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Biases of age, sex, nationality, and ethnicity may also be obvious. Our perspectives 
are colored by who we are. People of different ages, sexes, nationalities, and ethnic 
groups have different experiences and agendas. Like many academic disciplines, the 
history of archaeology has been shadowed with heavy male bias, although this has 
begun to change significantly in recent decades. One example of this bias is the focus 
in the archaeological record on what are generally perceived to be male activities, such 
as hunting and warfare. Similarly, throughout most of its history, archaeological 
research could fairly be called Eurocentric. A study of atlases of “world prehistory” 
by Chris Scarre (1990) showed an extreme bias toward European prehistory. In a 
sample of archaeological atlases produced by European publishers, Scarre found that 
despite purporting to be about world prehistory, they devoted about 30 per cent of 
their space to Europe and more than 20 per cent to the Near East. The UNESCO list 
of World Heritage Sites is similarly biased in that Europe is overrepresented. 
Post-processual archaeologists often make biases of age, sex, nationality, and ethnicity 
explicit. Most others do not.

The bias of training and education may not be so obvious, but is nevertheless 
important to understand. Students are usually heavily influenced by their professors. 
One of the reasons it is usually considered preferable for professional archaeologists 
to receive their degrees (B.A., M.A., and Ph.D.) at different universities is that it 
exposes them to a variety of frameworks, ideas, and experiences.

The biases of time and place are among the least obvious, but perhaps most impor-
tant, to understand. It has become increasingly apparent in recent years that whether 
consciously or not, archaeologists are strongly influenced by current events. Examples 
include explanations of European cave art and the collapse of the Mayan civilization.

TABLE 10.5  Major Kinds of Bias in Archaeological Explanations

Inherent bias of the archaeological record

Bias of conceptual frameworks

Bias of age

Bias of sex

Bias of nationality

Bias of ethnicity

Bias of training and education

Bias of time and place
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