor at Rock On, Mary is a threat to this man’s claims to 

knowledge. He makes this misogynous comment to police her and her female co-worker and to 

restore patriarchal order (Manne, 2018). Manne (2020) explained that women are expected to 

refrain from taking traditionally masculine goods (such as power, authority, and claims to 

knowledge) away from men, because men are tacitly deemed entitled to these goods. However, 

according to Manne (2020), “when a woman fails to give a man what he’s supposedly owed, she 

will often face punishment and reprisal” (p. 11). It is the illegitimate sense of male entitlement 

that causes a wide range of misogynous behaviour. 

Within this theme of underestimating skills, comments about the women’s climbing 

abilities are gendered and racialized. I iterate this point by juxtaposing the language used to 
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describe Olivia’s climbing with the language used to describe Ginger’s climbing, as both women 

said they focus on balance. Olivia shared that her climbing style has been described as 

“meditating on the wall.” Given that yoga and meditation is an Eastern practice, and that Olivia 

is an East Asian Canadian climber, the comment to describe her style of climbing has racial 

undertones. Comparatively, Ginger, a white woman, is told that she looks like a “ballerina on the 

wall.” The label “ballerina” is doing the discursive work of inscribing Ginger with a particular 

version of white femininity.  

One of the implications of underestimating women’s climbing skills is that participants 

undermine themselves and do not become self-sufficient in their own climbing. For example, 

Kaybee doubted her outdoor climbing skills because she is used to men reassuring her: 

I think that I’m pretty experienced as a lead climber, and not super experienced but I feel 

quite comfortable, but honestly I still think that I would second guess myself if I went 

without [male romantic partner] and if I just went with another woman…. I think I would 

be nervous setting up a top-rope…. I definitely know how to. I just doubt myself. 

 

The OEE literature demonstrates significant evidence (Loeffler, 1997; Mulqueen, 1995; Warren, 

1985; Warren & Loeffler, 2006) that women depreciate their own technical skills.  

Kaybee initially told me that she would be uncomfortable climbing outdoors without her 

male romantic partner, but later, when she reviewed her transcript, she informed me that she now 

climbed outdoors with a female friend. Kaybee said that she feels more confident climbing with 

female friends, who are closer in skill level to her, because she feels that she must finish the route 

to retrieve her gear from the top of the route (whereas the men with whom she climbs are often at 

a higher skill level and can finish the route for her and get her gear). Like Kaybee, Claire and 

Kathleen expressed that they draw from experiences climbing with their male romantic partners 

to enhance their own skills so that they could lead other climbing trips. Claire said that while her 

male romantic climbing partner was away, she became “the expert” as she taught her friends how 
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to climb outdoors: “That was really cool for me, because I’d actually never taken friends out by 

myself before, and I felt very confident setting up the anchors.” Kaybee, Claire and Kathleen 

illustrate how some women strategically draw on technical skills development with their male 

romantic partners to build their own self-sufficiency in other climbing scenarios.  

2. Discomfort with Unwanted Attention 

Women in climbing spaces are subject to a masculine gaze that normalizes heterosexism. 

But it is important to put the women’s experiences of staring in climbing spaces into larger 

context. Western capitalist consumer societies over emphasize women’s appearance, which sets 

women up to be familiar with staring, such as in street harassment (Vera-Gray, 2017). For 

instance, Mikayla said that “women are more conditioned in all aspects of life to be more aware 

of when people are being voyeurs.” Marissa explained that being conditioned as a woman makes 

her feel uneasy being watched by men she does not know. Therefore, the staring that occurs in 

climbing spaces is symptomatic of misogyny in society. 

Some participants find the staring unwelcome because they feel sexualized and 

objectified. When discussing the feeling of being watched by men, participants were especially 

concerned about their buttocks being gazed upon, because the women perceive their buttocks as 

a body part that is often sexualized and objectified by men. This feeling of being watched is 

enhanced because climbers ascend walls and cliffs with their backs to their belayers and other 

climbers in the vicinity; therefore, the participants can neither see who is gazing upon them, nor 

can they challenge oglers by starring back at them.  

In addition to not wanting to be objectified, the participants said they do not want to feel 

embarrassed under the watchful eyes of other climbers. So, the women’s concern with being 

watched is not always articulated as being sexual; sometimes it is about skill. Unlike Gordon 
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Waitt’s (2008) finding that a masculine heterosexual gaze organizes women’s surfing practices 

through its objectification of their bodies, I would argue that a masculine heterosexual gaze also 

organizes climbing women’s practices through its ability to make them feel (in)competent. 

Sexualization is a way to de-skill people – that is part of the point of framing women as ‘sex 

objects.’ For example, Victoria wanted to be celebrated for her strong climbing and not her body: 

“I like being seen as a powerful, strong woman, not just a sexual object.” Therefore, the male 

gaze is about a combination of objectifying women and making women feel incapable. 

A few of the women I spoke with felt uncomfortable being watched because of their own 

existing feelings of inadequacy (i.e., their own tendency to undermine their own abilities). For 

example, Claire did not enjoy people watching her climb because “sometimes I’m not very, how 

do I say, smooth.” Marissa said that “when people are watching me, I feel like I’m doing 

something wrong.” Claire and Marissa’s comments make me think of Foucault’s concepts of 

discipline and normalizing judgement. In his book Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995) 

theorizes that there is a great deal of power involved in defining terms of judgment. For 

Foucault, normalizing judgements are geared towards punishing those who are not normal and 

rewarding those who conform to standards. Basically, you do not want to stand out for fear of 

being judged, which is what I see with Claire and Marissa. Under the watchful eyes of other 

climbers, the women worry about not conforming to the climbing community’s standards and 

they discipline themselves.  

The women are policed such that their climbing practices should not be masculine or too 

feminine. For instance, Victoria spoke about how her non-climbing friends scrutinize her 

participation in the sport, saying “oh, that’s so manly of you.” Victoria’s friends also interrogated 

her: “aren’t your arms going to get really big?” In this instance, Victoria is being policed for 



163 

 

doing an activity that is seen as too masculine for her, and I maintain that her heterosexuality is 

simultaneously being questioned under the normative gaze of the heterosexual female body 

(Booth, 2001). It is evident that there are social repercussions for climbing women who 

challenge traditional feminine practices, but there are also repercussions for climbing women 

who adhere too closely to traditional feminine practices. 

This policing of femininities does not only stem from the gaze of men in the gym. Some 

of the participants are highly critical of other women climbers who they feel are only climbing 

for social or aesthetic reasons and thus not exerting enough physical effort. In other research, 

women who do not climb seriously enough are referred to as “belay bunnies” (Robinson, 2008). 

Although that term is not used by participants in this project, similar ideas arose where the 

climbing women criticize and undermine more traditional femininities. For instance, in the third 

focus group, Mikayla and Fiona – two experienced climbers – voiced their disappointment with 

women who give up while climbing difficult routes. Mikayla and Fiona mocked women who did 

not climb hard, using higher pitched voices to feign traditional femininity:  

Like, what are you doing? You can do this! Don’t be the [changes to a higher voice] ‘oh 

I’m so weak and helpless’ (Mikayla) 

 

Like, [changes to a higher voice] ‘oh I can’t do a pull-up.’ [laughing] And I’m like, no 

you can! If I can, you can. They’re like, ‘no but like [smacks lips together], it’s so hard,’ 

right? (Fiona) 

 

Mikayla and Fiona’s comments are products of a masculinist sporting culture and not 

representative of all climbing women. In the same focus group, Mercedes resisted Mikayla and 

Fiona’s undermining of traditional femininities by pointing out that “women are especially hard 

on women” because of social conditioning. 

Unwanted staring is a gendered and racialized experience. In considering how this 

intersection influences the women, I draw from the growing body of research on gender, race, 
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and media representation (e.g., Brooks & Hebert, 2006; Towbin et al., 2004; Zhang, 2010). This 

scholarship helps me recognize that racialized climbers in my study could be watched through an 

eroticized lens; however, there is not one singular narrative about racialized women, and when 

considering the experiences of Leah, men fetishizing and hypersexualizing Asian women is just 

one version of the sexual-racialization of Asian women. When talking about her experiences of 

being watched, Leah said that climbers are “obviously…looking at other people’s bodies” in a 

sexualized way. Leah felt that when climbers stare at her it is to watch her body and not to gather 

information about a climb: “If they’re looking at me, it’s probably at my body, because I’m not 

that great of a climber. They’re not trying to steal my beta or anything.” Brooks and Hebert 

(2006) suggest that a predominant narrative in popular culture is that Asian women’s bodies exist 

for white male pleasure. Hence, it is possible that the men at the climbing gym, most of whom 

are white, are more inclined to watch, and to eroticize, Leah with a masculine heterosexual gaze.  

I compare Lean’s experience of being watched with Claire’s to complicate this analysis 

further. Claire, a self-identified white, middle class woman, confidently shared that she never 

feels self-conscious about being watched: “I never feel like people are looking at me. I never feel 

self-conscious. I actually feel like I’m proud [laughs] … even if I’m struggling, I’d say. I feel 

like a powerful person climbing this wall.” While I recognize that Leah and Claire are racialized 

differently, Claire is also a more experienced climber than Leah, and I do not want to impose a 

singular reading of race on this. Leah might also one day become a more experienced climber 

who ignores or confronts the men who stare at her. It is not necessarily or not just Claire’s 

whiteness that assuages her discomfort with being watched; she also carries a middle class 

comfort and entitlement to take up space, and her climbing skills might make her more able to 

avoid the feelings of scrutiny in the gym. I recognize that predominantly white, middle class, 
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masculine climbing spaces can make some white, middle class women feel more comfortable 

and therefore more likely to excel. As Manne (2018) discussed, many white women approve of 

and invest in toxic masculinity. She finds that some white women bargain away their humanity 

for a position of power within the cis-hetero, white supremacist patriarchy. 

Claire’s quote also makes me think of Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992) fish analogy 

whereby if someone’s habitus aligns with their field, they will feel “like a fish in water” and not 

feel the weight of the water. Thinking back to Leah’s earlier story of her family’s immigrant and 

working class background, it becomes clear that Claire, by contrast, through her life experiences, 

would likely have garnered a bodily orientation that is more in line with the predominantly 

white, middle class field of climbing. She would, more likely, have a “feel for the game” of 

climbing (Bourdieu, 1990).   

Alongside gender and race, sexuality is another interlocking relation of power that 

organizes participants’ experience of unwanted staring. The conventional male gaze positions 

femininity as a liability and reifies compulsory heterosexuality. Participants’ discomfort with 

being watched by men speaks to the heteronormativity of climbing spaces. The silence of 

2SLGBTQIA+ sexualities in my transcripts reveals an implicit heteronormativity within the 

climbing community. Heteronormativity seems to operate mostly through its enforcement of a 

silence concerning anti-normative behaviour, emphasizing heterosexuality as the unmarked, 

unspoken standard (on one outdoor climbing trip, I did hear a homophobic slur, but I discuss this 

in my next chapter). 

Participants told me that there is a ‘natural’ tendency to watch other climbers in the 

climbing community, and I think this culture of watching fosters women’s experiences of 

unwanted staring. According to Margo, “watching other people climb” is “one of the best ways 
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to learn.” Participants found it empowering to watch other climbers to improve. Fiona said that 

she is “definitely a voyeur” when it comes to watching other people climb problems that she was 

also working on: “I’ll stare at them.” However, the women not only watched other climbers for 

training purposes.  

Despite participants’ negative experiences feeling sexualized by the masculine 

heterosexual gaze, it is important to note that this is not to the exclusion of women’s own sexual 

agency. Although most participants disliked being objectified and sexualized involuntarily, some 

women also indicated that they take pleasure in being watched or watching other climbers. 

Victoria enjoyed her male romantic partner complimenting her body while climbing, yet she was 

uncomfortable being objectified by other male climbers. In this way, the sexualized gaze was 

pleasurable when exchanged between consenting partners but bothersome when coming from a 

stranger. Leah said that she sometimes notices the physique of another climber: “Sometimes you 

can’t help but notice that, yeah, some people have really nice arms.” Likewise, Mikayla 

commented that she watches men climb: “I fully recognize that the guys are probably checking 

out my ass while I’m climbing, because I wear yoga pants, but at the same time, I’m looking at 

them, when they’re climbing too, so fair is fair, right?” The women’s stories of enjoyment with 

being watched and being the voyeur illustrate that we need to remember that doing gender and 

doing sexuality can be pleasureful, that women not only passively receive the gaze, but that they 

also sometimes actively solicit the gaze, and that women are also doing the gazing. 

Nevertheless, the implications of unwanted staring are that some women do not feel 

comfortable in or entitled to sporting space. For some women, the feeling of being watched and 

assessed by men makes them avoid certain climbing spaces, adapt their training schedules, and 

wear looser clothing. Some participants avoid bouldering because of a masculine heterosexual 
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gaze; instead, they prefer top-roping because their belayer can ward off unnecessary staring. In 

her conversation about feeling “really uncomfortable” with “the watching part” of climbing, 

Marissa asserted that “if I could boulder in a room by myself, I think I would really like it.” 

Victoria climbed at the gym early in the morning. Leah wore looser clothing because she did not 

want men staring at her butt. However, it is this same male heterosexual gaze that sets up the 

norm for women to wear tighter clothing in the first place. The men I observe do not typically 

wear tight clothing. Overall, what these statements suggest to me is that the women feel 

intimidated by a masculine, heterosexual gaze. But not all the women I spoke with share this 

feeling. 

Some participants found the male gaze to be empowering and refused to let men’s staring 

stymie their climbing. For Claire, the feeling of being watched compelled her to complete 

climbing routes in front of an audience. Marissa, whom I just quoted as wanting to boulder in a 

room by herself, said that, although it has taken her a long time to feel comfortable with the 

voyeurism of climbing culture, she refuses to be held back by “the potential embarrassment of 

failing in front of people.” In a comparable way, Harriet said that climbing is a good way for 

women to learn “how to survive in an environment that’s uncomfortable or scary.” 

A fourth and less frequently mentioned microaggression involves unwanted sexual 

advances. Harriet’s comment is representative of this theme: “There have definitely been times 

where I felt super uncomfortable because men were hitting on me.” Much like unwanted staring, 

the participants’ concern with unwanted advances is directed towards men, which further 

confirms the heteronormativity of climbing spaces. 

In some ways, the participants articulated unwanted sexual advances as regular 

experiences that women must grapple with in climbing spaces. Sarah spoke nonchalantly about 
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being “hit on” at the gym: “There’s been the odd guy that I feel like will come in and hit on you 

and won’t leave you alone. I usually just walk away from them though.” Sarah thought of her 

sexualization by men as an unpleasant yet expected outcome of climbing in sex-integrated 

spaces. Sarah clarified that she did not feel dismissed by men’s unwanted flirtation because 

“there’s douche-y men everywhere,” which exemplifies the casual way this microaggression 

permeates climbing spaces.  

Sometimes it is not the advance itself but the potential for undesirable romantic 

comments or actions that organize women’s climbing practices. Harriet and Leah said that they 

climb in particular ways because of the possibility of unwanted sexual advances. Harriet dressed 

in a way that discouraged men from coming over to flirt with her. She covered up her “large 

chest” by wearing “the baggiest cotton t-shirts of all time” when she climbs: “Nobody is looking 

at me being like, ‘I should go hit on her.’… That’s the aim of dressing that way…. I don’t wear 

clothing that would be in any way inciting [attention]…. Probably subconsciously I’ve learned 

that I like exercising this way because people don’t come and talk to me then.” Harriet’s 

experience is reflected in other research where women “protected themselves with large 

sweaters” while working out in male-dominated areas of fitness gyms (Johansson, 1996, p. 38). 

Leah avoided talking and climbing with men because of the possibility that her interactions 

might be read as romantic interest when she has no desire for an intimate relationship: “Guys, if 

you talk to them, they think you’re trying to date them, and that’s really annoying to deal with, 

so that might be why I reach out to guys less as climbing partners.”   

 In one instance, a participant encountered an unwanted sexual advance that extended 

beyond the climbing space. Harriet shared a story of feeling “incredibly awkward” when a man 

walked her home from the climbing gym: 
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This guy and one of his friends…ended up climbing beside us, which probably looking 

back on it now wasn’t accidental…and then [his friend] was like, “Oh…do you want a 

ride…?” And I was like, “No, thanks. I’m walking. It’s fine.” [This guy] is like, “oh, I’ll 

walk with you then!” And it was like, um, that’s uncomfortable. I’d rather you didn’t, but 

fine, I guess. And it was really awkward. 

 

This man harassed Harriet and imposed on her space, both in the climbing gym and on the street. 

To unpack Harriet’s encounter, I draw on Emma McClure’s (2019) theory of aggression in 

which she conceptualizes ‘creepiness’ as a microaggression that “constrict[s] the target’s agency 

and threaten[s] the target’s capacity for self-definition” (p. 92). The man in Harriet’s encounter 

was a ‘creeper’ who diminished her agency and ability to define her terms of engagement. 

According to McClure (2019), “The creeper entangles you in conversation and binds you to the 

role he’s chosen for you. He steals more time than you are willing to give” (p. 100). Emblematic 

of this notion of stealing time, Harriet succinctly described why she prefers to climb with other 

women and not men: “Women don’t interfere with my time as much as men do. They don’t act 

like they should be entitled to talk to me.” Although a man who flirts with a woman in an 

uninvited way may have good intentions, he perpetuates misogynous narratives and has the 

potential to cause serious harm; he compels her to participate in a social narrative that 

undermines her agential capacities and steals her time (Mann, 2012). In the next section, I 

expand upon this notion of encroaching on space to discuss the experience of being crowded out.  

3. Crowding Out 

 Some participants avoid or spend less time in specific areas of the gym, such as the 

bouldering room or the cave, because of the masculine, heterosexual gaze; others are pushed out 

of these areas because men monopolize those spaces. Leah suggested that to avoid the gaze, 

climbing women “stay out of the way more” by “finding corners where less people are.” In this 

way, the two microaggressions of unwanted staring and crowding out concomitantly work to 
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perpetuate men’s monopoly over climbing space. This is not unique to climbing (Caudwell, 

2017; Vera-Gray, 2017). 

Participants explained that men disproportionately take up more space than women in the 

climbing gym by monopolizing walls and routes, practicing larger movements, and making 

louder sounds while climbing. It has long been recognized that men take up more than ample 

space in the public sphere, which is often termed ‘manspreading’ (Caudwell, 2017). Caudwell 

(2017) argues that manspreading is a form of spatial embodied dominance, which demonstrates a 

masculine style and circumvents mostly women’s – but also some men’s – entitlement to a 

proportionate share of public space.   

The unapologetic use of space is a masculine characteristic (Waitt, 2008), and thus, 

climbing women tend not to take up as much space as men do or to get in the way of others. For 

instance, Harriet said that women climbers are generally more conscientious about sharing space, 

even though she observes that some women monopolize walls. Harriet said that part of her 

approach to climbing entails “considering other people’s experiences and not wanting to impede 

on them.” Marissa indicated that the sheer lack of consideration of personal space is masculine: 

“Guys will start doing chin-ups as you’re trying to walk through the door, and it’s like, hello, can 

I move please?” Marissa went on to note that a man with whom she used to climb, “used to just 

do planks in the middle of the mat. And I’d be like, it’s a crowded gym time! What are you 

doing? This is so selfish. No one can get around you now.” This masculine feature of 

unapologetically taking up space also seems to also be a form of display, where men perform in 

this way to cohere with (hyper)masculine norms. Men’s monopolization of space is also reflected 

in climbing media. In Free Solo, professional climber Alex Honnold remarks that he enjoys 
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having a ‘girl’ (referring to, and infantilizing, his female romantic partner) in his van as he 

travels and climbs because she does not take up a lot of space.  

Participants also stated that hypermasculine climbing displays made them feel so 

uncomfortable that they avoided certain areas, gym times, and people. Many women described 

men climbers as especially intense or vocal – shouting, swearing, or kicking the walls. For 

example, Claire described men who climb as “grunting” “jumping” and “obviously trying.” 

Lilith said that she feels uncomfortable around climbing men who express themselves through 

loud, aggressive outbursts. Lilith explained how being trained as a woman has taught her to be 

wary of men who are aggressive and swearing; she is apt to leave climbing spaces where men are 

loud and domineering. The problem is not that participants are less able to negotiate aggressive 

behaviours in the gym, but rather, that aggressive behaviours can heighten women’s feeling of 

insecurity by reinforcing the masculine nature of the environment in which they are climbing 

(Caudwell, 2017).  

A narrowing of acceptable femininities puts the women in a precarious position and 

influences how they take up aural space. For instance, Lilith pointed to the gendered ways that 

climbers express their physical defeats, where men are loud and boisterous, and women quietly 

question their capability. Lilith observed that women are policed for transgressive behaviours: “I 

feel like if a woman would be loud and swearing after a defeat, the way that she would be judged 

would be really different than if a man would do it in the same way.” Lilith’s comment relates to 

the notion that women who climb hard risk their heterosexuality being questioned under the 

normative male gaze of the heterosexual female body (Booth, 2001). Importantly, her 

observation illustrates how climbers’ reactions are socially constructed, learned things. Because 

Lilith recognizes how climbers’ expression of vulnerability is judged, she takes up less aural 
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space when she experiences defeat – she tries not to swear and does “not share it with the 

world.” Lilith could be positioned as complicit in how she actively configures her voice to 

conventional ideas of femininity, illustrating how the boundaries of femininity are narrow and 

rigidly policed in climbing spaces.  

Participants also shared stories of men dismissing them in conversations that occur in 

between climbs. In these moments, women are simultaneously undermined and crowded out of 

aural space. According to Lilith:  

There have been many times…in my climbing experience where I’m literally just there, 

and I’m not a part of the conversation even if I’m part of the conversation. So people will 

be looking and talking directly to [male romantic partner]…but never looking at me once. 

 

In addition to men monopolizing space, sometimes the women made choices about where 

to climb simply to avoid men who were unpleasant. For instance, Leah talked about a climbing 

man who yells “so loud that the entire gym could hear,” who falls “so dramatically,” and who 

walks around a cliff with “his harness clipped full of unnecessary gear.” Lilith also described 

how a certain “intensity” tends to be invoked when men are climbing: 

The deciding factor…of where I go in [Rock On] is who’s there. Yeah, and even how 

much I climb, because sometimes there’s just such an intensity in the people who are 

climbing, or just the camaraderie too, that I don’t feel quite like I have a space there, and 

I think that probably happens more when men are around than when it’s women. 

 

The women are clearly irritated by men who monopolize space, which shows that the 

women do feel entitled to this climbing space; however, most participants are unwilling to put up 

with the nonsense, so they walk away. For instance, Marissa said: “I know that I try to take up 

less space, because I don’t feel comfortable, and a lot of that is based on my gender, and I 

almost, like, I resent that in some ways.” Other participants describe actions that they take to 

minimize their consumption of space and time in climbing spaces: Leah prefers to climb in gym 

areas that are quiet; Marissa avoids bouldering alone, because she is intimidated by other 
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climbers yelling at her; and Lilith avoids the cave and overcrowded and loud spaces. However, 

in forfeiting space, the participants are reinforcing the power of hegemonic masculinity. For 

example, Elizabeth Grosz (2001) asserted: “The more one disinvests one’s own body 

from…space, the less able one is to effectively inhabit that space as one’s own” (p. 9). In other 

words, the shrinking of women, both in space and time, maintains power imbalances in climbing 

spaces.  

This theme of forfeiting climbing space was evident to me prior to collecting data. When 

I started bouldering on my own, I was hesitant to take up space, and I often found myself 

apologizing for doing so. Although I was partaking in the predominantly masculine practice of 

bouldering, I metaphorically tip-toed around the gym, apologizing as I went, which can be 

understood as a comportment strategy to minimize my gender transgression. Even though I was 

partaking in a seemingly more masculine practice, other privileges, such as ease of mobility and 

access to walls, were not conferred upon me. This shrinking of women’s bodies in space is also 

found in Roy’s (2013) work on women’s surfing in the UK, where women attributed a fear of 

“being in the way” to the masculinized surf culture. Femininities should not be pushed out of 

sporting spaces, but it is also important to recognize that men intrude upon women’s everyday 

lives in public spaces more generally. In Fiona Vera-Gray’s (2017) work on women’s 

experiences with unknown men’s intrusions in public, she finds that these intrusions become a 

fundamental factor in how women understand and enact their embodied selves. As Ahmed 

(2014) cautions, femininity should not be delimited in public and over-inhabited in private. 

The experience of inhabiting climbing space could be different. According to Lilith, 

climbing could serve to help women to develop confidence in occupying space unapologetically. 

Harriet recommended privileging a feminine approach that is more considerate of sharing space, 
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where the mentality of “jostling to get to the front” is replaced by climbers who “come back in 

twenty minutes.” Harriet promoted a collective intervention where men do not feel an 

unwarranted sense of entitlement to occupy climbing space.  

Some participants told me that our conversations allowed them to reflect more deeply on 

their climbing practices. For instance, in my interview with Lilith, she said that contemplating 

how different structures dictate movement in the world can help people navigate these structures 

more knowingly. Lilith asserted that consciousness raising can improve how women navigate 

oppressive systems. Although often viewed as a relic of second wave feminism, consciousness 

raising entails people thinking about how they can re-create the world (while recreating) in 

socially conscious ways. Despite Lilith’s proposal being more of a downstream, individual 

solution to the issue of microaggressions, it highlights the practical significance of consciousness 

raising for climbers and advocacy groups that are working towards eliminating sexism, racism, 

homophobia, and ableism in climbing spaces.     

Conclusion 

Theoretically, this chapter illustrated how spatial processes reproduce and challenge 

gender discourses in everyday physical cultural practices like climbing. The participants’ stories 

illustrated several ways in which gender informs bodily ways of knowing and how to be in the 

world. Their examples provided evidence of the misogyny that enforces patriarchal ideology 

(Manne, 2018) in a masculine, white, middle class sporting space (where the misogyny organizes 

not only women but also men and nonbinary climbers). Therefore, this analysis exemplifies how 

power structures intersect and are so ingrained in our lives. 

Practically, this analysis is significant because climbing and leisure communities need to 

better understand how microaggressions (being undermined, underestimated, watched, 
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sexualized, and crowded out) can constrain people’s physical cultural practices and be 

exclusionary for different groups of people. This is a social justice issue because feelings of 

exclusion or discomfort can constrain people’s physical cultural practices, which in turn 

constrains people’s access to leisure and wellbeing. The climbing community needs to reckon 

with how heterosexism, racism, classism, and ableism converge and act upon people’s 

experiences of inclusion and exclusion in the gym and at the crag.  

In this chapter, I discussed the inconspicuously oppressive nature of microaggressions, 

which are practiced both in gyms and at crags. My following chapter will analyze problematic 

route names. The most threatening aspect of microaggressions is the constant hampering of a 

woman’s agency. Hence, the women’s experiences of microaggressions are similar to the power 

relations involved in the misogynous and racist slurs represented in the route names, because 

even though a microaggression is more subtle and less immediately harmful, it is still an attack 

on climbing women’s autonomy and a normalizing of inequality. Microaggressions can also 

create a context in which discriminatory route names are normalized and not challenged. 
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Chapter 6 

The Route Names 

As a climber…and…a woman – I would never feel that entitlement to slap a name on it. 

Be like, “oh, I just conquered this, I get to name it something,” and then sexualize it, you 

know? Like, what, they’re conquering a mountain like they’d conquer a woman?... The 

connotation…is so gross to me…. And whose consent do you have to…name this in this 

way and…does conquering require consent? I know I’m going deep into this, but it’s 

pretty rape-y, you know? (Lilith)   

 

When I began this project, I was unfamiliar with the practice of naming outdoor climbing 

routes. Questions about route names started to percolate in my mind after a climbing trip to Red 

Rocks, Nevada, in February 2017 in which I climbed a cliff called the ‘Panty Wall’ that included 

numerous routes named after women’s undergarments. This prompted me to investigate if 

similar naming practices were used elsewhere, and I learned that the climbing community that I 

studied frequents a cliff with several misogynous climbing route names. I wanted to know what 

women thought about these route names, so I asked about this in my interviews. 

The research question that frames this chapter is: How do women negotiate misogynous 

route names in their outdoor climbing? This question corresponds with the purpose of my 

research, which is to investigate how social structures organize women’s climbing experiences 

and how women maintain and/or transform gendered power relations through their climbing. I 

want to better understand if and how women feel excluded or uncomfortable in their leisure to 

help develop and support strategies that make climbing (and outdoor physical cultural spaces) 

more inclusive, equitable and socially just. Of all my interview questions, the most impassioned 

responses I received were in response to my question about the route names. Upon analyzing the 

transcripts, six themes emerged in relation to the topic of misogynous route names: frustration, 
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helplessness, exclusion, internalized sexism, pushback, and the intersection of sexism and settler 

colonialism.  

My research began with a focus on gender, but engaging with women’s experiences of 

inclusion and exclusion in terms of route names helped me understand the women’s experiences 

beyond sexism alone. Not everyone experiences gendered oppression in the same way because of 

intersecting privileges/oppressions, such as race, class, and ability (Ahmed, 2017). Most of the 

women I spoke with were privileged climbers, with the time, money, and ability to ‘conquer’ 

stolen land. As I researched more, I became aware that how climbers name the land needs to be 

understood within the context of settler colonialism, so I turned my intersectional feminist lens to 

decolonization. As part of the lifelong, layered decolonizing journey (Root, 2010), I attempt to 

shift my worldview, and part of this process is recognizing and situating myself as a white, 

middle class, nondisabled, cis-gendered, woman. My social location has afforded me the 

opportunity to climb and gather research upon Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee Territories.    

This is a chapter about gender, naming, and the land. The content for this chapter 

predominantly comes from my individual and focus group interviews, buoyed up by a couple of 

participant observations. I interpret my findings with respect to gender in the outdoors, naming in 

a settler colonial context, and decolonial perspectives on land-based leisure. I develop a critique 

of patriarchal, racist, and colonial discourses to analyze the six emergent themes. I argue that the 

politics of naming climbing routes in Canada cannot be divorced from a settler-colonial logic 

that has long used mapping and (re)naming land as a strategy for nation-building. Therefore, I 

suggest incorporating decolonial theories into climbing to challenge discriminatory naming 

practices and create more inclusive leisure environments that support diverse experiences and 

subjectivities. 



178 

 

Before I go further, I want to note that I have spent a lot of time thinking about how to 

discuss the route names. Do I write out the oppressive route names? How explicit should I be as I 

explain titles which will likely offend my audience and, therefore make my research less 

accessible to some? At my last research talk, I chose not to speak the route names aloud and only 

show screenshots of them. My decision was influenced by presenters at online climbing webinars 

held during the summer and fall of 2020; Black, Indigenous, and other racialized women 

discussed how oppressive route names are a form of hate speech or violence that generates 

embodied responses. The violence the women discussed is not explicit, physical attacks, but a 

form of hostile misogyny, racism, and homophobia, or micro-assaults. While I recognize it is 

necessary to identify and name the misogyny, racism, homophobia, transphobia, and ableism 

embedded in the names in order to make social change, my feminist politico ethos, by way of 

Sara Ahmed (2021), also tells me: “I am committed to challenging inequalities where I am by 

explaining what I oppose without elevating what I oppose to a position worthy of being debated” 

(para. 7). I do not want to elevate the oppressive route names in my research. Although I initially 

focused on the misogynous route names in my interviews, I also learned about a route name 

based on an anti-Indigenous racist slur, and I learned that climbers have imposed route names 

that are anti-Black, anti-Asian, queerphobic, transphobic and ableist. Some oppressive slurs will 

come up in this chapter. In my written work, I have chosen to write out most of the 

discriminatory names so readers can see the language being used, but I have used asterisks or 

abbreviations in place of a couple of racist slurs and a misogynous slur. 

The rest of the chapter proceeds as follows: First, I provide some necessary context on 

outdoor climbing. Second, I introduce the route names at two local climbing areas. I document 

some of the route name changes that took place locally and across North America in 2020. Third, 
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I discuss the conditions that have made possible discriminatory route names. Fourth, I analyze 

the participants’ responses to misogynous route names. Fifth, I weave a tale of collective 

grassroots resistance into my analysis of the route names. I conclude the chapter with some 

discussion of the relevance of naming practices to natural resource management.  

Outdoor Climbing Context 

In outdoor climbing, an FA is defined as the first, successful, documented climb of a 

route, and it is customary for the first person who ascends and sets up a route – the first 

ascensionist – to choose a name for it. Some first ascensionists use misogynous, racist, 

homophobic, transphobic or ableist names for routes. A scan of online climbing guides indicates 

that these discriminatory naming practices extend across North America, Australia, and the 

United Kingdom. Route naming practices are a complex issue. The history of settler colonialism 

sets a foundation for understanding the FA tradition, as discriminatory route names uphold 

structures of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy that shape outdoor recreation. This issue has 

a long history; TA Loeffler (1996) wrote about sexist and homophobic route names in climbing 

guidebooks across the United States more than 20 years ago. Problematic route names are rarely 

challenged because of the widely accepted tradition of FA naming rights, and because the names 

are not well known outside the climbing community. In contrast to ski hill runs, signposts do not 

indicate climbing route names, and many routes are in the backcountry. At the second crag I 

studied, most of the discriminatory route names are at the furthest end of the cliff on difficult 

climbing terrain.  

Setting up a route on a cliff is an arduous, technical, and risky process that can take 

weeks or months to complete. Those who can get to the top first, get to name the route. It is 

easier to get to the top first when you have the time, gear, money, training, travel, and mobility to 

access the outdoors. Because of gendered caregiving responsibilities, family time, and financial 



180 

 

costs, it can be difficult for women to afford to carve out time for outdoor leisure and technical 

skills development (Warren & Loeffler, 2006). This is seen in the data – recall that the American 

Alpine Club’s (2019) found that 67 percent of outdoor climbers identify as men, while only 33 

percent identify as women. In addition to structural constraints, historical bureaucratic barriers 

have hindered the development of women’s climbing (Bell & McEwan, 1996; Blum, 1980), and 

gendered discourses construct femininity as weak and at odds with adventure sport (e.g., Davis, 

2007). These discourses and circumstances produce a climate where women are less likely to 

have the time, technical skills, confidence in those skills, interest in confronting risk, and comfort 

in the outdoors, all of which are necessary for setting up a route.   

TA Loeffler (1996) discussed the topic of route names in a study of sexual harassment 

and experiential education programs. Loeffler (1996) referred to several examples of sexist and 

homophobic route names published in four American climbing guidebooks. Loeffler (1996) 

asserted that the sexist and homophobic route names create an intimidating outdoor experience 

for women and girls, which can foreground sexual harassment in outdoor programs. According 

to Loeffler (1996), “in terms of women’s safety, this joking is no laughing matter” (p. 221). In 

his research on sport climbing at Yosemite National Park, Joseph Taylor (2010) discusses 

sexualizing and objectifying route names. His research helps to historicize the practice of 

discriminatory route naming. In the following excerpt, Taylor (2010) details the rise of 

discriminatory route names in the mid-1970s: 

The female body was objectified with Jugs, “The [C***]ress,” and at least three 

“Nipple”s. Climbers celebrated male anatomy with Pink Banana and Shirt But Thick, and 

Hetchel wrote an essay titled “Walls Without Balls” about the first all-women ascent of 

El Capitan. The deed inspired Dog Dick Lik, Gang Bang, Handjob, Jump for Joy, Liz is 

Tight, The Opening of Misty Beethoven, The Shaft, Sloppy Seconds, and Siberian Swarm 

Screw, which included Johnson on the first ascent. Squamish sported the Black Dyke, and 

the Vulgarians contributed Dick’s Prick, Swinging [C***], and Vulga-Tits – the latter an 

all-women’s ascent (p. 222).  
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The above quote highlights several themes. First, problematic route names predominantly 

objectify women’s bodies while celebrating men’s bodies (while simultaneously upholding the 

gender/sex binary). Second, some women have been complicit in sexism by contributing route 

names that demean women. This might not be as obvious, but in the excerpt, Taylor mentioned 

that Johnson contributed to one of the names. The Johnson that Taylor is referring to is Beverly 

Johnson, who I introduced in Chapter Two. Third, some women have resisted gender 

discrimination and issued route names that celebrate femininity. Fourth, the issue of route names 

is intersectional, with anti-Black racism interlocking with misogyny and homophobia.  

In addition to cataloguing the above route names, Taylor (2010) also illustrated how male 

climbers hung panties from belay bolts and placed dildos on rock walls (p. 222). A similar 

tradition unfolds in the world of skiing and snowboarding, where skiers riding a chair lift throw 

bras and panties onto a tree underneath the left, calling this a “panty tree” or “bra tree” (Shafer, 

2018). Throughout this project I also found out that a similar thing happens in mountain biking. 

During a media interview, I learned about a trail named B-line on Squamish Mountain in British 

Columbia, where mountain bikers frequently nail women’s underwear to a tree next to the trail 

sign. The journalist, Melanie Chambers, explained to me that the trail is named B-line because it 

is a beginner trail, so nailing women’s underwear to the tree insinuates that women ride this trail 

because they are not as advanced as men. Over the past few years, the underwear has been 

repeatedly removed and replaced (Chambers, 2020). Taylor’s (2010) and Chamber’s (2020) 

observations demonstrate the way in which some climbers and mountain bikers cultivate a 

climate in which women’s bodies and achievements are devalued in various ways, including in 

language. 

The Route Names 
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As I mentioned in Chapter Three, the local climbing community I studied frequents two 

outdoor climbing crags, which I refer to as Crag One and Crag Two. I documented the route 

names at these two locations by consulting the online climbing guide (The Crag, 2021). I also 

consulted a physical copy of a guidebook for Crag One, but there was no physical guidebook for 

Crag Two. The misogynous and racist names are predominantly located at Crag Two. However, 

at Crag One there are three problematic route names: Testicular Torsion, Kamasutra Surprise, 

and Camisole Cusp. Where some discriminatory route names include blatant racial slurs or 

sexually violent language, other discriminatory route names disguise their oppression behind 

colloquial language, puns, and inside jokes. Therefore, I referred to an online slang dictionary 

(Urban Dictionary, 2021) to uncover the possible double meanings of some of the route names.  

Crag One is a small granite crag composed of three cliffs with 41 climbing routes and 

two bouldering problems. The cliffs are on Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee Territories, land 

that has been taken over and managed by Parks Canada. The cliffs are part of the Crawford 

Purchase. The Crawford Purchase is the treaty between the British and Mississaugas that is the 

basis for Canadian claims to sovereignty in the area where Crag One is located. The 

Mississaugas ceded an area of land to the British Crown in October 1783, with the signing of the 

Crawford purchase. However, the terms of this agreement are ambiguous and disputed. 

According to Surtees (1985), in the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development 

document, Indian Land Surrenders in Ontario 1763-1867, “the actual depth and extent of the 

purchase were vague” (p. 24). The British interpreted the term of “so far as a man can travel in 

one day” to mean two or three townships, which is 28 to 42 kilometres, but it is unknown if the 

British and the Mississaugas had the same distance in mind (Murray, 2018). In exchange for the 

land, the Mississaugas were to receive approximately £2000, muskets, tobacco, ammunition, 
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laced hats, and enough red cloth for 12 coats, and the agreement was to last as long as “you see 

the sun in the sky, as the rivers flow, and the grass grows” (McNab, 2012). 

In her case study of a university course about Indigenous and settler histories of 

Kingston, Laura Murray (2018) described the terms and context of the Crawford Purchase. From 

her archival work, Murray (2018) revealed that the Crawford Purchase is not – or is no longer – 

documented by map, deed, formal treaty document, or wampum; and there is no surviving list of 

who was present when the agreement was brokered. To date, Murray (2018) has not been able to 

identify oral tradition recalling its terms. All that there is in the colonial archives is a letter from 

Captain Crawford to Governor Haldimand, dated October 9, 1783.  

In her teaching, Murray (2018) wants her students to understand a treaty as a living 

document of ongoing relationships between nations. Murray (2018) quotes Treaty Relations 

Commission of Manitoba’s commissioner Jamie Wilson about how few non-Indigenous peoples 

realize that “in purchasing a home, they are exercising a treaty right negotiated for Canadian 

citizens by the federal government” (p. 254). If I were to logically extend Wilson’s statement to 

my research, I would say that few non-Indigenous climbers recognize that climbing is exercising 

treaty rights. Indeed, only a few of the white and racialized women settlers I spoke with are 

aware of how treaty relations and ongoing settler colonialism shapes their climbing. 

Faidra and Lilith had acquired knowledge around the cultural politics of land that makes 

climbing possible. Their knowledge is facilitated by their university education; Faidra was 

completing a Bachelor’s degree in Global Development Studies, and Lilith had researched settler 

colonialism at the graduate level. Their social locations allow them to ‘see’ the connections 

between climbing and settler colonialism. Lilith, for instance, said: 

When I went to [Crag One]…there was some plaques there, and I was reading them, and 

I was like, ‘god, this is so colonial.’ …I’m literally potentially just reaping the benefits 
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climbing here as a settler because…who knows how this space would be right now if 

Indigenous peoples were recognized as this being their sovereign territory…. What does 

it mean that I can just climb this mountain? …What is this mountain to other people 

potentially? 

 

Lilith recognizes that she is a beneficiary of settler colonialism, and she sees how this privilege 

shapes her climbing practices. Lilith is willing to embrace discomfort, which, according to Eva 

Mackey (2016) is needed in order to participate in the difficult work of decolonization. For 

Mackey (2016), embracing discomfort is a productive and ethical state of “settler uncertainty” 

(p.122). However, as Tuck and Yang (2012) explain with their concept of “settler moves to 

innocence” (p. 10), resistance is often the first reaction when a sense of personal implication 

dawns on settlers. 

Crag Two is much larger; it is a two-hour drive from Rock On. Crag Two is on 

Anishinaabe Territory, unceded Algonquin land that is officially classified as public, general use 

area or crown land. Crag Two is part of the ongoing Algonquin land claim, which covers 

approximately 36,000 square kilometres and includes Ontario portions of the Ottawa and 

Mattawa River watersheds (Government of Canada, 2016). The Algonquins of Pikwàkanagàn 

First Nation, known at the time as the Algonquins of Golden Lake, submitted a land claim to the 

Government of Canada in 1983, and to the Government of Ontario in 1985, arguing that the 

Crown never entered into a treaty with them and that they have continuing rights over the land 

and natural resources in their Territory (Algonquins of Ontario, 2021; Government of Ontario, 

2021). Ontario accepted the claim for negotiations in 1991, and Canada agreed to join the 

negotiations in 1992 (Algonquins of Ontario, 2021). In 2016 they reached an Agreement-in-

Principle, which sets out the main elements of a potential settlement; they are currently engaged 

in the final stage of treaty negotiations, which are anticipated to conclude in a few more years 

(Government of Ontario, 2021). The Agreement-in-Principle involves the transfer of 117 500 



185 

 

acres of provincial government owned land to the Algonquins of Ontario, $300 million from 

Canada and Ontario to the Algonquins of Ontario, and ongoing rights of the Algonquins of 

Ontario to land and natural resources (Government of Canada, 2016). This 117 500 acres is 

about 1.3 percent of the total area in the claim (Crawford, 2019). It is on this unceded Algonquin 

land that some climbers have named climbing routes with misogynous and racist terms.  

According to the online climbing guide, TheCrag.com, Crag Two’s main cliff was first 

climbed in the late 1970s and was popular through the late 1980s, but then it dropped out of 

favour; only a few routes continued to be climbed and the rest of the climbing area was rarely 

visited. However, in 2010, when the government closed climbing routes at another park, for 

conservation purposes, climbing at Crag Two was revitalized. Climbers developed new routes, 

bolted anchors, and set up several sport climbing routes at Crag Two, and this development 

continued through 2011. Most of the route names in question have been imposed since 2010. 

Table 3 lists the problematic route names at Crag Two. The data are organized by route 

names, setters, and dates. Due to the sheer volume of routes and problems (there are over 200), I 

have only listed names that I perceive to be problematic names in the table. When possible, I also 

include the name of the person who set and named the route and the date they did so. 

Approximately 10 percent of the 182 top-rope routes at Crag Two exhibit discriminatory names, 

including She Got Drilled, Pussy Whipped, Slippery When Wet, Tampon Applicator, Quick and 

Slick, and The Reacharound.  
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Table 3 

 

Crag Two Problematic Route Names 

 

Route Name Setter Date 

Notadikehedral Dominic Ngo March 27, 2012 

Crack and Jugs   

Fallus   

Twinkle Toes   

Slippery When Wet   

Quick and Slick   

Real Men Don’t Place Pro S Adcock and K Prokopiak 1984 

Squeeze Play Jonathan Dean Urness 2016 

A’int No Wifey Petra Slivka 2016 

Pussy Whipped JP Thomas Unknown 

Donkey Punch 2.0* Matthew Usherwood April 15, 2016 

The Reacharound* Matthew Usherwood 2015 

Cream Puff JP Thomas 2015 

Tampon Applicator Petra Slivka Unknown 

Res-Erection   

Squanchy JP Thomas Oct 2016 

Eskimo Brothers “Two men”  

Bad Roady   

She Got Drilled Petra Slivka Unknown 

Twinkie Michael Burke, Martin Brisson May 2015 

Hispanic Panic   

Blackfly Bitch   

Skull-Fucking Bunnies   

The Chief   

*Route names were changed in summer 2020 

 

I am encouraged to report that a first ascensionist changed two of the route names at Crag 

Two in summer 2020. The Reacharound was changed to The Big Reach and Donkey Punch 2.0 

was changed to Donkey See, Donkey Do. As I mentioned earlier, some route names disguise 

their oppression behind colloquial language, puns, and inside jokes. I originally flagged Donkey 

Punch 2.0 as misogynous after looking up this phrase in Urban Dictionary, but I decided to 

withhold this route name from my interviews and analysis because I was not sure of its intended 

meaning. However, given its name change, I think I can be more certain of its misogynous 

origins. A takeaway here is the need to include diverse people in the conversation to understand 
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how names are harmful. However, with respect to the labour of changing route names, we should 

not lean on the free labour of marginalized climbers to call out oppressive names one by one, as 

it is exhausting, and these climbers are often the recipients of the pain caused by these names. 

While debates over route names have been taking place for a while, the advocacy around 

this issue gained momentum in the summer of 2020, alongside transnational calls for racial 

justice with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Several grassroots organizations, such as 

Climbers of Color, Brown Girls Climb, Climb the Gap, Melanin Base Camp, Collective 

Liberation Climbing, Adaptive Climbing Group and BelayALL, have called for changes to 

discriminatory route names across Canada and the USA. These organizations turned the gaze 

onto the larger institutional players, such as publishers and advertising companies, which had 

long avoided transparency and accountability for keeping offensive names in circulation.  

Climb the Gap, a collective whose mission is to cultivate more equity and diversity in 

climbing, developed an open-source spreadsheet for compiling oppressive names. This 

document, which is mostly US-based, catalogues over 300 route names. As the evidence 

mounted and the advocacy gained traction, some route names were redacted, abbreviated and 

changed. At Ten Sleep Canyon in Wyoming, Slavery Wall, Aunt Jemima’s Bisquick 

Thunderdome, 40 Acres and a Mule, and Happiness in Slavery were changed to Downpour Wall, 

Bisquick Thunderdome, Broken Promises, and Happiness, respectively (Buhay, 2020). At Clear 

Creek Canyon in Colorado, Towelhead, Welfare Crack, and Smack that Bitch Up were 

abbreviated to T-Head, W-Crack, and Smack, respectively (Buhay, 2020). And at Squamish in 

British Columbia, Plugging a Dyke, Women in Comfortable Shoes, and Whorehouse were 

changed to Plugging Along with My Friends, Comfortable Shoes, and War House, respectively 

(Pullan, 2020). While it is arguable whether these name changes create more inclusive climbing 
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spaces, these examples highlight the necessity for an analysis of route names to be intersectional, 

showing the interconnection of racism, misogyny, and homophobia. And it is not only climbing 

routes that are named problematically. There is also a long history of geographic features being 

named in racist and misogynous ways, as I detail in the next section.  

What Makes these Route Names Possible?  

There are a few conditions that make these route names possible. First, climbers require 

wilderness spaces to set up, name, and climb routes; however, the wilderness is a cultural 

construction, not a naturally occurring entity. The wilderness had to be created before it could be 

preserved (Spence, 1999). As I covered in Chapter Two, settler colonialism upholds a human-

centered approach that views the nonhuman environment as inferior, silent and empty, which 

validates claims for imposing on the land and serves to restrict Indigenous peoples’ resistance 

(Plumwood, 2003; Erickson, 2020). Therefore, the great Canadian outdoors or the ‘Great White 

North’ has long been implicated in settler colonialism (Baldwin, Cameron, & Kobayashi, 2011). 

According to Courtney Mason (2021), “Parks and protected areas are often heralded for the 

species they protect but are seldom examined for the ideologies or cultural values that they 

protect and project” (p. 99). Eugene Arcand (2020), an Indigenous advisor to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, emphasizes the implications of these settler colonial policies: 

“Today, National Parks and Parks Canada have a larger land mass than all of the reserves in 

Canada put together.”  

This relationship between settler colonialism and wilderness is bolstered by the processes 

of mapping and naming. The colonizer maps and names land to exert dominance and ensure a 

visible presence, where the colonizer exerts control over so-called wild places by mastering 

them, r(e)mapping them, and navigating them (Clayton, 2000; Gendron, 2021; King 2013; 
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Monmonier 2006; Whetung, 2019). In her research on canoeing the Trent Severn Waterway, 

Métis scholar Danielle Gendron (2021) argued that Indigenous names are erased to uphold the 

“colonialscape” and limit Indigenous lives to the reserve (p. 226). Courtney Mason (2014, 2021) 

documented how the ‘conservation’ movement and the creation of wilderness spaces and 

national parks is embroiled with histories of dispossession and relocation of Indigenous peoples. 

Yellowstone National Park was the first example of the removal of communities to preserve 

nature, and it provided a model for the displacement of Indigenous peoples from land that would 

be turned into national parks (Mason, 2021). 

In the context of Canadian outdoor climbing, the tradition of FA naming rights represents 

a colonial logic. First ascents are predicated on the notion of ‘untouched cliffs.’ The idea that the 

land is a blank canvas is a harmful colonial narrative that conditions climbers and facilitates 

climbing’s tradition of FA naming rights; climbers presuppose that they are the first to climb 

cliffs, which erases Indigenous peoples’ histories with the land and Indigenous peoples’ names 

for cliffs and mountains. Furthermore, these colonial discourses of adventure are tied to 

hegemonic masculinity, where the association of white masculinity with unfettered mobility 

discursively produces privileged access to travel, cliffs, and, consequently, FAs and route 

naming rights for men (Erickson, 2003b; Frohlick, 2005). 

A second condition that has facilitated the imposition of discriminatory route names is 

state sanctioning of racist and misogynous toponyms, or place names. Place names assert 

ownership, brandish control, and legitimize conquest. Places names not only give both 

authorship and ownership to the colonizing nation, but they also erase the Indigenous knowledge 

of the land, including that which grounds land claims (Clayton, 2000; Erickson, 2003b; Gendron, 

2021; Monmonier, 2006). Racism and misogyny are deeply intertwined, so we cannot talk about 
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one without talking about the other – and this shows up in toponyms that refer to natural 

geographic places.  

There are many geographic features that have been named with the racist and 

misogynous slur that refers to Indigenous women, the s-word. In the USA, King (2013) found 

that 938 geographic features bear the name in 37 states, including the location of the 1960 

Winter Olympics. King (2013) argued that the s-word toponyms reinscribe violence and 

conquest on Indigenous women’s lives and bodies, encourage toxic masculinity and 

heteronormativity in the public sphere, and illustrate the significance of settler colonialism to the 

knowledge of the landscape. According to the Canadian Geographical Names Database (2021), 

the same slur is used to name 20 geographic features in Canada. Twenty-six of these names have 

been rescinded. The geographical names, whether official or rescinded, evidence a Canada that is 

sexist and racist and has a sexist and racist past.  

People are pushing for change. A lot of advocacy work and activism is taking place. For 

instance, Stoney Nakoda chiefs and elders successfully advocated to change the name of a 

mountain in Canmore, Alberta that had used the s-word (Valleau, 2020). While the slur 

continues to be used in some hiking and climbing guides, on Google maps, and on various trail 

websites, it has been changed on some of these platforms. The new name for the mountain in 

Canmore is Bald Eagle Peak, which recognizes the Stoney Women who are historically known 

as healers and warriors (Valleau, 2020). In Fall 2020, it was also announced that the name of the 

American resort that served as the site of the 1960 Winter Olympics, which included the s-word, 

will be changed after the spring 2021 ski season; the new name has yet to be released (Mossburg, 

2020).  
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A third condition that makes these offensive route names possible is a climate in which 

laddish or toxic masculinity is allowed to flourish. My thinking is supported by other scholarship 

that documents how toxic masculinity and heteronormativity permeate outdoor culture across a 

range of informal sport contexts. Loeffler (1996) theorized that a “laddish masculinity” makes 

discriminatory route names possible. For Loeffler (1996), laddish masculinity is defined as 

intensive fraternal bonding – where men share experiences, fun, and humour to develop 

relationships – that frequently involves sexually aggressive, sexist, or racist jokes. Feminist 

studies of shortboard surfing and windsurfing also report findings of toxic masculinity and 

heteronormativity (Olive 2016; Olive et al., 2018; Wheaton 2004). Within windsurfing, Belinda 

Wheaton (2004) observed that verbal putdowns of women and homophobic slurs towards less 

proficient men reinforce a heteronormative male sports landscape.  

While I was conducting fieldwork, I observed some of this laddish masculinity. Unlike 

Fletcher’s (2014) white-water paddling research where he observed no anti-gay behaviour or 

speech, I heard a homophobic slur. It happened while I was on a weekend climbing trip at Crag 

Two with a university climbing club. On the first night of the trip, as our group of 14 hiked into 

the woods to set up camp, we walked past a rock face that had “Bob likes cock” spray-painted 

onto it, and one of the men yelled: “Bob’s a faggot!” This man’s homophobic slur was irritating 

and impaired my own and, I assume, others’ enjoyment of the outdoors. This experience jarred 

me into seeing the cross-cutting power systems at play in outdoor climbing. Consequently, my 

argument is that a white, male-dominated, hypermasculine, homosocial climate makes the 

creation of misogynous route names possible.  

It is also possible that misogynous route names help lay the foundation for sexually 

harassing and homophobic speech at outdoor climbing cliffs. The relationship between route 
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names and harassing speech is not something that I explored in my research, but some examples 

did present themselves throughout my field work. For instance, the one about Bob above, and the 

excerpt I shared in my introduction where a young man yelled at Mary: “spread your legs and 

trust the rubber!” I did not ask participants to disclose experiences with sexual assault, but in one 

of the focus groups Missy said: “I had my worst experience with sexual assault with a climber.” 

Given that it was a group interview, I did not prompt Missy to discuss her experience further; 

however, after Missy’s admission, Elena agreed that it can be intimidating to be a woman in the 

outdoors: “walking in the world and being a woman, people are going to attempt to take 

advantage of you or to solicit sex from you, or just not really treat you like a person sometimes.”  

In the next section, I continue to analyze the conditions that allow for the possibility of 

offensive route names, but I also shift to consider the implications of the route names for the 

women. I analyze participants’ responses. I draw on poststructuralism to recognize how language 

fundamentally shapes our understanding of the world. Discourses have lived effects on people’s 

practices and bodies, so when women who climb learn of misogynous, racist, or homophobic 

route names that reflect a larger outdoor climbing culture, these discourses shape their outdoor 

practices. The discriminatory and oppressive discourses evident in some route names serve to 

exclude and make some climbers uncomfortable, including white women, Black, Indigenous, 

and racialized women, transgender and gender queer people, and people who do not identify as 

straight. However, it is also important to note that some women have assigned misogynous route 

names.  

What Do the Women Think of Misogynous Route Names? 

Several themes emerged from the transcripts with respect to how participants negotiate 

misogynous route names. The first three themes reflected participants’ feelings in response to the 
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route names: frustration, helplessness, and exclusion. The next two themes addressed how 

participants navigated the route names: internalized sexism and pushback. Finally, the last theme 

was future approaches to this issue, both for OEE practitioners and researchers: intersection of 

sexism and colonialism. I examine each of these themes below. 

Frustration, Helplessness, and Exclusion 

The first theme that emerged from the transcripts was that most participants were 

frustrated by the overt objectification and sexualization of women’s bodies in the route names. 

The participants’ frustration became obvious in the expletives they used to describe their feelings 

toward the route names. Marissa voiced her annoyance with the route names: “Just fucking 

classic…. That’s how so many of these things go.” An agitated Lilith reflected: “There’s so 

many layers there. The entitlement, first, to name something…and then the entitlement to 

sexualize it…. Slippery When Wet? Who the fuck came up with that idea? I would bet a lot of 

money that it wasn’t a woman.” Kaybee questioned why climbers use misogynous route names: 

“What the fuck? Why would you name it like that? I wondered that. Why? Or Pussy Slammer? 

Why? Why did we name it that?” When I asked Harriet how the misogynous route names made 

her feel, she responded: “If I were to climb with men and they were like, ‘Oh, let’s do like Pussy 

Whipped!’ It would be like, no!” Harriet said that these “frustrating” route names were 

unacceptable and made women feel marginalized and uncomfortable.  

Several participants mentioned that they would be embarrassed to share the names of the 

routes they had climbed. For instance, Marissa said, “Those are just things that I would never 

want to say out loud.” According to Kaybee, the “really sexist names for the climbs” chagrined 

her deeply: “I would feel weird being like, ‘wow, I climbed this great route…Have you climbed 

Tampon Applicator?’” Likewise, when I introduced the list of route names to Victoria, she was 
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shocked and disappointed: “You can’t just change that, and that makes me sad, because if I was 

saying, ‘which one did you send?’ and you’re like, ‘oh, this,’ that just kind of leaves a bad taste 

in your mouth.”  

In my fourth focus group, Eva commented on how the route names created an 

environment that is not kid or family friendly: “You can’t bring your kids to climb the routes you 

just set, or else you’re going to have to make up fake names for them, because that’s awful 

[laughter from the group]. ‘Go climb the Panty Wall’ [said sarcastically, mocking a parent 

yelling to kids]!” Here, the participants assert that the route names produce a space that feels 

unwelcoming for parents and children. The misogynous route names serve to maintain the crag 

as masculine sporting space, and by driving out families, these names also function to deter 

women from climbing at outdoor cliffs.  

While the theme of frustration clearly emerged from the transcripts, it is also important to 

pay attention to gaps or silences in the women’s conversations. For instance, most participants 

articulated frustration with being objectified by the misogynous route names, but only a few 

mentioned the politics of colonialism.  

The second theme that emerged from the transcripts was helplessness. Many of the 

participants expressed disappointment with the misogynous route names yet felt that nothing 

could be done to change them. When I asked Leah how she negotiated the route names, she 

explained that she was a product of the larger culture and that everyone she knew had 

encountered instances of sexualization, whether at the cliff or in informal conversation; she 

sighed and answered, “It’s something I just roll my eyes at…. You’re just so used to brushing it 

off. It feels almost not worth getting angry about.” Mary also spoke of rolling her eyes at some of 

the route names: 
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For the most part [route names are] really funny…but occasionally it’s like, awe, come 

on, roll your eyes, that’s not cool, kind of thing…. At this point with so many routes 

being put over decades and decades, it’s really hard to find that guy that one time that 

named this route something offensive and be like, ‘can you find a different name?’ 

 

When I asked Mary how renaming routes would be received by the climbing community, she 

reflected: “Probably not very well. I think it would go something along the lines of trying to 

rename a sports team. They’re like, ‘it’s tradition! It’s been there for x amount of years.’” 

Marissa felt the same way about renaming routes: “No one would go for it. People would just be 

like, no I named it. I got to the top and I get to choose.” Mary explained that there is no climbing 

governing body or guidebook federation with oversight of route names, so renaming would be 

the responsibility of individual communities. Mary also echoed that a strong tradition of FA 

naming rights in the climbing community would make renaming difficult: “It’s just like you 

name it that, it gets in a guidebook, and it ends up there. And I don’t know if it’s possible to ever 

be like, ‘oh sorry, you can’t,’ because that person put up the route. It’s just set up like an 

unwritten rule almost.”  

To better situate some of the women’s articulations of helplessness, it is beneficial to 

underscore how the FA naming tradition is shaped by a gendering of technical skills 

development. A gendered discourse on competency conditions both men’s and women’s outdoor 

experiences, where men are trained to assume success in technical skills and women are not 

(Warren, 1996). A hidden curriculum in outdoor adventure education values technical and 

physical skills over intellectual, social, and emotional skills (Pederson, 2018; Humberstone, 

2000; Warren et al., 2014). This privileging of technical skills, which are typically identified as 

masculine (Wittmer, 2001), impinges upon women’s outdoor participation, leadership, and 

career development (Warren & Loeffler, 2006). Given that traditional gender roles organize 

society so that women most commonly perform femininity and men perform masculinity, it 



196 

 

discursively follows that technical skills, such as manipulating drills, bolts, and ropes, are more 

readily taken up by men. Hence, men are more likely to be familiar with climbing gear, put up 

new routes, and name them. This is exemplified when Abby remarked that she “had never seen a 

woman with a trad rack.” A trad rack is gear that is needed for a more advanced style of climbing 

where climbers put their own protection into the rockface. Women are more likely to lack the 

precursory experiences in mechanical manipulation and technical training afforded to men 

(Dingle & Kiewa, 2006; Warren, 1996). 

Several participants agreed that if women were to speak up against these route naming 

practices, their climbing merit and reputation would be criticized, and they did not want to 

receive that unwanted attention. In my third focus group interview, Mercedes explained: “It 

comes back to that experience of when you speak up your merit is going to be evaluated. They’re 

going to be like, how good of a climber is she? Does she have any merit to say that? …So, do 

you want to draw that unwanted attention?” Mercedes said that she challenged “especially 

offensive” route names and asked her friends to come up with alternative names; however, she 

considered her audience before objecting to the names: “How receptive are they going to be to 

that message, or…are they just going to poke fun at you and…exacerbate the problem?” When 

women speak up against a negative masculine culture, they are often viewed as self-interested or 

extremist, and this reaction discourages women from speaking out against sexist behaviour 

(Ahmed, 2017; Gray et al., 2017; Gray, 2018).  

When I asked the participants in the fourth focus group how they felt about women 

condoning the route names, Kim reflected: “I can see where the other women are coming from 

though. They don’t want to lose the kind of culture of the climbing community. They don’t want 

to shake it up,” at which point Cora added: “Yeah, you don’t want to come off as like an angry 
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feminist [laughs].” In Living a Feminist Life, Sara Ahmed (2017) emphasized that women 

actively try to avoid the persona of the “feminist killjoy” because of its serious societal backlash, 

and this apprehension subsequently hampers the momentum of feminist agendas. Within the 

OEE field, Tonia Gray (2018) indicated that when women point out sexism, there is pushback, 

such as being labelled “feminazis,” and this potential pushback deterred her and made her 

question, “how will I be perceived if I speak up?” (p. 44) 

Mercedes also mentioned that it was more significant if a man denounced the 

misogynous route names: “One of my friends, he’s…an ally…. As shitty as it is, it’s nice to 

know…men are speaking out about this, because we’ve been speaking about it for many, many 

years. It’s almost, like, their voice holds more [weight]…. If I’m offended it doesn’t matter, but 

if a man is offended by it, it kind of holds more value.” Mercedes’s comment echoes findings 

that women need to prove they are as ‘strong’ or ‘masculine’ as men to gain respect in the 

outdoors; and that male outdoor instructors can shut down toxic masculinity more easily than 

women outdoor instructors (Davies et al., 2019). Her observation highlights the importance of 

allies within social movements. People in a gendered position of privilege can use this power to 

draw attention to social injustices where they will be seen as less self-interested (Ahmed, 2017; 

Gray et al., 2017; Gray, 2018).  

The third theme that emerged in the transcripts came from participants’ declarations that 

the route names excluded women. Marissa described the misogynous route names as “a systemic 

way of excluding women” and went on to say that “those are just little things that make people 

feel like it’s not for me.” Harriet was frustrated with how the route names marginalized women: 

“I know my reason for being bothered by them…It seems dichotomizing. It seems othering. It 

seems like you’re purposely trying to make one select group of people feel uncomfortable.” 
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What Marissa and Harriet are pointing out is that gender inequity remains a concern in climbing, 

a finding that corresponds with other outdoor sport and OEE studies (Botta & Fitzgerald, 2020; 

Davies et al., 2019; Frohlick, 2005; 2006; Howard & Goldenberg, 2020; Wheaton, 2004). The 

way that these route names undermine women reinforces the view that outdoor climbing is really 

a masculine pursuit and a male sporting space. The misogynous route names inhibit women’s 

climbing experiences by engendering feelings of exclusion. Thus, the route names influence the 

women’s opportunities for, and participation in, outdoor climbing.  

Although several participants condemned the route names for excluding and making 

women feel uncomfortable at the cliffs, this was not the case for all, as is evident in the following 

section. Through a discourse of difference (Mills, 1991), some of the women distanced 

themselves from the effects of FA naming rights and misogynous naming practices. For instance, 

some of the women said the misogynous route names were just jokes.  

Internalized Sexism, Pushback 

The next two themes are related to the approaches participants take to navigating the 

route names. I classify the first theme as internalized sexism. This is my interpretation of the 

women’s words – they did not specifically tell me they were complicit in misogyny. Some of the 

women conveyed that they were undaunted by the route names or found them humourous. For 

example, Leah casually mentioned the route names “Pocket Pussy” and “Testicular Torsion,” 

and told me that, “you got to be comfortable with that.” Leah informed me that these “really 

sexual names’ are ”something that every rock climber I know or have talked to kind of agrees 

with.” Leah did not seem frustrated with the misogynous route names but rather saw them as a 

normal part of her climbing experience. Kathleen expressed similar thoughts on the misogynous 

route names: “I don’t really put too much weight into those things…. If it’s a guy that names the 
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route…they’re also…talking about the cliff, you know? Not necessarily a woman [laughs].” 

Leah and Kathleen’s comments reflect findings that sexual harassment is normalized and 

remains problematic for women in the outdoors (Clark, 2015; Davies et al., 2019; Loeffler, 

1996). Furthermore, their comments remind me of bell hooks’ (2000) contention that women 

need to confront their internalized sexism in order to help advance the feminist movement, which 

she defines as being against all forms of oppression. Of course, women confronting their 

internalized sexism is only one piece of the puzzle. For this to happen, people need to be 

educated on these issues, which requires structural and cultural change.  

Some participants found the route names humorous. According to Kathleen: “I think 

people are just trying to be funny… I’m not saying that’s the most productive name you can put 

on the cliff, but…I think people are just trying to be jokesters.” Kathleen perceived the route 

names as harmless. However, there is much literature to show that jokes are political in nature 

and that women’s cavalier reactions to sexist jokes perpetuate sexism (Mallett, Ford & 

Woodzika, 2019; Prusaczyk & Hodson, 2020). For those who are the subjects of the jokes in 

outdoor climbing route names, the jokes can be a painful reminder of their experiences with 

misogyny, racism, or homophobia. The misogynous route names, especially ones that connote 

sexual violence against women, such as She Got Drilled and Pussy Whipped, discursively 

produce an intimidating space for outdoor leisure. Following Kate Manne’s (2018) logic of 

misogyny, I believe that these route names act as a mechanism that works to maintain a 

patriarchal order, where men are believed to be naturally superior to women.      

When the question of misogynous route names came up in my third focus group, Mikayla 

laughed and said: “I’m not even offended by the route names…but maybe that’s just me 

individually.” It is interesting that Mikayla expressed that gender discrimination is not an issue 
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for her individually, while implying that it could be a problem for other women. This resembles 

Joan Acker’s (2006) observation that people in privileged positions “generally see inequality as 

existing somewhere else, not where they are” (p. 452). In her individual interview, Victoria said 

that the misogynous route names were funny. But when she reviewed her transcript, she 

reflected: “I feel like climbers who have first time ascents want to name routes that are clever, 

and they think the names are catchy and somewhat humorous, but it still does not make it right.” 

Therefore, while Kathleen and Mikayla rationalized their acceptance of the misogynous route 

names because they found them funny, Victoria started to challenge how this humour buoyed up 

practices that marginalized some climbers.  

For a couple of participants, the route names were a non-issue and did not represent a 

systemic problem in climbing. According to Mikayla: “I don’t see it as being a problem in 

climbing as a whole. I would just be like, it’s that one guy who’s the problem.” Mikayla’s 

statement denotes how misogyny is conceptualized as a series of isolated incidents as opposed to 

a systemic culture. The practice of route naming is understood as an individual practice rather 

than a shared activity. But sexism and racism are systemic; they are power relations that are 

taken for granted and not typically open for interrogation (Ng, 1993). The sexism and racism in 

the route names are no different. They are also systemic – for example, as I highlighted earlier, 

Climb the Gap compiled a list of over 300 discriminatory route names in the USA. We must 

fundamentally re-examine the structures that historically and currently marginalize certain 

groups of people in outdoor leisure and climbing (Ng, 1993) to shift away from considering 

problematic route names as individual, isolated events. This is necessary because the discursive 

formations out of which the route names emerge are powerful in their oppression of people 

through language. 
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The women who tolerated the misogynous route names exemplify the theory that an 

outdoorswoman is often positioned as a “superwoman” or degendered as “one of the guys” 

(Newbery, 2003; Warren, 1996). Karen Warren (1996) develops this notion of the superwoman, 

whereby a woman with exceptional outdoor abilities is typecast as unique, which effectively 

detracts from any female role model status she might have because her exceptional outdoor skills 

are seen to be beyond the outdoor abilities of the average woman. Similarly, the participants who 

laugh at the route names are experienced climbers who have spent a great deal of time climbing 

routes with discriminatory names, which presents them with ample opportunities to internalize 

the hypermasculine discourses that dominate the outdoors (Gray et al., 2017).  

Climbing’s tradition of FA naming rights factors in strongly for those who defend the 

route names. In my third focus group, when Mercedes challenged Mikayla’s notion of route 

names being only an individual problem, Mikayla emphasized the tradition and sanctity of FA 

naming privileges:  

Is it other people supporting it? Or is it the culture in climbing where the person who set 

that route is god and…you do not fuck with the name. You don’t change it… I 

think…the ingrained culture is…you don’t touch that…. Maybe that guy thought that that 

name was all well and good, maybe a lot of people disagree, but it’s not going to get 

changed, because [it’s] sacred. 

 

This excerpt demonstrates the power of tradition to uphold oppression and marginalization, as 

FA naming rights privilege a settler-colonial logic over other histories. As Gendron (2021) 

illustrated, “Settlers gave names to rivers, lakes, and sites that already had Indigenous names and 

meaning for millennia” (p. 226). Embedded in this FA tradition is the assumption of ‘untouched’ 

cliffs, which erases Indigenous peoples’ histories with the land and Indigenous peoples’ names 

for cliffs and mountains. The FA tradition draws upon a selective history that considers the rights 

of Indigenous peoples subordinate to the larger nation-state and climbing community (Erickson, 
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2003b). Here, again, we see that the route names are not only about gender; settler colonialism 

and white supremacy are also at work in outdoor spaces. The settler-colonial logic that bolsters 

the FA naming tradition uses racism and white supremacy as a justification. Settler colonialism 

requires racism – they are inextricable.  

In terms of how participants navigated the route names, a second theme that arose was 

pushback. Upon hearing that a few women felt the listed route names should remain unchanged, 

several participants challenged this view. These participants pushed back against the defense of 

FA naming rights. In my fourth focus group, Cora said: “I think that they should all be 

renamed…. I know that there is definitely kind of this ‘oh I did it first, I have this kind of 

ownership over naming these routes,’ but I just think that’s kind of BS.” Upon sharing this 

perspective, the other participants in the focus group supported Cora: Amanda added that the 

route names were “childish,” and Violet acknowledged that she “completely” agreed with Cora 

and Amanda. The fourth participant in their focus group, Kim, concurred with this perspective, 

but she was she also sympathetic with the women who accepted the misogynous route names 

because she perceived them as a product of the climbing culture.  

Under this theme of pushback, Harriet lobbied for tackling the misogynous route names 

by renaming them and rewriting online climbing guides. Harriet viewed her climbing or 

abstention from climbing as a political act, and she refused to climb these routes until they were 

renamed:  

I don’t think it’s necessary to have names that demean women or femininity… I think in 

making climbing a more considerate culture…people should be renaming things. 

Somebody’s responsible for developing these rock climbing areas… If those guides are 

online then…someone should rewrite them with different names…as much as…people 

might get pissed… I’m tired of putting up with this crap… I don’t want to 

feel…unwelcome somewhere that I have every right to be in…. Maybe there would be a 

fight if you did try and change the names and it’s just like, okay, great [says 

sarcastically], I’m never climbing there then. 
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Harriet went on to strongly push back against any acceptance of the misogynous route names: 

 

Women laughing and shrugging has been the norm for a long time, but it’s silly…. I feel 

really weird when I see women acting in…a way…that appears to be 

demeaning…women’s bodies or sexuality…. It’s just like, ‘oh, you’re just happy to exist 

in a world where women are minimalized.’ Or, you’re happy to laugh it off…or [say] it 

doesn’t make them uncomfortable…. I would love to be able to go up to those women 

and have a frank conversation with them: Why are you okay with this? How are you okay 

with this? Because I’m not okay with this! I don’t want to exist in a space where…things 

are named after demeaning women. 

 

To historicize Harriet and the others’ pushback against the route names, I draw upon an example 

of how language was used to resist social injustices in mountaineering. During the first recorded 

Western all-women mountaineering trip in Nepal in 1953, in contrast to standard European 

practices of the same era, “the women did not name any mountains or areas after themselves or 

white men” (Mitten, 2018, p. 27). Instead, the mountaineering women named places after the 

Sherpa people with them, including the 6706-metre Gylagen Peak, named after their head 

Sherpa; although it is also reported that the group of women “splurged” and named one glacier 

the Ladies Glacier (Mitten, 2018, p. 27). While these mountaineering women challenged naming 

practices of their time, they were also afforded the opportunity to travel and climb because of the 

politics of race and class. 

Intersection of Sexism and Colonialism 

The last theme that emerged out of the interviews was the issue of how to approach route 

naming in the future, both for OEE practitioners and researchers. With respect to this theme, 

participants connected the misogyny of the route names with settler-colonial relations. In the 

interviews, Faidra talked about acknowledging the Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee territory 

upon which she climbs: “There’s a certain privilege associated with being able to go out and 

explore these ‘wilderness’ places…and to not have to think about…the history of that land 



204 

 

or…the Indigenous peoples who were kicked off that land…. It’s the government that controls 

that land and manages…who is and is not allowed into that space.” When I presented the list of 

misogynous route names to Lilith, she was appalled, and she responded with the excerpt that 

introduced this chapter: 
As a climber…and…a woman – I would never feel that entitlement to like slap a name on 

it. Be like, “oh, I just conquered this, I get to name it something,” and then like sexualize 

it, you know? Like, what, they’re conquering a mountain like they’d conquer a woman?... 

The connotation…is so gross to me…. And whose consent do you have to…name this in 

this way and…does conquering require consent? I know I’m going deep into this, but it’s 

pretty rape-y, you know?   

 

Lilith’s comment reveals how route names need to be understood at the intersection of sexism, 

racism, and settler colonialism. She calls attention to the relationship of sexual assault and 

colonization. Deer (2015) posits that women’s sovereignty and self determination is central to 

Indigenous peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination: “Because rape played such a significant 

role in past attempts to destroy Indigenous nations, it is critical that tribal nations develop and 

strengthen their responses to rape as part of the broader political work toward achieving 

sovereignty” (p. xvi). In this way, conceptualizing gender discrimination and violence as a tool 

of colonialism fundamentally alters strategies for combating it (Deer, 2015). Within the context 

of Canada, a nation-state that grapples with its ongoing legacies and practices of settler 

colonialism and that has established a National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 

Women and Girls, route names, such as She Got Drilled, are unacceptable and discursively 

produce an unwelcoming space for Black, Indigenous and other racialized women climbers. The 

language of the route names can be seen as perpetuating colonial logic because of its shallow 

relationship to and investment in the land: “If we want a meaningful relationship with the land 

that expresses a healthier pattern than the colonial one, we have to look to naming it in 

meaningful terms that acknowledge its agency and narrative depth” (Plumwood, 2003, p. 73). 
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In terms of how to approach the issue of discriminatory route names given the complex 

intersection of sexism and colonialism, Lilith asserted that any effort to rename routes 

necessitates negotiating the politics of naming settler colonial land. Lilith offered some important 

and practical strategies for moving forward: 

If we’re talking about settler-colonial tendencies, it’s really hard to try and imagine a way 

in which you could not reproduce that by naming something, and names are incredibly 

powerful symbolically, which says a lot about the sexism involved with this… The sense 

of entitlement to be able to sexualize a mountain… Like, what would you do? Go up 

to…Indigenous community members or leaders and then ask them, ‘well, what would 

you name this route?’ Like, that’s a little…hard, you know? But maybe it is a question of 

expanding our horizons… If we’re going to be a responsible climbing community, and 

we are on…Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe land, maybe it’s just a question of asking 

the question to somebody…. Trying to figure out first who to talk to, and be like, 

‘look…we don’t even quite know the significance of these spaces’…so opening up that 

discussion might be the first step. 

 

According to Lilith, an important intervention into decolonizing outdoor experiences is the 

“asking the question” and having uncomfortable conversations. Lilith’s comment points to the 

importance of relationships as the grounds for decolonization and reconciliation. According to 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015), “Reconciliation is a process of 

healing of relationships that requires public truth sharing, apology, and commemoration that 

acknowledge and redress past harms” (p. 3). Climbers could use the issue of the route names to 

engage in understanding colonial processes. For me, climbing has been a way to rethink my 

place as a settler in Canada.  

In thinking about pedagogical strategies for decolonizing land-based learning activities, I 

return to my interview with Faidra, who discussed how the history of mountaineering included 

an abundance of white European explorers trying to conquer peaks for their own national glory. 

She cautioned: “Any kind of exploration…is rooted in colonial…dominance and imperialism.”  
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Faidra’s reminder is a significant reflection to bring into outdoor experiences. On land that has 

colonial legacies and ongoing colonial violence, outdoor leaders must discuss how exploration is 

rooted in colonial dominance. Outdoor leaders and educators need to acknowledge the history 

and impact of settler colonialism, because ignoring this will lead to a replication of this history 

(Erickson, 2020). In her canoeing research, Gendron (2021) offered some insights that directly 

apply to outdoor educators and climbers: 

For starters, we need to learn and use the names of the Indigenous peoples and nations 

whose territories we visit and pass through. And we need to understand that we do not 

merely paddle through a natural environment but are visitors in Indigenous territories that 

hold rich knowledge systems that include histories, memories, and languages, many of 

which have been stripped away from their peoples. (p. 227) 

 

Moving Forward 

 Since I collected this research in 2018, there has been a resurgence of the BLM 

movement, and with it, a powerful reminder that names can change. In the summer of 2020, I 

witnessed statues and monuments that long honoured racist and colonial figures be toppled and 

spray-painted, and racist sports team names be expunged. In June 2021, as a result of much 

Indigenous-led activism, I watched on the news as construction crews removed a Sir John A. 

Macdonald statue from a park in Kingston; the statue was not far from where I lived and worked 

for much of this dissertation. However, these things happened not only because of the activism 

of 2020 – for instance, the Washington Football team finally dropped its racist name after a 

decades long battle, which most recently has been led by Diné woman, Amanda Blackhorse. 

Other significant name changes included the Cleveland Baseball and the Edmonton Football 

teams dropping their racist names. A group of bird watchers also began Bird Names for Birds, 

which is an initiative that seeks to change honourific common bird names, such as those named 

after Confederate generals – this initiative pointedly describes these names as ‘verbal statues.’  



207 

 

There are a lot of parallels between the conversations about toppling statues and changing 

route names. Some people contend that colonial statues are part of our history and that if we take 

them down that historical significance will be effaced. Similarly, some climbers argue that if we 

change misogynous route names, the climbing community might forget the history of sexism and 

its ongoing effects. This defence could assume that because these names and statues were created 

years ago, they are not culpable in the present. However, many still stand and map our 

landscapes, and their physical removal does not necessitate that they are erased from the nation-

state’s cultural memory. Names and statues can be particularly useful texts for thinking about the 

present sociocultural context.  

In addition to telling us about the current moment, names offer us a way to think about 

how to build a better future. On a recent episode of Democracy Now (2020), Angela Davis 

discussed the issue of changing names of military bases and striking down statues: 

I think this reflects the extent to which we are being called upon to deeply reflect on the 

role of historical racisms that have brought us to the point where we are today… 

Attention is being turned toward the symbols of slavery, the symbols of colonialism…. I 

think it’s important that we’re seeing these demonstrations, but I think at the same time 

we have to recognize that we cannot simply get rid of the history. We have to recognize 

the devastatingly negative role that history has played in charting the trajectory of the 

USA. I think that these assaults on statues represent an attempt to begin to think through 

what we have to do to bring down institutions and re-envision them, reorganize them, 

create new institutions that can attend to the needs of all people. 

 

When asked what she would recommend we do with racist monuments and statues, Davis said: 

“I don’t think we should get rid of all of the vestiges of the past, but we need to figure out 

contexts within which people can understand the nature of US history and the role that racism 

and capitalism and heteropatriarchy have played in forging that history.” Taking Davis’ 

argumentation and applying it to my work, I claim that climbing route names act as an entry 

point into a larger discussion about the intersection of gendered and colonial discourses and how 
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they shape landscapes and recreation practices in the Canadian context. The issue of route names 

can help spark debate about how to reorganize the sport of climbing and the institution of sport. 

As mentioned earlier, the outdoor climbing community has been increasingly questioned 

about the FA naming tradition. Who gets to name and why? Who maintains the database of route 

names? Can this be outsourced to other people? Upon whose land does the climbing take place? 

The climbing community must reflect upon the act of re-naming routes and geographic features 

that erase Indigenous histories, language, and names. The outdoor community has normalized 

the erasure of voices that have directly challenged white supremacy and the patriarchy. Although 

white voices should not be centred in debates around racist route names, the climbing 

community should be asking white climbers, guidebook publishers, and outdoor advertising 

companies what they think about the racism too. There is an immense amount of labour going on 

behind the scenes by racialized members of the outdoor community to dismantle exclusionary 

processes (Climb the Gap, 2021; Haile, 2017; Harper, 2009; Jun, 2016; Mills, 2014; Saatchi, 

2020, 2021; Smart, 2021; Valleau, 2020). 

I do see momentum building. The climbing community has started reflecting on larger 

questions beyond the successful change of discriminatory route names. When I attended several 

online climbing webinars last summer and fall, I observed climbers and climbing organizations 

propose several strategies for the sport moving forward. These suggestions include: flag 

oppressive route names in online climbing guides; develop a pledge of core values for each 

climbing gym; create a climbing coalition for Black, Indigenous and other racialized people; 

support and develop an online climbing guide run by Black, Indigenous and other racialized 

people; include Indigenous territory acknowledgements in the introductions of climbing 

guidebooks and post territory acknowledgements at the beginning of trailheads; respect sacred 
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Indigenous sites; develop strong collaborations between climbers and Indigenous communities 

grounded in Indigenous values; and repatriate land. While this collective, grassroots resistance 

illustrates that it is possible to create change, it also offers tangible strategies for addressing 

discriminatory route names and decolonizing land-based leisure. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I analyzed how the women negotiate misogynous route names. Many 

participants were frustrated by the way these names overtly objectify and sexualize women’s 

bodies but felt that nothing could be done to change the names. Several women felt excluded by 

the route names. Some participants condoned the route names and found them humorous, and 

others pushed back against any acceptance of them. A couple of the women were attentive to 

issues of settler colonialism and how they complicate the misogyny of these naming practices. 

The multiplicities and ambiguities in the participants’ narratives reveal that intersectional 

analyses are crucial for a nuanced study of women’s leisure. We cannot study gender as a single 

issue struggle (Lorde, 1984). 

This chapter contributes an intersectional feminist analysis of FA naming practices used 

in outdoor climbing. It adds to the ongoing discussion of how gendered and post-colonial 

discourses intersect and shape outdoor leisure activities. It is necessary to analyze outdoor 

practices because their acceptance and cultural reproduction are symptomatic of society. 

However, the outdoors is also a place where systems of power are contested and reconstructed, 

and as grassroots advocacy in climbing demonstrates, it is possible to create social change. 

Beyond its theoretical contributions, an analysis of route naming is relevant to outdoor 

informal sports and natural resource management. In nature-based sports, discriminatory names 

extend beyond climbing cliffs to lakes, park titles, bike trails and other geographic features. 

Oppressive trail names are widespread in outdoor mountain biking (Chambers, 2020). The 
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American Fisheries Society used the s-word for the common name of a fish up until 1998, when 

they changed it to the Northern Pikeminnow (Nelson et al., 1998). Gendered language is also 

found in resource industries. For example, foresters’ use of the terms ‘virgin forests’ and ‘climax 

forests’ perpetuates toxic masculinity within the industry. Names come up in the stories people 

tell about outdoor places. Route names warn us about the importance of telling inclusive, 

equitable, and representative stories through heritage interpretation.  

In order to accommodate all bodies and stories in outdoor climbing spaces, the climbing 

community must think critically about how traditions, like FA naming rights, reinforce the 

marginalization of women, Black, Indigenous and other racialized people, Persons with 

Disabilities, non-binary people, and 2SLGBTQIA+ persons. The climbing community must 

consider how these route names exclude people but also how they uphold colonialism. It is 

necessary for the climbing community to recognize ongoing colonial legacies in attending to the 

complex histories of conflict, displacement, and cultural loss which cliff names represent. 
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Chapter 7 

Projecting 

Throughout this project, I have had the opportunity to connect with some like-minded outdoor 

journalists and grassroots organizations who focus on social justice in their writing and 

advocacy. After my research was featured in The Globe and Mail, Anaheed Saatchi reached out 

to me for an informal telephone interview. They were writing a piece for Alpinist magazine. At 

first, I was hesitant. Over email I asked Anaheed: What will your piece do differently than the 

Globe and Mail article? Anaheed was centering Black and other racialized women climbers in 

their writing. I was delighted to connect with another young person who was working on social 

justice in climbing. We chatted for almost two hours! We talked in July 2019, and their Alpinist 

article came out in March 2020.  

It was while reading Anaheed’s Alpinist piece, “Your Climbing is Political Whether You 

Like It or Not,” that I had a light bulb moment. Anaheed was not interested in debating whether 

sexism existed in the climbing community. Anaheed contended that we had spent too much time 

trying to convince everyone that sexism exists, and instead, now it was time to shift our focus to 

the work already being done to make climbing better. This prompted me to think about 

connecting with grassroots organizations in my future work.  

In a new faculty position, I have had the privilege to partner with the Vancouver 

International Mountain Film Festival (VIMFF) on a Sport Canada grant, which we recently 

learned was successful. The project will focus on the problem of the lack of women, especially 

Black, Indigenous and other racialized women, in outdoor climbing. In one of our early 

meetings, I found out that VIMFF had also partnered with several grassroots organizations 
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centering equity in the outdoors: Colour the Trails, Indigenous Women Outdoors, and 

BelayALL. And guess who runs BelayALL? Anaheed. I would be thrilled for our paths to cross 

again, and it would be brilliant to have an opportunity to work with these organizations. 

I start my chapter in this way to emphasize that I am grateful that this project has 

permitted me to forge connections with other people looking to make the sport more inclusive, 

and that I am motivated to continue the work. The rest of my conclusion seeks to accomplish 

four things: (1) revisit the main arguments; (2) demonstrate the theoretical and practical 

significance of the work; (3) reflect upon my personal trajectory throughout this project; (4) raise 

some of the limitations of my work and suggest future research directions. 

The Main Arguments  

Climbing served as an entry point for me to ask bigger questions about gendered, 

racialized, and class-based systems of power operating in women’s leisure and the effects of 

settler colonial logics on recreation practices. While it can be discouraging to acknowledge the 

slights that the women and I received while climbing, by understanding the problem, I can offer 

tangible solutions. My resolve is strengthened by Ahmed’s assertion: “We need to engage with 

the world—know it, understand it—if we are to transform it. We cannot withdraw from sexism 

and racism.” (Mehra, 2017, para.9). Manne (2020) drew a similar conclusion about sexism and 

misogyny: “We can fight better when we are clear about what we are up against” (p. 13). 

Therefore, it is because of the women’s experiences (and their willingness to share them) and my 

own, that I can better understand the oppression (and privilege) that shapes climbing as a leisure 

activity and offer conclusions that lend themselves to more comprehensive solutions. 

In Chapter Four, I used feminist theories of the body to illustrate the potential of climbing 

to undo conventional gendered embodiments that restrict women’s movement in the world 
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(Young, 1980). I focused on constructions of climbing styles in relation to discourses of 

femininity and masculinity. While I predominantly explored how gender norms get writ onto 

climbers in the form of behaviours and comportment, I also discussed how whiteness and social 

class inform these gendered practices. I argued that, although climbing is a site for ideas that 

naturalize physical differences between men and women and uphold the gender binary, 

participants also interrupted traditional femininities and masculinities through their physical 

climbing, comportment, and competencies. 

In Chapter Five, I used critical theories of space to demonstrate how banal and sometimes 

covert forms of discrimination organize women’s interactions with other climbers. I pulled back 

from the climbing body to concentrate on climber-to-climber interactions, and I explored 

microaggressions in sex-integrated spaces. I analyzed the processes that make climbers feel 

included or excluded in climbing spaces through the exchange of gazes, advice, advances and 

crowding out. I argued that while women sometimes passively receive microaggressions, they 

also sometimes actively resist these slights.  

In Chapter Six, I demonstrated that a climbing route name can tell us much about the 

world. I analyzed misogynous and racist climbing route names and considered the relationship 

between colonialism and outdoor land-based recreation. I argued that the misogynous route 

names cannot be divorced from the settler state that has long used mapping and (re)naming land 

as a strategy for nation-building; climbing, and outdoor recreation in general, need colonialism to 

function and this colonial structure is expressed in gendered ways. My analysis of the route 

names illustrated how climbers challenge discrimination. I presented evidence that climbers and 

climbing organizations have started reflecting on larger questions beyond route names.  
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As I underscored in Chapter Six, there is substantial, collective, grassroots resistance 

within the climbing community. I want to take this time to briefly spotlight two women who are 

contributing to the ongoing activism and advocacy in the world of climbing. First is Melissa 

Utomo. Utomo is an Asian American climber and web developer in Boulder, Colorado. She is 

also member of Brown Girls Climb. In Fall 2020, she crowd-founded six thousand dollars to hire 

a team and begin designing a brand-new digital climbing guidebook, called Project Beta, that 

focuses on universal design and accessibility (Saatchi, 2021). Project Beta is largely coordinated 

by racialized women, and according to Utomo, its goal is to move beyond one-dimensional 

depictions of climbers as white, cis-gender, able-bodied men and to create a diverse user 

experience (Saatchi, 2021). The second woman is Erynne Gilpin. Gilpin is a Victoria-based 

Michif climber, academic and activist who founded Indigenous Womxn Climb. She locates her 

climbing within Indigenous cosmologies and place-based knowledge about the land. In the last 

year, with Indigenous youth climbers, Erynne set routes named: 7 Generations Boulder, 

Moccasin Telephone, and BIPOC Bloc (Smart, 2021). These new route names flip oppressive 

naming practices on their head, showcase a concrete moment of resistance, and give Indigenous 

youth self-determination. Utomo and Gilpin showcase that climbers have begun the work of 

addressing discrimination and decolonizing climbing.  

Significance of the Project 

It is my hope that this work contributes to the project of addressing historical and 

contemporary injustices in order to construct a better future that accommodates all people and 

attends to complex histories of conflict, displacement, and cultural loss in the outdoors. With 

respect to its scholarly significance, this project adds to ongoing intersectional discussions of 

women’s leisure in several fields of study. My work contributes to the OEE literature, which is 
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just starting to provide a foothold to poststructural and intersectional feminist analyses (Warren 

et al, 2014). Regarding the sport and leisure scholarship, this research adds to conversations 

about how recreation is a form of colonial practice, how spaces influence embodied styles, and 

how ideas about gender, race and class shape our styles of movement.  

My work also contributes to and advances the gender and climbing scholarship. I present 

an empirical study of recreational women’s everyday climbing experiences where much of the 

extant literature explores highly committed climber’s experiences. I also extend the literature by 

contributing an intersectional analysis of gender in climbing. My intersectional lens discusses 

how the women conform to, or interrupt, classed and racialized norms of femininity and 

masculinity. Additionally, my project looks at how indoor and outdoor climbing spaces organize 

different gendered embodiments. My project also extends these scholarly conversations by 

demonstrating how climbing needs colonialism to function and that this colonial structure is 

expressed in gendered ways. 

This project holds practical promise for informing outdoor programs for social change. 

Possible questions to provoke this deliberation could include: Upon whose land are we climbing? 

What histories and ongoing legacies make climbing possible? Who defines the rules of 

engagement in climbing? What is deemed a successful climb, and who is privileged to achieve 

this notion of success? How are we teaching people to climb the rock and what are the 

implications of this? Outdoor instructors could begin a climbing session posing these questions 

to students. Teaching for critical consciousness when climbing, hiking, or doing ropes courses 

would be a significant addition to outdoor learning environments, OEE programs, and instructor 

workshops. I provide evidence that supports the need for outdoor educators along with adventure 
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tourism managers, leisure practitioners, and outdoor companies who sponsor climbers, to reflect 

upon how the outdoor community interacts with the land in a settler colonial nation-state. 

I hope that this project may also contribute to conversations about reconciliation and the 

place of recreation and outdoor education in efforts to address the legacies and current realities 

of settler colonialism. In response to the TRC’s (2015) Principle 10, this project offers some 

insights into the role of colonization in land-based leisure and outdoor learning. For example, my 

argument that route names are an example of colonialism exemplifies the importance of the 

language that we use in our land-based education. Furthermore, my research points to the 

importance of educating about Treaties and Aboriginal rights and title. These reflections could be 

used to advance the professional development and training of outdoor educators across 

elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions.  

In addition to speaking to education contexts, my accumulated evidence can inform 

leisure practitioners and adventure tourism initiatives about how to create, or sustain, a fun and 

inclusive climbing environment. For instance, gym owners may be interested in hosting feminist 

climbing nights because of my findings that illustrate how the gaze deters some women from 

climbing. Or they may want to put up signs that discourage unsolicited advice. Or they may want 

to include in their belay test some training about climbing etiquette and not giving advice unless 

it is asked for by someone. 

Insights from my research can contribute to ongoing, grassroots conversations about how 

to make the outdoors and organized recreation spaces more inclusive and how to respectfully 

recreate on land that the Canadian government stole from Indigenous peoples. Outdoor advocacy 

groups could support equity, diversity and inclusion campaigns using some of the insights that 

have arisen in this project. Given some of the relationships that have I established during this 
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project, I hope to share my research with outdoor advocacy groups to help impel change in the 

outdoors. The ultimate goal here would be to make outdoor experiences more available to 

diverse people in diverse ways. 

A final takeaway from this project is my increased reflexivity, which, I think, will make 

me a more critically conscientious teacher and researcher. For me, increased self-reflexivity is 

part of a collective strategy for social change. For instance, next summer I will instruct a ten-day 

outdoor experiential field course with upper-level undergraduate students. As a settler, how do I 

want to approach land pedagogy? Whose words and voices will I bring into the classroom? How 

can I use this opportunity to do the “unsettling work of decolonization” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 

4)? These questions partly came to be because of this dissertation, which leads nicely into my 

next section, where I reflect on my personal experiences of undertaking and completing this 

project. 

Reflection on My Personal Trajectory   

At the beginning of my PhD project, I wanted to know how gender shows up in 

apparently “gender neutral” climbing spaces. When I uncovered the misogynous route names, 

my focus shifted. I became interested in the ways in which women negotiate implicit and explicit 

forms of gender discrimination in their leisure. I shifted from a focus on sexism to a focus on the 

interlocking powers of sexism and settler colonialism. I started to grapple with questions about 

the politics of land and my own white middle class privilege. 

It was through the route names that I really confronted intersectionality. I do not think I 

grasped what an intersectional approach was in my proposal. I wrote about intersectionality, but 

I was not thinking with it. It was not that I ignored intersectional identities, but I had not thought 

deeply about how racialized and classed identities fashion one’s experience of outdoor leisure. I 



218 

 

was unmindful of how my white and middle class privileges had shaped my sport and leisure 

choices, so these things were mostly absent in my proposal. However, throughout my project’s 

analysis, it became apparent that I cannot study gender as a single issue struggle (Lorde, 1984). 

A lens only attuned to gender does not sufficiently capture complex articulations of power. I 

needed an intersectional frame to understand how women are positioned differently in different 

contexts. For instance, after conducting the interviews, I went back to the transcripts and tried to 

ascertain how whiteness and middle class-ness showed up when they were the unmarked social 

norm. I wanted to know: How do whiteness and middle class-ness materialize in climbing 

language, practices, and styles, and what are the implications of this? I wish that I had asked 

these questions in my interviews, but I have these questions primed for future work. 

Over the last year and a half, I have dedicated time and space to anti-racism reflections.  

I have been trying to better comprehend what anti-racism looks like in outdoor recreation and 

leisure. I attended several online events related to this topic within the academy and the outdoor 

industry. I had the pleasure of hearing many fabulous scholars speak, including Carolyn Finney, 

Jacqueline Scott, Janelle Joseph, Amira Rose Davis, Sara Ahmed, Leanne Betasamosake 

Simpson, Courtney Szto, Junie Desil, Janice Forsyth, Maydianne Andrade, and Yasmine Djerbal. 

As I mentioned in Chapter Six, I attended several webinars on equity, diversity and inclusion in 

the outdoors. These panels were largely hosted by grassroots organizations, and I had the 

pleasure of listening to several of their founders, including Demeisha Dennis (Brown Girl 

Outdoor World), Judith Kasiama (Colour the Trails), Bethany Lebewitz (Brown Girls Climb), 

Myia Antone (Indigenous Women Outdoors), Erynne Gilpin (Indigenous Womxn Climb), Skye 

Kolelani Razon-Olds (Kānaka Climbers), and Kareemah Batts (Adaptive Climbing Group). 

Many other important perspectives were shared by journalists, artists, and practitioners: Melissa 
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Utomo, Brooklyn Bell, Rah Robinson, Ayesha McGowan, Ashleigh Thompson, Sandy Ward, 

Elladj Baldé, James Edward Mills, and Angelo Baca.  

At the climbing webinars, the topics centered on discriminatory route names, land policy 

and land management, and climbing on Indigenous land. Last September, there was a time when 

I was in a Zoom breakout room with Chris Winter, the Executive Director of Access Fund, 

Kareema Batts, the founder of Adaptive Climbing Group, and Nikki Smith, an advocate for 

2SLGBTQIA+ climbers. I was speaking directly with several big names in the climbing world, 

especially when it comes to equity in the sport. We reflected upon the spaces each of us was in 

now that we could influence. I spoke about the power that I had to teach and research in socially 

conscious ways. This conversation, as well as the many other practical discussions that I listened 

to, inspired me. They pushed my thinking around my future work and advocacy. 

One of the things that I have been developing over the course of this work is the ability to 

see the context that shapes my own and the participants’ stories from different and shifting 

angles. The point of this project was not to just confirm what I already knew when I started. This 

research was a learning process too.  

While I was reading Murray’s (2018) article about the Crawford Purchase, I learned that 

one of her pedagogical principles is that “nothing is ever allowed to be finished” (p. 267). For 

Murray (2018), this injunction to completion is part of a decolonial approach that acknowledges 

individuals’ circumstances so that they may continue to advocate for an equitable world when 

justice is never complete. She explained that for hundreds of years, settler leaders have claimed 

the last word on Indigenous experiences and spaces. There have been many years of Indigenous 

and settler leaders trying to resolve the injustice and violence of colonialism. None of us, 
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Indigenous or non-Indigenous, can have things figured out quickly. But we can take up the 

responsibility to try and keep on trying.  

Given her emphasis on incompleteness, Murray (2018) encouraged her students to pose 

questions rather than offer answers when they were unsure. It is okay to admit that we are still 

learners. For instance, Paolo Freire (1998) pointed out: “Whenever there is life, there is 

unfinishedness” (p. 52). Freire (1998) went on to say that admitting we are still learners is a 

useful and joyous option: 

My security does not rest on the false supposition that I know everything…. On the 

contrary, it rests on the conviction that there are some things I know and some things I do 

not know. With this conviction it is more likely I may come to know better what I already 

know and better learn what I do not yet know. My security is grounded on the 

knowledge, which experience itself confirms, that I am unfinished. On the one hand, this 

knowledge reveals to me my ignorance, but on the other hand, it reveals to me that there 

is much I may still come to know (p. 120). 

 

Freire reminds me that, even upon submitting this thesis to the library, this research is not done. I 

am still learning. My thoughts remain unfinished. Yes, I come away from this project with new 

claims and contributions to the literature, but, I think, more importantly and more substantially, I 

come away from this project with new deeper questions and better leads for future directions.  

Really, then, after so many nights where I laid awake wanting to finish this dissertation, I 

realize that this thesis is about starting something, not finishing something. Starting to ask 

questions about intersecting privileges and oppressions, starting to ask white women about race 

and class, starting to study up on masculinity and whiteness, and starting to align my work with 

that of grassroots outdoor advocacy groups and activists already doing social justice work.    

Limitations and Future Directions 

One of the limitations of this study is that I did not ask participants explicitly about their 

experiences with race, class, sexuality and ability. It was only in the focus groups that I asked the 
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women whether they felt there was a “diversity problem” in climbing. If I were to design my 

interview questions today, they would be much different. Just because the climbing women that I 

studied were predominantly white does not mean that they are not racialized. I should be asking 

white women to reflect upon race, racism and their white privilege. Another limitation is that, in 

the interviews, I did not ask the women about social class, and when I asked the participants to 

provide their demographic details, I did not ask them to identify their social class. This would 

have been important information to gather to add further nuance to my project. With my 

participant group, it was difficult to address the specific situations of Black, Indigenous, and 

other racialized women in climbing, and in future research, I would try to recruit differently. 

Regarding recruitment, in future research, I would also like to speak with trans, nonbinary and 

agender people to explore the multiple effects of sexism and misogyny within sex-integrated 

climbing spaces. 

I have several suggestions for future research directions. First, studies of climbing and 

land-based leisure should address how outdoor recreation practices need colonialism to function. 

There is a growing body of literature within outdoor environmental education; however, 

questions about settler colonialism are slow to extend to the OEE and outdoor recreation fields 

writ large. As a field, OEE scholars need to attend to the complex histories of conflict, 

displacement and cultural loss that make their pedagogies and research possible. Within the 

climbing literature, I recommend more intersectional studies of climbing that include Black, 

Indigenous and other racialized people, 2SLGBTQIA+ women, trans, nonbinary and agender 

people, people living with a disability, and working-class people. Furthermore, I urge climbing 

researchers to continue to focus on big systems, for instance, questions about the historical, 

political, economic and social forces that shape who climbs and who perseveres at climbing. If I 
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were to use a climbing metaphor, I would urge scholars of climbing to focus on the anchors and 

the rope systems rather than the climbers and their climbs. I also recommend that the climbing 

research pivot to consider how climbing organizations are already doing the work of making the 

sport a more inclusive space. Interesting and practical questions could be raised for scholars who 

partner with grassroots advocacy groups.  

Next Projects 

As we come to the end of our climb together, it’s time to reflect on the day and 

contemplate our next ‘projects.’ Climbing really is like a thesis. It’s hard and it hurts. On and off 

the climbing ropes, I felt physical and emotional pain from the work. But I also felt immense 

pleasure and joy. Through this work, I spoke with people I could not have imagined when I 

proposed this project. I pushed myself. I fell. I got back up on the wall. I fell again. I injured 

myself. I learned about my limits. Sometimes I sat out. Sometimes I just belayed, watched, or 

encouraged my climbing partner. I enjoyed the walks and bike rides to and from the gym, and 

the hikes in and out from the crag. There was a lot of laughter and a lot of tears.  

I see a brighter climbing future ahead. It has a long way to go. However, I take my cues 

from the daily acts of resistance that climbers are undertaking, individually and collectively. The 

panels, the name changes, the stories – they encourage me. 

I want to leave you with one last story that illuminates some of the changes that I 

witnessed over the course of the project. It is quite different than the anecdote that introduced 

this dissertation. It is a story about my most recent outdoor climbing experience, with an 

accompanying photo (see Figure 3). The story took place a few months ago: 

I met up with Mercedes and another woman on Lheidli T’enneh Territory, where I now 

live. This marked the first time I have climbed outdoors with only women since I started 
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climbing six years ago. It was also the first time I had seen Mercedes since our focus 

group interview. We had communicated a bit over email since the interview. She had 

been excited to hear that I was thinking about race and class and the politics of land 

more deeply. I was thrilled to reconnect. We got rained on, and it was an exhausting day, 

but I had an enjoyable time. We talked about the land, relationships, jobs, and health. I 

spoke a bit about my research and the courses I’m teaching. I pointed out some 

springtime warblers that were migrating through the area. It had been a while since I 

had rappelled down the side of a cliff. I admitted to being scared. The women encouraged 

me and helped ease my apprehension. I didn’t complete the route I was climbing, and at 

some point, I forgot how to belay, but the women were patient and supportive, and they 

invited me to come back out with them the next day. I felt embraced. I was not only 

welcome on this climbing trip, but this space was made with me in mind.  

Climbing with Mercedes reignited something in me, and for the first time in a while, I left 

the crag wanting to come back. I felt emboldened. So, when I think about what my next projects 

are, this is my response: I want to continue the work of making climbing spaces inclusive while 

asking bigger questions about the land and how to climb in a conscientious and sustainable way. 

Now I turn to my fellow climbers on the trip and ask, what are your projects? Are you with me?  
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Figure 3 

Jenn Climbing on Lheidli T’enneh Territory 
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Dear Miss Wigglesworth: 
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proposal entitled "GSKHS-250-17 A Feminist Embodied Ethnography of Indoor and Outdoor 

Sport Climbing and Bouldering" for ethical compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS 2 
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On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your 

research. Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Dean Tripp, Ph.D. 

Chair, General Research Ethics Board 

 

c.: Dr. Mary Louise Adams, 
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Appendix B 

Rock On Recruitment Notice 

Recruiting for Research Project: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives? 

Hi! My name is Jennifer Wigglesworth. I am conducting research for my PhD dissertation, under 

the supervision of Dr. Mary Louise Adams, in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at 

Queen’s University.  

I am currently recruiting women climbers between the ages of 18 and 40 who are interested in 

participating in a project that is looking to understand better women’s climbing experiences. 

 

 

What is the project about? 

The project involves observational 

research and interviews with women 

who participate in top-roping and/or 

bouldering types of climbing. The 

purpose of the project is to help us 

understand better what rock climbing 

means to women’s lives, how rock 

climbing influences women’s 

understanding of their bodies, and how 

rock climbing may prepare women to 

negotiate a larger sexist society. I am 

interested in exploring how women 

practice and negotiate gender relations in 

coed rock climbing spaces.   

 
If you are interested in learning more about this project or participating in this project, I would 

love to hear from you! Please contact me at the below email address. I would also be happy to 

speak with you over the phone and send you more information by email. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Best wishes, 

Jennifer Wigglesworth, PhD Candidate, Queen’s University 

12jcw4@queensu.ca 

613-888-2375  

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
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Appendix C 

Letter of Information (Individual Interview) 

A feminist ethnography of climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives? 

This project is being conducted by Jennifer Wigglesworth under the supervision of Dr. Mary 

Louise Adams, in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s University.  

What is the project about? 

The research project is interested in learning what rock climbing means to women’s lives, how 

rock climbing influences women’s understanding of their bodies, and how rock climbing may 

prepare women to negotiate a larger sexist society. The purpose of the proposed project is to 

explore how women practice and negotiate gender relations in coed rock climbing spaces. To 

learn more about women’s experiences of climbing, I will hold interviews with women between 

the ages of 20 and 40 who identify as recreational climbers.  

What would your involvement be? 

You would be a participant in one of the interviews. I would lead this interview and it will take 

between 60 and 120 minutes. The interview will be held in a room in the School of Kinesiology 

and Health Studies at Queen’s University or another location that is more convenient to you. The 

interview will be audio recorded and then a transcription will be made of the recording.  

Your participation in the study would be entirely voluntary. You could withdraw from the study 

at any time for any reason. You could choose not to answer certain questions during the course 

of the interview. To withdraw from the research you would simply need to contact me to let me 

know (12jcw4@queensu.ca, 613-888-2375). If you were to withdraw, I would remove all of your 

comments from the interview transcript up until the time of the publication of results (expected 

to be April 2018). 

What will happen to your responses? All the information you contribute to the project will be 

kept confidential, to the extent this is possible. You will be referred to only by pseudonym in the 

interview transcripts and in any reports of the research findings. You will be given the 

opportunity to read the transcript of the interview in order to make further comments or to delete 

anything they do not want reported. The recordings and transcripts of the interview will be kept 

on a password-protected computer and password-protected flash drive. All paper materials 

related to the project will be stored in a locked cabinet in a locked office in the School of 

Kinesiology and Health Studies. Research materials will be maintained for five years after the 

completion of the project.  

If you would be interested, I would be happy to send you any reports or publications that present 

the results of the project. 

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
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Will you be compensated for participating? 

No, you will not receive any compensation. 

What should you do if you are interested in participating in this study?  If you are interested 

in participating in this study please reply to this email or telephone me, [Jennifer Wigglesworth, 

12jcw4@queensu.ca, 613-888-2375].  

What if you have concerns?  Any questions about the research or study participation may be 

directed to me, Jennifer Wigglesworth, at 12jcw4@queensu.ca . You may also contact my 

project supervisor, Dr. Mary Louise Adams, at mla1@queensu.ca or 613-533-6000, ext. 74723. 

Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research 

Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 

 

Thank you for your attention.  

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 

ethics guidelines, and Queen's policies. 

  

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:mla1@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix D 

Consent Form (Individual Interview) 

A feminist ethnography of climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives? 

I, ____________________, consent to participate in the project, “A feminist ethnography of 

climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives?” that is being conducted by Jennifer 

Wigglesworth under the supervision of Dr. Mary Louise Adams in the School of Kinesiology & 

Health Studies at Queen’s University. I have read the letter that describes this project and I have 

received satisfactory answers to my questions regarding it. 

I understand that the research will involve interviews with women who identify as casual rock 

climbers. My involvement in this project will consist of participation in a one-on-one interview 

with Jennifer that will last between 60 and 120 minutes. The conversation will be conducted at a 

place and time that are convenient to me. It will be digitally recorded and transcribed.  

During the conversation, I may decline to answer questions. I will have the opportunity to review 

the transcripts of the conversation and to add comments or to delete things I do not want 

reported.  

I understand that, to the extent that it is possible, the researcher will protect my privacy by 

keeping my participation in this project confidential. My name will not appear in the transcripts 

of the conversation or in any published or oral reports of the research findings. In these materials 

I will be referred to only by pseudonym. I understand that the confidentiality of the conversation 

needs to be maintained by the researchers.  

I understand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that I may withdraw from the 

project at any time. If I were to withdraw, materials related to my participation would be 

destroyed.  

I understand that I may ask to receive copies of any publications or other works that result from 

this project.  

A copy of this signed consent form will be provided to me. If I have any questions or concerns 

about this research project, I may contact: Jennifer Wigglesworth at 613-888-2375 or 

12jcw4@queensu.ca; Dr. Mary Louise Adams at 613-533-6000 ext. 74723 or mla1@queensu.ca; 

or the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University at 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 

Participant name ____________________________________ Date ______________ 

Participant signature ____________________________________________________ 

 

Researcher name ___________________________________ Date ______________ 

Researcher signature _________________________________ 

  

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:mla1@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix E 

Individual Interview Guide One (First 6 Interviews) 

Preliminary Questions:  

 

• Can you provide a brief summary of your climbing history? 

o Probe: How did you become interested in climbing?  

o Probe: How long have you climbed for? 

o Probe: What kinds of climbing do you do? 

o Probe: What other physical activities have you been/are you involved in? 

What is climbing like compared to other activities?  

 

Main Questions:  

 

• What is appealing about climbing to you?  

o Probe: Can you describe to me your best and worst climbing experiences? 

o Probe: What brings you back to climbing? 

o Probe: When you go home feeling great after a climbing session, what is that 

about? 

 

• How do you experience your body when you’re climbing? 

o Probe: How would you describe your climbing style? 

o Probe: How do you approach a climbing route and/or a bouldering problem? 

o Probe: How do you think climbing has influenced how you understand your 

body?  

o Probe: How does it feel to climb a difficult route like a 5.11?  

o Probe: Do you like certain holds? Why?  

o Probe: What are your favourite kinds of routes to climb and why?  

o Probe: How does it feel to dyno? 

o Probe: How does it feel to do a mantle? 

o Probe: How does it feel to successfully use a wide pinch in a route? 

o Probe: Is there a route you’re working on right now? Can you tell me about 

one or two of your ongoing projects? 

o Probe: How was your experience with your climbing body different when 

black light bouldering? 

 

• What do you hope to achieve through climbing? 

o Probe: Why do you climb? 

o Do you find that climbing transfers to your life beyond the gym/crag? 

 

 

Other Questions: 

• How were taught to climb? How are you trying to improve your climbing? 
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• What do you wear to climb? Why? 

• How do you feel about climbing with other women versus climbing in co-ed groups?  

 

• If you also climb outdoors, can you describe how your outdoor climbing experiences 

might be similar and/or different to climbing in the gym? 

 

• Do you think climbing is good for girls and women? Why? 

***Is there anything we haven’t talked about yet that you would like to share?*** 
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Appendix F 

Individual Interview Guide Two (Last 11 Interviews) 

Preliminary Questions:  

• Can you provide a brief summary of your climbing history? 

o Prompt: How did you become interested in climbing?  

o Prompt: How long have you climbed for? 

o Prompt: What styles of climbing are you interested in? 

o Prompt: What other physical activities have you been/are you involved in? 

What is climbing like compared to other activities?  

 

Main Questions:  

• What is appealing about climbing to you?  

o Prompt: Can you describe to me your most memorable climb? 

o Prompt: What brings you back to climbing? 

o Prompt: When you go home feeling great after a climbing session, what is that 

about? 

 

• How do you experience your body when you’re climbing? 

o Prompt: How would you describe your distinctive climbing style? 

o Prompt: What is good technique? What do you mean by “technical” climbing? 

o Prompt: Can you describe what “climbing hard” means to you? 

o Prompt: What are your favourite kinds of routes and holds to climb and why?  

o Prompt: Can you describe your favourite climbing manoeuvre? 

o Prompt: Can you tell me about one or two of your ongoing projects? 

 

• This past September, a study came out (by Flash Foxy, a women’s climbing community) 

detailing how gender affects women’s experiences climbing. The survey gathered data on 

the correlation between gender and micro aggressions, such as unwanted staring and 

advice, blatant physical and verbal harassment, and general discomfort. The survey was 

administered online and received 1500 responses. The study concluded that we overlook 

gender discrimination and a sexist culture in climbing. 64 percent of the women who took 

the survey said they felt uncomfortable, insulted, or dismissed at some point during their 

training, as opposed to 29 percent of men.  

o Prompt: How do you think being a woman has influenced your climbing 

experiences?  

o Prompt: What do you think of the coed environment of climbing? 

o Prompt: Can you tell me about any sexism you’ve experienced while climbing? 

o Prompt: Have you ever experienced unsolicited advice or unwanted staring while 

climbing? 

o Prompt: How do you feel about climbing with other women versus climbing in 

co-ed groups? 
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• In outdoor climbing, it is common practice for the first climber who successfully sends a 

route to choose a name for it. Often the naming of routes involves sexist innuendo, 

gender stereotypes and male sexual gratification. For example, the Panty Wall cliff at 

Red Rocks, Nevada, includes route names such as: Sacred Undergarment Squeeze Job, 

Viagra Falls, Panty Raid and Brief Encounter. I looked up some local climbing route 

names and discovered: Slippery When Wet, Res-Erection, She Got Drilled, The 

Reacharound, Pussy Whipped, Aint No Wifey, and Real Men Don’t Place Pro. How do 

you feel about this? 

o Prompt: How do you feel about the cultural politics of climbing outdoors and 

naming routes considering Indigenous-settler relations?  

 

• I’m not sure if you recall the Dove (soap) “Like a Girl” commercial, but there was a 

similar “Climb Like a Girl” campaign and hash tag. The campaign’s original message 

sought to redefine climbing and what it means to be a girl. People had mixed feelings 

about the campaign. Some climbers commented that they didn’t want to be receiving high 

fives just because they identify as women, and they wanted to be recognized as climbers 

first and foremost. What do you think of climbing like a girl? 

o Prompt: Do you think climbing is good for girls and women? Why? 

o Prompt: Who do you take inspiration from for your own climbing? 

o Prompt: What would you say is the signature female rock climber manoeuvre? 

Why? 

 

• Similar to the Climb Like a Girl campaign, is the debate over the merit of the First 

Female Ascent (FFA). Professional rock climber, Sasha DiGiulian stated, “FFA are 

significant because they flag the progress of women’s achievements in climbing,” 

whereas as professional climber, Paige Claassen, stated the FFAs are irrelevant. What do 

you think of this debate? 

o According to Wikipedia: “Another type of ascent, also known as FFA (not to be 

confused with First Free Ascent as listed above) is the first female ascent. While 

not generally considered as important, this designation remains significant on 

some difficult, limit-pushing climbs, where the first female ascent may not 

happen until well after the FA, due to possible difficulties encountered by female 

physicality.” What do you think of this language to describe a FFA? 

 

• How does climbing influence your body image?  

o Prompt: How do you feel about your rock climbing muscles? 

 

• Does climbing transfer to your life beyond the gym/crag? If so, how? 

 

• What do you hope to achieve through climbing? 

o Prompt: Why do you climb? 

 

***Is there anything we haven’t talked about yet that you would like to share?***  
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Appendix G 

Letter of Information (Focus Group) 

A feminist ethnography of climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives? 

This project is being conducted by Jennifer Wigglesworth under the supervision of Dr. Mary 

Louise Adams from the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s University.  

What is the project about? 

The research project is interested in learning what rock climbing means to women’s lives, how 

rock climbing influences women’s understanding of their bodies, and how rock climbing may 

prepare women to negotiate a larger sexist society. The purpose of the proposed project is to 

explore how women practice and negotiate gender relations in coed rock climbing spaces. To 

learn more about women’s experiences of climbing, I will hold focus group interviews with 

women between the ages of 20 and 40 who identify as recreational climbers.  

What would your involvement be? 

You would be a participant in one of the conversations. These conversations will include 4-6 

participants. The conversations will be held in a room in the School of Kinesiology and Health 

Studies at Queen’s University or another location that is more convenient to the participants. The 

conversation will take between 60 and 90 minutes and will be conducted by me. The 

conversation will be audio recorded and then a transcription will be made of the recording.  

Your participation in the study would be entirely voluntary. You could withdraw from the study 

at any time for any reason. You could choose not to answer certain questions during the course 

of the conversation. To withdraw from the research you would simply need to contact me to let 

me know (Jennifer Wigglesworth, 12jcw4@queensu.ca, 613-888-2375). If you were to 

withdraw, I would remove all of your comments from the interview transcript up until the time 

of the publication of results (expected to be April 2018). 

What will happen to your responses? All the information you contribute to the project will be 

kept confidential, to the extent this is possible. Participants will be asked to maintain the 

confidentiality of all members of the conversation group. Participants will be referred to only by 

pseudonym in the conversation transcripts and in any reports of the research findings. 

Participants will be given the opportunity to read the transcript of the conversation in order to 

make further comments or to delete anything they do not want reported. The recordings and 

transcripts of the interview will be kept on a password-protected computer and password-

protected flash drive. All paper materials related to the project will be stored in a locked cabinet 

in a locked office in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies. Research materials will be 

maintained for five years after the completion of the project.  
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If you would be interested, we would be happy to send you any reports or publications that 

present the results of the project. 

Will you be compensated for participating? 

No, participants in this study will not receive any compensation. 

What should you do if you are interested in participating in this study?  If you are interested 

in participating in this study please reply to this email or telephone me, [Jennifer Wigglesworth, 

12jcw4@queensu.ca, 613-888-2375].  

What if you have concerns?  Any questions about the research or study participation may be 

directed to me, Jennifer Wigglesworth, at 12jcw4@queensu.ca. You may also contact my project 

supervisor, Dr. Mary Louise Adams, at mla1@queensu.ca or 613-533-6000, ext. 74723. Any 

ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics 

Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 

Thank you for your attention.  

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 

ethics guidelines, and Queen's policies. 

  

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:mla1@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix H 

Consent Form (Focus Group) 

A feminist ethnography of climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives? 

I, ____________________, consent to participate in the project, “A feminist ethnography of 

climbing: What does rock climbing mean to women’s lives?” that is being conducted by Jennifer 

Wigglesworth under the supervision of Dr. Mary Louise Adams of the School of Kinesiology 

and Health Studies at Queen’s University. I have read the letter that describes this project and I 

have received satisfactory answers to my questions regarding it. 

I understand that the research will involve small group conversations among women who are 

recreational rock climbers. My involvement in this project will consist of participation in one 

group conversation that will last between 60 and 90 minutes. The conversation will be conducted 

at a place and time that are convenient to me. It will be digitally recorded and transcribed.  

During the focus group interview, I may decline to answer questions. I will have the opportunity 

to review the transcripts of the conversation and to add comments or to delete things I do not 

want reported.  

I understand that, to the extent that it is possible, the researchers will protect my privacy by 

keeping my participation in this project confidential. My name will not appear in the transcripts 

of the conversation or in any published or oral reports of the research findings. In these materials 

I will be referred to only by pseudonym. I understand that the confidentiality of the conversation 

needs to be maintained by all participants as well as by the researchers, and that the collective 

nature of the discussion means that the researchers will not be able to guarantee my privacy.  

I understand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that I may withdraw from the 

project at any time. If I were to withdraw, materials related to my participation would be 

destroyed.  

I understand that I may receive copies of any publications/works that result from this project.  

A copy of this signed consent form will be provided to me. If I have any questions or concerns 

about this research project, I may contact: Jennifer Wigglesworth at 613-888-2375 or 

12jcw4@queensu.ca; Dr. Mary Louise Adams at 613-533-6000 ext. 74723 or mla1@queensu.ca; 

or the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University at 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 

Participant name ____________________________________ Date ______________ 

Participant signature ____________________________________________________ 

Researcher name ___________________________________ Date ______________ 

Researcher signature ___________________________________________________ 

  

mailto:12jcw4@queensu.ca
mailto:mla1@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Appendix I 

Interview Guide (Focus Group) 

1. Could you introduce yourself, say where you are from and give us a brief history of your 

climbing experience (e.g., duration, styles of climbing, places that you climb, favourite climbs). 

2. How has being a woman influenced your climbing experiences? 

o What actions/moves might we associate with masculine and feminine styles of 

climbing? What do you make of these associations? Have you heard of them? 

o Why do we separate climbers by gender in competitions and not by size or reach?  

o How does that influence how you train and subsequently how you climb? 

o Are men better climbers? Why or why not? How does culture influence biology? 

(e.g., flexibility; who sets routes; who defines good climbing) 

o How do ideas around masculinity and femininity and their associations influence 

climbers? 

o Do we celebrate masculine notions of climbing over feminine? Why? 

o For instance, is flexibility celebrated? Why or why not? If celebrated, for whom? 

3. Part of why I want to talk to you is so you can help me make sense of what I am learning and 

the ideas I am having. I want to discuss the thematic findings from my 17 individual interviews 

with recreational female climbers (write out on chalk board): 

o Don’t like being watched  

o Don’t like dynos  

o Enjoy moving gracefully, smoothly, with balance, efficiently 

o Like heel hooks, crimps, footwork 

o Spraying beta  

 

- In my last group interview, someone mentioned that it is never a woman that sprays beta. 

Why is it never a woman? 

- The voyeurism theme seems to resonate with the women in my group interviews. Would 

men feel this gaze as intensely? Quote from individual interview: “The bouldering and 

climbing community, people like to watch, and a lot of that is they want to see how 

you’re doing things, but I think definitely as a woman, I’m just conditioned to feel uneasy 

being watched by someone I don’t know, especially a man I don’t know. I think that’s a 

big reason why I don’t like bouldering… If I’m there climbing by myself, people are kind 

of just waiting to talk to you, but they will, they watch you and then they talk to you, 

which I don’t like. The watching part, that’s definitely something that makes me feel 

really uncomfortable.” 

- I asked the women to describe their distinctive climbing style, and a lot said they are 

technical climbers. What do you think of that?  
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- Quote from individual interview: “Celebrated if a girl can do something in a different 

way than a guy to achieve the same outcome.” She was discussing this in relation to 

flexibility. What if she muscled her way through to the top of the route? How would this 

be received? What do you think of this? 

- Why did the majority of the women say they hate, or are afraid of doing, dynos? 

- Do you agree with these? Why or why not? 

- Do you have any illustrative examples? 

- What’s missing? 

4. In this current political climate of #MeToo, there is much discussion of sexual harassment in 

the workplace and outdoors. Several Outside magazine articles have pointed to an outdoor 

environment that can lend itself to unwanted advances, discrimination and assault. Do you think 

we have a problem with unwanted advances, discrimination and/or assault in (outdoor) 

climbing?  

• In outdoor climbing, it is common practice for the first climber who successfully sends a 

route to choose a name for it. A culture of adolescent sexual humour in climbing means 

that a lot of peaks and routes and problems have sexist or racist names. For example, the 

Panty Wall cliff at Red Rocks, Nevada, includes route names such as: Sacred 

Undergarment Squeeze Job, Viagra Falls, Panty Raid and Brief Encounter. I looked up 

some local climbing route names and discovered: Slippery When Wet, Res-Erection, She 

Got Drilled, The Reacharound, Pussy Whipped, Aint No Wifey, and Real Men Don’t 

Place Pro. Do you still think that we could rename these? How would that be received by 

the climbing community?  

5. Does climbing have a diversity problem?  

o How is the climbing gym a homogenous space?  

o Who’s visible in the climbing world and who’s not?  

o How can the climbing world address the needs and interests of racialized people? 

6. Is there anything else people want to talk about? 

 


