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‘The game of football is quite unsuitable for females
and ought not to be encouraged’: a comparative
analysis of the 1921 English Football Association ban
on women’s football in Britain and Ireland
Fiona Skillen a, Helena Byrne b, John Carrierb and Gary Jamesc

aSocial Sciences, Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, UK; bIndependent Researcher;
cHonorary Research Fellow, International Centre for Sports History and Culture, De Montfort
University, Leicester, UK

ABSTRACT
On 5 December 1921, the English Football Association (FA) implemented a ban
on affiliated clubs allowing women’s teams to use their grounds and the use of
FA registered referees, thus undermining and restricting the women’s game.
The FA claimed that football was unsuitable for women and that it should
not be encouraged. 2021 also marks 50 years since UEFA directed its
members to recognise women’s football. The FA ban has been well
documented; however, the English experience of the ban implemented by
the FA has been conflated with the experience of the rest of Britain and
Ireland. This article examines the impact, the FA ban had on women’s
football in these regions. It explores if a similar ban was introduced by the
four other British and Irish governing bodies (Scottish Football Association,
Welsh Football Association, Irish Football Association and the Football
Association of Ireland formerly the Football Association of the Irish Free
State) and what impact this had on women’s football there.

Introduction

5 December 2021 marked the centenary of the English Football Association’s
(FA) ban of women’s football. In recent years there has been a growth in the
study of the history of women’s football across Britain and Ireland and this
anniversary seemed like a good opportunity to reflect on the similarities and
differences between the paths of women’s football in these nations. The
English experience of the ban implemented by the FA has been well-docu-
mented and has often been conflated with the experience of the rest of
Britain and Ireland, yet this newly emerging research indicates that the devel-
opments of the women’s game and specifically the impact of the ban was
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complex and varied across these countries. This article will also examine
what long-term impact, if any, the FA ban had on the progress of
women’s football in each nation. We examine each country in turn, explor-
ing similar themes in each section in order that comparisons can be drawn.

Literature review

One of the greatest challenges for those researching the history of women’s
sport is the paucity of source material, it has been historically neglected in
the archives and therefore is reliant on oral history and fragmentary media
coverage to piece together its complex history, for this reason early histories
were often and necessarily incomplete.1 However, the recent digitisation of
national and local newspapers from across Britain and Ireland has allowed
researchers to explore the history of the women’s game in much more depth
than has been possible before. Even with this development, there are still enor-
mous gaps with many cities and regions underrepresented in digital collec-
tions. For example, Manchester, a leading footballing city with at least two
prominent women’s clubs by the end of the 1940s, had two significant footbal-
ling newspapers in existence at that time in addition to multiple nightly news-
papers. Only one of these has been digitised for that period and it is the one
which tended not to cover football in detail.2 It is therefore still important to
seek out and research physical newspaper copies in the traditional manner.
Without a regular schedule of activity, this process is both time consuming
and potentially fruitless. Undoubtedly, much regional women’s football will
still be waiting to be rediscovered, but digitisation allows us to at least begin
the process of recovering regional and national narratives.

Early academic researchers of women’s football did not have access to the
variety of material now available and they deserve credit for piecing together
an early historiography for the sport, particularly in England.3 The situation
in England is by far the most developed area of academic research across
Britain and Ireland. It has developed significantly in recent years with mul-
tiple areas analysed including professionalism, player experiences and club
histories.4 Interestingly this research has been conducted, not only by aca-
demics interested in the game but often by those with direct personal con-
nections to it. For example, there has been a pathway whereby former
footballers, such as Themen and Culvin, who have pursued academic
careers with research inspired by their experiences as players.5 Bolton has
been inspired to perform in-depth research as a result of a family connection,
while James, whose wife played, is attempting to document the history of
women and football in Manchester as he has previously on men’s football
in the region.6

Academic studies of the women’s game in Scotland have focused almost
exclusively on the contemporary game, exceptions to this are the work of

2 F. SKILLEN ET AL.



MacBeth and McCuaig and more recently Macmillan, Fraser, and Skillen.7

The earliest studies, those of MacBeth and McCuaig, provided the first aca-
demic critiques of the game and its development for women in Scotland, but
given the limited source material available at that time and the breadth of
their studies they are only able to provide an initial overview of the game
in its first 100 years. Recent studies, such as those by Fraser, have added
greatly to our understanding of the game from the mid-twentieth century
by drawing on oral histories of those who played and organised the game.8

The findings of these interviews, alongside the archival material donated
to the Scottish National Football Museum during the course of the study,
have provided a depth of understanding of the lived experience of players
and organisers and an insight into the game in a way that has not and will
not be possible for the early period. There has remained a substantial gap
in our understanding of the women’s game in Scotland between 1900 and
1960. Studies currently underway hope to remedy this issue and are drawn
on in this paper.

In Ireland, the last review of historical publications related to women’s
soccer was published in 2019 by Byrne.9 This publication was only the
fourth academic article to cover the history of women’s soccer there.
However, with the recent publication of the special issue of the open-access
journal, Studies in Arts and Humanities which focused on women in sport
in Ireland, two further historical articles have now been published.10 These
are the first that focuses solely on Northern Ireland as previous articles
focused on the Republic of Ireland.11 The vast majority of the current histori-
cal research on women’s football in Ireland has been conducted by indepen-
dent researchers who have been instrumental in uncovering the footballing
history of the island. Conferences organised by International Football
History Conference, the Football Collective and the County Museum
Dundalk as well as the website Playing Pasts have played an important role
in showcasing the work carried out by these researchers. The crowd sourcing
project Mapping Irish Football is also another valuable resource that has ori-
ginated from independent researchers of both men’s and women’s football in
Ireland. The crowd sourcing project Mapping Irish Football is also another
valuable resource that has originated from independent researchers of both
men’s and women’s football in Ireland. This project collected citations of
any references to Irish women across all codes of football. This which
included players, administrators or even female attendance at men’s football.
The final dataset was deposited with the British Library News Team in
December 2021. It is available to download from the British Library Research
Repository under a Creative Commons BY 4.0 Attribution licence. It is hoped
that this dataset will encourage further academic research on this sport as it
highlights the rich footballing history in Ireland and it can no longer be
ignored.12,13
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There is currently no published work on the history or evolution of
women’s football in Wales. Ceri Stennett who was the Football Association
Wales historian, among other duties he performed, embarked on collating
the history in 2007. Further research has been conducted by Carrier who
will be publishing his findings in the near future. Much of the research con-
ducted is via media archives and interviews with former officials and players
who were involved dating back to 1921 including those who had relatives
playing for teams. Oral histories have been a vital aspect of this research
as many media reports were inaccurate and a significant proportion of the
archives are not yet digitised. The work of researchers in other nations has
also proved to be hugely important in mapping the development within
Wales, mentions of games, players and tours in local and national papers
across Britain and Ireland have helped to substantiate Welsh records and
recollections.13

England

Women’s football in England by 1921

Formal attempts to organise games between teams of women came in the
nineteenth century, most notably in the early 1880s and in 1895, and the ear-
liest of these predated the establishment of the ‘male’ Football League.14

However, these initiatives could not be sustained and while there were
girls and young women participating in street football, the opportunities
for them to play at a competitive level did not exist until the development
of factory, munition, and community teams during World War One
(WW1).15 The nature and structure of women’s competition during the
war varied across England, although there is evidence that some cities,
such as Manchester, established their own league competitions for clubs
across their conurbation.16

In the aftermath of World War One the game continued to grow with an
estimated 150 women’s teams in England by 1921.17 In addition, show piece
games, most notably featuring Dick, Kerr Ladies, attracted significant
crowds.18 Much has been made of a Goodison Park attendance of 53,000,
with thousands locked outside, but there were other prominent attendances
with, for example, a game at Manchester United’s Old Trafford attracting
31,000 in January 1921 and another at Bolton’s Burnden Park attended by
27,218.19 While these were one-off games it should be noted that the
average attendances of men’s teams United and Bolton were 27,140 and
22,910 respectively in 1920, hence these were prominent local events. The
size of support for women’s games was frequently discussed in contemporary
newspapers, ensuring the wider population was aware of the game’s growth,
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while negative voices were aired by those who felt the sport was not appro-
priate for women.20

England and the 1921 English Football Association ban

From 5 December 1921 women’s football was banned from FA affiliated
grounds with the reasons outlined being that the game could be harmful
to female participants and that there were questions over where the funds
from charity games were actually going.21 These were weak arguments as
the medical view could easily be challenged and the potential for fraud
could have been reduced had the FA or Government chosen to regulate
the sport. In any case, the potential for similar fraudulent activity occurred
within men’s football, suggesting that the FA wanted to dissuade – or end
– female participation rather than possessing concern for player exploitation.

The FA ban was not an outright ban on female participation in football
instead it prevented FA affiliated clubs from staging women’s football on
their pitches. This meant that games could still occur at other venues, such
as rugby grounds, athletics venues, and parks, but it took away the possibility
of playing and developing the game in prominent venues in major footbal-
ling centres and forbade its members from acting as match officials. In
effect, while women were not prohibited from playing the sport, its growth
was curtailed and its popularity suffered. The sport’s development was
hindered.22

What happened to women’s football in England immediately after
the ban?

The ban significantly reduced the opportunity for women to participate in
the sport and for those working with FA affiliated clubs promoting the
sport could result in punishment, such as when the former Stoke City foot-
baller Jimmy Broad trained a Chelmsford women’s team in 1950.23 In
addition, subsequent generations were prevented from watching female
role models while the entire football industry, from media coverage to kit
manufacturing, paid little or no attention to female participation. While
the ban was in place men’s football grew and improved significantly in
almost every area, including participation, attendances, income, kit develop-
ment, and so on, with England finding success, winning the World Cup in
1966, and with English clubs participating in European competitions.
Women’s football was prevented from developing in this manner, despite
its growing popularity at the time the ban was implemented.

Some women’s clubs did continue, most famously Dick, Kerr Ladies, but
confinement to non-FA affiliated grounds limited potential. An English
Ladies’ Football Association (ELFA) was established in the immediate
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aftermath of the ban with predictions of a membership of ‘fifty- or sixty-
women’s clubs’ and a competition consisting of five divisions.24 The organ-
isation staged its own FA Cup featuring 23 clubs, which Stoke Ladies won,
but the refusal of the most popular club of the era, Dick, Kerr Ladies, to
get involved may have limited the competition’s long-term appeal.25

The ELFA was dissolved in 1931 though it had been effectively dead for
some time.26 Women’s football did of course continue but games were pri-
marily played for charitable reasons or at local fetes and fairs. This situation
continued into the 1940s with new teams emerging such as, most notably,
Manchester Ladies (established 1947) and Manchester Corinthians (estab-
lished 1949). These teams were not connected but, like Dick, Kerr Ladies,
they helped to popularise the game, playing high profile games.27 In the
1950s and 1960s, the Corinthians won tournaments in South America,
France, and Germany and the club continued into the 1980s.28

The growth of women’s football in the 1960s saw a significant increase in
the number of teams and, also in competition. Formal leagues and tourna-
ments were established, including the Deal International Tournament
from 1967 which directly led to the creation of the Women’s FA (WFA).29

In 1969, 44 clubs attended the inaugural meeting of the WFA and from
the beginning pressure was exerted on the FA to rescind its ban.30

Officially the FA lifted the ban in 1970 though many assume it was not
until UEFA made their announcement in 1971 (see the section on Scotland
below) that the FA ban was actually lifted.31

Women’s football in England from the middle of the twentieth
century

While it is often claimed that some women received payment, either in the
form of expenses or via so-called gifts, during the period of the ban, this has
been often disputed, by both the records and memories of those involved in
the game, and should not be regarded as a form of professionalism in any
case. In the 1970s some women, such as the Manchester Corinthians player
Jan Lyons, travelled to Italy as there were better opportunities, in terms of
structure and competition, to play than available in England. Lyons had her
accommodation paid for at Juventus but, again, this can hardly be viewed as
a professional appointment, though some players in Italy were paid with
Sue Lopez claiming to be the first semi-professional English player in Italian
football.32 Opportunities to play and be paid in England did not occur until
2000 when Fulham was acclaimed as the first professional women’s club in
England.33 By that time the FA had been in control of women’s football for
seven years but the Fulham experience ended with the withdrawal of
financial support from the club’s owner.34 It was claimed that around £5m
had been spent on Fulham Ladies between 2000 and 2006.
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Widespread professionalisation did not occur until the 2010s and when
the FA Women’s Super League (WSL) was established in 2011 it was a
semi-professional league before, in 2018–2019, a restructure required all
clubs in the WSL to move to full-time status.35 While the move to a pro-
fessional structure is a progressive one, much still needs to be achieved
and recent research by Culvin has highlighted that professionalism in
English football has created insecure and precarious work for women.36 Of
course, had the FA ban never occurred and women’s football been allowed
to develop naturally, it is possible professionalism in women’s football
would now be a mature, successful model.

Scotland

Women’s football in Scotland by 1921

Women’s football has a long history in Scotland and can be traced back to
1628, but the modern association game began in earnest during World
War One.37 There had been a brief, but limited, attempt to establish the
women’s game twice, once in the 1880s and again in the 1890s. However,
after some initial excitement and publicity, the teams faded away and
there are few records to suggest other regular teams emerging. A more sus-
tained growth in the women’s game developed during World War One.
Women’s teams developed out of the munitions factories and other organ-
isations across Scotland, with a dominance of teams emerging in the indus-
trial heartlands. The regularity that teams played varied significantly, with
some teams formed on an ad hoc basis specifically for localised events,
such as the annual workplace fun days, whilst others played more regular
matches between other local teams. The recurring feature of both types of
sides was that their games were played to raise funds for war or local char-
ities.38 The first formal British competition amongst these ‘munitionette’
teams took place in August 1917 at Celtic Park in Glasgow.

Scotland and the 1921 English Football Association ban

There has long been a misconception in the academic literature around
women’s football history that Scotland’s Football Association mirrored the
actions of the English FA by introducing a formal ban on women playing
their games on affiliated grounds in late 1921. Indeed, reliance on the
press of the time would lead one to the conclusion that a ban had been intro-
duced. For example, the Glasgow Herald in an article entitled ‘Measures to
prevent women footballers’, offered support for the ban and re-printed sec-
tions of the English resolution.39 While Scottish Sport focused on the medical
justifications for the adoption of this resolution ‘as they consider the game
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unsuitable for females’ and therefore, the argued that any similar action by
the SFA ‘would appear to have a good deal of support’.40 However, a close
examination of the SFA records clearly shows that no such ban was formal-
ised at that time. The SFA’s attitude towards the women’s game was none-
theless wholly unsupportive. As the Daily Record noted, ‘There is probably
more wisdom in the indifference of the Scots legislators than in the threa-
tened veto of the southern confreres.’41 Indeed, amongst the Scottish press
at least there seemed to be a wide held belief that the women’s game
would naturally fade away once the war was over and public support
waned.42 SFA minutes note that, ‘this Association does not approve of
clubs arranging or sponsoring or letting grounds for Ladies’ football
matches’.43 However, no formal ban was put in place until after World
War Two and instead requests from clubs to host women’s matches were
actively discouraged by the SFA.44

What happened to women’s football in Scotland immediately after
the FA ban?

The digitisation of a number of regional newspapers has allowed deeper
research in this period and the picture which emerges is far more complex
than has been acknowledged previously in the historiography. In contrast
to other areas of Great Britain and Ireland, women’s football in Scotland con-
tinued to develop in the interwar years. The most successful teams of the
period were the Rutherglen Ladies F.C. during the 1920s and Edinburgh
City Ladies F.C. in the 1930s. Each team dominated the Scottish football
scene in their respective decades. The Rutherglen Ladies team has been over-
looked, yet it was a significant team for over a decade. They played to crowds
in the thousands and attracted coverage in local and national Scottish news-
papers. The team played all over Scotland and toured Ireland widely in 1927,
something which was only replicated by Dick, Kerr Ladies and Feminina.45

Their tours consisted of playing a mix of local teams or the team’s own B-
side, often renamed for the match, where local opponents were unavailable.
The tour was so successful that a team of Irish players then toured Scotland
and northern England with Rutherglen Ladies. This was a pattern which was
repeated again in 1928.46 By 1929 the impact of economic depression was
clearly having a direct impact on the team and few games took place until
1932 when the team was revived with moderate success. But by the outbreak
of World War Two the team’s fortunes were on the wane and the Edinburgh
City Ladies F.C., which had been founded only a few years earlier in 1937,
were on the rise to take over as Scotland’s premier women’s team.

SFA formally minuted a ban on women playing on affiliated pitches in
September 1949.47 The Scottish ban stayed in place for the next 25
years.48 In 1971, UEFA recommended to the national associations that
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they should recognise their national women’s game and develop an inter-
national structure to support its development. A vote amongst member
associations resulted in 31 voting in favour of this and one, Scotland,
voting against.49 In spite of the continuation of the ban, the Scottish
Women’s Football Association was formed by six teams in 1972 without
affiliation or recognition from the SFA.50 Ultimately, the SFA’s hand was
forced by the impending introduction of the Sex Discrimination Bill and
they finally agreed to lift the ban and give ‘recognition to women’s football’
in August of 1974.51

Women’s football in Scotland from the middle of the twentieth
century

Recent research by Fraser has explored the development of the women’s
game in post-war Scotland. She has demonstrated that 36 teams played reg-
ularly across Scotland during the 1960s.52 Leading to the formation of an
informal national league in 1968, comprising of six teams initially, rising
to 14 by 1978.53 A lack of recognition and funding played a significant
role in the post-war development of the game. However, the geographical
spread of the population of Scotland has arguably always caused issues
for the women’s game, with the cost and travel time a significant factor
in the arrangement of league fixtures. Nonetheless, in the post-war
period, there is evidence of teams in local communities, often from work-
places, playing regular matches and from there the most successful teams
were established and ultimately joined the national league. Fraser has
argued that it was from the 1960s onwards that we see the development
of a cohesive football community across Scotland for female players and
it is from there that the current game and structure has developed.54

When taken together with new research by Skillen on the interwar
period, these studies have uncovered localised community networks in
certain parts of Scotland before 1960, which though not formally organised
within league structures, suggest that this development has longer roots
than has been previously recognised.55

Hargreaves has noted that the development of women’s sport is rarely a
linear transition between phases, but rather a series of steps forward and
steps back.56 It is therefore likely that the development of the women’s
game in Scotland experienced a similar pattern. The impact of the introduc-
tion of a ban much later in Scotland than has previously been acknowledged
however raises the possibility that there was a break or even a retardation of
the women’s game during the late 1940s and 1950s followed by a resurgence
in the 1960s. Only further research can help us piece together this complex
picture.

SPORT IN HISTORY 9



Northern Ireland

Women’s football in Northern Ireland by 1921

Modern women’s football on the island of Ireland followed a similar pattern to
Scotland. Although there are references to women’s football throughout the
island during this period in newspapers, the majority of the activity took
place in the northeast, in what became Northern Ireland from 1921. The ear-
liest known record of football on the island was the 1895 tour by the British
Ladies team.57 After a second tour the following year there seems to be a
gap in newspaper reports until World War I. The first boom in women’s foot-
ball started in 1917, when charity matches were organised to support the war
effort. The concentration of activity was mainly in Belfast, Lurgan and Porta-
down. One of the most successful match organisers was Diana Scott, her
husband Walter was the secretary for the Distillery Football Club.58 On 29
March 1921, Mrs Walter Scott as she is mostly referred to in the newspapers
became one of the first female football administrators to be honoured with a
testimonial game. Approximately 10,000 people attended the women’s inter-
national between Ireland and England at Windsor Park in Belfast.59 The
venue for this match is also significant as it is the stadium that hosts men’s
senior international matches and a venue that even the current senior
women’s team did not have available to them during their recent European
Championship qualifying campaign in 2021.60

Northern Ireland and the 1921 English Football Association ban

It is unclear if the English FA ban was ever discussed by the Irish Football
Association (IFA) as there is no reference to it in the archives. Playwright,
Tara Lynne O’Neill has done extensive research into women’s soccer in
Northern Ireland during this period for the play Rough Girls. She has yet to
come across any reference to it being discussed by the IFA in their archive
or in the newspapers from that period.61 However, 1921 was also a significant
year for men’s soccer in Ireland as this is the year that the Leinster Football
Association broke away from the IFA to form what was called the Irish
Free State and more recently the Football Association of Ireland (FAI).62

With both governing bodies competing against each other for recognition
as the official governing body for the whole island, it would seem that
women playing football on their affiliated grounds was not a big concern.

What happened to women’s football in Northern Ireland
immediately after the FA ban?

There was some domestic football activity in Northern Ireland after the
English FA introduced their ban on women playing football on affiliated
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grounds. However, there was not the same level of participation as seen
during World War One. There were numerous attempts to bring teams
from France and England to Northern Ireland in the early 1920s but
these did not happen. It was not until 1925 that a French team came
to Belfast to play against Dick, Kerr Ladies at Windsor Park as part of
a wider tour of Ireland that also included Dublin.63 The Rutherglen
Ladies F.C. tour in 1927 was a significant turning point for women’s
football both in Ireland and Scotland. Large crowds attended the
games that were organised, with at least eight matches played (roughly
four in Northern Ireland and four in the Irish Free State). It was
through this tour when an Irish selection played against Scotland that
the talent of Molly Seaton started to get widely recognised by the
press. This tour was followed closely by an Irish selection travelling to
Scotland later in the year and again in 1928. Seaton spent some time
playing with Rutherglen during these tours as well.64 The second
boom period for women’s football was in the 1930s and women have
consistently played football in Northern Ireland since the formation of
the state, although the levels of participation have varied over the
years.65

Women’s football in Northern Ireland from the middle of the
twentieth century

Although women’s football was not banned by the IFA that does not mean
that it did not face any barriers. Individual members and clubs may have
been supportive but there was no strategic support from the IFA during
this period. The Northern Ireland Women’s Football Association
(NIWFA) was formed in 1972 to govern women’s football in Northern
Ireland. This body was independent of the IFA but an affiliate member of
the Women’s Football Association based in London.66 In 1993 the NIWFA
became an affiliated member of the IFA.67 There was a restructure on how
state funding for sport governing bodies was distributed. The Sports
Council policy at this time was that it would not fund two separate governing
bodies for the one sport. This resulted in many independent women’s sports
bodies amalgamating or merging with men’s governing bodies in the early
1990s. These mergers also happened in other countries such as the Republic
of Ireland. As Nicholson states, these mergers effectively dissolved more gov-
ernance roles in women’s sport.68 However, with the recent success of the
Northern Ireland Women’s National Team in qualifying for the 2022 Euro-
pean Championships in England, the IFA has vowed to invest more into
women’s soccer and put in place the support structure needed to build on
this success.69
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Republic of Ireland (Irish Free State)

Women’s football in the Republic of Ireland by 1921

The only records of women’s football in what was called the Irish Free State
after partition in 1921 and in what is now known as the Republic of Ireland,
are of the British Ladies tour of 1895 and 1896. In 1895 they played one
match in Dublin but it was not as successful as their match in Belfast in
terms of press coverage and attendance. The 1896 tour was the second
time that the team had visited Ireland and was a much more extensive pro-
gramme.70 On their second tour, they visited Dublin along with regional
towns, such as Wexford and Drogheda.71 When visiting Drogheda, they
had difficulty in securing a ground to play on and were forced to play in a
field on the outskirts of the town. The match received a lot of negative cover-
age from the local press in County Louth. The Dundalk Democrat referred to
the British Ladies Football Club as ‘at present invading Ireland’.72 In an
angry letter to the Editor of the Drogheda Independent, who signed it off
as Pro Bono Publico, wanted to register their protest strongly at:

Exhibitions of this kind being allowed an entrance to our Irish towns. I hope
that the good sense and religious feeling of the people of Drogheda will keep
them away from exhibitions in which women unsex themselves and violate the
rules of ordinary decency.73

One journalist for the Drogheda Independent stated that ‘we are not yet in
Ireland educated up to the standard of “the new woman”, and it is hoped that
it may be long until we are’.74 Through the Mapping Irish Football project,
we can see that most of the activity is focused around the six counties that
would later become Northern Ireland. However, we cannot say for certain
that there was no women’s soccer in the rest of the island up until 1921 as
the only source material available are newspaper archives.75

Republic of Ireland and the 1921 English Football Association ban

As discussed above 1921 was a significant year for men’s soccer in Ireland as
this is the year that the Leinster Football Association broke away from the
IFA to form the FAI.76 There is no reference in the finding aid for the FAI
Archive to anything about women’s football which indicates how little
space was given to discussions of women’s football in that period.77 In
addition to the political struggles amongst the governing bodies, there is
also the consideration that soccer was possibly not played by huge
numbers of women as the Irish economy in the Irish Free State was predo-
minantly based on agriculture rather than industry. Thus, limiting the
opportunity for many women to access the sport unlike in Northern
Ireland and Britain where women’s employment appears to have often
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provided a gateway into the sport. However, further research into this period
is required to understand the full range of women’s sporting practices.

What happened to women’s football in Republic of Ireland
immediately after the ban?

With the formation of the FAI, soccer in the 1920s, in the Irish Free State,
flourished and many new clubs were established for the first time in parts
of Ireland.78 It is still unknown if this growth in the popularity of soccer
led to the formation of women’s teams. The Free State Purity League
policed a ban on ‘foreign’ forms of fashion and entertainment. This also
included women’s soccer in 1925 when the French Ladies Football
Team were banned from playing an exhibition match in Dublin after
they played in Belfast.79 While this organisation was powerful enough
to stop a football match taking place there seems to be no reference to
them in the historiography. It is possible that the newspaper could have
been referring to the Irish Vigilance Association.80 Just two years later
there was a tour of Ireland by the Scottish team Rutherglen Ladies F.C.,
in 1927, followed by another in 1928. Unlike the French tour, there
does not seem to have been any opposition to the matches taking place
in the Free State. The team started their tour in Belfast and played chal-
lenge matches against a team from Edinburgh. They travelled through
Ireland down to Cork and on their return trip to Dublin they played
against a local team that the Evening Herald had dubbed ‘Dublin’s first
ladies’ soccer team’. As with many women’s matches in England up
until the ban the proceeds of the game were donated to charity. The pro-
ceeds of this match went to Holles Street Hospital in Dublin. The match
took place in Milltown, which was home to the League of Ireland side,
Shamrock Rovers, which would also indicate that there was no formal
FAI ban on women’s football.81

Tours of women’s teams such as the ones by Rutherglen were seen as a
novelty and possibly received more media coverage than local sides
playing because of this. However, these tours should also be viewed in the
context of what was happening in men’s football at the time. In 1925, at a
conference between the four home nations governing bodies, it was
decided that no British club would play a match in the Free State during
the close season. The animosity between the FAI and IFA intensified
towards the end of the 1920s. As the IFA had the support of the home
nations there were no club matches or internationals between the Free
State and teams from Great Britain.82 Thus, these tours demonstrate the
strength of the women’s game in Scotland to be able to organise an inter-
national tour of the island of Ireland despite the issues between the two
Irish governing bodies. Matches like this would have drawn reasonable
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interest considering the dearth of international teams visiting the Free State
during this period.

After the Rutherglen Ladies tour in 1927 and 1928, news reports on
women’s soccer in the Republic of Ireland seem to disappear until the
sixties. The combination of the introduction of the 1935 Conditions of
Employment Act which led to restrictions of areas of women’s employment
and the Irish Constitution introduced in 1937, firmly placed women’s role in
society in the home. There is anecdotal evidence that many priests blocked
women from playing Gaelic football in the late sixties so it is plausible to
suggest that this would also apply to soccer.83 The reasons for this are
unique to the Republic of Ireland and warrant further research to understand
what impact the Catholic church, as well as successive conservative govern-
ments, had on the development of women’s sport.

Women’s football in Republic of Ireland from the middle of the
twentieth century

Soccer in the Republic of Ireland really flourished in the late 1960s onwards
with new clubs and leagues springing up all over the country.84 Anne
O’Brien became one of the first contemporary female players to sign a pro-
fessional contract to play football in Britain and Ireland when she signed for
Stade de Reims in France, paving the way for other players in Ireland and
Britain to turn professional in countries such as France, Belgium, and
Italy. However, by moving abroad Anne O’Brien ended her international
career with the Republic of Ireland. Unlike the WFA and SWFA, the LFAI
did not have a ban on players who played professional football. The
reason why players who moved abroad for work, education or to play pro-
fessional football were not called up for national team duties was because
of finance. The LFAI had very little money and up until recently could
only select players based in Ireland.85 It is also believed by talented provincial
players that this also led to a Dublin bias in team selection.86 Even to date, if
female players from the Republic and Northern Ireland want to play pro-
fessional football they need to travel overseas. There has never been a fully
professional soccer team on the island of Ireland. In fact, many players
still have to pay to play for their club in the National League or find a
sponsor to cover this fee.87 Even in the men’s game the Irish League and
the League of Ireland has only managed to be semi-professional in recent
years.88 As mentioned above, the IFA is investing more in the governance
structures of the women’s game. However, the FAI in contrast is doing the
complete opposite and have dismantled the current structure by making
the Head of Women’s Football redundant and merging the management
of the women’s game with men’s game. There is no current strategic plan
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for women’s football and it is unclear if there will be one published or if it will
be integrated into the main FAI Strategic Plan.89

Wales

Women’s football in Wales by 1921

Women’s football in Wales owes much to influences from England. For
example, a women’s team was formed in Norwood (Swansea) in March
1894, as well as a team across the border in Hereford at Christ’s Hospital
Girls School.90 The London-based British Ladies Football Club, embarked
on two tours in 1895 and 1896, which included Wales. The tour featured
two teams from London playing each other (Reds v Blues), however, one
game occurred against a men’s team in Cardiff. In 1896, the British Ladies
played other men’s teams, inspiring young girls in Pontypool to request a
bladder from a local butcher to convert into a ball.91 However, the impact
of these tours was limited in terms of kick-starting women’s football in
Wales.

World War One provided significant stimulus to the women’s game with
munitions teams being formed for keeping the new female workforce fit and
healthy as well as amused. Their games raised funds for both local charities
and in aid of the wider war effort. The first league was established in 1917–
1918, called South Wales Women’s Munitions League, with three silver cups
as prizes.92 Newport Ladies won the League in its first season, with the
National Shell Factory Swansea winning the Munitions Cup in 1918. In
the North of Wales, one game held on Boxing Day 1917, was played in
Wrexham between two munitions factory teams: Powell’s (Girls) Athletic
v Aintree Filling Factory (Liverpool). The Merseyside team won 5-0.
Welsh teams, such as Llanelly Ladies’ Football Club, Hengoed Girls, and
Pengam Garden Village Girls, continued to play after One to raise funds
up to and beyond 1921.93

Wales and the 1921 English Football Association ban

Objections in Wales to women playing football seemed to stem predomi-
nantly from the religious sector, prior to the official ban, in 1918 two
chapels’ congregations from Cwmbwrla (Swansea) took objection to
women playing on a local park going as far as writing to the mayor
stating, ‘We strongly object against the great degradation that has taken
place recently in our town in allowing females to play football at the
park.’94

The banning of women playing on affiliated grounds was implemented by
the Football Association Wales (FAW) on 3 March 1922, ‘The Council
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decided that in the interests of the game they cannot allow matches to take
place between ladies’ teams on Welsh grounds.’95 Short, sharp and nowhere
as detailed as the ban in England, this approach would be adjusted over a
period occasionally allowing charitable games to be played in South Wales,
though bizarrely, the games often granted permission did not involve
Welsh teams. For example, Dick, Kerr Ladies played teams from France in
Wales and one match against Cardiff City Ladies at Ninian Park to raise
funds for the Lord Mayor’s Distress Fund 29 March 1921.96

The ban was in place for 48 years in Wales but, as with the other nations,
the FAW was unable to stop women playing in fields, cricket pitches and
rugby grounds. The wording of the ban was revisited to create Rule 34,
which states that:

No football match in which any lady or ladies take part in any way whatsoever
shall be permitted to be played on any football ground within the jurisdiction
of this Association. Clubs, officials, players or referees are not permitted to
associate themselves in any way whatsoever with Ladies Football matches.97

The rewording and further endorsement of the ban came on 29 August
1939.98 A game between a Barry selects (comprised of players from two
local women’s teams) and Bolton Ladies, which was scheduled for 24 July
1948. However, Herbert Powell, General Secretary of the Welsh FA,
refused to allow the game to go ahead on Jenner Park, as this was
affiliated to the men’s team. Instead, the game was switched to Maslin
Park on Barry Island. Bolton were the victors 13-0. The Barry team went
on to play Bolton twice over the 1949 Spring Bank Holiday.99

What happened to women’s football after the 1921 English Football
Association ban?

Women’s football continued, more so in South Wales, with the international
team and domestic games continuing to raise funds for charities. Most sig-
nificant amongst these games was the match between Dick, Kerr Ladies
and Olympic de Paris on 22 March 1922 at Cardiff Arms Park, only nineteen
days after the FAW ban. Permission for the match to go ahead came from the
Marquis of Bute. 15,000 attended the match which raised £655.00 towards
the restoration of Reims Cathedral. Welsh teams began to evolve through
former members of the munition sides developing their own local clubs in
order to keep playing, such as Lovell’s of Newport Ladies which was one
of the most successful examples of this.100 On 10 October 1932 Lovell’s
played Cardiff Ladies in the first floodlit game for Welsh women in front
of 8000 people.101 Other new teams formed, such as Trethomas Bluebirds
and Machen Ladies who would go on to compete with Newport and
Cardiff. The largest attendances were at matches hosted by men’s teams
on their grounds in order to cash in and raise funds. Ystrad Mynach

16 F. SKILLEN ET AL.



Albion FC hosted a match on 18 April 1933, which attracted a crowd of
2000–3000 with the aforementioned teams playing.102

The impact of the ban was felt across the country with many former
players referring to the decision-makers at the FAW as ‘dinosaurs’. The
FAW did not rescind the ban on playing on affiliated grounds until 29
May 1970. There were no Welsh leagues running until 1972 when a 10-
club league was established in South Wales. This comprised mainly factory
teams such as Johnson Rangers (Bottle Top factory from Port Talbot and
Maurice Cohen sponsored by a local lingerie manufacturer) and 103. None-
theless, when the 1966 World Cup was contested in England many Welsh
girls were inspired to play football104 Examples include sisters Mai and
Eleri Griffith, from Trefriw in the Conwy valley, who started playing in
their youth club in Llanrwst. Later in 1969, the family moved to Prestatyn
and this led to the formation of a team that would dominate the Merseyside
&Wirral Women’s Football League from 1972 for almost a decade. Prestatyn
Ladies became affiliated to the men’s team but for two years played games for
charity. Their popularity drew crowds, with one fixture attracting 3000
people when they played Foden’s of Cheshire played on the field adjacent
to the men’s ground on Bastion Road.

Women’s football in Wales from the middle of the twentieth century

With the establishment of theWomen’s Football Association (WFA) in England
in 1969, the FAW were happy for the WFA to look after teams in Wales. In
1971, the FAW’s contribution to the UEFA directive resulted in South Wales
FA appointing the first Wales national manager. Grey Phillips, a 41year old
police constable from Swansea. The WFA approved the selection and agreed
to pay Grey’s expenses with an opportunity to discuss mutual issues.105 Grey
assisted in managing the Johnson Rangers team while selecting an international
squad for Wales. Their first international match was against the Republic of
Ireland on May 13, 1973 played at Stebonheath Park, Llanelli in front of an esti-
mated 3500.106 In August 1974, it was noted that the Welsh League held meet-
ings with Welsh clubs and there were about eight clubs affiliated. The Welsh
Sports Council did not recognise the WFA, so no grants were forthcoming to
aid the development of a Welsh League affiliated to the WFA.

Wales was invited to play in Italy in 1978 in what the press and some of
the players were led to believe was the ‘Mini World Cup’, although ultimately
UEFA and FIFA refused to recognise this and the subsequent 1979 tourna-
ment.107 The Italian federation had obtained sponsorship from various com-
panies and businessmen who paid for the travel and accommodation for
each team. This consisted of the hosts, Wales, Scotland, Belgium, Yugoslavia,
and Switzerland. This event proved to be a massive learning curve, playing in
high temperatures and against teams who were more experienced. The
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tournament was such a success that Wales were invited back in 1979, this
time with 11 other teams in contention. Once more there were no victories
but the quality of play showed a marked improvement.108

On the domestic front Welsh teams were abandoning theWelsh League to
join the Western League (1976) in England with CardiffWest End, Newport
Nightingales, and Llanedeyrn (who would evolve into Cardiff City Ladies)
joining. The Western League became two divisions, with seven teams in
each. As the WFA endured financial issues in the early 1990s, negotiations
were held with the FAW to take over the administration of women’s football
for the 1992–1993 season.109 Michele Adams, Laura McAllister, and Karen
Jones (players from Cardiff Ladies) met with Alun Evans (FAW General Sec-
retary) for his support in the development of women’s football in Wales,
including the reforming of the national team which had not played since
1989. The FAW appointed Lyn Jones as Women’s Team Manager, who
was also the manager of Inter Cardiff men’s team. Alun Evans with
Michele Adams as team manager took 16 players to form two teams to
compete in the Four Nations Indoor Championship 5-a-side tournament,
28th November 1992 in Glasgow to convince the FAW Council to revive
the National team. The FAW then organised the Women’s Welsh FA Chal-
lenge Cup including Welsh teams playing in English Leagues. The final was
played prior to the men’s Welsh Cup Final at The National Stadium in
Cardiff on 16 May 1993. The National Stadium in Cardiff on 16th May
1993 between Inter Cardiff Ladies ( Cardiff Ladies affiliated with men’s
team January 1993) and 1-0 winner’s Pilkingtons Ladies (St. Asaph).
Wales also entered the UEFA Women’s Championship for the first time in
1993–1994. They were in the same qualification group as Switzerland,
Germany, and Croatia, but had no wins, illustrating how wide the gap was.

The first affiliated league the FAW administered was the U16’s South
Wales Girls League in 1994 which consisted of 12 teams including one
from Cheltenham.110 Later that year the Texaco Women’s League was
formed by the local council and would later become FAW affiliated. The
first national women’s league was formed in 2009 with five teams in the
North and five in the South. In 2021, there was a league restructure, with
the National league reduced to eight teams.

Conclusion

The English FA is the oldest governing body in football and a key organisation
in developing the rule book for contemporary association football. Many have
assumed that once they banned women from playing football on affiliated
grounds that other governing bodies followed suit. However, this article high-
lights that this was not the case. Although the SFA and FAW did implement
bans at later dates it was on their own terms rather than blindly following the
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FA.We can also see that there is no evidence that such a ban was implemented
by the governing bodies in Ireland. Although these associations did not follow
the FA’s 1921 ban, the associated national and local media discussions of it, did
have a massive impact on the public perception of women’s football. The ban
legitimised both the formal and, importantly, the informal exclusion of
women’s teams by the other male-dominated governing bodies. This article
gives a succinct overview of women’s football across Britain and Ireland in
the period leading up to the ban, just after the ban and the impact this has
had on the contemporary game.

While this article is only a starting point for more detailed regional analy-
sis across the five countries, it is clear from the research highlighted here that
even a singular case study of England is not representative of the complex-
ities of developments within the country, therefore more in-depth analysis
at a regional level is needed if we are to understand the broader develop-
ments. These studies would, for example, help us to better understand the
ways in which women’s football grew, in and between, different regions
during different time periods and the role of relationships between organ-
isers/administrators and players across the five nations and beyond. These
relationships were the bedrock in which the WFA were eventually able to
form a sustainable governing body for women’s football in 1969. It was estab-
lished by forty three teams across England and one from the Republic of
Ireland.111 The following year 144 teams were represented at the first
Annual General Meeting for the WFA, including one team from
Nigeria.112 The complexity of these developments is only going to be fully
understood with a detailed analysis of the networks which existed.

This regional approach is currently developing across Britain and Ireland
and the initial findings, such as those outlined in this article, are helping to
add depth to our collective understanding of the women’s game. As we
outline there has been some important recent historical analysis emerging
on the game in Scotland and to a lesser extent Ireland. However, we have
also highlighted the game in Wales has been, until this publication. comple-
tely ignored by both the academic and non-academic community.

This year’s centenary of the FA ban in England and the 50th anniversary
of UEFA’s recognition of women’s football is an important moment to pause
and reconsider the history of the sport. As we have demonstrated here there
is much that we still do not know, but new research is emerging which is
helping us to make sense of the impact of the FA ban.
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