








trekked with mixed-gender teams across storm-swept icefields to climb 
giant new lines. “The physical difference is not that great,” she tells me, 
“and those other [mental] aspects can largely make up for it. Social and 
cultural conventions are the limiting factor…. But, little by little…those 
customs are changing.”

Nonetheless, common preconceptions about male and female behav-
ior in the mountains remain: men are considered to be more competitive, 
with higher risk tolerance; women are thought to be good at communi-
cating, and likely to make decisions that lead to group happiness over 
individual reward. But to what extent have long-entrenched ideas about 
gender characteristics become self-fulfilling prophecies? In the 2008 Jour-
nal of Applied Social Psychology, Kelly Danaher and Christian S. Crandall 
described the persistence of what social scientists call stereotype threat: for 
members of groups considered to be 
less able at particular tasks, the fear 
of confirming those stereotypes can 
become an “extra burden,” affecting 
their performance.

In 1984 Rosie Andrews wrote 
that most male climbers raised in 
traditional Western culture have 
“generally been encouraged to per-
form physically, problem-solve, 
take risks.… Girls are usually more sheltered and protected…. Rather 
than being prepared for independence, we learn to expect to play a 
supporting role, which hinges upon reliance on others.” Recent gen-
der studies expand on this idea. In a widely read 2014 Atlantic article 
“The Confidence Gap,” Katty Kay and Claire Shipman concluded, after 
reviewing the research: “Do men doubt themselves? Of course. But not 
with such exacting and repetitive zeal [as women], and they don’t let 
their doubts stop them as often as women do.” It’s not hard to imag-
ine the effects of that confidence—or lack thereof—during ascents of 
bold, committing lines. Or to dream of what new adventures might be 
possible when more women learn to bridge that gap. Crystal Davis-Rob-
bins, who has established first ascents in India and Patagonia, explains, 
“Women have the same capacity to ‘open our minds’ as men do.”

Stereotypes have also affected historical interpretations of women’s 
stories. As recently as 2005, Australian climber Abby Watkins told 
Loomis for her AAJ article, “I think perhaps when women do risk 
everything for a mountaineering goal, society frowns on them.” There is 
a much longer tradition of acceptability for men to set off on adventures 
far from the home. When British mountaineer Alison Hargreaves died 
on K2 in 1995, Guardian journalist Polly Toynbee condemned her for 
having “behaved like a man.” As Ed Douglas and David Rose observed 
in their biography of Hargreaves, Regions of the Heart, “Many commen-
tators believed that a mother [like Hargreaves] taking such risks was 
morally more culpable than a father doing the same.”

The canon of mountaineering literature contains few in-depth explo-
rations of the experiences of fatherhood. In many modern societies, 
men and women still face different expectations—and are held to dif-

ferent standards—around raising 
children. “I feel that women have 
more societal pressure than men 
do to ‘put family first,’” Davis-
Robbins says. Female climbers 
generally have to decide by their 
mid to late thirties whether or not 
they want to plan to have children, 
around the age that many alpinists 
approach the highpoint of their 

abilities and opportunities. Yet as parenting roles evolve, fathers such as 
Tommy Caldwell and Jimmy Chin have begun writing more about their 
efforts to balance family responsibilities and expedition climbing. To vary-
ing extents, all alpinists confront the ethics and practicalities of how to 
reconcile an expensive, time-consuming and dangerous pursuit with the 
rest of their lives. As Majka Burhardt declares in Alpinist 50, “We’d all ben-
efit from more diverse examples of what alpinism can be.”

Some climbers suggest that we shouldn’t distinguish between men’s 
and women’s alpinism anymore. In Alpinist 23, Sílvia Vidal argued, “If 
someone congratulates me as the first woman to open a new route on 
Shipton Spire by herself, that person is underrating my accomplish-
ment.” Her twenty-day journey up the northeast pillar—amid the vast 
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solitude of cold stone, falling snow and thin air—should stand on its 
own. Lise Billon agrees that “a route is not transformed because it is 
climbed by women; it does not become harder, nor easier, nor less beau-
tiful.” Yet she notes that with all-female ascents, there’s no way anyone 
can assume—as even current climbers sometimes do—that a man did 
all the leading.

When a woman repeats one of the world’s hardest routes in pure 
style, her climb can become a public statement that this terrain isn’t only 
reserved for men. At the same time, the over-promotion of less-significant 
first female ascents can make it seem as though women are incapable of 
exploration or unwilling to face the unknown. Szu-ting Yi, an alpinist 
from Taiwan, wonders whether women might be better off dreaming up 
entirely new forms of adventure: “I like what Yvon Chouinard said: ‘If you 
want to win, create your own game.’ I think there’s a huge blank canvas 
out there for women to demonstrate their strengths and creativity.”

If social factors turn out to be the only constraint, we should consider 
what French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir wrote in her 1949 clas-
sic The Second Sex: “It remains only for women to pursue their ascent.” 
In a Hypatia article, University of Alberta professor Dianne Chisholm 
observes that this phrase likely has a double meaning. “The word [for 
climbing] has several definitions in French, including ‘the action of 
climbing a mountain’ and ‘the social action of rising toward an ideal.’”

What, then, is that ideal? Is it to push climbing to the limits? Or to 
make every climber feel absolutely free? Although many of us like to 
think of the alpine world as a separate realm from the rest of society, 
we’re all influenced to some degree by broader cultural notions about the 
meanings of mountains and adventure. As climbing historian Kerwin 
Klein writes, “The whole point of gender ideology…is that it’s invisible 
to participants. It’s built out of the thousand-and-one entirely unself-
conscious habits, dispositions, and presuppositions about how the world 
works…. Nothing gets articulated until it breaks or is challenged.”

Mentorship programs, role models and more-representative sto-

ries—online and in print—can assist women as we strive to overcome 
barriers in our minds. There’s also a cognitive shift that might help our 
whole community evolve—to value “feminine” and “masculine” alpine 
traits simply as combinations of characteristics held by individual climbers 
to greater or lesser extents (as scholars such as Joseph Taylor argue), not as 
attributes tied exclusively to women or men. This way, we could learn to 
see these qualities more as assets than as constraints. After all, many of the 
ideals associated with the spirit of alpinism resemble traditional concepts 
of “femininity”: humility, respect, oneness with the natural world.

In a 2013 anthology, Women Who Dare, Lynn Hill recalled that when 
she freed the Nose, “I saw that having a rigid mindset is a detriment, not 
only when it comes to gender, but also when dealing with the world at 
every level…. As climbers, we need to see possibilities instead of limita-
tions.” As members of wider demographic groups move past preconceived 
notions of their abilities, we’ll see higher standards in alpinism. And more 
climbers will be able to experience moments of true freedom in the hills.

Mountain guide Jenny Abegg remembers that sense of awakening 
during her early climbs: “It was intoxicating, an incredible feeling, and it 
made me feel more free and at home in my body than I ever had before. 
I was allowed to dream big, to feel empowered…. I don’t know if this has 
to do with escaping gender roles…but maybe it is more about escaping 
the human condition.”

There are trails that vary wildly in my home range of the Cascades. 
In some places, the way is clear; in others, ancient trees grow densely, 
obscuring the twists and turns that lead through the thickets. Gazing 
down from ledges, I can sometimes make out the broader ridges and 
valleys, following each topographic curve to where I stand. From the 
summits, if the sky is clear, I can trace those lines as they arc over snowy 
peaks, down bright rivers, and eventually to the sea. In such a shimmer-
ing expanse, I dream of infinite wandering paths.

When I’ve climbed high enough, I’ll pause to get my bearings and 
look back at where I’ve come—and how far I still have to go. z
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