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Climbing a mountain that was home to a protec-
tor deity was generally prohibited, although there 
was a tradition of circumambulation. Some pious 
individuals made a pilgrimage around Pokalde 
(5,794 m), which is a historic hermitage site where 
a spiritual leader meditated. Mountain climbing 
became more common with the advent of tourism, 
enticing the Sherpa to climb some peaks for income 
and reputation, although Khumbila and other homes 
to mountain deities remained off-limits. To ensure 
safety when climbing other mountains, some climb-
ers and their families made offerings to the mountain 
deities beforehand. 

Spiritually Endowed Trees, Groves, Rocks,  
and Water Sources

Some Sherpa also believed that felling and pruning 
live trees was a way to lose merit, which was linked 
to the practice of collecting mostly dead and dying 
branches for fuel wood. Certain forests around settle-
ments were also designated as off-limits to tree felling 
and harvesting in order to keep villages safe from 
divine wrath and bad fortune, and to ensure ample 
forest resources. Inside these forests, felling trees was 
considered inappropriate; however, gathering non-
timber forest products and grazing was allowed. In 
forests protected for non-spiritual reasons, the same 
general rules applied regarding the harvest of live 
wood, but exceptions for building may be allowed 
under certain circumstances.

There were two types of sacred groves; the first were 
forests that grow in areas considered sacred because 
certain spirits reside there, and the second included 
two types of protected groves, lama and gompa. 
Lama protected forests originated when a certain 
powerful lama sanctified or cursed a forest patch. 
Trees therefore must not be used or felled by cutting 
implements. These forests were the earliest sacred 
groves and were some of the best preserved. Gompa 
forests were typically groves in the vicinity of a vil-
lage gompa. It appeared that these trees gained their 
holiness through the gompa and were not considered 
sacred before construction. The oldest gompa forest 
existed near the Pangbuche Gompa—a representa-
tion of a spiritual leader’s scattered hair (Stevens 
1993). 

Lu spirits resided under trees and at water sources and 
rocks, and were believed to impart both positive and 
negative outcomes to the local residents that house 
them. The spirits mirrored human characteristics, 
described as good or bad, smart or dumb, and so 
on. Lu provided wealth and long-life to a family but 
also caused hardship, often in the form of physical 
ailments only treatable by the shaman. Some lived 
near homes under adjacent trees or in rocks and water 
sources, while others resided inside the home in a 
constructed shrine. Women took care of lu through 

Figure 3. Sherpa youth placing flags on the slopes 
of Khumbila during the annual Dumji ceremony. 

June 2006. Photo: Jeremy Spoon.
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offerings, a tradition passed down from female to 
female. Pollution upset them, as did cutting trees, 
breaking boulders, and digging in the soil. 

Methodology

I conducted field research over 19 months between 
October 2004 and July 2007 and returned/discussed 
results in the summers of 2008 and 2011. Participant 
observation and focus groups were conducted with 
key Sherpa male and female consultants across a 
broad spectrum of ages before the sample was cho-
sen in order to refine the methodology. I selected a 
stratified random sample of 100 households and 12 
monks using electricity records and a local census. I 
demographically profiled each household, and one 
available individual from each household was chosen 
to participate in the research on place-based spiritual-
ity. These individuals were all over the age of 18, an 
age chosen to ensure that they either had attended 
school or conducted some agropastoralism, tourism, 
or both. Indeed, various studies illustrate that most 
local ecological knowledge is learned before this age 
(e.g., Hunn 2002; Zarger 2002). Each consultant 
also needed to live in the Khumbu area for at least 
three months per year. 

I showed participants page-size photos of deities, 
natural features, and locations that had local spiri-
tual values associated with them. I asked a series 
of semi-structured interview questions identified 
through key consultant interviews, focus groups, 
and literature. I also conducted topical life histories 
and future projections with 24 participants (two 
from each of six age groups between 18-29 and 
70 or older) to elicit details about the nuances of 
people’s lives and spirituality that were not available 
in the quantitative techniques. Topical life histories 
included questions about an individual’s life expe-
riences with Buddhist practice, agropastoralism, 
tourism, and western-style education, as well as 
perceptions of change. Future projections asked 
consultants to predict the state of the Sherpa social 
and ecological world in the next twenty years. 

I scored the semi-structured interviews based on a 
point system and transferred these scores and the 
household demographic data to SPSS statistical 
software (version 16.0). The scoring of the inter-
views generated a numerical value, which could be 
used as a dependent variable in the analysis. The 
scores were derived by comparison with informa-
tion from key male and female Sherpa consultants 
documented during the two pilot studies in 2004 
and 2005. Each spiritual value contained multiple 
semi-structured questions developed collaboratively 
with Sherpa consultants during the pilot phases. 
The point total for each question reflected a num-
ber of 0-2 or ‘no knowledge,’ ‘some knowledge,’ or 
‘detailed knowledge,’ respectively.

I then conducted a multiple regression analysis using 
a base model of independent variables supported by 
the relevant hypotheses. In this case, a base model is 
a set of demographics that I predicted drawing from 
my hypotheses to show how place-based spiritual 
values were distributed across the population and 
how and why they changed. Base models were used 
in the multiple regression analysis to elicit which 
demographics (independent variables) predicted 
knowledge for a particular place-based spiritual 
value (dependent variables). The multivariate tech-
nique allowed the testing of multiple independent 
variables at one time as compared to the univariate 
linear regression analysis where only one dependent 
variable can be tested. The base model demographics 
were degree of market integration (assessed by prox-
imity to the tourist route), gender, age, education-
level, agropastoral participation (farming, herding, 
and fuel wood collection), and tourism work.5 Since 
some of the independent variables were multi-di-
mensional (e.g., six age groups and six locations of 
settlement), I created eight models to guarantee the 
testing of all possible combinations. 

I grouped dependent variables together (referred to 
as Spiritual Value Indicator) and broke them down 
into seven categories (beyül, yül lha, chaam and 
nyingje, monastery forests, other protected forests, 
lu spirits, and Gokyo Tse or Lake). Significant 
predictors of place-based spiritual value knowledge  
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required P<0.001 to P<0.05 in 
at least five models and non-
significant tendencies were 
listed for results of P<0.10 in 
at least five models. Thus, this 
analysis considered significant 
results to have a confidence in-
terval of 95.0 percent to 99.9 
percent and also discusses 
non-significant results with a 
confidence interval between 
90.0 percent and 94.9 per-
cent, called tendencies (see 
Spoon 2008). 

I also utilized a type of con-
tent analysis known as deduc-
tive coding to analyze the life 
histories and future projec-
tions. Using this method, I 
was able to identify emer-
gent themes related to the 
research questions across the 
demographics. Interviews 
were fully transcribed and 
themes were searched for 
across the following topics: 
Buddhist practice, agropasto-
ralism, tourism, western-style 
education, and perceptions of 
change. Once identified, the 
themes were rechecked across 
the transcripts for frequency 
and detail. This information 
was then used to interpret 
and supplement the results 
of the quantitative methods. 
Content was also support-
ed by considerable partici-
pant observation and survey  
research (see Spoon 2008).

results and Discussion 

This case study suggests that tourism caused Khumbu Sherpa place-based 
spiritual values to be heterogeneously distributed across the population 
and to experience some change (TABLE 1). The results showed that tour-
ism (degree of market integration) was the most pervasive driver and that 
men knew more about these fundamental values than women. For all 
variables, older cohorts knew more than younger ones and this finding 

Spiritual Value/ 
Variable R2

Market Integration
(n=6)

Gender
(n=2)

On the 
Route

Off the 
Route M F

Spiritual Value 
Indicator

(7 Spiritual Values)
0.54-
0.57 -----

P<0.001 
to 

P<0.05
P<0.05  ---

-Beyül
(Sacred Valleys)

0.47-
0.52 ----- P<0.05

P<0.05 
to 

P<0.10
---

-Yül Lha 
(Sacred Mountains)

0.31-
0.33 ----- P<0.05 P<0.05 ---

-Chaam and 
Nyingje 

(Animal Taboo)

0.16-
0.28 ----- ----- ----- ---

-Monastery 
Forests 0.32-

0.36 -----
P<0.001 

to 
P<0.05

----- ---

-Other Protected 
Forests

0.42-
0.48 -----

P<0.001 
to 

P<0.05
----- ---

-Lu Spirits 0.21-
0.29 ----- P<0.05 P<0.05 ---

-Gokyo Tse (Lake) 
0.25-
0.28 ----- ----- ----- ---

n=100 
Note: Sample period between June 1, 2006 and April 30, 2007.

Table 1. Results of multiple regression analysis
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was more pervasive on the tourist route compared 
to off. Certain traditions also remained more stable, 
such as knowledge of yül lha and the taboo against 
hunting and killing animals. Others were remade, 
such as the case with the goddess on Mount Everest 
Jomo Miyo Lang Samba. The beyül spiritual value 

that ontologically connected people to place ap-
peared to be experiencing the greatest decline and 
knowledge about lu spirits and protected forests 
eroded as well (for full results including slope coef-
ficients see Spoon 2008). 

for Khumbu Sherpa place-based spiritual values knowledge.

Age Group
(n=6)

Education Level
(n=3)

Farming
(n=2) 

Livestock 
Herding

(n=2)

Fuelwood 
Collection

(n=2)

Tourism Work
(n=3)

Older 
Cohorts

Younger 
Cohorts More Less Y/N Y/N Y/N Past Present

P<0.001 
to 

P<0.05
----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- P<0.05 -----

P<0.001 
to 

P<0.05
----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- P<0.10 -----

P<0.05 ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- P<0.10

P<0.05 ----- P<0.05 ----- ----- ----- ----- P<0.10 -----

P<0.05 ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- P<0.05 -----

P<0.05 ----- ----- P<0.10 ----- ----- ----- -----

P<0.05 ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- -----

P<0.05 ----- ----- P<0.05 ----- ----- ----- ----- -----

Independent variables farming, livestock herding, and fuelwood collection  
had no significant results or tendencies for any of the dependent variables.
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Tourism appeared to affect Sherpa perceptions of 
their homeland. Market integration was a significant 
result for most of the spiritual values, evident in 
individuals from off the tourist route having more 
knowledge than their contemporaries. The least 
knowledge was found among the population in the 
tourist center of Namche (pronounced Nauje). Al-
though research is sparse on how tourism influences 
place-based spirituality, research on local ecological 
knowledge in general offers some insight. 

Select case studies find that populations living fur-
ther away from developed areas or that participate 
less in the market economy demonstrated more 
plant and animal ecological knowledge (Godoy et 
al. 1998 ; Reyes-García et al. 2005). In other cases, 
the direction of change was reversed or not occur-
ring, such as the case of Ecuadorian shrimp farming 
knowledge (Guest 2002) and Tzeltal Maya plant 
names (Zarger and Stepp 2004). The literature sug-
gests that the market is indeed a powerful driver of 
change; however, the direction of change is context 
specific. In some case, knowledge may no longer be 
needed and in others it may be crucial for generating 
income. Nonetheless, I recognize that care must be 
taken not to over-functionalize the nature of spiritual 
values—maintenance and changes need not be driven 
by economics.

Tourism reconfigured gender roles, which in turn 
appeared to influence spiritual value knowledge. 
Males had more knowledge than females for most 
of the values. It could be that men needed to rely on 
the protector deities more than women because of 
the precarious nature of mountaineering, and to a 
lesser extent their agropastoral roles. Tourism also im-
pacted women’s lives, making them more sedentary 
compared to men’s lives, especially among lodge and 
teashop owners. These changes may thus contribute 
to a gender difference in knowledge. Indeed, Fisher 
(1991) mentioned some increases in domestic tasks 
and decreases in agropastoral activity for women 
along the tourist route more than twenty years earlier. 
Select studies find that men know more about plants 
and animals than women (e.g., Reyes-García et al. 
2005) and others find the converse (e.g., Rasmus-

sen 1998). Ohmagari and Berkes (1997) argue that 
female Omushkego Cree ecological knowledge and 
associated skills are eroding because women’s lives are 
becoming more sedentary. Tourism, for the female 
Sherpa, may be leading them down a similar path, 
eroding their spiritual connection with the land in the 
process, perhaps due to a more sedentary lifestyle.

Younger Sherpa experienced most if not all of their 
lives so far inside a tourist destination engaged in 
the host-guest drama. For these individuals, tourism 
may be causing the land to be seen more as a tourism 
commodity and less spiritually endowed. 

In this study, the older generations knew more than 
the younger ones for all place-based spiritual values. 
This trend may be even stronger for individuals under 
the age of 18. Indeed, the results suggested that these 
younger cohorts started to ontologically view them-
selves and the Khumbu landscape as non-relational or 
disconnected, compared to older cohorts who connect 
them. In the life histories and future projections the 
spiritual perspectives of older and younger individu-
als were markedly different. Frequently, grandparents 
explained connections among humans, plants, mam-
mals, and birds; whereas their grandchildren divided 
themselves from these living things apparently express-
ing a nature/culture divide. Nearly all of the 39 years 
and under sample was unaware of the beyül spiritual 
value and many were uninformed about protected 
forests and lu spirits. Ross (2002) found a similar result 
among the Lacandon Maya whose younger cohorts 
view people and place as non-relational compared 
to elder cohorts. When asked about justifications for 
the taboo on harming or killing wildlife, it was not 
uncommon for older individual to say that their pro-
tection was part of the beyül code of conduct while 
younger participants commented that this taboo was 
important for the conservation of species or for tour-
ists to visit the area. 

An additional driver of change may have been the 
governing National Park authorities’ lack of under-
standing of Sherpa spirituality—evident in qualita-
tive interviews with National Park staff (Spoon 2008, 
2011). The lack of knowledge among the younger 
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generations could be a product of local political actors 
not using these traditions for the past 30-40 years and 
instead incorporating western perspectives that divide 
humans from nature, as communicated through Na-
tional Park policy and school curriculum. Further, 
tourism, especially mountaineering, was a significant 
economic generator for Nepali protected areas and 
the state thus creating monetary incentive for nature 
conservation utilizing the western discourse. Camp-
bell (2005) points out shifts in perspectives toward 
land around three additional Nepal protected areas 
with participatory conservation programs. He sug-
gests that when material incentives were provided 
for villagers to forego traditional environmental 
entitlements, environmental perspectives shifted to 
viewing land as an object for protection external to 
interactive practice. 

While many studies found a result of western-style 
education and non-local languages influencing a loss 
in ecological knowledge (e.g., Zent 2009; Heckler 
2002), it was not a significant factor in this study. 
Causation may be complex entwined factors, such 
as changes in standard of living, a population-wide 
increase in education, cross-cultural exchange with 
tourists, and the general importance of knowledge 
connected to making money, such as English and 
mathematics. Indeed, ecological knowledge seeming-
ly fell away because youth were not speaking Sherpa 
in the home because most of the younger Sherpa 
had at least a five-year education, and some reached 
the ten-year class level. Some youth from more af-
fluent families were also sent to boarding schools 
outside the area. Asking older cohorts if education 
was important often yielded responses that placed an 
increased weight on learning Nepali and English to 
make money in tourism and other endeavors. 

The monastic sample findings suggested that 
knowledge transmission was decreasing more slowly 
than the household sample, perhaps due to level of 
Buddhist education. Ghimire et al. (2004) found a 
complementary result in Nepal protected areas where 
Buddhist educated Tibetan amchi or spiritual and 
physical healers had more knowledge of medicinal 
plants than non-local commercial harvesters. Among 

Khumbu monks, older cohorts had more knowledge 
than younger ones; however this may illustrate that 
spiritual value knowledge was gained through life-
long Buddhist education. Between the two sampled 
monasteries, Tengboche on the tourist route embod-
ied higher knowledge and less variation than Thame 
off the route, which could represent that Tengboche 
had more resources from tourism enterprises to 
provide education to its monks. Further, Tengboche 
monks did not need to leave for periods of the year to 
work in tourism—a necessity for some poorer Thame 
monks (see Spoon 2008). In this way, tourism may 
have influenced the character of both Tengboche 
and Thame monks’ spiritual value knowledge, but 
in different directions. 

Significantly, the result that highly educated Sherpa 
had more knowledge of the hunting and killing taboo 
may show evidence that the spiritual value inter-
mixed with desired tourism-centric environmental 
outcomes (e.g., more animals for the tourist to see) 
and the natural science content that most children 
learned in school. Tourism was considered as a lucra-
tive endeavor, which may reinforce the spiritual value 
of not killing animals. Additionally, much of the cur-
rent environmental education curriculum focused on 
endangered mammals and birds. Since the desired en-
vironmental outcome and the curriculum coincided 
with the Sherpa tradition, youth may thus be more 
inclined to learn about this spiritual value. Students 
may have also reinforced this knowledge among one 
another, a process evident among the Tzeltal Maya 
(Zarger and Stepp 2004). Sherpa knowledge of dif-
ferent mushroom species also increased with more 
education (Spoon 2011), further suggesting that 
people continued to transmit knowledge in certain 
domains, while not in others. 

Tourism also appeared to reinforce and remake 
knowledge depending on how pragmatic or lucra-
tive the knowledge was. Tourism service providers 
expressed higher knowledge of yül lha; many of these 
individuals worshiped the mountain protector deities 
for safety and some taught the tourists about them 
as an informal form of interpretation. Adams (1996) 
shows how the Sherpa were creative at shaping their 
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identity in relation to their foreign interlocutors’ ex-
pectations and Ortner (1999) states that the Sherpa 
were artful at bending tourists’ desires for their own 
gain. In this case, protection from yül lha was sought 
for dangerous mountaineering and yül lha knowledge 
shared with trekkers and mountaineers was indeed 
good business. In both instances, tourism influenced 
the knowledge. Along these lines, Hayden (2003) 
found that an economic value for medicinal plants 
in Mexican markets stimulated increased ecological 
knowledge transmission. For the Sherpa, the market 
was tourism and the commodity was nature and 
themselves. 

Tourism also remade select spiritual values, such as 
the goddess Jomo Miyo Lang Sangma who provided 
norbu (wealth) to sustain the Sherpa people. She 
used to provide food and other necessities but now 
brings tourists. Some even commented that she 
‘raised herself up’ to be the highest mountain as a 
way to support the local people. Khumbila was also 
said to shield the Sherpa from declines in the number 
of tourists and other inauspicious events. Bruner 
(2005) states that in Balinese tourism ceremonial 
forms and material culture were reworked for tour-
ists and certain new cultural forms entered back into 
Balinese ritual and representation. With Jomo Miyo 
Lang Sangma and Khumbila, tourism remade their 
powers to reflect contemporary circumstances. 

Conclusion

This case shares a complex story in a tourism con-
tact zone. The Khumbu Sherpa are an example of 
an indigenous people having more control over 
their circumstances than others in similar contexts; 
however the influence of tourism caused changes in 
how they saw and interacted with their homeland 
spiritually and practically—a process that may affect 
environmental decision-making. Although this study 
showed that tourism eroded knowledge of spiritual 
values at the time of this research, it also illustrated 
that other traditions were reinforced and remade. 
Knowledge of certain protector deities and the taboo 

against hunting and killing animals both appeared to 
persist. Tourism seemingly caused spiritual perspec-
tives to increase, as in the case of Khumbila, whose 
worship had become more popular. For the goddess 
Jomo Miyo Lang Samba, tourism remade spiritual 
values, influenced by Mount Everest as a source of 
economic gain. Tourism will no doubt continue to 
guide how the Sherpa view place. It remains to be 
seen which spiritual values will persist in the longer 
term and how effective they will be at encouraging 
environmental stewardship of the Sherpa homeland. 

Jeremy Spoon, Department of Anthropology, Portland 
State University, jspoon@pdx.edu
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notes

1. Solu, Pharak, and Khumbu Sherpa had the same  
migration history to Nepal. Solu and Pharak were areas 
south of Khumbu and included settlers of both Sherpa 
and non-Sherpa decent. Khumbu was almost entirely 
populated by Sherpa, with the exception of some  
families of Tibetan refugees and other Nepali ethnic 
groups. The ethnic boundary between Sherpa and 
Tibetans was generally drawn based on whether the 
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individual migrated before the Chinese occupation  
of Tibet in 1959. Thus, some Sherpa migrated from 
Tibet more recently compared to other Sherpa. 

2. There were additional monasteries and nunneries in 
Khumbu; however, the monks were Tibetan refugees that 
came over the Himalaya from the Tibetan Autonomous 
Region of China after 1959.

3. Pangbuche and Dingbuche settlements are an exception 
to this trend since there is a proliferation of mountaineer-
ing staff originating from these areas (see Stevens 1993).

4. The research question was part of a broader doctoral 
research project that engaged Sherpa ecological knowl-
edge at multiple overlapping levels encompassing species, 
place-based spiritual values, and landscape (see Spoon 
2008, 2011). 

5. All independent variables were tested for multi- 
colinearity and interactions; none were found.
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