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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that an urban Nepali womanhood is practised and understood
fundamentally through local understandings of what it means to be ijjatdar
(‘honourable’). While ijjat generally translates to ‘honour’ in Nepali, I argue it is a
complex configuration of interrelated, nuanced understandings, activities, rules and
assets, which provides a gendered framework for directing the practices, beliefs and
experiences of urban Nepalis. When one female informant insisted, “You can’t be a
feminist and be a daughter-in-law”, my attention was drawn to the ways ‘tension’ is
imbricated with honour and how women experienced it, as they balanced traditional
expectations with ‘modern’ desires. Thus, womanhood was centred on practices of
negotiation between ‘traditional’ expectations and emerging ‘modern’ ones in urban
locales. The ‘daughter-in-law’ represents a strict social code of what it means to be a
‘good woman’ and is founded on traditional notions of what it means to be honourable.
The ‘feminist’ represents the rhetoric of development feminism, whereby women
agitate for social change and engage with ‘boldness’ and ‘raising voice’. I use these
analytic binaries as devices for discussing urban Nepali womanhood to critically engage
with the everyday dynamic between various gendered subjectivities, modernity and

tradition.

Based on fieldwork conducted in two urban locales in Nepal between 2009 and 2011,
my research looks at salient themes in women’s lives, such as surveillance, the notion of
the ‘good’ woman, sexuality, violence and discontents to examine the negotiations

women utilise to enact their womanhood.

New political and social influences are changing the ways women view themselves and
their place in Nepali society. Historical notions of a ‘respectable femininity’, tied to
ijjat, have committed women to the private sphere, with little bodily autonomy and
education. Traditionally, ijjat has presumed strict gendered behavioural norms, dictating
a prescribed ‘life path’ for many, particularly Hindu, Nepali individuals. However,
development and other modern influences have made it more acceptable for Nepali
women to access public domains, higher education, labour markets, and exercise

freedoms and choices that were previously denied them.



As a way of analysing the strategies and potentials of urban, predominantly Hindu,
women as they actively negotiate womanhood, I look at theories of practice and ‘doing’
gender to understand the nuances and subjectivities of my informants. I frame
womanhood as structured by ijjat, yet not as static and unchanging: it is a continual and
dynamic process actively negotiated in flexible ways. However, this negotiated
womanhood is also dependent on other dynamics such as power, women’s other
subjectivities and the contexts in which they find themselves. By performing gender
through various improvisations, women are finding contextual ways to be both
‘feminists’ and ‘daughters-in-law’. I argue this is a mode of being ‘alternatively
modern’, which conceptually acknowledges that, in the processes of ‘becoming

modern’, there are particulars of local sensibility and subjective dispositions at work.
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Indeed I do not forget that my voice is but one voice,

My experience a mere drop in the sea,

My knowledge no greater than the visual field in a microscope,

my minds eye, a mirror that reflects a small corner of the world, and my ideas —

A subjective confession.

Carl Jung

xii



PROLOGUE: A POEM

She's the First

I am a girl.

A girl in Nepal, in the beautiful mountains.

The sun is on the horizon.

I’'m getting older and with the passing of time I start to feel like

the world is set against me.

[ am a girl on the side of a river bed breaking stones

Morning to dusk washing dishes and clothes

Working, earning, in someone else’s home, in the fields, in a city hotel.

Sleeping in the alley between the big buildings, under a piece of plastic, or in a mud
house.

Somehow I feel like I’'m failing.

[ am a girl.

I begin to dream.

I want to be a doctor, an engineer, a pilot, a teacher

I am told that I’'m a girl who can’t get an education, knowledge, and opportunities.
I’ll have to get married and go to my husband’s house.

Spending on my education would be a waste of money.

So I work in the kitchen and in the fields like all of the women who came before me.

[ am a girl.

I sleep in the cowshed, outside on the floor, in the cold, on a pile of hay, with the
animals.

I can’t touch anything or do certain things for five days of the month,

because I’m suffering from something that I can’t control

when I have my period.
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[ am a girl, turning into a young woman.

I have feelings that I never had before.

Everyone says it’s time for me to get married. There are rules according to my caste, my
age, my family, my wealth. But what about me? Why didn’t anybody ask me if I was

ready? I feel too young. I don’t feel mature. Is this for society to decide?

I dig my feelings deep into the depths of my heart.

Dear mother, I cannot breathe, in this tradition somewhere in between rich and poor,
somewhere in between higher and lower castes, somewhere between discrimination, is
me.

A girl.

Let this all pass.

Let’s bring a change and make this a new Nepal, a new world.

Let’s make our failures the beginnings for the path to success.

[ am a girl and I cannot suppress my feelings. I will not spoil my life.
I will not ignore my opportunities waiting in front of me like a new day.

[ am going to defeat this.

The sun is on the horizon and I’'m dreaming but I’'m awake.
[ am a girl but I am not a failure. Not anymore.
[ am a girl and I am better than you think, sturdier than I look, smarter than you know,

braver than I show and stronger than you believe.

[ am a girl.

I will be the first.

To go to school. To get an education. To have chances.

To love and express my love.

The earth will not be destroyed by me making my own decisions.

I can be like Florence Nightingale, or Mother Theresa or Ghandi or whatever I want. [
will not stumble.

I’m going to shake up the world from the corners, and light up the sky with my laugh.
And instead of breaking rocks I am going to rock the world.

I’ll wash away old traditions while I wash dishes and clothes, and when I plant in the

14



fields, I’ll plant a new future, a new path.
One of equality.
I will be the first.

The sun is on the horizon and the day has come.

I woke up, realized the world was behind me. Fighting for me. Cheering for me. Set up

for me to thrive and succeed.

This is a place where I will leave my mark.

And when I’ve done everything I needed to do, they will say.
She was the first.

Shova Nepali

Age 14

Bhaktanagar, Nepal
Performed at a District-wide

‘Poetry Slam’ Competition
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