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Women in Sports History: the more things change, the more they stay the same?  

Carol A. Osborne & Fiona Skillen 

 

ABSTRACT 

In this piece we broadly reflect upon the progress made in the production and reception of women’s 

sport history during the past ten years in the UK. In doing so, we argue that the sources generated 

via interests in the present are likely to have an impact on the future content of women’s sports 

history. We make our observations about the treatment of women in contemporary sport based 

upon our respective interactions with media representations, but necessarily as critical sports 

historians we are not only concerned with the ways in which the historiography of women’s sport has 

developed during the past ten years. We are also curious about how women’s sport history might 

continue to develop in the near and distant future, not least as we anticipate it as written through a 

broader combination of sources. Although processes of locating women’s narratives and experiences 

may be little different, ‘finding’ women in a representative range of sports – including those beyond 

team games and elite participation – may not be any less challenging for those researching in the 

future as compared to those researching today.      

Introduction  

It hardly seems possible that ten years have passed since we were invited to serve as guest editors 

of a Sport in History special issue about women in sports history. Unsurprisingly, we have 

experienced a lot of changes – ups and downs – in our professional and personal lifecycles during 

that time and whilst we might have perhaps hoped to revisit what we highlighted then as ‘the state 

of play’, we could never have imagined that we would be doing so during the throes of a global 

pandemic. Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has touched everyone’s social, economic, political and 

cultural lives since the first lockdowns restricting individual movement and social gatherings were 

imposed by UK governments earlier this year.1 Readers of this journal will know that the imperative 

to stop the spread of COVID-19 took a dramatic toll on sport across the UK, halting both elite and 

grassroots competitions and recreational participation across the home nations, as well as major 

international tournaments and mega-events.2  

When future sports historians document and reflect upon this period of upheaval they will almost 

certainly identify the Cheltenham Festival as having been the controversial swansong for what had 

otherwise promised to be a succession of high profile sporting events scheduled for the remainder 

of 2020.3 The long term impacts of the pandemic on sport (let alone any other aspect of social and 



economic life) are not yet clear, given that we are still living with the virus and, as Sahu et al have 

observed, its developmental trajectory is still unknown; those charged with beating it are literally 

‘chasing a moving target’4. The same might be said for those charged with managing the ‘safe 

return’ of spectators to live sport, given that the pilots announced by the government to test the 

efficacy of doing so have themselves been subject to change.5 Whilst only those directly involved 

with the governance of sport can truly comment on the ways in which their financial planning and 

projections began to unravel before their eyes, the media has typically headlined the financial costs 

to the sector in more generalised terms. Easy to access media reporting does, however, belie the 

complexity of the situation within and between unique sport structures. Suffice to say, huge sums 

associated with the postponement and cancellation of events have been identified, with some 

insured against losses incurred (such as the Grand National Festival, and The Championships at 

Wimbledon), whilst those without insurance (such as charities which lost out on fundraising due to 

cancellation of the London Marathon, and the Rugby Football Union due to the postponement of the 

Six Nations championship) have paid a heavy price.6 Most have garnered a level of attention in the 

mainstream media, but none more so than the projected financial losses across men’s soccer.7  

Persistent debate around the need to get professional sport back on track, firstly, as an essential 

means of addressing the real threat of financial ruin in some quarters and, secondly, as a morale-

boosting project to assuage the sport-loving public’s presumed longing for ‘live’ spectatorship, has 

found an interim solution via the organisation of play ‘behind closed doors’ – which continues as we 

write.8  Especially for sports fans, this ‘new normal’ re-emphasises the significance of mediated sport 

as streaming services, terrestrial televisual and radio broadcasts have become an essential, yet 

inferior substitute for the sociability and thrill of actually ‘being there’. When those future sports 

historians do their research, it is interesting to reflect on which sources they will use to underpin 

their narratives about sporting practices during the first great pandemic of the twenty-first century. 

The centrality and interactivity of digitised news platforms, dedicated sport websites and social 

media to contemporary life will no doubt ensure that such sources are vital. However, given their 

alterable and transient nature, the partiality of what they can capture, as well as the process of 

selection for preservation which is now an ongoing national project,9 they are also likely to gravitate 

to what are still understood as ‘traditional’ mainstream media outlets (e.g., hard copy press, 

periodicals, television and radio broadcasts) - just as sports historians do now to help construct and 

add texture to their accounts. In doing so, these historians will expect to uncover an overarching 

narrative which ‘reveals’ those sports deemed to be of most importance in society, along with the 

players held in the highest regard. Whilst our own sense-making around the current situation in 

sport is partial - coming to it as others do with an awareness of the vast amount and range of media 



sources possible to access, we predict that what they are likely to find is broadcast schedules and 

written sources preoccupied with the fate of ‘men’s’ sport. To achieve a more even-handed account 

of happenings in sport during 2020, they will need to develop multiple lines of enquiry to ‘find’ those 

women who are still essentially excluded from day to day reporting, that is, if they want to create a 

credible account of the impacts of COVID-19 upon female participation and performance in sport.  

Women’s sport: properly part of our culture?10 

It is important to note that before the pandemic hit and the respective home nation lockdowns were 

imposed, women’s sport, both grassroots participation and media representation of elite 

performance, had been on a widely acknowledged, hard-won yet still fragile upward trajectory.11 

Writing for The Guardian, Chief Sports Reporter Sean Ingle encapsulated that reality:    

The most striking sporting photograph of the past 12 months – that of Megan Rapinoe with 

her arms wide and chin regally tilted in celebration – felt like a metaphor for women’s sport 

itself: standing tall, oozing attitude, ready to take the fight to all-comers. No wonder that 

throughout 2019 and early 2020 there was a sense of tectonic plates being shifted and 

prejudices being shattered. But then came the Covid-19 pandemic. And with it a clawing fear 

that what had been made could be rapidly unmade.12  

In the same article Paralympian and disability rights activist Dame Tanni Grey-Thompson’s critical 

voice was brought to bear:  

“We can’t just rush to get men’s sport back and not think about women’s sport … There has 

to be a balance and diversity, otherwise some of the strides women have made could be 

lost. But, as with a lot of the things I have sat on over the years, the default is always men.”13   

Grey-Thompson was not wrong: in spite of the routine observation by pundits, players, managers 

and governance representatives that sport was not the most important thing as compared to loss of 

life and the need to protect public health, a pecking order of concern quickly established itself within 

the mainstream media during the first month of lockdown and has continued to date.14 Indeed, 

transcriptions of Sports Desk (aired on the BBC Radio 4 flagship news programme Today) confirm 

that beginning with relatively short-lived debates around the logistics of completing the Six Nations, 

through to ongoing speculation and repetitious ‘updates’ on the question of whether to cancel or 

complete the English Premier League and Scottish Premiership seasons, to the detrimental impact 

upon domestic and international cricket, men’s sport held in-depth sway. By comparison, over and 

above occasional sympathy with the (practical) ‘disruption’ and (personal) ‘disappointment’ caused, 



there was little serious or detailed concern voiced about the impact of cancellation and 

postponement of women’s games.15  

Maybe this is because re-instating women back on the path of their pre-COVID-19 upward trajectory 

is taken as read because they are perceived as having nothing much to lose?  Not only because their 

team games generally occupy so little space in the public eye which – as Bowes recently observed – 

indicates their subordinate position in sport,16 but also because there is no sense of economic 

fallout, as compared to ‘fixing’ what Parnell et al have articulated (at least in the case of soccer) as 

the ‘ecosystem’ of well-evolved, socially constructed and interactive networks of stakeholders.17 This 

in itself reminds us of the historical advantages, which extend well beyond ‘Football Worlds’ for men 

in sport, versus the relatively low cultural value attributed to female participation.18 It is precisely 

the latter predicament which necessitates keeping women’s sport squarely in the public eye, that is,  

if it stands any chance in the longer term of accruing the kinds of audiences, revenues and gravitas 

afforded to men’s games as product of their variously intersecting social, political, economic and 

cultural advantages historically. What has typically been argued as ‘the problem’ for women’s sport 

in deserving a higher media profile – a ‘lack’ of audience and, consequently, an inability to raise 

revenue – has, albeit for a very different reason, hit men’s team games hard; they must now find 

ways of navigating uncomfortable challenges if they want ‘their’ sports to thrive,  just as women 

have routinely been expected to do.  

In a somewhat refreshing change to the party line, The World Snooker Championship stole the 

march by becoming the first major sporting event since lockdown to be televised with a socially 

distanced audience in situ.19 It is difficult to be interested in the history of sport and watch snooker 

without reflecting on, firstly, the substantive neglect of it and its personalities within existing 

historiography  and, secondly, the almost total disregard of women who have been marginalised in 

the game historically and, it seems, with little done to raise their media profile otherwise – in spite 

of the first World Ladies Snooker Championship being inaugurated in 1976.20 As far as media 

representation goes, until Fallon Sherrock ‘made history’ in 2019 by becoming the first woman darts 

player to win a match at the PDC Darts Championship, the media had shown similar disregard for 

women in that sport too – although unlike snooker, the game has found a ‘Dr Darts’ through Patrick 

Chaplin.21 Chaplin’s research holds few surprises in relation to the ways in which female 

participation was disciplined historically via the male dominated space of the public house, 

organisational and competitive initiatives when the game found its feet during the interwar years;22 

he is also clear that it has been tough in more recent times for female players to find success ‘in a 

sport where the men’s game far outstrips the women’s in terms of press attention, sponsorship and 

television exposure’.23 It remains to be seen if the media noise around Sherrock was a flash in the 



pan, or whether her achievement marks a turning point in terms of improved mainstream media 

profile for female players. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

For aspiring researchers both games present opportunities for further research, but for the purposes 

of this discussion, as examples they return us to an issue raised in previously published discussions 

about which sports receive attention in sports history and possible reasons why. We noted that, ‘It 

(sport history) remains predominantly populated by male scholars and therefore, is still underpinned 

by a body of research that broadly speaks to male interests’.24 We would argue that the interests of 

sport historians seem to have been less likely born of singular academic curiosity, but rather as 

grounded in a real personal passion for, or triggering experience within, the sport researched, 

whether that be as a past or present player of it, a fan, embedded or networked into the subculture 

through familial or institutional socialisation.  Some might regard this kind of intrinsic motivation to 

pursue academic research as a weakness, but it could equally be argued that being a cultural insider 

sharpens insight and yields invaluable leads and connections where they may not otherwise be so 

readily available. Chaplin certainly fits this mould and it is a trend which we believe has been 

replicated in UK-based women’s sport history – much of which has yielded substantive evidence of 

female commitment to sport and not least within sports formerly claimed as the province of men. 

This validates our earlier observation ‘that no realm of social or cultural life is exclusively the 

property of any given group, but is merely appropriated and in turn constructed as such’.25 Indeed, 

what the emerging body of scholarship during the past ten years demonstrates is that sport in 

myriad forms has been incredibly important – if not integral – to the lives of girls and women, 

whether that be at particular stages of their lifecycle, or as taking the form of ‘multiple careers’ 

across the life course.26 Moreover, these scholastic interventions cannot be seen as incidental 

because by 2015 the discipline of sports history had itself become far more receptive to the critical 

contributions which historians of women could make to it.27  

Growth can certainly be detected in real terms with regard to the number of academic publications 

which focus on female participation in sport. Firstly, since 2010 there have been a number of 

topically varied books focused on women, ranging from the lives of female Olympians, through to 

studies of specific sports, and broader consideration of grassroots participation.28 While these texts 

each represent a significant addition to the existing historiography, they are still in the minority, 

even though it has been clear for some time that historically across all social classes the ‘other half’ 

of the population has been invested in play.29 Secondly, there is a positive picture when we look at 

the content of sports history journals: since 2010 Sport in History has published thirty-one articles 

(including seven in our first special issue) and The International Journal of the History of Sport has 



published twelve articles focused on British subjects.30 This is a marked increase from the handful of 

articles we previously identified for the period to 2009, however, the picture is not so bright within 

the wider discipline of ‘History’. As Taylor and Nicholson note in this volume:     

Despite considerable progress over the past decade or so, female participation in sport 

continues to be neglected by historians. Feminist historians have generally paid limited 

attention to the role of sport in women’s lives and it has figured little in some of the most 

important twentieth century surveys of women in Britain. 

Indeed, a survey of journals dedicated to women’s history (Women’s History Review (WHR) 

and Gender in History) further confirms this observation. Since 2010 they have published a total of 

eight and zero articles respectively on women’s sport or leisure related topics – and of the eight 

published in WHR five were in the collection we edited in 2015.31 Other history journals that might 

be expected to include sport-related articles, Twentieth Century British History, Labour History 

Review and Cultural & Social History, contain only two articles with a substantive focus on women’s 

sport in the UK published in the last 10 years.32 Journals dedicated to research on the home nations 

and Ireland fare little better in this respect: whilst between them Welsh History Review, Scottish 

Historical Review, Journal of Scottish Historical Studies, Irish Historical Studies and Irish Economic and 

Social History have included articles about sport during the last ten years, they again amount to 

relatively few and only one directly focuses on women.33  

  

This is a strange state of affairs because sports history has increasingly shown itself to be a critical 

sub-discipline and is now well recognised as a lens through which to understand social relations 

within society generally - which necessarily includes women.34 From the perspective of women’s 

history it could, therefore, still be the case that competitive sport,  physical recreation and leisure 

are still being ‘overlooked in favour of topics [seen as more] crucial to female advancement in the 

public sphere’.35 It could, however, just as easily be the case that those scholars researching the 

experiences of girls and women in sport are targeting their research to those journals where it is 

more likely to find an enthusiastic readership. The recent publication of Murray Phillips’ analysis of 

‘impact’ as it pertains to comparison between sports history journals and generic history titles raises 

the question of why would a sports historian necessarily prioritise finding publication in one of the 

generic titles when there are sports history journals well-ranked in their own right?36  

In spite of moves towards Open Access and regardless of which peer-reviewed journals researchers 

seek to publish their work, readerships are limited to those who can easily access articles either by 

virtue of affiliation to academic (usually university) databases, or to those who can independently 



afford to purchase access. A critical departure from the pay-walled academic model which has 

dominated the university world of sports and leisure history, is the online magazine Playing Pasts. 

Launched out of Manchester Metropolitan University in 2016 and managed by researcher and Editor 

in Chief Margaret Roberts, it identifies itself as ‘the global platform for sports and leisure history’, 

demonstrated by the diversity of topics covered and the inclusion of international authors who write 

about a range of pursuits, most notably exemplified through recent formal partnership with Società 

Italiana di Storia dello Sport (SIIS). To date, this  scholastic collective has contributed forty-two 

articles, with approximately two-thirds directly related to female participation in a range of sporting 

activities.37 Transnational examination of women’s sport by UK-based scholars is also evident; in 

particular Keith Myerscough sheds light on issues of gender, race and class via his seven-part series 

which focuses on women’s basketball. The clarity of this work belies the depth of research which has 

surely been undertaken, enabling him to map participation in ‘5, 7 and 11-player girls’ basketball, 

‘Basquette’, 6-player Iowa girls, and American Netball’, as well as account for the transference of 

versions to England which resulted in the emergence of English Netball (1901).38 

In addition to the visual vibrancy of the format, the success of Playing Pasts can, firstly, be identified 

as residing in it being a ‘free’ to view resource and, secondly, as being populated by short, accessibly 

written e-articles underpinned by rigorous research. Thus, for the purposes of this discussion, it can 

be evaluated as having made a significant contribution to the profile of women in sports history. Like 

all publications its content is subject to the networks grounded within the originating institution, the 

scholars who gravitate towards it or those incidentally attracted to it, but Playing Pasts undoubtedly 

provides a bridge between the more rarefied world of academic publications and the wider public. In 

our view, it has provided a significant outlet for the wider dissemination of women’s sport history in 

the public domain.39  

Women’s Sport History in the public domain: The Media 

The increasing visibility of women’s elite sport in contemporary media has certainly given rise to a 

degree of journalistic curiosity with regard to the historic specificities of their participation in, and 

their relationships with, sport. This is seen most clearly around coverage of key events and fixtures 

and / or the elevation of significant figures, often through the timely examination of notable 

achievements or records broken. For example, the coming of the Tour de France Grand Départ to 

Yorkshire in July 2014 saw cyclist Beryl Burton (d.1996) receive a significant amount of regional and 

national coverage due to her long and illustrious career, not least aided by the interventions of the 

well-known actress Maxine Peake. Astounded that Burton did not have a more prominent place in 

public sporting memory, Peake wrote a radio play about her (broadcast late 2012) and went on to 



adapt the story for the stage which debuted in June 2014 at the West Yorkshire Playhouse, Leeds - 

Burton’s home city.40 Although Dave Russell’s academic article about Burton had surfaced years 

earlier in 2008, 41 arguably it was only via the media that ‘Beryl’ could secure the recognition due to 

her, but ironically in the context of an event which has an uneasy relationship with the idea of 

female participation.42  The timely media  strategy of levering current events to shed light on the 

past has increasingly characterised the writing of sports history, that is, with a view to constructing 

narratives to engage both academic and public audiences through the immediacy of ‘relevant’ 

content.43 

During the last ten years there have also been a number of well-received radio and television 

programmes which include or focus upon the history of women’s sport, although the extent of 

academic research underpinning them has varied. For example, Sport and the British on Radio 4 was 

broadcast in the build up to the 2012 London Olympic and Paralympic Games and constituted an 

extension to the content originally laid down in Richard Holt’s seminal text of the same title. Of the 

thirty episodes broadcast only three focused on women’s sport, however, this inclusion as framed 

around research which had emerged since the book’s publication in 1989 marked a shift in 

recognition of the place of women’s sport within wider discussions of British sports history.44 Since 

2012 television documentaries have also been produced which indicate a tendency to tie historical 

content to contemporary interests in women’s sport, with soccer being especially well-represented 

in this respect.45 These mainstream programmes, often accompanied by interviews and articles in 

the print media, have done much to highlight the rich and little known histories of some women’s 

sports, however,  there still remains a significant issue around the fundamental lack of coverage 

women’s sport receives generally across the  media.  

By 2018, women’s sport was receiving only 4-10% of all sports coverage across television, online and 

print platforms in the UK, but on the upside, the quality of coverage was identified as ‘good’ - 

notably so in the press.46 This evaluation is corroborated by Petty and Pope’s detailed and nuanced 

analysis of the Women’s FIFA World Cup (2015), which essentially found no quantitative 

marginalisation in reporting, as well as fair representations of the event and players overall. In 

locating their research ‘within the wider context of recent developments around women’s sport in 

England’ they were able to positively ‘suggest that we have entered a new age of media coverage of 

women’s football and women’s sport.’47 Whilst Petty and Pope are right to observe that their case 

study may signal a new age of media coverage, the claim that this also potentially marks ‘a 

significant step towards greater gender equality in media reporting of women’s sport’ is open to 

question. This is because those women’s sports on an upward trajectory in coverage are exactly the 

same as those which mirror male interests. As such, it is a dynamic which deserves critical reflection: 



firstly, because the cultural prominence afforded to these team games in the present is likely to 

furnish the content which informs overarching perceptions of the past in the future writing of 

women’s sport history. Secondly, it is because these games cannot be said to entirely represent the 

competitive sporting preferences of girls and women – either in playing or spectating.48 In saying 

this, we specifically have hockey and netball in mind, two team games which originated and evolved 

independent female sporting cultures and, in the process, supported mass participation bases 

historically - and still do.49  

In recent years national teams in both of these games have ‘won gold’, their achievements against 

formidable opponents widely publicised; for example the successes of the women’s hockey at the 

2016 Rio Olympic Games, and the England netball team at the 2018 Commonwealth Games were 

celebrated across the mainstream media during and immediately after these events, yet mention of 

these games has been conspicuously absent during the pandemic. There can, however, be little 

doubt that these sports will be experiencing similar kinds of pressures at both grassroots and elite 

levels of participation as women’s football. Of course, we recognise that Petty and Pope’s 

understanding of progress could reside in a perspective of equality as sameness, as opposed to 

equality of difference – a debate which requires far more attention than space here allows, as does 

the longstanding subcultural values within both hockey and netball which have seen tensions arise 

both historically and in the recent past with regard to accommodating professionalism and the 

trappings implied.50   

A significant development therefore has been the launch of a monthly women’s sport supplement 

by The Daily Telegraph.51 Underpinned by a manifesto of key pledges, since March 2019 Telegraph 

Women’s Sport (TWS) has provided a regular monthly platform for results, interviews and feature 

pieces which, according to Enders Analysis ‘has given 29% more coverage to women’s sport in its 

first year than any other newsbrand’.52 Historical perspectives on women’s sport has been part of 

that coverage, with editors actively seeking out historians researching in the field when they look to 

run features about the history of certain sports and events. Perhaps more significantly, The 

Women’s Sport Trust has praised The Telegraph’s ‘‘near parity’ of key sports coverage, with 45% of 

lead sports articles over the summer of 2019 featuring women’s sport.’53 While on the one hand, the 

regular availability of a ‘quality’ supplement across print and digital platforms should be applauded 

as a step forward for the recognition and broader consideration of women’s sport in the mainstream 

media, on the other hand, it could also be argued that this initiative yet again positions women on 

the margins because it physically separates coverage of their play from daily sports reports, thereby 

potentially closing down the opportunity of maximum exposure. Even Petty and Pope concede that 

‘a cursory glance over the sports pages in newspapers on a ‘typical’ day shows that this continues to 



be male dominated’ – something which O’Neill and Mulready identified in their earlier research as 

‘systematic absences’.54   

Whilst it is tempting to identify public receptiveness to women’s sport as facilitated by either those 

who have control of, or influence in the sport media, it should not be forgotten that calls for change 

across the sector, that is, to address the discrimination experienced by girls and women across a 

range of institutional and practical scenarios in sport, predate what might appear as innovative 

initiatives by nearly forty years. In a recent article Jordan Matthews rightly asserts that the 

associated history of political activism – initially catalysed through the event of the Brighton 

Conference in 1982, has been neglected in the historiography of women’s sport. The important 

manifesto for change which arose from that event was critical in the subsequent formation and 

evolution of public interest groups focused on research and campaigns for equality of opportunity 

for girls and women in sport and physical activities, the most recent incarnation of these initiatives 

being Women in Sport (WiS).55  

We must also recognise that what might be considered in isolation as progress in sport for girls and 

women represents just one aspect of a wider movement to secure women’s rights in society – even 

if the discipline of women’s history has been disinclined to engage at length with it as such. The 

contemporary movement for women’s rights is undoubtedly a complex one, now recognised as 

being intertwined with other significant intersectional issues of race, class, disability, age, sexuality 

and  transgender rights.56 The explicit recognition that multiple identities implicate a range of 

injustices plays a significant part in the current push for women’s equality, and whilst these issues 

are played out in wider society they also impact directly upon experiences within women’s sport and 

associated calls for change.57 Jennifer Hargreaves has argued that ‘sport feminisms have been linked 

historically to anti-discriminatory work regarding subordinated  women (…) in particular to their 

sense and reality of dislocation, marginalization and disenfranchisement in sport.’58 The emergence 

of the #MeToo movement, the unequal impact of COVID-19 on communities across the UK, and 

global protests against racism through the Black Lives Matter movement have done much to 

highlight how far we still have to go to address deep-seated institutional and social relational 

structures of power within societies, that is, if we are to come anywhere near to addressing existing 

inequalities. As such, when future histories of sport are written it will be difficult to omit women’s 

sport because these movements now also constitute the lens through which female experiences are 

mediated and scrutinised. 

Women’s Sport History in the public domain: Sporting Heritage  



During the past decade sports heritage has received a growing recognition. Reilly, Clayton, and 

Hughson noted that 2012 was a turning point in this process. 59 The Olympic and Paralympic Games 

in London offered a unique opportunity to promote the potential of sports heritage through its 

programme of exhibitions and events. Whilst there was no formal recognition of the significance of 

sporting collections by the London Organising Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games 

(LOCOG) in its official documentation or funding, the community exhibition programme, Our 

Sporting Life, developed  by the Sports Heritage Network was subsequently evaluated as having had 

a significant impact. The programme of over one-hundred local community exhibitions and events 

engaged with approximately 1 million people across England. It was the impact of this programme, 

and the further conversations it started at a national level which gave impetus to continuation of the 

work through Sporting Heritage, a not-for-profit community interest company that works to support 

the collection, preservation, and access to sport collections across the UK and, critically,  advises on 

funding and research opportunities to secure them.  

 

From the latter perspective of research and funding, between 2016 – 2019 Sporting Heritage 

provided an important bridge between higher education and the museums sector by securing and 

co-ordinating  a series of Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded Collaborative 

Doctoral Partnerships (CPDs). The associated studentships placed key aspects of museum, library, 

archive or sport organisation (i.e., partner) collections at the heart of the academic research process. 

This not only provides students in receipt of an award the opportunity to develop deeper heritage 

sector insights, but has also facilitated research into thus far neglected areas within the discipline of 

sports history, those which otherwise might not have received public funding. As such, projects 

focused on women are well-represented and include competitive rowing, rugby, women in 

leadership positions within football, GB women’s international hockey representatives at the 

Olympic Games, and golf in Scotland.60   

At the heart of many of these new heritage projects is the gathering of oral testimonies which 

underpin, compliment or fill gaps in existing collections. As intangible heritage, oral history has been 

critical to produce more textured histories than could hitherto be imagined, and constitutes an 

empowering and potentially inclusive means of research.61 The appeal of this approach does, 

however, shore up what seems to be an increasing gravitation towards undertaking research in 

contemporary sports history, what Johnes observes as ‘that shifting period usually defined as within 

living memory.’62 There are legitimate reasons for this: not only does it engage participants in the 

‘making’ of their sport’s own history, it also tends to ‘connect’ with the past in a way that animates 

public interest. Yet, even as strong advocates of oral history, we would ask where does this leave the 



barely begun project of exploring the history of women’s sport during the foundational years of 

female participation and as this existed in a much broader range of physical recreations than we 

have been able to mention here - or simply those that become marginalized because the sport is not 

on trend today? How in a climate where the pressures, and often funding, for both academics and 

those in the heritage sector rests on the contemporary relevance of their research and its 

engagement with wider public audiences can studies of earlier periods be justified?  

On this basis, should we argue that those who are looking towards researching women in sports 

history need to take a step back from the methodologically-grounded rationale which seems to 

favour instating voices from the more recent past, or that they should reconsider decisions to 

research those sports which attract a higher public profile precisely because they already garner 

sufficient attention? In an ideal research environment there would be room for research into both 

the distant and more recent pasts as a means of mapping continuities and changes in women’s 

experiences, but in the present economic climate we are very far from that ideal.  

Women in Sport History: Ten years on 

When we first considered the state of play in women’s sport history in 2010, we suggested that a 

hierarchy of historical merit existed within the discipline which, at best had marginalized women’s 

sporting experiences and, at worst totally excluded them from the historical narrative as 

participants. Whilst we encouraged the study of women’s sport in all areas we were aware of the 

potential danger of simply adding women into pre-existing and long established historiographies of 

sport, that is, historiographies which had been framed around and defined by the male 

experience. In 2015 we argued that for women’s sport history to move the discipline forward it 

needed to do more than this; it needed to explore women’s sport on its own terms and as an aspect 

of physical culture because women’s competitive and recreational experiences have fundamentally 

diverged (and still diverge) from those of men, not least due to the discrimination they have 

experienced historically. Thus, to try and mould the experiences of girls and women to fit within the 

timelines and narratives which have been established on the basis of male sporting interests does a 

disservice to the unique experiences of each gender.  

The articles in this special issue move us closer to these aspirations in various ways; they do so 

through explorations of the complex relationship between women, sport and society in topics from 

football and rugby to cricket and cycling, through to an overview of women’s collective experiences 

of physical recreation and sport during the Second World War and, finally, to the virtually uncharted 

territory of females playing American football. It is to these contributions we now turn.  



As earlier noted, the importance of the relationship between the heritage sector and the academy 

has grown in the last decade. An example of this relationship is detailed in Gary James’ article 

‘Establishing Women in Sports History: Manchester City Football Club’ which highlights a successful 

partnership between an academic researcher and sports organisation. James’ article demonstrates 

the importance of not only capturing women’s voices in order to trace, preserve and understand the 

development of a team, but also the meticulous research process required to triangulate oral 

testimonies with ‘hard to find’ documentary sources to construct an accurate account.  He also 

makes clear the immense value of developing projects of this nature – to the players involved, the 

community, the current club, and the academic historian looking to take a similar path. Staying with 

football, Karen Fraser’s overview of the women’s game in Scotland from the 1960s onwards provides 

a much – needed addition to the existing historiography. Like James’, she places the voices of those 

directly involved in breaking down the barriers to female participation at the heart of her analysis, 

thus emphasising the importance of recording first hand experiences if she, and indeed future 

historians, are to have any hope of writing comprehensively about the evolution of the women’s 

game.  Fraser’s long – view approach generates an account where male resistance looms large, not 

least in the form of the Scottish Football Association (SFA). But fundamentally she tells the tale of 

women who would not be thwarted, and who went on to navigate organisational politics by forming 

the Scottish Women’s Football Association (SWFA) in 1972 which later evolved into Scottish 

Women’s Football (SWF). In still working to develop and promote the women’s game, SWF rightfully 

asserts itself as ‘The Home of Women’s Football in Scotland’.63    

In contrast to women’s football which has generated a relatively strong historiography to date, Neil 

Carter’s article addresses the topic of women’s cycling which, surprisingly, has gained little traction 

in British sports history. In the absence of oral testimony, his analysis underlines the value of 

synthesising a range of existing secondary sources, press reporting and periodicals, to underpin a 

contextualised case study about interwar cycling sensation Marguerite Wilson. Carter’s research 

identifies Wilson as the first full-time professional woman cyclist, due to the promotional contracts 

she secured with bicycle firms. As a record-breaking athlete living and working during the interwar 

years – a period noted for contradictory attitudes to women – Carter indicates Wilson’s career as 

one that projected the ideals associated with the ‘new modern woman’, whilst at the same time 

‘jostling’ with traditional notions of femininity, not least as these (and she) were framed by the 

press.   

Press reporting is also implicated in Adam McKie’s article which focuses on detailed analysis of 

organisational developments and the emerging ethos within women’s cricket during the interwar 

years. Firmly established as a man’s game, female participation was often challenged and trivialised. 



Thus, those at the head of the Women’s Cricket Association (WCA) walked a fine line between 

steering their athletic interests on their own terms and aligning these with values of feminine 

respectability. On this basis and given that cricket was unequivocally viewed as a man’s game, McKie 

addresses the knotty question as to whether those at the forefront of organising it can be described 

as feminist. Whilst the WCA’s commitment to ‘high amateurism’ rendered it far from inclusive, 

ultimately adherence to this path both consolidated and underpinned the expansion of the women’s 

game.    

Victoria Dawson’s article takes us into the territory of another team game which has typically been 

defined as quintessentially ‘male’. However, rather than choosing to focus on women playing (as is 

more typical within existing historiography), she probes their contributions as supporters, 

administrators, and facilitators of boys’ and men’s participation via a detailed case study of Liverpool 

Stanley Rugby League FC. Dawson’s research demonstrates the importance of regional press in 

framing such accounts, combining this with supporter’s club minutes and oral testimony to further 

animate the narrative. This research reminds us that what is often described as ‘behind the scenes’ 

domesticated support, amounts to much more than that: in this case women were integral to the 

maintenance of the club through the purchase of shares, as secretaries, and through the labour of 

producing and maintaining kit. The article chimes with recent work which seeks to account for 

women’s contributions to sport more thoroughly, that is, through an understanding of their 

participation as embedded within family practices and community networks.64  

We turn from regional to national context with Rafaelle Nicholson and Matthew Taylor’s article 

about participation in sport during the Second World War. This research represents a critical 

intervention with respect to existing historiography, insofar as very little has been written about this 

topic generally, let alone in relation to women.65 Sources from the Mass Observation archives, 

vignettes gleaned from memoirs, and  material from oral history collections give voice to the sport 

and physical recreational experiences of women across a range of scenarios on the home front, 

some freely undertaken whilst at other times imposed in moves to improve physical fitness and 

boost morale. Thus, Nicholson and Taylor provide comprehensive overview of the war’s impact upon 

the continuation of club-based activities, provision of sport in the contexts of war work and in ‘the 

Services’, as well as in the everyday lives of women as they navigated a significant period of 

upheaval in British society.    

Finally, Katie Taylor’s article about American football represents a departure from UK-focused 

research and, in doing so, reminds us that a wider world of women’s sport in history exists to be 

explored by British scholars. The presence of girls and women in press reports (1890 – 1912) levers 



her critique of existing academic texts which have either excluded or undercut accounts of their 

participation in American football historically. In mapping contemporary attitudes articulated in her 

core primary source, Taylor uncovers familiar themes with regard to gendered representations of 

female participation in sport, but she also discerns an overarching acceptance of females playing a 

game which had been codified to essentially develop and channel hyper-masculine athletic 

performance. Taylor’s article highlights the significant value of researching the deeper history of 

women’s sport, that is, as a corrective to what have become well-established, but not entirely 

accurate historiographies of so-called ‘men’s’ games.   

Conclusion 

We titled this introductory article ‘Women in Sports History: the more things change, the more they 

stay the same?’ quite deliberately as the progress of women’s sports history, like the development 

of women’s sport itself,  has been and continues to be nonlinear and uneven. That said, women’s 

sport history has seen exponential growth during the past ten years: within the academy as 

researchers pursue their particular interests, through partnerships engaging the values of ‘public’ 

heritage work (which necessarily includes women) and, perhaps, even stimulated by the slowly 

increasing presence of sportswomen in the media and the questions of injustice their ongoing lack of 

visibility raises. The articles in this special issue variously speak to these conditions and illustrate the 

ways in which some adult women participated in and facilitated sport at different times, in different 

places and spaces; in short they demonstrate how women’s sport history in Britain is moving in new 

directions. However, they also alert us to the fact that there is still much more to do – both within 

the contexts of the sports each article examines and beyond them, topically and conceptually.   

In our 2010 editorial we noted that ‘‘women’ in sport history are not an experientially 

undifferentiated mass’ and it cannot be disputed that the articles outlined above convincingly 

demonstrate this point.66 However, if asked to cast a critical eye over them, we would be obliged to 

say that they focus exclusively on the sporting interests of women drawn from white working and 

middle classed backgrounds. The lack of ethnic diversity apparent in sports history more generally is 

an ongoing problem, one recently addressed by Geoff Levett in his call for ‘a proliferation of micro 

histories’ as a means of representing different experiences and ensuring that different voices are 

heard, especially to redress omissions within overarching ‘malestream’ narratives which have 

shaped the discipline.67 Levett’s call sits well with our own sentiments, as well as what we have 

argued here: namely, that women’s sport, and indeed research focused on the history of women’s 

sport is influenced by contemporary preoccupations, how then will women’s sport history in the 



future take up the challenge of engaging with the multi-layered debates around gender identities, 

#MeToo, and Black Lives Matter?   
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