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wife, became the first woman to do so, some 24 years after her compatriot Roald Amundsen had 
trekked all the way to the South Pole.

It wasn’t until the 1950s that women were finally allowed to participate in Antarctic science.

How had Antarctica come to be so dominated by men? Where were all the women?

In 2016, one of us (Meredith) took part in the largest non-scientific expedition of women to 
Antarctica in history.

Among the group were 77 women working in Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics, 
and Medicine (STEMM), who took part in a three-week leadership program. As part of our study 
of this program, Meredith travelled with the group to Antarctica to gather women’s first-hand 
accounts of their experiences.

But in terms of unlocking Antarctica’s history, one of the biggest answers came from a surprising 
source: a map on the wall of the galley, where Meredith looked every morning to see where the 
ship was headed.

One morning, she spotted Marguerite Bay, on the Western Antarctic peninsula. It turns out there 
were women here, symbolically at least.

Who was Marguerite?

Marguerite’s name reached the Antarctic because her husband, Jean-Baptiste Charcot, leader of 
the French Antarctic Expedition in 1909, named a bay after her.

Author and environmentalist Carole Devine has been doing a mapping project to uncover the 
stories of women like Marguerite – she has found more than 200 places in Antarctica named 
after women.

The portrayal of Antarctica as a female body that must be mastered and penetrated by men is 
central to Heroic Era narratives of the continent. Given this framing, it is unsurprising women 
were long denied access to Antarctica.
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White continent, white blokes: why Antarctic research 
needs to shed its exclusionary past
Excerpt from The Conversation, by MEREDITH 
NASH and ROBYN MOORE, February 11, 2021

Source: https://theconversation.com/white-
continent-white-blokes-why-antarctic-research-
needs-to-shed-its-exclusionary-past-154944 

The icy continent has historically been a place for men. 
First “discovered” in 1820, Antarctica would not be 
visited by a woman for well over a century.

In 1935, Norwegian Caroline Mikkelsen, a whaler’s 
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Many polar institutes around the world have traditionally justified the exclusion of women by 
arguing there were no facilities such as toilets for them on stations.

It certainly wasn’t due to a lack of interest. In 1914, three British women named Peggy Pegrine, 
Valerie Davey and Betty Webster wrote to Ernest Shackleton to apply for his next expedition. 
They described themselves as “three sporty girls” and offered to wear men’s clothes if there were 
no suitable female ones available. They added:

…we do not see why men should have all the glory, and women none, especially when 
there are women just as brave and capable as there are men.

Shackleton’s reply noted his “regrets there are no vacancies for the opposite sex on the 
expedition”.

Coming in from the cold

Mikkelsen became the first woman to set foot on Antarctica in 1935. But it was not until 1956 
that women began to be properly involved in Antarctic science.

Russian geologist Maria Klenova landed in Antarctica to make the first Soviet Antarctic Atlas. 
Women were finally charting maps, rather than just having their names written on them.

In 1969, an all-female group of US scientists led by Lois Jones landed in Antarctica. They wanted 
to collect their own samples from the McMurdo Dry Valleys — something they had so far been 
prevented from doing.

Pointing to the anxiety and scepticism surrounding the voyage, the New York Times described 
the expedition as “an incursion of females” into “the largest male sanctuary remaining on this 
planet”.

From the 1980s, the Australian Antarctic Program and the British Antarctic Survey allowed 
women to stay on research stations and conduct land-based Antarctic fieldwork.

Today, women are more fully integrated into National Antarctic Programs and women often lead 
field teams. Nearly 60% of early career researchers in polar science internationally are women.

Yet while women’s participation in the Australian Antarctic Program is increasing, women still 
comprise only 24% of expeditioners. Women make up 33% and 30% of US and UK Antarctic 
expeditioners, respectively.

These low numbers are tied to the fact that women still face a range of barriers in a polar science 
career and especially during fieldwork, including:

• gender bias and discrimination
• caring responsibilities
• gender and sexual harassment
• lack of recognition such as prizes and awards
• physical barriers, such as field gear not being available in women’s sizes.
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Why does this matter?

Antarctica is strategically important to Australia and many other nations. Yet the credibility of 
Australia’s Antarctic leadership is at risk without a substantial commitment to diversity and 
inclusivity.

Existing power relations may prevent women and those from other underrepresented groups 
(such as people of colour and LGBTIQ+ people) from participating, or even considering, the 
possibility of an Antarctic science career....

...Women are in Antarctica to stay. They play important roles in the scientific, logistical and 
managerial realms of Antarctic operations.

Making polar research more inclusive will enrich the diversity of the scientific community and 
have flow-on effects for the quality of Australia’s Antarctic science.
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The culture of STEM may sideline aspiring queer scientists
Excerpt from Mashable, by REBECCA RUIZ, March 15, 2018

Source: https://mashable.com/2018/03/14/stem-lesbian-gay-bisexual-queer-students/

While the debate over diversity and inclusion in STEM has focused on women and people from 
underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, less attention has been paid to the experiences of 
LGBTQ people in tech and science.  

[Bryce E.] Hughes calls this aspect of diversity “still kind of a frontier.” He believes the lack 
of discussion around the subject reflects the relatively new embrace of LGBTQ rights and 
representation. 

“We’ve talked a great deal about historic underrepresentation of women and people of color, 
but we haven’t talked about silencing of queer identities, and what is lost,” he said. Hughes also 
noted that people’s identities aren’t just isolated to only their race, gender, or sexual orientation, 
so it’s important to think about the complexity of the different types of biases they may 
encounter...
 
...“It’s hard enough to be a STEM major, to be a sexual minority in a STEM major is harder,” she 
[Rochelle Diamond] wrote. “Many feel they must do their utmost best just to be eligible for 
opportunities afforded heterosexual men and must not let down under any circumstance. This 
leads to burnout and switching to a non-STEM field.”

For his part, Hughes expects some resistance to and skepticism of his study. There may 
be scientists who insist that a person’s identity doesn’t matter when they’re in pursuit of 
an objective fact or truth. That perspective, of course, forgets to account for how people’s 
experiences shape the questions they ask and the problems they study.

And, Hughes said, there may be others who take his findings personally, as if they’re being 
accused of bigotry. He worries those critics might respond defensively without taking stock 
of the ways in which implicit bias works to exclude people from academic and professional 
networks and opportunities.  

Instead, Hughes hopes that his findings spark an overdue conversation. 

“We need to find ways to create spaces within the sciences, engineering, and technology field 
that would be welcoming to folks that are sexual minorities and trans folks,” he said, “and make 
that more visible and welcome their contributions.”


