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A series of focus groups and semi-structured interviews were conducted exploring the
beliefs of urban Nepali women about the introduction of beauty pageants to Nepal. This
qualitative study examined how the competing pressures of modernization and tradition-
ality impinge on Nepali women who are attempting to both resist patriarchal restrictions
and preserve long-established cultural values. The large majority of participants
expressed ambivalence toward beauty contests in Nepal. They expressed the belief that
beauty pageants can help to empower Nepali women, facilitate progress in Nepal, and
present Nepal positively on a global stage. Moreover, participants called for the perceived
benefits of pageant participation to be extended to rural, impoverished, and lower caste
Nepali women. At the same time, participants expressed reservations about Nepali women
being objectified by their participation in these contests, deplored their commercial
aspects, and felt that beauty pageants could contribute to the development of body image
disturbance. Their ambivalence may reflect their conflicting positioning as middle-class
citizens and as women in a developing consumer economy that retains strong patriarchal
norms. Their complex and conflicting responses help to elucidate the process of gendered
social change in a developing country during a time of rapid societal transition.
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INTRODUCTION

Every year, beauty pageants – local, regional, national, and international – put
idealized representations of femininity on public display. Their spectators range
from small local groups to television audiences numbering in the hundreds of
millions. The beauty contest phenomenon warrants feminist analysis because
pageants represent and reflect not only social constructions of gender, but also of
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nationalism, morality, modernization, and globalization (Banet-Weiser, 1999;
Cohen et al., 1996).

The first beauty contest along the model of today’s pageants was held in the
USA in 1880; the prototypical Miss America competition originated in 1921 in
an attempt by New Jersey merchants to prolong the tourist season at a seaside
resort. There is little systematic documentation of the spread of beauty pageantry,
but it is evident that the contests have proliferated (Cohen et al., 1996) and that
they are extremely popular events. In the USA alone, some 7500 contests are
franchised each year by Miss America and Miss USA, and several thousand more
take place independently at the local level (Banet-Weiser, 1999). Moreover,
beauty pageants are a global phenomenon. For example, the official website for
Miss World (http://www.missworld.tv), a competition that originated in the UK
in 1951, reports that the pageant is held annually in 104 countries, and claims that
it is the most watched annually televised event in the world.

Opposition and Controversy

Beauty pageants chronically have been sites of controversy and resistance. For
example, during its first decade, the Miss America contest was attacked by reli-
gious groups and women’s clubs as vulgar, indecent, and degrading (Cohen et al.,
1996). In response, in order to create an aura of respectability for the pageant,
organizers subjected contestants to constant monitoring and surveillance. In a
‘relentless policing of femininity and behavior’ (Banet-Weiser, 1999: 39), con-
testants were banned from public places where alcohol was served, subjected 
to a curfew, forbidden to talk to men during pageant week and monitored by
chaperones during every waking moment.1

Second-wave feminists famously staged an anti-pageant demonstration at the
1968 Miss America Beauty pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The 1968
demonstration, in which women discarded (but did not burn) symbols of femi-
ninity such as bras, girdles, cookware, aprons, and makeup, was widely reported
in the news media and became the origin of the enduring myth of feminists as
‘bra-burners’ (Dow, 2003). The protesters argued against the pageant on the
grounds that it objectified and commodified women; they claimed that all women
were harmed by contests in which they were put on display like cattle for their
physical attributes (‘No More Miss America’, n.d.).

The beauty pageant protests of the 1960s helped fix the women’s movement in
the public eye and allowed feminists to shape and articulate important political
stances (Cohen et al., 1996). However, despite the efforts of the feminist protes-
tors to provide systemic critique of the pageant’s racism, militarism, and capital-
ism, the media’s response to the protests solidified a limited oppositional
message that focused on the objectification and victimization of contestants
(Dow, 2003), and perhaps discouraged further feminist investigation into the 
cultural practices and meanings underlying the beauty pageant (Banet-Weiser,
1999).
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Globalizing the Beauty Pageant

As beauty pageants along the US and UK model have been exported to other
parts of the world as a form of popular culture and a source of commercial 
revenues, there has been an increase in resistance. The contest for a ‘Pan-African’
beauty queen became a source of controversy when a white South African
woman became one of 12 finalists, with Africans protesting that the ‘face’ of
Africa should be black (Pan African Network Trust, 2000).2 The Miss World 
contest in Bangalore, India, in 1996 resulted in social upheaval, riots, and one
instance of self-immolation as a form of protest (Oza, 2001). The most severe
pageant-related violence occurred in 2002, when the Miss World competition
was scheduled to be held in Nigeria during the month of Ramadan. Speculation
by a journalist over whether the prophet Mohammed would have approved set off
Christian–Muslim riots in which more than 200 people were killed. The pageant
was moved to the UK and continued as planned (Whalen, 2003).

Critics of beauty pageants in developing and non-western countries offer 
varied arguments in opposition to the competitions, arguments that reflect con-
structions of ideal femininity, nationalism, and morality, as well as the struggle
of developing countries for global visibility (Oza, 2001). Critics from the politi-
cal left tend to focus on what they view as the commodification and exploitation
of women in the service of profit-making, in arguments reminiscent of the 1960s
feminist protests in the USA. For example, a newsletter of the Indian feminist
group Saheli stated:

By the 1990s, India had come to be recognized as a huge potential market for
cosmetics – which explained the sudden victory of several Indian Miss Worlds
and Universes. The protest was not only against commodification, but also
against the huge gap between the women represented in these pageants and the
large majority of Indian women (Murthy and Arya, n.d.).

Critics from the political right, on the other hand, tend to focus on what they view
as a loss of women’s purity, submissiveness, and modesty, virtues identified with
nationalistic representations of ‘traditional’ cultures (Ahmed-Ghosh, 2003; Oza,
2001). This conservative opposition has emerged in disparate societies. For 
example, in Zimbabwe, a female cabinet minister advocated that beauty pageants
should be judged on the contestant’s contribution to her community and the
nation rather than ‘displaying her half-naked body in front of men’ (Pan African
Network Trust, 2000). A Miss Arab World competition sponsored by the
Egyptian Tourism Ministry was characterized by one critic as a ‘spectacle of
nakedness and vulgarity’ (Salahuddin, 2006). During the 1996 Bangalore Miss
World protests, the focus of alternative and feminist women’s groups was on
harm to women through commodification, while the focus of the right-wing
women’s groups was on ‘nudity, “regulation of morals” and “harm to Indian 
culture”’ (Murthy and Arya, n.d.). On that occasion, the swimsuit portion of the
Miss World contest was moved offshore to the Seychelles Islands to appease both
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conservatives, who were offended by the ‘indecent’ exposure of the female body,
and feminists, who opposed its commercialization (Oza, 2001). The fact that they
shared an oppositional stance with conservatives created some uneasiness among
progressives; the women of Bangalore’s Communist Party unit noted that,
although they opposed the ‘commercialized representation of women’, they did
not want to ‘stereotype women into communalised and traditional Hindu role
models’. Instead, they espoused an ‘independent, secular and self-respecting role’
for women (Bangalore Unit of AIPWA, Campaign against Miss World Beauty
Contest, 1996).

Both proponents’ and opponents’ positions reflect the notion that beauty com-
petitions play an important role in the production of nationalist sentiment by pro-
jecting an idealized and specifically nationalized femininity (McAllister, 1996).
Whether the debate is over a Chinese-sponsored ‘Miss Tibet’ (McGranahan,
1996), the ethnic ‘authenticity’ of a Maya queen in Guatemala (McAllister,
1996), or women’s bodies as the image of Thai nationalism (Van Esterik, 1996),
contemporary discourses of beauty pageants are a complex mix in which oppo-
nents and supporters struggle to define nationality in terms of women’s bodies
and sexuality (Oza, 2001).

Gender and Nationalism on Display

As a locus for significant debates over the representation of gender and national-
ism, beauty contests are not just trivial (though arguably sexist) exhibits, but sites
where the meaning of gender and citizenship are openly debated. The fact that
they are also very public spectacles materializes gender and links it with group
identities (Oza, 2001). In the USA, the images and narratives of the Miss America
pageant demonstrate to the audience ‘who and what “American” women are and
should be’ at the same time as they depict ‘who and what the nation itself should
be . . . the beauty pageant provides us with a site to witness the gendered con-
struction of national identity . . . as both a statement of the gendered nation and
the feminine body as nationalist’ (Banet-Weiser, 1999: 159, emphasis in origi-
nal). In the case of India, beauty queens are used as symbols of the country’s
arrival on the ‘global stage’ while being simultaneously contrasted unfavorably
with idealized images of ‘sacrificing mothers and suffering wives’ that sup-
posedly represent pre-colonial Indian femininity (Ahmed-Ghosh, 2003: 206).

If, as we have argued, the controversy over beauty pageants in developing
countries reflects competing discourses of femininity, nationalism, morality,
commodification, and modernization, it is surprising that there has been so little
feminist attention to the phenomenon. A few studies have examined participants’
perspectives and noted that they most often deploy a liberal feminist discourse of
individual development. Women who enter beauty pageants present themselves
as ‘intelligent, goal-oriented, independent, feisty, and committed to indi-
vidualism’ (Banet-Weiser, 1999: 88). By making what they see as an individual,
assertive choice to participate, they believe they are gaining an opportunity to
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enhance poise, self-confidence, and self-esteem, and to become empowered,
independent, liberated, and ‘modern’ (Ahmed-Ghosh, 2003). Proponents of the
pageants often make rhetorical use of this discourse of women’s agency, claim-
ing that, if women do not feel exploited by participating in pageants, they are not
being exploited (Dow, 2003). For example, a Nepali journalist responding to an
article critiquing beauty pageants had this to say in response to claims that Nepali
women are being manipulated by contests:

The trick is to do the bikini round, not to feel guilty about it, and take it 
comfortably. The moment you are comfortable about what you do, you start to
redefine what is right and wrong and what is accepted and not accepted. You
start to break the stereotypes. And ultimately you redefine womanhood. The
two-piece bikini or kurta suruwal or shirt and pants or two-piece suit you are
wearing does not define you. You define them. So you wear them as you like.
And you choose what suits you when. It is ultimately your sovereign choice that
defines who you are. Nothing else does. Nothing. (Dhakal, 2004)

To date, however, research and critique about the meaning of pageants have been
scant, and largely limited to studies of the public rhetoric of groups opposing or
supporting the pageants. Despite the public visibility of pageants, there has been
virtually no empirical research into how they are understood and assimilated by
spectators.

Beauty Contests and Nepal

Although the beauty pageant spectacle raises issues of gender, morality, and
national/global identity, these issues are interpreted in accord with indigenous
knowledge, ideology, and practice. Therefore, the meaning of beauty contests
deserves to be analysed at the local level (Cohen et al., 1996). The meaning of a
particular pageant may reflect all of these themes, but how they are played out
differs according to the cultural and social specifics. In this study, we offer one
such local analysis by scrutinizing the meaning of Nepali beauty pageants to 
middle-class Nepali women residing in the Kathmandu valley, where they have
ready access to both live and televised productions of fashion shows and beauty
competitions.

Nepal is an important site for studying the effects of mediated western repre-
sentations of gender for several reasons. First, the influence of western culture
(introduced either directly through mass media sources or indirectly through its
prior assimilation in neighboring India) has been quite limited until recently.
Unlike India and many other South Asian countries, Nepal was never colonized.
Until the mid 18th century, Nepal was a collection of independent Himalayan
kingdoms, each an isolated feudal society. After the kingdoms were united into a
nation, the ruling family cut off the country from foreign contact, closing the 
borders and restricting entry. It was not until 1951 that the first commercial
flights landed in Kathmandu. Television was not introduced to Nepal until 1985.
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A second reason for studying gender representations in Nepal is that the 
country is in a political and social transition in which women’s rights are a promi-
nent part of popular and political discourse. In fact, the controversy over the
introduction and continuation of beauty pageants in Nepal often makes news
headlines despite much more pressing matters, which has not gone unnoticed by
some Nepali journalists. Malika Browne (2004) of the Financial Times notes:

Even if Nepal were not in the grip of a bloody, nine-year civil war, its number
of beauty pageants would be surprising. So far this year, the country has staged
Kid Queen (for under-12s), Miss Teen Nepal, Mr and Miss Kathmandu Valley,
Mr and Miss Junior Talent and Mr and Miss Capital. For the past month, 
the biggest pageant of all, Miss Nepal, has hogged local headlines alongside
continuing reports of decapitations and massacres by Maoist rebels. 

The Maoists that Browne refers to are part of the political turmoil that has
plagued Nepal for the past decade. Nepal established a democratic government –
a constitutional monarchy modeled on the British system – in 1951, but the 
system was not sustainable because of corruption and the concentration of power
in an urban and caste elite (Liechty, 2003). In 1996, a group of Maoist commu-
nists started an insurgency that over the following decade led to the deaths of
some 13,000 people (with the Royal Nepali Army responsible for two-thirds of
the fatalities), displaced some 200,000–400,000 more, and paralysed the country
with strikes, shortages, and disruption of agriculture, education, and foreign aid.
Some 35 percent of the Maoist recruits were women, drawn by the promise of
legal and social equality under a communist government (Crawford et al., 2007).
In late 2006, a peace agreement was reached, the monarch deposed, and the
Maoist leaders invited to join the democratic government, which is currently
engaged in drafting a new constitution. During the three decades of incipient
democracy and the decade of the insurgency, the question of women’s roles and
status in Nepali society has been actively debated.

Meanwhile, a new middle class has emerged in Nepali society. The inherited
privileges of caste are eroding, replaced by notions of meritocracy. The new 
middle class is marked by consumerism, interest in mass media and fashion, an
emphasis on education and individual development, and political conservatism
(Liechty, 2003). In an overall context of ongoing patriarchy, middle-class urban
women work to reconcile their class status with their status as women, two 
positionings that are linked and potentially conflicting. Therefore, for women in
particular, ‘negotiating suitable class practice is intimately tied to the parallel
challenge of negotiating suitable gender practice’ (Liechty, 1996: 61).

Although beauty pageants were introduced in India in the 1950s (Ahmed-Ghosh,
2003), they did not reach Nepal until 1994. However, they were preceded by a fad
for ‘fashion shows’ that fulfilled some of the same purposes. Both were devised by
local promoters motivated in part by a desire to fill the empty hotel ballrooms and
convention spaces that were left when tourism declined due to the insurgency.3

Their sponsors were usually from the beauty products and tourism industries.
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The pageants caused immediate protest, ranging from newspaper editorials to
violent demonstrations. Although pageants have since become a fixture in
Kathmandu, the controversy has not abated. Protests from the left have been
organized by various political parties every year since 1994, and they have often
led to violence. For example, in 2000, a group of women opposed the Miss Nepal
Pageant (a precursor to the Miss World competition), describing it as ‘an abuse
of women for commercial benefit’. As the women picketed and protested at the
national convention center site, police charged them with batons, injuring at least
9 women, and arresting 25 others (Nepalnews Online, 2000). In August of 2004,
during the annual Miss Nepal contest, the Kathmandu Post reported ongoing
protests and demonstrations. A group who had organized an Anti-Beauty Contest
Campaign stated, in a reference to the ongoing Maoist insurgency, ‘At a time
when women are “dying” for equity-based society, a few of them are selling
themselves to the multi-national companies in the name of beauty’. Student 
leaders involved in the campaign said that such pageants would ‘do nothing to
uplift the status of women and provide women with better opportunities’, and
reiterated the claim that ‘Beauty pageants are exploitation of women’ (‘Debate
Over Beauty Pageants Continues’, 2004).

When the Maoists were integrated into the party system in 2006, they created
a women’s activist group to oppose beauty contests and other ‘injustices’ against
women. This group, the All Nepal Women’s Association (Revolutionary), con-
tinues to organize protests at pageants. At the 2007 pageant, they held a mass
demonstration along with nine other feminist and human rights organizations 
outside the convention center where the pageant was staged. According to a news
report from Pant (2007) of the Kathmandu Post:

Like in previous years, as beauty contestants were set to sashay down a ramp
inside Birendra International Convention Center (BICC) Saturday, hundreds 
of men and women with placards and banners, were right at the BICC gates,
clashing with the police. Some 21 organizations under the banner of a ‘Beauty
Contest Protest Organizing Committee,’ were chanting slogans at the gate,
determined to stop the beauty contestants from entering the conference hall. As
the beauty pageant protesters tried to enter the conference premises, police
resorted to lathicharge [i.e. bamboo sticks used in martial arts and crowd control
by police]. Over a dozen protesters were injured. In return, the protesters pelted
stones at the police and the scene turned uglier.

The left-wing protests focus on perceived exploitation of women and trivializa-
tion of women’s rights issues. Devi Khadka, coordinator of the 2007 protest 
committee and also a Maoist parliamentarian, said: ‘Such beauty contests over-
shadow women’s issues.’ There seems to be ambivalence among leftist politi-
cians, however. The 2007 pageant was broadcast live by Nepal Television, which
is under the Maoist-led Ministry of Information and Communications, whereas
the Maoist women’s wing was clashing with the police to stop it. One Communist
journalist suggested that the protesters should picket the information and com-
munications ministry instead of the convention center (Pant, 2007).
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Nepali women who live in the capital city of Kathmandu and have been
schooled in western-style educational settings are the primary targets for beauty
pageant sponsors and organizers. They are the prospective participants, the likely
spectators,4 and the consumers who presumably are influenced by the product
advertising connected with the pageants. In this study, the first to interrogate the
meaning of the beauty pageant spectacle in Nepal, we used focus groups and 
individual interviews to examine the discourses used to justify support and 
opposition to Nepali beauty pageants. Our participants were middle-class, urban,
Nepali women with formal education. We supplemented this limited sample with
an extensive internet search of blogs, position papers, and news reports on 
beauty pageants in Nepal. In documenting and interpreting the understanding of
the beauty pageant phenomenon in a relevant segment of Nepali women, we hope
to open a unique window into the ongoing construction of gender, morality,
nationalism and modernization during a time of rapid social and political change
in Nepal.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were female residents of the greater Kathmandu metropolitan area
who volunteered to participate. Focus group 1 (N = 4) was conducted at the office
of a nongovernmental organization (NGO) devoted to the empowerment of
women, particularly through educational interventions to reduce sex trafficking.
Two of the authors, who were engaged in an ongoing research program with the
NGO, recruited volunteers from among the NGO staff members. The NGO group
was chosen because we expected that members would be familiar with the
debates and that feminist perspectives on gender would be a salient dimension in
their analysis. Focus Group 2 (N = 6) was composed of students from Tribhuvan
University, who were contacted via an announcement in a class. This focus group
took place in a classroom at the university. The student group was chosen to
reflect the views of younger, formally educated women, those most targeted by
proponents of fashion and consumerism. For the individual interviews (N = 7),
the researchers each recruited one or more participants from their network of
friends and acquaintances, thus comprising a convenience sample of adult
women. The criteria for inclusion were that the woman be a resident of the
Kathmandu city area, over the age of 18, and fluent in English.

Materials and Procedure

With the exception of the first author, who co-facilitated the focus groups and
conducted one interview, all the interviewers and focus group facilitators (N = 4)
were Nepali women of varied caste and ethnic backgrounds. All had received
their primary and secondary education in Nepal; two had received higher 
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education in the USA or UK and the other two were a Nepali college graduate
and postgraduate respectively.

The focus groups were conducted first, and the semi-structured interview was
devised based on the opinions and concerns raised in the focus groups.
Participants were told that the purpose of the study was to gain information on
Nepali women’s views and opinions about beauty pageants. The focus group
facilitator or interviewer read an informed consent form along with each partici-
pant, answered questions, obtained the participant’s signature, and provided the
participant with a copy of the consent form.

Interviews and focus group discussions were audio-taped for later transcrip-
tion. All interviews and one focus group were conducted in English. For the 
student focus group, participants requested to switch to Nepali, although all were
fluent in English, because they said they could express their thoughts more 
easily in Nepali. This group was conducted in Nepali. All participants were given
a small gift of chocolates as thanks for their participation.

The English language focus group and all the interviews were transcribed by
three American research assistants; a bilingual Nepali/English speaker translated
and transcribed the focus group conducted in Nepali. Two of the authors carried
out a qualitative thematic analysis on the data using the areas covered in the inter-
view schedule as broad thematic guides and identifying emergent themes (Terre
Blanche and Durrheim, 2002). Four major themes were identified: knowledge of
the controversy over beauty contests in Nepal; expressions of approval for 
beauty contests, including perceived benefits for Nepali women and Nepali 
society; concern for social inclusiveness; and objectification concerns (reserva-
tions about contestants being exploited, women’s bodies being over-exposed, and
body image disturbance resulting from thin-ideal exposure). A less prominent
theme concerning moral issues was also identified. A coding book was created
that provided research assistants with detailed operationalizations of each theme,
along with examples of representative statements. Two research assistants 
independently coded each focus group and interview; codings were reviewed and
refined by the first two authors and disagreements resolved by consensus.

RESULTS

Knowledge of the Controversy

The introduction of beauty pageants in Nepal has generated considerable dis-
agreement and controversy. All participants reported an awareness of the 
ongoing debate over whether beauty contests should be allowed in Nepal. One
participant5 in particular expressed how hosting beauty contests represented a
movement towards modernization, which some Nepali citizens felt was a step 
in the right direction, while others held reservations about Nepal potentially aban-
doning its traditional roots:
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I-5: I do remember the first time I heard about beauty contests [in Nepal]. I
remember thinking at that time, and also telling other people, that Nepal is
involving itself in certain fields, but I wish Nepal was involving itself in other
fields and not this one. Some people [felt] that it [the introduction of beauty
pageants] was a good thing; that Nepal was getting, in their terms, ‘westernized’.
And other people thought it was a bad thing, that Nepalese girls were losing their
culture by wearing skimpy dresses and showing off to people on the ramp.

Other participants, in describing reactions to Nepal participating in beauty
pageants, offered accounts that marked women as responsible for preserving 
traditional culture:

FG-1: Some felt we were copying western style, or western culture, accepting
western norms and values and it [the introduction of beauty pageants] is against
our tradition, culture and norms; there was great controversy.

I-3: [Those] who have gone abroad and who have been interacting with [people
from] other countries were like, ‘okay, kind of’ [with regard to their acceptance
of beauty pageants], but the people of our heritage, of our country, they were not
very satisfied with the introduction of [beauty pageants] because it was not [part
of] their culture.

When asked about the public protests against beauty competitions, most partici-
pants were acutely aware of the ongoing controversy:

FG-2: In a country like ours, when they crowned the first Miss Nepal, there was
a lot of controversy; there were lots of people against it. There were protests . . .

FG-1: Two to three years ago this beauty contest was going on in [the] conven-
tion hall of Baneswar and a crowd of people were protesting outside.

I-4: Yeah, there were people, women especially, who were gathered outside the
hall where this beauty contest was organized. They were protesting, saying that
it wasn’t good at all.

FG-2: They said that the money that had been spent on Miss Nepal could be used
for better causes. They said that the contest was not a good thing for Nepal at
this time when it [the country] is not stable.

FG-1: My friends and colleagues often protested when there was a beauty con-
test going on. They protested in the streets and it was very difficult to express
our view about what to say and what not to say because there are certain
woman’s right activists actively protesting and others keeping quiet.

The latter statement demonstrates that even the opinions of women’s activists in
Nepal were split on the issue. As we noted earlier, various women’s rights
groups, as well as the Maoist and other Communist parties, have organized
protests. At the same time, other prominent women have endorsed the pageants,
even serving as judges (The Hidden Treasure, 2007), and a group of former Miss
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Nepals has created an organization to respond to the opposition (Sarkar, 2007).
The following statements highlight participants’ perceptions of some of the argu-
ments used to both support and oppose pageants in Nepal:

I-4: There were people on both sides, both favoring and protesting [beauty
pageants]. Those who favored [beauty pageants] said they build the confidence
of Nepalese women and they [the pageant contestants] will be smarter, and will
broaden their horizons. The people protesting said these beauty contests usually
show girls with two-piece bikinis, and this sort of thing is not readily accepted
in our society.

I-7: I remember it very well in fact. There was one side of people who were
against [the introduction of beauty pageants] because [the women of] Nepal
were already subjected to so much oppression, politically as well as economic-
ally. On the other side, [Nepal hosting beauty contests] is good; allowing women
to come out and build confidence.

Support for Beauty Pageants in Nepal

All participants in the present study expressed some degree of approval of the
contests, with the majority of the sample enthusiastic in their support. Participants
cited both the benefits to the beauty contestant participants themselves (e.g.
instilling confidence) and the potential advantages to the country as a whole (e.g.
recognition of Nepal). Most of the participants felt beauty pageants fostered the
personal growth of the contestants, either by teaching them valuable skills, or by
developing their self-confidence:

I-1: They [contests] help to build up self-confidence . . . [As a contestant] you
learn how to walk, how to talk, you learn how to interact with thousands of 
people in front of you. That in itself is an achievement.

I-4: Well, by participating in beauty contests, confidence is developing in Nepali
women and compared to last ten years or so, they can speak up more openly in
front of the public. That’s not only just because of the beauty contests, but it has
added something to it.

I-5: Women in Nepal as a whole are coming out of their shells, they are getting
more involved in different fields and perhaps beauty contests could be one of
those ways or mediums of them coming forward and expressing themselves, of
bringing out the confidence. So if it has that kind of positive impact, I think it’s
a good thing for girls also to develop their personalities.

The pageants’ sponsors, too, promulgated the view that Nepali pageant partici-
pants would learn how to present themselves to the public. Mandatory training
provided by the pageant’s sponsors prepares contestants to represent Nepal on a
larger stage (e.g. Miss World, Miss Universe, etc.). Contestants undergo ‘exten-
sive training for 6 weeks by eminent personalities and experts on subjects such as
history, geography, culture and self management’ (The Hidden Treasure, 2007).
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Thus, the self-presentation skills in question are conceived as skills suitable for
mass consumption. The modern Nepali woman, it seems, must be defined in a
larger public space than in the past.

In addition, the Miss Nepal contest was seen as a means to showcase the talent
of Nepali women:

I-2: I think this contest brings out the women’s talent in front of everybody 
and that’s actually a very good opportunity for everyone. It should be more
encouraged in a society like ours.

Many of the participants expressed the belief that beauty pageants do not eval-
uate appearance alone; instead a contestant’s merit is determined by a multitude
of other attributes such as (italicized words are those used by the participants)
speaking power (i.e. eloquence), inner beauty, character, confidence, the ability
to present yourself to all the people (i.e. poise), and exposure of mind (i.e. know-
ledge).

Some participants expressed the feeling that beauty competitions can help 
promote the development of a women’s inner potential, and represent more than
mere aesthetics:

I-7: Mostly people think that since you are beautiful, that is all [you are], and
you become a winner within two months . . . but it’s [beauty] not what matters.
I feel ultimately it is what you are actually [from] within. I mean it takes a lot of
years . . . and what matters ultimately is inner confidence. So I think, yes you
should encourage them [potential contestants to enter pageants] provided you
give them the proper [knowledge], what it’s all about, it’s not only about the
superficial face.

FG-1: They [contestants] have to answer so many questions not only related to
women but so many global issues, and they learn how to speak, how to be
friends with people . . . [Beauty pageants] empower women . . . to get out of their
homes, to know different countries, talk with people.

Participants also expressed approval of beauty pageants because of the potential
benefit for Nepali culture globally:

FG-2: Beauty contests are good because it is one more way of introducing Nepal
to the world.

I-6: It helps Nepal to be known, it gives us recognition in other countries . . . 
people come to know about Nepal and its beauty.

FG-1: Women who participate get exposed to the outside world; particularly in
regional and international competitions, they [participants] would be able to
introduce Nepal to the outer world; that is one positive thing.

FG-1: If she wins the crown, the title Miss Nepal, we are proud of that, at least
I am, because someone is representing Nepal.
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Many of the interviewees saw the introduction of beauty competitions as a sign
that Nepal as a country is moving in the right direction:

I-4: I felt it’s good that Nepal has also started to conduct beauty contests. We are
progressing.

I-1: We can’t just think about our country, we have to think about the world.
And the world is going forward, we can’t move backward, we can’t close the
door.

I-2: If [we] could get that Miss World or Miss Universe crown it would be a very
big privilege for the whole Nepalese people. Miss Universe or Miss World 
[winners] are ambassadors . . . so maybe they could help people who live here
in poverty. So maybe we could all work together to help for the betterment of
our society.

These comments not only reflect the notion that beauty contests can facilitate
progress in Nepal, but also suggest that Nepali society possesses some deficits
that pageants may be able to help address. In fact, it was common for participants
to comment that Nepal is a ‘backwards’ society, and beauty contests could help
advance the women’s movement in a patriarchal culture:

I-2: [The Nepali citizens] are said to be backward people . . . not so educated,
but in my personal opinion I think this contest brings out the women’s talent in
front of everybody and that’s actually a very good opportunity for everyone. It
should be more encouraged in a society like ours. In a male-dominated society,
there should be more encouragement [for beauty pageants] . . . this is a male-
dominated society [where] women are very backward and this [Miss Nepal
pageant] is providing a platform for women to come in front, open up, to share
their views, be confident and bold . . .

I-3: They [women] could also be like other . . . working women . . . from other
countries . . . and the women can get their own independent place . . . in our
country the girl child is not given the rights of the boy child, but now with the
growing times our country has been getting those rights, at least for the women,
and the women are at least going forward in their life.

I-4: The real residents of Nepal, that is the village people, are still backward and
besides organizing these beauty contests, more emphasis should also be given to
. . . conducting awareness programs in the villages, where the women are very
much discriminated.

I-2: In my opinion, I think maybe instead of wasting our money on beauty
pageants, maybe they [the government] could give donations to the people 
who are living [in] such pathetic conditions. Maybe they could have a better
education, and . . . work for [a] better life. . . So maybe that’s why we should be
opposing beauty contests.6

These comments reflect the middle-class positioning of our sample. They view
rural women in particular as ‘backward,’ a term taken from the foreign develop-
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ment lexicon, and they see education and benevolent social practices as part of
the solution.

Social Inclusion

Other participants expressed similar sentiments about helping the women resid-
ing in rural areas of the country, but felt beauty pageants are not necessarily a dis-
service to the poor villagers of Nepal. Instead, many participants encouraged
extending the pageants to rural areas, and felt more effort should be made to
recruit rural women and make the contests more ‘democratic’:

FG-1: Democratic practices should be [put in place] . . . women from rural areas
should also have the right to be participant. I will then appreciate and really
encourage these contests.

FG-2: If you go to the villages and ask the women there some questions, you will
find that they are more forward, or more intelligent. One should be able to bring
these women to the beauty contests as well, not only have participants from
Kathmandu.

FG-1: Everyone should participate . . . they should give opportunity to everyone
. . . whoever wants to come should get the opportunity.

I-4: Consider that a large portion of Nepali women live in a village, so they
should also be given the opportunity to come forward.

I-2: Girls [contestants are] from really developed cities like Kathmandu or
Pokhara or Biratnagar . . . maybe they [the contest organizers] should be giving
more opportunities in rural areas also because they’re also part of our country 
. . . So, maybe, people living in the urban cities could go to the rural areas, search
for the hidden talents, bring them out, and maybe we can . . . educate them.

I-6: If the contest is limited to the city, then it does not represent Nepal, but they
must think of competitions from various parts of the country, like from the Terai
and Hill regions. They should encourage people from those places . . .

FG-1: People from rural areas should get chance to get involved in this . . . if the
contest is in Nepal it should have something of Nepal . . . the beauty of Nepal.

Like the comments on ‘backwardness’ quoted earlier, these comments seem to
reflect the positioning of our participants in Kathmandu’s emerging middle class,
with its benevolent but fundamentally conservative viewpoint on the rural–urban
chasms of wealth and status. Our participants believed that rural women, who are
still largely denied basic education, human rights and meaningful participation in
political decision making at the local level, would benefit from the ‘educational’
opportunities provided by beauty pageants.
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Objectification and its Consequences

Beauty contests are accompanied by westernized standards of attractiveness, and
internalizing these norms has been shown to have several adverse consequences
(Stice et al., 1994). Participants were asked whether they anticipated harmful
consequences for beauty pageant participants and spectators, in terms of their
feelings about themselves or their bodies, their health and dieting practices, and
so on. In response to these queries, some participants observed spontaneously that
pageants involved the objectification and exploitation of women’s bodies:

I-4: The people who organize beauty contests, they should not just try to expose
the physical beauty of the participants. They should put more emphasis on the
inner beauty, that is, the talent. And how the person is from within.

FG-1: I think that they have to show [the] body, they have to come in [a] Bikini.

FG-1: I was not happy about that [beauty contests] . . . actually it was due to my
personal feeling that in the beauty contests mainly women expose [the] body and
it was exploitation and violation of women’s rights.

FG-2: They have definite requirements for height, weight,7 etc. I wonder if these
kinds of requirements are an oppression of the women.

Some of the same participants who criticized pageants for objectifying women
denied that watching or participating in them would be likely to affect themselves
or others.

I-1: Of course every one of us wants to be beautiful. That doesn’t mean we . . .
feel inferior, have an inferiority complex, . . . If I see a girl, a beautiful girl on
the ramp, walking and talking, I feel – okay I feel good about them, but that
doesn’t mean I feel bad about myself or about my looks or I regret how I look.
I don’t want to be beautiful, but not ugly . . .

I-2: I think people should be judged by their quality and not by how they look
or . . . I mean, uh, when I see beauty contests, I mean, I obviously see all 
beautiful girls, like, it’s like really beautiful, but we don’t know how they are
internally. We don’t know how they think or so, I feel, uh, I mean uh, I can, what
can I say when I see it. I don’t feel really bad when I see those things. I’m 
really, I’m a good person with a good heart. I think I’m a good person.

I-3: No. I don’t think [spectators are affected] because . . . the people who are
watching, they also have something to do with themselves, they don’t need to
copy someone or think something bad, they should be content with themselves.
It’s not about copying somebody and having something that others have.

I-5: It’s not the beauty contests that make a person, a woman feel worthless
about herself, it’s her basic emotional makeup and also the other things she’s
involved in. If she’s got nothing else to occupy herself and her mind, she will
turn to perhaps beauty or something else . . . beauty contests might just enhance
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that effect, but they will not be solely responsible for a woman feeling worth-
less.

Others noted that exposure to commercialized mass media and pageants seemed
to be connected to changes in girls’ and women’s self-concept and goals. Their
comments showed a disturbing trend for Nepali women to self-objectify
(Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997) and internalize a thin ideal:

I-7: I feel to a certain extent it makes the average Nepali women feel conscious
about their bodies and uh . . . a little bit, you know? And about the appearance
as well, how they look and all.

I-4: People are more conscious about how they look than they were before. In
earlier times, they were not much conscious about their hairstyles and things like
that, but now people are more concerned about it.

FG-1: It has really changed the mind set of minor girls, schoolgirls. They [think
they] should be beauty queens. They pay more attention to how to be beauty
queens, more attention to [how to] project themselves instead of reading and
writing. They change their attitude and they want to be more beautiful and, for
young girls, this is not good. I was deeply shocked when I saw young girls of
10–12 years projecting themselves . . . you know . . . like this (imitates a model
turning to display the body, laughs) . . .

FG-1: I just want to give an example. Recently in our Sherpa community, the
Sherpa association of Nepal held a Miss Teen contest. I can give a clear experi-
ence how this contest has left some very negative impacts on our community.
Most of the girls who were going to [take the] SLC exam [school leaving exam]
were involved. For two months they were taking training like how to speak, how
to look beautiful and like make up training. What has happened is that they have
lost their education and things they were supposed to do in school, like [they]
missed classes. At the same time there was only one winner and [those who
were] left – the left were humiliated and they just felt that ‘I am not the kind 
. . . I am lacking something.’ So just a kind of self-dignity of those participants
went down.

One participant said that she did not compare herself with women she saw on TV,
but went on to add:

I-2: But sometimes when I look at them and see their figures, it is like wow. I
mean, I go wow with that. It’s like maybe they worked hard for it, but if I want
the same kind of body, I can have that, it totally depends on [the individual], I
mean, if they want to have a great figure or a great body, a great posture, you
know they need to work really hard. They could go exercise, they could have the
gym thing now, so many gyms are there and so maybe, we could work really
hard. If we want it, we have it. It just totally depends upon us.

In response to interviewers’ probes about the effects on women’s health of
repeatedly viewing ‘thin ideal’ images of women, some participants described an
increase in beliefs and practices relating to disciplining the body:
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I-2: To get a good figure, [some teenagers] go for starvation, that’s anorexia as
far as I know. I don’t think it should be really promoted actually, yeah. Um, if
they want a good figure, they should really work hard, they could exercise
instead of starving themselves. It has really affected people, yes. And I’ve seen,
even my friends, they don’t, they skip their lunch or skip their dinner, but I
would really suggest [to] them to eat properly, specific time, they have to get a
routine, but they could really work out.

I-5: I think women become, women and also even more, I think men, become
more aware of their bodies, of looking good. And in some aspects this is good,
but in other aspects this is bad because young girls start to diet and they start 
to eat less and have inferiority complexes, but on the whole it’s not the beauty
contests which are responsible for this totally.

FG1: Another effect that this beauty contest has brought is that the beauty con-
test winner is usually very lean and thin . . . Teens and young women in urban
areas . . . make themselves thin, have ‘thinner pills’ [take diet medications]
which hampers their own body and sometimes it also affects their health, and
they have to face a health disorder. I think this is a problem within European
society, because to make themselves fit, thin and lean they take lots of medicine
and so on which really does no good to the body.

I-6: Some of its influences are seen among teenagers who are very much con-
cerned with looking good and trying to be more frank about what they are. So,
I think that this is starting and will be more in practice in the future because
everyone likes to move where the world is going.

Modesty and Morality

Participants for the most part did not voice objections to pageants on the grounds
of violation of traditional moral values for women. Only in Focus Group 2, the
college student group, did participants discuss female body-baring as morally
problematic:

FG-2: I watched some music video recently in which some of the participants
were acting. Watching them in these videos made me feel like they were not
even Nepali. That is too much. They were wearing clothes that were transparent.
I was astounded. I don’t want that. These kinds of things have to be controlled.

FG-2: If they wore clothes worn by various ethnic groups that I feel this would
be even better, but the way they wear swimming costumes, like foreigners, it is
hard to look at and hard to digest.

FG-2: Fashion is important. We cannot expect the participants to wear sari, but
having said that, the women should not go overboard with the modern attire. It
does not look good or feel good.

FG-2: The outfits they wear now, I feel are not very appropriate. They are semi-
nude and it is uncomfortable to watch this with our brothers.
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In response to concerns such as the ones just voiced, Miss Nepal’s primary 
organizer, event management company The Hidden Treasure, has eliminated the
swimsuit competition (India eNews, 2007).

The only other instance when a participant deployed the notion of traditional
values was marked by hesitancy and indirectness. The participant is responding
to an interviewer question about whether pageants should be changed in any 
way:

I-2: But just a little bit of change maybe, I mean I should say that a lot of expo-
sure in public is not really good. They shouldn’t, Miss Nepal can be organized
in such a way that, you know, they can have more traditional clothes, more, 
really like, more like traditional stuff should be there, more than fashions . . .

Interviewer: Yeah. So when you say too much exposure isn’t good, you mean
too much exposure of the body? Too much physical . . .?

I-2: Exactly. Uh huh too much, uh huh.

Interviewer: Too much wearing . . .?

I-2: Uh huh, vulgar sexy dressed.

Thus, violation of traditional morality was the least of the objections our partici-
pants voiced toward beauty competitions in Nepal. However, they did sometimes
object to the pageants’ commercialization and commodification of women in
ways that can be seen as moral and political protests:

FG-1: The organizing committee should not . . . misuse her intelligence and
body in the name of advertisement of beauty soap, you know, advertisement of
wine and so on.

FG-1: They are used as models for advertisement of cigarette and wines. If they
are used as instruments in that sense it’s not useful.8

FG2: After you became Miss Nepal you cannot marry for a year. You have to
work under them, and you cannot act in other commercials . . . there are a lot of
restrictions on Miss Nepal.

These comments reflect participants’ uneasiness about connecting women with
advertising, which is still in its infancy in Nepal and often considered transgres-
sive, particularly in public displays – e.g. billboards displaying women together
with liquor and cigarettes are shocking to many citizens. Moreover, the com-
ments suggest that participants view pageant contestants as losing agency as they
are used for commercial purposes, becoming ‘instruments’ who are ‘misused’
and restricted. They were critical of how pageants commodified women by 
creating commercial settings and obligations for them.

Although none of the participants connected the rise in beauty pageants with
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the insurgency-based decline in tourism, this development is not unlike the
creation of the Miss America pageant in an effort to boost tourism (Banet-Weiser,
1999). Another economic force at work may be the perception of those in the
beauty industry that Asian women are a large and emerging market for cosmetics
and beauty treatments (Murthy and Arya, n.d.).

DISCUSSION

All participants were cognizant of the intense debate over the legitimacy of the
Miss Nepal pageant. Participants were also aware of the ideological discord
among different groups of activists regarding the value of beauty contests in
Nepal. Nearly all participants expressed some degree of approval for beauty
pageants, mainly citing the competitions’ capacity to encourage self-confidence
and personal growth among the individual contestants. In addition, beauty
pageants were perceived as a means to showcase the merits of Nepali culture. The
introduction of beauty pageants into mainstream Nepali society was viewed, by
most, as a movement beyond patriarchy and towards equality. The participants’
support of beauty contests was further evidenced by their enthusiasm for extend-
ing pageant recruiting to the rural regions of Nepal. However, participants also
voiced reservations about beauty competitions’ potential to objectify and exploit
the bodies of young women, which many participants felt could result in negative
consequences for the development of young girls’ mental health and overall well-
being. They also, less frequently, voiced moral objections to pageants and 
concerns with the commercial use of women’s bodies to sell products.

Overall, our respondents were both relatively accepting and critical of the
pageant phenomenon. They perceived benefits to individual women: the oppor-
tunity to build self-confidence, enter public life, and so on. As Banet-Weiser
(1999) argues, the talent and interview portions of beauty contests can be seen as
reflecting the subjectivity of the participants, albeit a subjectivity that is highly
constructed for public consumption; pageant contestants perceive themselves,
and often are perceived by others, as active agents whose behaviors express their
personalities and talents. Our participants also perceived benefits to the Nepali
state, including an increase in international recognition and a boon to Nepal’s
need to gain a place on the world stage.

Some of our respondents articulated the belief that beauty pageants are a form
of exploitation of women; their objections most often focused on body exposure.
While much of the disapproval expressed by the interviewees concentrated on
themes of exploitation or immodesty, some participants expressed concern that
the unrealistic depictions of female attractiveness propagated by beauty pageants
and the popular media are contributing to Nepali women developing negative
body image and disordered eating. Westernized media images of ideal female
beauty are rigid in definition, highly unrealistic, and focused on thinness
(Garfinkel and Garner, 1982). Repeated exposure to these standards of attrac-
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tiveness can lead women to internalize the thin ideal (Posavac et al., 1998), and
engage in self-objectification (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997).

Thin ideal internalization represents the degree that an individual accepts or
‘buys into’ societal standards that endorse thinness (Thompson and Stice, 2001).
The internalization of thinness-promoting norms has been shown to increase
weight concern, and is related to heightened eating disorder symptomology (e.g.
Heinberg and Thompson, 1995; Stice and Shaw, 1994; Stice et al., 1994). After
an extensive cross-cultural review, McCarthy (1990) concluded that all cultures
that have eating disorders have the thin ideal; further, cultures that do not have
the thin ideal lack eating disorders (as cited in Botta, 1999). Moreover, the 
negative impact of thin ideal internalization has been shown to generalize to indi-
viduals who were not raised in a western culture. For instance, Stark-Wroblewski
et al. (2005) found that increased internalization of the thin ideal positively 
predicted eating disorder symptoms among a sample of Asian college students
living in the USA. Therefore it is possible that the prevalence of weight-related
disturbances will increase in developing countries, such as Nepal, with the con-
tinued cultural diffusion of westernized standards of attractiveness.

Interestingly, the participants’ oppositional discourse was not confined to the
widely publicized connection between eating disorders and being socialized in a
climate that promotes thinness and aesthetic perfection; rather, some responses
conveyed an implicit understanding of other harmful effects related to self-
objectification (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). The process of self-objectifica-
tion entails adopting a third-person perspective (i.e. observer’s perspective) of
one’s body, which promotes a dysfunctional preoccupation with appearance
(Fredickson et al., 1998). For instance, an experimentally induced self-objectifi-
cation procedure was found to adversely affect women’s cognitive functioning
(e.g. decreased performance on a math exam) and increase their state levels of
body shame, which in turn predicted restrained eating (Fredickson et al., 1998).
Thus, the consequences of thin ideal internalization do not end with eating dis-
orders, but rather can extend into other domains unrelated to appearance.
Ironically, given the controversy in Nepal, India, and Africa over swimsuit 
competitions, the self-objectification procedure used by Fredrickson et al. (1998)
consists of having participants try on a swimsuit.

The other main objection was to the use of pageant contestants for commercial
gain, particularly for advertising morally dubious consumer goods such as liquor
and cigarettes. The public display of women’s bodies in the service of 
consumerism is relatively new to Nepal, and restricted to a few urban areas. Our
participants, all of whom lived in the Kathmandu metropolitan area, were par-
ticularly well positioned to notice this growing trend of commodification, and
they expressed their disapproval of it.

Strikingly, there was very little other evidence of the discourse of morality so
prominent in anti-pageant protests in India and parts of Africa. Our respondents
made no calls for women to return to a presumed pre-western-influence state of
purity and submissiveness. Instead, they explicitly rejected women’s traditional

80 Feminism & Psychology 18(1)



roles in Nepali society and saw beauty pageants as one way of bringing women
forward as full participants in society.

Some of our participants did endorse modesty in dress, but they did not see
adherence to modest or more traditional dress as in opposition to being modern,
independent women. On the whole, our participants saw themselves as modern
women, and wished to position themselves as modern for the researchers. In this
respect, they foregrounded their middle-class status. (In other contexts, their caste
or gender status might be more relevant.) Their willingness to be interviewed in
English reflects their self-positioning as modern and middle class. Maintaining
such positioning is not easy for Nepalis; discourses of foreign development aid
represent their country as a ‘least developed’ nation, and in western conceptions:

‘Nepal’ and ‘modern’ end up on opposite ends of the conceptual spectrum. This
contraction presents Nepalis with a challenge – at once emotional, intellectual,
and material – to produce themselves as members of, and inhabitants in, a world
that is both modern and Nepali. (Liechty, 2003: xi, emphasis in original).

Thus, the objections our participants voice to beauty pageants are couched almost
entirely in a feminist rhetoric of exploitation, rather than a conservative rhetoric
of idealized feminine submissiveness and modesty. Moreover, being ‘middle
class’ in Nepal, as elsewhere, is a process of ongoing consumerism and status
competition (Liechty, 2003). Though our participants expressed uneasiness over
the commodification of women in the service of consumerism, they seemed ready
to accept the beauty pageant as a status competition among women and, with a
few exceptions, seemed relatively untroubled by it.

Our respondents clearly called for ethnic and social class inclusiveness in
beauty pageants. They repeatedly and independently said that rural women, 
ethnic minority women, and women of disadvantaged castes should have an
equal opportunity to gain the benefits of beauty pageant participation. A possible
explanation for this emphasis is that Nepal is a collectivist culture, one in which
the welfare of the group is placed above that of the individual (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991). However, in Nepal, the most salient group identities are those
of caste, religion, or ethnic group, rather than nationality, and our participants
were calling for inclusion across those lines. Another explanation focuses on the
more immediate cultural context. When our interviews were conducted, Nepal
was in the midst of a decade-long civil war, with the Maoist insurgents gaining
their credibility and their recruits from disadvantaged rural Nepal. As we argued
earlier, beauty pageants are deeply implicated in representing and producing
national and cultural identities (Ahmed-Ghosh, 2003; Banet-Weiser, 1999;
Cohen et al., 1996; Oza, 2001). Pageants have different meanings in different
societies partly because the concept of national identity has different meanings.
In the case of Nepal, we believe that our participants’ call for ethnic, class, and
caste inclusiveness reflects a national identity that is an extremely contested work
in progress. At the time of our interviews, most Nepali citizens believed that for
Nepal to survive as an independent nation, it must resolve its problems of
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inequality. If the central government continued to exclude rural, lower caste, and
ethnic minority people, as well as women of all social categories, from full civic
participation, it would once again fail, the insurgency would gain more support,
and Nepal would be more vulnerable to its larger and more powerful neighbors,
India and China. Our participants, we believe, extended this concern into the
realm of the beauty pageant.

Beauty pageants remain popular in Nepal, having flourished even during the
politically and socially unstable years of the insurgency. By September 2005, a
few months after our interviews and focus groups were conducted, another Miss
Nepal pageant was in progress, and organizers were attempting to placate oppo-
nents by responding to concerns about various aspects of the pageant. In response
to calls for inclusiveness, preliminary rounds were held not only in Kathmandu
but in three smaller cities throughout the country. Fashion designers were briefed
to produce dresses congruent with ‘traditional Nepali sentiments’, and the swim-
suit competition was discontinued (Peninsula Online, 2005). Not long after this
study was completed, the monarch was deposed and the Maoists and central 
government reached a peace agreement.
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NOTES

1. Recent pageant scandals in the USA suggest that the policing of pageant competitors’
morality is still the entitlement of promoters and the public. Party photos of Miss
Nevada 2006 caused her to lose her crown and the 2006 Miss USA’s drug use inspired
Donald Trump to go to the rescue (Associated Press, 2006).

2. Racism in beauty pageants, an important focus for feminist analysis, is beyond the
scope of this article, but see Banet-Weiser, 1999, for an analysis of racialization and the
Miss America competition.

3. We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that this motive – bolstering a
declining tourist trade and filling empty venues – echoes the promoters’ motive for the
original Miss America contest.

4. Audience composition surveys by sponsors of international pageants show that the
main viewers of the pageants are young women (Van Esterik, 1996: 207).

5. Quotations from interviews are denoted with the prefix I and those from focus groups
with the prefix FG.

6. For an extensive review of the difficulties facing Nepali women, see Liechty (1996).
7. The pageant website does not list weight requirements, but it does specify that contest-

ants must be at least 5'4'' in height, a requirement that excludes a great many Nepali
women and probably reflects the western fashion-model ideal.
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8. In years past, Miss Nepal was subsidized by a beer company; in 2002, Indian con-
glomerate Dabur Nepal signed an agreement with The Hidden Treasure to sponsor and
foot the bill for sending the top three contestants to international pageants (‘Glitter,
Beauty and Eyeballs’, 2005).
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