
Gender Equity and Intersectional Diversity in American Academic Archaeology 

Laura E. Heath-Stout 

WAC-10  

 

Hello, I’m Laura Heath-Stout. I’m joining you virtually from the ancestral lands of the Ramaytush 

Ohlone people in San Francisco, California, in the United States. If reading along with my talk 

would make it more accessible to you or if you would like my bibliography, please follow this link, 

which I am also putting in the Zoom chat.  

 

Introduction 

 In her foundational article on gender inequities in archaeology, Joan Gero (1985, tbl. 1) 

reported that in 1967–1968, 37 of the 41 archaeology dissertations indexed in Dissertation Abstracts 

International were by men. That article was published before I was born, and while many of Gero’s 

descriptions of the sexism of archaeology’s field culture have always rung painfully true to me, the 

gender demographics of my generation of archaeologists are completely different. As an archaeology 

intern, I was one of five cisgender women interns and we were told that no qualified men had 

applied. In my graduate school cohort, five of the six Ph.D. students were women. This year, I am 

one of five archaeology postdocs at Stanford, all of us women. The men in my generation of 

archaeologists are far outnumbered. In the 57 years since those early data, and the 40 years since 

Gero’s publication, there has been an enormous influx of women. 

 I will not be the only speaker in this session to say, “There are so many more women in 

archaeology than there used to be! …but we still have a lot to do.” I am focusing today not just on 

the lingering systemic sexism in archaeology, but on the need for intersectionality in our critiques. 

Using examples from my quantitative and qualitative research on intersectional inequities in U.S. 



academic archaeology, I argue that only through intersectionality can we understand and effectively 

fight patriarchy in archaeology. 

 

What is Intersectionality? 

 Social inequality does not only work through gender. Success is also easier for white people 

than for people of color (systemic racism or white supremacy), for straight people than for queer 

people (systemic heterosexism or heteropatriarchy), for cisgender people than for transgender people 

(systemic cissexism), for nondisabled people than for disabled people (systemic ableism), and for 

wealthy people than for poor people (systemic classism). All of these systems intersect with one 

another in complex ways. In recognition of this complexity, my politics and theoretical frame are 

deeply rooted in intersectional feminism. In their recent book Intersectionality, Patricia Hill Collins and 

Sirma Bilge acknowledge the diverse ways activists and scholars use the term and offer a consensus 

definition: 

Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, in 
people, and in human experiences. The events and conditions of social and political life and 
the self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They are generally shaped by 
many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways. When it comes to social inequality, 
people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are better understood as being 
shaped not by a single axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes 
that work together and influence each other. Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people 
better access to the complexity of the world and of themselves (Collins and Bilge 2016, 2). 
 

Intersectionality has transformed feminist activism and scholarship over the past several decades. In 

my research, I explore the operations and intersections of sexism, heterosexism, racism, ableism, and 

classism within the context of academic archaeology. I work from the understanding that significant 

diversity exists within categories like “woman,” so in order to understand gender equity issues in 

archaeology, we must also attend to other forms of oppression.  

 

Quantitative Research 



 Since the 1980s, Anglophone feminist archaeologists have used quantitative data to examine 

the gender balance of archaeologists producing and disseminating research. Joan Gero (1985) 

demonstrated quantitatively that men dominated American Antiquity publications, U.S. National 

Science Foundation grants, and dissertations completed. In the forty years since that publication, a 

variety of authors have followed similar methods, quantifying inequities between men’s and 

women’s authorship. 

 This body of literature shows us that archaeological knowledge production and 

dissemination through peer-reviewed journals is dominated by men and that—despite variation 

between subfields and between journals and change over time—the problem is endemic. For 

example, we can see published statistics on the genders of first authors in American Antiquity, the 

flagship journal of the Society for American Archaeology, over time (Gero 1985; Beaudry and White 

1994; Victor and Beaudry 1992; Hutson 2002; Bardolph 2014; Fulkerson and Tushingham 2019; 

Heath-Stout 2020). As you see although parity has not been reached, there is an overall increase in 

the number of women publishing in American Antiquity over time.  

Quantitative journal authorship studies have major limitations. They focus only on gender, 

with no reference to other forms of identity and inequality, such as race, sexuality, nationality, 

(dis)ability, age, or socioeconomic status. By assigning archaeologists to the binary categories of 

“men” and “women” or to an “other” or “unknown” category, the scholars conducting these 

analyses overlook the diversity within and beyond these categories. Furthermore, there is very little 

published data on types of diversity beyond gender. This gap seems to exist because it is possible 

(although problematic) to assign gender based on first names and the use of gendered pronouns in 

online biographies in a way that is impossible with other axes of oppression. Although gender equity 

critiques are based in feminist politics and have been essential to feminist activist efforts within the 

discipline, they are limited by their lack of an intersectional perspective. 



In order to address the problems of identifying gender from first names and the lack of 

intersectionality in previous gender equity studies, I conducted a study that I published in American 

Antiquity in 2020 and that I’ll summarize here (Heath-Stout 2020). I sent a survey to authors who 

had published in any of 21 journals over a 10-year period—between 2007 and 2016. The journals 

were selected because they are widely read by academic archaeologists in the United States and 

because they cover a wide swath of world archaeology and a variety of subfields. The survey asked 

respondents for their gender self-identification, race/ethnicity self-identification, sexual orientation 

self-identification, and nationality. Of the 5,645 authors who were still living in 2017 and whose 

contact information I could find, 1,377 responded—a response rate of 24.39%. 

If we look just at how many men respondents vs. women respondents had published in each 

journal, we see that almost all journals were majority men, with the notable exception of WAC’s 

own Archaeologies being majority women, and Historical Archaeology, the Journal of Archaeological Research, 

and Latin American Antiquity being closest to parity. 

The intersectional view provided by survey data shows that despite these improving gender 

statistics, archaeology remains dominated by straight, white, cisgender people. In almost all journals, 

the majority or plurality of occurrences of publication are by straight, white, cisgender men. The 

exceptions are Archaeologies and Historical Archaeology, in which the pluralities of occurrences are by 

straight, white, cisgender women. In all journals, straight, white, cisgender people vastly outnumber 

all others.  

Because of my intersectional approach and methods, it is clear that the move toward gender 

parity has not been a substantial move toward diversity in a broader sense, however. Singly 

marginalized people (e.g., straight, white, cisgender women; non-straight, white, cisgender men; 

straight, non-white, cisgender men) have had more success than their multiply marginalized peers 

(e.g., non-straight women of any race/ethnicity; non-white women of any sexual orientation; non-



straight, non-white people of any gender), and archaeological knowledge production remains 

dominated by straight, white, cisgender people. By studying authorship demographics 

intersectionally, the study demonstrates that not all women have been equitably included in the shift 

toward gender parity, and it gives a more complete and more nuanced picture of the diversity 

problem in archaeology. 

 

Qualitative Research 

 In my book, Identity, Oppression, and Diversity in Archaeology: Career Arcs, published last year by 

Routledge (Heath-Stout 2024), I present the results of about 100 qualitative in-depth interviews. I 

interviewed a diverse sample of U.S.-based academic archaeologists about their career paths; their 

research; and their experiences and perceptions of systemic sexism, racism, heterosexism, classism, 

and ableism in archaeology. Today, I would like to give you an example of how an intersectional 

analysis of these interviews deepened my understanding of a particularly ubiquitous sexist 

microaggression in archaeological fieldwork: when men take buckets or other heavy objects out of 

women’s hands. 

 In my interviews with women, I heard the bucket story over and over. Andrea told me a 

representative example: 

Working on [locally-run] projects [in Latin America] was so hard for me, too, because you 
are in a different language. You’re a foreigner. You wanna be respectful, but you grew up in a 
different environment. You were trained in a different environment, and then you get 
confronted with the misogyny that exists in [that] culture, and I had … I don’t know if it 
would be a fight, but I had a very strongly-worded discussion with this guy who would not 
let me carry a bucket of dirt, and I was like, “I‘m an archaeologist. I can carry buckets of dirt. 
Just let me carry this fucking bucket of dirt. You’re wasting everyone’s time in the workday 
by trying to do my work for me, so just let me do my work.”  
 

The bucket story was common among white women, specifically. It was not clear to me whether this 

was because white women were more likely to be targeted for bucket-taking or more likely to be 



offended by it than our colleagues of color, but the fact that all of the bucket story tellers were white 

made clear that the bucket-taking phenomenon is not only gendered, but racialized. 

There was a racial pattern not only in the whiteness of the tellers, but in the non-whiteness 

of those who took the buckets. They were almost always the Latin American, Greek, or Middle 

Eastern laborers our projects hire, specifically to do the manual labor of archaeology, manual labor 

like carrying heavy objects. Highly educated white women archaeologists go to other countries, hire 

local men with less education, often men of color, to do manual labor for us, and then we 

experience them doing that manual labor for us as sexist. 

What do these men think when white women hire them to carry buckets and then resist 

handing the buckets over? Maybe in the struggle over the bucket, while the educated white woman 

experiences a sexist microaggression, the working-class man of color experiences a classist and racist 

microaggression and receives the message that he is the one who does not really belong on the site! 

It is certainly clear to many of those men that they are there to do manual—not intellectual—labor. 

Ethnographer of archaeology Allison Mickel (2019; 2021) theorizes that archaeology workers in the 

Middle East perform “lucrative non-knowledge” for their highly educated colleagues: in order to stay 

employed, they must not threaten archaeologists’ egos, and thus put on a show of ignorance, 

emphasizing their role as manual, not intellectual, laborers.  

The white women who told me the bucket story saw both manual and intellectual labor as 

part of their job as archaeologists, rejecting the binary of manual and intellectual labor as a sexist 

construction. Yet, they didn’t see that that binary was based on racism, colonialism, and classism, as 

well as sexism, so instead of advocating to restructure the whole project, they resisted individual 

men’s attempts to do their jobs. By claiming manual labor along with intellectual labor as white 

women’s work, they responded to the perceived sexist microaggression (taking the bucket, implying 

that women can’t do manual labor) by committing a racist, classist, and colonialist microaggression 



(holding onto the bucket, implying that working-class, local people of color shouldn’t do any 

archaeological labor). 

Those we imagine as primarily thinkers, the professional archaeologists, are also laborers. 

Our macho, “cowboys of science” mentality leads archaeologists to emphasize our ruggedness and 

physicality, braving tough environments and doing hard physical work to bring home knowledge.17 It 

is this attitude that leads women to feel excluded and undermined when buckets are taken out of our 

hands. We often respond by performing the converse of lucrative non-knowledge, emphasizing our 

strength and willingness to do physically demanding tasks in order to demonstrate that we belong. 

We have internalized the idea that physical strength is an essential part of being an archaeologist. 

This idea is ableist. Not everyone can carry a bucket full of dirt, but that doesn’t mean they 

cannot contribute to creating archaeological knowledge. There are so many different tasks on a field 

project: survey, laying out units, drawing, photographing, mapping, note-taking, excavating with a 

variety of tools, screening. When you add the lab, an even wider variety of important research tasks 

materializes. Not everyone has to be able to do all of them. Indeed, most projects have different 

roles with different responsibilities and no one person completes all of these tasks. Why should 

one’s value as a participant on a dig be judged by one’s ability to do one single task? And why did we 

pick carrying full buckets to be that task? 

Buckets and other heavy objects that need to be carried on archaeological sites have come to 

symbolize belonging. When white women have buckets taken out of our hands, we often experience 

that as a sexist microaggression, suggesting that because of our gender, we are incapable of the 

manual labor of archaeology. With our reactions to these microaggressions, we perpetuate 

microaggressions against other marginalized people, putting non-white, male laborers in the difficult 

position of being hired but not allowed to do the manual labor of archaeology, and sending disabled 

colleagues the message that physical strength is what makes someone qualified to be an 



archaeologist. Meanwhile, educated white non-disabled men are not targeted by any of these 

microaggressions! They are assumed capable of both manual and intellectual labor and therefore to 

belong on the dig. When we think about microaggressions intersectionally, we can respond to them 

without simultaneously microaggressing against others, stopping the ripple effects of mistreatment 

and focusing on making our field sites better for all. 

 

Conclusion 

With examples from my quantitative and qualitative research, I have demonstrated that an 

intersectional approach leads to a deeper understanding of the challenges of bias, inequity, and 

backlash for women in professional archaeology. I invite you all to join me in my ongoing 

commitment to making my research and advocacy ever more intersectional. 

And on that note, I will end by joining Archaeologists Against Apartheid in calling on the 

World Archaeological Congress to recall WAC’s deep anti-apartheid roots and act in solidarity with 

Palestinian archaeologists by boycotting Israeli institutions complicit in heritage-based war crimes, 

land theft, ethnic cleansing, and genocide in Palestine. You can find out more about this campaign 

on social media at the handles listed here. 

Thank you. 
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