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Introduction 
 
This literature review on ʻWomen on the Ice' examines texts that deal with 
women's role in Antarctica. These texts track how the continent changed from 
being solely a male landscape during the age of discovery to accommodating a 
female presence, with many including timelines highlighting various milestones 
for women. There are two distinct waves of literature on the topic of the female 
presence in Antarctica. Although Barbara Landʼs ʻThe New Explorers: Women 
in Antarcticaʼ and Elizabeth Chipmanʼs canonical ʻWomen on the ice: A history 
of women in the far southʼ were published in the 1980s, the issue of Antarctica 
lagged behind other feminist issues and was not picked up widely until the 
following decade. The first group of texts from 1994 are mainly linked to a 1993 
conference held in Australia entitled ʻLiving in Antarctica: Women in A Manʼs 
World?ʼ later published under the title ʻGender on Iceʼ. Interestingly Lisa Bloom 
also published a book with the same name in 1993, focused on the Arctic 
region. This indicates there was international interest in the topic of womenʼs 
presence in remote landscapes during the early 1990s, a period that coincided 
with the appointment of the first female Australian station leaders and the first 
British women to overwinter. 

 
In 2009 another wave of papers were published in the Spring edition of the 
international womenʼs studies Journal Signs following another conference 
entitled ʻComparative Perspectives Symposium: Gender and Polar Studiesʼ. 
The clustering of papers around conferences and the frequent cross referencing 
between papers cited suggest that the implications of a female presence in 
Antarctica has not been widely discussed outside of the two meetings. Indeed, 
in her 2009 article ʻWomen and Civilisation on Iceʼ Lisbeth Lewander makes the 
point that ʻgender research in polar history with regard to Antarctica is still 
comparatively rare.ʼ1 
 
 
                                                        
1 Lewander, Lisbeth, ʻWomen and Civilisation on Iceʼ in Cold Matter: Cultural Perceptions of 
Snow, Ice and Cold, ed Heidi Hansson and Cathrine Norberg, Umeå University, 2009 p 89 
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Personal accounts from women who have spent time working in Antarctica are 
another subgroup of texts dealing with the topic from a personal point of view. 
Sara Wheelerʼs autobiographical ʻTerra Incognitaʼ and Diana Pattersonʼs ʻThe 
Ice Beneath My Feetʼ provide first hand accounts of what it is like to work as a 
woman on a remote Antarctic station and allow insights into the specific 
challenges each encountered, topics addressed under ʻA Frosty Receptionʼ. 
 
There are several themes that come to the fore in the texts included for review 
and these provide the section headings. Many find it necessary to set the scene 
and point out the origins of Antarctica as a purely male sphere (ʻEarly Daysʼ). 
Several list ʻfirstsʼ achieved by female explorers and scientists, often as a way 
to contrast the delay between when males and females first achieved certain 
milestones (Female ʻFirstʼs). The challenges faced by women over the years as 
they have fought for transport to the continent, the opportunity to over winter 
and opportunities to lead are also discussed in detail (A Frosty Reception). 
Finally, interviews with contemporary female scientists and first hand accounts 
are used to illustrate the changes that have taken place over the last eighty 
years since the first woman set foot on the icy continent of Antarctica (Carving 
Careers). 

 
 
Early Days 
   
  Antarctica: The Last Frontier 
 
Long before anyone set foot on the continent, Antarctica was constructed as a 
place for men to assert their masculinity by pitting themselves against nature. 
Lisa Bloom describes how ʻthe arctic provided a narrative space for the 
realization of manhoodʼ2 and this idea can be translated into the Southern 
hemisphere. The heroic narrative of the polar explorer as the ʻepitome of 

                                                        
2 Bloom, Lisa, Gender on Ice: American Ideologies of Polar Expeditions, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1993 p105 
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manlinessʼ3 is also addressed by Christy Collis, writing that ʻfantasies of 
Australian masculinity have been projectedʼ onto the ice4. Robin Burns also 
notes that women do not fit into the ʻarchetypal explorer categoryʼ5 and so were 
excluded from the continent, not only physically but also in conceptions of the 
place. 

The early idea of Antarctica as a masculine preserve carried over into the age 
of exploration and beyond. Womenʼs desire to travel to Antarctica has existed 
since the age of exploration, illustrated in Francis Spuffordʼs book by the letter 
three young women addressed to Shackleton and quoted by Rosner: 

"We are three strong healthy girls, and also gay and bright, and willing to 
undergo any hardships, that you yourselves undergo. If our feminine 
garb is inconvenient, we should just love to don masculine attire… we do 
not see why men should have the glory, and women none, especially 
when there are women just as brave and capable as there are men." 6 

Shackletonʼs response that ʻthere are no vacancies for the opposite sexʼ7 
illustrates the womenʼs request was unacceptable in the early 1900s, but it is 
writers such as Collins and Burns who explore why. As a challenging 
environment, the Antarctic produced heroes and ʻheroʼ was not a role a female 
could inhabit. Both Sara Wheeler and Elizabeth Chipman deal with the 
contemporary relevance of the idea, quoting Rear Admiral Dufek, an early 
commander of US operations on the ice: ʻIt was a pioneering job. I think the 
presence of women would wreck the illusion of the frontiersman – the illusion of 
being a hero.ʼ8  

 
                                                        
3 ibid p6 
4 Collis. Christy, ʻThe Australian Antarctic Territory: A Manʼs World?ʼ, Signs, Vol 34, No 3 
(Spring 2009) p 514 
5 Burns, Robin. ʻInvestigating women's antarctic experiences: some methodological reflections 
on a qualitative, feminist projectʼ Resources for Feminist Research. Toronto: 2000. Vol. 28, Iss. 
1/2; p1  
6 Spufford, Francis I May Be Some Time: Ice and the English Imagination, Palgrave Macmillan, 
1996 p144 
7 ibid p144 
8 Chipman, Elizabeth, ʻWomen on the ice: A history of women in the far southʼ Melbourne 
University Press, 1986 p86 
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  The ʻOld Boysʼ Clubʼ 
 
In March of 1965 Admiral Ready referred to Antarctica as ʻthe womanless white 
continent of peaceʼ9 and many explorers and defence personnel would have 
liked to keep it that way. Both Burns and Wheeler use Sir Vivian Fuchsʼ vocal 
view that ʻproblems will arise should it ever happen that women are admitted to 
the base complementʼ10 to illustrate the dominant view during the 1950s and 
1960s. Texts based on interviews with female scientists, including Burnsʼ ʻJust 
Tell Them I Survived!ʼ, reveal the struggles they faced to be taken seriously by 
the male selection panels during this period. While policies differed between 
different National Antarctic Programmes, the US navy refused to transport 
women to Antarctica up until 1969, a reflection of the resistant attitudes to a 
female presence of those in positions of power on the continent.11 One 
recurrent theme in the texts is the idea that social barriers take longer to 
overcome than legislative hurdles. After visiting Antarctica in 1967, the reporter 
Dorothy Braxton declared ʻit is manʼs last bastion and, by heaven heʼs going to 
keep to keep it that wayʼ,12 illustrating that the idea of Antarctica as a final 
frontier was alive and well. 
 

 
Female ʻFirstʼs 
 
Many of the texts dealing with the theme of women in Antarctica mention female 
firsts, often to contrast the delay between when males and females first 
achieved certain milestones. Chipman warns that ʻmany of the ʻfirstsʼ in the far 
south are suspect, and coloured by prevailing attitudesʼ13 or used to pursue 
particular ends. The media widely reported airhostesses Patricia Hepinstall and 
Ruth Kelly as the first females on continent14 when they flew to McMurdo in 

                                                        
9 ibid p87 
10 Wheeler, Sara, Terra Incognita: Travels in Antarctica, Jonathan Cape, London, 1996 
11 Burns, Robin, ʻWomen in Antarctic Science: Forging New Practices and Meaningsʼ in 
Womenʼs Studies Quarterly, Vol 28, No ½, Summer 2000 p 167 
12 Chipman, p91 
13Chipman, p84 
14Chipman, p84 
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1957, mainly because it made for good TV. Diana Patterson, the first female 
Australian station manager, touches on this, having had her appointment 
delayed to coincide with the Australian Bicentennial Year for political reasons.15 
Similarly, Chipman, Rosman and Dodds all detail the first human birth on the 
continent in 1978 as an example of a female first with an ulterior motive. Here, 
women are important for asserting territorial claims.16  

 
 Mikkelsen, Ronne, Hammond and Beyond 
 
Caroline Mikkelsen is recognised as the first woman to set foot on the continent 
Antarctica in 1935. Interestingly, Lewander is the only one to note that 
Mikkelsen did not want to acknowledge her ʻfirstʼ status until the 1990s,17 
providing a stark contrast to the polar explorers seeking glory from attaining 
firsts such as the Pole. This is a theme echoed in discussions of later ʻfirstsʼ 
such as the simultaneous arrival of the first women at the South Pole, arms 
linked.18  

The story of Edith Ronne and Jennie Darlington, wives of captains who wintered 
over in 1948, has been examined from several angles. Despite being the first 
females to winter in Antarctica they are little known. When Jennie Darlington 
wanted to follow her husband he told her ʻthere are some things women donʼt 
do. They donʼt become Pope or President – or go down to the Antarctic.ʼ19 
Barbara Land celebrates Darlingtonʼs achievement by contrasting this reaction 
with the positive outcome. Lewander takes a less exultant approach, claiming 
that Edith Ronne saw her mission as to stand by her husbandʼs side.20 She was 
present, in Burnsʼ words, as a ʻwife of…ʼ, defined according to her relationship 

                                                        
15 Patterson, Diana, The Ice Beneath My Feet: My Year in Antarctica, Harper Collins, Sydney, 
2010 p41 
16 Rosner, Victoria, ʻGender and Polar Studies: Mapping the Terrainʼ Signs, Vol 34, No 3 (Spring 
2009) p 490 
17 Lewander, p 92 
18 US National Science Foundation, 'Discovery: The First Women in Antarctica' 
http://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=116134, (accessed 21/11/2011) 
19 Land, Barbara The New explorers: Women in Antarctica, Dodd, Mead and Company, New 
York, 1981 p9 
20 Lewander, p 93 
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with men21 and reinforcing the idea that a woman should support a manʼs 
needs. However it is viewed, the presence of the Ronne and Darlington is a 
historical milestone worth mentioning. 
 
 Invisible Milestones 
 
Writing in 1986, Chipman prefaced her book thus: ʻI have been cautioned that it 
is too early to write about women in Antarctica, as it is all so new; there has 
been little time even for the women themselves to put things into perspective.ʼ22 
While ʻfirstsʼ such as Mikkelsenʼs are tangible events, the opening of discussion 
is an invisible milestone. Barbara Land mentions another such milestone when 
concluding that ʻby the 1980s women had become equal partners in Antarctic 
Researchʼ. This milestone is more controversial and other texts by Chipman 
and Burns23 would suggest her conclusion is premature, with Burns noting as 
recently as 2000 that ʻmany female scientists feel that the [Australian Antarctic] 
Division is heavily stacked against women, not least because many of the 
senior men have expeditioner experience from the days before women were 
allowed to winterʼ24. 

 

  Women in the Lead  
 
According to Sue Headley, ʻWomen were perceived as a ʻproblemʼ for Antarctic 
communities long before they wintered on stations.ʼ25 One solution suggested to 
the ʻfemale problemʼ, advocated for by Sir Vivian Fuchs, was all-female teams 
and these went ahead on several occasions. Lois Jonesʼ team of five women 
                                                        
21 Burns, Robin Just tell them I survived! Women in Antarcticaʼ Allen & Unwin 2001 Crows Nest 
NSW, p11 
22 Chipman, p6 

23 Burns, Robin, ʻWomen in Antarctic Science: Forging New Practices and Meaningsʼ in 
Womenʼs Studies Quarterly, Vol 28, No ½, Summer 2000 pp165-180 
 
24 ibid p 167 
25 Dalamau, Tim ʻInternational Approaches: Reflections on Managing Women and Men In 
Antarctic Expeditionsʼ in Gender on Ice: Proceedings of a Conference on Women in Antarcticaʼ 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1994 p27 
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worked in the field together and were subsequently the first women to visit 
South Pole Station on 12 November 1969. 26 The German 1989-1990 female 
team led by Monika Puskeppeleit is one of the more often discussed examples 
of Fuchsʼ ideals in action, in part because of Dr Puskeppeleitʼs famous 
reflections on the trip and claim that ʻall of our female team members would 
have preferred a mixed overwintering team.ʼ27 This indicates that it was clear 
soon after the expedition that sticking to all female teams was not a long-term 
option.   

 

A Frosty Reception 
  
  ʻFacilitiesʼ Façade 
 
From 1970 -1990 women were ʻseeking and achieving access and successʼ in 
many areas of life, but Antarctica ʻseemed caught in a time warpʼ.28 A workplace 
where lavatories and showers stood in the way of careers may have been 
unthinkable back home, but the argument of a lack of suitable facilities lingered 
far longer on the frozen continent. Dodds and Chipman are both sceptical of the 
official excuse that there were ʻno facilities for women at the bases.ʼ29 Chipman 
goes further, claiming that ʻthere is little doubt that the excuse ʻlack of suitable 
facilitiesʼ was used by many authorities in order to save them from having to 
admit to a fear of the unknown consequences of human sexual behaviour in 
such an isolated environment.ʼ30 Anxiety surrounding ʻsexual misconductʼ is also 
cited as a reason for the delay in Deanʼs 1998 article in the Houston 
Chronicle.31 With sex a taboo topic until the mid 1980s, the real issue was not 
brought into the open and therefore could not be addressed. Fear of sexuality 
                                                        
26 US National Science Foundation, 'Discovery: The First Women in Antarctica'  
27 Puskeppeleit, Monika, ʻThe All-Female Expedition: A personal perspectiveʼ in Gender on Ice: 
Proceedings of a Conference on Women in Antarcticaʼ pp 75-82 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1994 p80 
28 Burns, Robin Just tell them I survived! Women in Antarcticaʼ, viii 
29 Dodds, Klaus ʻSettling and Unsettling Antarcticaʼ Signs Vol 34, No 3, (Spring 2009) p 507 
30 Chipman, p110 
31 Dean, Cordelia, ʻLife on THE ICE / After a struggle, women find their place in Antarcticaʼ In 
Houston Chronicle,  7 December 1998 
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persisted however and is also behind the 1991 argument against British women 
wintering over, illustrated by the argument that ʻsheʼll be wearing a scarlet 
miniskirtʼ32. Female sexuality was a threatening addition to what was once a 
homosocial environment populated by the ʻheroesʼ of the early days.  
  
  ʻOne of the Boysʼ 
 
A common coping mechanism for women in Antarctica has been to try and 
become ʻone of the boysʼ and integrate into the male environment. Arriving as 
station leader, Patterson was advised to ʻthink like a manʼ33 in order to succeed. 
This has posed its own challenges. Burns points out that a desire to be  ʻone of 
the boysʼ equates ʻmaleʼ with ʻnormalʼ34 while Tim Dalamau acknowledges that 
ʻmany women who go to Antarctica in such a male-dominated and rational 
culture do so at great personal expense to their own identity as womenʼ35 
Cynthia McFee, winterer at Amundsen-Scott South Pole station 1981, related 
precisely this experience to Chipman: ʻI could never be one of the guys, no 
matter how hard I tried. Male camaraderie is a very powerful thing ... No matter 
how great I was, Iʼd still never be accepted. This is when I was really lonely.ʼ36 

 Sex also plays a role in fitting in as ʻone of the boysʼ and the issues of 
pornography and sexual harassment have been challenges for women. In her 
article ʻThe Australian Antarctic Territory: A Manʼs World?ʼ Collis details how the 
Weddell Hutʼs “Sistine ceiling”, consisting of 92 1970s and 1980s porn pinups, 

was preserved as a national heritage site and ʻshrine to the red blooded 
pioneering spirit” of the earlier explorers.37  Several first hand accounts from 
women describe how men used pornography in order to ʻget a riseʼ. Wheeler 
touches on a similar subject when relating her experiences on the BAS training 
programme, where a flipchart of potential sources of conflict had ʻSexual 

                                                        
32 Lewander, p 96 
33 Patterson, p62 
34 Burns, Robin Just tell them I survived! Women in Antarcticaʼ, p26 
35 Dalamau, p33 
36 Chipman, p155 
37 Collis, p516 
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Harassmentʼ followed by ʻNot Enough Sexual Harassment.ʼ38 Finding a place in 
a male society is a challenge many Antarctic women have had to face. 

  

 Public Perception  
    

Another common theme is that Antarctic women see themselves differently to 
how they are perceived by society at large. Michele Raney, overwintering doctor 

at South Pole station in 1979, was surprised by the controversy her 
appointment generated, claiming ʻit never occurred to me that women did not go 
to Antarcticaʼ. 39 A spokesperson for the selection committee later admitted ʻwe 
tried to throw as many roadblocks as possible into her thinking to make sure 
she was really serious. We may have been a little tougher than we would have 
been on a man in a similar situationʼ,40 indicating that while Raney saw herself 
as capable, others had second thoughts as a result of her gender. Monika 
Puskeppeleit tells a similar story about the German all female team of 1989 who 
had to do the preliminary tests twice before being accepted.41 Similarly, Diana 
Patterson struggled to be placed as a station leader despite emerging as one of 
the top four candidates during the rigorous selection process. In the chapters ʻIf 
at first you donʼt succeedʼ and ʻIt was not fairʼ she details her struggle with 
bureaucracy, being viewed as the ʻtoken womanʼ rather than being appreciated 
for her credentials. The struggle simply to get down to the ice formed a major 
part of her journey.42 Similar first hand accounts led Burns to conclude that as 
professionals in Antarctica ʻwomen start from a basis of having less credibility 
and have to work harder.ʼ43  
 
It is also worth noting the pressures put on mothers wishing to go to the ice, an 

                                                        
38 Wheeler, p5 
39 Raney, Michele ʻWoman in a Manʼs World: A Personal and Management Perspectiveʼ in 
Gender on Ice: Proceedings of a Conference on Women in Antarcticaʼ pp 39-47 Australian 
Government Publishing Service, 1994 p40 
40 Chipman, p120 
41 Puskeppeleit, Monika, ʻThe Untold Story: The German All-Female Overwintering Partyʼ in 
Gender on Ice: Proceedings of a Conference on Women in Antarcticaʼ pp 49-52 Australian 
Government Publishing Service, 1994, p50 
42 Patterson, p? 
43 Burns, Robin Just tell them I survived! Women in Antarcticaʼ, p73 
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issue raised by Burns in her 2000 investigation of womenʼs Antarctic 
experiences.44 Chipman notes that at the time her book was published in 1986 
ʻno woman with children of her own [had] undertaken [winter] Antarctic dutyʼ.45 It 
is still far less socially acceptable for a mother to absent her self from her 
children than for a father to do the same. Mothers were also adverse to 
wintering without their children, a situation that one of Burnsʼ interviewees found 
can limit career opportunities: ʻYou assume people will drop tools and off they 
go to Antarctica, and you have to be like that if you want to be in an important 
job.ʼ46  
 

Carving Careers 
   
A 1959 newspaper article on Antarctic science reported that ʻseveral tempting 
research projects have had to be rejected simply because those proposing to 
do them were women.ʼ47 These days science is the medium through which 
many Antarctic women are carving their careers, shown by Mary Lynn Priceʼs 
website ʻWomen Working in Antarcticaʼ. Whether scientists or base leaders, the 
idea that doing your job well is the most important thing in Antarctica is a theme 
common throughout all the texts, regardless of date of publication. In 1986 
Chipman noted that ʻalready there are signs that the women who are going 
South are no longer considered separately from their male colleaguesʼ. 48 At this 
stage they were just signs, illustrated by the warnings she was given that it was 

too early to discuss the issue.  
 
Patterson places great importance on performing well as a leader, reflecting on 
her position in the chapter ʻRethinking My Leadership Styleʼ.49 Burnsʼ chapter 

                                                        
44 Burns, Robin. ʻInvestigating women's antarctic experiences: some methodological reflections 
on a qualitative, feminist projectʼ p2 
45 Chipman, p154 

46 Burns, Robin Just Tell Them I Survived! Women in Antarctica, p196 
47 Sullivan, Walter, ʻWomen May Join Antarctic Studyʼ in The New York Times, Sep 27, 1959  
48 Chipman, p7 

49 Patterson, p222 
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headings such as ʻI just wanted to do my job wellʼ are based on recurring 
themes from interviewees who lived and worked in Antarctica. 50 Priceʼs site 
also stress the professional capabilities of the women involved, with women 
defined by job titles such as ʻBenthic Ecologist and ʻBroadcast Engineerʼ, similar 
to Landʼs 1981 ʻThe New Explorersʼ which deliberately outlines early womenʼs 
research projects. Chipmanʼs historical section on Mary Alice McWhinnie and 
Mary Odile Cahoon, the first women to winter at McMurdo, also deliberately 
highlights that the first female winterers were the best in their fields.51 
 
 
Future Horizons: 2009 Onwards 
 
When talking about her research on gender and the South Pole, Lisbeth 
Lewander often gets response ʻbut there are no women in Antarcticaʼ.52 This 
suggests that there is still some way go before a female presence in Antarctica 
is taken for granted by society at large. Ignorance is different to opposition, 
however, and the hostility towards the idea of having women on the ice that 
dominated much of the twentieth century has now all but disappeared. The texts 
reviewed collectively track the progress women have made into the Antarctic 

sphere. We have come far since the days when ʻmen were men and women 
were photos.ʼ53 Today womenʼs work and science are an integral part of the 
continent, illustrated by Priceʼs website, designed to celebrate the work they do 
and try to encourage more young women into similar lines of work.54  

The 1993 Conference in Hobart entitled  ʻLiving in Antarctica: Women in a 
Manʼs World?ʼ was ʻintended to be provocativeʼ and stimulate discussion, but 
ʻthe verdict of this conference was that the construct is no longer relevant.ʼ55  
The revisiting of the issue of women in Antarctica in the 2009 issue of Signs and 

                                                        
50 Burns, Robin Just tell them I survived! Women in Antarcticaʼ, vii 
51 Chipman, p111 
52 Lewander, p89 
53 Collis, p516 
54 Price, Mary Lynn Women Working in Antarctica, http://womeninantarctica.com/, 2008, 
accessed 08/12/11 
55 Edwards, Kerry and Graham, Robyn (Eds), Gender on Ice: Proceedings of a Conference on 
Women in Antarcticaʼ Australian Government Publishing Service, 1994, p6 
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the title of Collisʼ paper ʻThe Australian Antarctic Territory: A Manʼs World?ʼ 
indicate that in fact there is still interest in the matter. Collis concludes that ʻthe 
once simple and homogenous spatiality of the AAT is slowly becoming more 
complex.ʼ56 The issues women face in the Antarctic are also more complex than 
the initial legislative barriers of the 1960s and 1970s. While many younger 
women working in Antarctica no longer feel gender is an issue,57 those with 
families face the same hurdles with regard to balancing children and a career.  
 
As recently as 1998, gender imbalance was found to be ʻa salient aspect of the 
women's experiences.ʼ58 Sarrisʼ 2007 paper on behavioural norms and 
expectations found similar results, with women more likely to report base life as 
being ʻless participatoryʼ and more conventional and hierarchical than men.59 
The texts suggested this was a hangover from earlier times when the Antarctic 
bases were a homosocial environment. This situation, reported in the late 
2000s, is similar to the 1980s environment led Chipman to assert that ʻwomen 
in Antarctica today may be seen also as pioneers. They are newcomers in a 
hostile climatic environment, and in a new area of human relationships.ʼ60 
Despite legislative changes and a raft of new opportunities for women in 
Antarctica, the cultural climate is still noticeably different to that back home and 

worth monitoring. Rosner wrote in 2009 that ʻthe polar regions have been and 
should continue to be places of fascination for feministsʼ,61 concluding that they 
are a ʻtimely, relevant and capacious arenaʼ62 waiting to be explored further. 
This is still the case. There are now women in Antarctica and they are there to 
stay. 

 
 

                                                        
56 Collis, p518 
57 Burns, Robin, ʻWomen in Antarctic Science: Forging New Practices and Meaningsʼ, p167 
58 Burns, Robin. ʻInvestigating women's antarctic experiences: some methodological reflections 
on a qualitative, feminist projectʼ, p2 
59 Sarris, Aspa and Kirby, Neil ʻBehavioral Norms and Expectations on Antarctic 
StationsʼEnvironment and Behavior Volume 39 Number 5  
September 2007  p716 
60 Chipman, p140 
61 Rosner, p493 
62 Rosner, p493 
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