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Introduction

From A Game for Rough Girls 
to A Beautiful Game

Dusting the Mirror of Women’s Football

When the 2007 World Cup was allocated to PR China, the country which had staged 
the fi rst offi cial competition for female players in 1991, the president of the interna-
tional governing body of football, Federation Internationale de Football Association 
(FIFA), Joseph ‘Sepp’ Blatter, remarked that women’s football was ‘returning to 
its roots’.1 The Asian philosophy of revisiting, of continually ‘dusting the mirror’, 
informed this investigation into the international status of women’s football. While 
the transnational themes are mainly new, it has also been an opportunity to review 
some ideas previously discussed in A Game for Rough Girls, particularly with regard 
to the female game’s sometimes controversial image. Reappraising the topic with a 
broader focus, the study develops the thesis of women’s involvement as fundamental 
to the history of association football at the same time as acknowledging localized 
and globalized tensions in its progress. If China is offi cially recognized by FIFA as 
the ‘cradle’ of football, then it seems appropriate perhaps that it should stage the 
fi fth competition, when the Women’s World Cup, as one commentator put it, ‘comes 
home’.2 This periodization is to be resisted. When women players of the late nine-
teenth century and the early decades of the twentieth took to the football fi elds in each 
of the four case study countries covered here (the United States, PR China, England, 
Australia), they were self-consciously challenging the paradigm of the association 
code as a ‘manly’ game. Roughly between the 1890s and the mid-1920s, the strategy 
was to lobby and seek space in the social milieu; then, until the late 1950s, it became 
to protest exclusion of various kinds, after which time women’s associations formed 
and the sports authorities challenged before a process of merger and integration in the 
1990s. The complex and changing context of football around the world across these 
phases also textures the history which narrow assumptions of the modern nature of 
women’s interest obscure. Not least, the fragmented nature of the source material 
on which the story depends indicates that women’s football has had, in national and 
international terms, a pretty rootless existence. Given the longer view, supposedly 
world-wide tournaments organized by sporting associations of the 1990s can be seen 
each as more a departure than a homecoming.

The diffusion of association football as part of a British mercantile colonial legacy 
is disputably a process whereby the simplicity of the game enabled the format to re-
main largely the same, while different cultural and social meanings were given to it. 
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Football has arguably been a global sport since the fi rst (men’s) World Cup competi-
tion was contested, in 1930, and if this view is accepted, the internationalization of 
female play appears at least sixty years behind the mark.3 As the fi nalists of the 2007 
tournament indicate, it is debatable whether association football is a global sport 
for women, though the arguments around globalization, modernization, imperialism, 
dependency theory and world system theory as they relate to football are not the 
focus here.4 Rather, the scope and character of female representation at the event 
raise questions around issues of national identity, citizenship, freedom of labour, 
social inclusion and the sports media, as well as football as a leisure and business 
pursuit. Clearly, it has also diversifi ed into a variety of other codifi ed forms on both 
a local and an international basis. The decision to launch the new brand architecture 
for the international federation at the 2007 Women’s World Cup tournament (WWC) 
refl ects a concern to unify the potentially confusing emblems and logos of FIFA’s 
multiplying competitions and projects. The need to market international football, 
in particular the women’s game, as part of a diverse but coherent brand strategy, as 
the trademark term World Cup becomes used more extensively, presents an evident 
challenge.5

The 1999 Women’s World Cup (WWC ’99) tournament in the United States was 
the most high-profi le women’s sporting event staged and had a symbolic signifi cance 
beyond sport itself in reaching a world-wide audience. As with many women-only 
tournaments and female events in international sports contests, there was a degree 
of cynicism expressed in the popular and sporting media regarding the audience 
viability and profi tability of the proposed schedule prior to its launch. Two old sport-
ing myths were bandied about: Didn’t we already know that the TV and live audi-
ence would not be there because women will never be as popular as male athletes 
because of their physical limitations in less competitive contests? Who would want to 
watch women’s soccer in the country where American football dominates print and 
televised media? Yet it became an event which illustrated that, given opportunity, a 
big enough stage and the right kind of story, women’s sport can draw. The fan base 
ranged from a bashful Clinton to rather more innocent young enthusiasts clutching 
soccer Barbies. The fi nal in particular was a family affair; both for the public unity 
of Bill, Hillary and Chelsea (albeit behind the protective glass of the press box) and 
for the soccer moms and dads who made up a large proportion of the 92,000-strong 
live audience. However, in spite of the world-wide television viewers, front-page 
headlines, full major stadia and degree of public recognition, the myths endure in 
the minds of those cynics who now seek to dismiss 1999 as an aberration, especially 
following the different atmosphere of the 2003 tournament, which was relocated 
from PR China to Los Angeles at short notice due to the SARS outbreak. So to what 
degree might the macho myths have been challenged and confi rmed by WWC ’99? 
What are the implications of this for WWC 2007 and beyond?

First, not all aspects of the return to China, it is hoped, will be nostalgic. There 
is a suffi ciently sustained history of women’s football across national boundaries 
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without the need to invent a tradition of newness. The four case studies, of the PR 
China, United States, England and Australia, outlined here make both country-specifi c 
and comparative points. With the Women’s World Cup 2007 emblem, FIFA enters a 
new era in the branding of the international association. The FIFA two-globes sym-
bol now becomes an in-house identifying mark, while the new logos comprise both 
competitions and projects refl ective of the proliferation of activities of the governing 
body. This is a concern. Beach Soccer, Futsal and Interactive World Cups vie with 
development projects and with men’s and women’s World Cups for attention and 
interest in one code, let alone the crowded sports market. Meanwhile, in the Vision 
Asia programme, specifi cally designed to extend the market share of all aspects of 
football on the continent while simultaneously promoting the place of Asian football 
on the world stage, women’s football is one of eleven ‘players’ identifi ed as priority 
for development.6 In the quickly changing place of football in the creative industries 
and in the rather more staid atmosphere of the sports governing bodies that are man-
aging that transformation, the place of women’s football has possibly been conceded 
as a priority since the ‘Future is Feminine’ pronouncement of 1995 by Blatter.

Second, though the United States, PR China and Australian case studies may pro-
vide models for future developments, such as their respective pioneering World Cup 
and Olympic events, there are a number of barriers to the acceptance of women’s 
sport more generally (and leisure-based physical activity) that prevent the realiza-
tion of potential opportunities. Attempts by various agencies to create sports oppor-
tunities for women have had rather a slow-burn effect in the late twentieth century 
because of these enduring attitudes and century-old systems. As a European exem-
plar, the England case discusses a missed opportunity to host a World Cup in the 
1970s, against a wider backdrop of continental networking and support for women’s 
teams going back at least to the 1920s. Some of the ambiguities of the European situ-
ation were refl ected in the social and cultural attitudes which produced the least suc-
cessful of the Women’s World Cups, in Sweden in 1995 (the only one for which the 
English team had qualifi ed before 2007). The organization was marred by divided 
spectator support and match statistics due to FIFA tampering with the introduction of 
a time-out system at a major championship where none had been used by the teams 
before. With the highest use of nine time-outs in six matches, the United States came 
third; the eventual winners, Norway, used three in six and the team they beat in the 
fi nal, Germany, used none. The principle of sharing the scheduling with another 
multisport tournament and the time-out trial perhaps unsurprisingly became notori-
ous among players, more so for the English team as they missed out on going to 
the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games, though they had qualifi ed as quarter fi nalists, 
Roseli’s goal for Brazil earning them the eighth place by default.

Success hankers after affi rmation. Because the dazzling debut in China had been such a 
triumph in 1991, expectations for the 2nd Women’s World Cup were running high. We 
can say from the start that a comparison of the two events gave rise to positive results, 
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not least among the referees where women were in the majority. Some of the terms and 
conditions had been changed this time: 90 minutes of play instead of 80 in China, a full 
group of 20 players instead of 18, three points for a win, and the experiment with time 
out. Making a direct statistical comparison is therefore a little more diffi cult, but in spite 
of these slight changes an upward trend was, on the whole detectable.7

While the total number of spectators in China ’91 was 510,000, with an average of 
19,615 per match, Sweden managed 112,213 and 4,316, respectively, with a pretty 
dismal 17,158 at the Stockholm fi nal. Little wonder, maybe, that it was the most bad 
tempered of the women’s events so far, with eleven sent off.

As the chapter on Australia shows, it is easy to overlook the very recent nature of 
some increase in female participation and the precariousness of what might be called 
progress. The presentation of women’s football as part of an international sports festi-
val in the Sydney Olympics 2000 as part of the ‘best ever’ Olympic Games much 
longed for by enthusiasts, administrators and supportive journalists. This took place 
in context of an ongoing debate about the place of cricket, rugby codes and Austra-
lian Rules football as national and manly sports while soccer players are generally 
regarded as ‘soft’. This may not necessarily prevent an increase in participation. For 
instance, in 1986, there were approximately 50,000 female soccer players in the US 
compared with about 8 million today. It is hard to believe too that it was only when 
the fi rst FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football was announced, in 1991, 
that the United States Soccer Association was able to get government fi nancial sup-
port to form a squad or that during the preparation for that tournament the side played 
as many international games as they had totalled in the previous decade.8 Yet, unlike 
football in the UK, the rise in female soccer in the US is part of a pattern of an increase 
in school and college sport for girls and young women which has been dramatic: in 
thirty years, from one in twenty-seven to almost one in two. The reasons for this are 
many, but, most crucially, engendered budgets have been tied to civil rights legisla-
tion. This has obliged educational institutions and sports governing bodies to provide 
opportunities as a right rather than as a service, something that has yet to be enacted 
in the UK but that European courts could help to reinforce via gender mainstreaming 
policies in the future. The alliance of astute individuals and government reform is an 
example of how radical change can bring about increased outcomes. The more liberal 
view, prevalent in the UK, that improved participation will eventually lead to a more 
fundamental change in the status and position of women’s sport, including football, 
has produced slower effect. For example, in 2006, a cross-party Parliamentary com-
mittee concluded that, despite being enjoyed by millions, women’s football still suf-
fers from both cultural and practical barriers and targeted a ruling preventing mixed 
football after age eleven as in need of amendment. Its remit could extend, however, 
only to a suggestion to the Football Association that it revise its views.9

The most obvious point to make here is that the countries referred to as case stud-
ies are diverse and by no means intended to represent, or misrepresent, continents or 
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the whole women’s football community. Nor are they a single entity because of a 
range of geographical, climatic, linguistic, social and cultural circumstances, resource 
allocation, infrastructure differences and so forth. However, as we examine each and 
ask broad questions about a single sport played by women, some specifi c answers 
emerge. Part of the subject is the need for further, more localized research in order 
to set the work attempted here in context of varied experiences in each country. This 
may seem to be such an obvious thing to say that a generalist could have hazarded 
the same view. However, it is part of a growing reconsideration in academia that 
women’s football has a history of at least 100 years’ duration, even if a largely un-
acknowledged, marginalized and overlooked one. Especially signifi cant in the era of 
spin has been the way that groups of women and men who initiated competition (in 
forming ‘unoffi cial’ national and international associations and arguing for a world 
cup tournament, for example) have largely been written out of authorized histories.

The ‘image problem’ of women’s football, in large part created in the twentieth 
century by those sports organizations that codifi ed, regulated and promoted the as-
sociation game in the nineteenth, has obliged those same concerns to employ public-
relations professionals in the twenty-fi rst to undo some of the spoil. Admirable for 
its directness, if not for a sense of delicacy or accuracy, the single most frequent 
question from undergraduates researching the topic is why women’s football has 
a reputation as a ‘gay’ sport. It is easier to ask than to answer. Reinvention of old 
myths about female physical inferiority in new slogans appears to imply that the 
project on which the publicists are employed has more to do with damage limitation 
than reparation. Confounding the eternal sceptics, meanwhile, remains an endeavour 
for the female player today, though with good fortune not to the same degree as it 
was for her great grandmother. The cynicism may be enduring but the expression of 
disdain is not changeless. Those who defended a manly image in 1921 with a ban 
on women’s teams playing on Football League and Football Association-affi liated 
grounds were as much of their age as those who see media hype as a means of sports 
development in an era of the ‘celeb diet’, size zero and the ‘instant’ make-over in 
the West. Questions about women’s participation on an international scale may not 
be so superfi cial, image-based or straightforward to address. Mohammad Ehsani, for 
example, in his work on women’s football in Iran, details their participation in alley 
and street games, which led to a national team hosting international competition in 
Amdjadieh stadium in 1971 and a surge of popularity until the 1979 Islamic revolu-
tion, followed by a return to some futsal in 1993.10 If female football players continue 
to negotiate the circumstances of their culture, place and time, progress within and 
across national boundaries can sometimes be too easily assumed.

Part of the re-appraisal has involved going over events and chronologies again to 
see that, sometimes, in A Game for Rough Girls, facts, and consequently the inter-
pretation, were just plain wrong. The case of a World Cup for Women is the most 
signifi cant example of this, and, consequently, it receives considerable treatment 
here as a section of the introduction in its own right, as well as in all four case studies. 
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In the United States, England, Australia and PR China, Hong Kong and Chinese 
Taipei individuals active in unoffi cial female football associations lobbied for a tour-
nament well before FIFA felt able to sponsor such an undertaking. The support of 
the FIFA president Dr João Havelange was then overstated, and the matter questions 
the place of social equality in the single model of sports federation regulation rather 
more than:

FIFA embodies in its constitutional form the most direct democracy within the Inter-
national Sports Federations. It can accomplish its mission and reach its goals however 
only if each one of you personally contributes to the cause by not only working for the 
development of football but also (and foremost) by strictly respecting the FIFA Stat-
utes and Regulations. The decisions of the International Football Association Board (the 
authority governing the entire football family) regarding the Laws of the Game [sic]. 
Only such respect will allow us to progress together and keep the interest in our sport 
going thereby enabling football to play its conciliatory part and also to unite the youth 
all over the world.11

In addition to judgments about a simple, wrong story about women’s participation in 
football in the past, there were also omissions of brevity, an instance of which is the 
role of the Olympic Games in terms of national and international development, par-
ticularly signifi cant in Australia, the US and PR China. It could also be noteworthy in 
England. There is much talk of having a British women’s team at the 2012 Olympics 
in order to benefi t from a ‘home nation’ allocation in the competition (with England 
qualifying for the Women’s World Cup in 2007, a berth by merit is a possibility for 
the fi rst time since their appearance at the 1995 fi nal competition in Sweden). It is 
widely rumoured that Scotland have already declined to be involved.

Without access to the FIFA-held archival material, the more complicated picture 
of agitation, negotiation and resolution was not previously available, and their help 
in providing this critique has been invaluable. Methodologically, this collection also 
gave the starting point for following up leads with individuals who were active in 
both national associations and women’s football. There has been a price to pay for 
what might be seen as privileging documentation over people, though.12 Oral his-
tory is less in evidence here. Responding to a colleague who observed that ‘women 
academics tend to rely more on oral history’, my reply was that it is often because we 
are obliged to (while also resenting the implication that this is the scholarly equiva-
lent of cosy fi reside chats compared with which visiting an archive is working at the 
coalface of credibility). The interest isn’t primarily a pragmatic one, though. Writing 
A Game for Rough Girls using mainly the archival and newspaper sources would have 
produced a possibly very short, no doubt altogether different, book. Using some of the 
‘offi cial’ collections in repositories is an extension of the wish to refl ect the commu-
nity by using at least some of their own words, though here it is more in dealing with 
patrician international bureaucracy gradually made uncomfortable by its remoteness 



From A Game for Rough Girls to A Beautiful Game • 7

than in dealing with the joy of actually playing. The themes which were treated in 
some depth there, namely competition, community, memory and oral history, are less 
in evidence than the global and professional issues around international elite female 
competition. Nevertheless, they inform the country-specifi c examples. Even so, re-
ferring to a previous work in the introduction to another could be seen as overly 
refl exive. Leaving this judgement to the reader, my hope nevertheless is for the two 
works to interrogate use of source and of depiction. When João Havelange wrote the 
following extract in announcing one of several ‘fi rst’ FIFA world tournaments for 
women, the subtext is perhaps more telling than the message:

As President of FIFA, I welcome all participants to this World Women’s Invitational 
Football Tournament 1984 to be staged in Taipei and congratulate the Chinese Taipei 
Football Association on their initiative, this particularly in the moment when FIFA has 
decided to organize in the near future a World Tournament for the National Teams in 
Ladies’ Football. We wish you every success and trust that this Tournament will be held 
in a true sporting spirit.13

Whether having stalled since a previous tournament had been held in 1978 in Chi-
nese Taipei or on a number of subsequent occasions could be seen as sporting, it did 
at least mark a moment.

In trying to ‘consult the archive in an avowedly political manner consistent with 
refi guring, that is as a site of power, remembering and forgetting,’ it is also neces-
sary to see how and why these collections have such authority,14 to polish the mirror 
so that the image of the women’s football community is more revealed. This means 
deconstructing the context in which the archive is given primacy as well as present-
ing contradictory and corroborative evidence, itself part of the construction of their 
credibility and privilege. Accepting that this is a large part of the story doesn’t also 
mean consenting to see it as the most remarkable element. Nor does it also entail 
accepting that there is not much to tell about the time before the sports’ authori-
ties saw fi t to collect some of the material available. The assortments themselves 
are fl awed, as there have been thousands of participants over a 100-year history of 
which postcards, photographs, fi lms, programmes, scrapbooks, letters and so on give 
a glimpse but hold back as much, if not more, than they reveal. Though a substantial 
body of writing exists in archives recorded by some of the prestigious participants, 
the minute books are often equally elusive, if less poignant than the privately-held 
material.

Going to the holdings of the various sports bodies involved dealing not just with 
custodians of primary material but also with self-appointed defenders of a public 
image of the sport. Their various treatments of some documentation as systemati-
cally collected and processed (and most related to women’s football not so valued) 
entails physically storing and preserving the evidence in a way that presents it as 
of the past. This spatial, temporal and hence symbolic defence of some documents, 
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records and artefacts as valuable and others as of little consequence is a skewed and 
self-conscious construction of history.

Harry H. Cavan, OBE, senior Vice President and Chairman of the FIFA Commit-
tee in 1984, protests rather too much support and activity, for example, in his greet-
ings to the President of the Chinese Taipei Football Association:

The Policy of FIFA is to encourage the development and progress of Women’s Football 
throughout the World. The National Associations affi liated to FIFA, have been directed 
to ensure that Women’s football organisations come within their jurisdiction and also, 
that they are given all possible assistance. Already the Confederations of FIFA have 
organised International competitions for women players, with outstanding success.15

Defence of the ‘offi cial’ documentation is tied to the survival of evidence, which 
in turn helps to bolster the credibility of the institutions’ sporting tradition. It was 
possible to look at FA Minute books at Soho Square, for example, or FIFA Women’s 
Committee meeting minutes. Apart from valuable material held in private hands, the 
English Women’s Football Association collection from 1969 to 1992 lies with an 
individual, unthematized, unrecorded, relatively unimportant as information. Much 
of the same can be said about women’s regional, national and international tour-
naments in the other case-study nations. The lack of signifi cance, the irrelevance, 
makes its own point about proclaiming a golden future compared to the past in 
constructing a public-relations-driven present for women’s football. Some things 
have not changed, therefore. With access to more offi cial documentation than was 
available in the fi rst study, the role of historical forces in defi ning contemporary 
circumstance became strengthened as a theme. The processes of the establishment of 
national and international sports governing bodies meant that women’s sports have 
been required to adapt their traditions in return for a degree of legitimacy in integrat-
ing with them, and examining this has been instructive, if not exactly enlightening. 
This is treated as a subsection in this introduction in terms of developing a theoretical 
model which explores the partial assimilation of women as one of negative integra-
tion. Those who don’t like their history to be informed on this theoretical score have 
been given advance warning that they may wish to look away, not exactly now, but 
at least to make a cup of tea at the halfway stage of the Introduction.

The launch of a logo for a Women’s World Cup in 2007 without the image of 
a woman (particularly without ‘the ubiquitous ponytail’) is a signifi cant departure. 
On the one hand it is to be welcomed because it implies a move away from a West-
ernized, white bias and the heteronormative symbolism of long hair as indicative 
of youthful femininity. It is at least a reminder that public performance by women, 
in any of the cultural industries, not just sport, is a contentious issue, related to the 
physical presentation of women’s bodies in society. Specifi cally with regard to foot-
ball, the social meaning of the game as a national sport, a site of resistance, as evidence 
of Western progressive values or as colonial import have all affected women’s access 
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to it. What the abstracted logo doesn’t undo is the title of the Women’s World Cup, 
and this raises the question of how this symbolic ‘difference’ might be understood. 
In spite of outright hostility, neglect and scepticism, evidence suggested that there 
was a growth in the women’s football community in the early twentieth century and 
a more considerable revival in the later decades, albeit not in a uniform manner. 
It goes without saying that there is considerable variation in countries as well as 
huge contrast across continents. Local, national, regional and global factors apply, 
so the material covered here is necessarily selective, and successive studies will 
elaborate or accentuate other people, places and themes. For the sake of consistency, 
major achievements and challenges in each case enable discussions of continuity and 
change for women in the sport.

The United States is the longest case study on four counts: fi rst because of the 
number of female participants, second because of the achievement of the national 
team, third because of the link with the Olympic Games and fourth because of the 
staging of WWC ’99 and the establishment of a media-owned professional league 
Women’s United Soccer Association (WUSA). The effect of the 1972 Title IX Equal 
Education Amendments Act legislation has been to make college campuses the pri-
mary force in women’s elite soccer in the US. Though it has always been under 
threat, a danger which remains to this day, in conjunction with other equity legisla-
tion, the principle of Title IX was to tie fi nance to opportunity and to give recourse 
to the legal system should this be denied. Nevertheless, as has been shown with the 
English Sex Discrimination Act, legislation in itself is not necessarily useful until its 
application serves reform. Education-based participation and elite development are 
not the only defi ning features of female soccer in the PR China and the US, as the 
live audience support at Women’s World Cup 1991 and 1999 showed. In America, 
England, PR China and Australia, community and recreational leagues which oper-
ate parallel with but distinct from those in educational facilities, provide a reservoir 
of talent, enthusiasm and interest made up of those who participate and those who 
facilitate their involvement. Most of this participation is also crucially fi nancially 
self-supporting in drawing on subscriptions to individual teams and leagues. Even 
sceptics would concede that this is a sizable demographic.

However, it is possible to overstate the unique features of the US cohort, and 
the remaining three chapters illustrate continuities. While sympathetic to the use of 
hegemony as a way of understanding women’s access to aspects of football and mar-
ginalization from others, the evidence seems not to support the view that women’s 
soccer is the counterpart of, let alone outperforming, the men’s game in spite of 
the success of WWC 99, the collegiate system, the US women’s National Team or 
a mass of participation. The case of PR China is one of the shorter chapters; while 
attempting to set a wider context for the women’s sporting alliances in Asia, it also 
looks at the potential size of the population for participation as the country looks 
forward to the Women’s World Cup in 2007 and the ‘sporting mega-event’ of the 
Beijing Olympiad, in 2008. Women’s football has come under the Chinese FA since 
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the mid-1980s, when there were approximately 300 women players. By 1996 there 
were around 800 women players, mostly students. Considerable elite success with 
this limited number of participants is a quite different form to describe. Also, one 
of the more unfortunately brief appraisals is the Australian case. The women who 
played in the green and gold in Sweden in 1995 came from clubs in Japan (Panasonic 
Bambina), Italy (AFC Agliana), Denmark (Fortuna Njorring) and England (Liver-
pool), as well as Marconi, Queensland Academy, Goonella Bah, Eastern Suburbs and 
Sydney Olympic. The lack of strength in depth of the sport, indeed whether it can be 
called a national sport, is refl ected in the number of women players who go abroad 
to develop their game. However, there are emerging sources and a degree of interest 
to make this a much larger enquiry. Exploring the issue of time, people and place in 
cultures less close to my own is wonderfully diffi cult. While the limitation of linguis-
tic skills is evident in the case of PR China, a lack of immersion in US and Australian 
culture is also clear. Some clear links between timelines, the novelty of women’s 
play, the selectivity of participants and the problems of delivering elite competition 
emerged as themes to unite the very different examples. When John Economos, the 
‘best (journalist) friend women’s soccer in Australia has had,’ according to one of the 
correspondents in the pages of Australia Soccer Weekly, wrote to FIFA asking about 
a Women’s World Cup in 1986, he got much the same reply that was given to the 
English professional Sue Lopez and to the journalist Ted Hart in 1971; to Mrs Jeffra 
Becknell of New Jersey, USA, in 1981, and a much less polite one than the Asian 
Ladies Football Confederation (ALFC) received the same year. The gist of this was 
that football activities are ‘only possible through the National Associations and the 
Confederations’. The fact that they had been busy not organizing these events seems 
to have escaped notice. Meanwhile, examples like the ALFC and the Federation of 
Independent European Female Football (FIEFF), formed in 1969, meant that control 
of national teams and international competitions was to remain contentious for some 
time. Upon creating an ‘offi cial’ England team after the Football Association ban 
on women’s football was lifted, in December 1970, the Women’s Football Associa-
tion in England immediately threatened to ‘ban’ both players who jeopardized their 
amateur status by playing professionally and those who had played for the now illicit 
representative national eleven.

The broader context of the position of the women’s game in relation to the men’s 
is signifi cant in all four cases.16 Those who link female participation with a perceived 
feminization of the game which, in turn, limits its appeal to elements of the male 
population overlook statements such as the following priorities of the US national 
association: ‘The national team is governed by the USSF. All national teams are 
treated alike and given the same consideration within the US structure (exception 
US male national team).’17 The argument takes the case in isolation and particularly 
neglects issues of professionalism, especially as a matter of international gendered 
labour markets. What we do not have in terms of the ‘cultural capital’ of women’s 
football, in the cases referred to here or anywhere else, is a women’s professional 
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league with the same prestige, sponsorship or support as any of the male domestic 
leagues around the world, and the country-specifi c reasons for this link women’s 
history, sports and particularly the popularity of association football. In the same 
way, though FIFA tournaments for women are now rather belatedly titled World 
Cups, the fl agship international competitions for women’s football are less presti-
gious, glamorous and economically valuable than equivalent male events. Unable 
to attend the launch for the 2007 event, Sepp Blatter sent FIFA’s director of devel-
opment, Mary Harvey, and Sun Wen, a star of WWC’99 and FIFA ambassador for 
women’s football, to deputize. Impressive as these women are in their own right, 
it is perhaps unimaginable that the normally forthright FIFA president would fi nd 
himself indisposed at the launch of a World Cup (for men). The loss of the feminine 
in the sloganeering about the future of football is no great one, provided that it does 
not also involve devaluing of women’s participation (currently only 10 per cent of 
FUTURO development funding is to be spent on developing female involvement, 
for example) in an increasingly diversifi ed portfolio.18

M Ann Hall’s borrowing of the term ‘leaky hegemony’ to characterize the history 
of women in sport as cultural resistance is partially useful across all four case stud-
ies.19 However exactly what constitutes that hegemony in each differs. This is not 
just because some are ‘football countries’ (England), while others are passionate 
about the so-called indigenous forms (Australian rules, American football) and yet 
more have a militaristic individualized sporting ethos (PR China), as some gener-
alizations would have us believe. How, when and where groups of women football 
players participate in and across societies can be understood as issues of access to 
education, leisure, resources and transport, which in turn impact on culture. To give 
an example of this, the high profi le of Mia Hamm in the US and a handful of vet-
eran National Team players from 1999 to 2003 should not draw attention from the 
lack of professional opportunities for women, which have meant their only option 
was to try to launch their own league in an already crowded sports market, as was 
the case with WUSA.20 In each case, both the resistance of the dominant culture to 
change (of which sport is an economic, social, symbolic, political and social project, 
among others) and, usually, smaller adjustments to the prevailing mores are implied 
by women’s participation in football. Consequently, though there has been some 
shift in attitudes that women ought not to participate in contact sport which seem to 
have begun to change as late as the 1970s in terms of what we might call signifi cant 
numbers of participating women, residues of these ideas remain at the same time 
as new forms of specialization have taken place.21 This has led international fed-
erations that took over women’s football during that decade to argue that there are 
specifi c female-appropriate forms of play requiring exclusive and explicit conditions 
for women to be able to compete ‘equitably’. There are signifi cant pockets of mixed 
competitive play; most notably adult co-ed leagues in the United States, elements 
of youth sport in Oceania, Europe and Asia, where mixed play is up to age 18, and 
various gradations of mixed football as a game only for children (where the age 
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limit is interpreted according to the context). This variety of regular participation 
exists unacknowledged by the direction of FIFA, as it were, compared to relatively 
high-profi le cases of individual women reportedly signed to professional men’s 
clubs.22

US women National Team players may well be better known to the public than 
their male counterparts, but those men may trade relative domestic anonymity for 
markets where their skills will make them millionaires and household names. The 
next generation of Mias (let alone Suns, Kellys and Cheryls) faces trying to launch 
a franchise as vehicle for their talent, in addition to earning a living.23 The gendered 
career of football players has the effect of placing (at least) a double burden on elite 
women who have been obliged to be involved in constructing the framework of 
competition in addition to providing sporting spectacle. In examining the contem-
porary situation then, the perceived ‘newness factor’ of women’s football requires 
critical evaluation because football (implying men’s and male ‘youth’) and women’s 
football (also involving girls) is a semantic refl ection of the problem of how to ac-
commodate female play.

FIFA and the Olympic Movement, like the national football associations, possess 
mechanisms that provide channels of mobility for members of in-groups and close 
them to others. This is not new.24 Alice Milliat, who played football for the French 
Femina side during World War One, became secretary of the Federation Sport-
ive Feminine Internationale (FSFI) in 1921.25 At the 1923 all-male International 
Olympic Committee (IOC) congress, members voted to assume control of athletics 
and to offer fi ve track and fi eld events in the 1928 games. The International Amateur 
Athletic Federation (IAAF) Administrative Committee for European Athletics also 
decided to manage women’s events in 1924 but voted against the inclusion of 
women’s events before reversing the decision. By 1928, the longest women’s event, 
the 800 metres, had been banned because of its supposedly exhausting nature and 
did not reappear until 1960. This wrangling over whether to acknowledge, let alone 
encourage, women’s athletics ended in 1934 with assimilation of women’s groups 
into international bodies and a loss of infl uence for female administrators. Milliat 
nonetheless stayed friendly with the English Dick, Kerr players for some years and 
took part in several contests between England and France.

The methods of excluding ‘lady’ athletes such as the 1921 ban on female football 
in England and a failure to incorporate women players into football associations 
combined with an absence of self-governing bodies. The latter are notable by their 
absence in each case-study nation prior to the 1960s, particularly surprising at inter-
national level. In other sports codes and in physical education generally, women 
formed such organizations. A limiting factor in both the construction of tradition 
and the development of the sport has been the lack of these coordinating groups run 
either by or for women from which an international network could develop. The 
Olympic examples show that the antipathy was not specifi c to football as a sport or 
bureaucratic attitude, but women’s football has been particularly affected. Procedures 
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of incorporation and assimilation were mirrored fi fty years later in the century as 
FIFA assumed reluctant and gradual control of women’s football from the 1970s. It 
was to take until 1996 for football to become an Olympic women’s sport.26

Female teams were calling themselves world champions seventy years before 
there was a FIFA Women’s World Cup, and so there’s a need not to focus too nar-
rowly on just four examples. What emerges from the attempts to develop an inter-
national women’s tournament in England, the US, Hong Kong, Mexico, and Italy 
in the 1970s, before an offi cial World Cup was deemed viable by FIFA, is that its 
attitude with regard to women and football developed out of a strategy confl ict in 
its position as international federation. After the fi rst phase of women’s interest 
in each case-study nation, which seems to have peaked in the early to mid-1920s 
for country-specifi c reasons, there appears to have been steady but uncoordinated 
interest before the mid-1950s and an accelerated growth from the early 1970s on. 
Laurence Prudhomme-Poncet has discussed the shape of this history of women’s 
football in France from ‘the very beginning 1917 to 1937 and the second age since 
1965’.27 This view of neglect for almost thirty years is somewhat at odds with the 
emerging evidence. While thoroughly prepared for someone to show a much wider 
uptake, we are aware, for example, of the Dick, Kerr tours to Belgium, France, and 
the US from 1920; Stoke versus Femina in Barcelona in 1923; women’s games in 
schools in China in the 1920s; matches between England and France (for example 
in Blackpool in 1937) and, in addition, matches in South Africa in the 1930s, which 
drew quite large crowds: ‘Down in South Africa, the girls have taken up football and 
loud cries of “Soccer” ring the welkin.’28 There seems to have been a resumption of 
international interest and competition after World War Two, though there was also 
domestic women’s football during it, for instance between electrical engineers (team 
name the “Bright Sparks”) and munitions workers (the “Great Guns”) in England 
and college games in the US which had continued since the 1920s. International 
games took place, including one between the Canadian and the Norwegian Air Force 
teams in 1944; Bolton beat Edinburgh 7–1 in 1946, and there were several England 
versus France fi xtures, for example in 1949. There had been evidence of women’s 
games in Australia in the 1920s and 1940s, but whether these were domestic or in-
ternational games is unclear, and some of the earlier matches followed Aussie rather 
than asso ciation rules.29 Manchester Corinthians formed in 1949 and were fi rst 
associated with Bert Trautmann in 1951 when he presented them with the Festival 
of Britain trophy. In 1957 the team toured Germany with Trautmann as interpreter.30 
This was followed by tours of Portugal in 1957–1958, Madeira in 1958, South 
America and Ireland in 1960, Italy in 1961, and Morocco and North Africa in 1966. 
Many of these exhibition and charity matches were organized by the International 
Red Cross and were played on major grounds in front of large crowds.31 Women’s 
games in US and Canadian colleges began to develop networks in the 1950s, and 
isolated events such as the domestic women’s match at Kisumu Kenya in 1964 to 
mark Prime Minister Kenyatta’s discussions of independence made the press with, 
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appropriately, the Minister for Justice, Tom Mboya, as referee.32 Slavia Praha and 
CKD Slany played in a Czech tournament that looks to have been a regular event of 
the 1960s, including a ‘Gingerbread Heart Final’ in 1969. By this time, the growth 
increasingly concerned international sporting federations. For example, on 17 May 
1968 sixteen Italian women’s football teams had announced the formation of the 
fi rst women’s football federation, in Viareggio.33 There were also individual causes 
for concern, as twenty-seven-year-old Claudine Vidal, who by 1971 had enjoyed 
considerable success as a goal scorer in Uruguay, was at the centre of a fortnight-
long controversy because the (men’s) Sud American club of Paysandu, 200 miles 
northwest of Montevideo, had planned to play her as a centre-forward. In addition, 
there were widely reported news stories of the inappropriateness of football for 
women such as that reported by Dr Natalya Grayevskaya, chief of the Soviet Sports 
Federation:

‘It could give them varicose veins and, worse, damage the functioning of the sexual 
organs ... A woman’s pelvis is not just a fi rm support for the spine and lower limbs. 
A hard ball kicked there could damage organs protected by the pelvic ring.’ She recom-
mends any one of 48 allowable sports ... published by the Ministry of Health, answering 
the complaint of an irate male sports fan who said he was disgusted by the sight of two 
women’s teams playing last summer.34

By the 1970s it simply wasn’t a viable option for FIFA to ignore women playing the 
game and to hope that they would go away. The still-young commercial revolution 
that began to happen in football in the decade couldn’t obscure this recreative and 
competitive community, which had grown in spite of lack of access, opportunity or 
enthusiasm from established sports federations, as this broader survey indicates.

What does seem to be clear in terms of setting an agenda for the following chapters 
is that women’s football has had to reconcile itself to the single-structure model of 
sport whereby one international federation (in this case, FIFA, founded in 1904) 
controls the activities of constituent members (national football associations), which 
are grouped by region into affi liated confederations (the six are the Asian Football 
Confederation (AFC); Confédération Africaine de Football (CAF); Confederation of 
North, Central American and Caribbean Association Football (CONCACAF); Con-
federación Sudamericana de Fútbol (CONMEBOL); Oceania Football Confederation 
(OFC); and Union des Associations Européennes de Football (UEFA)).35 The sup-
posedly democratic basis of one country one vote coexists with a wealthy, powerful, 
centralized executive with a dual responsibility for regulation and development. The 
federation expects and reinforces that affi liates will participate only in competitions 
sanctioned by them at the national, regional and international levels. If women’s 
associations began to form in the late 1960s, the emergence of this new leadership, 
like the growth in female participants, created a community cohesion requiring ac-
knowledgement. It seems therefore to have prompted something of a contradictory 
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progress as the women’s game became gradually institutionalized but without ef-
fectively being commercialized.

This single-structure model has been particularly strengthened by Olympic rec-
ognition of FIFA’s control of football. This has had a symbolic and, importantly, eco-
nomic impact in all four countries discussed in the succeeding chapters. Briefl y, this 
has meant that women’s football associations seeking to arrange international com-
petitions have been encouraged (if one takes a polite view) to align with FIFA as 
the only body recognized by the International Olympic Committee. The processes 
involved in this arbitration are case-specifi c, but the effect of interventions has been 
to require those active in women’s football to make the adjustment. This is not to 
say that concessions have not been made on both sides, but, as a wealthy and pres-
tigious international nongovernmental organization with strong associational links 
with other international sports bureaucracies, FIFA has centralized power over world 
football that other bureaucracies in sport support. On an international level, it rein-
forces a point made by Matthias Marschick in reference to the systematic processes 
in Austrian football: ‘The massive exclusion however, is masked by a front of toler-
ance.’36 The veneer of progressivism remains at the core of the procedural anxieties 
of football’s national and international governing bodies, almost without exception.37 
It also raises some ongoing issues about amateurism, professionalism and related 
commercialism of the women’s game. The issue of commercial viability is routinely 
treated in women’s sport more widely by the sporting press as a case of ‘I’m not a 
chauvinist, but I know a chap who might be.’ For example, Pat Cash’s discussion of 
the All England Club’s eventual award of equal prize money: ‘Whatever they say in 
public, male players will resent pay equality at Wimbledon’ and, less candidly, a remark 
by Hugh McIlvanney, citing a comment by the late Mark McCormack, founder of 
IMG whom he considers the most signifi cant pioneer of sports marketing: ‘Women 
tennis players should get down in thanks and pray each day to whomever they be-
lieve in that they play the Grand Slams at the same time as the men. To sell women’s 
tennis on its own terms has nowhere near the same attraction.’38 The possibility of 
double-header games for men’s and women’s teams has been trialled in a number of 
cases, but, as will be discussed, the divide between ‘football’ and ‘women’s football’ 
is carefully guarded.

The trade-off for the women’s football community in being belatedly accepted by 
the structures designed to oversee men’s football has been an increase in support for 
‘offi cial’ World Cup, Olympic, confederation and national competition in return 
for accepting a degree of regulation. The developments have been so considerable 
that it could seem curmudgeonly to point out that, on occasion, this has meant the loss 
of long-standing tournaments which have formed part of the history and culture of 
the international women’s football community, while in other cases these existing 
arrangements have been revised to form current competition. It is not, however, ungra-
cious to point out that the majority of women’s and girls’ involvement has relied on, 
and continues to depend upon, the efforts of an extraordinary number of volunteers 
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and enthusiasts even where elite forms of the sport have benefi tted a great deal from 
co-option. Outlining this in a brief historical overview in each chapter gives some 
sense of both country-specifi c and international networks.

This is both blessing and curse because at the everyday sporting level, the degree 
of autonomy available to those volunteering and to paid facilitators of female play is 
considerable. Part of the creativity celebrated by women players interviewed for this 
study is reciprocated and amplifi ed by those who help to create club identity, com-
petitive events, recreational tournaments and the many other initiatives. The cascade 
of information, rules and regulations sent down by the decision-making authorities is 
then adapted, interpreted, overlooked or ignored (the widespread problem of getting 
qualifi ed referees to oversee competitive matches is one example). However, at the 
commercial and, by extension, the competitive pinnacle, we could be more careful 
in asking those who make decisions on behalf of this hardworking community about 
justifi able and indefensible sporting and profi t-making policies.

The most obvious of these and one which affects football as both leisure and 
competitive sport and as a multibillion-pound business is the question of the partial 
assimilation of women players, coaches and administrators, though in what might 
be called the ancillary occupations related to sports science there has been some 
growth of opportunity for women. In characterizing the process as one of negative 
integration, I suggest that there are four main reasons for this situation. The fi rst is 
that the national associations and international federations delayed the incorporation 
of women as long as was feasible. Circular letter 142 of 1970 asked FIFA member 
nations to comment on the status of women’s football, including whether it was rec-
ognized at all in each member country. When it became clear that there were interna-
tional female competitions with a degree of media interest, the risk of losing control 
of part of the sport forced the rather unwilling bureaucrats to review their position. 
A conciliatory approach to resolving legitimacy crises, such as the Asian Ladies 
Football Association episode discussed later, meant that co-option of the women’s 
game was a pragmatic response handled in a diplomatic manner.39 Since then, the 
structures of men’s football have become the frameworks onto which women’s partic-
ipation has been partially grafted, including the adoption of women’s competitions 
which may have existed before merger.

The second reason concerns how partial the integration will remain if it is based on 
the equal-but-different model, which in the context of the last decade of the twentieth 
century saw increasingly specialized functions around the elite male game including, 
but not limited to, sports law, sports medicine, commercialization and mediatization. 
Given the moderate ambitions of these bureaucracies for the women’s game, it is 
highly unlikely that it can aspire to the same market share, media coverage and so on. 
The third point is that the use of the terminology ‘football’, generally taken to mean 
top-fl ight professional aspects of the game, and ‘women’s football’ refl ects a wish 
to maintain binary opposition between the two. If, for example, we see reference to 
youth football, futsal, and so on, to demonstrate a variety of initiatives to increase 
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participation, many of these are, by implication, male youth development, men’s 
futsal, male beach soccer and so forth. Women’s and girls’ concerns are maintained 
as a niche. The fourth reason for using the term is to indicate that the processes used 
are far from transparent and open, particularly to women administrators who perhaps 
facilitated play before the interest of various national and international associations. 
‘Negative integration’ is meant therefore to characterize structures, attitudes and 
processes from the 1960s to the present.

This links the subject with discussions of diffuse status characteristics and expec-
tations over and above sport and unrelated to the athletic body. The postulate that 
higher-status individuals will be judged more competent regardless of performance 
attracts attention to the narratives around justifying that distinction and the processes 
of reinforcing it. If your interest in football is rather more about the beautiful game 
than feminist-informed theory, what is the advantage in describing male/female in-
teraction in terms of status rather than as an expression of physical characteristics? 
The different but equal logic currently popular in the United Nations and EU direc-
tives calling for equitable access to sport and recreation as a human right, discusses 
availability of gender-specifi c opportunity. The dysfunctions of power and prestige 
implied by ordering status along lines of sex are beyond questions of regular sport 
and recreational activities for which ‘equality’ sometimes acts as shorthand. Treat ing 
this as a question of normalizing prerogative and infl uence is intended to make these 
processes conspicuous. As The Times reporting La Republica put it, reactions of ‘as-
tonishment to mild hysteria’ followed when the former international centre-forward 
Carolina Morace, ‘who is blessed with blonde curls and long legs’, was appointed 
to coach third-division Italian side Viterbese in 1999. A law graduate from Venice, 
Morace had one of the highest international strike rates in women’s football before 
her retirement. The Times correspondent was able to effectively distance him self 
from the fuss in Viterbo: Italians had accepted women pilots, soldiers, and cabinet 
ministers, but the idea of a female football coach ‘could be a step too far ... this punc-
tures the last male taboo in Italy.’40 Whenever a woman player or coach is signed to a 
male team, these modest avatars of the unthinkable and the unmentionable provoke 
this question of status. What kind of equality is desirable and is it possible to have 
too much?

When looking at the case of a World Cup, while equivocal, then, it can’t be denied 
that the overall gains for women’s football have been considerable. Even at a practi-
cal level, events like the Women’s World Cup 1999 require the support of an array 
of international partners with considerable expertise in presenting fi rst-class tourna-
ments. Women’s current position in football has developed out of historical frictions 
between the authoritarian, expansionist and mercantile functions of national and in-
ternational associations. In other words, a distinct phase is identifi able whereby the 
‘problem’ no longer lies in women’s partaking per se but in how expectations of that 
participation are managed. The year 2006 saw the launch of fi fteen FIFA Ambas-
sadors for Women’s Football. The terminology indicates the sense of a dilemma as 
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they aren’t ambassadresses but represent and promote a gender-specifi c game. Why 
not ambassadors of football (who happen to be women)?

I am writing to thank FIFA for conducting the recent seminar on women’s football ... 
I was relieved to hear you say that you had not informed the New Zealand Football 
Association that they were to take over the running of New Zealand women’s football, 
and that you were happy after being assured that we are affi liated to the NZFA and go 
through them for all international matters and dealings with FIFA. It appeared to me 
that this situation was most acceptable to yourself. I would be most grateful if you could 
please put this in writing to the New Zealand Women’s Association.41

The autonomy once enjoyed by those who organized the sport for women has been the 
trade-off for those who see themselves as acting ‘for the good of the game’, and this 
has meant intervention at the national and international levels. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly given the gains, most women administrators who have a part in that infrastruc-
ture remain a good deal more optimistic than I about this and strongly supported the 
single-structure model but with more women chosen on merit. Certainly, there is 
suffi cient support for this view to make breakaway or independent women’s orga-
nizations seem a thing of the past in view of the wealth, prestige and international 
recognition linked with football. Rather than fi ght old battles, women administrators 
and players disaffected by the current situation have tended to withdraw from sport 
altogether with the question of a meritocracy by whose defi nition left in the air. 
However, as we have seen with the format of WWC ’99 and the creation of WUSA, 
there is an impetus for women’s elite competition that lies outside sport, and these 
other protagonists have sometimes had a more ambitious agenda than the achieve-
ment of mere respectability. The mutual adjustment of women’s football and the 
sports organizations that took control of it (where they have taken control) continues.

Since it appears that women’s football has accelerated participation rates in the 
1990s, most of the young women and girls interviewed for this book thought that 
this would be a continuing trend, bringing with it increased visibility and recogni-
tion. FIFA has opted for a policy of encouragement rather than compliance over 
the issue of whether there is any women’s football overseen by the various national 
associations. In a not isolated case, one colleague from Tanzania was still having 
diffi culty in gaining recognition for women’s football at all and in particular her 
status as administrator in 2005, so it is good to see that nation join the FIFA rankings 
for women’s football even if it is an overdue inclusion.

It remains a moot point whether women can and may play football under what 
circumstance. Like many aspects of women’s lives, this surveillance over what they 
can, should and ought to do with their bodies (and by implication not) is the subject 
of much regulation and control. Yet, when speaking to women and girls who play 
football, this tension is not usually central to their view, which instead combines 
personal fulfi lment, pleasure and absorption with camaraderie. In theoretical terms, 
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it seems a little patronizing to say that they are creating meaning in football through 
their involvement at the same time that they are reinforcing female-appropriate be-
haviour because so many were willing to celebrate a variety of relationships formed 
through the sport. The sensitivity to stereotypes from those operating outside the 
sport can mask the multiple experiences of players and also the active support of 
those outside the game or on its periphery for the women in it. Women in football 
seem to enjoy the challenge of their overlapping and multiple experience of the body 
as players. So while an essentialist masculinity and femininity is upheld in the offi -
cial and elite forms of the sport, this distinction is by no means universally accepted, 
lived or upheld through play.

It also appeared that a vital part of the solidarity was an acceptance of the mul-
tiple experiences of gender confi gurations of both other women and men players.42 
The altruism of players was informative to me as an academic trying to refl ect their 
experience (though I’m not such a fan as to want to pretend that all are equally pleas-
ant, kind, tolerant or interested in football). That is, my concern here is not women’s 
football solely at the level of the individual or at the level of the social systems which 
intersect with it. It would seem artifi cial to separate these two elements. More ab-
sorbing is the plasticity of the social locations and of the constitution of gender in a 
variety of contexts. Neither gender nor sport is fi xed; what are the multiple practices 
and meanings of women and football? Of course, limiting this study to ‘wimmin’s 
sport’ is embedding it within a normalizing classifi cation of identity production, and 
we should go beyond this to look at what men and women’s multiple practices of 
football are. This would be a large undertaking, requiring a considerable budget and 
a great deal of stamina. A starting point might be to look at the male contribution to 
the women’s game because the history of women’s football indicates that it has not 
been a very sexually-segregated one in most countries. Some of the material here is 
drawn from that cohort, but this isn’t that study. The focus is the ideological terrain 
that is under contestation, the manner of the struggle and sources of tension because 
women want to play.43

There also seems to be an assumption of late that the regulatory and commercial 
functions of the sport can be divided, and, though 2007 will see another new depar-
ture in that all participating women’s teams will be fi nancially rewarded for provid-
ing World Cup entertainment, important future questions about the viability of the 
women’s game remain. The football ‘family’ was rather more of a gentleman’s club 
until the 1990s. Now, for example, both Sepp Blatter and Lenhart Johansson have 
less courteously called for women to move into new markets for sponsorship.44 Are 
women being asked to earn their keep by breaking the sport into new markets, or is 
there still a concern about their fi nancial viability? Will it be of the right kind? This 
new emphasis on the commercialized aspects of the game is in contrast with the early 
phase of integration which held back the women’s game in a variety of ways across 
the globe. There appears to have been a contradictory attitude in FIFA that women’s 
football needed protection from pursuing the ‘wrong’ kind of marketable future and 
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a feeling that the ‘correct’ type of for-profi t activity was fi nancially unviable. A tone 
of romantic paternalism is evident throughout. Following FIFA circular letter 142 
of 1970, the fi rst UEFA committee to look at the international status of women’s 
football was set up in 1971 on the occasion of the extraordinary UEFA Congress of 
Monte Carlo, with the fi rst conference on women’s football staged in March 1973 
with the participation of just nine member associations.45 The discussions centred 
upon information received from twenty-three member associations following a 
survey carried out by UEFA. The summaries reveal a reported 111,000 players in the 
Federal Republic of Germany, 26,000 in Denmark, 11,000 in the Netherlands, 9,400 
in Sweden, 6,000 in France, 4,000 in England, 3,000 in Finland, 2,500 in Belgium 
and Hungary and undisclosed numbers in Czechoslovakia, Switzerland, Austria, 
Iceland, the German Democratic Republic, Romania and Wales. The fi rst eight had 
national championships and the remainder regional competitions.

Given Norway’s prominence today, the lack of evidence of women’s play there is 
a notable exception, as is the ‘illegal’ semiprofessional Italian league unrecognized 
by the national association where ‘the payment of considerable transfer fees for good 
players was indeed a common fact.’46 Of the twenty-three member associations who 
had replied, fi ve were in favour of international competition for representative teams 
and fi ve for club teams; fi ve felt it was too early, and eight were not in support. 
Consequently, no arrangements for international competition were made. Another 
meeting in Rotterdam followed in 1974, and there was no further action until Novem-
ber 1977, when UEFA felt obligated to raise the questions again because, ironically, 
international tournaments in Europe, Asia and North America had proven so popular 
with women’s teams from a range of nations. National associations were repeatedly 
asked to restrict participation to FIFA- and UEFA-approved tournaments, which in 
turn had to be recognized and approved by the relevant national association. UEFA 
then resurrected the women’s committee in 1980 after compiling the responses to the 
earlier questionnaire. By then, the policy of not approving existing intercontinental 
competitions but failing to create offi cially-sanctioned events was obviously inef-
fective, so, coincidentally, a UEFA conference was scheduled on the same day as 
a conference in the valley of Aosta, Italy, which looked set to organize yet another 
unoffi cial women’s invitational cup. There had been suffi cient interest in 1979 for 
twelve national teams to participate in the Italian tournament, for example, a fact that 
was registered in the minutes of the 1980 UEFA conference as a cause for concern.47

So-called friendly or invitational tournaments had grown since the Coppa Eu-
ropa per Nazioni in 1969 and 1979 (Italy), the Coppa del Mondo in 1970 (Italy), 
the Mundualito in 1971 (Mexico), the Women’s Asian Championship from 1975 
on wards (various), and an unoffi cial Women’s World Cup contested annually with 
the exception of 1972 and 1973, plus numerous international tournaments in North 
America during the 1970s. So, does the evidence indicate a conspiracy of inaction, 
unwillingness or incomprehension? Was this primarily a wish to prevent commercial 
exploitation, a fear of fi nancial diffi culty, qualms over the loss of control of part 
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of the sport, or a preservation of the more professionalized aspects of football as 
essentially masculine? It seems that all of these elements were present, but the writ-
ten records, which indicate several unminuted meetings which punctuate the formal 
gatherings, tend to support the view that restrictions imposed for the good of the game 
or women’s place in it (and out of it) were used to prevent well-fi nanced tour-
naments for which approval was sought. For example, a 1973 letter sent by the 
WFA secretary Pat Gregory proposed a pilot Women’s European Competition of 
four countries supported to the tune of £5,000 by the cutlery manufacturers Viners.48 
The correspondence over this proposal went back and forth between the WFA, the 
Football Association, UEFA and FIFA from August 1973 to July 1974. After agreeing 
that the tournament would be open only to representative teams and those women’s 
teams recognized by their respective national associations (which effectively pre-
vented Italy, arguably one of the most competitive teams, from participating), a deal 
was reached. FIFA recorded no objection to the sponsorship or the tournament 
provided that it was played according to the laws of the game and the existing regu-
lations, though the phrasing of the correspondence changed as the ‘project’ became 
a ‘problem’ by January 1974.49 The sticking point was that Viners were to make no 
profi t. The words ‘international’ and ‘world cup’ also seem to have caused some 
consternation. The Women’s Nordic Championships, for example, ran as an offi cial 
tournament and was left well alone from 1974 to 1982 as an important precursor to 
European-wide female competition.

The Second Conference on Women’s Football, in 1980, began by rehearsing 
well-worn themes.

The last article on the Provisions of women’s football concerns international competi-
tions played outside Europe. The participation in such competitions is only possible with 
the consent of UEFA and the approval of FIFA. The restrictions in question had to be 
included on account of the fact that ‘so-called’ World Championships for women’s teams 
have been staged on two occasions by inoffi cial organizations without the approval of 
FIFA and UEFA ... As spokesman for the Austrian FA Dr Gerö addressed the Confer-
ence by stating that Women’s Football is known in his country since 1935, but that the 
Austrian FA has only intervened in 1973 out of fear that profi t-seeking organizations or 
private individuals not affi liated to the Association would start to organize matches for 
women’s teams. The Austrian FA felt responsible to protect football from any unwelcome 
infl uence, which could be a challenge to the ethics of sport.50

At the conference, four of the twenty-nine delegates were women; unsurprisingly, 
Pat Gregory, Hannelore Ratzeburg, of Germany and Ellen Wille, of Norway were 
there. The acceleration of interest across Europe since 1973 is notable. The Federal 
Republic of Germany had 380,000 women and girls playing in 2,252 teams; Sweden 
had 50,000 females registered in 3,000 teams; Denmark claimed 27,000 players in 
1,034 teams; France reported 16,000 registered players in 727 clubs; Norway had 
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10,000 women in 650 teams; England had 6,000 players in 261 clubs, and Italy 
reported a decline of interest with 2,000 players and 57 teams in Switzerland. While 
the fi gures for Finland (2,500 participants in 51 clubs) and Belgium (2,000 players) 
dipped slightly, there was also evidence of interest in Austria, Portugal, Scotland and 
Wales. It perhaps indicates the distance of UEFA from women’s participation that 
each association present was asked to describe the timing of the women’s season, 
which in all cases ran concurrent with the traditional sporting calendar of winter 
leagues and summer tournaments. The conference closed with a unanimous motion 
to support women’s football to the extent that ‘UEFA, in accordance with its funda-
mental policy of fostering football in general, would not refuse its fi nancial support 
to a competition for women’s teams. This did not mean, however, that UEFA would 
now be prepared to act as host and to take charge of all the costs, but it would support 
energetically the National Associations or relevant organizations in their efforts.’51 It 
would appear however that the Women’s Football Association of Italy would not be 
classifi ed as ‘relevant’ because ‘As everybody knows this Association is extremely 
active on an international level. Certain machinations such as the strong commercial-
ization of sports, the attempts to attract foreign female players etc. had led to great 
problems in the past ... The President is therefore confi dent that the inconsistencies 
still existing could be eliminated within a short time.’52 This language of intrigues 
was not enough, however, to convince the international federation to adopt the same 
policy with regard to a world championship event.

What is most telling about this response to the idea for an offi cial tournament is 
that the international association was under pressure from several invitational compe-
titions, which claimed to be a world cup of sorts, and these are explored in the follow-
ing chapters. So there was a tension within the federation between those who wished 
to facilitate a degree of international competition for women, as the UEFA attitude 
indicates, and those who seemed to wish it would all go away. This may have been a 
vestige of the old amateur/professional divide where there was a genuine belief that 
another football tournament would fl ood an already challenged market, or it could 
have refl ected prejudice. As ever, the ambitions of the women’s football community at 
more local levels were focussed to sharper effect. For example, Women’s International 
Soccer (WINS) organized tournaments in Los Angeles and combined these with con-
ferences to discuss ‘the development of competition nationally and internationally, 
the need to establish a national and international communications network, women as 
coaches and referees, how to organize better tournaments, and the current movement 
to get soccer into the 1984 Olympics’.53 The response to this from FIFA is a view of 
American ‘exceptionalism’ with quite a different interpretation, as it explained:

There are some countries where the national associations took no action, mostly because 
they were of the opinion that women’s football does not exist in their country ... It is 
true that in the United States especially, quite an astonishing number of private enter-
prises take advantage of the development of the game in this area to set up conferences, 
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organisations, competitions and to make money out of soccer. You are certainly aware 
of the fact that, as a whole, the approach to the game in the United States is different 
from other parts of the world. Not the sporting competition as such is important, it 
seems that much more the possibility of earning money is the reason for their interest 
in soccer ... if, in a determined country, the national association does nothing to control 
women’s football then it is obvious that private enterprises try to take it over.54

It also becomes apparent from the response to Pat Gregory, who had supported the 
request for Olympic recognition in 1980, that for strategic and competition reasons 
FIFA would not support WINS’s aims for that tournament. That is, negotiations had 
already taken place in which it was agreed that in exchange for maintaining the num-
ber of teams in the men’s Olympic Final competition, the introduction of a women’s 
event would be postponed. Conveniently, the standard of female play was also not 
considered good enough.

May we recall only a couple of years ago, the IOC discussed the problem of team sports 
with the competent international federations. On that occasion, the number of teams as a 
whole (by this we mean for all team sports) was reduced. FIFA was granted the previous 
number of 16 teams for the fi nal Competition provided that, at least for the time being, 
women’s football was not introduced as an Olympic team sport. In the internal exchange 
of views with all committees concerned, FIFA came to the conclusion that at least for the 
time being the standard of women’s football was not such that this branch of our game 
should be presented at Olympic Games. May we also recall that it was FIFA’s interest and 
FIFA’s decision that in the sixties women’s football was offi cially recognized. National 
Associations in membership were encouraged to take women’s football under their um-
brella and prevent business men and promoters from introducing women’s football not 
mainly as a sporting event but much more to make money.55

It is peculiar that where national associations took no action ‘because they were of 
the opinion that women’s football does not exist in their country’, there was also a 
worry regarding the lure of the female game for private enterprise.

Two elements prevent an indulgent attitude toward this ‘If we don’t recognize 
it, it doesn’t exist’ syndrome. The fi rst is that there was an absurdity in regarding 
organizations such as WINS as requiring oversight by the relevant national asso-
ciation, which had the effect of smothering such developments as could have taken 
place. Those who did recognize women’s associations encouraged them not to attend 
WINS conferences because it was unclear whether they were affi liated. Neverthe-
less, as the 1985 UEFA survey indicates, there was very little football for school-
age girls at this time, and so without the networks developed by women’s teams 
(affi liated or not), the international growth of the sport would have been very much 
slowed, let alone the rate of growth in individual nations.

The second element is that it does not support a view in which national or in-
ternational federations led the way in supporting or developing the game as a sport 
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or as a commercial enterprise, and each case study goes only some way toward 
outlining this. There wasn’t a rush of female participation in the 1990s which the 
sports bodies facilitated, encouraged and assisted. A more extensive network and 
time frame contextualizes the willingness to quantify female participation as part of 
the success story of the international federation in fostering competition. The cur-
rent narratives about the diffi culty of presenting female play to live and mediated 
audiences therefore become part of an ongoing story, a large part of which has been 
a sizable degree of unoffi cial endeavour because of offi cial inactivity. On looking 
through the correspondence spanning forty years, the ‘can do’ attitude of the vari-
ous members of the international women’s football community is met with a ‘we’d 
really rather not thanks’ from those bureaucrats time and again. Refreshingly, the 
can-doers’ determination was suffi ciently organized that the federation’s response 
became ‘we’re already doing that’ by 1983, though it took a further eight years to 
orga nize. The gradual acceptance of a Women’s World Cup doesn’t really support the 
view of Havelange as a visionary of women’s future in the game. Instead, it is largely 
because of that lobbying and activism that we have the current range of international 
competitions for women. Before going on to give examples of how that community is 
constituted in the chapters, the tone is set by referring to arguably the most signifi cant 
of these in terms of strategy, lobbying and sheer persistence.

Based in Hong Kong, the Asian Ladies Football Confederation had caused some 
anxiety not least because, as the name indicated, they wished to be affi liated with 
FIFA as an entity in their own right. The Executive Council of this body included 
representatives from Indonesia, India, Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, the Republic 
of China and Thailand. The standing committees comprised some of these executive 
members but also other offi cials, and the organization appeared to involve twenty to 
thirty individuals with a turnover of around 50,000 Hong Kong dollars (HK$) in the 
1980s.56 After protracted negotiations which were widely covered by the press from 
1968 on, by the end of September 1984 the ALFC had become a federation and, as 
such, the women’s committee of the AFC.57 The success of this affi liation led FIFA 
to once again insist that ‘control is really carried out by the National Association, 
especially with regard to the international activities of women’s football, be this at 
club or national association level.’58 Cumulatively, these events put pressure on FIFA 
to control the large women’s tournaments at a time when it was little interested in 
developing its own. It is not the ALFC alone that forced this change but more likely 
the proliferation of international tournaments, suggesting a general degree of com-
mercial viability regardless of the fi nancial success of each.59

So, as early as 1983 and more frequently by 1984, Havelange was speaking in 
the media about a FIFA-hosted Women’s World Cup, which he indicated would 
be staged in 1985 (then 1986, then 1987; eventually it became the 1988 Guang-
zhou event) and biennially thereafter. There was a meeting in September 1983, for 
example, at which FIFA offi cials outlined the costing and organization of a two-
week Women’s World Cup to be contested in either 1984 or 1985 by eight teams and 
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costing 1,750,000 Swiss francs.60 There was a proposal at the 1986 Congress, but 
this appeared to formalize a situation that had already been agreed to as a precedent. 
It seems that the level of interest in this subject was suffi cient to overcome the more 
conservative elements within FIFA that had made the 1981 report, which is referred 
to in detail in the chapter on England, though it was to take a decade to host a full 
World Cup event. The ALFC may not have had considerable size or scope, but it 
did spur the AFC to host an invitational tournament for women and for the idea of a 
Women’s World Championship to become a commonly referred-to topic thereafter. 
The motion sent by Norway at the 1986 Congress to initiate an offi cial Women’s 
World Cup also included the proposal to gain acceptance as an Olympic sport and 
was supported by Denmark and Iceland.61 The minutes of the Congress in Mexico 
indicates that Ellen Wille ‘suggested that the offi cial report of the General Secretary 
pay in future more attention to Women’s football [sic]. She requested that FIFA do 
more for Women’s Football, particularly as far as refereeing was concerned but also 
in the form of international women’s tournaments. President Havelange thanked 
Mrs Wille for these suggestions but drew attention to the fact that FIFA was already 
dealing with this topic.’62 In 1987 at a meeting with Peter Verlappen, General Secretary 
of the AFC, participants arrived at the conclusion that there was a need for a test tour-
nament for ‘ladies’ that year, followed by the fi rst world tournament the following year. 
The test tournament was to be played by eight teams with four from Asia, the sixteen-
team tournament to include six AFC, six UEFA, two Oceania and two CONCACAF 
teams.63 It is evident from the subsequent correspondence that the second of these 
events was to be a rehearsal for the fi rst offi cial FIFA Women’s World Cup.

Minutes of the 46th Ordinary Congress indicate that the 1986–1988 Activity Report 
was opened by a representative from the Canadian Soccer Association, Fred Stam-
brook, who congratulated FIFA on staging ‘the fi rst international women’s football 
tournament. At the same time he expressed his consternation at the negative im-
plications in some remarks made on women’s football in FIFA News, such as, for 
instance, that it was asking too much of women to use ball no. 5 and that it was in-
tended to reduce their playing time.’64 Both suggestions had repeatedly been debated 
and questions raised about whether women could cope with playing for a full ninety 
minutes with a size fi ve ball, and these remained issues at the fi rst FIFA symposium 
on women’s football, in 1992, after the championships had been held.

In what sense is there justifi cation for seeing the return to China this year as a 
departure rather than a return? For the fi rst time in the history of the FIFA Women’s 
World Cup, in 2007 bonuses (totalling $6 million US) will be paid to the teams, 
with the champions earning $1 million US and those in from ninth to sixteenth place 
earning $200,000.65 As the argument moves on to examine the case-study situation 
across diverse political, social, cultural, geographic and economic examples, ambi-
guity and equivocation remain strong infl uences. At the same time, in the past fi fteen 
years, since the establishment of a Women’s World Cup, comparison of key themes 
and new contexts dusts the mirror a little more in revealing the previously hidden 
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picture of individuals and groups who might constitute an international women’s 
football community. At the core of the argument are two principles of which the 
example of the World Cup negotiations is meant to provide illustration. The fi rst is 
that it is possible to focus too tightly on contemporary developments at the expense 
of understanding how historical forces continue to shape those events. How have 
women players and their (practical and moral) supporters reconfi gured their ideas 
and representations to take account of expanding or contracting markets, changing 
economic conditions and new demands for labour and leisure? What are the specifi c 
challenges to historians of women’s football posed by nationalism and ethnicity? 
The second principle is that women’s football as a leisure pursuit, sport and business 
should not be isolated from a study of the wider trends affecting these issues. What is 
the relation between what we can know about women players in any local situation and 
what we can know about women broadly and comparatively? What are the current 
economic and political relations of world football that affect women players? The 
interconnectedness of these two ideas refl ects intricate patterns both in and between 
countries and sets of countries.
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The Girls of Summer, the Daughters of Title IX
Women’s Football in the United States1

When a girl learns to make a sacrifi ce at home in the same manner as she makes a sacrifi ce 
hit on the ball team, the play programme has certainly made a defi nite contribution. This 
transfer may be hard to secure but not impossible. A girl who plays on any team soon 
learns to respect the rights of others, the opinion of others, and the rules of the game. 
A girl must learn that it is more important to win respect from an opponent than to win 
a game, and that sportsmanship does not end with the playing of the game but carries 
over into all of life’s situations.2

Said the Sporting Goods Journal last year: ‘Sporting goods dealers have suddenly become 
awakened to the fact that there is more profi t in playing for the trade of the ladies than in 
catering exclusively for men.’ The growing participation of women in sport during recent 
years is as striking as the change from bloomers of 1900 to the shorts of 1935. It may 
or may not be an exaggeration to say that women play many games today to be seen in 
costume; but the point is that they play.3

The Olympic closing ceremony in Athens in September 2004 could be interpreted as 
marking the end of a chapter for women’s association football in the United States. 
The US team fl ag-bearer was the triple Olympic medallist Mia Hamm, star player of 
the women’s national soccer team and the professional women’s league (Women’s 
United Soccer Association), twice World Cup champion, fi ve times national player 
of the year and Nike-sponsored icon. The Women’s National Team had won gold; 
a victory that made up in small part for the semifi nal exit in the 2003 World Cup 
(defeated by the winners, Germany, 3–0) in Los Angeles. The following ten-game 
‘Fan Celebration Tour’ served as a last opportunity to see Hamm, Julie Foudy and 
Joy Fawcett in a women’s national team that had transcended sport and had made 
front-page news. Kristine Lilly and Brandi (it’s not about the bra) Chastain also 
toured, though Michelle Akers did not.4 The six had been part an exclusive club 
known as the ’91ers; the team which won the inaugural FIFA Women’s World 
Cup, in 1991, in China. Though Akers retired from international football after the 
US repeated the victory in the 1999 World Cup Final at the Rose Bowl, in Los 
Angeles, she preceded Hamm as the fi gurehead in a team which at that point had 
never placed below third in any of the seven senior women’s events and had won 
two World Cup titles and two Olympic gold medals. The 1999 World Cup fi nal was 
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a record-breaking event, with 93,000 spectators and world-wide TV coverage. The 
twenty women of the US squad were suffi ciently well known to found the WUSA 
professional league in what has been called the most competitive sports market in 
the world shortly after. Perhaps uniquely, Mia, Julie, Joy, Kristine, Brandi, and 
Michelle (along with Briana, Tiffany and Carla) rose to levels of fame with the US 
public which make surnames unnecessary. Had the golden age of women’s football 
in the US lasted a short thirteen years? Perhaps a more important question, what was 
to be the legacy of the 91ers? Would they be consigned to history as the daughters of 
Title IX, ‘not merely great athletes and fi erce competitors, but also the embodiment 
of the benefi ciaries of a federal law’?5

Most commentators would be surprised to fi nd that women’s association football 
has been part of the social and cultural history of the United States of America for 
almost a century. However, ethnographic and historic approaches to the study of 
women’s soccer increasingly indicate this to be the case. The consensus that soccer 
became established in the 1950s as an intramural sport is changing as new evidence 
emerges.6 What is more widely known is that there has been a dramatic increase in 
the number of women players since the 1970s. It is diffi cult to believe that thirty years 
ago there were approximately 50,000 American female soccer players, whereas the 
current fi gure is estimated around 9 million.7

In 1972, Congress provisionally passed the Equal Rights Amendment, though 
its ratifi cation has been an ongoing complicated obstruction. In the same year, it 
passed Title IX of the Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a rela-
tively straightforward commitment to gender equity for federal-funded education 
programmes: ‘No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded 
from participation in, be denied the benefi ts of, or be subjected to discrimination 
under any education program or activity receiving Federal fi nancial assistance.’8 The 
broad application of this led, fi rst, to the 1975 implementing regulations and later,  
to the 1979 Title IX Athletics Policy Interpretation. This introduced the three-part 
test of proportionality, a demonstrable commitment to expanding opportunities and 
a satisfaction of the interests and abilities of the historically underrepresented sex.9 
The correlation between the introduction of Title IX, the broader social and cultural 
change related to it and an increase in both female sport and participation in edu-
cation is compelling: in 1970, one in twenty-fi ve North American school-age girls 
were involved in school sport, whereas by 2006 one in three participated. ‘The ten 
most frequently found college varsity sports for women are in rank order: basketball, 
volleyball, cross country, soccer, softball, tennis, track/fi eld, golf, swimming and 
lacrosse. Soccer exhibits the greatest growth of any sport in the last 27 years. It is 
now offered for women on 88.6% of the campuses while in 1977 it was only found 
on 2.8% of the campuses. Soccer has increased 40 fold since.’10 The wider factors 
that have contributed to the success of women athletes have clearly impacted on the 
development of association football (also called soccer interchangeably here). How-
ever, this is not as straightforward as the fi gures suggest. The subject also includes 
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political lobbying, legal changes, the enforcement of equal-rights legislation in 
education and negotiations with sports governing bodies. It is also worth remind-
ing ourselves that for some commentators the paradigm has shifted so far in favour 
of women that they can now be viewed as ‘creatures of entitlement—the welfare 
queens of the sports world. The fact that portraying these remarkable athletes as 
[such] ... diminishes their achievement never seems to occur to those feminists who 
use them for a political agenda.’11 However, just why soccer has caught the imagi-
nation of female players in the United States and how that enthusiasm has been 
historically produced is particular to football as a sport, a leisure activity and a pro-
fession. That there is now an entitlement under Title IX is clear, but there was little 
evidence of women soccer players queening it during fi eld visits in 1999, 2001 and 
2003, be they the stars of the US National Team and Women’s United Soccer Asso-
ciation or Little League players. Establishing the sport for women in the US has not 
been a history of the handout. Very little has been given that has not been carefully 
asked for, shrewdly lobbied in favour of and defended on behalf of the women’s 
football community. Questions are therefore raised instead regarding whether there 
has been a commitment to, let alone fulfi lment of, egalitarian principles.

The word most used by academics to discuss the history of female participation 
in association football in the US is ‘success’; perhaps a stereotypical American 
aspiration. This seems peculiar because, on an international scale, as a sport and 
administrative entity, it remains a largely male preserve, both in performance and in 
concept. Mark Zeigler, a journalist who has covered the sport favourably over a 
number of years, summed up the range of forces against its success in 2003: ‘WUSA 
folds. Hurricane Isabel. Injuries. Competition from NFL, college football, baseball. 
Aging stars. SARS forces Cup form China. Distractions. The rest of the world is 
catching up.’12 This raises the distinct but related enquiry: can our understanding of 
women’s soccer in the United States be best grasped by focusing on recreational play, 
elite-level international competition or the collegiate system? The obvious response 
is all these and more, not least the extent of co-ed participation, which seems to 
operate under some kind of FIFA radar which picks up high-profi le cases of women 
signing to professional men’s teams.13 The following chapter describes some of the 
formal and informal arrangements, as well as the conceptualization of the game by 
players, administrators and the media during the history of women’s football in the 
United States of America. Casting a net this wide perhaps inevitably leads to more 
holes than connections. Nevertheless, it is diffi cult to share the certainty of Markovits 
and Hellerman regarding the thesis of ‘American exceptionalism’, with regard to 
either women’s participation or the broader case for association football:

Indeed, it has only been in recent years that the national teams of Brazil and Germany 
have joined the United States, China and Norway at the pinnacle of women’s soccer. 
And the reason is obvious: women succeeded precisely in countries where soccer was 
not completely occupied by men, and thus did not fully constitute what we have termed 
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(in our previously published studies on sport) ‘hegemonic sports culture’. Put another 
way, the men’s game did not dominate in the United States, Norway and China at any-
where near the level it has in the countries where the men’s game constitutes the absolute 
core of hegemonic sports culture.14

While agreeing that several aspects of the sport are peculiar to the US case, this anal-
ysis seems epigrammatic rather than encompassing. I take the point that the history 
of men’s participation in association football has to be part of the story (one which 
has been treated more extensively here than in my previous work) and the usefulness 
of ideas of hegemony, questions of periodization and specifi city remain. Is the recent 
rise of female participation such a distinct time in the history of association football 
in the United States? In what ways has women’s soccer ‘succeeded’? Rather than an 
insulated constant, hegemonic sports culture may have a core, but it is rarely abso-
lute. There appears instead to be a series of practices which can accommodate (even 
a considerable) female presence while defending sport as primarily a masculine pre-
serve. The perception of soccer as less macho than American football and ice hockey, 
less authentically naturalized than basketball and baseball, still deals with competing 
masculinities. The dialectic, the processes themselves, may be particularly diffi cult 
to try to capture against which, seeing the growth of women’s soccer as somehow 
socially certain or natural is a too-neat conclusion. As Stephen Hardy has indicated, 
with regard to team sports, ‘the particular forms of any sport, in any historical period, 
are hardly inevitable derivatives of some zeitgeist. They are the products of conscious 
decision making that cries out for more historical investigation. If rulemakers create 
a special product—the game form—that may exist as a commodity, it is also true that 
their product seldom exists in isolation.’15

The early historical period, especially collegiate women’s soccer in the 1920s on, 
raises uncertainty about exceptionality as it is argued that ‘participatory recreation 
almost always superseded the drive for competition over a long period, at least until 
the 1970s.’16 The binary nature of these two forms of play seems overstated. While 
agreeing that there was not the same degree of formal organization and ‘rationaliza-
tion’ of women’s football, it seems useful to examine the forms that women’s par-
ticipation did take. Even though women physical educators may have intended the 
games as recreation, it doesn’t follow that an element of competition was excluded 
or that the primary motivation for participants could be predetermined. We know that 
women’s football attracted some measure of spectatorship and enthusiastic participa-
tion in the 1920s, yet remained relatively uncommodifi ed until the 1970s. The no-
tion that some kind of male ‘soccer vacuum’ inevitably drew in female participation 
and enabled women to achieve in the sport appears to overlook the sense of agency 
most apparent from the evidence. The fi nality of the past tense in the defi nition of 
exceptionalism characterizes the women’s game as uniform, stable and established. 
Female participation at around 40 per cent in the US is astonishing, exceptional and 
worth celebrating, yet even as an enthusiast it seems optimistic to suggest that it has 
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more cultural capital than male aspects of the game and this question of ‘overall 
weight’ for debate in the chapter.

Markovits and Hellerman are not alone in emphasizing a lack of male profes-
sional soccer leagues as relating to female participation. Browsing the web sites of 
serious soccer fans and academics, for example, there is more than a little indigna-
tion about soccer’s less highly masculine and scientifi c appeal than the perceived 
indigenous legitimacy of American football, for example in response to ‘sweepers 
performing domestic chores’.17 Most notably in this line of argument, Sugden and 
Tomlinson contend that ‘It has been convincingly argued that not only is soccer in 
the USA the sport of minority ethnic communities, of the middle-class educational 
institutions—but it is the sport, at its most spectacularly successful level, of women. 
This has caused great problems for the game in gaining acceptance in the still 
so-macho and nativist sports culture.’18 The success referred to appears to be the 
establishment of FIFA-sponsored World Cup and Olympic competitions; particu-
larly the US Women’s National Team’s achievements in these competitions. Before 
this, Germany, Italy, France and Asian women’s organizations oversaw tournaments 
(which eventually led to the creation of a World Cup tournament for women under 
the FIFA umbrella) in which the achievements of women from some traditional 
football countries are much more evident. So how are we to judge success? What 
elements of public sports space have women soccer players historically occupied?

Arguing for a longer periodization and more intricate investigation leads me to 
question the neatness of dependency theories especially, which suggest that a kind 
of soccer void leads to female achievement. Accepting the concept of a core of hege-
monic sports culture and that football constitutes that core in some countries is one 
thing. Extrapolating from a lack of domination of male professional soccer leagues 
in the US sportsscape to female prosperity, without regard to the wider context of 
national and international sports culture, is another big leap altogether. In spite of these 
two fundamental critiques (one over how to measure and demarcate continuity and 
change, the second about whether to focus primarily on micro or macro elements of 
the gendered construction of sport), the argument does offer useful consideration of 
why soccer was a less popular sport for some groups and the processes of absorp-
tion into US culture. Critics of my ‘more questions than answers’ approach will no 
doubt be frustrated by the evidence here which shows both the increasingly visible 
ties between women’s participation and historically remote events often located in the 
private rather than the public domain. Women’s participation in association football is 
not always best viewed as primarily relating to the status of male versions of the sport. 
Soccer has not been ‘completely occupied by men’ since its codifi cation as a sport in 
the nineteenth century and arguably before. By extension, there are also questions of 
consistency across nations. There may be some continuity with the China case study, 
for example, as was suggested earlier, but there is also considerable difference.

Successive male professional association football leagues have been launched in 
the United States since the nineteenth century. The fi rst established league began 
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in 1894 and operated less than a month, perhaps leading to a view that the sport 
struggles to assert itself. The American League of Professional Football (ALPF) 
could hardly be called national and was owned by a group of baseball entrepre-
neurs.19 This ongoing narrative of success-failure in view of the ‘big three and a 
half ’ of American football, baseball, basketball and ice hockey sets a wider frame-
work for the relative underdevelopment of the sport for women in the same de-
cades. The United States American Soccer League (ASL) was formed in 1921, and 
professionals from Scottish, English and Irish leagues made up the majority of the 
players, with the best-known declinee, Dixie Dean, refusing to leave Everton for the 
New York Giants in 1928.20 For some historians of association football, the ‘golden 
years’ of US soccer were the decade of operation of the ASL (1921–1931).21 This 
was fol lowed by several unsuccessful attempts to establish professional leagues 
until the creation, in 1968, of the North American Soccer League (NASL), which 
operated for almost twenty years. A dependence on ‘imports’ also arguably affected 
the image of North American Soccer League. The historic migration of talent has 
led to the perception that later franchises like Major League Soccer (MLS) are pop-
ulated as retirement circuits for foreign stars.22 This is obviously a larger and more 
complex issue related to migration than can be covered here, and because the focus 
is on women’s sport, three elements pertain. The fi rst is the link between traditional 
football countries and postcolonialism, particularly the attempt to set association 
rules as a ‘manly’ sport but less violent than rugby and some perceived indigenous 
codes (American rules, Australian rules). The second are the informal networks 
which formed in the absence of more rationalized structures, and the third is the 
relatively late intervention of the state into matters of women’s health and educa-
tion. For all the theories about an American exceptionalism and a wider rejection 
of the association code, the examples later in this chapter show that individuals and 
groups made particular choices, often for very specifi c reasons. The chapter argues 
a need for a more rigorous connection of overarching theory and the study of those 
individual experiences.

Are we perhaps being led by the rather obviously monumental intention of much 
sport myth-making in wishing to focus on the few at the expense of the many? If, 
as historians of the ‘people’s game’, we are faced with possibly the largest mass of 
participation at competitive and recreational level, in which youth play is facilitated 
by an army of volunteering soccer moms, dads and community coaches, in which 
an increasing number of women are able to achieve an education as well as athletic 
excellence and in which a variety of marginalized groups can compete in a celebra-
tory manner, might we call the current status of association football in the United 
States some kind of an arrival? Though not wholly democratic in its appeal, as for 
example, the number of black and Asian women players (or nonplayers) indicates, 
the weight of opinion favouring the thesis of exceptionalism perhaps requires more 
critical consideration.23 Accepting the achievements mentioned doesn’t also mean 
assuming either that there is only so much to go around or that women are somehow 
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privileged in the US case study, let alone that this somehow damages the image of 
the sport as a whole.

The longer historical view suggests that the antipathy of societal and cultural 
attitudes to female competition in contact team sports, not least among the national 
and international sports administrations, is a continuity which soccer in the US 
shares with other nations world-wide. Markovits and Hellerman’s disquiet over both 
resistance and accommodation of marginalized elements leads them to ask a ques-
tion very pertinent to this study: ‘Why should a world that was created by very par-
ticular social forces and their interaction between 1870 and 1930 defi ne hegemonic 
sports culture?’24 It may well be that some women national-team players are better 
known to the US general public than some male equivalents, even after the success 
of the men’s squad at recent World Cups. It may also be that these very intelligent, 
media-savvy women commentated on national television during the 2002 men’s 
World Cup. However, it does not follow that ‘nowhere else is women’s soccer the 
cultural equivalent of—or even superior to—the men’s game, as it is in the United 
States.’25 There are factors within the international administration of football, in the 
attitude and management of US Soccer, in the mediatization of sport in America, in 
the entertainment marketplace of which sport is an element and in social and cultural 
history that preclude such straightforward explanations. If we were to take profes-
sional sport as the primary indicator of success, US male soccer players are able 
to compete in a very lucrative international marketplace for fi nancially well-paid 
and prestigious careers in professional leagues and World Cup competitions. Elite 
women players, iconized as Nike-sponsored heroines or not, face a quite different 
set of career options.

A history of women’s soccer in the United States would have to include the more 
obvious recreational aspects as well as the competitive elements. The range runs 
from pick-up games to youth leagues, school and college soccer teams, the Olympic 
competitions, the national team and the professional league. That would be a larger 
study—a very welcome book. This case study has space to focus on only two of the  
consequential trends for women’s soccer in the United States: the constantly growing 
base of collegiate female players and elite achievement in international competition. 
The two issues are interconnected in that the current elite women are in the main, 
young, well-educated college students or graduates. Julie Foudy, for example, is a 
veteran of three Women’s World Cups and gave up a graduate career in medicine at 
Stanford to concentrate on soccer. There is admittedly much that this doesn’t include. 
Youngsters can get into soccer through community-based programmes catering to 
all levels of ability using both public school facilities and community fi elds. In this 
way, organized participation develops outside school settings at the same time that 
female recreational and competitive educational programmes are increasingly coor-
dinated within. The institutional development of American football players through 
school and college programmes may, on the one hand, marginalize soccer players to 
the community fi eld and recreational park, but the combination of the participative 
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ethos and the appropriation of the ‘pick-up’ tradition means that it is not unusual to 
see a game where green spaces exist in US towns and cities. As with other case-study 
nations, players I spoke to did not always differentiate between playing for fun and 
playing in a challenging competition but enjoyed both.

The Olympic name perhaps means more to some sections of the American pop-
ulation than the football World Cup tournament. Elsewhere, as FIFA has grown in 
power during the century and the World Cup has become increasingly mediatized, 
the importance of the Olympics to male international football competition has de-
creased compared to, say, club and Confederation-sponsored cups. Over the past 
twenty years, the importance of women’s sport in the Olympic movement has in-
creased, and the women’s Olympic programme has been enlarged in cooperation 
with the respective International Sports Federations and the Organizing Committee. 
Women made their Olympic debut as athletes in 1900, in Paris, but it took until 
1996 for a women’s football competition to be included.26 The global status of the 
‘world’s most popular team sport’ logically depended upon the inclusion of a female 
competition, as FIFA President Havelange, a long-serving member of the IOC, was 
aware. Though now all sports seeking inclusion to the Games must include women’s 
events, FIFA’s characteristic caution in developing women’s competition meant 
that football lagged behind less globally popular sports and disciplines in achiev-
ing full medal status (joined by softball, mountain biking and beach volleyball) in 
1996. The USA won the gold medal in 1996 and 2004 but was beaten in the fi nal by 
Norway in 2000.

The relationship between the Women’s World Cup and the Olympic Games has 
been further cemented as the former tournament serves as a qualifi cation system for 
the latter. So, for example, the seven quarter-fi nalists of the 1999 WWC tournament 
and the host Olympic country in 2000, Australia, were guaranteed a place; a similar 
scenario to the expanded ten-team event in Athens in 2004 and the twelve-team 
competition in 2008 in PR China.27 In this way, the Olympics provide the second 
most important international competition between the quadrennial World Cup tour-
naments for women in terms of creating a television and live spectacle. Until such 
time as confederation and club championships for women are more fully developed, 
Olympic competition looks set to remain signifi cant in the international calendar 
of women’s football. This is particularly pertinent to this case study as the success of 
Women’s World Cup 1999 followed the 1996 Olympic fi nal, which had created the 
largest live audience for a women-only event.28 Considered in this light, the men’s 
World Cup of 1994, the Atlanta Games in 1996 and the Women’s World Cup in 
1999 are key moments in the continuing attempt by FIFA to sell the world’s most 
popular sport to one of the major underexploited markets. In short, Women’s World 
Cup 2003 re-presented soccer as a spectator sport to the United States in the fourth 
signifi cant tournament in nine years.29

Consequently, Women’s World Cup 1999 brought together stakeholders inter-
ested in making this a momentous event for women’s sport in areas of marketing 
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and publicity. The role of US Soccer was, for example, critical as the US Soccer 
Foundation, set up to administer the profi ts from the 1994 World Cup tournament, 
granted a $2.5 million loan to the Women’s World Cup Organizing Committee in 
1997.30 Five of the eight members of the Women’s World Cup board of directors 
had positions with US Soccer, and one with the International Olympic Committee. 
The implications for the international culture of women’s football were potentially 
considerable, but the 2003 tournament was relatively less successful and, if the US 
is the largest commercial market for women’s soccer, then the demise of the WUSA 
professional league just before kickoff all the more depressing. The 1999 organizing 
committee sought to capture large live audiences in mainstream auditoria with an 
ambitiously planned single-sex, single-sport event that would also sell well to the 
media. It built on the Olympic tradition in the United States by making the live and 
televised event sensational, and it adroitly disseminated the opportunity to spectate 
as a family-friendly activity. This grass-roots marketing effectively included many 
who had been excluded from the men’s World Cup in 1994, most notably by the 
pricing policy. The timing was signifi cant for women’s sports generally and for as-
sociation football for women in particular. The implications of Women’s World Cup 
1999 for the international profi le of women’s football therefore went beyond women 
as consumers and producers of soccer in the United States. In this sense, it went 
way beyond the notion of entitlement to puncture some myths about the popularity 
of women’s sport and the popularity of soccer with the American public. This had 
advantages for women who wished to play and caused problems in the subsequent 
marketing of the sport, as some of the negative media coverage of WUSA and the 
2003 tournament indicated.

Perhaps mindful of the ‘so-macho’ and nativist elements, Women’s World Cup 
1999 promotional material used the metaphor of family throughout. This is evident 
in marketing strategies used to promote women’s football in the United States and 
beyond. In conversation with Lauren Gregg (a national team player, the fi rst woman 
full-time national coach to the Under 20s team and the assistant coach of the Women’s 
National Team from 1989 to 2000), we debated whether there was culture-changing 
potential in the cumulative effects of 1996, 1999, and WUSA or whether the shift had 
taken place. Gregg was an assistant coach for the USA at the 1991 FIFA Women’s 
World Cup in China, at the 1995 FIFA Women’s World Cup in Sweden, and she as-
sisted the squad that won the gold medal at the 1996 Olympic Games. At the time of 
our interview, she was head of player personnel for WUSA, responsible for balanc-
ing the composition of American and foreign players in each of the eight franchise 
teams.31

JW How did WWC 99 impact on WUSA?

LG The wheels were in motion long before the WWC 99. Many felt that it was 
central to us being successful. While, in many ways, that is true, I do believe 
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that we have been on ascension for many years with several key platforms 
that ultimately made this possible. If we hadn’t won the World Cup in 1991, 
perhaps, we would not have had women’s soccer in the Olympics fi ve years 
later. Winning the fi rst gold there caught America’s eye ... and yes, WWC 1999, 
what an amazing event. The momentum from that was so important to a suc-
cessful launch in 2001. It helped to catapult our stars and the international stars 
into the public eye. The media ran with it and that served the sport in some 
vital ways. But, as I said, the WWC did not stand by itself. The climb was 
underway and it assured we were where we needed to be.

JW The WUSA draft system has been benefi cial to the play of European players 
(evident in the UEFA Championships). Are there plans to extend the numbers of 
foreign drafts after the 2001 season?

LG We want to establish the best women’s professional league in the world. In 
order to do that, we need to attract and secure the best players in the world. 
Without question, this past year, we had an incredible core of international 
stars. We intend to continue to strive for this standard of excellence through the 
addition of international players.

JW Dan Cox called WUSA a league with ‘culture changing potential’. What 
aspects of US sporting culture has it begun to change?

LG Certainly, it is proving that women’s sports can draw and women can be pro-
fessional athletes. We are in part a product of Title IX, and, in turn, we will 
have a ripple effect as well in the future for women’s sports not only in the US 
but, we hope, around the world. Our goal is to grow the game worldwide and 
show the incredible appeal of the Women’s World Cup in 1999 was not just a 
phenomenon but also a cultural shift. The shift has already begun. It is now 
not only acceptable to be a female athlete but it is admired and revered. That is 
new. But boys and girls will grow up in a world not knowing another way. Boys 
and girls both have role models in female athletes, and the WUSA is providing 
an arena for women’s soccer players to thrive in.

JW What is the greatest barrier remaining for WUSA as a league?

LG Again, I feel one of the greatest challenges of any professional soccer league in 
our country is to sustain it over time.

JW From your other professional experience—what singles out women’s soccer as a 
viable market?

LG It started with the accessibility of our national team. We really reached out to 
the fans, the young people and the country. We told our stories and became 
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vulnerable. We brought people along our journey. Whether it is a male athlete, 
a female athlete, a family, a young aspiring athlete or any young person for that 
matter, people can relate to us because we are so available and willing to share 
our story. Our passion is palpable and contagious. It tells young people you 
can do and be anything. Look at us, we love what we do, we work hard and we 
excel because of it.

JW Will there be a competing league in the next four years?

LG I cannot foresee a league within the US competing directly. Germany, Norway, 
Sweden and China all have very competitive leagues that are developing 
players. Certainly the wonderful difference for us is the fi nancial backing we 
have. That makes an enormous difference and we are fortunate to have the 
investors we do and their belief in what we can accomplish together. Although 
we want our other leagues to push us to be the best we can and vice versa. 
Competition only makes you better. And for sure, we believe there will be 
competition cropping up around the world. And that is exactly what we want. 
We have never grown the game by ourselves.32

As Gregg had been placed in a position to see the elite developments around 1991 
and subsequently, at the professional level, until 2003, the conscious accessibility 
of the national team is a signifi cant theme which could be developed in terms of the 
image and status of the women’s game.

The organizers of Women’s World Cup 1999 had a particular view of the cohort 
of the American public that would be attracted to the event. For example, a grass-
roots Development Director was appointed to tap into a potentially underexploited 
demographic pool to translate the fan base to stadium and television consumers. 
Investors and sponsors were offered a wider spectrum of potential consumer by such 
strategies, and this opened up new relationships, particularly with those companies 
not traditionally interested in sports sponsorship. The phrasing in the excerpt about 
vulnerability and accessibility indicates that, seeking a specifi cally domestic, family-
oriented market, Women’s World Cup 1999 used the success of the US women’s team 
to attract audiences perhaps excluded by other premier events. Of course, the tradi-
tional sport fan may not have been interested in a women’s competition even if the 
World Cup title was meaningful to them. Nevertheless, the athletes of the American 
team acted as eloquent ambassadors and media spokespersons for the tournament. 
White House support for the US team was featured in daily newspapers, and the 
Clintons, honourary co-chairs of the competition, appeared in person to support the 
championship, including at the fi nal.

This twin strategy of appealing to a core fan base of the grassroots participative 
community and differentiating the product from professional male competition ap-
peared to work for the tournament itself and for the launch of WUSA. Building upon 
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the of the success women’s football fi nal in the 1996 Olympic Games, the express 
aim was ‘to make the 1999 Women’s World Cup a breakthrough event before the 
turn of the century to inspire the next generation’.33 The participative element and 
elite endorsement were combined through out the marketing campaign. For instance, 
‘soccer families’ were offered discounted packages of tickets twenty months before 
the tournament began. It is worth remembering that the fi nancial success of 1999 
was in large part due to ticket sales, with estimates of half the total 650,000 tickets 
sold before the spring of that year. In the spirit of familial cooperation, the women’s 
professional basketball league WNBA helped promote the event by publicizing it 
and also by scheduling important matches to achieve minimum overlap.

An example of how one Women’s National Team player passed into United States 
popular culture confounds common-sense logic about the limited appeal of sports 
women in the media, and as commercial properties. By the late 1990s, Mia Hamm, 
the US National Team’s number 9 player, shared the limelight with Michael Jordan 
in the so-called consciousness industries of commercial sporting products and their 
media spinoffs as the second most important Nike-sponsored athlete.34 However, 
as with leading female fi gures in others of these industries, the image of equal but 
different is construed as female athletes, including soccer players, are absorbed 
into these trades. Nike Air Jordan shoes have created a story: The advertising cam-
paigns are in tune with an MTV generation to whom these promotions sell the 
expensive shoe as a symbol of Michael Jordan. Hamm’s image is subtly different 
because, though she too is an aggressive winner at the pinnacle of her career on the 
fi eld, the target market for sales of related gear is more likely to be young girls, their 
soccer moms and dads. So the focus is altogether a more wholesome, less urban, 
and more straightforward personal endorsement. If wearing transcendental-quality 
Air Jordans on the streets is a sign that you would like to be as bad as Michael, 
wearing Nike M9 boots on the pitch signifi es that you’d like to be as good as Mia.35 
As with Lauren Gregg’s summary, the image is of hard work, celebrating effort 
and excelling because of that investment. If Jordan is a larger-than-life brand, then 
Hamm is a very human heroine.

What had changed by 2003? Had the next generation merely grown up and out of 
the game? Given the successful launch of the Women’s United Soccer Association 
franchise, in 2001, an altered public perception of the female athlete appeared to be 
in evidence, as Gregg’s optimism refl ects. Yet this professional league shows how 
women’s sports are now intrinsically linked with culture, commerce and the media, 
not least commercial network television’s ownership of the league. Even so, the size 
and composition of television audiences assumed critical importance for the continu-
ation of the franchise itself. The reason for this is that, in an unprecedented step for 
women’s sport, sales of advertising space became the principal source of revenue, 
followed by sponsorship income and syndication fees. There were a number of com-
mercial, cultural and sporting successes in WUSA’s operating years. Culturally, it 
built upon the historical appeal of the Atlanta Olympic Games and the Women’s 
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World Cup 1999 in Los Angeles in presenting young, female, elite soccer players 
to the American public as worthy of interest in their own right as media stars. The 
draft of United States team members across the franchises supported by foreign stars 
made good sporting sense in terms of the competitiveness of individual games and 
the community focus of the league as whole. The problem of convergence with a 
wider public as an innovative commercial product was to prove a diffi cult one to solve, 
as the responses from Barbara Allen, the fi rst-year chief executive offi cer, to my 
questions as she prepared to leave the role, indicate.

JW What do you feel has been the single most signifi cant achievement of 
WUSA?

BA I feel the most signifi cant achievement was the fan attendance and satisfaction 
ratings. The attendance throughout the season was above the plan projections. 
The satisfaction ratings from fans in exit interviews was extremely positive and 
reinforced that the fan experience was excellent—the quality of soccer as well 
as the overall entertainment/family fun.

JW Could you identify an area which has surpassed your own expectations for the 
league and one which you thought fell short?

BA The area that surpassed my expectations was the signifi cant effort made by the 
players to connect with our fans—I knew the players were willing to work hard 
to reach out, but their willingness to sign autographs and do community events 
was outstanding, beyond what other sports leagues get from their player base. 
We fell short in convincing fans to tune in to the television broadcasts—lower 
ratings that we would have hoped for on a national basis and in the team cities 
with a few exceptions.

JW How would you describe the developing public profi le of the league?

BA World-class soccer played by athletes who are committed to the sport, to the 
fans and to helping young women realize their dreams. I think the women in 
the WUSA have continued what they started as a part of the World Cup and 
the Olympics—they are providing strong role models for women’s sports as 
viable, legitimate sport. The quality of soccer represented in the WUSA—we 
really have the world’s best players as a part of the league playing the world’s 
favourite sport (if not America’s!!).

JW Dan Cox called WUSA a league with ‘culture changing potential’. What as-
pects of US sporting culture has it begun to change?

BA The belief that women are marketable athletes and the belief that soccer can 
be entertaining to a US audience. I would love to help young women believe 
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that there are signifi cant opportunities for women in the fi eld of sports—as 
athletes, as sports marketing managers, as event or operations staff, as referees, 
as coaches—the possibilities are boundless! I think the WUSA will help to 
bring soccer to life, to make it a more popular sport within the US and that the 
WUSA can help promote women’s soccer around the world.

JW What is the greatest barrier remaining for WUSA as a league?

BA Turning a dream into a viable business. Getting the economics to work for 
a sustainable business is very challenging. Startup businesses often have long 
paths to profi tability as do sports leagues. The responsibility will be completely 
transitioned to the new smaller organization.36

As a media product the games drew good live attendances and as a televised 
sporting spectacle they were relatively inexpensive and easy to produce with ele-
ments of skill and chance with a predominantly female cast (though team coaches 
were predominantly male). By the end of the fi rst season the commercial viability 
was challenging, with the league seriously underestimating set-up costs and failing 
to tie in advertisers for extended periods or to obtain repeat contracts with existing 
marketing partners. In sporting terms, the draft was extended to leading scorers and 
other ‘stars’ not necessarily Women’s National Team players. Beyond the mercantile 
aspects, the cultural signifi cance of the league has had a paradoxical legacy so far. 
The League was a great innovation, but the suspension of operations just as Women’s 
World Cup 2003 kicked off meant that a shadow was cast over the tournament. Many 
of the mainstream sponsors for World Cup events had established agreements with 
FIFA, so were consequently under no obligation to promote the women’s game but 
had the right to representation as public relations hospitality. In a situation where few 
sponsors are willing to invest to the same extent as for male sport, this inability to 
cultivate discrete and committed partners for women’s soccer events remains a trial 
for the future of international and professional competition.

Even though relocation of the tournament from PR China at late notice was the 
overriding factor in the relative lack of success of the 2003 competition compared 
to that of the 1999 Women’s World Cup, it produced a resounding media chorus of 
‘I told you so’ which appeared to be relished all the more after the exit of the US 
team in the semifi nals.37 Women’s World Cup 1999 had an ambitious aim and was 
a success. However many front-page articles and programme minutes were eventu-
ally given over to the tournament, the cynicism of sports writers and pundits remained 
bitterly enduring. Before the 1999 tournament, we were told it would never happen, 
and now that it had, we were told it was a one-off. The line went that supporters 
would not continue their interest in events outside the US and then post-Sydney 
because the US National Team were no longer the Olympic gold-medal holders. The 
suspension of WUSA trading shortly before the kickoff of the Women’s World Cup 
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in 2003 seemed to encourage the sceptics, and the momentum of 1999 appeared 
to have stalled.38 Certainly the scale and success of Women’s World Cup 1999 con-
tributed to the impetus for a professional women’s league, drawing on some of the 
marketing techniques that proved so successful in Los Angeles. However, the dif-
ference between a tournament and a league meant that sponsors and supporters that 
participated in 1999 faced a rather more conservative market in the altered economic 
atmosphere after 9/11 in which WUSA was attempting to operate. This said, the infl u-
ence of the 1999 competition on the international confi guration of women’s football, 
and for that matter women’s sport, remains likely to be far reaching.

What, though, of the broader history of women’s participation in association 
football? The tension between North America as the largest developed sports mar-
ket in the world and the perceived failure of association football, most notably in the 
establishment of a permanent professional league, continues to intrigue commenta-
tors. Nathan D Abrams’s response to this is to argue it is marginalized but not ex-
cluded because it is the sport of ‘immigrants, aliens, “outsiders” and youngsters’.39 
Whether women are implied as aliens or outsiders, the apparent popularity of foot-
ball in certain school and universities in the late nineteenth century meant that asso-
ciation rules took a long time to become the mass-participation game which marks 
its reputation today.40 It would be too simplistic to say that where football fi rst 
fl ourished, for example in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, St Louis, Milwaukee, 
and districts of California, as well as in Canadian cities such as Toronto, Mon-
treal and Winnipeg, women’s teams developed, too, though these areas were to be 
signifi cant.41 In 1880 the Canadian Western Football Association was founded in 
Toronto, Canada, by clubs including the 1904 Olympic Champions, FC Galt, and 
this became the Dominion of Canada FA in 1912.42 In 1884, the American Football 
Association was organized in Newark, New Jersey, and some years later, originally 
founded in 1913 as the United States Football Association, the U.S. Soccer Feder-
ation was formed. Due to internal tensions and external rivalries, the organization 
has been known by three different names: U.S. Football Association (1913–1944); 
U.S. Soccer Football Association (1945–1973) and, since 1974, U.S. Soccer Feder-
ation. As the evidence indicates, enthusiastic individuals and groups of like-minded 
educators meant that local association code competitions took place either as one-
offs or over a number of years. From the mid-nineteenth century, as football was 
moving toward codifi cation, large population changes occurred which affected the 
spread of football as a sport. If the US received more than 30 million immigrants 
from Europe between 1820 and 1924, many from Ireland, Italy and other parts of 
southern and eastern Europe, the steamships no doubt helped with the professional 
competition established in the 1920s for men’s teams as well as the 1922 Dick, 
Kerr Ladies tour. What isn’t clear about this tour is whether it was a catalyst for 
women’s football in the US or whether it punctuated an already growing interest. 
If there were teams in Canada in 1922, Frost and Cubberly’s Field Hockey and 
Soccer for Women was published in 1923, and there is evidence of women’s college 



48 • A Beautiful Game

participation from 1924, why is there little evidence of female college football 
before the Dick, Kerr tour?

This period of expansion also correlated with a change in women’s access to 
education plus with political and reform movements. As in Britain, the US factory 
system had a strong cotton-textile industry. Women moved into the paid labour force 
in unprecedented numbers. Between 1867 and 1929 the population of the United 
States grew, the number of marriages increased and the divorce rate rose, so the 
most signifi cant changes to women’s status combined the economic underpinnings 
of companionate marriage and gave women power to retain their own property and 
children if they chose to leave.43 In the fi nal decades of the nineteenth century, Amer-
ican ‘New Women’ were agitating for improved economic, social and political con-
ditions in an era of rapid change, especially regarding popular entertainment.44 This 
made arguments about what kinds of behaviour were appropriate for the female sex in 
sport one of several controversies quite beyond decorum and in a wider debate about 
the defi nitions of American woman and manhood. A better race for the nation meant 
that doctors became most interested in those aspects of women’s lives which threat-
ened reproductive health, and this infl uenced ideas of procreative fi tness and vitality 
as constituting the primary aspect of female adulthood. Birth control, education and 
professionalization, it was thought, could harm women’s fertility and fi tness, which, 
because they were the mothers of the race, became an issue of some importance for 
the whole of society. The Athletic Girl was the focus of much public debate on both 
sides of the Atlantic, and it is in this environment that soccer became established but 
failed to grow to the same extent as fi eld hockey, basketball, golf, tennis or other 
sports for women.45 Celebratory portraits included a sun-tanned or rosy-cheeked 
modern young women whose fi gure and outlook on life were enhanced by regular 
exercise, particularly outdoors.46 Progressive-era activists argued that immigrant and 
working-class youth could learn about self-disciplined teamwork in church leagues, 
welfare programmes, school curricula and settlement tournaments. Consequently, 
soccer was just one of many new ‘healthful’ forms of recreation and certainly not 
the most important. If the superior athletic clubs for women allowed exclusive socia-
bility, working-class girls had to arrange for recreational time in relation to their 
employment and to the availability of space in city and public-school playgrounds.

As the number of women in college grew from 11,000 in 1870 to 85,000 in 1900, 
women physical educators became established in newly created PE departments.47 
Links between higher education and women’s athletic programmes began in the late 
1880s when the Morrill Land Grants Act of 1862 established more than seventy 
‘land grant’ colleges, as they came to be known. These included those which would 
become known as the Seven Sisters (Mount Holyoke Female Seminary in 1837; 
Vassar in 1861; Wellesley in 1870; Smith 1871; Bryn Mawr in 1885; Barnard in 1889 
and Radcliffe in 1893), so-called because they were founded with the express purpose 
of providing higher education for women.48 The Seven Sisters colleges supported 
physical education as part of an ‘all-around’ ethos but sought to protect themselves 
and their pupils from undue controversy by emphasizing participation to the extent 
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of allowing class-based, club and intramural activities only.49 Well-equipped gymna-
siums and playing fi elds were built on campuses, and in 1895 Vassar staged the fi rst 
all-girl track event.50 In the early 1900s Mount Holyoke, Radcliffe, Smith, Vassar, and 
Wellesley, among others, emphasized physical education in their curricula to counter 
claims about the physical incapability of women students. Clearly there were various 
interpretations of the respectability of physical culture involving regimented drills or 
exercises and ‘rough’ activities, including competitive games, as in Europe.

The credibility of ‘refi ned’ as opposed to ‘rough’ games became a wider social 
issue and affected college education because of the association of certain pursuits 
with class identity. Mixed-sex games undertaken in the latest fashionable outfi t for 
fun, fresh air and socializing were considered to be sophisticated, especially if ac-
complished at an exclusive venue.51 These were rarely contact or large-team sports 
and included skills like riding, archery, swimming, tennis, golf and croquet. Late-
nineteenth-century opponents of higher education for women had begun to use pseu-
doscientifi c arguments to suggest that intellectual effort would damage women’s 
reproductive functions. Moderate exercise was especially designed to prevent ex-
ploitation of vulnerable sexuality. Like many other aspects of female emancipation, 
participation in vigorous games was considered by some to be incompatible with 
true ‘womanliness’. Students may not have agreed with the policies, particularly the 
ban on intercollegiate sport, but intramural activities intended to limit competitive 
strain also provided opportunities for physical programs well away from public spec-
tatorship, which may have caused even more criticism. Opportunities may have been 
circumscribed, but a college education allowed time and space for sport, which were 
luxuries many working-class girls did not have. By the late 1920s, women physical 
educators and their allies continued to call for moderate and female-appropriate forms 
of physical culture. However, the number of African American athletes, working-
class participants and, increasingly, young competitive female players challenged 
the idea of the ‘nice girl’ in sport.

During the period of the modernization of sport, roughly from the 1870s to the late 
1930s, we know very little about the cultural ‘sports space’ of female children and 
youths in football, especially street football, as one of many recreational games and 
pastimes. Before this time, Native American women played a form of folk football, 
but more remains to be researched about the purpose and function of this activity 
and the ‘married’-versus-‘single’ games in small communities which appear to have 
continued during this time. However, the early college intramural programs could 
be interpreted as the fi rst games to be recognized as sport or organized recreation 
as the ethos of a healthy body in a healthy mind was borrowed. One of the earliest 
references to women playing football found so far is a small excerpt in The Radcliffe 
Magazine for October 1918:

Radcliffe Athletic Association (RAA)
Madeline Ellis 1915, President
Elizabeth Chandler 1916, Vice President
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Charlotte Bruner 1917, Secretary
Martha Noll 1915, Treasurer

On October 24 the RAA gave a welcome to 1918 in the form of a fi eld day, with 
tennis, football and hockey as the main attractions Edith Parkman, ’17 won the tennis 
championship. On October 29 the hockey team played against Sargent. Radcliffe 3; 
Sargent 6. C.B.52

There is also reference to a student piece called The Beginning of a Football Game, 
seemingly based at Harvard with a description of what reads like a rugby scrum, so 
whether the reference in the excerpt above is to the association code is unclear.53

By the early 1920s women were playing soccer as part of intramural programmes 
and became suffi ciently established to produce books like Frost and Cubberley’s 
Field Hockey and Soccer for Women and the Smith Book of Soccer. Hockey was 
more popular, though both were introduced to the US from Europe at about the same 
time. Like hockey, football was perceived by some woman educators to lead to pos-
sible injury. On the one hand, a case for fairly energetic exercise was made, but, on 
the other, competitive sports which involved some degree of contact were perceived 
as potentially damaging. Ethel Perrin’s foreword to Frost and Cubberly’s book 
opines, ‘There could be no better training for a vigorous and healthy girl than three 
years of soccer, followed by three years of fi eld hockey in the high school. Then she 
will be ready for any form of outdoor sport when she enters college.’54 Ladda has 
suggested that the histories of fi eld hockey and soccer are closely intertwined in con-
nection with college competition but is unsure why a Field Hockey Association was 
founded at Bryn Mawr in 1922 and yet no such organization was created for football. 
Quite why wielding a hockey stick should have been more feminine than playing 
football is still also to be explained while hybrid examples indicate there appears 
not to have been a broad consensus on this. As Perrin notes, in some cases soccer 
is seen as a preparation to the more violent fi eld hockey. Writing in 1929, Marian 
Knighton, a physical educator at New York University, was so much in favour as to 
suggest that football should be ‘compulsory in all of our physical education schools 
for women’.55 Lee has suggested that in the 1930s nearly 60 per cent of colleges that 
took women students had soccer in their physical education programmes.56 What is 
also signifi cant is the effect of the formation of a Field Hockey Association on the 
sport’s increasing popularity, which in turn drew more members to the organization. 
In any case, it appears that intensely competitive play was hampered more by the 
view of intercollegiate competition as undesirable than by the image of the sport 
of football as somehow unfeminine. The administrative structure, rules, regulations 
and policy imperatives surrounding female physical education, however, refl ected 
quite particular social and cultural values in the late nineteenth century. One way 
that women’s football acquired a dubious status in both Europe and the US was a 
link between sport and the Rights question. Whether early women players on either 
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side of the Atlantic were politically motivated or fashionable enthusiasts the very 
early games, be they ‘pick up’ arrangements on campus or set fi xtures, are diffi cult 
to document from sources in the public domain.

There are two elements to the collection of documentation in the various college 
archives that require consideration, though. The fi rst is that the extensive nature of 
the collections entails frustrating search for small reward. The club and intramural 
nature of the games on the one hand means that an oblique reference will be made 
in a letter or student diary to a game which is referred to as football or soccer. This 
makes it diffi cult to assert categorically that it was played according to association 
rules. This might seem to be an overly sophisticated treatment of source material that 
was specifi cally created to be disposable or private. Nevertheless, incidental mate-
rial from college collections has been kept by archivists, and the range of material is 
considerable. The second aspect is consequently a need not to overemphasize college 
participation just because the material is there for the grateful researcher. The par-
ticipation of women outside college in the US in the 1800s and early 1900s is harder 
to describe because many of the games and matches were short lived and transient, 
perhaps played by those without a privileged enough background to have their arte-
facts collected. This is an even more obscure search for less return but a necessary 
one, if only to avoid the assumption that college soccer was the main or only form 
for women in this early period.

A key event as these games were developing was the establishment of a National 
Convention of the American Physical Education Association, in Springfi eld, Mas-
sachusetts, in 1923 which sought to squash competition, especially of the intercolle-
giate kind, as undignifi ed.57 The collegiate system affected subsequent forms of play 
for more than fi fty years. For instance, though women’s athletic programmes pro-
moted the formation of relatively stable teams playing regular competitive matches, 
these were usually ‘interhouse, interclass and intramural’ components of physical-
education provision. The majority of women’s athletics departments (which often 
combined with or stood in place of physical education departments) had little interest 
in intercollegiate team sport which, some held, focussed on the best players rather 
than physical fi tness fostered through egalitarian participation. Some colleges went 
so far as to ban this aspect of competition, so the role of college soccer for women 
was both to incorporate the game into the daily life of the institution and to prevent 
systematic forms of rivalry based on geographic and organizational representation 
(until the early 1970s). It appears unlikely that it was wholly American attitudes toward 
competitive sport which produced an antipathy to women’s football.

This format proved to be signifi cant for the tour of Dick, Kerr Ladies to the 
US and Canada in 1922, as the English team expected that they would play other 
women. It is unlikely that interest from the United States was the only spur for the 
Dick, Kerr tour to the United States as, by 1921, the English FA had declared that 
the game was ‘unsuitable’ for women and banned them from playing on the pitches 
of FA and League affi liates. The ban spread across Britain quickly and prevented 
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the evolution of organized competitive participation in schools and beyond. One 
Scottish newspaper reporting the effects of the ban suggested the female player in the 
United States as a more amenable type than her British counterpart, and this perhaps 
referred to college-based women’s football.

The action of the Football Association in passing a resolution considering the game 
unsuitable for females, would appear to have a good deal of support. Even among women 
generally, the playing of football by the sex is far from being popular ... In America girls 
are not allowed to play unless they have been medically tested and the gymnastic instruc-
tor is always a qualifi ed medical man. The trouble is that the type of woman who wants 
to play football here won’t be medically examined.58

However, at the annual general meeting of the Dominion of Canada Football Asso-
ciation, held in Winnipeg, in early September 1922, the coming arrival of Dick, 
Kerr Ladies was debated and a motion was passed to the effect that ‘We do not 
approve of the proposal of Ladies Football’.59 The minutes of the meeting refl ect the 
same bias against the women’s game as shown in England, and the existing Cana-
dian women’s soccer clubs were banned from competing. Consequently Dick, Kerr’s 
crossed the border into the United States fully expecting to play against female teams 
but eventually played against men’s professional teams.

Wider migration patterns appear to have infl uenced working-class women’s foot-
ball just as they provided the male players for the launch of the American Soccer 
League in 1921. Of course, women moved to the area for industrial work rather 
than football. Some teams that made up the American Soccer League were backed 
by companies such as the Scottish-owned J & P Coats, in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 
which provided work for Lancashire women with mill experience and their families.60 
Consequently, when Dick, Kerr visited in autumn, they expected matches in Canada 
and the United States in front of audiences partly made up of migrant workers from 
Lancashire cotton towns.61 The Pawtucket Times had reported a game played by 
Dick, Kerr against Leeds watched by a crowd of 15,000 a year, before so there is evi-
dence of interest in women’s teams before the tour, but more remains to be found.62 
Matches were arranged in Baltimore, Boston and other New England locales, Chi-
cago, Detroit, New England, New York, Philadelphia, St Louis and Washington, DC. 
In addition to playing against men’s teams from the leading professional league 
of the time in the US, Dick, Kerr also visited, and were aware of, college women 
playing association rules, for example, at two Baltimore colleges particularly. It’s 
unlikely therefore that Smith’s record of women playing from 1924 refl ects the 
fi rst instance, but it does suggest a growth of interest in several institutions of 
college women’s football at around this time. For example, ‘Sports in Women’s 
Colleges’, published in 1932, mentions Mount Holyoke’s introduction of soccer 
to complete the fall outdoor program, and ‘Athletic Activities at MHC’ notes that 
soccer was initiated on campus in 1924/1925.63 A note in the same collection states 
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that the Fiske-Harrington award, established in 1983/1984, was named after two 
members of the class of 1926 who were active in soccer.64

What neither the Smith nor Mount Holyoke examples show is why Dick, Kerr 
didn’t play against existing US women’s teams. Given the Dick, Kerr form of com-
petition before the 1921 FA ban on Football League grounds and clubs affi liated to 
the Association, perhaps the organizers hoped to use football in the United States to 
present the team to a new audience in a professional or semi-professional context. 
That is, having been used to playing in front of large crowds on the grounds of 
professional teams until December 1921, the team was undertaking an experiment in 
replicating that format in the US even if it meant playing against men’s professional 
teams. This is speculation, as it isn’t recorded either in the press or in the private 
collections what the intention was. However, it was allowed and apparently jointly 
promoted by Mr Zelickman, a representative of the United States Football Associa-
tion, which was in turn perhaps keen to distance themselves from the Dominian atti-
tude. It is indicated that the USFA were hospitable to the point of replacing Zelickman 
with Mr Barnall for the remainder of the tour when the accommodation was less than 
pleasant.65 It may have been that the popularity of association rules was new enough 
for college girls to be learning the sport but not yet up to Dick, Kerr standards, but it 
also shows the fame of the team and a point on sporting nationalisms.

The invitation to the Preston team does not appear intended to show the limits 
of American women’s soccer or to expose college women to extremely competitive 
matches against working-class women. Instead, a kind of gentlemanly exhibition 
format involving guest elite women players and professional teams ensued. Again 
it suggests the need to resist projecting current attitudes onto historic events. The 
matches appear to have been well supported at between 10,000 and 45,000 spec-
tators, with considerable numbers of women taking advantage of cheap entrance 
fees to attend. Were this to take place today, the media coverage can only be imag-
ined; as we are in a post-‘battle-of-the-sexes’ age it would perhaps tend toward the 
unedifying. In contrast, an elegant balance of competition, spectacle, (male and fe-
male) gentlemanly sporting conduct and lively spectator support appears to have 
been arrived at.

One of the points raised by the tour is the wider presentation of the team to the 
live and mediated sporting audience. The crowd and hospitality in New Bedford, Fall 
River, and Pawtucket, Rhode Island, were especially noteworthy, as was the number 
of women attending as spectators at all the games. For example, 45,000 spectators at 
the Philadelphia Baseball Ground saw Florie Haslam, Jennie Harris, Molly Walker 
and Lily Parr win against an American Olympic Women’s Relay team before kickoff, 
and media interest in Lily Parr was considerable.66 The tour lasted nine weeks, and 
Dick, Kerr played against some professional players and otherwise reasonably good 
league teams, so the experiment was held to be a success though some of the wins 
have been described as victories for gallantry. They opened with a 6–3 loss to the 
Paterson Silk Sox F.C. but drew with the J & P Coats and the Fall River Marksmen 
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and defeated the New Bedford Whalers.67 The press reports are delicately phrased, 
and the change in tone across the three following excerpts is notable as the tour 
progressed:

Jauntily togged out in light athletic suits familiar to the followers of soccer football, the 
women, bobbed hair held in restraint by outing caps, trotting out on the fi eld shortly 
before 4 o’clock to the tooting of horns and wild acclaim of the crowd. Winning the toss, 
the women kicked off and displayed expertness in the free, open style of play which dis-
tinguishes the English from the more aggressive and somewhat rougher yankee tactics. 
Sweeney of Paterson made the fi rst try for goal and Fullback Lee failed in a display of 
backheeling. Mlle Carmen Pomies of Paris, champion javelin thrower for 1920 and the 
only ‘foreigner’ in the team was goalkeeper and saved the situation. The Jersey forwards 
for a time adopted the policy of constantly feeding out to the ends and this kept the 
women on the run, winding several. Jennie Harris, at inside right, and the smallest of all 
the players, soon showed herself to be the speediest. Her passing was splendid and the 
way she followed up would put many a veteran male to shame. The other outstanding 
fi gure among the English girls was Lillie [sic] Parr at outside left. Her driving from the 
wing and the accuracy of her shots left little to be desired.68

A record crowd of soccer fans will undoubtedly witness the exhibition game between the 
Dick, Kerr International Ladies Football Team of England and the J & P Coats team of 
the American Soccer League at Coats’ fi eld on Saturday afternoon. Nearly 5000 tickets 
have been sold to date, and it is believed that the attendance will go over 10,000. The 
visiting aggregation is much different than others that have played in exhibition games 
here ... the game played by the women was remarkable from the fact that the team had 
been off the ship only fi ve hours when it took to the fi eld ... The game at Paterson last 
Sunday was a revelation to soccer fans in that vicinity and expert soccer writers for New 
York papers were loud in their praise.69

Dick Kerr’s team of English women soccer stars played a 4–4 tie with the J & P Coats 
team at Coats’ Field Saturday afternoon before a crowd that was lined 10-row deep 
around the confi nes of the fi eld. Balmy weather and the unique attraction of seeing in 
action the fi rst women’s soccer eleven to invade this country were contributory factors 
to one of the largest attendances ever witnessed within the enclosure. At least 9,000 wit-
nessed the contest. The bonny girls, clad in regulation uniforms, were no real match for 
the Coats eleven and yet they succeeded in outwitting the team to the extent of pulling 
out a tie. It was clearly evident from the start of the contests that the home men, with 
commendable chivalrous intent, were out to annex no more goals than was absolutely 
necessary. Easy scores were forfeited through the employment of devious tricks such as 
booting the ball over the net of offside [sic]. Yet Coats intended to win, perhaps by one 
or two scores. In the last few minutes of time, however, the girls played brilliantly and 
on Miss Parr’s lift led by a 3–2 count. Just before the end of things Gallagher netted the 
ball for the last home tally. Whether or not the Coats could have run up a big score is im-
material, as the vast crowd seemed perfectly satisfi ed with the termination of the game 
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and gave the girls a great ovation. The contest was one of the biggest attractions ever 
staged on Coats Field. When the girls’ team ran out ... a battery of cameras were trained 
on the black and white fi gures [sic]. Every fan stretched his neck to get his fi rst glimpse 
of the team that has conquered the best in Europe and is over here to garner further lau-
rels. The girls were real business-like and did no more posing than was required by the 
persistent photographers. After the shooting of two group pictures, the members fell to 
booting the ball around by way of getting in trim. Many of the girls discarded their caps 
at this stage and disclosed tresses bobbed in the prevailing fashion.70

The degree of coverage of which the three excerpts are a small range indicates that 
the events caused considerable media and spectator interest. What remains unclear 
is the process of casual games for children and youths, recreation and competitive 
matches and the blend of participation and camaraderie that is evident in the scrap-
books of the British and French players of this time. The matches took place in 
a ceremonial atmosphere, with local dignitaries in attendance. Teams were accom-
panied out on to the pitch, half-time entertainment was provided and the games were 
followed by civic receptions. Distance may have lent a more accepting attitude to-
ward women players. Nevertheless, the free choice of supporters in opting to attend 
games rather than participate in another leisure activity was part of the construction 
of a reciprocal relationship which linked players, albeit foreign female guests, with 
the host community.

Alice Mills left England for the United States immediately after the 1922 Dick, 
Kerr’s tour, and her extended family settled mainly in Konch, Massachusetts, and 
Pawtucket, Rhode Island. With the passing of the 1921 Immigration Act, for the fi rst 
time numerical restrictions were placed on immigrants of each nationality, and the 
link between the life in the US glimpsed by the players and the life back at home 
looked perhaps more diffi cult. Many of the women at Dick, Kerr (known by then 
as English Electric Ltd) lost their jobs at the factory after returning from the tour 
in 1923, though a celebratory dinner was hosted by the fi rm at which the prized 
possession of a football signed by President Harding was photographed along with 
some of the players. It’s diffi cult to know whether the tour harmed women’s football 
more than it helped it because, while spreading the word abroad, Dick, Kerr were 
notable by their absence at home. Following their return, women’s football became 
less spectacular, though players still moved to join the team.

Some left, as in the case of Alice Mills, since, having begun work at twelve in 
the textile mills of Preston, it was relatively easy to fi nd work as a weaver in the 
mills of Pawtucket. Her extended family continues to live in the Massachusetts/ 
Pawtucket area, and though she retired from football when she married in 1925, 
her daughters, twenty-two grandchildren, and twenty-six great grandchildren have 
continued the soccer tradition in the family. As a mother of six, who was joined 
by mother, brother and sisters (she was the eldest of fi ve), Alice found the oppor-
tunity to visit the States in 1921 to be life-changing on several levels. It is perhaps 
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unsurprising therefore that, into the 1940s and 1950s in the Pawtucket region, we 
fi nd college teams playing local women (the Pawtucket Rockets), some of whom were 
in their thirties and forties. Is it too much to hope that a retired ‘World Champion’ 
was among them?

However, though the tour was signifi cant in these ways, it did not lead to a level 
of rationalization or spectator support of women’s football for some considerable 
time. While some of the great rivalries of male college sport were well established as 
annual fi xtures, the women’s colleges preferred a sisterly athletic isolation.71 Instead, 
during the fi rst six decades of the twentieth century, women’s collegiate soccer was 
primarily gym class, informal pickup games and college intramural competition.72 
Nevertheless, the emerging sources support a view that it was enthusiastically taken 
up across women’s colleges in the 1920s. The complexity of the various interest 
groups and the politics involved are such that it would be possible to write exten-
sively about college women’s soccer alone. A starting place for those wishing to do 
so would be Shawn Ladda’s thesis, which broadly looks at the history from the mid-
1970s until the mid-1990s. The concluding comments in particular set a research 
agenda which focuses upon the need to collect and commemorate, particularly oral 
testimony. I couldn’t agree more.73

Though records in some of the college archives are incomplete, much of the early 
documentation regarding sporting activity comes from these elite institutions. As 
Tony Collins has argued, there was sometimes variance around rules, competition 
and practices that it is unwise to overlook from the vantage of the relatively fi xed 
codifi cation we understand today.74 For example, there are indications that the mix 
of fi eld hockey and soccer in early intercollegiate team games in the 1920s had rules 
which used either the corner kick and eighteen-yard box of Association football or 
an adaptation of fi eld hockey rules for taking corners in which defensive players 
would stand behind the end line while attacking players would stand behind an arc, 
and, once the ball was struck, players could enter the semicircle. In the end, the host 
institution decided which rule to adopt. There were other variations of this, from 
allowing women to use their arms rather than chesting the ball, to preventing head-
ing and reinforcing the use of leather shoes rather than boots, some of which appear 
made for reasons of appropriateness for women and others because of familiarity 
with a particular set of rules.

In 1924, soccer started at Smith under the Athletic Association, which oversaw 
interhouse and interclass sporting events. The following year, soccer was listed in 
the course catalogue as an option for fulfi lling Physical Education hours, which 
were required for fi rst-year and sophomore students but available as electives for 
juniors and seniors. In 1932 the fi rst annual (all-male) faculty-versus-all-Smith soc-
cer game was held; the students won 2–0. As the Soccer Record Book documents, 
the sport’s popularity at Smith grew over time.75 In the 1930s, Mount Holyoke had 
a faculty team in soccer-speedball, though the precise rules are unclear. In a less-is-
more way of recording this, Mildred Howard tells us that ‘soccer had for some time 
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been played on Pageant Field below the amphitheatre. An Important event was the 
faculty-student game which was usually won by the faculty [sic].’76 The same docu-
ment notes that in 1939, three fi eld hockey/soccer fi elds were constructed on cam-
pus. A history of the PE Department notes ‘speedball substituted for soccer’ in 1934 
but also notes the soccer fi eld construction above the upper lake in 1939. Whatever 
the rules, the heartfelt description of playing the game by Margaret Broadbent does 
give a good idea of what taking soccer at school was like, and it is recognizable in 
form to the game as it is played today:

Soccer certainly is a puffi ng sport. I was playing forward and because the half-back did 
not seem to be doing much, I thought that maybe the forward was supposed to do some 
guarding. Therefore I wore myself out racing up and down the fi eld chasing my forward 
opponent. It was terrible. I like soccer though, now.77

That was perhaps fortunate, as a letter in the same month reports, ‘We are required 
to take some Fall sport. I’ve got soccer Mon; Tues and Wednesday [sic] at four 
and, yes, today I donned my bright red gym outfi t after lunch and wore it to my 
organ lesson and Psych [sic] classes (absolute necessity). They certainly are trim 
and attractive.’78 In that sense, the element of privacy afforded by a lack of inter-
collegiate competition may well have enabled experimentation with composite or 
hybrid games, played in gym outfi ts, which appear to have been mainly based on 
association football rules.

However, the effect of this amateur ethos on limiting competitive activities for 
women was considerable. Proponents favoured the organization of ‘play days’, de-
signed at once to enable two or more institutions to participate but in which all teams 
were mixed with players from all attending colleges. The infantilized title is perhaps 
less signifi cant than the emphasis on team play, collaboration and healthy recreation 
rather than on the overexertion which representative competition might bring. An 
even more polite form of direct/indirect athletic event came with telegraphic com-
petition, where each college would perform at, say, bowling or swimming over an 
agreed set of criteria and then would compare results with other participants by tele-
graph. The competitiveness and commercial aspects of men’s intercollegiate sport 
were therefore contrasted with ‘A sport for every girl and a girl in every sport.’ It was 
not just that it was unladylike to compete but that it was morally superior to resist 
focussing on better performers. This reticence was to last until the 1960s and was 
reinforced. By example, the National Amateur Athletic Federation (NAAF) in 1923 
adopted a resolution that amounts to ‘sport for all and not the few.’ That this tradition 
was by and large not wider public knowledge is indicated by a writer in favour of the 
British style of sport in a 1930s article assessing changing trends:

Soccer has had a fast and steady increase quite uninterrupted by the Depression. 
But the fastest growing ball game is softball, a game offi cially less than one year 
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old ... A manufacturer who is forced to keep his eye on the ball lists these as the ten 
fastest growing sports in the United States at the present time:

 1. Softball
 2. Badminton
 3. Soccer
 4. Squash games
 5. Archery
 6. Polo and horses
 7. Ping–pong
 8. Trap shooting
 9. Horseshoes
 10. Tennis

Notice that in each sport in the list above except soccer women participate actively. One 
explanation of the growth of playing sports in this country over the past fi ve or ten years 
is the increased participation of women who thirty years ago played few games, and 
those indifferently.79

In contrast, the Smith Sports Book—Soccer (1924–1979) has the following train-
ing rules which, apart from the lack of studded (or cleated) boots and some sturdy 
underwear, do not look too out of place today:

Leather shoes must be worn with light sole and fl at heel, no sneakers.
Middies and bloomers are also worn.
Running-minimum of 5 minutes preferably on grass except on practice days-should 

be taken in the morning.
Sleep-8 hours beginning not later than 11 pm.
5 minute daily rest recommended, relax completely.
6 glasses of water between meals.
Coffee at breakfast only, no tea at night.
Eat moderately, discretion on game days.
Nothing between meals except fruit, milk drinks, plain ice cream.80

Cubberly, writing for Spaldings Athletic Library in the 1930s and advocating soccer 
as a female appropriate sport, stressed the same cheap fl exibility that had made the 
game popular in a variety of settings for very different participants:

 1. It is easy to learn and to coach;
 2. It has health values;
 3. It is not dangerous for girls;
 4. It is an inexpensive sport;
 5. It is a team game and involves sportsmanship.81

There is much to support his view from very different sources. The notable exception 
to this educational base for women’s football was the establishment of the welfare 
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programme, in the 1930s, of the International Ladies Garment Workers (ILGWU), 
including sports such as baseball, basketball, bowling and soccer.82 At the height of 
its power, in the 1930s and 1940s, it was one of the most numerically important 
(with more than 250,000 members in fi fty-two cities) and progressive unions in the 
United States and was supported by Eleanor Roosevelt. Another community league 
was established in 1951 by Father Craig of St. Matthew’s Parish of North St. Louis. 
The Craig Club Girls Soccer League consisted of four teams and played for two 
seasons. This early but limited growth of association football on college campuses, 
at high schools and in working-class organized leagues is a key element of the cur-
rent mass participation in the United States as games for children, particularly school 
sports, become the recreation of young adults and perhaps the competitive athletic 
choice of more working women than has hitherto been discussed. Issues of resource, 
including the time and space to play, train, prepare and socialize, may be solved 
more easily in these environments.

College competition in that late 1950s and early 1960s hosted by Canadian 
institutions focussed upon Bishops University, Mc Donald University and Mc Gill 
University, competing against Johnson State College, Castleton State College and 
Lyndon State College in the US. Though for reasons very different from those that 
affected the situation in England, there seems to have been a period of early activ-
ity followed by what could be described as a decline or a stasis in growth and then 
a rapid increase in interest during the 1970s and after. It remains to be debated more 
widely whether this pattern is seen as primarily a discontinuous one, but it would 
seem that there is a need for more research rather than assuming that it is. Whatever 
position on this is taken, the pattern does broadly appear in the English, US and Aus-
tralian case studies and more briefl y in the case of China. Since the 1970s, there has 
been a United States version of the ‘fastest-growing-game-for-females’ argument 
that runs along the lines that football became the second favourite participatory team 
sport in the US behind basketball and in front of baseball by some way (though not if 
baseball and softball are combined for all age groups), especially in youth cohorts.83 
Without wishing to tie all women’s athletic achievement to Title IX, this legislation 
has been a major factor in the growth of women’s college soccer. Although its imple-
mentation was delayed for years and has been contested since, it has resulted in a sig-
nifi cant increase in the number of young women in athletic programs, though it has 
caused problems for women coaches. This has not been a straightforward process, 
however, and the myths around masculinities and femininities in sport are enduring; 
as commentators have memorably said, ‘Sport is a very prominent social institution 
in almost every society because it combines the characteristics found in any institu-
tion with a unique appeal ... sport may be integrative at the higher political levels, 
it has not been so at the interpersonal levels of gender and race. The inequality that 
characterizes society’s relations of gender and race is found in sport as well.’84

Nevertheless, since the 1970s, Association Football in the United States has 
emerged as a female-appropriate game in that it is physical yet not necessarily 
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involving violent body contact, athletically demanding but not requiring exceptional 
size, bulk, or upper-body strength. It now stands as an acceptable outdoor female 
team sport which is often used to ‘balance’ male collegiate American football pro-
grammes. Title IX, whatever its intention, in a direct way addressed two of the most 
damaging stereotypes of the place of sport in our societies. The principle of Title 
IX was to question a fi nancial assumption, made before 1972, that women are not 
interested in or able to have careers in sport so that therefore what opportunities there 
are should not be wasted on individuals likely to give up sport for marriage and a 
family.85 Critics of statistical proportionality quite rightly show that some institutions 
have withdrawn male minority varsity sports, while others have taken the regressive 
step of cutting entire men’s (and women’s) programmes. To use this reactionary re-
trenchment as the most fundamental critique of the principles at stake is to miss the 
point by a country mile. The abandonment of individual and programmatic provision 
is the choice of institutions and administrators, not the purpose of Title IX.

When women’s soccer became a varsity rather than an intramural sport, the pro-
cess of change appears to have been specifi c to the institution and subject to con-
siderable negotiation. Consequently, college soccer programs for women began 
to be established from the mid-1960s and combined over a period of time with the 
increased entrance of girls into recreational sports initiatives, which in turn provided 
the potential talent for the new college teams. Around the mid-1960s, Castleton 
State College, in Castleton, Vermont, had a varsity soccer team, for example. There isn’t 
space here to equivocate about when and how individual institutions gave or witheld 
varsity status. What seems to have happened are two main processes of attaining var-
sity status which remain to be developed and debated by future researchers in de-
veloping a more thorough understanding of women’s college representative teams.

At one end of the continuum, individual football enthusiasts formed club and 
intramural teams which attracted more players and became increasingly serious in 
their preparation to a point at which it discomfi tted the institution not to award var-
sity status. At the other end of the scale, much less in evidence from the colleges 
researched here, college administrations provided chances for varsity play in soccer 
as one of many other opportunities and, as such, pre empted and possibly fostered 
student interest. At Brown, for example, archive accounts suggest that the transition 
seemed relatively easy, fairly speedy and brought considerable success. After 
several unoffi cial seasons, the women’s soccer team, coached by Dom Starsia since 
1973, won two of fi ve games in its fi rst varsity season in 1975. The 1976 team fi n-
ished 7–1, losing only to Yale, and the 1977 team, the fi rst coached by Phil Pincince, 
improved on that with a 13–1 season and lost only to Lake Champlain College in 
the fi nal round of the Castleton State Tournament. Brown hosted the fi rst women’s 
Ivy championship in 1978 and came in second, Harvard beating Brown to win the 
fi rst Eastern Regional championship in 1979. Pincince’s teams won the Ivy League 
championship in 1980 and every year from 1982 through 1990, tying with Princeton 
in 1982 and with Cornell in 1987.86



The Girls of Summer, the Daughters of Title IX • 61

This relatively smooth transition also seems to be the case at Smith. The Smith 
Soccer File in the Dunn papers at Smith contains correspondence between 1985 and 
1991. Two letters are to Dunn thanking her for her support of soccer at Smith. There 
is a memo from Dunn regarding Smith’s participation in the NCAA Women’s Divi-
sion III National Collegiate Soccer Championship, followed by a letter of con-
gratulations to the varsity players regarding their win in that event and also a letter 
of congratulations to the soccer team coach for being named coach of the year in 
1986.87 However, Penn State, which now competes in the Big Ten, took more than 
ten years to change women’s soccer from club to varsity level. At one point it was 
orphaned within the school as the Sports Clubs Offi ce longer provided adequate 
support and the Athletic Department hadn’t yet adopted the club. The team had to 
fund-raise to travel throughout Pennsylvania and the Northeast, with little money for 
food or lodging. In this time the team competed against varsities with full staffs and 
administrative assistance but had no paid coach and no scholarships. Title IX was 
useful in cases like this, in pressing for opportunities where a demonstrable need and 
interest were made evident by students and staff looking to challenge themselves in 
an increasingly competitive environment.

By 1981, there were between 50 and 100 college programmes in women’s soc-
cer, plus club teams, and around that time Betty Ellis became the fi rst female offi cial 
hired by the North American Soccer League. In 1983, Jan Smisek became the fi rst 
woman to be awarded a coaching licence with the United States Soccer Federa-
tion (USSF). The University of North Carolina (UNC), coached by Anson Dorrance, 
immediately took a commanding position in the women’s college game: The 1981 
tournament had been held by the Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for women 
(AIAW), and 1982 saw a takeover of national collegiate competition by the National 
College Athletic Association (NCAA), along with other changes in women’s sport. 
North Carolina and the University of Connecticut are the only two teams to have 
been invited to the tournament every year since its inception. Of the fi rst twenty 
NCAA championships, sixteen were won by UNC, including nine consecutive years, 
from 1986 to 1994.

By 1982, collegiate women’s football had entered the yearbooks of the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association. With a 29 per cent increase in the number of NCAA 
member institutions sponsoring women’s intercollegiate varsity programmes in 
1983, the largest percentage increase since the transition from the Association for 
Intercollegiate Athletics for Women to the NCAA, the scale of interest became 
apparent. In 1981 there were 521 men’s college teams and 77 women’s. By 1990 
the fi gure for women’s team was up to 318; nearly 40 per cent of the total. Teams 
for men also grew in number, from 521 to 569, and were found at 69 per cent of 
institutions. Unusually, by 1999, there were 790 women’s teams in the NCAA and 
only 719 men’s. Women now had a choice of almost 80 per cent of colleges, while 
the percentage of schools offering men’s teams remained steady at 70 per cent. This 
growth affected all divisions, not just the smaller colleges, and, while the number 
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of NCAA colleges had grown to more than 1,000 during this time, many programs 
were not in full compliance with Title IX, even by 2000. As women’s college soccer 
grew, through the 1990s, tournaments steadily grew in size, culminating in the 2001 
expansion of the Division I tournament to sixty-four women’s teams, compared to 
thirty-two for the men. Leading centres emerged, such as Central Florida, George 
Mason, Connecticut, Santa Clara, Notre Dame, Portland, UCLA and Penn State, in 
addition to North Carolina.

However, the Knight Commission, Keeping Faith with the Student Athlete: A New 
Model for Intercollegiate Athletics (1991) sought to address some of the most funda-
mental abuses of the intercollegiate model.88 Though these wider concerns remain, 
they appear not to affect women’s soccer to the same degree as other sports.89 The 
situation is complicated because of the various types and size of colleges, constitu-
ent members of a range of organizations including the NCAA, the National Asso-
ciation of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) and the National Junior College Athletic 
Association (NJCAA). Outside educational institutions, there appears to have been 
a rise in the number of organized soccer leagues for children, including the Ameri-
can Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO), United States Youth Soccer Association 
(USYSA) and the Soccer Association for Youth (SAY), alongside the pastime recre-
ational element. Elsewhere, the development was evident in a wider growth at youth, 
high school and college levels. By 1980, the growth in youth soccer was already 
dramatic, with almost 900,000 youngsters participating. At the high school level, 
participant growth was no less dramatic. In 1976, barely 10,000 girls played in high 
school, less than 10 per cent of the total. By 1990, this had changed; girls constituted 
a little more than a third of the total 122,000 youth participants. The increase in the 
number of girls playing in organized and competitive leagues is most signifi cant in 
North America, therefore, because it combines mass participation with a means of 
identifying and developing elite potential which may enable an individual to go on 
to a college scholarship. So, as the brief historical summary indicates, there was an 
established tradition of women’s participation in soccer well before Title IX, but the 
form and volume of female play has changed considerably in the past three decades. 
However, this is not an isolated trend. For example, one of the questions raised by 
the co-ed tradition is whether soccer is part of a growing social movement that sees 
the joint involvement of men and women in sporting activities.90

Because the competition structure at the intercollegiate level is roughly deter-
mined by a balance of teams, this attempt at operational equivalence may predomi-
nate over the geographical proximity of teams, so that, in previous seasons, New 
Jersey has been incorporated into the Central region. Until around 1995, the com-
petition regions could be defi ned as Northeast, South, West and Central. There are, 
and have been, a number of general and specialist organizations that have had an 
interest in intercollegiate athletics, women’s sport and soccer which have helped to 
form the current shape of the varsity intercollegiate participation. Within intercol-
legiate athletics, for example, there were several governing organizations to which a 
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college or university selected membership depending on the institution’s ethos, and 
the three active organizations have already been referred to earlier as the NAIA, 
the NCAA and the NJCAA. From 1971 to 1982, the Association of Intercollegiate 
Athletics for Women (AIAW) had as its aim specifi cally the purpose of promoting 
and administering women’s athletics. In 1982, its remit passed to NCAA, founded 
in 1905 to govern men’s intercollegiate activities, but there remains divided opinion 
about how enthusiastically this agenda has been embraced. Some of the smaller 
institutions especially see their interests better served by the NAIA. There are then a 
range of organizations solely interested in soccer, not necessarily solely for women. 
The Intercollegiate Soccer Association of America (ISAA) was founded in 1922 to 
promote intercollegiate competition, the National Soccer Coaches Association of 
America (NSCAA) represents all levels of coaches founded in 1941 and the fi rst 
established organization for intercollegiate women’s soccer that has so far been iden-
tifi ed was founded in 1978 as the New England Women’s Intercollegiate Soccer 
Association (NEWISA).

Given the enormous success of the Women’s National Team at the dawn of the 
twenty-fi rst century, the team had very modest beginnings. Nor has that success 
been easily won or steadily supported. Unlike the European examples, rather belat-
edly women fi nally made their mark in the club scene, with older women want-
ing to continue playing after college in women’s clubs and leagues becoming a 
major part of the United States Amateur Soccer Association (USASA). It was not 
until 1985 that the fi rst women’s national squad was formed. In 1985 the United 
States Olympic Committee and USSF hosted the fi rst Olympic festival for women’s 
football, in Louisiana. Regional players were sent to this festival, where a national 
team was selected; the roster included Enos, Boyer, Orrison, Bender and Wyant, 
for example. There was little practice time, few resources and basic travel conditions. 
The press didn’t even notice. The season consisted of a trip to Jesolo, Italy, where 
the US played four games, losing to England and Italy but obtaining a draw with 
Denmark. However, there were some signs of the history to be made later as the fi rst 
goal scored by the US team was by a young collegian from University of Central 
Florida named Michelle Akers-Stahl. This team disbanded after that series, to be 
reformed the following year with Anson Dorrance as National Team coach. The 
more professional coaching regimen, combined with improved selection of talented 
players, including many from North Carolina, saw a victory in 1986 at the fi rst 
North America championship with a 2–0 win over Canada. Joining Akers-Stahl 
were April Heinrichs and the NCAA’s Debbie Belkin. The improvement at the elite 
level was dramatic, and in the same year the fi rst NCAA Division III women’s 
soccer championship was held in New York, with the University of Rochester as 
victors.

In 1987, the USA Women’s National Team really became recognizable as the 
force that it was in 1999. Joy (Fawcett) Biefi eld, Kristine Lilly, and Carin Jennings 
joined, as did the youngest woman to play for the US national team, a fi fteen-year-old 
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named Mariel ‘Mia’ Hamm. The schedule was more challenging, too, with tours 
of Taiwan and China plus their fi rst wins against future elite opponents China and 
Norway. The year 1988 saw the international debuts of Julie Foudy and Shannon 
Higgins, but the lack of a full-time team with regular practice took its toll. Once 
again, the team was together only briefl y in preparation for competitions in China 
and Italy. European and Asian continental championships had proved a mild incen-
tive; there was limited offi cial interest in the unendorsed women’s championships, 
with the exception of WINS and other US-based tournaments called internationals, 
as discussed in the Introduction. The United States National Team outlook was very 
much focused on offi cially-sanctioned tournaments, which, as we’ve seen, became a 
feature of the sport only in the 1990s. However, for domestic participation, 1988 saw 
the fi rst NCAA Division II championship in Florida, the establishment of an USSF 
under-twenty women’s national team that would prove to be vital in developing the 
squad in the next decade, and the inaugural award of the Herman Trophy to the best 
female Division I player. In 1989 and 1990, the women’s team, like the men’s squad, 
was hastily assembled for tournaments or friendlies with little practice time. With 
no overarching purpose, the teams lost focus and were disheartened by the lack of 
success at tournament levels.

During this lean time for the national team, the main story to hit the headlines in 
1990 showed how highly skilled female players continued to meet with profound 
cynicism in the US, as elsewhere. Natasha Dennis of the Lewisville Blaze team made 
national headlines after playing so well that two irate parents on the opposing team 
questioned her sex. The goalie was only nine when she was asked to prove she was 
a girl. This harassment extended to asking her to go to the bathroom with a desig-
nated ‘objective’ parent who would verify her sex. The episode seems to tell us rather 
more about the masculine anxieties of the fathers than the gender of the players, but 
it does show how persistent and widespread the Victorian idea of sports as inherently, 
in this case biologically, male.91

FIFA’s fi rst women’s world championship, held in Guangzhou, China, in 1991, 
proved to be the stage for which the US team, in particular Michelle Akers, had 
been waiting for. A 2–1 victory over Norway in front of 65,000 fans saw captain 
April Heinrichs lift the trophy. Carin Jennings Gabarra was named most valuable 
player, and Michelle Akers set Golden Boot records.92 The USSF underwent major 
changes after they successfully landed World Cup 1994 and began in earnest to es-
tablish a full-time men’s team to prepare for the big event. But the women were left 
behind. A key gap in the women’s soccer competition calendar was fi lled that year 
by the United States Interregional Soccer League (USISL). The USISL provided 
a base of support with their Division 3 outdoor league, acting as a farm system 
for the A-League. Seeing themselves as the foundation supporting the top levels, 
the USISL established the W-League, a national amateur league that would pro-
vide playing time for the top players and which continues today. Although many 
of the top National squad remained with their colleges or the USSF full-time, the 
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W-League would sign many of the remaining top players in the country and several 
international stars, while allowing active college players an outlet to gain additional 
exposure and continue their careers. They played a brief exhibition schedule in 1994 
and launched in 1995 with nineteen teams spread nationwide in a very successful 
debut. The importance of the W-League is such that several of the former WUSA 
players moved to play there after the 2003 demise of the professional franchise.

In 1993 the International Olympic Committee voted to admit soccer as an offi cial 
sport for women in 1996. Following on from their 1991 world championship vic-
tory, plus the 1994 men’s soccer World Cup, at the Olympic Games in 1996 the 
American women’s team began to capture the attention of the American public; even 
the smaller women’s crowds of between 16,000 and 20,000 were respectable. The 
crowds built throughout the competition, culminating in more than 76,000 for the 
fi nal. NBC initially planned to give no coverage at all to the women’s competition, 
but the live support of 65,000 at the world championship fi nal in 1991 and 76,000 in 
1996 allowed the organizers of the US-hosted World Cup in 1999 to draw upon an 
established fan base to fi ll the Rose Bowl.

After the Cup, the premier players used their new clout to press for a more 
generous contract. Initially the USSF balked, and the players organized their own 
unoffi cial tour, playing in indoor stadiums. They received the lion’s share of rev-
enue, and this led to considerable friction with the USSF, but it was the only way 
they saw to receive proper compensation. Ultimately, the pressure helped, and they 
received a much better compensation package, although the walkout was lengthy and 
the US had to compete in the Australian Cup in January 2000 without star players. 
The team was also facing the fact that many of its veteran stars were approaching 
retirement, as the team struggled to develop its next generation of stars. But many 
of the players were determined to hang on until the 2000 Olympics. In the very 
well-attended autumn Victory tour playing major opponents, averaging more than 
34,000 fans per game, the fans did not leave disappointed, as the US registered fi ve 
consecutive victories.

There had been calls for the establishment of a professional women’s league to be 
in place before the 1999 World Cup, and soon a group was organizing what would 
be the National Soccer Alliance for 1998. They received commitments from a num-
ber of major World Cup veterans, but fi nancing fell through and the effort collapsed. 
People felt it would be better to make an attempt after the Cup with more solid 
fi nancial footing. For now, the W-League would suffi ce, although the West Coast 
teams broke away and joined with top amateur clubs to form the Women’s Pre-
mier Soccer League. For a brief time there was the danger that two leagues would 
be formed, one headed by John Hendricks, CEO of Discovery Corporation, and 
another proposed by Major League Soccer. MLS already had a going operation, but 
the Hendricks proposal was backed by $40 million from major media companies. 
Hendricks was able to get sanctioning for his Women’s United Soccer Association, 
with a partnership agreement between WUSA and MLS promising to work to the 
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benefi t of both parties. Eight cities were awarded franchises, spanning the country. 
Nearly the entire national team was signed by the league, and, in the draft, world 
stars, the cream of W-League talent, and college drafts fi lled the squads. WUSA 
started off well and improved rapidly through the inaugural season. Attendance was 
predicted at 4,000 to 6,000 per game but averaged close to 8,000, yet TV ratings did 
not meet expectations.

Women’s involvement is therefore central to the divergent interpretations of 
American soccer. From an international vantage point, the state of women’s soccer 
in the US generates envy as considerable participation sits alongside elite success. 
It would seem that a nondiscriminatory public policy and the absence of male resis-
tance have opened soccer pitches to women at college level. Yet, in spite of mass 
participation and elite success, women’s football remains separate and unequal in 
terms of resources, participation and prestige. The perceived ‘feminization’, Sugden 
proposes, ‘supports the view of soccer as a game for second-rate athletes unable to 
contend with the masculine rigors of the home-grown variety of football ... as long 
as soccer is viewed as a game for foreigners, rich white kids and women, its chances 
of becoming established as a mainstream professional sport there are minimal.’93 
However, the situation is more subtle than that if we also look at the participatory 
elements. Mixed football, for example, or, to use the local term, co-ed soccer, is a re-
cent and unusual aspect of the American case study. Although there is some evidence 
that adult women and men are playing soccer together in a structured and sustained 
manner in other countries, they have not been otherwise covered in detail by these 
case studies. Co-ed soccer is popular across the USA, with the oldest league estab-
lished in 1981. The United States Adult Soccer Association, USASA, established the 
COED CUP in 1999, and there are now an Open and an Over-Thirty division.

Henry and Comeaux’s study of 130 players in eight teams during the 2003 
autumn season identifi ed the general organization of soccer, but formal adjustments 
had been made regarding team composition and scoring.94 It doesn’t appear to follow 
the common-sense logic that men play mixed sport to play down whereas women 
play up, and so there is not a ‘feminization’ of the sport in a straightforward sense. It 
does highlight the view that male players can be rough, fast and aggressive and many 
female players enjoyed access to a style of play not always perceived to be available 
in single-sex competition. While male participants in co-ed play were sometimes 
aware of gender divisions, more often, lower levels of athleticism were attributed 
across the sexes to balance, physical fi tness and skill rather than to gender. The re-
sults challenge the thesis of ‘American exceptionalism’, and more research into the 
meaning of play for participants would help historical surveys such as this case study 
to come alive.

The success of the Women’s National Team and its relationship to the growth of 
intercollegiate women’s football is an area of considerable interest. Of course the 
symbolic success of the team since the inception of a FIFA Women’s World Cup 
in 1991 as well as in the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games has had a wider impact on 
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grassroots and professional levels of the sport, too. The establishment of Women’s 
United Soccer Association (WUSA) was arguably possible because Women’s World 
Cup 1999 presented the Women’s National Team to the American public as the 
best international players in a world competition in which they were central, both 
to the staging of the competition and in creating spectacle. If, since 1996, Major 
League Soccer has struggled with the question of imported and native male players, 
the Women’s National Team appeared to symbolize All-American values. However, 
the question of using foreign players again made WUSA a risky prospect as fi nancial 
problems due to startup costs began to worsen and the foreign draft was expanded. 
Decisions were founded on football qualities, rather than on links with possible 
audiences. With the decline of WUSA at the same time as Germany’s victory in 
the much smaller venues of the 2003 World Cup together with the retirement of the 
remaining ’91ers in 2004, the stigmatization of football as a foreign sport for elites, 
ethnic groups, children and women seems to have been at least partially reaffi rmed.

Also worrying in the current atmosphere, Title IX and other equity programmes 
remain under threat now and have faced major setbacks in the past.95 Because some 
of these problems have been highlighted by the Knight Foundation Commission, the 
NCAA formed the Gender Equity Committee, and the chair, James Whalen, Presi-
dent of Ithaca College, summarized some of the major problems: an attitude that 
women are not interested in competing, don’t have sporting ability, the ‘turf prob-
lem’ (which relates to protection of fi eld space and resources for male programmes) 
and the availability of supporting money. The question of how quickly intercolle-
giate teams funded to varsity status is in one sense crucial because of the principle of 
a right to resources, which is a world-wide problem with regard to women in sport 
and is nowhere more evident than in football:

That the obligatory linking of the U.S. women’s soccer team and Title IX is more 
a political assertion than a historical truth is shown by the fact that the American women 
were winning long before the summer of 1999 and nobody bothered to say it was because 
of Title IX. As editorial writer David Tell has noted, in 1991 the US women demolished 
the Norwegian national team to win the fi rst ever Women’s World Cup soccer champion-
ship. But no one—not a single sports writer, editorial writer, politician or spokesperson 
for a women’s group—laid their victory at the feet of a federal law. What was different in 
1999 was the political setting ... Women’s soccer put a positive face on what some were 
beginning to understand was a law with a signifi cant downside.96

As my discussion with Lauren Gregg and the dealings of the Women’s National 
Team with US Soccer around the time of the 1991 and the 1999 World Cup competi-
tions show, those who have been inside that part of social history view Title IX as 
highly signifi cant, even if it is not in the simplistic terms of cause and effect used 
here. Of course, there were also heroic amounts of hard work, athletic preparation and 
political negotiation, but, as consideration of the process of club and intramural to 
varsity status has shown, Title IX provided a principle above the level of individual 
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institutions to which women athletes and faculty members who felt unsupported 
by administrators could appeal. There is no need to directly attribute responsibility 
because the situation is more subtle, not least in the way that institutions have 
responded in less than constructive engagements with the progressive elements of 
proportionality.

As someone who has been critical of statistical measures of involvement as the 
primary measure of progress, I use considerable caution in considering the fi gures 
for intercollegiate US sport. With a variety of interest and affi liation, there appears 
to have been increasing organization of networks in the 1970s that helped to foster 
interest and provide some external impetus for change, whatever the approach of 
individual institutions. The New England Intercollegiate Women’s Soccer Associa-
tion (NEWISA) was formed in 1978; an Ivy League tournament was won by Harvard 
in the same year; and in 1979 the University of North Carolina (UNC) created a 
varsity team which has arguably dominated women’s college soccer. However, the 
growth was as uncertain and unsteady as other women’s sport participation. Clubs 
have been awarded then demoted from varsity status, and some institutions took 
more than a decade to upgrade, most notably Indiana University and Penn State in 
1993 and 1994, respectively. Penn State was taken to a Title IX hearing, which noted, 
in 1988, that, although a women’s soccer club had existed since 1977, the institution 
was not in violation, as the overall opportunities for women were suffi cient.

The emerging national network of club, intramural and intercollegiate games was 
fostered by key individuals determined to increase recognition, not least in response 
to AIAW regulations issued in 1977. These rules stipulated that at least 20 per cent 
of membership must offer varsity-level competition over at least fi ve regions before 
a national championship in a given sport could be held. The Interim Soccer Com-
mittee included Anson Dorrance of UNC, who personally sent out questionnaires in 
order to network to fulfi ll the criteria, and the fi rst national tournament took place 
in 1980.97 In 1981, AIAW and United States Soccer Federation sanctioned a Scandi-
navian tour by forty-three female players from twenty-one colleges, thus beginning 
to establish an All-American dimension to the women’s game which persists today 
in the prominence of college players in the Women’s National Team. Signifi cant for 
the organization of women’s sport was the absorption of the AIAW by the NCAA in 
1982 and the decline in the number of women in leadership positions in women’s 
athletics. While in the next decade women’s opportunities increased, men’s gains 
almost equalled them, and at the same time more coaching positions for men were 
created by the growth women’s soccer. This is obviously not something to be un-
derstood simply, as the history so far has shown how signifi cant male individuals 
have helped the sport and women coaches, educationalists and administrators have 
hindered its progress. However, the NCAA provides reasons to be cautiously opti-
mistic in that its annual reports highlight an overall growth in the number of institu-
tions sponsoring varsity soccer for women. An NCAA Participation Study of 1993 
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found that 69.5 per cent of collegiate athletes were men; 70 per cent of scholarship 
money goes to men athletes; 77 per cent of athletic operating budgets goes to 
men’s athletics and 83 per cent of recruiting money is spent on men’s athletics. 
This led to the establishment of a Gender Equity Task Force, but the outcome is 
indistinct. Does equity mean in proportion to female undergraduate enrollment at a 
given institution (thereby tying the issue to wider educational entitlement); does an 
opportunity have to exist before a student can demonstrate an interest; fi nally, should 
interest lead demand for programme expansion before resource allocated on strictly 
numeric/fi nancial ratios? Given the large rosters for American football, its dominance 
in intercollegiate sport and its construction as a male-only code at college level, 
the dilemmas remain. Even with cases pending and with Title IX itself under threat 
from the Bush administration, as a team sport requiring about twenty players for a 
squad, women’s soccer looks to remain a considerable presence at collegiate level.

It has been perhaps been unsurprising given the other case studies that historically 
the development of pockets of interest appears to have been fairly geographically 
random and dependent upon individual and small-group interest; whether player or 
administrative. Until the 1970s, this may have been relatively more sexually segre-
gated in the women’s colleges. Outside of those environments and later, women have 
been helped by male coaches and administrators pioneering or defending women’s 
right to play. A considerable area for future research is the disparity in the number of 
white women and the number of women from ethnic minority groups emerging from 
this system. Given that the issue of race and ethnicity is a key feature of American 
history it is perhaps the matter, leading to a view of a lack of success for soccer as 
a sport.98 This is especially so when the stereotype of association football is that of 
a game for elites, women, children and ethnic groups. It is evidently not a sport for 
many women from nonwhite backgrounds.

In view of the sport’s relative underdevelopment until the 1990s, it seems that 
another old chestnut which survives as a stereotype around women’s football is that 
it is a sign of modernity, a sport of a rapidly approaching future, perhaps, even, of 
progress.99 Not always attractive traits to those who value tradition, the status quo and 
nostalgia. The rapid increase in the number of women playing soccer in the United 
States should not hide the context which makes the story of that situation, made up 
of both those who would and those who think they shouldn’t. The constructedness of 
the stereotype ought equally not to detract from an understanding of the determined 
reconstruction of privilege and dominance in apparently more democratic moments 
in the history of women and sport. Women’s World Cup 1999 was perhaps the fi rst 
time that women were included in that moment which linked them to their sporting 
public when, according to Eric Hobsbawm, ‘The imagined community of millions 
seems more real as a team of eleven named people.’100 The fall from popularity of the 
Women’s National Team four short years later also says something about the sporting 
culture and how it wishes to represent itself. It isn’t, after all, only a game.
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The Iron Roses
Women’s Football in PR China1

Football was played in China more than 3,000 years ago, according to annals inscribed 
on bones and tortoise shells. At that time the game often took the form of dance and 
was played at rituals praying for rainfall. Women were already on the scene in the Han 
Dynasty (206 BC–AD 220). A relief in the Qimu Temple, built in AD 123 at the foot of 
Mt Songshan in Henan Province, vividly portrays a maiden in a graceful long skirt and 
with her hair coiled high on the head kicking a ball. During the Tang Dynasty (618–907) 
women’s football was confi ned to the imperial palace as a pastime for the lonesome 
court maids and concubines. Then it spread among the populace in the Song Dynasty 
(960–1279) when matches were often held with great solemnities. On a festive occasion 
a women’s squad composed of 153 members, all attired in four-colour costume with 
a brocade band around the waist, had a three day contest, playing embroidered balls to 
the accompaniment of a musical band.2

Just look at these tomboys—darting all over the fi eld, with boundless energy and cour-
age! Now Shaanxi’s Hou Yaqin broke though on the left wing and centred the ball to 
Sun Cuihuan, who received it and drove threateningly towards the goal ... Vice President 
Wan Li was voicing a widespread view when he said, ‘I see a bright future in women’s 
football for the Chinese women have lofty aspirations.’3

In 1991 the Chinese Football Association (CFA) hosted the First Women’s World 
Championship for the M&Ms Cup. The carnival atmosphere in Guangzhou, Foshan, 
Punyu, Zhongshan and Jiangmen was created by the enthusiastic crowds, which 
totalled 510,000 overall with 63,000 at the fi nal game, and the celebratory media 
coverage. However, what one commentator called ‘Pigtails Soccer in China’ has a 
longer history which predates modern sport.4 The offi cial line created by the then-
FIFA president, Dr João Havelange, was that Norway fi rst suggested an international 
tournament at the 1986 Congress in Mexico, which led to the establishment of a 
women’s championship. His message concluded, ‘The fi rst big step has been taken, 
thanks to the effi cient Chinese organization and to the twelve teams taking part, win-
ners and losers alike, whose fairness, skill and efforts made this World Championship 
an unforgettable event.5 The tournament was indeed a departure for the international 
federation, but the establishment of an event for women appears to have been a 
longer process, as is suggested in the Introduction and in the chapter on England. 
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The experi mental nature of the championship is evident in the title: it was not im-
mediately established as a FIFA World Cup, though earlier trial events had already 
taken place. China had previously been hosts to the FIFA U-17 World Championship 
(for men) in 1985, and FIFA had piloted an Invitational Tournament in Guangzhou 
in 1983 in order to assess the interest from a range of parties in a women-only event. 
There had also been a 1982 National Women’s Soccer Invitational with ten partici-
pating teams (which saw the Shaanxi squad victorious and that from Gunagdong 
emerge as the runner-up) held in front of large crowds with the formalities of opening 
and closing ceremonies. More contentiously, the Asian Ladies Football Confedera-
tion (ALFC) had been formed in 1968, founded by the Republic of China (Taipei), 
Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong, where an inaugural Asian Cup Women’s Foot-
ball Tournament was held in 1975 (it was renamed the Women’s World Invitational in 
1978). When this was criticized, a rather aggrieved letter to FIFA asked:

You stated in your letter as well as in your press release that FIFA does not recognise 
ALFC. Is there a clause in FIFA’s rules which states that women’s football cannot have 
their own body to organise their own competitions? Nor is there a law in any country 
which bans women from forming their own sporting associations to take care of their 
own sporting activities. In hockey, cricket and some other sports, women have their own 
controlling bodies with the men giving them technical assistance and advice. Why can-
not this be so with football? What right has FIFA to insist that ALFC must not be allowed 
to function on its own?6

Another departure in 1991 was that women offi cials were used extensively for the 
fi rst time in a FIFA tournament, and there was lengthy consideration given to adapt-
ing the laws of the game, including the length of matches and ball size, though 
these were eventually discarded. Some aspects of the organization of the event have 
proven to be infl uential in the long term, for example, the involvement of the multi-
national confectionary corporation M&Ms/ Mars lent a certain status in that the fact 
that a conglomerate would underpin the competition helped obtain distribution via 
TV coverage, including live screening of matches and a documentary of the event. 
Theo Leenders, M&Ms’ Managing Director of world-wide events, was happy to be 
involved:

To be a sponsor of a major international football event is always exciting. To be a 
sponsor of a major sports event in China is particularly fascinating. But to be the main 
sponsor of a football event in China which will have gone down as a turning point 
in the history of the world’s greatest sport, is nothing less than phenomenal ... For 
M & Ms, it was a privilege to be so deeply involved in an event which helps to cast 
away old prejudices.7

It helped perhaps that a total of half a million spectators were to be entertained 
in the name of his company. The following year a FIFA/M&Ms women’s football 
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seminar in Zurich sought to develop this commercial focus with three objectives: 
to ‘Implement women’s football in the overall contracts with television of the 
National Associations. Implement women’s football in sports prognostic systems 
(football pools).8 Use women’s matches as curtain-raisers in important events in 
men’s football.’9

In spite of this commercial and spectator success, the home nation failed to reach 
the last four of the competition after losing to Sweden in the quarter-fi nals in front 
of 55,000 spectators in Guangzhou. The Chinese Football Association used the 
opportunity to write a ‘state of the game’ report which also reads like a wish-list. 
The structure is detailed as comprising four Departments (Technical, Competition, 
Foreign Liaison and a General Offi ce), plus ten Committees, one of which is the 
women’s committee.10 The CFA worked in turn under the National Sports Com-
mission, and its fi nancial status refl ected this to the tune of 3.19m RMB received in 
State support, along with 300,000 to 500,000 RMB per annum in societal support 
(mainly from player transfer fees), TV revenue and player/club registrations. The 
CFA report a total of 634 teams at various levels in twenty-two key football regions, 
with the National Team, Olympic Team, National Youth and National Junior Teams 
as the spine of the structure, fed from Leagues One and Two, which are made up of 
players taken from provincial, city, college and youth teams. However, the women’s 
competition had two elements: Women’s Football Championship competition and 
a National Women’s Under-Fifteen Youth League competition. There were a num-
ber of regional divisions at the national and under-twelve levels, including city and 
provincial male teams but no women’s clubs.11 The CFA list a number of problems 
under headings such as competition, technical, coaching, fi nancial; these can gener-
ally be characterized as a scarcity of players, scarce and poor quality resources, geo-
graphical constraints resulting from the size of the country and low levels of playing 
and coach education. In order to help, the CFA asked for a First-Division European 
team to play a series of games and for the organization of a high-level football tour-
nament, sponsored in the amount of $400,000 to $500,000 US, with exemption from 
any levy to FIFA. In some central respects, China ’91 raised more questions than it 
answered. For example, during the tournament both Denmark and Norway recorded 
their hundredth international women’s match.12 Why had it taken until 1991 to or-
ganize an offi cial World Championship for women? What kinds of competition had 
preceded the FIFA tournament? Why and how was PR China selected as the fi rst 
host country?

In 2004 the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) made the decision to introduce 
two new women’s football events to the calendar, the AFC U17 Women’s Cham-
pionship and the AFC Inter-Continental Women’s Championship. The role of Asia 
in developing women’s football has been considerable, quite beyond the overview 
here and deserving a text in its own right. So, for example, outside China women’s 
football developed in, for example, Singapore, Thailand and Taiwan. In addition, 
Asian teams have had considerable success in FIFA events, for instance in qualifying 
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four teams (DPR Korea, China PR, Republic of Korea and Japan) in the 2003 
FIFA Women’s World Cup fi nals in the US. There are also an impressive number 
of FIFA/AFC tournaments: the AFC Women’s Championship (biennial); AFC U19 
Women’s Championship (biennial); AFC U17 Women’s Championship (biennial); 
AFC Intercontinental Women’s Cup (quadrennial); Sea Games (biennial); Asian 
Games (quadrennial); Olympic Games qualifi ers (quadrennial) and FIFA Women’s 
World Cup qualifi ers (quadrennial). The extent is perhaps surprising given wider 
historical forces around the development of association football. The relationships 
between women, football and society in China are evident in archival records, pub-
lished documents, including regional publications, and interviews with elite sports 
women and administrators. Women’s current relationship to sport, let alone to foot-
ball, is complicated by a range of forces that includes the transition to a market 
economy, the competing demands of national, regional and individual interests, 
the disparity between urban and rural populations, the ‘one-child’ policy and the 
decline of government funding for sport as part of decentralization. The relative 
balance is obviously specifi c to each state and region, but cultural forces which 
prevented the wider development of the female game until the 1970s have broader 
historical and social resonance.13 In examining elite sport, Jinxia has said, ‘ “Women 
hold up half the sky” and “Women can do what men do” are not just popular slogans 
peddled by Chairman Mao but recent actualities of China’s elite sport ... At the 
1991, 1996 and 2000 Olympic Games, Chinese female participants outnumbered 
their male counterparts and played a major part in progressively raising China’s 
position in the medal table.’14

Like the United States, China has its own woman football star and a celebrated, if 
ageing, team based around the ’91 event. Sun Wen has won the love of fans with her 
superb skills (part of the mythology is that she practiced alone on the sports ground 
in the moonlight before she was selected to the national squad) and her leadership 
qualities. After joining in 1980, she led the Chinese women’s national football side 
to more than twenty championships in various state, regional and international con-
tests, most notably second place at both the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta and the 
1999 World Cup Women’s Football Competition. In February 2000 the International 
Olympic Committee awarded the team First Prize for Outstanding Achievement 
in Women’s Sports. An IOC offi cial correspondence reads: ‘The Chinese Football 
Team has made outstanding contribution to the sport of football for the whole world 
with their brilliant achievements. With their perfect personalities, confi dence and 
unremitting pursuit, these Chinese women football athletes have become examples 
of all women athletes.’ The 1991 squad included a young Sun Wen, while her com-
patriot Liu Ailing (also to be appointed FIFA ambassador for women’s football in 
2006) was an already established member of the team, while Li Xiufu, the cap-
tain, in midfi eld and Wu Weiyang, as forward, were both outstanding players of the 
tournament. Extensive pretournament preparation became established for the domi-
nant forces in women’s football, and both PR China and the US learned from this 
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example; in the former case with a ten-match preparation schedule against Germany, 
Finland and the USA. Of the eighteen players on the squad, six were from Beijing, 
three from Guangdong, four from Dalian, two from Shanghai, and one each from 
Changchun, Hebei and Pulima (Japan). If  the iron or steel rose implies inspiration, 
there have also been plenty of thorny issues with which to contend.

Though the women’s team have qualifi ed and won trophies at Women’s World 
Cup and Olympic Games (post-1996, when women’s football was fi rst included), 
comparisons of relative achievement are diffi cult. This was refl ected by the technical 
report of the ’91 tournament which had an Ambassador Class (USA, Norway), Me-
dium but Rare (European countries and PR China), and Learning the Hard Way (the 
rest) as classifi cation groups for qualifying countries. While the thesis may hold in 
a number of sports, it tells us rather more about the politics of international sports 
governing bodies and of government policies than about women’s attempts to play 
football, as Jinxia acknowledges. The contribution of women to history-making 
milestones of various regional and international football bureaucracies is an aspect 
of this story that is often overlooked, as the 1991 report by the CFA indicates. The 
records kept by these authorities are a part of the story but hardly the most interest-
ing aspect. Nor is it a dramatic tale; on the contrary, when reading the documenta-
tion, the overall tone is one of polite civility, measured tones, rational argument and 
gradual change. What the documents reveal is a wider community actively engaged 
in the making of various forms of football for women, not least in the systematic 
organization of international competition and the formation of women’s football 
administrations.

Limited resources and institutionalized discrimination against women’s football 
players are an evident continuity in the case of PR China as the country looks 
forward to the Women’s World Cup in 2007 and the ‘sporting mega-event’ of the 
Beijing Olympiad in 2008.15 Sue Lopez makes this point in characteristically under-
stated style: ‘Women’s football has come under the Chinese FA since the mid-1980s, 
when thee were approximately 300 women players. By 1996 it was estimated by 
Becky Wang, of the Chinese FA, that there were around 800 women players, mostly 
students. It is extraordinary, given China’s international success, that they achieve 
this with such a small number of players.’16 Given that the playing pyramid (which 
refers to participation by the many from whom the talented few can be selected, the 
staple strategy of sports development offi cials in the West) is often seen to origi-
nate in China, the numbers of participants in women’s football is unexpected. In 
terms of international success, the women’s team does appear to have held up more 
than half the sky as one of the world’s fi nest until, in recent times, an 8–0 defeat to 
Germany at the 2004 Olympics and a failure to reach the playoff stages of a FIFA 
event for the fi rst time saw them slip to sixth place in the rankings. Conversely, 
a second place at the 2004 FIFA U19 Women’s World Championship (Thailand) 
and at the 2006 U 20 World Cup in Russia indicates possible cause for optimism 
in the forthcoming major tournaments.17 Optimism is guarded even so. After 2004 
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the State General Administration of Sports (SGAS) reported that the runners-up 
had won 1.2 million yuan ($145,000 US), from which each top player was paid 
50,000 yuan ($6,000 US) and each understudy 20,000 yuan ($2,400 US). Although 
the cash bonus was welcome, the preliminary move to disband the team on its return 
raises some reservations about the ways in which Chinese women football play-
ers can be said to be outperforming their male counterparts other than in collecting 
trophies. Some commentators believe that the CFA put the team together solely for 
the purpose of the 2004 World Championship. Had the event not been rescheduled 
so quickly as an Under-Twenty tournament, for example, young women, like Lou 
Xiaoxu and Xu Yuan, would have found themselves virtually unemployed because 
they did not have a local team or because their teams had failed to qualify for the 
planned Women’s Super League. Team captain Sun Yongxia, bitter about the squad’s 
unexpected demise, reportedly said at the feast held in their honour at Yiwu, ‘This 
celebration for us also means dissolution. We would rather stay on this team than 
receive a celebration banquet.’18

In 2005, the German conglomerate Siemens ended its sponsorship of the men’s 
Super League, prompting concern over an upcoming fi nancial crisis and rearrange-
ment of all domestic leagues. With lower fan attendance, the women’s Super League 
became the fi rst target. The CFA had already reduced support over the preceding 
two years. In 2003 each local association and women’s club received 60,000 RMB 
(about $7,255 US) and 110,000 RMB (about $13,301 US), respectively. In 2004, the 
allowance for the local associations and clubs was cancelled, the players’ monthly 
pay was reduced to 500 to 1,000 RMB (about $60 to $120 US), the CFA continuing 
to pay only for the referees plus the opening and closing ceremony to save money to 
ensure the survival of the men’s competition. Xie replaced Yan Shiduo as head of the 
China Football Association as club owners threatened a boycott over allegations of 
match-fi xing, crooked referees and gambling. They also bemoaned the League’s lack 
of commercial direction, complaining that the centralized sports bureaucracy, tra-
ditionally geared toward winning medals at international events like the Olympics, 
lacked the marketing acumen to run a successful league. The situation is not helped 
by the CFA’s being placed under the jurisdiction of the General Administration of 
Sports, China’s sports ministry, a move that blurred the lines between commercial 
operations and government mandates. With chaos in the Super League and the de-
parture of the men’s team from the qualifying games for the 2006 World Cup, the 
youth women’s team was something of a shining light of Chinese soccer in 2004 and 
2006 in spite of this.

Unsurprisingly, most of China’s women’s soccer clubs are struggling fi nancially. 
It is not just the playing personnel who face an uncertain present, let alone future. 
They and their coaches have to spend three or four days taking long-distance trains 
to play matches in other provinces, although Zhang Jianqiang, the chief of the CFA 
women’s soccer department, had said that the Women’s Super League will not be 
cancelled so close to WWC ’07. Wang Haiming, youth coach in 2004, who had 
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campaigned to prolong the team’s lifespan, was regarded by some as the likely 
choice for head coach of the Women’s National Team. In another surprise move, the 
CFA approached Tony Di Cicco, the former head coach of the American women’s 
football team, to take the position on a reported salary in the region of $300,000 US. 
The eventual appointee, Ma Liangxing, was by no means a newcomer to Chinese 
women’s football when he was reappointed national team boss in December of 2005 
after leading the team in 2002 and following the team’s disappointing campaign at 
USA 2003, where they failed to progress to the last four. He is perhaps known as the 
most successful women’s football coach at club level in China, for he has guided 
Shanghai to nineteen domestic titles. Amidst these changes, China edged out its East 
Asian rival Korea DPR and the new AFC addition, Australia, to recapture continental 
glory at the Asian Cup 2006. It was China’s fi rst title since 2001 and may well speak 
to a renaissance, but the situation is complex:

Football provides a good example of an emerging and widening inequality between men 
and women in the same sport. Although the Chinese women’s football team won silver 
medals at the 1996 Olympics and the 1999 World Cup it attracted few spectators and 
received insuffi cient sponsorship. In sharp contrast to the women’s situation, the men’s 
football team has never qualifi ed for the Olympic or World Cup competitions, but en-
joyed far more enviable fi nancial rewards and the spotlight of the mass media.19

On the one hand the football administration appears to be highly ambitious, but un-
less men’s and women’s teams are equally supported by resources, the pattern will 
revert to a long-established one of women’s football teams being disbanded and un-
funded regardless of women’s achievements at the competitive and elite levels.

This attitude also contravenes development principles outlined in Vision Asia, an 
initiative set up by the Asian Football Confederation and the world governing body, 
FIFA. The strategy seeks to improve the sport; in China and India particularly the 
game is generally in alliance with national associations. Women’s football is one of 
eleven priorities:

Sixty percent of the world’s population resides in our beautiful continent, a huge 
proportion of the fans that support the world’s most popular game. Football is not 
just a business, and not only a game. It is also a social phenomenon, which has the 
ability to mould the way people live their lives. Our distinct Asian football culture 
surpasses all boundaries, whether religious, racial or political—indeed, in Asia we 
are one united team. AFC member Associations should embark on the following 
principles of development to ensure a progressive development of the women’s 
game throughout Asia.

To elevate the image, popularize and promote women’s football.
Strengthen the structure of women’s football within National Associations.
Establishment of competitions at all levels.
Intensify educational programs and specifi c development plans for players’ training.
Methodology, coach education, refereeing development and training of administrators.
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Creating a strong fan base for women’s football.
Exploiting marketing opportunities.20

So women’s play remains a site of discussion over which local and international 
offi cials negotiate. In looking briefl y at the longer history of this, we see that the 
variety of strategies and tactics used by Chinese women to combat the situation 
with regard to sport and particularly football is related to the broader history of 
women’s role in social and cultural changes affecting the country in the twentieth 
century.

What then of the broader history of association football and women’s place in it in 
PR China? The social changes that have affected women’s sport since the nineteenth 
century include activism for educational amendment, suffrage, and the movement 
against foot binding.21 There seems to be broad consensus regarding the strength of 
Confucianism, adopted as the state ideology in the second century and which contin-
ues to exert a considerable infl uence.22 The advent of free love and marriage reforms, 
in addition to the anti-imperialist and revolutionary movements involved in the 
transformation of China in 1949, are also signifi cant themes in academic treatments 
of female access to sport and leisure.23 Since 1949, crucial issues remain family and 
child-care reorganization, changes to women’s legal rights, and the economic, social 
and political reform movements of the late decades of the twentieth century.24 In this 
sense, a number of economic, cultural and social themes within China position foot-
ball as futuristic, particularly in large international sports events and, more recently, 
as it moves into global sports markets. The nickname Iron Roses is a depiction of the 
feminine but resolute Chinese women players. That resolve is evidently necessary 
when considering the history of women’s sport more broadly and in particular the 
reasons why the growth of women’s football in China mainly appears to be a story of 
the second half of the twentieth century.

Contested accounts of the history of football before it was modern sport continue 
to trade. The tradition of forms of female football debatably extend back more than 
four thousand years, to 2697 BC, in the reign of Huang Ti (the fi rst emperor of 
China), to frescoes found in Congshan, Henan Province (approximately AD 123) 
and examples under the Tang and Song dynasties, showing individual courtly illus-
trations of large teams.25 A porcelain pillow at the Imperial Palace Museum depicts 
a girl kicking a ball, and a bronze mirror at the Museum of Chinese History has an 
engraving, said to be of the Song period (960 BC to AD 1279), when matches were 
played with great solemnity but also spread to the masses, of a man and woman 
playing a form of football. In the Ming dynasty (1368–644), a woman named Peng 
Xiuyun was celebrated as a player who could use feet, head, knees, shoulders and 
chest. Such skills were also cultivated by concubines; among the best-known is Tian 
Guifei at Sizong’s court, known for her ‘exquisite skill’. Women’s football seems to 
have declined in the period 1644–1911, owing to social unrest during the late Qing 
dynasty. This pattern clearly requires considerably more work, but it may help in our 
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understanding of why China has shared in seeing women’s participation as an aspect 
of modernity, so that female participation appears to have developed later than a 
manly tradition.

Trade links appear to be part of the history of the structural position of women at 
a time when modern sport was developing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.

Modern sport in China is not an indigenous product. It was a foreign import and 
developed in a hot-house of modernization. Modern sport came to China as an element of 
Western culture and accompanied by military force, which directly challenged Chinese 
traditional culture and patriotism. This provoked confl ict and confrontation ... The mod-
ernization of China provided a suitable climate for the growth of modern sport and the 
development of modern sport stimulated the process of modernization of Chinese soci-
ety at the turn of the twentieth century. It was a reciprocal relationship.26

For example, European powers including Britain, Spain, Portugal and Holland had 
expanded their empires, while, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Japan and the United States extended their infl uence. Specifi cally, the cases of 
Britain and the United States indicate a combination of military invasion, politi-
cal infl uence, economic exploitation and cultural diffusion. It has been suggested 
that association football was fi rst played in Hong Kong when it became a colony 
of Britain following the Opium War of 1840; soldiers, merchants and missionaries 
played, fi rst among themselves and then against the Chinese. The attitude of the 
exporters that football was a man’s game infl uenced its introduction to a range of 
countries and its reception. The Shanghai Athletic Club is known to have played 
the Engineers in 1879, and the Shanghai Football Club was formed in 1887. The 
fi rst league was created in Shanghai; although it was initially dominated by British 
expatriates, members of other nationalities soon joined in, notably the Portuguese. 
The predominantly ‘foreigner-based’ Shanghai FA was formally recognized in 1910. 
Whilst Shanghai was the main centre of football, the game quickly spread to other 
ports, with leagues in places such as Tientsin (now known as Tianjin), Singapore 
and Canton. The South China Club (Hong Kong) represented ‘China’ on a 1923 tour 
of Australia. The China National Amateur Athletic Federation (which included the 
Chinese FA) was founded in Nanjing the following year. Several commentators have 
indicated that the gap between indigenous men’s access to association football and 
that of their peers was more than a chronological issue. Traditional culture empha-
sized imperial academic examinations as the pinnacle of high masculine status and 
gentleness as an important sign of refi ned manners.27 The modernistic aspects of the 
game are consequently not solely an aspect of women’s participation and also had 
consequences for defi nitions of masculinity.

The Opium Wars bought Western missionaries as well as military forces and the 
advent of girls’ schools, which sought to give a basic education in Christianity, literacy 
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and feminine-appropriate life skills, including physical culture. It has been suggested 
that an impetus to reform, in particular the changes between 1915 and 1921 relating 
to the New Culture and the May 4 Movement, had an effect, albeit not entirely dra-
matic, on early forms of women’s football in China.28 Though there was resistance 
which in other case studies developed out of Eugenics, here it took hold as part of 
two very different approaches to reform. On the one hand, Christian missionaries 
thought that better health for girls would mean better health for their children. On the 
other, national-regeneration activists argued for the need to address women’s health 
because it was women who would be the providers of the next generation of soldiers 
to fi ght Western invasion and increasing colonization. In terms of modern sport in the 
Southeast coastal area, there was some girls’ football in the 1920s. In 1924 a women’s 
football eleven was formed at a girls’ school in Shanghai; it would appear that, for 
lack of competition, they played against male opposition.29 Also founded in 1924, 
the Chinese Football Association assumed administration of the Chinese domestic 
soccer leagues and national teams. Seven years later, in 1931, the CFA was affi liated 
with the Asian Football Confederation. As in other case-study nations, the growth of 
women’s access to various forms of education in the early decades of the twentieth 
century led to an increase in female domestic and international competitions and also 
established modern sport as a pastime. In the mid-1930s the middle school attached 
to Zhongshang University in Guangzhou held an intramural women’s football com-
petition with three teams participating; this seems to have been the fi rst female multi-
team tournament in China. It also appears that women played intramural games at 
Xibei University in Nanzhou in the late 1930s.

International political developments have affected Chinese sport and women’s 
place within it more generally.30 The establishment of New China in 1949, the cha-
otic early years of the Cultural Revolution in the decade 1966–1976 and economic 
reform after 1979 are particularly signifi cant. Following the 1949 Communist estab-
lishment of a People’s Republic, a revived interest in sports culture saw the introduc-
tion of football as part of the compulsory physical-education national curriculum in 
school for boys. Guandong Province, with its proximity to Hong Kong, also began to 
develop as a centre for football, and there appears to be evidence of mixed football 
as an extracurricular activity in school. The Football Federation was reformed in 
1951, and the initial League Championship (for the fi rst time a ‘national event’) was 
played. China withdrew from FIFA in 1958 because it objected to the acceptance of 
Taiwan as a member, but the proliferation of international matches continued (237 
between 1958 and 1961).31 This period of apparent progress ended with the decade 
of the Cultural Revolution and continued until the death of Mao, in 1976. With the 
support of the FIFA executive Henry Fok, China was allowed to enter the Asian 
Games in 1974, while further promptings allowed FIFA member countries to play 
the Chinese. From 1977 the country welcomed a number of international guest teams 
from twenty-nine countries, with forty-seven nations hosting the Chinese. These in-
cluded Pele’s New York Cosmos and West Bromwich Albion. China had rejoined 
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FIFA by 1980, and was immediately involved in the World Cup, Olympic and Asian 
Cup qualifying matches. A World Women’s Invitational Tournament had taken place 
in 1978 and was scheduled for two weeks as part of the ‘glorious’ October national 
festivities in Taipei, Taiching and Kaosiung, with participating teams from Europe, 
America, Asia and Oceania ‘in celebration of the 70th anniversary of the Republic 
of China’.32 Fan Hong suggests that ‘these developments did not interest China, 
particularly since Taiwan was a member of the Association. The Communist China 
would not participate in organisations in which Taiwan was involved.’ The National 
Women’s Soccer Invitational in Beijing in 1982 set this tournament in a context of 
both the wider Chinas (PR, Hong Kong, Macao, Chinese Taipei and Singapore) and 
the development of association football.33

No game played at the 80,000 Workers’ Stadium in Beijing had aroused so much 
joviality and so many encouraging cheers as did the fi nal match between Shaanxi and 
Guangdong. The spectators had not expected much of the girls ... How could they 
present anything spectacular in a pitch where so many footballers of the national and 
international calibre—including Pelé who visited China in 1977—had left their foot-
prints? The good showing did come as a delightful surprise to the big crowds in the 
stands and to the bigger TV audience as well. Thanks to the generous support given by 
overseas Chinese and compatriots in Hong Kong and Macao, the game is gaining wider 
and wider popularity among the women.34

During this period the men’s national team was perceived as being far more impor-
tant than the domestic clubs. By the mid-1980s, the fi nancial and social rewards 
involved in elite sports were suffi cient to attract large numbers once more in what 
some attacked as trophyism—sport as a state-sponsored and consequently a central-
ized activity. In 1981 eleven teams from fi ve provinces participated in a women’s 
football invitational in PR China held in Chuxiang, Yunnan Province (referred to at 
the time as an autonomous prefecture of the Yi nationality in southwest China), with 
sixty girls in regular training, and the following year the aforementioned Invitational 
attracted twenty-seven teams; this number increased to thirty-fi ve three years later. 
Teams were also recorded in Liaoning, Jilin, Shanghai, Tianjin and Hebei. The fi rst 
Guangzhou tournament was held in 1983, and the following year a second Xian 
International Women’s Football Tournament took place. This seems to be where the 
idea of PR China as the ‘cradle’ of women’s football comes from, as does the offi cial 
team nickname as a municipal women’s tournament took place in Xian, the capital, 
in 1979, which was won by the Shaanxi Iron and Steel Works, whose leadership had 
promoted the sport for girls and boys. This development combined school-based 
and work teams to produce a professional squad of twelve players. The Jilin team 
was said to have been composed entirely of Korean nationals who had played against 
boys in another ‘homeland of football’, Meixian County. ‘Of the eighteen members 
of Guangdong’s provincial team, runners-up in the recent national tournament, 
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eleven came from the Huqiao Middle School established for the children of re-
turned overseas Chinese.’35 By 1986, an increased international schedule saw a tour 
to Europe, two invitational tournaments and the inaugural Asian Cup Champion-
ship. Domestically, an All-China under-sixteen competition was contested, followed 
two year later by an undergraduate championship for eight teams at Penglai County, 
Shandong Province.

Also a signifi cant factor in the late development for women’s football and the 
med alism of the Iron Roses in the 1990s was China’s participation in the Olympic 
Games. China’s men fi rst entered the Olympic Football Tournament in Berlin in 
1936. It is unsurprising that the women’s competition didn’t attract central support 
or funding, though the Olympic strategy of 1985 appeared to benefi t women ath-
letes who were considered more likely to excel internationally. Specifi cally, male 
competitors were provided for sports teams, including football. This undoubtedly 
assisted in preparation for major tournaments; in this China has been extremely 
infl uential in the intensive preparation for women’s football, as national teams from 
Norway, the US and, more recently, Germany have indicated. In view of a lack of 
Olympic competition, the Chinese Sports Ministry included women’s football as a 
competitive activity in the Sixth National Games in 1987 but discontinued it for the 
next year as it wasn’t an Olympic sport. However, there were already established 
international links both with the ALFC, which had tournaments since 1974 in the 
Asian Women’s Football Championships, with victory in 1984, and with the Asian 
Women’s Football Cup. The 1983 Guangzhou invitational included Singapore, 
Japan and six Chinese teams (Liaoning, Guangdong, Jiling, Chanching, Shaanxi and 
Guanxi).36 It was reprised again as a FIFA invitational sponsored by Huo Yingdong 
of Hong Kong with twelve countries and Norway as title winners. Also in 1988 the 
Chinese team was victorious at the World High School championship in Belgium, 
the Asian Cup seven times, the Asian Games three times and the 1993 World Student 
Games.

The independent status of the National Sports Bureau in 1998 indicates a degree of 
prominence of sport in Chinese society; particularly the elite-oriented programmes, 
intended to ensure success at the 2008 Olympic Games and other international events, 
such as Women’s World Cup 2007. Market values and centralized interests are likely 
to continue to converge on this approach. What is less clear is the role of the central-
ized talent identifi cation systems, the balance between urban and rural participants 
and the future of women’s sport as the state planning system, which supported fe-
male engagement, is gradually replaced by commercial marketing. Thus, Chinese 
women’s elite success in football is a product of many factors, which include the use 
of state planning to enact a form of ‘equal but different’ equality and political and 
economic reform in an era of male dominance in global sport. The CFA, for example, 
sent a teenage male team to Germany because of its better football environment. 
The so-called ’08 Stars will live, train and play there before supposedly carrying 
greater hopes back to Beijing for the 2008 Olympics. Fans may be skeptical about 
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the German incubating program, but they have reasons to prefer the chances for the 
women’s team, even with the differential treatment shown to male and female youth 
squads. There have also been very precise practices within sports administration and 
training which have continuities from the early 1950s, such as early talent screening, 
identifi cation and specialization of young athletes from school to the national team, 
and for years, football has been the most watched, if not played, sport in the world’s 
most populated country.

The ‘Steel Roses’, a powerhouse in the women’s game in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, have seen a recent loss of form. They went out in the group stages at the 2000 
Sydney Olympics and in the quarter fi nals of the 2003 World Cup. They have also 
lost regional dominance to North Korea, winners of the Asian Women’s Champion-
ship in 2001 and 2003 and of the 2002 Asian Games. China’s victory at the Olympic 
qualifi ers, where they beat Japan 1–0 thanks to a Li Jie penalty, seemed to signal a re-
vival in fortunes, but their humiliating loss to Germany showed that the current team 
lack experience. Furthermore, traditional culture reinforced the view of women’s 
physical and social inferiority to men, in spite of isolated incidents of women’s teams 
being formed and sustained over a period of time.37 What is particularly interesting 
in terms of trying to depict the shape of female participation in football in China in 
the early 1980s is that the traditional Communist sports system and market-oriented 
reform combined to produce a degree of professionalism relatively early on. For 
example, Sun Wen was picked out by a coach as a child athlete, as was Liu Ailing, 
but Gao Hong was selected after being told to play for a factory and then a provin-
cial team. Because of geographical and transport issues, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that cities such as Beijing, Tianjin, Dalain, Datong, Guangzhou (Canton), Shanghai 
and Changchun dominated the representation among the thirty or so teams formed 
during the peak of popularity, but there were provincial squads too in Guangdong, 
Yunnan, Liaoning and Yanbian.38 Of course, more remains to be uncovered about 
this participation.

These elite women athletes share with their counterparts in the US, Britain and 
Australia the diffi culties of their relative positions in the international sports market. 
While the professionalization of the women’s team in the 1980s and increasingly in 
the 1990s brought increased respect and support, the move toward a market-based 
economy has impressed upon the Chinese FA that the pinnacle of success on the 
international stage is the World Cup, not a feminized subbrand. Since the move to-
wards a market economy, aspects of the centralized system continue to exert a hold 
on women’s football at the same time that they create new problems. In an era of 
entrepreneurial development, the State has increasingly seen football as a sport likely 
to appeal to a large domestic and foreign audience and consequently also capable of 
attracting sponsors and commercial partners. There had been a long-standing part-
ner for the women’s team because of the Chinese FA’s disinclination to fi nancially 
support the squad; the FA was not above benefi tting from allowing administration 
costs to be paid by the Guangzhou Qixing Pharmaceutical Company, to the tune 
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of one-third of the £15,000-a-year deal, however. Without State support from 1987 
until 1994, the remaining £10,000 a year sustained the women’s team players in dif-
fi cult circumstances. Nevertheless, these women ‘professionals’ share in the diffi cul-
ties caused by football and women’s football because, as we have seen, they suffered 
sparse and challenging conditions as successful full-time athletes, while the less suc-
cessful men’s squad received money from the government and from the governing 
body. This clear discrimination in fi nancial support and respect for elite athletes has 
repercussions now because the women’s team fi nds it hard to obtain viable spon-
sorship. Women footballers may have brought credit to China in representing their 
nation, but lack of fi nancial assistance and the current situation over the youth teams 
make future predictions for women’s football diffi cult, even if such activities are one 
of the key eleven themes in Vision Asia. It will be interesting to see the allocation of 
resources and the justifi cation for that division of money and support for the men’s 
and women’s teams at the elite level. Given the practice of allocating to underper-
forming men’s national teams, not just more than their successful counterparts but 
in some cases up to 200 per cent more in wages plus incentives, it seems something 
of an understatement to say that overt discrimination is evident and, to some extent, 
accepted and expected.39 Will this stoic response continue? Can discriminatory 
practices in sport be justifi ed by economies of scale in an exceptional market?

One of the most interesting aspects of the source documentation that became 
available during this project was the role of the Asian Ladies’ Football Confedera-
tion in the 1970s and 1980s in lobbying various football bureaucracies over the au-
thority to administer the sport. The relationships between the Asian Ladies Football 
Confederation, the Asian Football Confederation and FIFA is a particularly apposite 
one because it raises some legal questions in addition to acting as comparator for 
other examples of international development. Though the Asian Ladies’ Football 
Association was formed six years earlier, the tension arose when at an international 
tournament in 1974 and again in 1975 the organization entered into a well-reported 
media argument about the legality of FIFA’s insistence that the ALFC would not be 
recognized in its own right.

As you already know, the ALFC was formed sometime in 1968 with the sole intention of 
promoting women’s football in Asia ... Tun Sharifah Rodziah, wife of our former Prime 
Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman, was elected its fi rst President, with Mrs Veronica Chiu 
of Hong Kong as Vice President and Mr Wong Lee of Malaysia as Secretary ... In August 
1975 Mrs Chiu organised the fi rst Asian Cup Women’s Football tournament in Hong 
Kong. She spent HK$60,000 from her own pocket to sponsor the tournament. Since 
then more and more countries in Asia formed women’s football teams and joined ALFC 
as affi liated members. The Republic of China (Taipei) organised the 2nd Asian Cup in 
1977; India organised the 3rd Asian Cup at Calicut in 1979; and this year Hong Kong 
again organised the 4th Asian Cup. Some time in 1975, ALFC wrote to FIFA seeking 
affi liation, but FIFA refused to accept us, stating that ALFC must come under AFC. But 
AFC also refused to accept us. We were ‘nobody’s child’, hence we had to stand on our 
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own and fend for ourselves. Through our own hard work and dedication, we achieved 
popularity and success. All these years of our existence, nobody bothered about us. Sud-
denly now FIFA insists the women must come under the men’s control with so much 
hue and cry.40

And so it went on. After the 1975 tournament, in which Australia, Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore and Thailand had taken part (with New Zealand 
beating Thailand in the fi nal), the ALFC proposed a women’s World Cup Tourna-
ment in Hong Kong in 1977, to be sponsored the by the Ladies’ associations there. 
The sixteen-team event was planned under men’s World Cup rules, and teams were 
to play under national fl ags. An Asian All-Stars team had been selected for a Euro-
pean tour in August 1976, but it is unclear whether either a full or modifi ed visit took 
place. It wasn’t a World Cup, but 40,000 saw the fi nal game in that year’s tourna-
ment, in which Thailand lost to Taiwan.

Having repeatedly tried to affi liate, the ALFC suffered the same fate as women in 
AFC countries who had tried to align themselves with national associations.

The Asian Football confederation (AFC) will do everything in their power to stop 
the formation of an international women’s football federation ... AFC President Datuk 
Hamzah Abu Samah said: Some of our affi liates control the women’s FA in their coun-
tries. We have informed them to advise their WFAs not to support the motion for the 
formation of an international body outside the jurisdiction of FIFA ... Datuk Hamzah 
who is also the president of the FA of Malaysia (FAM) said that his association were 
in a dilemma because they had no control over their women counterparts. ‘Only last 
Sunday the FAM turned down the women’s application for affi liation. Now we are in no 
position to infl uence their decision on the formation of the international body ... We at 
FAM consider football unladylike and are against them playing it at competition level. 
However in view of the AFC recommendation we will have to reassess our stance.’41

The press reports and correspondence indicate that the acknowledgement of the 
1981 Taipei tournament and the creation of FIFA-sponsored First World Invita-
tional Soccer Tournament in 1983 were intended as a direct replacement for the 
biennial ALFC Cup as the AFC committee suggested. Though very concerned about 
the respectability of the ALFC, lack of interest on behalf of FIFA and constituent 
associations meant that relatively autonomous developments such as this proved 
the market for women’s football. Nor was this a one-way process, as less than 
a month later,

The Football Association of Malasia (FAM) decided at their Council meeting not to grant 
affi lation to women’s football. ‘Although we have been directed by FIFA to get women’s 
football affi liated to the FAM, we have decided to join the Arab countries and go our own 
way’ said FAM president Datuk Seri Hamzah Abu Samah yesterday. We don’t want to be 
seen encouraging women’s football. But they are free to do what they like.42
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The 1981 tournament in Hong Kong included a Mulan Girls Soccer Team, led by 
Pao Teh-Ming and nine delegates supervising a team of sixteen. The whole issue 
rumbled on for another two years with several telexes along the lines of ‘Pls adv 
whether we should encourage, support or help the promotion of 1st World Cup 
Women’s Football Tournament organized by the Hong Kong Ladies’ Football As-
sociation which is not our affi liate’, plus warning letters to the associations of Japan, 
the Philippines and other ALFC member countries. It was evident that a woman’s 
international federation would have required a change to FIFA statutes and the prin-
ciple of one national association in each country, even where this is not observed. 
Eventually, with much polite negotiation, which Mr Blatter seems to have coordinated 
during Havelange’s tour of Asia in 1981, the matter was subsequently deferred until 
Autumn 1983. As the introductory chapter indicates, this delaying tactic was to be 
a repeated strategy.

On the one hand the establishment of this foundation challenged the work of 
national and international football authorities in the region, but on the other it also 
allowed for a relatively rapid development of the Asian international calendar of 
female fi xtures once the independent administrations had been absorbed into central 
bureaucracies after a good deal of negotiation. There had been suffi cient work done 
by administrators in various Asian countries in the 1970s (most notably in Taiwan, 
Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore) so that by the time of China’s ‘open door’ poli-
cies later that decade, there was suffi cient momentum behind the women’s football 
community in the region to see the creation of several ‘invitational’ tournaments that 
anticipated FIFA-supported international competition by some years. By extension, 
the scale and frequency of these tournaments increasingly began to create external 
pressure on national and international football administrations, which had undertaken 
to oversee all aspects of the game but whose conservative and inward-looking atti-
tudes led them to conclude that there was no ‘market’ for international female events. 
This combined with international invitational events elsewhere (as we’ve seen for 
instance in England, Italy, Mexico and the United States) to eventually require more 
than piecemeal responses to each.

There remains a great deal of variation in female participation across regions 
as well as in individual nations. Regions that have euphemistically been classifi ed 
as having ‘potential’ in West Asia include Bahrain, Jordan, and Qatar; in Central 
South Asia, Iran and Bangladesh, Uzbekistan and India are classed similarly. Those 
that are classifi ed as ‘emerging’ amongst the Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) include Malaysia, Philippines, Myanmar, Indonesia and Singapore, 
as well as the Eastern nations Hong Kong and Guam. Developing ASEAN countries 
include Thailand and Vietnam, in addition to their Eastern colleagues Chinese Tai-
pei and Korea Republic. Those with a mature tradition are considered to be China 
PR, DPR Korea and Japan, and there is some support for this because of PR China, 
DPR Korea and Japan’s qualifi cation to the 1999 FIFA Women’s World Cup in USA 
and since there is a clear indication of sustained improvement.43 As of 2005 there 
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were twenty women referees and thirty-two FIFA assistant referees registered in the 
FIFA list.

It has been suggested that, ‘If western scholars want to write satisfactory Chinese 
sports history, they should be aware of Chinese informed perspectives; employ metic-
ulous scholarship, have appropriate language skills and a satisfactory understanding 
of Chinese culture and history.’44 While agreeing that the quality of an interpretation 
is crucially linked with the evidence, historical or otherwise, I have taken a two-part 
approach to this subject: part of the approach has been chronological and part has 
been thematic in order to refer to important dates and events but also to consider the 
social, political and cultural forces shaping women’s football. In referring briefl y 
to some of these events I intend not to take a rather superfi cial approach to topics 
about which other academics have debated in terms of evidence and interpretation 
but to give suffi cient attention to the narrower focus of women’s football where it 
seemed that the majority of original material could lend a productive interpretation 
to that already in the public domain. There is a lack of literature on Chinese football. 
Furthermore, the few texts available on women’s sport in China, both in Chinese and  
in English, provide very brief analyses of the social, cultural, political and historical 
aspects. Clearly, questions about Chinese women’s participation in football remain 
unanswered. How did modern football for women evolve in China, and who were 
the stakeholders? What factors have determined its development on the international 
stage, and how will men’s football affect female participation? In particular, studying 
the history of generations of women players through their own words would be an 
important approach but is more than a brief visit would allow. In acknowledging this 
limitation, the judgement has been made to provide logical connection with themes 
sustained throughout and to use sources available in English and Chinese to address 
this analysis to an international audience.

The technical report of the fi rst FIFA World Championship identifi ed a three-tier 
model for women’s participation across the globe at that time. The fi rst group was 
composed of mainly European national associations which already held regular 
championships; the second group included the US and China as examples of national 
associations without regular championships but with an established representative 
squad; the third group comprised those countries without a regular championship and 
without support from a national association (this was taken to imply that there was no 
national women’s squad, but in several countries there was a representative team in 
place, often selected on a trial system).45 In these countries, the national association 
was effectively ignoring the FIFA stipulation to act as overseer of all aspects of the 
game. This is telling regarding not only the ideology of sport and gender order but 
also the organizational framework and structures of sporting federations, which, we 
are told, are acting for the good of the game. It’s also disappointing to note that when 
the 2007 Women’s World Cup takes place in China, a number of representative teams 
are likely to have been prevented from participating because of a lack of fi nancial or 
resource support by their national association. In 2006 Peter Velappan retired from 
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AFC after thirty years: women from countries whose teams don’t make regional or 
fi nal competitions for Women’s World Cups and those on teams from countries like 
PR China that do make it and are still discarded after major tournaments, will fi nd his 
confi dence as hollow now as ALFC offi cials did in the 1970s and 1980s.

FIFA and AFC are very concerned with the recent initiative to form a World Women’s 
Football Federation. As you know, it is most undesirable as women’s football activities 
can well be served by the various National Associations. In fact it is to the great advan-
tage of women that they should be under the control of the national associations who 
are in most cases well established to provide the support and guidance for the game to 
develop.46
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Figure 1 Festival of Britain Programme, 21 July 1951, Corinthian versus Lancashire Ladies at Barrow. 
The range of civic interest, sponsorship, patronage and sporting entertainment combined to raise funds 
for one of a number of charities.

Figure 2 Programme notes of the players France versus Preston, 1948.
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Figure 3 Stoke versus Dick, Kerr’s Ladies Programme cover, 1923, including pen pictures of the 
players and an appeal on behalf of Alice Kell, the Dick, Kerr captain, promoting the sporting and health 
benefi ts of women’s football.

Figure 4 London team, circa 1917. Photograph courtesy of Jane Ebbage, showing the chaperone, the 
trainer and sponsors.
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Figure 5 Liverpool Ladies Football Team (date unknown but believed to have been circa World 
War I). Courtesy of Ann Berry, whose grandmother is seated front row far right. W.E.D is written on 
the football, but it would seem, on the basis of a comparison of this uniform with that shown in Pathé 
newsreel coverage of the 14 February 1921 match at Anfi eld (gate 25,000), that the image predates the 
considerable popularity of women’s football on Merseyside, including Boxing Day 1920 at Goodison 
Park (gate estimated at 50,000 plus).

Figure 6 Femina postcard. There are potentially many more images of this kind in the hands of post-
card collectors. They show that munitions football was not the only form of women’s participation in the 
early phase of interest and that women’s work and leisure, rather than charitable fundraising, infl uenced 
the formation of teams. The uniform has also become more standardized; both French and English 
women wore a recognizable football strip at this time.
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Figures 7 and 8 Stoke Ladies playing Femina in Barcelona 1923. Photographs courtesy of Peter 
Bridgett. The player with the outstretched leg is E Carroll, the coalman’s daughter. These privately-held 
photographs are very rare in that they show the women in action and something of the crowd.
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Figure 9 Railway Benevolent Institution, Leeds, 6 April 1921, Dick, Kerr versus the French team in 
front of a crowd of 27,000, raising £1,700 for the charity. This image is notable for being one of the 
few postcards which shows the very large crowds and because it documents the amount raised at a not 
particularly important match. That month alone, Dick, Kerr also played at Stoke, Standish, Bradford, 
Rotherham, Kilmarnock, Bury, Bolton, New Brighton, Rochdale and Barrow, in that order, in a year 
when they played sixty-seven games in total in front of crowds conservatively estimated at 900,000 
spectators. Photograph courtesy of Winnie Bourke, daughter of Alice Mills, shown here in the striped 
shirt in the foreground, who became Mrs Alice Lambert after moving to the US following the Dick, 
Kerr tour.
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A Grass Ceiling
Women’s Football in England

A Woman’s Football Team is to startle the ‘World of Pas-time’—with evolutions anything 
but ladylike, I venture to think, albeit Lady Florence Dixie is President of the British 
Ladies Football Club. I have every admiration for Lady Florence Dixie. I have read 
with admiration her lively narrative of her stirring adventures in the southernmost part 
of South America (including a plucky ‘header’ into the straits of Magellan), and have 
been greatly interested in many of her movements in England. But surely Lady Flor-
ence cannot be aware of the rough and tumble horseplay of the football fi eld when she 
writes: ‘I cannot conceive of a game more calculated to improve the physique of women 
than football.’ The exercise football affords might surely be acquired more becomingly 
by girls in the gymnasia which are multiplying all over the kingdom. We don’t want 
even the newest of the ‘New Women’ utterly unsexed by indulgence in such unwomanly 
games as football.

Now for some fashions which are really ladylike and becoming. The pretty little 
toque [hat] sketched is of bronze green velvet.1

A Times article covering the North-versus-South fi xture of the British Ladies Foot-
ball Club at Crouch End in March 1895, to which this excerpt refers, called the 
events ‘Irksome’.2 Traditional views of the ‘unsexing’ and potentially corrupting 
nature of some games, specifi cally football, have shaped the image of the woman 
player as an irritating and unwelcome aspect of modernity. Construction of this con-
vention of Association football as a manly sport which honour requires to be kept 
amongst men has been a long-term project of the sports’ authorities against which to 
judge more recent attempts since the 1990s to deconstruct it. The establishment of 
the Football Association (1863), the Football League (1888) and the club (both pro-
fessional and amateur) have tended, by and large, to exclude female players by either 
formal or informal means. However, there are moments when women players, teams 
and associations have been both the focus of male support and bureaucratic concern. 
Fortunately, there is an increasing amount of evidence in the public domain which 
suggests a need to revisit the historiography of women’s involvement in Association 
football in England. These include sources in the archives of sports federations and 
those available to wider audiences, like the Pathé newsreel collection and the North 
West Film Archive. In accepting the most frequently expressed critique of A Game 



112 • A Beautiful Game

for Rough Girls, namely that it was skewed toward contemporary events, I discuss in 
this chapter some of the earlier episodes in more depth. The social and cultural mi-
lieu of the ensuing twenty-game British Ladies tour, for instance, saw Lady Florence 
linked to the major moral scandal that year; provoking public concern over what was 
decent and what was unnatural behaviour, likely to corrupt the young. The fi rst of 
three trials involving her father, the Marquess of Queensbury, her younger brother, 
Lord Alfred ‘Bosie’ Douglas and Oscar Wilde began in April and concluded in May 
with Wilde’s two-year sentence for gross indecency. At the fi nal trial at the Old Bai-
ley, Wilde reportedly said, ‘The ages live in history through their anachronisms.’ A 
view with much to support it in view of women’s place in sport, particularly football, 
in the twenty-fi rst century.

Sociologists and historians have become interested in what life is like for women 
in football, both as a participatory and as a spectator sport. Aspects of this, albeit 
very recent, literature focus upon the experiences of playing, spectating, supporting, 
organizing or coaching, for example, and identify discrete groups of players to do 
so.3 Emphasising the micro study of the female player doesn’t necessarily present 
women at play (or in support and so forth) as a disjunctive experience, but there is 
potential for it to do so. It tends toward a dislocation from the players’ other multiple 
and changing identities when playing (or supporting and so on) and when not. Politi-
cally, this seems to fi t with the notion of women’s involvement as an irregular aspect 
of modernistic sport (titles such as ‘The Image Problem in Women’s Football’ being 
a case in point). In trying to avoid the feminist taboo of depicting a universal woman 
player, studies have tended to identify groups of black or Asian, gay or straight 
players at elite or competitive levels. Methodologically, academia chances possible 
exoticism of women football players unless we can combine historically-sensitive 
sociology with sociocultural history in the literature. An emphasis on recent groups, 
or types, may overlook the preceding development of women playing football and 
their impact upon a wider sports culture and history. Looking both at the macro 
level in terms of how the sport came to be codifi ed, organized and perpetuated and 
at individual examples of women’s play before the 1990s, it is possible to fi nd that 
the players’ experience may not always accord with our current view. Most of what 
follows is small-scale and brief compared with the weight of tradition re inforced 
economically, geographically, politically, legally and in myth-making by male par-
ticipation in what became the national game. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates 
that the processes were more open (in chronological terms and as multiple and shifting 
identities) than has so far been discussed.4

Wilde was not a football man. The construction of masculinity, like the process 
of codifi cation in sport, particularly in football, sought to demark what was accept-
able and what was not. The homophobia around the game is another aspect of its 
gendered history still to be fully treated. As a means of preventing undesirable be-
haviour, for example, it is thought that games were gradually introduced at Harrow 
and other public schools as a way of disciplining boys’ spare time and to foster 
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staff-pupil relations in the mid-nineteenth century.5 In the eventual establishment of 
the Football Association in 1863, the need for a uniform set of rules predominated.6 
Three elements of this manly image commonly highlighted in the popularization 
of football require to be addressed. The fi rst of these is the process of codifi cation, 
which enabled the Football Association, ‘not a very powerful organisation in the 1860s 
and 1870s’, to reinforce a degree of agreement over games which had been ‘governed 
by a mixed bag of local and traditional regulations’ even if through a fairly gradual 
process involving much compromise.7 This led to the creation effectively of a national 
infrastructure of regional football associations in the 1870s, supplemented by the 
foundation of the Scottish FA in 1873 and that of Wales in 1876. A second element 
appears to have been football as a manly sport but one less violent than rugby; no 
small matter for working-class participants who could not afford time off due to 
sporting injuries.8 The third and most signifi cant factor is argued to be ‘the invention 
of competitive cup football which changed the nature of the game’.9 The FA Challenge 
Cup Competition was fi rst held in 1871 and its popularity as a working man’s sport 
is seen to have spread when Blackburn Olympic defeated the Old Etonians in 1883. 
The role of the FA secretary, the sports journalist Charles Alcock, in promoting both 
the game and the competition helped to provide a focal point for local rivalry and 
gambling. As football became a national game, it also came to be seen as appropri-
ate for working-class boys, fi rst as an extracurricular activity, then as representative 
sport following the establishment of the South London Schools Football Association 
in 1885.10 At its founding, in 1904, the English Schools Football Association (ESFA) 
had as its primary objective ‘The mental, moral and physical development and im-
provement of schoolboys through the medium of Association Football’.11 However, 
semantics aside, the Department of Education agreed, in 1906, that games could 
be added to the curriculum of state elementary schools for girls, and we see some 
evidence of school-based girls’ football. There are examples of working-class girls’ 
teams in 1905–1906 where a Reading boys’ side had won the English Schools Chal-
lenge Cup. Otherwise, it’s diffi cult to overlook another legacy: that, as a nonschool 
sport, football for girls has been seen as exceptional and outside the mainstream.

The FA was not particularly progressive in their outlook, in spite of the perceived 
modernity of the game they were promoting, and so outlawing, suspensions and 
disqualifi cations became commonplace methods of including some individuals or 
activities and excluding others. After seeing off the threat of a breakaway Brit-
ish Football Association in 1885 by accepting the principle of professionalism, the 
model of one body to oversee all Association football was established and, to an 
extent, remains today at national and global level. The Football League Champion-
ship followed in 1888, and, with the practice of home and away fi xtures, football’s 
popularity became extensive. It is a system which has proven to be enduring and 
much replicated across a variety of sports at both the professional and the amateur 
levels. This brief summary raises sports-specifi c questions and more general ques-
tions as to why women’s grounds are not a part of the human geography of England, 
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as well as how and why women’s teams and women’s clubs have been formed 
largely outside these structures.

If there was a good deal of popular support for working-class football teams at 
this time, there was little spare leisure time for working women in the rapidly indus-
trializing urban Britain. The wider development of football as a spectator-supported 
event relied on a well-documented increase in leisure, and the Saturday half-day pro-
vided a gap for it to become match-day. In the meantime, the working-class female’s 
‘double day’ meant long shifts at the factory, mill or store before she could engage 
in home-based activities designed to support the household. In the context of this 
lack of nondomestic leisure time for both working- and middle-class women, it is 
hardly surprising that we have a view that football teams were run by youngish 
men for young men.12 There remains considerable contention over whether the sport 
was spread ‘top down’ by the public school-educated schoolmasters and missionary 
workers or ‘bottom up’ as part of what has been called ‘the proletarianization’ of the 
game by working-class men.13 There are a range of sources in both the public and the 
private domains to support interpretation along this continuum.

However, ‘football facts’ about which there is much common sense (when was 
the word ‘soccer’ fi rst used, what was the fi rst football club) are in the process of 
continually being refi ned.14 Conceivably also, for a variety of reasons, which might 
include a lack of record, a view that sport was an essentially transitory activity, part 
of high day or holiday celebration, or just because it was humdrum, we know very 
little of the involvement of girls and women. As sport, a public form of entertain-
ment and leisure before 1895 and until 1993, when the FA formally took control 
of women’s football, we know only a little. The world of working-class pastimes, 
marked by transient escapes including traditional town and country fairs, music hall, 
the ‘day out’ and, later, cinema, in addition to sport, hobbies and other leisure and 
recreation activities, is another contentious area. Interpretation varies considerably 
over this growing historiography regarding whether activities were primarily indica-
tive of gender difference or dominated by class concerns.15 Specifi cally with regard 
to this study, we have some evidence of working-class male support for female foot-
ball play, though at the present time of a fragmentary nature.

The establishment of the British Ladies Football Club, in 1894, could be seen 
as in some ways unsurprising. It was one of several, what might be called, special-
interest groups that formed sporting links. Though the topic of women’s access to 
various sports has been covered in greater depth and to better effect elsewhere, it is 
worth making the point of how arbitrary judgements over individual sports seem to 
have been, with hockey and cricket approved by some, lacrosse by others, or com-
binations of gymnastics and team games for middle-class girls. We know that there 
were high school girls’ football teams formed at Brighton in 1894 and Nottingham 
in 1895, for example. The fi rst match of the BLFC doesn’t appear in the FA minute 
books for that year, which are characterized by the FA historian David Barber in dry 
style as ‘not big on discussion’.16 The media did show some interest, though perhaps 
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predictably the Athletic News and other sporting press overlooked the event, which 
is reported to have drawn a crowd of between 7,000 and 10,000 spectators with the 
consensus toward the higher fi gure, even in the less enthusiastic articles. If the FA 
Cup Final had attracted a crowd approaching 37,000 the previous year and the FA 
Amateur Cup fi nal 3,500, this was a pretty respectable gate, particularly for an inau-
gural event of a similar size to Dick, Kerr’s fi rst game in 1917 (when at least some of 
the money went to charity rather than the organizers and participants). It may be that 
they were inspired in 1887 by the formation of the fi rst women’s cricket club, White 
Heather (it survived to 1957) and in 1890 by two professional teams known col-
lectively as the Original English Lady Cricketers, which toured for two years, after 
their manager had put an advertisement in the newspaper and before he absconded 
with the proceeds. The White Heather club was formed by noblewomen as a form 
of country-house cricket, and the number of members rose from eight to fi fty in 
four years. The alliance of Lady Dixie and the organization of Honeyball appears to 
have amalgamated upper-class patronage with a degree of commercial acumen and 
a relatively mild form of feminism.

The Penny Illustrated newspaper coverage of this game is piquant in its enthusi-
asm for the ‘President’ of the club diving into the Straits of Magellan but concerned 
about her colleagues’ physical welfare during a game of football in an article entitled 
‘Home, Sweet Home’. There’s no indication that Florence herself intended to play. 
The illustrations of the game are among the fi rst representations of ‘feisty’ women 
players made shapely by belted tunics, knee-length breeches, shinpads over stock-
ings and what look like boots with slightly elevated heels. Long hair is roughly kept 
under woollen hats. While two players could be passing the ball, one is face down on 
the ground in a pose that could only be described as fl attened, and the distant ‘keeper 
has a silhouette and stance reminiscent of a ballet dancer’. The rather less fragile il-
lustration of a player which opens the article resembles the photographic images of 
the Secretary of the BLFC, Nettie Honeyball, taken at the time and now on show at 
the National Football Museum. Honeyball’s shorts are more like culottes and less 
brief; the whole appearance more sturdy than the illustrations and appears to support 
the reports of players’ average weight at about ten stone (140 pounds), ‘a fairly heavy 
team’. If this article appeared a month before the game, do the images tell us that 
women’s (practice or competitive) matches using these sports uniforms had already 
taken place since the BLFC had been formed or that there had been some kind of 
preview of the photograph and a little imagination on behalf of the illustrator? An 
interview with Nettie Honeyball on 2 March indicates that there had been opportu-
nity, between the announcement of the organization in that newspaper in January of 
the same year and her related letter of rebuke, to watch the team practice. Had the 
illustrator done so, he would have found a club of fi fty members of whom thirty were 
players who had responded to advertisements such as the appeal referred to later 
in the Programme. The class background is unclear, but it appears that players did 
not have to pay entrance fees or subscriptions but incurred ‘a good deal’ of expense 
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which they hoped to recoup at the forthcoming match. The reprimand followed a 
comment of the Graphic writer that the players did not like practising in the cold. It 
had a grain of truth but seems to be less about the inclement weather than its effect of 
the training surface. John Bailey, in The Great Women’s Match of 1895, cites

Our ground is a shockingly bad one. It lies just underneath the Alexandra Park race-
course, it is a clayey soil, and I have never know it free from water ... We have one young 
lady who comes from Woolwich who can kick like a Corinthian. But some are not so 
expert at moving about like others. We fi nd that the girls who have gone in for cycling 
are the most nimble ... We are being coached by the centre-half of Tottenham Hotspurs 
and we practise regularly at Hornsey.17

The link with cycling is an important one because much of the frisson of interest on 
behalf of the newspaper reporters (and presumably some of the crowd) related to 
female bodies as public entertainment, with the women wearing split skirts, bloomers 
or, as they were reported, knickerbockers. The Daily Graphic at least felt ‘The dresses 
of the ladies—North, red shirts and blue knickerbockers, and South, light blue and 
dark blue—were details which it seems more important to specify than any point in 
the play.’18 This still-evident tradition of playing in basically male sports wear, albeit 
rather looser versions, appears to indicate a regard for female modesty; the use of 
breeches, stockings and tunics represents a feminized version but not greatly so. The 
hats and complete coverage of fl esh may indicate a degree of modesty, but the look is 
recognizably suitable, if not exactly pleasurable, for playing football. This question 
of modest female athlete-as-public-entertainer in combination with the upper-class 
patronage of Lady Florence Dixie and the middle-class Nettie Honeyball raises ques-
tions about who the players were and why they played. In the Programme for the fi rst 
match there is a polite appeal: ‘Ladies desirous of joining the above Club should apply 
to Miss Nettie J Honeyball, ‘Ellesmere’ 27 Weston Park, Crouch End N’.19 It is a diffi -
cult line of enquiry to pursue because match reports give little or nothing in the way of 
individual comment other than that referred to earlier. Presumably the local residence 
of Honeyball contributed to the ease of arranging the fi xture, though the reference 
to ‘Frequent trains from Moorgate Street, Broad Street, King’s Cross and intermedi-
ate stations to Hornsey’ indicates a wish to draw a crowd from the capital at large. A 
crowd of 10,000 at the fi rst match suggests that it was intended as both a commercial 
venture and a political point; not so much in the needy sense that Sheila Fletcher calls 
‘Me too’ feminism but more perhaps in the sense of ‘why not me too?’20

When the fi rst game took place, on 23 March 1895, The Times has it as a note 
at the bottom of a column entitled Midland Challenge Cup and could hardly be less 
interested:

Ladies’ Football—A match, under Association rules between teams of ladies was played 
at Nightingale Lane, Hornsey, on Saturday, the title of the game being North v South. 
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Great curiosity was aroused, and the ground was thronged by some 7,000 people. The 
football was of a very harmless nature, and its novelty soon grew irksome to many of the 
spectators. The North won by seven goals to one.21

Having a North versus South (of London) competition was perhaps too vague to 
replicate the partisan spectator experience developed after the inauguration of the 
Football Association Challenge Cup and the creation of the Football League. Here 
maybe Lady Florence’s lack of expertise showed. The Ladies Match was preceded 
by Crouch End versus 3rd Grenadier Guards, and admission for both was set at 1s 
(covered stand 1s extra). The professional women cricketers had been paid sixpence 
a game, were not allowed to play under their own names and had been accompanied 
by a chaperone. The double bill makes it diffi cult to know how many of the crowd 
had paid a not insubstantial sum primarily to see the women’s match. However, it is 
more likely because of the question of the respectability of the ensuing tour in the 
Midlands, the North and in Scotland that it became beset by diffi culty, including 
pitch invasions. Bury, Brighton, Doncaster and Edinburgh were major local events, 
although most signifi cant appears to have been the Newcastle fi xture, with a crowd 
approaching 8,000 and with the more sympathetic reporting from the radical Man-
chester Guardian and the liberal Westminster Gazette. It isn’t clear how or even if 
players were paid nor the extent of expenses. Players such as Miss Obree seem to 
have played under their own name, but nicknames were awarded. A popular player 
referred to as ‘Tommy’ seems to be an amalgam of two people from the articles, 
a Miss Gilbert and Daisy Allen, who were both small and lithe.22 Ambiguous use of 
pronouns went beyond the tomboy stereotype; the goalkeeper Mrs Graham was also 
singled out for recognition but was referred to throughout as an outstanding player, 
even for a married lady. Though the tour seems to have ended the involvement of the 
BLFC by the end of 1896, the sport for women neither took the next step in becom-
ing an established network nor ceased to be played at all. It also set a tradition for 
newspapers to become quite contrary in their coverage of women’s events. For the 
researcher, there are glimpses of new and corroborating evidence amidst a consid-
erable silence on the subject. For example, rather gallantly concerned about the pro-
priety of the event, the reporters also chide the level of skill. It wasn’t those making 
the coarse and ribald remarks who were behaving disrespectfully—that was taken 
pretty much as inevitable—but those who would put themselves at risk of provoking 
such responses who degraded all those present.

Writing more than fi fty years later, Geoffrey Green, in A History of the Foot-
ball Association, provides an uncompromising analysis on the matter of a woman’s 
place:

There now remain a few subjects upon which the FA have taken a defi nite stand from the 
beginning and remained unwavering in their attitude towards them. Among these may be 
counted Women’s football, Greyhound racing, Betting and Rough Play ... This in truth 
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has not been a subject ever to bring about a crisis within the Association, yet it represents 
but one of the many items upon which the FA has had to keep a watchful eye.23

There is both a wistfulness about this analysis written in the middle of the twen-
tieth century and a contemporaneity. The ‘defi nite stand’ seems to be a question of 
respectability around whether women’s involvement would bring ignominy to the 
game. To risk men’s love of the sport made ridiculous by women’s participation, 
a predicament: the FA wished neither to oversee female play nor to risk to be seen 
not to govern all aspects of the code. On 25 August 1902 the question of women’s 
football became suffi ciently an issue for offi cial FA comment when the Council is-
sued instructions to its affi liated associations not to permit matches against ‘Lady 
teams’.24 However limiting a lack of Association-backed and school-based develop-
ment has been for the history of women’s football, the idea of female players contin-
ued to pass into popular culture, for example, with The Collegettes (‘Book and Lyrics 
by Edgar Smith. Music by Maurice Levy’) at the Aldwych Theatre in February 1909. 
Set at a high school (perhaps like Brighton, Nottingham or one of the North Ameri-
can women’s colleges) the play appeared on a double bill with Philopoena (subtitled 
‘A Farrago of Fun, Fancy, and Foolishness in Two Acts’ to little effect so far as the 
critic was concerned) by the same authors, with which it compared favourably but 
only marginally so:

These two pieces are much better suited to the ingenuous atmosphere of Binghampton or 
Peoria than to the more sophisticated air of London and there could only be one excuse 
which would justify their importation into a country where the native product is so vastly 
superior—namely, that they gave Miss Dressler a better opportunity than the music halls 
provided ... The second piece, The Collegettes, is more coherent and deals with the culti-
vation of a ladies’ football team in order to defeat a neighbouring college whose inhabit-
ants are succinctly described as “doxology-shouters.” Incidentally, there are lectures on 
the disadvantages of a superior education as a training for life.25

Marie Dressler, a Canadian star comedienne on the Broadway and Vaudeville circuit, 
played Philopoena Gesler in the fi rst play and Tilly Buttin in the second.26 The iso-
lated nature of the examples supports Green’s view that, exasperating as the female 
player may have been, a crisis in the manly nature of the sport did not apparently 
develop until shortly after World War One. During this time, the balance of mercan-
tile and charitable interest was one of several areas which caused a certain amount of 
consternation and required something of a drastic response.

During the era before World War One, two elements of Association football’s 
relationship with commercial enterprise were to be signifi cant for women’s involve-
ment, or lack of it. The fi rst of these was to be detrimental to the long-term future 
of the women’s game as football was being popularized abroad by expats and emi-
grants who would play against local opposition if they could fi nd no other. The very 
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Britishness of the game (including the Laws of the Game in English) appears to have 
spread the standard and reinforced a gentlemanly sportsmanship even if ideas of the 
dissemination of the sport by the British are subject to contention. However, games 
were not just for affl uent individuals; new or distinct social groups played for a vari-
ety of reasons, including social integration, modernity and available leisure.

The second element was to prove rather more valuable for an early growth of 
women’s football because commercialism led to spectatorship as an increasingly 
popular activity. As Tony Mason, Wray Vamplew and others have shown, football 
as both spectacle and activity had become the passion of the British urban working 
classes by the outbreak of war in 1914. The fi rst women’s game on fi lm in the ITN 
collection concerns two women’s sides playing at Ilford, London. It was recorded 
on 1 January 1914 but may have been anywhere in the period 1914–1918.27 It hasn’t 
been possible to corroborate this dating so far from other sources, and the teams are 
not recorded as works’ sides though there is another fi lm, also with a 1 January 1919 
dating, showing a game between Handley Page Girls and the Ladies’ Sterling Football 
Club, Ilford, Essex. In what appears to be the earlier example, there is a fair-size 
crowd, a child performs the kickoff and there is much good-humoured encourage-
ment all round. One team plays in a recognizable football strip with various head 
coverings, and the other players are in gymslips with mobcaps (looking incongru-
ously more mature and certainly taller than their opponents). The football crowd at 
the game appears to be mainly, though not exclusively, male, although there is the 
occasional highly fashionable woman dignitary or celebrity, as well as female chap-
erones and off-fi eld assistance. What became evident around the time of the rise in 
what Ali Melling called ‘munitionettes football’ is that employers of working-class 
women used football in some similar ways that it was used for working men; namely 
to motivate workers to identify with the workplace and as a relatively healthful form 
of cheaply-facilitated recreation to encourage employees to act as representatives 
of the company outside working hours.28 As a kind of stealth advertisement and be-
nevolent activity, football was preferable to less moral and more physically risky 
leisure pursuits likely to impact on output. With the level of surveillance provided 
by a team manager and a coach plus a (usually older female) chaperone, the women 
players were encouraged to think of themselves in workplace terms of solidarity and 
mutuality but also as working and playing for ‘our boys’. Perhaps now the term ‘mu-
nitionettes’ needs to be revisited, as there appear to be a wider range of occupational 
teams in addition to other kinds of clubs from representative to women’s-interest 
groups.

What remains to be addressed, however, is the players’ receptiveness to the 
cultural and social values that such supervisory arrangements sought to reinforce. 
The debates around the period refl ect concerns over female health as the result of war-
work, the blurring of gender identities as jobs, fashion, labour and leisure changed, 
bringing struggles over what was ‘natural’ for women. Much of this was motivated 
by a concern for the physical fi tness of the race and women as mothers to be. In 
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the light of concerns about the ‘sexless gymnast’ and in particular the unfeminine, 
possibly sterilizing, effects of strenuous exercise on women who were thought to 
have a limited amount of energy, much of it nervous, the enthusiasm of women foot-
ball players seems to have caused much surprise amongst elites, even while occa-
sioning little amongst working-class organizers.29 The combination of work outside 
the home and regular training, though perhaps initiated by welfare workers, meant 
that that football took off as an enjoyable entertainment and relaxation. Women had 
blocks of identifi able leisure that had been ‘earned’ in public, suffi cient colleagues 
to form teams and access to resources like pitches that would otherwise not have 
been made available. Work and leisure for female football players like those to be-
come famous as the representatives of W. B. Dick and John Kerr Tramway and Light 
Railway Equipment Ltd (Dick, Kerr Ladies) were fused.

Some employers capitalized on this realization of the morale-boosting qualities 
of the game for women employees, and in this respect the management of Dick, Kerr 
Ladies, led by Alfred Frankland, were particularly astute in understanding the sup-
porter mentality. As a form of ambient marketing of the company’s products, very 
quickly the team were being portrayed as variously ‘the best’, the  ‘world champions’ 
and the ‘world-famous’ women’s team. Regional pride had, of course, been devel-
oping for a much longer period, with a music-hall song commemorating Preston 
North End as fi rst champions of the Football League and of the FA Challenge Cup in 
1889.30 From the outset, Dick, Kerr were keen to attract large paying crowds, though 
the question of how and where to stage was matches continually reappraised. There 
would be no commercial cartel, no independent property or grounds and no league 
structure, nor even a fi xed programme of games. This appears to be a large gulf in 
the organization and purpose of women’s involvement in Association football. In 
looking to answer Alfred Gibson and William Pickford’s question in Association 
Football and the Men Who Made It, ‘Is sport a pursuit of profi ts? Or is it a com-
mercial undertaking which places a premium on winning and providing pleasure for 
its followers?’ women’s football in the period 1917–1921 was rather more the latter 
than the former.31

Though the Pathé newsreels may be contested as primarily ‘documentary’ or ‘fea-
ture’, thereby having elements of fi ctional composition, they make a point that this 
largely unremembered aspect of sport passed into popular culture suffi ciently to be 
reproduced and presented as what might now be seen as infotainment.32 In this way, the 
moving image is itself a valuable source, though admittedly it is at least a second-
hand, mediated construction of events that occurred more than eighty years ago. Es-
tablished by Charles Pathé in London in 1902, by 1910 the company were producing 
a biweekly newsreel, the Pathé Gazette. After World War One they were producing 
various Cinemagazines including Eve’s Film Review, covering entertainment, cul-
ture and women’s issues.33 The records are of moderate quality and very brief; most 
lasting a few minutes. Even so, not only did the women players draw large crowds 
at games hosted on Football League and Association-affi liated grounds consistently 
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over at least a four-year period, but also the newsreels ensured that they were seen to 
do so by a larger audience. If, as Wray Vamplew notes in Pay Up and Play the Game, 
First Division matches in the League were averaging crowds of 23,000 by 1913 in 
the fastest-growing and most commercial spectator sport in the country, the enthu-
siasm for ‘following’ football extended to the Dick, Kerr and other matches from 
1917 to 1921 and, it could be argued, beyond.34 As part of a growing civic culture 
and identity, places where women’s teams were conspicuously popular (the South, 
London, the Midlands and the North East) were industrial and commercial centres 
made up of urban settlements with good transport links and populations with some 
collective spare time in which to spend a share of their disposable incomes.

Jeff Hill has explored how the mediated nature of much sport is best character-
ized as processes that shape how people understand society and the relations of power 
within it.35 It has been claimed that the cinema is often seen as primarily a female 
and juvenile pursuit (though not particularly so).36 A study of the thoughts of those 
different audiences would make an appealing exploration of an historical situation 
which may contest the generally unfavourable view of women’s play as wartime 
exception. This is not to say that the local and national press, including some cover-
age in the sporting papers, are any less valuable as sources, despite the fact that that 
the assumed readership may have dictated editorial policy (whomever and however 
consumed the fi nal product). What was the social, cultural, economic and political 
environment which produced these fi lms and their use? Put simply, for those men in 
work, able to have some surplus money to spend on leisure pursuits, what made them 
choose to spend a portion of it to watch women’s football matches? What would 
the audiences in the cinema (many of whom had likely paid less than the minimum 
entrance price to attend a match) have thought of the sporting spectacle and of its 
topicality?37 These issues are worth returning to later in looking at the chronology 
of development of Association football as a code. This period of popularity ended 
with the 1921 Football Association ban on women from Football League grounds 
and affi liated Association clubs. If this sanction refl ected an insiders’ view of sport, 
the moving image raises ambiguities about public support for women’s football, the 
manner of its representation and audience receptiveness to it as live and mediated 
spectacle.

There has been a sustained popular and academic consideration of the Dick, Kerr 
team in the period 1917–1921 in Gail Newsham’s In a League of Their Own, Barbara 
Jacobs’s Dick, Kerr’s Ladies and in Ali Melling’s writing, so at the risk of overem-
phasizing their signifi cance, I will concentrate on the fi lmic evidence, which does 
focus primarily on them while also giving indications of other teams presented to 
a wider audience.38 The fi lm and press sources reported that Grace Sibbert, who 
worked at the Dick, Kerr factory while her husband was fi ghting in France, orga-
nized the fi rst match proper, held on Christmas Day 1917. In front of a reported 
crowd of 10,000 at Preston North End, playing against Arundel Coulthard Foundry, 
the game raised in excess of £600 for wounded soldiers at the Moor Park military 
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hospital. Though amongst the best-known then as now, the ‘Dickless Kerrs’ (as they 
were unoffi cially nicknamed by some onlookers) were unlikely to have been the fi rst 
of the women’s teams to form during the war.39 For instance, The Times has a tiny 
note in the Personal column regarding a Ladies Football Match which took place on 
8 September 1917 at Maryport, raising £26 for the Serbian Relief Fund, which was 
patronized by Her Majesty the Queen and presided over by the Bishop of London.40 
While there may have been primarily works teams formed in 1917, including Lyons 
Tea Houses, Leys Light Engineering and Ediswan Radio, there were also Bath and 
Plymouth representative teams as well as women’s-interest groups such as the more 
middle-class Atalanta and working-class miners’ wives who played against single 
women in matches. The variety suggests that women’s football was more developed 
in Britain than anywhere else at this time.

Teams up to the 1921 ban included Aberdeen, Arundel Coulthard Foundry, Bar-
row, Belfast, Birmingham City, Bolton, Cardiff, Coventry, Edinburgh, Glasgow, 
Heywood Ladies, Lancaster, Llanely, Newport, Newcastle, Renfrew, Rutherglen, 
St. Helens, Swansea and Whitehaven, in addition to munitions sides like Bennets 
of London along with one-offs like Harry Weldon’s Rest of Britain.41 It has been 
only too easy to overlook the ways in which the women’s teams were woven into 
social history. In 1921, among the Harvey Nichols and Selfridges advertisements 
plus various news items (‘£40,000 Necklace Missing after New Year’s Eve Party’, 
‘Collision in the Thames Four Men Missing’) there is a piece on Bath City Ladies’ 
forthcoming match in Manchester ‘in aid of the unemployed ex servicemen of that 
city’.42 So, combined with the match programmes, fi lms and the postcards (such as 
the really useful example issued 6 April 1921 for the Railway Benevolent Institution 
in Leeds which indicates a very large crowd for the home team game against Dick, 
Kerr), the media coverage does show a degree of public awareness of the players, if 
little was reported in the sports pages.

The structures of patronage and favour already in place in the sporting press by 
the time that women played football in large numbers during the period 1914–1921 
no doubt played a large part in its failure to fi nd support. The most sustained article 
to appear on the sports pages in 1920, entitled ‘Ladies at Football England v France 
by a Special Correspondent’, bears this out. Just how special our guide is diffi cult to 
convey without substantial coverage, but suffi ce it to say that a pretty frisky digres-
sion lasts two-thirds of the article. When we do get to The Game (which neglects to 
mention it was played in front of at least 25,000 spectators for the National Associa-
tion of Discharged and Disabled Soldiers and Sailors, presumably because of the 
distraction of the writer), it is both businesslike and condescending.

It was a hard, sporting game, and it was treated by both teams as a sport and not a spec-
tacle. Both looked to enjoy it, and exhibited quite enough skill to disappoint those who 
had come to laugh. Most of their mistakes would have passed unnoticed if they had been 
a scratch team of men making no pretensions to science. Indeed the science spoiled 
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it—for it was the science of a different but not necessarily a better game. Two or three of 
the English players in the centre were obviously familiar with good football.43

The national, regional and local media reportage gives cause for reservation in see-
ing women’s football in this early phase as somehow belonging either to wartime 
mores or to restricted sporting cultures. The mediatization of these events arguably 
placed them as a small but growing element in a transformed national leisure market 
with regularities in fi nance, organization and presentation. A distinctive public image 
emerged. Not a national cartel comprised of local semiautonomous sporting clubs 
like the Football League perhaps, the women’s teams were sports entertainers whose 
performance was used ostensibly to respond to fl uctuating economic circumstances, 
usually for regionally specifi c charities. That is, women’s football didn’t take the 
same league structure or network of male football, but there are discernible arche-
types in the way that it structured itself, and a lack of centralized control also meant 
a degree of discretion about the distribution of funds. As the manager of the Original 
English Lady Cricketers had shown, touring female sporting spectacle also entailed 
a degree of economic freedom for those who facilitated their play. Three examples of 
matches recorded by Pathé newsreels give this balance of production, consumption 
and exchange.

The fi rst is a match played at night on 16 December 1920 at Deepdale with a white 
football under searchlights in aid of local unemployed ex-servicemen. Though less 
than two minutes long, the fi lm shows packed terraces and supporters waving their 
hats in the stands. Gail Newsham has Bob Crompton of Blackburn Rovers kicking 
off, Bob Holmes a member of the ‘Old Invincibles’ whitewashing the footballs and 
Winston Churchill authorizing the hardware.44 The teams run out and perform the 
usual prekick off routine, the effect of which, under the artifi cial light, is quite eerie. 
The size of the crowd is unclear but the overall mood of a hazy modernity unmistak-
able. This is not the only use of technology; in 1924 a game was played ‘at night 
by means of a new system of lighting invented by Siemens and the English Electric 
Lamp Company’ and the event was repeated in 1927.45 So the organizers of the 4–0 
victory over the Rest of England who raised ‘in excess of’ £600 and were enter-
tained to supper in the canteen of the Dick, Kerr works in 1920 were willing to use 
novel means of presenting female players to a paying audience as part of the display. 
It also shows that the players were apparently quite pragmatic about raising funds 
for returning out-of-work ex-forces personnel keen to take back jobs in traditional 
industries, which would mean that by 1923 Dick, Kerr players would have to fi nd 
alternative employment.

The large crowds raise queries about motivation and enthusiasm and how ac-
curate the coverage of the newspapers was. To put it bluntly, if the women’s games 
had been poor events and a spectator had chanced an attendance out of charitable 
altruism, it’s unlikely that that he would have returned. The games were neither 
the only sporting events available nor the lone means of raising money for charity. 
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Would being seen at a women’s match by friends and neighbours provide something 
to talk about at the same time as enhancing an individual’s reputation for charitable 
community support? Was it perceived as a less selfi sh way of getting sporting en-
tertainment, or was it viewed as an aspect of civic and local pride or combinations 
of these? Some commentators have used the image of the larger-than-life landlady, 
popular on postcards at the time, to suggest that part of Dick, Kerr’s success lies in 
the tradition of strong women in a maternally centred Northern culture. This seems 
to go too far in overlooking the discretion working-class men had in spending their 
free time and money. It also raises the question of whether this evaluation depends 
too heavily on postwar myths of masculinity.

The second fi lm relates more to the rapid development of women’s football as 
sport and spectacle following a match on Boxing Day at Goodison Park in 1920 
that drew a reputed crowd of 55,000. That match between Dick, Kerr and St Helens 
had used a local rivalry to raise in the region of £3115 for former servicemen and 
had been kicked off by Ella Retford. A vivacious comedienne and popular panto-
mime Principal Boy (later a character fi lm actress), Retford had also made songs 
like ‘She’s a Lassie from Lancashire’, ‘Yorkshire’, ‘We’re All North Country Lads 
and Lassies’ and ‘She’s a Girl up North’ music-hall hits.46 A January game at Old 
Trafford against Bath Ladies two weeks later drew a crowd of 35,000 who saw 
a fourteen-year-old football prodigy, Lily Parr, score four goals in her debut. On 
17 February 1921 a well-known comedian appearing in pantomime on Mersey-
side gave his name to Dick, Kerr’s opposition, and ‘Harry Weldon’s Team of Lady 
Internationals’ competed in aid of unemployed ex-servicemen, Liverpool hospitals 
and the Variety Artistes Benevolent Funds. A reported crowd of 25,000 produced 
£1,500 in declared gate receipts. Entertaining sports performance in the broad sense 
was not looked approvingly at by the Football Association, though it would appear 
that the whole thing took place in an atmosphere of athletic goodwill and propriety. 
Harry Weldon’s mock boxers and variety artistes mean that the publicity was not 
exactly confi ned to the sporting contest.

The third match, kicked off by ‘le gentleman boxeur’ Georges Carpentier, was 
a glamorous November tie in Hull 1921. ‘Gorgeous George’ had fought, and lost, the 
world heavyweight championship against Jack Dempsey in July of that year in front 
of a crowd of 80,000 in a $1 million event in the US.47 Carpentier is shown being 
photographed and fi lmed.48 Some discussion has taken place as to the identity of the 
camerawoman involved, with John Adderley suggesting that technique indicates her 
to have been a novice.49 While happy to give credit to the progressive politics of the 
working man, that the crowds of male supporters had somehow become allergic to 
the opportunity to take charge of a technological gadget and had decided to volunteer 
a female neophyte as sole operator tests belief. Perhaps we’ll have to agree that she 
was working towards profi ciency in a professional context until such time as her 
identity can be clarifi ed.
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Very popular in this country at the time, Carpentier made an appearance at this 
Yorkshire Ladies v Dick, Kerr match that may well have raised the gate at this game 
and helped to increase the receipts. It would be useful to have a programme to fi nd 
out what cause the game was played for and how much was charged. It would be 
even more intriguing to know who had the idea of inviting Carpentier, what the ar-
rangements were and who made them. As possibly the last mediated match before 
the ban (though, as has been said, not the last Pathé coverage of women’s football), 
it also raises questions about where the organizers of female games for large, paying 
live audiences thought the spectacle would develop. The images of celebrities such 
as Retford and Carpentier seem to be rather wholesome and hardworking ideas of 
glamour: his fame conceivably more A-list than hers (if such a list had existed then). 
Nevertheless, they were popular with the public in ways that may already have been 
slightly nostalgic in 1921 as Carpentier’s popularity had already been superseded 
by the Dempsey-style heavyweight and Retford’s variety-hall act increasingly gave 
way to overseas tours. What isn’t in question was the ability of women’s football, in 
variously constituted forms, to draw paying crowds from among the working class 
who had limited time and less expendable income to spend on a competing range of 
leisure pursuits. Those in the contemporary situation, say Radio 5 Live phone-in par-
ticipants, who rehash stereotypes about female athletes being incapable of providing 
entertaining sporting display are more chauvinistic than their grandfathers or great 
grandfathers, who, it appears, appreciated good football that just happened to have 
been played by women.

Another lingering mystery is the question of money. Without wishing to enter into 
discussions of appropriation, there are a number of issues around the raising of funds 
and their use which are unclear. First, does the fi nancial situation help to explain 
the timing in the popularity of women’s teams? There remains some debate about the 
decision not to suspend play at the outbreak of hostilities, which meant that for the 
1914–1915 season both the FA Cup competition and the Football League tournament 
were brought to a full conclusion.50 In 1915 Sheffi eld played Chelsea in the ‘Khaki 
Cup Final’ where Lord Derby, in presenting the trophy, is reported to have said, ‘You 
have played with one another and against one another for the Cup; play with one 
another for England now.’ The patriotism of the people’s game was questioned as 
the nostalgic charge that football had become a business rather than a sport became 
a frequently made one.51 It would be overstating the case to see the suspension of 
the Football League as equating to an absence of male professional football for sup-
porters to attend, which seems to be part of the rationale for dismissing the women’s 
game as a wartime aberration. In effect, professional football continued under re-
gional tournaments of varying sizes such as the Midlands, London and Lancashire 
leagues. In 1916, in order to swell the coffers of the war effort, football, among other 
pastimes, became subject to a supposedly temporary Entertainments Tax. The effect 
of this was to raise the minimum admission price from the 6d set in 1890 (boys under 
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fourteen and women excepted) for Football League Games (more for grandstand 
seats and Cup ties) to 9d in 1917 to cover the Entertainment Tax. This was to rise 
to 1 shilling in 1921. There was to be no provision for the unemployed to attend 
matches outside these minimum admission fees, and clubs who tried to do this were 
warned against it. It is notoriously diffi cult to make conclusions about the size of 
reported crowds because of the cash economy on which most football clubs operated 
as a way of underpaying tax. It would be very useful, but diffi cult, to know for each 
game whether women’s football matches became popular in the 1917–1921 period 
when charging the same admission prices or whether a different pricing system was 
used. Programmes exist and show a variety of prices, from 2d to 9d, but it is unclear 
whether the programme also served as an entry ticket or whether the cost of this 
souvenir was a customary addition to the admission fee. Not only are the fi gures 
available in the public domain contradictory as sources; they don’t add up in terms of 
the number of spectators reported and the amounts raised (if tried with variations of 
6d, 9d or 1s per head). Special trams were put on for some male matches to encour-
age female supporters, but whether there were similar concessionary arrangements, 
including a reduced paid fee to enter the gate at women’s games, is unsolved.52 To 
further complicate matters, the convention of the celebrity kickoff frequently re-
sulted in the ball being autographed and raffl ed, with programme buyers pointedly 
reminded: ‘Have YOU bought your ticket for the Autographed Ball? Price 3d each. 
Programme Price 3d.’ There are also advertisements for the various local goods and 
services. What did A. Welsh Limited, ‘the progressive Gent’s Outfi tter’; Asbestos 
Sports, Outfi ts ‘For Every British sport’; L. Rapstone, ‘For Antique Furniture of all 
Descriptions’; S. P. Wood Ltd, ‘that Nice Chap next door’; Hardaker and Sons, Re-
movals and Storage ‘Motor Vans to all Parts’ and Northern Clothing Co., ‘Macs and 
Rainwear for Men, Women and Children’ pay to sponsor Preston versus the French 
team in Hull? Was the money for sponsorship or expenses?

Does the orthodoxy of charitable purpose of the games therefore raise more re-
lated questions than the seemingly clear rationale for their creation disguises? For 
example, were the motivations of organizers primarily altruistic, or was a tax loophole 
exploited? The War Charities Act, in 1916, ruled that where the takings of an enter-
tainment, without any charge for expenses, were to be devoted to charity, exemption 
from the Entertainment Tax could be made by Customs and Excise. It took until 
26 March 1918 for the FA, in conjunction with the Football League, to register the 
Football National War Fund to aid association players and others who had rendered 
service to the game and their dependents who needed assistance because of the War 
or other causes. Given that estimates refer to half a million players and spectators 
joining His Majesty’s Forces by the end of 1914, this covered a range of the popula-
tion. A consensus view is that women’s football from 1917 raised money for a range 
of good causes more than to pay players’ or organizers’ expenses. The soccer-by-
searchlight game of 1920 involving Dick, Kerr’s 4–0 victory over St Helens Ladies 
is reported to have raised in excess of £600 with 22,000 supporters, which would 
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equate to at least 12d (1 shilling) per person, whatever the constitution of the crowd. 
How great were the players’ expenses compared to other necessary costs? Was there 
any transparency in the accounting systems? Does this explain why the unregulated, 
uncoordinated nature of women’s football continued in this form for the following 
three decades? In short, was charitable purpose honoured more in execution or in the 
breach?

It is possible of course to overstate the economic and symbolic dimension of 
women’s football. It did not compare to the emblematic commercialism of the Foot-
ball League, betting (including the Pools from the 1930s), the sporting press, ciga-
rette cards, and the establishment of a home for the FA Cup fi nal in 1923 at Wembley. 
On an international scale, by 1924 FIFA had more than forty members, making it the 
largest sporting federation in national association representation and athlete num-
bers. It would be a considerable overstatement to argue any form of direct competi-
tion, though money does seem involved in defending a manly image for the game. 53 
The ban was perhaps a form of safeguard in that whatever revenue streams were 
available through performing football for a paying public were to be defended as 
under FA and League jurisdiction under the twin principles of enclosure of grounds 
and the right to charge a paying audience to enter.

A very sympathetic reading of the minute books might conclude that the Football 
Association viewed women’s teams in much the same way as other ‘scratch’ teams. 
Consider the reinforcement of the general rules, for example, in Council minutes of 
July 1921:

Item 19. Scratch Team Matches Rule 28. The attention of the Council was drawn to 
certain matches having been played during the past season without permission. It was 
decided to call to attention the following provision, and to require clubs to observe the 
Rule:- Two scratch teams shall not play against each other when gate money is taken 
without the permission of this Association or of the affi liated association or Associations 
concerned.54

With no formally constituted women’s alliance, there may well have been anxiety 
that, unlike the other special interest affi liates to the Football Association, women’s 
football was developing outside and beyond the immediate control of the sports’ 
governing bodies and was achieving a degree of commercial success in raising gate 
money, wherever it was eventually directed. The Council minutes of 10 October 1921 
detail this expressly with regard to women, although apparently more concerned 
with fi scal than biological matters: ‘The Council decided that Clubs must not permit 
matches between ladies’ teams to be played on their grounds unless sanction for such 
matches is fi rst obtained from The Football Association. It will be a condition of any 
application granted that the club on whose ground the match is played shall be re-
sponsible for the receipts and payments, and a statement of the account must be sent 
to the Association showing how the whole of the receipts are applied.’ This was a 
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recurring theme in the minutes of the FA Emergency Committee for the remainder of 
the year, for instance, regarding a match between Dick, Kerr and South of England: 
‘Permission given for the match to be played on the ground of Bristol City FC upon 
the condition that the club be responsible for the receipts and payments, a statement 
of Account to be sent to the Association showing how the whole of the receipts are 
applied [sic].’55 In the minutes for the following session of the same committee, item 
55 concerns a ‘Ladies Football Match, Ediswan v. Lyons 27 October 1921. The ex-
planation and apology of the Tottenham Hotspur Club for having allowed the match 
to be played on their ground before permission had been obtained, was accepted.’ 
Meanwhile, the Emergency Committee minutes dated 29 November to 12 December 
1921 details at item 60 Plymouth versus Seaton: ‘Winchester FC censured for having 
permitted the match to be played on their ground without fi rst having obtained per-
mission. The Club also ordered to pay a local approved charity the amount received 
as their share of the gate receipts.’

Whether this indicates the relative strength of Tottenham as against Winchester, 
the issue could not eventually be resolved on a case-by-case basis. It appears that the 
continuing success of the women’s game caused the FA to regulate by default rather 
than desire. As a crudely effective blanket strategy, the Consultative Committee had 
adopted the following resolution on Women’s Football Matches by 5 December 1921:

Complaints having been made as to football being played by women, the Council feel 
impelled to express their strong opinion that the game of football is quite unsuitable for 
females and ought not to be encouraged.

Complaints have also been made as to the conditions under which some of these 
matches have been arranged and played, and the appropriation of the receipts to other 
than charitable objects. The Council are further of opinion that an excessive proportion 
of the receipts are absorbed in expenses and an inadequate percentage devoted to chari-
table objects.

For these reasons the Council request the clubs belonging to the Association to refuse 
the use of their Grounds for such matches.56

It seems to imply that perception of uncharitable misuse of the money raised would 
taint the remainder of football and in particular its own exemptions from the Enter-
tainment Tax. In terms of the unsuitability of the game, only one brief item reached 
the newspapers in that year before the ruling which seems related. Doris Smith, age 
fourteen, had fallen and fractured her leg at a practice match to select a Lincoln team 
to meet a Yorkshire club.57 The ruling was reported verbatim with little by the way of 
commentary in The Times the following day, in contrast to the Athletic News which 
treated the expulsion of women as something of a cathartic opportunity:

Some time ago the Association declined to recognise women players or accept the duty 
of governing them. At that time no reason was given. Now it is clear that their objection 
arises because ‘the game of football is quite unsuitable for females.’ There is no ambiguity 
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about this expression of opinion, which will be approved by the majority of people who 
are interested in sports and pastimes, and without reserve by the general community who 
disapprove of the forward movement of women. Women who freely take part in sports 
and pastimes abound by the thousand, but those who have gone to the extreme of football 
are an insignifi cant minority. It is impossible to forbid their participation in the game, and 
neither the fi at of the Association nor the thunders of their critics will stop women who 
want to play.

The greatest infl uence is public disapproval. Most of those who have seen this type of 
match have come to the conclusion that football for girls and young women is unseemly, 
and that the games are often travesties of the sport. Let us, however, ask why games are 
played? Primarily for mental refreshment, for bodily invigoration, and for amusement. 
For these purposes any sport or pastime must be possible within the physical strength of 
the organs of the body. Football, played as it was intended to be, was not designed for the 
average woman. It is a game for strong men and for the development of masculinity. That 
women would invade the football arena was never contemplated, as such violent exercise 
is not adapted to the physique of the sex.58

Two particularly noteworthy phrases from this excerpt, subtitled ‘Recreation—Not 
Fatigue’, have contributed to the legacy of this attitude in contemporary England 
and more widely. The fi rst is the infl uence of public disapproval, which remains a 
general problem for women’s sports, particularly those involving contact, high risk 
and/or strength. The view that women would engage in pursuits contrary to their 
own best interests and, by extension, would need to be prevented from doing so is 
evident in a case brought more than fi fty years later, after the ban was lifted, in 1972. 
Theresa Bennett, age twelve in 1978, was prevented from playing for her local mixed 
football team, Muskham United, by legal ruling brought by the FA, even though she 
had been selected on merit and ‘had run rings around the boys’. Though Theresa had 
been playing mixed football for some time, the attitude of the court depended upon 
the notion that young women are so intrinsically vulnerable, fragile and physically 
defi cient that the state must protect them from the folly of participation in vigorous 
competitive athletics. This cultural anachronism linked the idea of separating males 
and females as necessary for the safety and welfare of the latter in the original 1975 
Sex Discrimination Act, particularly Section 44, which differentiated competitive 
from participative sport. 59

Nothing in Parts II to IV shall, in relation to any sport, game or other activity of a com-
petitive nature where the physical strength, stamina or physique of the average woman 
puts her at a disadvantage to the average man, render unlawful any act related to the par-
ticipation of a person as a competitor in events involving that activity which are confi ned 
to competitors of one sex.60

The second continuity is reference to an ‘insignifi cant minority’ of female players, 
prompting the need of legal safeguard and the term ‘average woman’ used as a 
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comparator. In 2006 this was still an issue, as a coach who submitted this heartfelt 
plea to a House of Commons Select Committee on women’s football indicated:

I have heard all the arguments reference why girls cannot play football against boys 
from under 12, and I have to say they are outdated based on ignorance and bias. The two 
female players who play for me are physically strong and mentally tough. They know 
when they walk onto the pitch they will get no favours and don’t expect them. They also 
know, like all of our male players, if their performances are not good enough, I will have 
no hesitation in dropping them. Both girls have adapted brilliantly to 11-a-side football, 
surely not even the ignorant or biased will claim it is a progressive step to move them 
back into seven-a-side next season. I know for a fact every team we played against last 
season would love to have Hannah Dale in their squad for next season. It is fairly obvi-
ous to me that people who know and truly understand football at grassroots (ie. ourselves 
and the opposition managers and coaches) who witness these games every week, can-
not see why these girls are not allowed to play next season. I can understand and tend 
to agree with the fact the average male player is better than the average female player. 
Hannah Dale is no average player. She should be allowed to compete at the highest level 
her ability takes her. At this moment in time that is against male players. The Germans 
and Americans have the best female teams in the world. Ask yourself why? They have 
been allowed to compete at the highest level their abilities took them and that included 
competing against male players well over the age of 12. All I ask the FA to do is allow 
these girls to play at their true level, for the sake of the boys in our team, but most of all 
Hannah and Addi themselves. The FA have done a wonderful job with girls football, but 
in my opinion girls football is being held back with this outdated rule. The sky should 
be the limit, unfortunately the German and American girls have wings on their boots and 
our girls lead weights.61

The unsuitability of the average woman for vigorous competition in law and the 
ruling by the FA over mixed football remain as issues to be reviewed. As the corre-
spondence from the Chair of the committee makes clear, ‘We made our recommenda-
tions, which included a strong conclusion that the ban on girls playing mixed football 
after the age of 11 should be lifted. The Government has since responded to our report 
and we await the decision of the FA. We will monitor the progress and are in regular 
contact with them. We will therefore ensure that pressure is maintained although at 
the end of the day, the decision is theirs.’62 Past ages do indeed live on.

In returning to the earlier events, why was the ban quite so successful? First of 
all, it appears that there was a transitional phase of two to three years before it re-
ally took hold. For example, Stoke Ladies formed shortly after World War One by 
Arthur Bridgett (of Stoke City, Sunderland, Port Vale, who was capped for England 
seven times at what was then termed outside left) and his brother, Len, whose four 
daughters played for the team at various times. In June 1922 the Stoke team won an 
English Ladies Cup competition by beating Doncaster 3–1 in the fi nal played before 
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more than 2,000 people at the old Cobridge ground. Speaking to Arthur’s youngest 
son, Peter, who claimed the charming distinction of having been one of the worst 
professional football players ever, I was told that family lore has it that the Stoke 
team were unbeaten in the fi ve years of their existence. He also had memorabilia 
from a match the same year at St Andrew’s Birmingham against St Helen’s which 
drew a crowd of 40,000. In addition to the tour to Barcelona to play the French Fe-
mina team in 1923 that had been, in part, made possible by Arthur’s experience with 
England, there are other colorful tales associated with the team; one player, Daisy 
Bates, ‘daughter of a Hanford collier’, later married Stoke City’s goalkeeper, Bob 
Dixon. The team was disbanded in 1923, less, it seems, due to FA pressure than 
to a new contract for Arthur and development of Len’s mercantile interests and not 
before they met Dick, Kerr on 22 September on the Horsfi eld Ground Colne, with the 
local brass band ‘playing selections prior to the match and during the interval’. This 
is an area for considerable further work using local newspapers and oral history. The 
Coventry Evening Telegraph for 20 November 1989, for example, has Coventry City 
Ladies FC in the 1920s when the then Elizabeth Warren played hockey for Cour-
taulds, before the football team was formed, playing a few matches on Coventry 
City’s ground and travelling to Stoke and Luton before the team dissolved. Known 
as Dot, on account of being the smallest member of the team (as the accompanying 
picture confi rms), Elizabeth’s sister Nellie was captain and her friend Sally Siddle 
(known as Vim) played as goalkeeper.

Part of the wider answer seems to be the pragmatism of the women’s football 
teams which were closely involved with their local communities, which, in the 
1920s and 1930s faced economic and social hardship. This effectively contained 
fundraising on smaller grounds but still sought to help alleviate whatever circum-
stance a women’s match coincided with. In the case of some, it is clear that the cause 
prompted the match; in others, it may have been that the sporting contest bought 
some legitimacy by collecting funds for a charity which was selected as a secondary 
event. Against this background, the established infrastructures of the Association and 
League enabled them to be national institutions able to ride out those same diffi cul-
ties. Also signifi cant has been the hold over the Laws of the Game by the Interna-
tional Football Association Board (IFAB), which in effect meant that the world-wide 
rules of the Association code would be overseen by the British associations. The 
various relations between the FA and FIFA in the years 1904 to 1912 are too complex 
to detail here, and the issues were not primarily regarding the place of women in the 
sport. Briefl y, against the declared FIFA statutes of recognizing only international 
states, Scotland, Ireland and Wales were admitted in 1910. The IFAB membership 
was comprised solely of the four British Associations until the Congress of 1912, 
when two FIFA members were invited onto the IFAB board. British control of the 
Laws of the Game as part of the exportation of a manly sport, as exemplifi ed by 
gentlemanly conduct, was undoubtedly infl uential (whether the FA were members of 
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FIFA, had withdrawn on one of a number of occasions or were sanctioned as quasi 
affi liates, as happened in the next few years).

On a national scale, there was a broader move from 1921 to reinforce prewar 
patterns of the Association game and to extend the professional competition of the 
Football League. For example, the twin principles of ground enclosure and the right 
to charge for admission that related to Association and League football were a 
repeated concern of the FA, as evidenced by the minute books (if applied somewhat 
shambolically by some association affi liates) with which the non-League format of 
the women’s games on borrowed sites did not sit easily. In a 1950s analysis of what 
might be now seen as the spirit of ‘for the good of the game’, Green wrote:

Football because of its very popularity, is fraught with many dangers. It has always been, 
and perhaps always will be, something of a stamping ground for those who see in it an 
opportunity for commercial enterprise. It is against such temptations that the Association 
has always adopted a protective attitude, eager to prevent the game being brought into 
disrepute both by external and internal infl uences.63

The working women who made up the majority of the playing personnel do not 
appear to have benefi ted materially above or beyond the wage potential of their 
occupations at any one time. If the national leisure market which had been estab-
lished by the end of the nineteenth century regained some of the patterned regularity 
by 1921, the Football League was also seeking to expand its operations. After the 
Football League’s inaugural season with twelve clubs in the 1888–1889 season, the 
League had grown to a second division in 1892–1893, and two regional third divi-
sions were added in the 1920–1921 season, bringing the total number of League 
clubs to eighty-eight.64 Whether some of those in the women’s football community 
had succumbed to temptation matters less than the protective attitude of the Associa-
tion and the League offi cials. It is also worth remembering that by 1921 the Football 
Association had built up its own charitable activity since the Football National War 
Fund was set up in 1918. The minute books for the season 1921–1922 have details 
entitled Proceeds of Practice matches played in August as totalling £20,304 19s 2d 
from 259 clubs as diverse as Arnold St Mary’s to West Ham United.65 Extended, 
careful negotiation with the Inland Revenue as to what constituted a benevolent 
purpose can be seen from the summary in Athletic News:

For years some clubs have been fi ghting the Inland Revenue offi cials on the question of 
deducting the amount due to the Football League Charity funds during war-time foot-
ball, and the Manchester City Football Club, when the supervisor declined to allow the 
deductions, gave notice of appeal ... The commissioners held that if the contribution to 
charity had not been paid, matches could not have been played, and such contributions 
were therefore paid as a means of earning profi ts. It therefore followed according to 
law and decisions on the point, that such contributions were properly deducted by the 
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club from the income in order to arrive at the profi ts from which income tax should be 
charged.66

It appears that charitable fundraising was an elastic term that could also entail profi t 
for those League clubs that took part, and it may be that part of the FA’s defensive 
attitude involved benefi ting from this pretext. This was not the only revenue stream 
to be safeguarded. The Rules Revision Committee of the FA, sitting on 23 January 
1922, set the following guideline for the Association Challenge Cup Competition 
and the Amateur Challenge Cup Competition respectively:

Rule 30. For Footnote A substitute the following:
‘All members, and also ladies and boys, must be charged for admission to ground, 
enclosure and stands in matches in all Cup Ties. The minimum admission (except to 
ladies and boys) to matches in the Qualifying Competition shall be fi vepence including 
Entertainments Tax, and to matches in the Competition Proper, one shilling including 
Entertainments Tax. The price of admission for ladies and boys shall be mutually agreed 
between the competing clubs’.
Rules 14 and 31. Delete Rule 31. For the second sentence of rule 14 substitute ‘the Club 
not having an enclosed ground where gate-money may be taken, or whose fi eld of play is 
less than the minimum allowed by Rule 21, shall play on its opponent’s ground’.

Consequently, these principles were being applied to a wide range of competitions 
and clubs under the control of the Football Association. A well-disposed reading of 
the situation would perhaps see women’s events as one of many between ‘scratch’ 
teams and part of a maverick element from which the FA wished to distance itself. In 
a case of nearly but not quite, the ban for women’s teams followed an opportunity for 
ground-sharing for Dick, Kerr women’s team that could have imitated this enclosure 
and charging model and enabled them to further capitalize on their popularity. For 
example, at the beginning of 1920, Dick, Kerr and Co Ltd had bought the eighty-
three acre Ashton Park site, known locally as ‘Lively Polly Corner’ after a popular 
brand of washing powder advertised there. Football Association Emergency Council 
minutes for the period 21 March to 22 April 1922 show that Dick, Kerr FC were 
‘informed that if women’s football matches are played on its ground, clubs under 
the jurisdiction of the FA will not be allowed to play theron’.67 This does seem to 
have been observed in spite of the company being willing for the team to use the 
Dick, Kerr name until 1926 (the company had changed its name from Dick, Kerr to 
English Electric in 1923), when they became Preston Ladies.

While there was broad reinforcement of the principles across the Association’s 
interest, it is still clear that special case was made in issuing the ban on all women’s 
games, not least because no substantiating evidence to support a view that there 
was misuse of funds or scandalous behaviour was brought. The minute books de-
tail individual or scratch teams treated as distinct cases, not as a classifi cation, as 
was applied to women’s football. We know also that the breakaway of the Amateur 
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Football Association between 1907 and 1914 had given the FA confi dence to pursue 
exclusionary tactics. Public enthusiasm for watching women’s football declined but 
did not die altogether. In an early version of ‘football isn’t a matter of life and death, 
it’s more important than that’, we have:

Women are as God made them, and those who recognise the relative parts of the 
scheme of creation will see that there are games suitable for each sex and those which 
can be adapted to both men and women while preserving the chief characteristic of 
each ... While considering this problem with every possible desire for the complete 
emancipation of woman—we believe that is the phrase—there can be no doubt in the 
mind of any sensible person that football is no more a ladylike recreation than boxing, 
wrestling, weight-lifting, and other strenuous pursuits ... Without wishing to be either 
paternal or narrow-minded, we hope that so far as football is concerned women will rest 
content with being enthusiastic spectators—if they are not playing a game which is for 
them more rational.68

The fi rst fi lm dated after the ban of Dick, Kerr in the Pathé collection is said to be set 
at the time of transition. Playing Adam’s Game may have been edited and re-edited, 
possibly from Eve’s Film Review and also from Eve and the Noble Art as it contains 
boxing alongside other supposed training activities, including riding bicycles, horse-
back riding, and playing leapfrog games. The novelty value of a group of young 
women performing quasi-athletic stunts for the camera is evident, but ambivalence 
over the exact date and context remain. There was a fi lm made on Ashton Park, in 
the period before the ban became widespread, in conjunction with a letter written 
by the captain, Alice Kell, and published in the Lancashire Daily Post at the time, 
detailing the sporting prowess of the players. However, there is some cause for res-
ervation because the hats appear to be a generous cut and some players have loose 
hair. Later that year the team wore more close-fi tting hats before doing away with 
them altogether.69 Whatever the Dick, Kerr players’ intention in making it, the fi lm 
also contrasts with other examples in the collection because of the prurient mise en 
scene. Perhaps infl uenced by the idea of unsuitability, the camera is peeping on the 
rough and tumble of the team, who conclude the fi lm by sitting in a semicircle on the 
ground massaging their legs while a female trainer tends to each in turn. The women 
almost incidentally play a little football as a short closing phase. Whatever the at-
titude of the person behind the camera, we know that Dick, Kerr players had a rather 
more serious attitude to their football than this, as recorded by the other fi lms. There 
is another example, also attributed to 1922, which could show a continued attempt to 
take on manly sports where the intertitle reads: ‘We’ve heard a lot lately that certain 
sports are injurious to Eve. What about these boxing girls from Dick, Kerr’s famous 
sports team ...? If the spectators at the Carpentier-Lewis fi ght had got as excited as 
these, Olympia would require a new roof.’70 We see two players in football kit, sup-
posedly boxing with each other whilst others look on and cheer in an overexcited 
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manner. Whether this was intended as public relations for women’s sport, caught 
an informal mood, or the players were fl attered to be on camera, the intertitle of the 
fi rst fi lm sums up the voyeuristic mood: ‘ “Weaker Sex?” said the Captain of the 
famous Dick, Kerr Women’s Team. “Not much weakness about us.” Watching their 
training, we agreed.’ If the date is correct, it was the fi rst of many publicity turns 
in the fi fty-year life of the ban orchestrated by Alfred Frankland, including, on oc-
casion, resorting to Shakespeare (‘It is excellent to have a giant’s strength but it is 
tyrannous to use it as so’), inviting twenty-one Preston doctors along to women’s 
matches and involving local dignitaries, entertainers and professional sportsmen in 
fi xtures. Whether the fl ourish was down to generous postmatch hospitality or warmth 
of feeling, the message was clear:

The mayor (Ald. J Porter) looking spry after the fi rst stretch of refereeing for ten years, 
rose and thanked the two managers of the teams, Mr Frankland and Mr Hunt and all the 
players for the splendid game. Commenting on the ‘arrogant and old fashioned outlook 
of the Football Association’ he said how much he appreciated their gesture for coming 
and playing. ‘I should like to say further,’ continued the Mayor vigorously, ‘personally 
I hope you people will go ahead and fi ght the FA which is a narrow, bigoted authority. 
To one who has been in the game for 30 years I personally resent it’.71

The overtly altruistic nature of women’s football continued as the spectacle dimin-
ished, so it is possible to fi nd Bank Holiday matches ‘in aid of the Rhyl War Memo-
rial Hospital’ in July 1921 and those between Preston and Manchester in Roundhay 
Park, Leeds that were part of Coronation celebrations in June 1953.72 The lack of 
opportunity to host large crowds on enclosed grounds meant that the spectacle which 
had been an integral part of women’s matches was lost. Without forming their own 
association, the remaining sixty or so women’s teams were consigned to a more peri-
patetic existence: playing in considerably reduced surroundings, enabling them to 
raise smaller sums of money in front of fewer people in less controlled environments. 
It also raises questions as to whether those organizing and playing women’s football 
had suffi cient time and common interest to establish a women’s association. A sec-
ond association for women’s football, the English Ladies FA, was formed, but only 
twenty-fi ve clubs met in Bradford in 1921. Though the second meeting had sixty 
clubs, the decision to prevent any club affi liated with the association from playing 
against nonaffi liated teams effectively ended its appeal in 1922.

Pathé newsreel interest and postcard release did not end with the ban, nor did 
coverage in the local, national or sporting press. The Football Special newspaper 
available at Colindale Nos. 1–70 ranged from 10 September 1921 to 6 June 1923 and 
contains a column by ‘The Football Girl’, who charts the rise and fall of the game, 
including various women’s teams, their support and featured pictures of them. In 
March 1922, a Times report indicates that the degree of civic recognition given to the 
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players was not immediately affected: ‘The Lord Mayor and the Lady Mayoress will 
receive the members of the French Ladies’ Football Team at the Mansion House next 
Tuesday at 3.15.’73 The following Wednesday, of some twenty-three photographs 
under the headline ‘Royal Ceremony at Waterloo. The Mons Trial’, two show the 
French women’s football team. The fi rst more celebratory image has as the subtitle 
‘French Women Footballers, who are now visiting this country from Paris, being 
entertained to tea yesterday by the Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress of London at the 
Mansion House’, and the second, more sombre, ‘A French Tribute—Mme. Courand-
Morris, the Captain of the Paris women’s football team, placing a wreath on the 
Cenotaph yesterday.’74 There is also, for example, a celebratory air to the fi lm of 
18 September 1922, which shows the women on deck as the SS Montclare of the 
Canadian Pacifi c Line undertakes its maiden voyage from Liverpool; the full title 
reads ‘GOOD LUCK GIRLS! Dick, Kerr’s Ladies Football Team leave for Canada 
Tour’. By 1924 many team members had moved to Whittingham Hospital Lunatic 
Asylum, where the sister of Alfred Frankland was Ward Sister. Florrie Redford, Lily 
Lee, Jessie Walmsley, Lily Parr, Lizzy Ashcroft, Lydia Ackers and Lily Martin all 
became nurses and were later joined by other players, who were found jobs, includ-
ing a young Nancy ‘The Canonball’ Thompson, who went on to work in mental 
health after she retired from football. Another article in The Times for 12 January 
1924 for example has as the twin headlines ‘The Loss of the L 24’ and ‘The Prince of 
Wales in Paris’. Amidst photographs of these and other events is a centrally placed 
photograph with the description ‘FOOTBALL BY NIGHT—Dick, Kerr Ladies’ As-
sociation Football team played a charity match at night by means of a new system 
of lighting invented by Siemens and the English Electric Lamp Company.’75 Perhaps 
even more intriguingly, it would seem that Alice Woods had never worked for Dick, 
Kerrs, that she had played for them while living at home in St Helens. There is much 
more around the story of Dick, Kerr to be developed and also for related teams; for 
example, it seems that occasionally St Helen’s Ladies played against Billinge men 
on the Pilkington sports ground in the early 1920s.

There are umpteen Pathé newsreels made during the ban. One reel, for example, 
shows the Miners Wives’ fi nal of November 1926, presumably played in aid of their 
striking husbands. 76 One, taken in 1931, has the subheading ‘Aren’t Girls Wonderful? 
Despite continuous rain and ground ankle deep in mud not a single one retired in 
vigorous game won by Quaker Girls 3 Darlington, Durham.’77 This does seem to have 
been an area of some continued activity for the whole of that decade, as it is possible 
to fi nd fi xtures of store, factory and representative teams as far back as 1930 with 
crowds of 10,000 spectators. In 1936 the Darlington versus Terry’s Chocolate factory 
game was recorded, and in 1939 for example, York and Stockton ladies football 
teams played a charity match at Hungdens Lane for the National Union of Railway-
men’s Orphans. The fact that women’s football remained a problem, albeit less press-
ing than some others, is reinforced in FA Council minutes of 1936 and 1946, while 
the council chose to confi rm the ban again in 1963.78 Though seriously affected by 
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rationing during World War Two, around the period 1947 to 1950 there were at least 
seventeen women’s teams (including Barnsley, Blackpool, Bolton, Corinthians, 
Kent, Lancashire, Manchester, Stoke, Weymouth, Wythenshawe) playing regularly, 
and international matches were revived. A policy of barring those involved with 
women’s football also continued; for example Referee E Turner was suspended by 
Kent County Football Association for refusing to quit as the manager and trainer of 
the Kent Ladies team.

In addition to the other public sources, the memorabilia associated with the games 
provides links with wider social occasions, such as the Festival of Britain Ladies’ 
Championship, and with the presentation of the players to their sporting public.

Corinthian Ladies (Manchester)

Claire Mason. Age 16. A very effi cient goalkeeper, ‘Lofty’. Has a style like Frank 
Swift.

Jean Collier. Age 17. ‘Smiler’ uses her head to save her legs. Is a very good and 
intelligent positional player.

Joan Clarke. Age 18. ‘Clarkie’ never gets worried, plays an unorthodox style. Is 
hard to get past.

Irene Hebron. Age 18. ‘Legs’ is an ardent Denis Compton and Arsenal fan. Is a 
fi ne exponent of the sliding tackle.

Muriel Jones. School Teacher and good attacking footballer. Could give lessons 
to many in this art.

Kathleen Lear. Age 15. Little ‘Kathie’ is regarded as one of the best ever. She is a 
schoolgirl champion runner.

Alice Elliott.  Age 17. Known as ‘Twinkle toes’ is very tricky with a splendid shot. 
She is an ardent player and lives for the game.

Doris Ashley. Age 27. ‘Skiper is captain and schemer in chief. Always seems to 
be where the ball is. Odeon lady footballer of 1950 gold medal award. Played 
for England and France.

Dorothy Allcock. Age 19. ‘Dot’ is a very cool headed player and holds her for-
wards together excellently and yet when occasion arises goes well on her own.

Barbara Large. Age 16. ‘Babs’ is a box of tricks and has a terrifi c shot. Can play 
equally well on either wing.

Edna Broughton. Age 20. ‘Nippy’ is undoubtedly the best inside left in the game 
so far as ladies are concerned. Has played for England.79

One aspect of this particularly of note relates to the use of space. These women 
players often had disciplinarian managers and chaperones plus trainers and physios. 
Their every move was therefore subject to scrutiny in training and play, and they 
were required to be modest in their behaviour at social functions when representing 
the team. However, the oral-history accounts of their time on the team buses and the 



138 • A Beautiful Game

stops made at pubs and so on indicate a protected space for behaviour that might be 
considered inappropriate in other contexts. There are some wonderful photographs, 
for example, in Joan Whalley’s scrapbook of social and sporting activities, and it 
would be good to know more about this aspect of the players’ experience. The legacy 
of not having space of their own other than in this rather temporary way has no doubt 
added to their lack of remembrance.

On an international scale, the Corinthians games from 1957 referred to in the 
Introduction, in which an England XI played against West Germany in Stuttgart, are 
also on fi lm and show large crowds. Some of the early conventions of the women’s 
matches are present, such as Bert Trautmann kicking off the game. However, it is 
worth noting that the description provided is, on the one hand, extremely patroniz-
ing and on the other not really representative of what happens on the clip. Whether 
it has been edited at a later date by an unsympathetic hand or refl ects antipathy at 
the time, it was at least thought to be suffi ciently newsworthy to have been recorded. 
By 1961 primary school teachers were seen to be a useful part of a supposedly more 
progressive FA policy, but with limits, as ‘The instructional committee decided 
that should LEAs organise courses of instruction for women teachers in primary 
schools, the FA should provide coaches. Women teachers, however, should not be 
allowed to qualify under the FA scheme.’80 The status of football as a profession 
altered immeasurably following the removal of the maximum wage in 1961 and 
the eventual abolition of the ‘retain and transfer’ system from 1963. As stars grew 
to become media personalities, the 1966 World Cup victory in England no doubt 
sparked some female interest. For example, the stewardesses of the Queen Mary 
team played a Royal Exchange team that year which reached national television as 
the Mayor of Southampton was introduced to the Queen Mary team by the captain 
Margot Fruauf at Southampton Sports Centre.81 However, the importance of 1966 
shouldn’t be overstated. Manchester Corinthians, formed in 1949, had disbanded by 
the early 1970s. Fodens played since 1955. Stewarton Thistle fi rst played in 1961. 
The last game of a depleted Preston (Dick, Kerr) came in 1965. EMGALS began in 
early 1967, the Doncaster Belles in 1969.

With television came new opportunities. ‘Opportunity Knocks’ was a popular Sat-
urday evening talent show in the 1960s, and the FA Council was suffi ciently aware 
of women’s teams and tournaments, such as host Hughie Green’s the Butlins’ Games 
and the Deal Tournament organized by Arthur Hobbs, which disregarded the ban. 
The establishment of the Women’s Football Association (WFA) meant that women’s 
play was respectable enough by 1 December 1969 for the FA to rule:

Ladies Football—recommendation to delete decision of council in 1921 (and confi rmed 
by the council of 1963) and that ladies’ football no longer be considered to be classed as 
unaffi liated football and that any ladies’ team which wished to affi liate to county Asso-
ciation might be permitted to make such an application - matter to be deferred.82
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The tentative nature of this phrasing and its deferral are repeated themes: in a let-
ter to the Executive Committee the following year, the WFA asked for closer links, 
but the response from the Executive Committee in January 1971 noted that the 
Committee ‘did not feel that the time was opportune for any formal association to 
be established with that association’, though they were prepared to give advice on 
medical and coaching matters.83 Events effectively overtook the inhospitable home 
association in July of that year when UEFA decided by a 31–1 majority to recom-
mend that members take control of women’s football (the opposing association was, 
notoriously, Scotland). From there, cautious development, punctuated by the Theresa 
Bennett appeal in 1978, followed until the FA took control in 1993 and the title WFA 
was no longer used. The loss of name also implied a loss of ownership as the more 
democratic aspects of the women’s association were changed to regional leagues 
applying centrally-directed FA policy, and several administrators were lost to the 
sport as a result of this.

A televised Women’s World Cup based in England and backed by Moore, Hurst, 
Peters and Ramsey sponsored to the tune of £150,000 in 1973 was also declined as 
fi nancially risky and premature in the development of the sport. The tournament, 
which Hobbs (who some called ‘the father of women’s football’) tentatively sup-
ported and WFA members sympathetic to FA policy opposed, would certainly have 
presented women’s elite play as entertainment potentially to millions of viewers with 
the backing of national football heroes. However, concern had grown as the result of 
the 1971 Women’s World Cup competition in the Aztec stadium when teams from 
Mexico, Argentina, Denmark, Italy, the United Kingdom and France had contested 
matches in front of crowds of at least 40,000. The participation by Chiltern Valley as 
an England representative team in Mexico had been rewarded with the expulsion of 
the whole East Midlands Ladies Alliance (of which Chiltern Valley were the cham-
pions) from the WFA. Pat Gregory’s letter to the FA outlining the proposal from 
August 1973 to July 1974 initially proposed this as a women’s European Competi-
tion of four countries (already referred to in the Introductory chapter) and is signifi cant 
on several counts:

Should the fi rst competition prove successful I know that Viners would be prepared 
to consider extending the event to further seasons and to encompass more countries. 
It might appear that the Women’s FA is once again ‘running’ before it has properly 
learned to ‘walk’ but I hope that this will be more accurately discerned as an eagerness 
to help the sport progress.84

Somewhat cautiously, the letter heading has the WFA ‘Recognised by The Foot-
ball Association’ and refl ects the fact that it wasn’t formally affi liated until 31 May 
1984.85 However, the discussion then takes a more interesting turn, and excerpts 
from Pat Gregory’s letter are worth quoting at length.
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The main purpose of this letter is, however, to seek clarifi cation of FIFA’s regulations 
governing a World Cup Competition. We have recently been approached by a group 
of businessmen who wish to put a considerable sum of money at our disposal for the 
organisation of a World Cup Competition for women. In view of the fact that they 
anticipated fi nancing the whole project and then, of course, taking any profi t which ac-
crued, I sought the advice of The Football Association on this delicate matter. The rules 
quite clearly state that no match shall be organised for the personal gain of an individual 
or commercial concern and this would thus seem to block any possibility of the scheme 
progressing.

Perhaps you could clarify for me the international rules governing the organisation of 
such a competition. It might even be an idea if you could provide me with a copy of the 
FIFA rules and Regulations which I am sure would be invaluable help to my Association 
in the future.

FIFA has until now taken only a passing interest in women’s football but I believe the 
time has come for your Body [sic] to take a longer and closer look at this fast-growing 
sport. There is scarcely a country in Europe which is not experiencing a steady growth in 
the number of clubs, and I am in correspondence with contacts in Australia, Singapore, 
South Africa, Canada and the USA. What, if anything, does FIFA plan to do about stag-
ing a General Conference of its members who have a specifi c interest in women’s foot-
ball? Additionally when does FIFA think it can contemplate a competition for women’s 
national teams?86

The reply attempted to disassociate the commercial from the regulatory functions of 
the federation and fi rmly passes the matter elsewhere. This is somewhat disingenu-
ous as an argument, as topfl ight football is all about commercial exploitation and 
Käser was writing during the World Cup competition in West Germany; the letter 
was set also in the context of the decline in a gentlemanly ethos in elite football as 
fewer national teams had supported the UEFA amateur cup. What is clear is that 
just as the level of interest from a paying public in the 1920s for women’s football 
caused concern for the football authorities, so did the degree of commercial appeal 
fi fty years later.

May I inform you that all organisations affi liated directly or indirectly to a National Foot-
ball Association in membership with FIFA are bound by the existing FIFA Statutes and 
Regulations. This means that the Football Association alone would be entitled to organ-
ise or approve the Women’s World Cup. FIFA is strongly opposed to any intervention by 
business people who try to earn money by organising football competitions for women. 
You may know that quite a large number of National Associations in membership with 
FIFA organise Cups and Championships for female football teams.

However, I must insist that those concerned adhere strictly to the existing Regula-
tions as FIFA is interested in the game and not in the commercial exploitation of female 
football teams. I know that approximately four years ago some businessmen organised a 
so-called ‘World Cup’ for female football teams in Mexico, but the main purpose was to 
earn money and not to promote female football.87
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The correspondence ends with a polite acknowledgement from Pat Gregory that the 
response ‘was not unexpected as we had anticipated this would be the offi cial view 
of FIFA’.88 A favourable analysis of this could see it as part of a policy of shelter 
developed by FIFA, challenged by the opening of sports borders and the business 
of football. An unsympathetic view could point out that it did not refl ect existing 
elements of female play; for example, Scotland, one of the later national associa-
tions to recognize women’s football, had two professional women players and a 
thriving league system before the football association relented grudgingly to accept 
the fact. Aspects in the correspondence indicate FIFA’s concern about commercial-
ism, whereas the women’s football community, albeit in a very diplomatic manner, 
favoured graded fi nancial viability.

Though the proposal of a World Cup was fi rst written about briefl y by Sue Lopez 
(specifi cally with regard to how the voting system used by the Football Association 
used a system incorporating a Scottish representative to turn a majority of approval 
into one of refusal), it wasn’t apparent that FIFA and UEFA had been asked to sup-
port the venture extensively until this paper trail was examined. Naturally, what the 
effect would have been can now only be guessed. Had some kind of sponsorship 
deal been agreed in 1974, in what ways would development of the women’s game 
as a business be affected today? Were FIFA concerned by the unoffi cial Women’s 
World Cup in Mexico to the extent that they sought to prevent women’s football 
from exploitation? Were they more concerned to regulate and control women’s foot-
ball, which was attracting commercial interest in several regions in the world? Was 
a sports development model being employed whereby a mass of participation leads 
to a degree of commercial play? What Lopez shows is that the episode was a missed 
opportunity and that the rather short-sighted responses made by the authorities to 
the women who had managed to secure backing have repercussions to this day. Of 
course, the more salacious elements of the international showgirl tour and unoffi cial 
World Cup in Mexico, together with a certain reputation for women’s football which 
led to games like that between the Grassmoor Golden Girls and Inkersall Frillies 
played at Chesterfi eld in July 1975, could have meant an unsavoury commercial 
future for the game.89 This proposal, the Italian professional league, and subsequent 
‘world’ cups in the 1970s and 1980s seem to have been relatively innocent competi-
tive events. The response more bureaucratic fear of impropriety than any manifest 
scandal. A fi nal attempt to plan the event for 1975 met diffi culty with FA rules over 
the ‘close’ season before being sent away for consideration by committee; effectively 
stalling the proposal.90

At the time British women’s teams were involved in extensive international 
competition, primarily, but not exclusively, involving European clubs. Between 
April and August 1973 the FA sanctioned thirty-four matches involving foreign 
clubs, including Amersham Angels versus DVSNE in Holland twice and Bollebygd 
WFC in England; Birmingham were hosted by Oxabacks TF Damlag and Dingtuna 
FC, two Swedish sides; Blewbury Ladies had two fi xtures with KMVZ of Holland; 
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Coventry Bantams arranged three matches in France; East Kent Ladies played Rhade 
and Marl in two separate ties in Germany; Emgals played FC Bavos three times; 
Evesham North End hosted Metze; Farley United played at DJK Borussia-Scholven 
in Germany; Kay’s Ladies competed with both Halma and FC Bavos in England; 
Kent Women’s League hosted DKF Eintracht Erle 1928 three times; Lodge Park 
Ladies FC travelled to Eitrach Trier in Germany and Royal Club Arlonaise in Bel-
gium; Neilsen Ladies visited DVC Elisabeth in Holland; Wanderers Ladies FC 
attended the Royal Gossiles Tournament in Belgium; Wantage and Watford played 
KMVZ and Helmond 1899, respectively, in Holland.91 By 1974 there had been 
a tournament run by Ruelle Ladies in Mallorca that involved Bath, Beccles, Bed-
worth Ladies, Bletchingley YCFC, Bracknell Bullits, Corinthian Nomads, Coventry 
Bantams, Feltham United, Fodens and Southampton, as well as games in Belgium, 
France, Germany and Luxembourg and ‘unoffi cial’ tournaments in the US and Hong 
Kong.92

As the Introduction has shown, the 1973–1974 example in England was not the 
only proposal that could have broken the sport into those new markets that FIFA now 
wishes the women’s game to pursue. It would also have created a World Cup tourna-
ment seventeen years before the sports’ governing body hosted a world champion-
ship for women. Ironically, the 1991 tournament was entitled as contested ‘for the 
M&Ms Cup’, by which time FIFA had overcome at least some of their commercial 
squeamishness. Even if your opinion still tends towards a view of the federations’ 
actions as motivated by recalcitrance rather than malice, the women’s football com-
munity of the 1970s and 1980s had more ambitious, timely and innovative plans than 
the bureaucracies created to regulate men’s football with which they were obliged 
to integrate. The signifi cance of external pressure and the activism on behalf of the 
women’s football community is further indicated by a series of meetings around 
the years 1980, 1981 and 1982 which led directly to the fi rst UEFA tournament for 
women but more belatedly and indirectly to a Women’s World Cup.

In spite of the existing international network, paranoia over commercialization 
took precedence over whether women’s football could support a world-class tourna-
ment. A summary of the contradictory attitudes is again worth quoting in full as it 
shows the thinking behind the decisions reached, in addition to the recommendations 
themselves.

It was noted that invitational tournaments were taking place in various parts of the 
world and details were available to the Committee of a tournament to take place in Tai-
wan in October 1981. This tournament was by invitation to National associations but was 
entitled the ‘Women’s World Invitational Football Tournament’. The group considered it 
incorrect to use the expression ‘World’ within the title and that such invitational tourna-
ments should do no more than refer to ‘international’ tournaments.

There is no one reason why women’s football is not developed in certain areas although 
in many countries it is for religious reasons and therefore any further developments in the 
foreseeable future are unlikely.
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It was the unanimous opinion of the group that a world women’s football tournament 
run by FIFA would be premature at this time. The game is still developing and it appears 
that in most countries the attraction to the public is still very limited and therefore 
fi nancial problems would exist.

Another problem is that it would be a world tournament that in no sense would 
embrace countries from all Confederations as there are many areas without any women’s 
football, as referred to above.93

Minutes of the meeting of the 1981 FIFA Technical Committee indicate that the 
issue of women’s football and competitions was discussed by Group A, the English-
speaking group, comprised of O. Oyo (Nigeria), Ted Croker (England), E. De Moraes, 
O. Al-Saad, R. Ruhee and M. Marotzke. The report produced confi rms this in its title, 
Meeting of FIFA Technical Committee 17 and 18, 1981 Group A (English), which 
then produced a list of recommendations. The fi rst point of analysis is to reinforce 
that the rather disparaging view of the Football Association towards women’s foot-
ball has had a disproportionately damaging effect at key points. It would overstate the 
case to say that the 1981 meeting seems to have been one of those points, though Ted 
Croker was secretary to the FA at the time of the 1973–1974 correspondence, because 
events forced a change of policy. It may well have been that the Spanish-, French- 
and Dutch- or German-speaking groups were similarly unenlightened. However, it 
isn’t clear whether the matter was allocated to the English-speaking group because 
the idea of a Women’s World Cup seems to have originated there or because their re-
sponse in 1974 would dictate the outcome of this discussion. We can make educated 
assessment of their general attitude nevertheless.

The group believes that tournaments within the Confederations should be encouraged 
wherever possible and the progress of these tournaments would give a clear indication 
or [sic] whether or not a world tournament for women, under FIFA’s control, would be 
worthwhile. Such tournaments within the Confederations could be developed within the 
next few years which would mean that if they are successful a women’s world cup would 
not be unduly delayed.

Although the group was briefed only to discuss women’s football, it was impossible 
to ignore the possible proliferation of world tournaments and the over-expansion that 
may result. We now have the Olympic Tournament, The World Cup, The World Youth 
Championship, a possible Under-16 World Tournament and an indoor World Tourna-
ment and therefore the development of a women’s world tournament must be considered 
within this total framework. In addition in certain Confederations major tournaments 
have developed, such as the European Nations’ Cup. It should also be noted that within 
the continental Confederations Club Championships between countries have assumed 
much greater importance and therefore greater thought must be given to extensions of 
international competitions.

The group unanimously agreed that women’s football should come under the juris-
diction of the National associations. Similarly mixed football, i.e. with men and women 
in the same team or men’s teams against women’s teams should not be permitted. This 
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would imply that women should benefi t from training and coaching facilities run on a 
national or local basis within countries.

It was noted that in many countries that the infl uence of women in administration was 
proving of considerable value.94

Given that the prevention of commercial exploitation had been a prime motivator 
in ‘protecting’ the women’s game, the idea that ‘the attraction to the public is very 
limited and therefore fi nancial problems would exist’ seems to be based on the idea 
that there was a fi nite pool of support that ‘over-expansion’ might risk. Most amus-
ing or annoying, depending on your outlook, is the juxtaposition of the attitude that 
women players should be kept separate and not be led to infer that they had a right 
to resources, while the contribution of female administrators had been of ‘considerable 
value’.

The most signifi cant pattern for participation is that in one decade the number of 
clubs affi liated to the WFA increased sixfold from 44 clubs in 1969 to 300 clubs with 
6,000 players in 1979. The 1991–1992 WFA News development report says, ‘Such is 
the growing interest in women’s soccer that by the end of this next season we could 
be looking at a total of 500 affi liated clubs’ with around 9,000 players. Particular 
questions are in part raised by the unfashionable status of women’s sport and football 
particularly in the UK. Compared with other leisure activities and those involving 
physical exercise specifi cally, team sports such as football, cricket and rugby remain 
numerically and symbolically minority activities for women and girls even if we ac-
cept participation fi gures of 131,000. Compared to netball, the traditional favourite 
sport of girls which has 56,000 registered players, football continues to grow at a 
fantastic rate, since becoming the top female sport in 2002.’95 The ‘fastest growing’ 
tag is part of the PR campaign to try to make the sport seem part of a new cultural 
trend, as are equally clumsy campaigns about women putting the ‘beautiful’ into the 
game used in Euro 2005. Yet, as any Saturday or Sunday demonstrates anywhere in 
the UK, the participation of the mass of players of whatever age or gender has little to 
do with spin and lots to do with parks and pitches, enduring the weather, volunteers 
acting as everything from referee to provider of hot beverages, cyclists or dogwalk-
ers who become spectators for a while plus other ad hoc components too numerous 
to mention, including travel and family arrangements, the social organization of the 
weekend and, more recently, fear of paedophiles in youth sport. 

It seems that the mass of amateur participation is consequently hard to tackle as 
an object of research and is itself relatively unfashionable as an academic topic com-
pared to work on elite professional elements, especially the Premiership and moral 
panics about hooligans. Isolating women’s and girls’ participation is then, in a sense, 
a rather convenient way of looking at an aspect of this bigger picture. It also deals 
with a cohort of players who are systematically given uneven access to resources 
and for whom the unfashionable nature of their enthusiasm makes the do-it-yourself 
nature of the organization more pronounced. While developing an uneasiness about 



A Grass Ceiling • 145

using the term ‘women’s football’ as a way of perhaps reinforcing the use of the 
gender difference of which I’m critical, its continued use here is intended to refl ect 
the way in which women and girls have been identifi ed as a distinct group rather than 
to support the use of that distinction.

The confused but persistent stereotypes that a female football player is demon-
strating masculine tendencies (if she’s skilful) and is doomed by biology (if she isn’t) 
is slow to change even in the context of the recent UEFA competition in the North 
East, which received little media support once England were out of the competition. 
The contempt shown to English female footballers simultaneously trivializes their 
sporting accomplishments and insists on the male player as the object of masculine 
desire. Indeed this seemed to be implicit in the 2005 PR campaign surrounding the 
UEFA tournament about The Beautiful Game. Thankfully, though, the ‘ubiquitous 
ponytail’, a longtime FIFA symbol of women’s tournaments, was not uniformly 
worn by all of England’s players (or any other teams) as the cultural and racial 
reality of the female football population presented itself in a wider mix.

Disparities in the treatment of men and women in sport generally and in football 
particularly may be relatively innocuous compared to other inequalities that women 
face, but the very every-dayness of sport in our lives and common-sense ideas of 
how this developed serves to disguise the anachronism. During the conference sur-
rounding the UEFA championships, the media found it incredible that in football as 
a professional sport, an industry, an educational specialism and so forth, women’s 
opportunities at the highest level are limited. The questions from journalists centred 
on the tired use of the average man and woman as comparators, the relative physical 
weakness of women, their recent interest in team sport and so forth. Emails and texts 
centred on three issues; the majority suggested that adult mixed play was an equality 
too far, summed up by one who begged, ‘Please leave at least our football women-
free’ and the (dim)wit who equated it as a sporting spectacle to ‘monkey tennis’; a sec-
ond cohort suggested a partial acceptance of mixed football at junior level with varied 
age limits and a fi nal (very small) minority supported the idea of women’s equity as a 
concept even if untenable in the present. So, what to conclude about being seen as an 
out-of-touch academic who was using football to make a political point?96

The unease between the theorists of sport and the ordinary players is a tension 
that there remains some way to go to resolve. Instead, the intention has been to 
capture some detail of players’ experiences and to discuss this difference against the 
backdrop of surrounding factors which bear upon the creation and understanding of 
those subjectivities in the history of association football. There was a methodological 
as well as personal choice in beginning with people in A Game for Rough Girls and 
moving on to documentation and artefact in A Beautiful Game. Participant observa-
tion at everything from league meetings to tournaments to FIFA symposia to England 
training camps suggested a transience that informs actions that is crucial to encap-
sulate as an example of ‘history from below’. It hopefully interrogates examples of 
‘history from above’ as represented by the archival material that seems to offer clear 
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answers. As an example, four responses to the relatively straightforward question 
‘Why do you play football?’ indicate the motivations of women players are diverse, 
but engaged:

Taking the ball away from a very skilled player—whoever—just to knock them down 
a notch is good for me because I learned to watch the ball ... but it’s not the best. The 
footwork is good, if I can pull off a skill move, especially in a game and I scored last 
week with a little reverse pass—I’ve bored my family with it all week—like this (dem-
onstrates). I got man of the match, well women of the match ... or player of the game ... 
whatever! Scoring goals is the best because its creative—I just see defence as stopping 
someone else be creative so it’s not as much fun.

(Andrea, 18)

It’s demanding on my body—even if a player is not skilful there are so many of us out 
there. My game is all about 110% which I know makes me sound like some kind of nerd 
but I’m running hard! The pace, lots of running around, that’s why I like to play! I’m 
not skilful, I used to do aerobics and stuff ... but chasing that little white ball is so much 
more fun.

(Maggie, 30)

I love the patterns. I fi rst used to go and watch Chelsea under Gullit and Vialli—it was all 
about patterns even if they lost. I’m not so sure now but then defi nitely and it has affected 
my game to try and see the patterns forming—not just who has individual skill or a bit of 
fl air. After all it’s a team game and some good players hog the ball. I’m looking to pass to 
space, to change the play. I have a tick list in my head to achieve each game and I want 
to change the pattern successfully just once. So play-making is my buzz.

(Jas, 25)

Well, it was a lot more fun when we played for fun, if you see what I mean! Because we 
got together to play our daughters in a friendly and they were only something like twelve 
and still playing junior football. So some mums got together and a few female relatives, 
friends or what-have-you and we played on astroturf just in our trainers ... even though 
some were lesbian mums, partners, or single parents or marrieds—it was just a laugh 
because the kids were our focus. Kind of like a joint interest. We liked being a women-
only club at that stage because it suited everyone and the politics weren’t too ... but now 
we have some want no men, some want their boyfriends to coach, someone’s dad’s got a 
big mouth ... it all got a bit serious and competitive. 

(Ronda, 29)

Oral history and ethnographic methods developed to complete A Game for Rough 
Girls helped to inform this project, but, as the focus was on international comparisons, 
the framework entailed a need to interrogate evidence in documented collections 
affecting the localized and specifi c issues.
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In the case of the WFA, individuals were key to getting access to the material, as it 
remains uncollected for academic and wider use for the time being. The new material 
led to a greater sympathy and understanding of those administrators working in the 
1970s and 1980s, as the section on the development of a Women’s World Cup indi-
cates. Given the developments in other nations and the wish to be seen as legitimate, 
it’s perhaps more likely that the WFA would be prepared to moderate their ambitions, 
but this, combined with other factors did lead to something of a stall in female par-
ticipation mid-1980s and the delay in fostering international competition for women. 
The material itself, when combined from the different sources, is of suffi cient weight 
to provide new insights into the role of the WFA in international competition. Much 
remains to be uncovered. In particular, Colin Aldis has lent material from the British 
Universities sports fi les from the 1980s onwards, and quite why education has been 
so slow to support women’s football is in need of study itself. In contrast with the 
representations and perspectives which English society has of women football play-
ers, including views of players and administrators, now held in centralized archives 
such as the National Football Museum, the methodology refl ects the topic itself in 
that still more data remains in private collections. How then may we help academic 
and generalist researchers of the topic in future to democratize the subject?

Drawing the chapter to a conclusion just as the women’s game looked set to 
take off in the 1980s in some fundamental ways leaves key events in the history of 
association football for women in this case study and seeks to raise remaining re-
search questions: What constitutes female identity as it relates to women who play 
Association football Britain? How has the identity of women players been cultur-
ally constructed in images, artefacts and texts and through the various processes 
of self-fashioning? What roles have these objects and processes played in defi ning 
women players in society, in how women have been ‘pictured’ historically and how 
they are perceived today? What have been the roles played by material culture and 
representation in defi ning our understanding of women’s football in general?

A notable element of English social life at the end of the twentieth and into the 
twenty-fi rst centuries has been the use of the Internet. Between mid-1993 and mid-
1995, the number of Web servers—the computers that house Web sites—jumped 
from 130 to 22,000.97 By 1996, Yahoo counted 873 US history Web sites in an 
incomplete census; seven years later, an even less complete tally returned almost 
ten times as many. A search on Google for UK history sites alone in November 
2005 returned 8,520,000 sites.98 These results reveal a deep and wide fascination 
with history among the Web-browsing public. The fi nal research question of this 
conclusion therefore is how we can use digital media and computer technology to 
democratize history—to incorporate multiple voices, reach diverse audiences, and 
encourage popular participation in presenting and preserving the past of women’s 
participation in association football.

Would it be possible to create a nationwide or even an international network to 
collect the oral histories and mementos of women football players? Professional 
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archivists complain that many so-called Web sites are not archives at all because 
they lack ‘provenance,’ that is, a fi rm custody of a coherent body of materials since 
their origin. Instead, their creators have assembled them, sometimes carefully and 
other times haphazardly, from diverse sources. Whatever the view, one could arguably 
include almost every type of historical document on women’s football, including 
books and other printed texts, manuscripts, programmes, motion pictures, photo-
graphs, prints and sound recordings. The project could exploit two intrinsic advan-
tages of the digital medium: accessibility and searchability. The ability of digital 
searching to turn up previously hidden riches applies particularly to records that 
contain large amounts of detailed information with no easy way to fi nd specifi c 
pieces of data. The fever to bring the primary sources of the past online that began 
in the mid-1990s has infected many people who think differently about documents 
than librarians and archivists. Collections focus on a particular historical topic in 
order to make documents available online even if those artefacts don’t necessarily 
have a shared ‘provenance’. The historical aspects show why there has been no com-
mon association in the manner of a traditional archive.99 Private collections often 
mix published and unpublished materials in ways that ‘offi cial’ archives avoid. They 
have been valuable in unearthing a range of detail such as the names of people and 
groups in some of the anonymous photos and newsreels still in search of attribution. 
Put simply, much of the information base for this history lies not in the public but 
in the private and familial domain. Potentially, this also has implications for other 
aspects of the National Game as it has been played by amateurs and professionals, 
the way it has been made and refashioned. Depending on your view of the Internet 
as fundamentally democratic or as undiscriminating, that submerged world of volun-
tarism that is so much part of our national sporting life could at least in part be made 
more evident by this means.
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Waltzing the Matildas
Women’s Football in Australia

We fi nd in a continent containing only 5,000,000 souls four football games played 
during the winter, vis., Australian Football, Northern Union, Rugby Union and Soccer. 
My contention is that Australia will be playing nothing but soccer in ten years’ time if 
things go along as present. If the FA decided to spend some of its funds upon a touring 
team or teams, the Association game would, I feel sure, be in full charge in this country 
fi ve years afterwards. What we need is a really fi rst class exposition of soccer in each of the 
States. The game here is improving rapidly but Billy Meredith and one or two others would 
be fl eet enough to walk around us. It is some picturesque play that we sadly need.1

Give Girls a Fair Go. Is the average Australian aware that this country has a women’s 
national soccer team? The answer is simple—no. The main reason is that since 1975 
Australia’s women’s team has played only three matches in Australia. Besides the wom-
en’s team lacking public identity with Australians, a further injustice exists for the girls 
who make up the national team. Each player is responsible for her own air fares and 
accommodation wherever the national team has to travel. Every player is responsible for 
her own gear expenditure. Each girl forfeits wages whilst travelling and, because of the 
nature of their code, cannot be compensated fi nancially.2

In the year after the fi rst excerpt appeared in Athletic News in England, Australia 
played what has been called their fi rst national association football match against 
New Zealand in 1922 (the latter won 3–1).3 More than fi fty years later, the initial 
offi cial women’s international for The Matildas involved the same countries. To put 
this in context of the inception of Australian Rules football in 1858 and the Rugby 
Tests against England from 1888 is to see how the sport generally, and women’s 
participation especially, appear to have lagged behind as great sporting traditions, 
and in particular rivalries, have been constructed. As the second extract implies, the 
women’s soccer team were hampered by a lack of resources from 1969 to 1995 to 
the extent of playing several unoffi cial and the fi rst eight authorized representative 
games against the New Zealand SWANZ (as the women’s team are called). Fortu-
nately, the ambitions of the women players have overcome the lack of means, and 
their enthusiasm had already developed beyond this traditional rivalry. Twenty-fi ve 
years to the day after they had played the fi rst A-international recognized by the 
Australian Football Association (AFA), in 1979, the team had played 169 games and 
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travelled to fi ve of the six FIFA regional confederations (the exception being Africa). 
However, if 2003 saw the reduced circumstances of the Women’s World Cup on an 
international scale, on the domestic stage, upheaval of national and state governance 
structures in the sport meant a diffi cult time for association football as a code. The 
wider processes relating to the establishment of football, show transformations fol-
lowed by periods of retrenchment and restructuring of which the women’s game has 
been frequent, if an unintended, casualty.

It has already been seen that events such as the Women’s World Invitational Tour-
nament held in Taipei and subsequent editions of it were to pave the way for the more 
recent recognition of international women’s soccer by FIFA. In spite of the fi nancial 
and travel diffi culties outlined earlier, Australian women’s teams already took part 
in the wider networks of international competitive play, which preceded that of-
fi cial involvement. They had competed in the Asian Ladies Football Confederation 
(ALFC) 1978 tournament against teams from Austria, the US, Sweden, Denmark 
and Thailand. In 1980 Australia, along with Papua New Guinea and Fiji, founded the 
Oceania Women’s Football Association, which effectively acted as the organizing 
body until the FIFA-affi liated confederation for Oceania (OFC) created a women’s 
committee in 1991. By 1984 the quasi-allied status was more FIFA-focussed than 
ALFC-minded, as is indicated by Gagg’s response to a letter proposing a Women’s 
World Cup qualifi er in the region;

Point 1: In the new regulations for a Women’s World Cup, which will be elaborated 
by FIFA, your proposal could possibly be taken into consideration.

Point 2: You are right in assuming that the Asian Ladies’ Football Confederation has 
not been authorized neither by FIFA nor the Asian Football Confederation. The 
step you took to become a member of the Oceania Football Confederation has 
been the only legal solution.

Point 3: FIFA has already elaborated a project for a Women’s World Cup, which 
has been sanctioned by both the FIFA Technical Committee and the Executive 
committee. In 1985, at the latest in 1986, the fi rst Women’s World Cup will be 
organized.4

Following the ALFC developments, in addition to the 1978 and 1981 Women’s 
Invitational Tournaments in Taipei, the inaugural Oceania Cup in Noumea in 1984 
involved New Zealand, Fiji and New Caledonia. It was described in enthusiastic 
terms by the correspondent who, unlike the players, appears to have been a guest 
courtesy of his sponsor:

I had the pleasure of travelling with the team thanks to Mr Roger Wellings’ Sportwell tours 
company. I only wish the average Australian could have been in Noumea to see a bunch 
of young attractive females, wearing green and gold and doing battle for Australia. They 
did a fi ne job, despite being beaten for the Cup in the Final against rivals New Zealand. 
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Australia is coached by Jimmy Selby ... a young clean-cut Australian professional, 
well-educated with very sound knowledge of soccer.5

The awareness of increasing levels of international and regional interest led Elaine 
Watson (adopting a presidential title seemingly popular in world football) to write to 
FIFA on behalf of the Australian Women’s Soccer Association (AWSA) to illustrate 
the discrimination against women coaches the same year:

Many women who have wished to pursue a career in coaching soccer have found restric-
tions imposed on their full participation in all aspects of advanced coaching courses. In 
many cases, limitations have proved detrimental to their chances of passing such courses 
(or even taking part at all). Here in Australia, such physical sports as Rugby League and 
Australian rules Football have no such rulings on their coaching courses, with the result 
that between 1/4 and 1/3 of their accredited coaches are female, and as we would like 
to see women qualifying to coach soccer players (whether men, women or juniors) we 
believe that full participation in all courses is a must. In view of the fact we are talking 
about a teaching/learning situation and not a competitive one, what is the FIFA ruling in 
this particular area?6

By 1995 Australia had ousted New Zealand (which competed in the fi rst World Cup 
in 1991) to represent the OFC in the second Women’s World Cup in Sweden. It 
reported participation growth in women’s soccer at 30 per cent each year and aimed 
for gold in the 2000 Olympics by undergoing intensive training at national camps.7 
The situation appeared to be generally promising; from the mid-1990s, Australian 
male players have made a signifi cant contribution to the Premiership in England. 
Nevertheless, there is a relative lack of depth in women’s participation compared 
with men’s soccer. Currently, there are 449,000 registered male players in Australia, 
whereas female registrants total 58,000. Both the men’s and the women’s team fi n-
ished penultimate in the Sydney competition, and the promise of a decade ago seems 
unfulfi lled. In large part this has been affected by the diffi cult place of association 
football in Australian sports culture. The lack of Olympic status for women’s soc-
cer was also a factor in the women’s team being overlooked for talent identifi cation 
programmes until 1996. The most popular female participation sport in Australia is 
netball (more than 350,000 registered athletes and an estimate of 1.2 million players 
in total, with popularity in commonwealth countries dating back to the nineteenth 
century), and, though it received its Olympic recognition as late as 1995, the domi-
nance of basketball in the games has brought some representation for the related 
discipline.

Unlike the Matildas, the male nickname, Socceroos, was expected by the Football 
Federation Australia Ltd (FFA) to fade away.8 The national governing body that was 
to become a limited company in response to fi scal and procedural irregularity was 
refounded in 1961 and reaffi liated with FIFA in 1963 after paying fi nes for fi nancial 
and technical indiscretion. However, since then, name changes around whether to 



160 • A Beautiful Game

call the game ‘soccer’ or ‘football’ refl ect the problematic placing of the association 
game. Following the relaunch of ‘football’ in the title in early 2005, the hope was 
that the men’s national team would simply be called Australia. This proved to be 
a brief experiment. As the writer in the Athletic News indicated in the twentieth cen-
tury, it is not just upheaval within the sport or patriarchal governance structures with 
which those interested in the association code have to contend in the twenty-fi rst. 
The challenges which mean that soccer has struggled against rugby-based games 
throughout its history in Australia have not especially helped female involvement 
in the sport. Against this longer history, establishment of a national infrastructure 
and changes to Australia’s place in the international framework are relatively new; 
for instance, a national player registration scheme was launched in 2006. That year, 
Australia became a full member of the Asian Football Confederation (AFC), leaving 
the Oceania Football Confederation (OFC) and becoming part of the Vision Asia 
initiative. The executive body reached the conclusion that, given the enormous po-
tential that the Asian market offered through an association with Australia (the AFC 
is the second largest behind UEFA with forty-six members), the case did not need to 
be discussed by the FIFA Congress.

In spite of the political controversies that have occurred within and around the 
rules and regulation of national and international associations, there is plenty of 
recent success in Australian women’s soccer at various levels. At Women’s World 
Cup China 2007, Matildas’ team captain, Cheryl Salisbury, will be the fi rst to play 
in all four fi nals tournaments that Australia has qualifi ed for (Sweden in 1995, US 
in 1999 and 2003). Salisbury, along with fellow national team players Alagich, 
Golebiowski and Murray, played in the professional league Women’s United Soc-
cer Association (WUSA); Forman, Tann-Derby and Wheeler are all 1995 and 1999 
WWC players. The three Australian match offi cials who participated in the FIFA 
U-19 Women’s World Championship Thailand 2004 had their fi rst top-level appoint-
ment; namely referee Jaqui Melksham and assistant Sarah Ho (both twenty-fi ve and 
from Brisbane and Sydney, respectively) and Michelle Treloar (age thirty-three, of 
Canberra). All three had previously offi ciated at the four-nation Australia Cup and 
the U19 Oceania qualifi ers in Papua New Guinea. The appearances continued the 
recognition of Australian female match offi cials at major international tournaments 
following appearances at the Olympics in 1996 and 2000 and at the Women’s World 
Cup 2003. In 2006 Julie Murray continued an already impressive career to became 
one of fi fteen FIFA Ambassadors of Women’s Football. Begun as the Ansett Austra-
lia Summer Series, the Women’s National Soccer League (WNSL) began in 1996 
with six clubs and continued until 2004. In the fi nal year it briefl y expanded to seven 
teams with the addition of the Western Wave of Western Australia; the fi rst growth 
since the 1996–1997 season. Coached by Alistair Edwards, a Socceroo, assisted by 
Scott Miller, a national team and Glory player, and the former Matildas goalkeeper 
Tracey Wheeler, the team’s branding was said to be inspired by the healthy, outdoor, 
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beach-oriented lifestyle of western Australia. Sponsorship, by Midland Brick, was the 
fi rst for a women’s national soccer league team. It was a short six-game development 
in spite of the hype. Credited as the top domestic women’s league and offering the 
opportunity for many of Australia’s world-class players to stay on home soil, the 
league was dominated by the Queensland Sting (the Queensland Institute of Sport) 
with four titles, though the NSW Sapphires (New South Wales Institute of Sport) and 
the Adelaide Sensation (as the SA Sports Institute Pirates) have also won. Its suspen-
sion has meant that top players must again travel abroad if they wish to play at the 
highest level, and a national league has yet to be reinstated. One of the aspects which 
makes Australia comparable with other large countries with harsh landscapes is that 
there are a comparatively few large conurbations in a small number of states. In this 
sense, Britain’s moderately small size, many counties and combination of towns and 
cities should perhaps be expected to produce quite different forms of sports competi-
tion in general. This is certainly the case for women’s football, where intervillage,  
intertown, intercity and intercounty competition in Britain are in contrast with the 
intracity organization of women’s football in Australia to a much more marked 
degree. In the challenging circumstance of the distance to be covered and the overall 
lack of resources, including pitches, it is unsurprising that most teams in the WNSL 
were centred in or near various specialist institutes of sport.

As a nation, the general consensus has been that Australia has had an outstand-
ing success rate in a wide range of international sports. The infl uences include de-
mographic trends, natural and human geography, cultural attitudes, politics and 
economics. The male-dominated sports culture persists, especially in terms of par-
ticipation, in spite of the temperate climate, open spaces and, in particular, seacoast, 
as Doug Booth’s Australian Beach Cultures shows.9 Vamplew and Adair have sug-
gested that ‘Australia was not a militaristic nation ands sport perhaps was the ce-
ment that bound the nation together.’10 Perhaps the intensely aggressive approach 
toward victory is also a signifi cant factor in this mix. The focus of political will with 
regard to sport in Australia could be summed up as ‘playing is fun, winning even 
better’. The attitude may owe something to the nineteenth century, but the mixed 
national economy which supports the current infrastructure surrounding sport also 
has a long legacy. Following the recent Olympics, in spite of maintaining fourth 
overall, the cost of each gold medal was cited in the media in an overall move to 
par down elite funding in sports which gave a poor return in Athens in 2004 (with 
seventeen gold, sixteen silver and sixteen bronze against sixteen gold, twenty-fi ve 
silver and seventeen bronze in Sydney). A survey of articles in Sporting Traditions 
serves to highlight the literature on women and sport and physical education as a 
late grower, particularly feminist analyses of sport.11 An increasing range of texts 
since Sydney 2000 have asked whether all Australians have been allowed to par-
ticipate in, and to shape, the nation’s sporting past and present. Indigenous popula-
tions including Aborigines, women and ethnic populations have consistently been 
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identifi ed as excluded and marginalized in the cultural and social aspects of Aus-
tralia’s heritage.12 The mechanisms by which some have been included and some 
excluded are particularly signifi cant in this most sporting of nations.

However, some of those women who have worn the green and gold for Australia 
on the soccer pitch are now belatedly being recognized. For example, Sue Monteath 
and Jane Oakley were amongst eleven inductees to the 2004 Australian Soccer As-
sociation Hall of Fame (HOF), established in 1999. The Hall of Fame recognizes 
players and nonplayers for their contribution to the sport on a national basis with 
a system of three distinct but equivalent groups. Monteath held a national place 
for more than ten years and was inducted with a distinction. Oakley’s coaching, 
administrative and development work were recognized by a Roll of Honour. Some 
benefi ts have been less forseen. The demise of Women’s USA has been used by 
countries like Australia to boost their coaching portfolio; for example, Tom Ser-
manni, who had previously coached the New York Power, became the Matildas’ 
coach for the second time after the 2004 Olympics. Robbie Hooker, his assistant 
coach in New York and an ex-international for Australia, became head coach of the 
ACT women’s programme.

The major challenge to the sport is not one of infrastructure or a set of principles 
by which it should be administered and managed. Put simply, soccer has image issues 
that it would take a shrewdness of PR gurus (or whatever the collective noun rightly is) 
to reform, regenerate and legitimate. While not yet having read an academic version 
of Markovits and Hellerman, I fi nd hints of ‘Australian exceptionalism’ here:

Traditionally, it has not been ‘aesthetic’ sports but those sports hegemonically viewed 
as legitimate tests of manhood which have been the catalyst for idolisation, proving 
Connell’s (1990) point about hegemonic masculinity, that ‘to be culturally exalted, the 
pattern of masculinity must have exemplars who are celebrated as heroes’ (p. 94). In 
Australia, such sports include rugby league, rugby union and Australian Rules football, 
while soccer players are generally regarded as soft.13

Whether this has helped or hindered female development is open to question. As 
several players introduced to soccer preschool or as extracurricular activity (mainly 
through the infl uence of fathers, brothers, boys and girls in the street) have noted, the 
early socialization of ‘falling into’ a sport is a very underresearched topic. Usually, 
where I met a player, I also encountered their families; yet entry into the informal 
football culture did not necessarily bear out this ‘soft’ focus. As in other case-study 
nations, football is one of many social activities and games and is not always a de-
termining feature of interaction, which can be mixed or single-sex. This is unlike 
later, more formal single-sex clubs into which participation becomes siphoned as a 
degree of participation in sport is institutionalized. For example, players frequently 
mentioned netball as a point of comparison with their own experiences, especially 
with regard to stereotypes surrounding its female appropriateness.14 As with other 
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case-study nations and other codes, this physical challenge, the demanding nature 
of the skill base and the exertion are aspects of the appeal. Josie, age sixteen, also 
played basketball and netball:

You can really get into soccer—more so than other sports, we want to show what we’re 
made of. That we can take the contact and that we are up to the skill level. I prefer to play 
at adult level because its faster, you need to be fi tter and your skills need to be there. If 
they try to give me a bit of a shock, you know, ‘hard fi rst challenge’ and all that, I don’t 
notice and use my speed.

There is something to the hegemonic exclusion of Association football in Australian 
sports culture, though. Grant Jarvie assesses the twin forces of globalization and 
internationalization and in particular questions the simplicity of framing contempo-
rary sport purely in global or local terms: ‘It has been suggested that nationalism is 
becoming obsolete as a result of globalization and that the role of sports in the mak-
ing of nations is weakening. Global sport has presented fundamental challenges to 
local and national sport, but it has also created the opportunity for sport to be more 
international.’15 If qualifi cation at the 1974 World Cup Finals competition meant that 
soccer in Australia had arrived, Captain Johnny Warren’s memoir, entitled Sheilas, 
Wogs and Pooftas, indicates the somewhat second-rate status of the sport among 
his contemporaries: moreover, the feat was not to be repeated until 2006.16 The Na-
tional Soccer League (NSL) was established in 1977 and was arguably the fi rst truly 
national football competition in Australia. This league, and Soccer Australia, were 
disbanded in 2004 and replaced by the A-League and by the Football Federation 
Australia, respectively. The A-League is currently negotiating to maintain the inclu-
sion of the ailing franchise New Zealand Knights, who wished to surrender their li-
cence to fi eld a team in the Hyundai A-League at the conclusion of the season. At the 
same time, the FFA has signed a major deal with Nike to support its national teams. 
The wider question of building a sporting nationalism based on soccer is too large 
to consider here, but this broader lack of support is punctuated by more localized 
enthusiasm and a degree of multinational participation.

What then of the history of association football and woman’s participation which 
led to the formation of a National Squad in 1979? As the Athletic News article indi-
cates, strong links among Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand help to explain 
the presence of football of various codes from the mid-1800s on. Ray Crawford 
suggests that the magazine of the Presbyterian Ladies College in 1876 had an appeal 
for football players.17 In terms of school sport, there is some continuity with both the 
English and United States cases in that most state-provided education was coeduca-
tional with a single-sex provision for the privileged few during the fi rst fi fty years of 
the twentieth century. It seems that Boyd was overoptimistic in his appraisal of soc-
cer; though it seems to have been popular in and around Sydney from the 1880s, most 
football was played to rugby or hybrid rules.18 There had been recorded games of 
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Australian Rules football since 1858 and the establishment of the Victorian Football 
Association in 1877. Early soccer enthusiasts appeared keen to preserve its British 
character at this time with the establishment of the Anglo-Australian State Associa-
tions in 1884. By 1896 the British Ladies Football Club referred to in the chapter on 
England were being reported as a source of both social and sporting controversy in 
the Melbourne Herald. A cartoon in the Melbourne Punch in 1899 ridiculed the idea 
of women who appear to be playing either rugby or Australian Rules codes, and the 
popularity of these sports with women seems to have been more extensive than soc-
cer. Just before World War One, working-class migrants from Great Britain and other 
European countries seem to have broadened the appeal as social distinctions became 
less clear. If both the Americans and the Australians were to have their own rules as 
a refusal to imitate their ex-colonizer, there were examples of some success for both 
rugby and association codes. Against this background of so-called indigenous and 
colonial codes, Marion Stell refers to women’s football teams formed in Perth and in 
Melbourne, but it is unclear under what rules.19

Like munitionettes football in Britain, Peter Burke has identifi ed Australian rules 
played by female employees of large companies in Perth, Western Australia, includ-
ing the Foy and Gibson department store.20 This competition appeared to build upon 
cricket matches for female retail employees which had begun some years before and 
were recorded in journals like Draper of Australasia in 1911, often being played for 
charitable causes. The impact of proprietors of large Perth retailers such as Boans, 
Bon Marche, Brennans and Charles Moore Economic stores arguably came to be more 
signifi cant than that of industries which allowed women to enter in wartime. That is, 
participation in football fi tted into ongoing occupational structures more than the 
changed nature of work in war. The same year the Australian Soccer Association 
was formed, Table Talk, a society journal taken over by the Melbourne Herald, felt 
suffi ciently provoked to ask ‘Should Women Play Football?’ and showed teams of 
women, dressed not unlike their European counterparts, playing in front of mixed 
crowds in some fi nery, with the match in Melbourne preceeded by ‘one recently 
played in Ballarat’.21 The oval ball, however, suggests that this publicity was linked 
with rugby or Australian Rules, though the fi rst women’s interstate game took place 
in 1921 and another was played in 1925 between the Reds and the Blues at Brisbane. 
There are also references in personal collections to women’s teams in Carlton, 
Sydney and Brisbane from 1925 to 1933.22

As with the growth of the game in the US, some commentators explain its 
popularity as a result of ethnic differentiation and hence minority interest. How-
ever, Majumdar has noted that the dissemination of football was not a one-way 
process. In the late 1920s, the Australian-born Anne Kelleve took the lead in pro-
moting cricket and to a lesser extent soccer in the Anglo Indian schools in Kerala 
and beyond.23 However, Rowe et al place the rise of participation in the sport until 
the early 1970s as ‘a sport marked by its subjectivity: a composite migrant came to 
stand for it ... The supposed lack of exemplary nation-state sentiment in the game—its 
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ethnicity—has been recuperated as actiology again and again by critics, commentators 
and administrators.’24 The appeal in the Athletic News looked to have some success 
by the outbreak of World War Two, with some 1,200 clubs. At the close of hostilities, 
the Sydney Sports Ground women’s game shown by Pathé newsreels in 1944 again 
demonstrate not only a degree of play, put predictably by the commentator as ‘these 
girls get a kick out of soccer’, but also a presentation to a live and wider audience.25

The large-scale postwar immigration of migrants affected eastern and southern 
Europeans ‘who happened to be footballers by profession’ in a wider context of the 
White Australia Policy.26 The year 1972 saw what has been called the hyphenated 
Australians as the assimilationist policies began to give way to a more multicul-
tural ethos, with identifi cation of both birth-nation and chosen nationality. Above 
country-specifi c factors, the one-nation-one vote policy of FIFA also affected the 
domestic situation as the New South Wales Federation of Soccer clubs split in 1957 
from the Australian Soccer Football Association and therefore was not recognized 
by the International Federation. The inclusion of Austrian, Dutch and Israeli profes-
sionals without transfer certifi cates led to FIFA’s exclusion of the Australian FA at 
the 1960 Congress, as well as AFC’s denial of membership in 1964 and of even-
tual entry to the men’s World Cup in 1965. In terms of the national situation, Dyck 
for instance acknowledges that most clubs grew out of the social establishment of 
teams but cautions against ‘the reduction of the game to merely an ethnic sport’ as 
a one-dimensional aspect of Anglo-Australian dominance of sport.27 The names of 
clubs like Aston Villa in Brisbane (around since at least 1964) and Ipswich United in 
Queensland balance with Brisbane Eastern Suburbs, Weston Creek, Mindil Aces to 
support this point. The New South Wales connection seems to be especially important 
for women’s football. The year 1974 saw the formation of the Australian Women’s 
Soccer Association referred to in the Introduction. Player-administrators such as 
Leonie Parker and Trixie Tagg indicate that there was considerable activity before 
the Association’s eventual consolidation into the Australian Soccer Federation, and 
as a consequence both were awarded with life membership of the NSW Women’s 
Federation in 1984. As a detailed example, in 1972 Leonie’s daughter had wanted to 
play, and so Leonie formed a girls’ team, Killarney Heights, in combination with her 
daughter and her friends in the Manly district. She also formed the Manly-Warringah 
Women’s Soccer Association and became vice president of the New South Wales 
Women’s Federation. The Ku -ring-gai district association on Sydney’s north shore 
seems to have provided their main opposition. After a fi ve-year playing career, the 
spirit of committed familial voluntarism continued with her husband, Fred, serving 
as a referees’ examiner. Leonie was a referee and coach for more than a decade, and 
her son Geoff played for the Killarney Heights club. As one of the fi rst qualifi ed 
women referees, Leonie was also assistant coach for the State Under-15 side.

The formation of a women’s association was well placed to take advantage of 
these existing networks to play internationals; for instance, in 1975 New Zealand 
and Australia were invited to participate in the Women’s Asian Cup in Hong Kong, 



166 • A Beautiful Game

and the current phase of development has grown from there. Women who pioneered 
aspects of female play have lately been honoured as Hall of Fame inductees; for 
example, Theresa Dees (born Theresa Jones in 1963) is a model of continuing par-
ticipation. She came through the junior ranks as a goalkeeper to represent Victoria 
for eighteen years and Australia for ten years, playing eighteen internationals. Theresa 
switched to administration after retirement to become a national team manager and 
Victoria director/development offi cer.  She was awarded the 2000 Australian Sports 
Medal and was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2003. At the same session, the dis-
tinguished contribution of Betty Hoar was recognized. She was one of the pioneers of 
women’s soccer in Victoria and a long-time administrator with the national women’s 
body. Since 1974, she has had an active role with every Victorian Women’s manage-
ment committee, was elected to the national association in 1979 as treasurer and 
has remained on the board in various posts. Over a ten-year period, she managed 
Australian teams to New Zealand, Hawaii, New Caledonia and Dallas. In 1984 Betty 
was awarded Life Membership of the Victorian Women’s Association, the Australian 
Women’s Association, the Victorian Soccer Federation and also awarded the 2000 
Australian Sports Medal.

The periodization of the development in Australia is consequently more diffi cult 
to summarize than most. If I have been increasingly critical of suggestions of discon-
tinuity between the origins up to the mid-1920s and the establishment phase in the 
early 1960s on in my own work, the model almost seems elongated in this case. That 
is, with World Cup representation in 1995 and a national league in 1996, it could 
be argued that Australian women soccer players have succeeded disproportionately 
well, given that the establishment phase is just over a decade old. However, this 
would overemphasize a top-down approach and ignore a major element of a more 
in-depth, country-specifi c study that is waiting to be done. Life history accounts of 
the Sues, Janes, Leonies, Trixies, Bettys and Theresas would help to understand the 
whys and hows of the networks in women’s sport, youth leagues, recreational, rural 
and urban participation and so forth. This consequently goes beyond being a female 
sport issue to touch on aspects of volunteerism, formation of sporting communities 
and familial networks as aspects of leisure organization. There may well be more 
subtle forms of continuity than recognition by sporting bureaucracies that are all 
the more noteworthy for their quiet ubiquity. As Joanne ‘Joey’ Millan put it more 
eloquently in a 1986 interview about the opportunities to travel she had experienced 
since national squad selection in 1981:

Playing soccer for Australia, Joanne has travelled to Hawaii, New Caledonia, China, Tai-
wan and New Zealand. ‘It is easily the best way to see some of the world by playing Soc-
cer for your country. The fun and the memories gathered whilst on tour are invaluable.’28

By the mid-1980s nationally, Saints United of Sydney were the team to beat, and 
‘Ladies soccer’ was a more integral part of the operations of many associations. 
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This was part of the problem, as the overlapping and opposing levels of competition, 
combined with a lack of Olympic cachet, meant that women’s football was very 
much reliant on a voluntaristic and regional format. Walter Gagg’s response to Elaine 
Watson’s complaint about women’s exclusion from coaching courses is a gallant 
blend of disingenuous sincerity:

FIFA is well aware of the problems, particularly concerning women’s participation in 
coaching courses. Nevertheless, this matter is to be ruled between AWSA and the Aus-
tralian Soccer Federation and FIFA cannot impose any guidelines in this fi eld. The ques-
tion is also whether women’s football organisation in Australia is integrated within the 
Australian Soccer Federation. If this applies, there should be possibilities for women to 
participate in coaching courses by ASF, even on an advanced level, and thus to pursue 
a career in football coaching. Wishing you every success.29

Of the 1984 Women’s National Soccer Team, for example, midfi elder Sandy (Pee 
Wee) Brentnall came from Western Australia, while the ‘golden girl’ sisters Joanne 
and Kerry Millman hailed from Queensland, as did Susan Monteath, while Renaye 
Iserief of Central Coast, Julie Porter of the South Coast and Julie Dolan represented 
New South Wales. A 2006 squad featured players from the following clubs: Me-
lissa Barbieri (Victoria), Emma Wirkus (South Australia), Rhian Davies (New South 
Wales), Kate McShea (Queensland), Karla Reuter (NSW), Cheryl Salisbury (NSW), 
Heather Garriock (NSW), Kim Carroll (Qld), Collette McCallum (Western Australia), 
Joanne Peters (NSW), Lauren Colthorpe (NSW), Amber Neilson (NSW), Joanne 
Burgess (NSW), Caitlin Munoz (Canberra), Sarah Walsh (NSW) and Sasha McDon-
nell (Qld). While existing networks may have helped participation, some of the de-
bates in the press also have continuities. Irene E. Sneyd, JP, an Australia Women’s 
Soccer Association life member, felt obliged to make a case for the association on 
behalf both of a nationally-affi liated female interest group and the women of the 
New South Wales Federation who wished to remain part of the larger network:

Having spent the last 27 years on soccer administration, with the fi nal 12 years in 
women’s soccer, I suggest I qualify as to knowing something about which I speak. It 
grieves me to see that the best (journalist) friend that Women’s Soccer has had, John 
Economos, has recently had to share the Women’s Page with a writer who is damaging 
the code he is writing about ... I question the method of this person, on questioning the 
need for the AWSA (in your issue April 15) I suggest he is playing politics ... Statements 
like this can be very damaging to the code, when many people give hours of their time 
for the benefi t of others.30

It seems a contentious point, the extent to which women’s soccer at this point could 
be called a national sport with ten affi liated regional associations. So the Matildas 
were to participate in a Women’s World Cup before a Women’s National Soccer 
League (WNSL) formed in 1996 with Queensland Academy of Sport the inaugural 
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champions. This is not so unusual for countries represented at the international level, 
and a considerable debate remains about how far the existing networks of women’s 
football rely upon earlier forms. A quite separate deliberation about whether women’s 
national teams have been selected via rigorous means is likely to continue. What 
is more signifi cant perhaps for the sport as a whole is that while WWC ’99 in Los 
Angeles may have seen the largest crowd for a women’s international at 93,000 in 
the Rose Bowl, the largest crowd of 88,000 for a men’s club match in Sydney was 
achieved the same year.

While the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games were the most prestigious presentation 
of an international women’s (and men’s) football tournament in Australia to date, 
they were not without considerable controversy. The Olympic tradition is one which 
has led Vamplew to write:

Occasionally too Australia has challenged the world. Indeed Australians have partici-
pated in every summer Olympics—one of three nations to do so—since the establish-
ment of the modern game in Athens in 1896 ... success on this particular world stage had 
been limited with the exception of the Melbourne Games in 1956, the fi rst and only time 
so far the Olympics have been held in the southern hemisphere. Revelling in the support 
of the home crowd and with many events being held ‘in season’, Australian men and 
women won thirty-fi ve medals, thirteen of them gold. Disappointing later results, par-
ticularly the failure to win any gold medals in at the Montreal Olympics in 1976, forced 
Australians to realize that talent alone was no longer suffi cient and led to the formation 
of the Australian Institute of Sport with a charter to apply sports science to the coaching 
and training of top-ranking sports people.31

Talent identifi cation programmes in sport have taken on increasing signifi cance of 
late. In Australia, this has come about as a result of greater competition between sports 
for athletically gifted participants.32 Structured talent identifi cation programmes are 
not new to Australia, with pioneering research conducted with the sport of rowing 
in 1988 and a coordinated national programme in operation since 1994. Such initia-
tives have had their success, with an Olympic gold medalist identifi ed from the 1988 
rowing programme and multiple world junior championship medalists and represen-
tatives coming out of the national Talent Search initiative. However, an alternative 
view of the Olympic games and female contributions to it alleges:

Between 1948 and 1996 women won 40% of Australia’s Gold medals at the Olympic 
Games despite comprising just 24% of Australia’s Athletes. Similarly, between 1911 
and 1990 women won 35% of Australia’s Gold Medals at the Commonwealth Games 
in a period when they were allowed to participate in only 31% of the sports available 
and constituted 27% of all Australian athletes. Yet despite this astonishing performance 
women’s sport generally receives about 2% of Australian media coverage, and much of 
it stereotypical, trivializing and sexually objectifying.33
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While the IOC reputedly spent $230 million US to use the event to ‘Celebrate 
Humanity’, Dennis Phillips has also argued that it was an occasion to celebrate 
100 years of women at the games with seven Australian women Olympians involved 
in the relay and Cathy Freeman lighting the torch.34 Helen Lenskyj questions Sama-
ranch’s declaration of the social impact of the games implied by ‘The Best Ever’ 
either as a means of overcoming postcolonial racial tension or in addressing green 
issues.35 At the Sport and Human Rights Conference in Sydney that preceded the 
Games, delegates were encouraged to recognize the ‘owners of the land’ as a way of 
acknowledging the contradictions of control and exclusion as a means of protection. 
The project to transform sport and society beyond the social and economic issues 
was symbolically embraced even if more pragmatic struggles over diversity re-
mained. The prominence of Cathy Freeman also raised issues of race and ethnicity, 
not least the immigration that had provided so much of Australia’s population caus-
ing interpretive confl ict over whether racial diversity or unity should be the focus. 
Whether Sydney was able to build upon the success of Women’s World Cup 1999 
in either national or international terms for women’s soccer is a moot point. Aus-
tralian networks did not buy any rights for the 1999 event, though some highlights 
appeared on sports programs and news. By the 2003 World Cup, the Australian televi-
sion companies were no more persuaded of public interest; there was brief coverage 
on SBS-TV’s nightly Toyota World Sports, the World Game program (Sundays on 
SBS) aired a live interview with coach Adrian Santrac and captain Cheryl Salisbury, 
but otherwise fans relied on overseas pay TV such as ESPN or Eurosport. The main 
problem to affect coverage in Sydney was to be the dominating role played by the 
US channel NBC, which had a disproportionate effect on media coverage as a result 
of sustaining a 20 per cent drop in audience fi gures compared with viewership for 
Atlanta ’96.

What Sydney 2000 undoubtedly did manage was to attract more than 1 million 
spectators to the men’s and women’s Olympic football tournaments, staged in Sydney, 
Melbourne, Adelaide, Brisbane and Canberra. In the men’s tournament, Cameroon 
beat Spain in the fi nal at the Olympic Stadium after a penalty shootout in front of 
104,000 fans with an average of more than three goals a game; a fi gure rarely reached 
in a prestigious tournament. In the women’s tournament, the US unsurprisingly began 
as favourites and had beaten Norway two-nil in the group stages, but a goal by Dagny 
Mellgren in extra time set the score at 2–3 for the fi rst Olympic gold medal for the 
Scandinavian women. The FIFA delegation judged that the crowd in Sydney par-
ticularly had been good promotion for women’s football in Australia and that even 
though the Australian teams were knocked out relatively early in the competition, it 
had not negatively impacted on crowds, an opinion not borne out by the fi gures. Both 
fi nals were played in Sydney, and Australia women’s group games against Sweden 
and Brazil, respectively, were also played in the city. Nevertheless, the staging of the 
two fi nals was quite different. In a solid performance by the home nation, the Matildas 
ranked seventh overall, between Sweden and Nigeria. Having ranked eleventh place 
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in Women’s World Cup ’99 out of sixteen and last place (of twelve) in Sweden ’95, 
their standing after Sydney represented some improvement, but the team would not 
have qualifi ed for the Olympic competition other than as hosts. The preponderance of 
team members from the Canberra Eclipse, NSW Sapphires, NNSW Horizon, SASI 
Pirates and QAS Sting indicate the impact of the national league combined with the 
all-time programme launched in July 1998 to develop the team in conjunction with 
the Australian Institute of Sport. For the fi rst time, Coach Chris Tanzey had both the 
time and fi nancial aid to develop a squad of twenty players. The men’s team, although 
ostensibly in a youth competition, also came last but one in the sixteen-team tourna-
ment, placed between the Czech Republic and Morocco. Concern had been expressed 
as to the quality of Olympic competition as a ‘youth and women’s’ tournament which 
was felt not to present Association football in the best light to an Australian audi-
ence keen to see the best proponents of their sport. The introduction of three ‘wild-
card’ players over the under-twenty-three age limit set in the men’s competition, was 
thought to have been vital in presenting competitive spectacle, with Viduka, Skoko 
and Lazaridis returning to play from Europe in the games.

The FIFA president took the opportunity to review football’s place in the Olympic 
movement:

Football was instrumental in spreading the Olympic message since the tournaments were 
staged in various venues. He remarked that the FIFA Executive Committee had been in-
vited to the Olympics so as to appraise football’s importance in the context of the Games 
and be better equipped to judge whether FIFA should rethink its role in the Olympics. 
The President said that the Executive Committee members would confer on the issue at 
a later stage ... He furthermore pointed out that the IOC President was adamantly against 
football withdrawing from the Olympics. However, the Executive committee would defi ne 
the modalities of the Olympic football tournaments.36

Whether this included bargaining over quotas for the size of teams in future Games 
or involved other moves of diplomacy, the fi gures for women’s competitions have 
risen since, as has been indicated, to ten teams in 2004 and twelve in 2008. There has 
also been some administrative change to develop a women’s FIFA committee that 
would be comprised mainly of female representatives in line with the incremental 
target-setting of women sports leaders initiated by the International Olympic Com-
mittee. This began in 1981, when two women were elected to the IOC; since then, a 
total of twenty-one women have served as IOC members. At present, there are four-
teen women members who represent 14 per cent of the total of 113 IOC members. 
In order to increase the number of women occupying leadership and administrative 
positions within the wider Olympic Movement, the IOC set the following goals: by 
31 December 2005, the National Olympic Committees (NOCs), International Sports 
Federations (ISFs), and sports bodies belonging to the Olympic Movement should 
establish as a goal that at least 20 per cent of the positions in all their decision-making 
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structures (in particular the executive and legislative bodies) be held by women. An 
initial target of having at least 10 per cent of positions within decision-making bodies 
held by women was set for December 2000 but was not met by many of the bodies 
concerned. Since 2003 there has been one woman on the IOC executive (equating to 
6.6 per cent or a ratio of 1:15) and ‘more than 30% of the NOCs and 29% of the ISFs 
have already achieved the 2005 target’.37 Given the limited success of this and the 
outcome of related research which seemed to focus more on the ‘problem’ of women 
than on the processes of exclusion, the legacy of Sydney may be rather more positive 
for football than for women sports leaders, but not by much.

The relative status of the women’s fi nal match had already been cemented by 
moving it so that it preceded the men’s, refl ected in the minutes in terms of a fl ourish 
followed by a business-like tone:

Peter Hugg, Tournament Director, concluded by saying that the Olympics had given 
excellent exposure to football, which he was sure would leave a legacy for the game 
in Australia. He thanked the FIFA President and the Chairman for placing their trust 
in Australia and stressed that the Australians would be delighted to host another FIFA 
event ...

The General Secretary stated that the FIFA President, the IOC President Juan Antonio 
Samaranch and other IOC and FIFA delegates would present the men’s medals after the 
fi nal at the Olympic stadium. The gold, silver and bronze medals for the women would 
be presented after the women’s fi nal.38

Though there were some records set for attendance at women’s football in 2000, the 
overall attendances were considerably down, with a total of 326, 215 for all women’s 
matches in Australia compared with 550,926 in 1996, and average match attendance 
fi zzling in the second phase to 15,000 (whereas they had been 20,000 in the fi rst) 
compared to a steady 35,000 throughout Atlanta. The difference in female grass-
roots participation no doubt accounts for much of the situation. It was not helped, 
though, by placing the women’s fi nal at Sydney football ground (where the men’s 
competition had averaged 36,000), rather than at the Sydney Olympic Stadium (for 
that record-breaking 104,000). Discussion around the timing and date of this match 
had been lengthy, and this policy of consistently demoting the women’s fi nal was 
also an issue for Athens, where two groups of fi ve originally had a women’s fi nal to 
be played after the men’s on Sunday, 29 August, before it was subsequently reorga-
nized to two three-team and one four-side group, with the eventual fi nal preceding 
the men’s on the Thursday.39

Meanwhile, domestically, the Independent Soccer Review Committee published 
a report in 2003 on the governance of Association football in Australia, more com-
monly called the Crawford Report. This highlighted in unfl attering terms the critical 
state of association football in Australia, including the failure of the Socceroos to 
qualify for the World Cup and Confederations Cup plus an investigation by the 
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Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Four Corners programme into confl icts of 
interest and mismanagement at the Board level at Soccer Australia. The constant 
in-fi ghting between political factions and the concentration of voting and legislative 
powers in the hands of a relative minority of people was not a new issue in governing 
the code; nevertheless, the overt resistance to accepting the government enquiry, and 
even an initial refusal to accept its recommendations despite the balance of govern-
ment and public opinion, was inappropriate in the current context.

Those who appear to be latecomers in the international sporting arena often pos-
sess few advantages other than surprise. Though as a code football took place before 
there was a fully fl edged commercial consumer culture in Australia, the passion and 
numbers of players and support do not match that of the other codes listed in the 
Athletic News or against friendly sporting rivals upon whom focus public attention, 
as in cricket. The naming of the Socceroos and the Matildas perhaps refl ects this 
unease and attempts to blend aspects of the culture with home-grown identity and 
pride. On an international stage, when the public hear the word ‘Test’ they are more 
likely to think of those long-standing rivalries in cricket and rugby than the tradi-
tion going back to the 1925 tour by a British soccer side. If we talk about football 
heroes and their public we are more likely talking about Australian Rules players and 
rugby stars than Kewell, Viduka and others who play overseas. Rather than creating 
a breathing space, this uncertain situation impacts on women soccer players, as the 
harsher disparagement of the sport is supplemented by attitudes to women athletes 
generally. However, as the brief survey of women’s involvement indicates, disbelief 
as to women’s long-term involvement will, it is hoped, give way to a different kind 
of astonishment over the scope of their contribution. While still in an era of fi rsts, 
as indicated by the participation of the national women’s futsal team under coach 
Gui Costa in the Cheetah Cup 2004, there is also much more sustained connection 
between women and association football in Australia still to uncover.

Consider this record for a sporting hero and the narratives that might be written 
about it: renowned as a commanding midfi eld player, with vision, touch and the 
ability to run off the ball; after her international debut at fi fteen, one of the high-
est capped and the longest serving squad members; captain in the fi rst World Cup 
fi nals tournament for which the team qualifi es after which she is dropped from 
the national team before returning as striker two years later and with an audacious 
reputation as a scorer of crucial lone goals in major tournaments spanning almost 
two decades, Julie Murray should perhaps be one of the sporting icons celebrated as 
much as the international media personalities who carried the torch in Sydney 2000 
and who provide spectacle beyond. There has yet to be an historic period about 
which to be nostalgic for Australian women in the game, though Sydney was cer-
tainly a signifi cant event. However, Australian sport is hardly lacking in heroes, and 
the relative outsider status of soccer as a sport and the seeming newness of women’s 
place in it internationally, mitigate against winning the public’s admiration and cele-
bration. In contrast to the women’s football team, Australia confi rmed their status 
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as a great women’s hockey side with a 3–1 win over Argentina, to win the Olympic 
gold medal in Sydney 2000, adding to their victories in Seoul in 1988 and Atlanta 
1996. It remains, against the dominance of other football codes and the success of 
established women’s sports, including team games, for the Australian public to give 
the Matildas a fair go.
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Conclusion

To Play or Not to Play

The much talked of football match between British Ladies has been played, and the 
world has not moved an inch out of its orbit ... There was an enormous gathering, 
the number in which has been estimated variously at from seven to twenty thousand. 
the true number probably approached ten thousand the procession along Park-Rood 
to Nightingale-lane was close to continuous ... As a display of football it was exe-
crable ... as a public exhibition to which anyone is admitted on payment of a shilling 
nothing is more degrading. Ignorance as to the insults to which they would expose them-
selves may be a lame excuse for Saturday’s proceedings, but it is diffi cult to believe that 
any one of those who took part in them would again submit herself to the coarse and rib-
ald remarks about their fi gure and their costumes and their movements which must have 
reached their ears from the time they entered the fi eld to the time they left it.1

Mariel Margaret Hamm boasts 242 international caps and 144 international goals. Nike 
are reported to pay her $1m a year, with the company selling four times as many No. 9 
Hamm replica shirts as those of other players, male or female. Other endorsements are 
thought to double Hamm’s income, but in many ways she eschews the spotlight. She 
recently made the cover of Sports Illustrated under the headline: The Reluctant Super-
star. ‘Everybody in our society wants the female sports fi gure to be glamorous, gorgeous 
and smiling every minute,’ says Heinrichs. ‘Let’s value the qualities Mia has: she’s intel-
ligent, articulate and humble. She has become the complete player.’2

Writing ten years after the fi rst excerpt, Gibson and Pickford in Association Football 
and the Men Who Made It, with all the benefi t of a decade of hindsight, announced 
that ‘Lady Footballers ... subsequently became as extinct as the dodo so far as the 
Metropolis was concerned.’ Fortunately, with the assistance of a longer and less pa-
rochial view, these rumours have proven premature. Michael Oriard, in his study of 
American Football (or ‘gridiron’) has identifi ed women playing this code as early as 
1895.3 As has been noted, there are brief references to Australian Rules the same year 
as the British Ladies Football Club played at Crouch End and still more to rugby. The 
PR China shows a much longer history of women participating in football of various 
kinds. Real Madrid sent its fi rst ‘socia’ card to a woman in 1926, there were women’s 
teams in Czechoslovakia since the 1930s, physical education teachers in the US, 
and a tradition of female works teams in association and other codes. ‘Boy can they 
play!’ ran the slogan of the inaugural FIFA Women’s World U19 Championship, held 
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in Canada in 2002, marking the moment of female youth players in offi cially spon-
sored international competition. At the same time, there remain national associations 
that do not recognize women’s football.4 A turning point came on 22 August 1998 
when forty Iranian women took their place in a football training session at Tehran’s 
Hejab Stadium, as, since the start of the Islamic revolution, women had been for-
bidden to play football.5 In 2004 a national football association that had previously 
provided a woman General Secretary to the Confederation, faced a complaint of 
discrimination fi led by the Human Rights Commission because of the decision of 
New Zealand Soccer not to enter the female Oceania qualifying tournaments for 
both the Olympic Games and the U19 World Championship.6 Citing initiatives, the 
New Zealand Soccer board rejected the claims and offered to host the inaugural FIFA 
U-17 Women’s World Cup in 2008. Also in 2004, the Nigerian team, which had won 
their fourth successive African Women’s Championship, were presented with cash 
gifts of $7,000 US each by President Olusegun Obasanjo at a special reception. In 
order to receive the bonus money owed them by the Federation, the team had staged 
a very public four-day sit-in at their hotel in Johannesburg after the conclusion of the 
championship. Evidently, the marginalization of women at administrative level and 
the lack of widespread support for women players mean that fundamental issues of 
control are as contentious now as they have ever been.

In spite of numerous differences, the gender order of national football associations, 
confederations and FIFA exhibit structures similar to those of other conservative 
sports federations where, for example, women are underrepresented in executive and 
policymaking bodies and women’s football is put in a separate committee or section. 
There are a very few exceptions; one is Norway, where a system has operated since 
1985 which Kari Fasting has termed a ‘mild quota’ of having at least one woman 
on each of the central committees.7 It is hardly surprising that it should be the fi rst 
women to sit on the Norwegian Football Association (NFA) Committee, Ellen Wille, 
also the fi rst female speaker at a FIFA event, who publicly prompted Havelange to 
host a world championship for women. There remains a bedrock of traditional sport 
ideology about roles and systems which the new developments, although encouraging, 
can sometimes obscure.

In the Introduction, the lack of respect given to WFA material was not seen to be 
malicious, but there is plenty in the case studies to indicate a degree of ruthlessness. 
In the spring of 2005 FA Learning published an interview with the head of national 
teams, Sammy Lee (a former professional player with Liverpool and Queens Park 
Rangers) in which he expanded on the virtues of coach education:

Coaching awards are a fundamental part of the English game now with the introduction 
of mandatory qualifi cations at the top level and, in my view, this is crucial for the game 
and for all British Coaches. I am pleased that Coaching is becoming more profession-
alised, more standardised and therefore aligns us with the rest of Europe ... Hopefully 
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we will continue to see opportunities in our game for ‘home grown’ Coaches besides 
players.8

What a head of national teams earns is subject to conjecture. What the 1997 case 
of Vanessa Hardwck indicates is that the Football Association would rather pay an 
additional sum of £10,000 to the £16,000 compensation already awarded by an Em-
ployment Tribunal when it was shown that it had decided to fail her for the Advanced 
Licence (then the top coaching qualifi cation) before the fi nal assessment meeting, 
when eight men who had worse marks and fi ve with the same mark were passed. Lee 
passed his A Licence on that course. The diversifi cation of coaching courses and the 
lack of transparency in the procedures make Lee’s comments seem overly optimistic 
in view of these spiteful occupational cliques. While I am a fan of the fi rst woman to 
hold the Pro licence as a player, it does appear that Hope Powell, the England wom-
en’s national coach, was approached rather than the job being offered in open inter-
view to any of the seven women who already held the A Licence in 2000. In 2006 
the Luton manager, Mike Newell, launched a scathing attack on women offi cials; 
he was furious that an assistant referee, Amy Rayner, failed to award his side a pen-
alty in the 3–2 loss to QPR. As a self-appointed critic of those who would taint the 
sporting spirit of the game via ‘bungs’, he demonstrates an equally self-referential 
sexism that is obviously irrational. In discussing these issues, media commentators 
have made the accusation that to do so is to show more of an interest in politics than 
football. To protect some of the world’s highest paid and most prestigious occupa-
tions for male-only leagues and teams without reference to the law in the twenty-fi rst 
century and to make this exception universal because of the peculiar logic of sport 
requires an interest in both. Furthermore, having done the practical aspects as well 
as considering the theoretical questions, when facing the vulnerability of being that 
lone representative of one’s sex in a coaching or playing scenario, a different view of 
what sporting spirit might mean in Newell’s vocabulary. This is not just in coaching 
and adult professions related to playing. When English boys of fi ve and six are being 
trained in academies related to professional clubs in an increasingly scientifi c and 
specialized manner, precisely what is being protected? Does this ‘story that we tell 
ourselves about ourselves’ reveal more to do with politics or football?

There is much evidence to support the view that national associations, confedera-
tions and FIFA increasingly began to intervene in women’s football out of fear that 
unaffi liated profi t-seeking organizations or private individuals would organize tour-
naments. The development of a Women’s World Championship—titled the Women’s 
World Cup from 1995—is a case in point. Whereas it could be said that the attitude 
of FIFA prior to the 1960s had been to prevent the integration of women’s football, 
expecting it to wither due to neglect, the growth of the sport meant that it became an 
imperative to control it by incorporation. UEFA was the fi rst confederation to set up a 
committee for women’s football, in 1971, with the inaugural conference on women’s 
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football organized in Zurich on 22 March 1973. Among the fi ndings at this conference 
were that eight nations already had national competitions with international friendly 
matches, women’s football in Italy was operated by commercial organizations that 
(shockingly) paid considerable transfer fees for good players, and a vote of fi ve for 
and thirteen against for a resolution to introduce an international women’s competi-
tion. Having decided to do nothing, the committee did just that for several years. 
However, successive unoffi cial international tournaments and conferences organized 
by businesspeople from Hong Kong to Italy led, in 1980, to the second conference on 
women’s football, also in Zurich. In some rather unsubtle scheduling, UEFA called 
their meeting the same day as the Italian conference convened in the Valley of Aosta, 
and the ‘problem’ of commercialization was discussed extensively. Equally signifi -
cant, that year, the IOC entered into negotiation with international federations in 
order to reduce the number of teams in team sport events. FIFA maintained sixteen 
teams in the men’s fi nal competition, provided that women’s football was not intro-
duced as an Olympic sport.9

Consequently, as with developments in many countries, until adoption by FIFA, 
international organization of women’s football was characterized by considerable 
infl uence exerted on behalf of autonomous clubs and women-only federations, given 
the limited degree of centralization. The absence of widely recognized directives 
gave a large amount of independence to a variety of actors. Thus the fears that wom-
en’s football would be commercialized or that an international women’s football 
association could be founded which would threaten the unity of the sport directly 
contributed to incorporation. By establishing a separate committee, rather than inte-
grating women’s concerns into each committee, the international federation seems 
to have acted on the overriding political impetus to avoid giving into the wishes and 
demands of the advocates of women’s football in any wholesale way. To control 
competition and commercialization by compartmentalizing it. For its part, women’s 
football had been striving for international recognition, and this move seemed to 
offer a degree of success and prestige. It would have been a longer road perhaps to 
establish women’s football as an Olympic sport without backing from FIFA. A degree 
of what could be interpreted as cooperation or collusion was entirely understandable, 
if, for some women administrators, it was unforgivable.

Speculation aside, what was lacking was intensive backing, full incorporation 
into the bureaucratic and executive systems, and fundamental change to the gendered 
nature of the sport’s organization. What is still an issue is primarily a question of 
democracy and transparency. Put simply, the number of women in decision-making 
positions does not refl ect the number of female members represented by the national 
associations or the federation as a whole, let alone the players. The related point 
is the issue of resources and the pool of potential women leaders who may fi nd 
alternative employment until such time as the systems become more democratic. 
Sports organizations often bemoan diffi culties in recruitment and retention of leaders 
without reviewing their own discriminatory practices. The question of representation 
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and attention also remains. To address oversight in each of the central and elected 
committees of the federation, the quotas need to be more than mild. Few men and 
women want to be elected on anything other than merit, but until such time as the 
system as whole is reviewed, this rather ungainly means of representing women’s 
interests will at least begin to move towards the 20 per cent and beyond representation 
set by the IOC for 2005.

The question of integration and control now seems to have taken a new twist, 
perhaps as a result of the change in governing body attitudes towards the old amateur–
professional divide. If women’s football was integrated in the 1970s gradually as 
a result of a wish to defend the commercial exploitation of female players, it is now 
being asked by key personnel such as Mr Blatter and Mr Johansen to court a degree 
of media coverage and to attract sponsorship in its own right. The most marketable 
asset they seem to focus on is the attractiveness of the players, who are asked to fi nd 
sponsors among traditional female producers such as cosmetics and fashion. If the 
authorities have been keen to trumpet participation fi gures, then perhaps these could 
be used to lobby for increased representation to refl ect the participation of women.

This about-face from those who, in their romantic paternalism, have restricted the 
development of commercialization in the guise of preventing exploitation is actually 
very shrewd mercantile policy. The entrance of football into underexposed sponsor-
ship and related markets via the female player mirrors a wish to exploit new demand 
in general. However fi nancially forward-looking this policy may be, its basis is a 
conservative attitude which has persisted since women have tried to be involved in 
football, since at least 1895. Having insisted upon central control of the women’s 
game, the old guard are again voicing concern that the expansion of women’s foot-
ball should not be at the cost of men’s football. A point often made during this study, 
be it at club, region or national level, was that the men’s fi rst team was considered 
the team, and some of this attitude is refl ected in the idea of football and women’s 
football. It appears to matter little that the women’s team can be more successful in 
terms of trophies and medals, accomplishments which have often been used to argue 
that ever-more funds should be diverted to their underachieving male counterparts. 
As if there were some mythical pie which could be divided in only so many ways, 
women are now being told to develop fi nancing in their sport. It is almost impossible 
from the documentation to identify what the costs and profi ts of women’s football are 
and more diffi cult still to be sure how much is spent on female participation, as it can 
be subsumed into youth budgets, special initiatives and so forth, administered overall 
by the host national association. As the case of Mia Hamm and Nike has shown, the 
assumption that women players would have to break new markets in sponsorship 
deals is a misguided one. This latest episode indicates that the partial integration 
looks set to be a continuing problem until such time as a more radical review of 
women’s representation in decision-making positions is made and acted upon.

Issues surrounding sexuality and gender appear to remain a key issue for the 
English players, much as the idea of ‘butch’ or mannish behaviour is linked with 
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possible lesbian identity, particularly in contact and team sports considered to be 
traditionally male. However, this was expressed more in terms of the response to the 
question ‘What do you think is the general opinion of women who play football?’ 
than a discussion of the players’ own sexuality:

Well, I was shocked when a man who I worked with, he had a senior management role 
and had hired me so I was, you know, respectful of him until then, said, ‘No, you don’t 
play football do you? They’re either dykes or bikes! I was shocked of course and 
offended and he saw that but he walked off laughing.

I want to be accepted as a player, an equal on the team whatever the team. Being gay or 
straight seems to be a much bigger issue for girls teams because boys teams seem to be 
more about the football and not so much about people’s sexuality but there are plenty of 
homophobic insults in men’s sport too.

I think it’s funny when people are like, ‘they’re trying to be men but they’ll never play 
as well because they are women’ because it’s so ridiculous! First if I wanted to be a man, 
which I do not, I’d get an operation or something! Second, come and play against me 
within the rules of the game and I’ll let my football speak for itself. Third, why is your 
own sexuality so fragile you want to boost it by questioning mine through playing a sport 
I happen to have loved since I was a kid?

Our coach makes me laugh. She’s straight but she knows most of us are gay and she kind 
of gets carried away with being supportive in the team talk on match days—saying stuff 
at half time like ‘Forget who is out there telling you what to do whether it’s your Dad or 
Mum or boyfriend or whatever play your own game.’ And we’ll go ‘Boyfriend coach?’ 
and she’ll go ‘You know what I mean’ and blush.

So the supposition that a female player is exhibiting aspects of her sexuality by 
playing the game produces multiple, sometimes contradictory stereotypes, as each 
of the case studies indicate. Despite the increasing numbers of women players, the 
dominant perception, often a source of masculine humour, as with the examples just 
given, is that men are interested in football only because men play. The logic of the 
stereotype therefore indicates that women are either playing because women play or 
in order to attract men. Because of the public perception that football is a sport that 
has been professionally and competitively all-male for most of its history, masculin-
ity has been an unremarkable category. This is not to say that kinds of masculinities 
have not been developed in the male professional and competitive game from the 
underachieving-but-gifted typology to the student of the game to the natural leader. 
The fact that disagreements remain about the respectability of women playing foot-
ball in British society in the early twenty-fi rst century demonstrates some rather dis-
heartening aspects of the culture. Equally depressing is the public relations overload 
that pits Sport England’s top priorities against one another for funding that is linked 
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to increased participation, which means that female development is little about eq-
uitable principles and has much (too much) to do with revolting management-speak 
about ‘growing the game’ and its supposed progressivism. In the run-up to 2012 this 
has tended to take one of two unappealing bureaucratic forms. The fi rst is the equiva-
lent of watching an embarrassing older relative disco-dance in public. The second 
is to hear freshly appointed nonplaying development offi cers cheerily announce the 
latest initiative, full of pride at vicariously wearing the three lions while simulta-
neously lacking any sense of irony or history. Either way, the clumsy attempts to 
‘represent’ are about as convincing as watching New Labour politicians try to mime 
and clap along to ‘things can only get better’. The tensions among social inclusion, 
social conscience and the responsibility of these administrations is part of wider expan-
sionist portfolios which sees Football Association paid offi cials, for example, accept 
awards for ‘coordinating’ volunteers whose benefi t is less tangible than nomination 
for awards in the Honours list. Even the most ardent fan would fi nd it hard to glory 
in the self-congratulation if England women were to win WWC in 2007.

In contrast, if we ask what kind of women play football, or soccer in the US, 
rather different cultural conditions prevail. There are links between the rise of 
women’s sports and ‘equity’ not least because of Title IX, the proven market for 
large women-only tournaments in Women’s World Cup 1999 and for the women’s 
professional league WUSA. Aligned with the rhetoric of equality is a degree of 
commercialization that is in marked contrast to the European context, and spe-
cifi cally the English example. This holds for endorsement deals, clothing and 
equipment in the High Street, for television and live attendance. The cultural 
representations of the US national team are also very different from those in the 
English example. The wholesome image of the players as smart, grateful athletes 
concerned to give back to their communities (including players and fans) is strong 
enough to withstand public scrutiny of Brandi Chastain’s sports bra, televised to 
several nations. This is not to say that the stereotype of the collaborative, ethical, 
intelligent, maternal US national team player is any less about reinforcing norma-
tive femininity and heterosexuality than the English example. Nor is it operating in 
a sporting culture in which homophobia plays little part, as the cases of Australia 
and the US indicate (perhaps to a lesser extent with the milder ‘tomboy’ references 
in the PR China example).

There is, of course, a large market to sell to. Nevertheless, the focus on ‘difference’ 
links with the case studies more broadly because the domestic US market is effectively 
the pinnacle to which a women football player may aspire, as was evidenced by the 
infl ux of personnel to WUSA and the diffi culties following its closure. While increas-
ingly their male counterparts can take jobs in lucrative foreign leagues, the infl uential 
women players have to be astute, collegial and also pretty pragmatic in the choices that 
they make if they wish to continue to earn some part of their income from the sport. 
The place of these players in the culture of sport and more widely is not, then, free of 
tensions. While some would argue that they appear to have dominated the sport as a 
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national team, this view can be at best only partial. The economic, professional and 
organizational barriers that they face mean that this acceptance of authority has been 
used to disproportionally allocate resources and funding to the male national team 
and to individual male professionals. Ironically, the class, the social status, the maturity 
of the college background has to be negotiated by the Women’s National Team play-
ers as useful for marketability but also is used as an underlying narrative to distance 
them from the world of male professional team sport. They may be moral guard-
ians of the game for the wider community, but the fi nancial potential and reward are 
part of the difference.

In Australia, the continuities of football in a male-dominated sports culture are 
evident. With the development of the Australian code, like the American code, it is a 
sport that embraces different types of masculinities and also different body shapes. 
Furthermore, the alliance of the physical body with specifi c elements which are per-
ceived to be somehow linked with certain kinds of masculinity, for example, weight 
and strength, are often used as arguments for the disparity between male and female 
participation. Others cite risk-taking behaviour and calculated infringement of rules 
as evidence of masculine validation, implied in being able to ‘handle yourself’ on 
the fi eld. Shawn Ladda’s work The History of Intercollegiate Women’s Soccer in 
the United States indicates that in the US the intercollegiate ban in all team sports 
affected women’s soccer broadly from the 1920s to the 1970s. There is plenty of evi-
dence that girls were playing prep school and college football from the early 1900s. 
While we know the Dick, Kerr tour involved women playing against men, there was 
suffi cient press coverage to indicate that, as with other European sports, the game 
was exported as similar to hockey and relatively egalitarian in its team composi-
tion. The section on the US discusses this broader history to suggest that the highly 
organized domestic sports leagues in a variety of codes, combined with a degree of 
international organization for association football, have served to make the popular 
cultural formation of the sport, in which women have been seen to engage more 
recently. In this, the US case study has continuities with the other examples, and a 
future study could look at the role of educational establishments as the site of female 
play in Australia, PR China and beyond.

In view of the widespread support for the independence of sports organizations 
and their right to coordinate both their own infrastructure and their own competitive 
rules, there is a need to question how democratic and transparent the methods of op-
eration are. In theoretical terms, I have suggested that homophobia in sport refl ects 
not only a fear of women’s sexuality but also fear of the loss of male control of that 
sexuality, thus endangering the balance of power in gender relationships. It seems 
that we are in a phase whereby this has been used as an organizing principle histori-
cally in the social relations of football, but that same idea has been reconstituted in 
the contemporary atmosphere for a different form of control. That is, the whole-
sale exclusion of women as a group is no longer viable—large enough numbers 
of women across the world are showing that they can play football, and the depth 



To Play or Not to Play • 185

of U17, U20 and adult competition provides continuing evidence. Consequently, 
these women have been vital in forcing the change of policy by the sports governing 
bureaucracies. However, in order to maintain male control of the sport and the form 
of women’s participation, the challenge is to try to set norms for female players 
that are feminine-appropriate. This is an area of considerable scope for feminist-
informed study and refi nements to the process characterized in the Introduction as 
one of ‘negative integration’ will, it is hoped, follow in moving both the theoretical 
and the empirical discussions on.

The valorization of male athletes as possessing superior strength and muscularity 
(whatever their physical stature) is evident in changing the argument from one that 
suggests the female body as too weak to perform the sport to one that provides a pro-
tected arena for women’s play. What is actually being protected is that heterosexual, 
heteronormative discourse and its binary construction.10 The marginalization and 
consequent trivialization try to naturalize gender difference in bodies as fundamen-
tal. It is not some external attitude towards women that dictates this, the ‘rules’ tell 
us now, but something that is internalized and that inherently requires different treat-
ment. While it is most encouraging that increasing numbers of women play football, 
therefore, there seems to be little end to this particular phase without a more radical 
revision of the distribution of power in the bureaucracies themselves. Whether suf-
fi cient numbers of women would support this next step or whether it remains to be 
pioneered by one or more individuals, perhaps from the elite level, is a question cur-
rently without an answer. In pursuing qualitative accounts that allow sportswomen 
to articulate their experiences as individuals and groups, we must seek a discussion 
that is historically and culturally located but must also be alert to differences in age, 
class, religious, ethnic and sexual identity, in addition to incorporating a range of 
differently-abled participants. If we multiply this by the various ways in which we 
experience and do identity to ourselves and others, it’s an ambitious project. Be-
cause of that, a researcher could be only somewhat content with the outcome at any 
one time of trying to write it up, and I have been conscious of holding up a mirror 
to an amorphous and changing entity. Readers will be thankful that some points of 
defi nition and clarity do suggest themselves, however satisfi ed they are by the qual-
ity of that refl ection.

The historical, structural and cultural contexts (by which I also mean organiza-
tional cultures) across the case studies make some of the specifi c points more widely 
applicable. For example, the underrepresentation of black, Asian and minority ethnic 
women in football internationally is an example of discriminatory practices in ac-
cessing sport that some women continue to face. The underrepresentation of African 
countries in top-level international competition is affected by issues relating to 
women’s access to sport, the way that national football associations view women’s 
participation, and regional and international factors. So the individual experiences 
draw out difference and diversity but also highlight similarities across these differing 
circumstances. It also raises the wider question of sport, leisure and women’s access 
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to resources across cultures. Women’s football in each of the case-study nations here 
deserves a more in-depth study, but the situations in South America and in Africa are 
no less important.

Against the fundamental issues of female poverty, lack of access to education 
and denial of human rights, a discussion of the terminology of ‘women’s football’ and 
‘football’ may appear to be one of those semantic points of academic interest at best, 
at worst essentially pointless. Yet very few have asked why the distinction as it exists 
in its current form is important. Analyzing the relationship between the two is fun-
damental to understanding the future directions open to women players as a group 
and as individuals. Academics, legal practitioners and sports administrators can give 
their view of where aspects of the sport currently stand, but, if one is to understand 
in what direction football is heading and women’s place in it, some further analysis 
is required. The concept of women’s football as a subject of academic study in its 
own right is in its infancy, the lack of theoretical investigation in turn inhibited by 
a lack of data. This is made diffi cult partly by the multilevel aspects of the game 
in which myriad subsystems and subcultures exist, within nations as well as on an 
international level. However, an attempt to draw international comparisons is not 
a premature exercise because, though not vast, suffi cient empirical material exists. 
The issue is not one about which sporting associations and federations can afford to 
be neutral. It is also timely, as this is partly infl uenced by the world-wide profi le of 
the sport and its related forms.

‘Capital of the New Soccer Nation. The idiotic but time-honoured songs, the beer, 
the hooliganism, the Spice Girls. US Soccer fans never acted much like the rest of 
the world, but Los Angeles soccer culture is at the Center of the fastest-growing 
sport in the country.’11 Even while placing football as an aspect of modernity, much 
sport relies on nostalgia to create a golden era which did not quite exist, as women’s 
involvement indicates. The way in which various bodies deal with women’s football 
in overt and less obvious ways tells us about the way in which they wish to be seen. 
It is not possible, given the historical construction of football as a man’s game, for 
the developments to be apolitical. Looking at the macro elements of international 
competition and regulation or the micro aspects of individual nations only would be 
less rewarding. There have been key individuals and groups that have shaped female 
participation, and, though they have done so without the institutional resources avail-
able to wealthy sports bureaucracies, their stories are an important part of the social 
and cultural history of the game. They are also too myriad to be told here, but that 
makes my point about the need for better empirical and theoretical understanding all 
the more forcefully. As Nettie Honeyball reportedly forecast:

It is a recognised fact that nothing is more conducive to a good complexion than good 
health, and we girls are already quite satisfi ed that in football we have found an invigorat-
ing, harmless, strengthening, and healthy recreation, and we all agree after each practice 
that we feel greatly benefi ted and refreshed. There are some prudes, no doubt who will 
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vote the game improper as there is always a prejudice against women encroaching on 
what men consider their preserves. The female politician, clerk, cyclist &co., have had 
their turn of attempted suppression, but have more than held their ground, and so I think 
will the Lady Footballers.12

Notes

 1.  Hornsey and Finsbury Park Journal, 25 March 1895.
 2.  Michael Preston, ‘Quality Hamm’, The Sunday Times, 5 October 2003, Section 2, 

p. 11. April Heinrichs was the national team coach and had been an outstanding 
US national team player.

 3.  Michael Oriard, Reading Football: How the Popular Press Created an Ameri-
can Spectacle (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993).

 4.  The six confederations are the Asian Football Confederation (AFC); Confédéra-
tion Africaine de Football (CAF); Confederation of North, Central American 
and Caribbean Association Football (CONCACAF); Confederación Sudameri-
cana de Fútbol (CONMEBOL); Oceania Football Confederation (OFC) and 
Union des Associations Européennes de Football (UEFA).

 5.  Siavosh Ghazi, ‘Iranian Women Put on Their Running Shoes’, UNESCO Cou-
rier, Paris: UNESCO, April 1999, p. 20. As the article points out, misogynistic 
attitudes are not just a part of football; women had been granted right to full 
membership of the Marylebone Cricket club that same year, and ten honorary 
members were ‘allowed to rub shoulders with men in the club pavilion—but 
only as long as their shoulders are covered’.

 6.  For example see http://www.fi fa.com/en/media/index: ‘There are over 20 mil-
lion women footballers, 80% of whom are juniors or still in their teens, which 
demonstrates that the growing popularity for women’s football is not only the 
prerogative of North America.’ FIFA Survey the Big Count 2000, released 2001, 
accessed 10 January 2005.

 7.  Kari Fasting, ‘Small Country Big Results: Women’s Football in Norway’, in 
Hong and Mangan, Soccer Women and Liberation: Kicking Off a New Era 
(London: Frank Cass), 2004, p. 155.

 8.  Sammy Lee, ‘Interview with Sammy Lee’, FA Learning Insight, The Football 
Association (Spring/Summer 2005), p. 10.

 9.  Dr H Käser letter re: women’s football/The Olympic Games to Pat Gregory, 
Women’s Football Association, England, dated 17 June 1980, private collection.

 10.  Even with recent initiatives such as the English FA’s Football for All scheme, 
which is almost a paragon of political correctness: ‘Football for All is about 
fairness. It’s about doing things properly. About making sure everyone has a 
chance to be involved in football, regardless of ability, race or religion. About 
encouraging and increasing the involvement of groups at all levels of football 
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by recognising that inequalities exist and taking steps to address them. It’s 
about making opportunities available where currently there are none. About 
using the power of football to build a better future. In order to achieve these 
objectives, Football for All has become a part of everything we do at The FA.’ It 
covers racial equality, disability football, social inclusion and homophobia but 
does not cover gender equity.

 11.  Mike Hodgkinson, ‘Capital of the New Soccer Nation’, Los Angeles Citybeat, 
16–22 October 2003.

 12.  ‘The Ladies’ Football Club’, Daily Graphic, 25 January 1895, spelling and 
punctuation as original.
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