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Background 
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries women had a much different role in society than they do 
today. Women were expected to raise children, take care of the household, and not question the 
male figures in their lives. Women were expected to act in a respectable, “ladylike” way. Women 
were advised against participation in athletics by men and doctors due to their “frail” bodies and 
“weak demeanor.” Furthermore, the competitive attributes that came out while participating in 
sport were deemed “unladylike” by society.   
 
In December of 1891, James Naismith developed 13 original rules for the sport of basketball.   



 
Original Rules 
 
Women started to play basketball almost immediately after Naismith invented the game. Women 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries faced many barriers and limitations in their pursuit of 
participation in the sport of basketball.  
 
Using the documents below, decide whether or not you think that women’s participation in early 
basketball continued to limit women’s participation in sports or liberated women to break the 
barriers that limited their participation and push for equality.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 1: Judge Magazine May 20, 1922. 

 
Things to Think About 
As you look at this source think about how the women are dressed. What are the women doing? 
Do their actions seem limited due to any physical limitations based on their gender? How might 
the girl stepping over the other girl be controversial?   
 
 
 
 
 



Document 2: Women Basketball Players 1924. Photo by E Eicha who photographed African 
American cultural life in Harlem. Found: Schlesinger Library Sally Fox Collection   
Subseries E. Basketball, 1896-1924, 1995 (#9.26-9.27, 10FB.4, 12F+B.2, SD.2). Collection of Sally Fox, 
1575-2005 (inclusive), 1860-1929 (bulk), MC 638; Vt-182. Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in 
America, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study. https://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/c/sch01175c00335/catalog 

  
Things to Think About 
How does this image break barriers? What opportunities did women have to participate in sports 
in the 1920s? What opportunities did African Americans have to participate in sports in the 
1920s? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 3 

 
 
Things to Think About 
What types of barriers did the women at Stanford face in playing basketball?  Who do you think 
made up the faculty athletic committee?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Document 4: The New York Times November 17, 1895. 

 
Text: 
“Girls’ football,” as the popular basketball is called by patronizing college students of the 
stronger sex, is, although shorn of some of the rougher features that make the former a menace to 
life and limb, not precisely a drawing-room performance. It is usually played in colleges for 
women between the juniors and the sophomores in the gymnasium and in gymnasium dress. 
 
There are intense excitement, shrill feminine screams and hurrahs, waving of class banners, and 
encouragement of favorite players.  The agility and strength displayed at a recent contest were 
remarkable, and spoke highly for the development of the new woman.   
 
Things to Think About 
What were the expectations of women in the time period, and how did playing basketball 
challenge those expectations? What barriers were women breaking down by playing basketball?  
What does the author mean by “the new woman?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 5: The New York Times October 11, 1903. 

          
       
Things to Think About 
What does Miss Lucille Eaton Hill think of basketball? Are you surprised by her opinion? Think 
about how the women who continued to play basketball broke barriers.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 6: Oakland Tribune April 10, 1896.  

   
 
 
Things to Think About 
What barriers did the women’s basketball team from the University of California face in 1896?  
What prevented them from being treated equally to the men?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 7: Ballard, Alice. “The Beneficial Effects of Basket Ball” Spalding's official 
basketball guide for women : containing the official rules revised for 1916-17.  
Found https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=inu.30000097624278&view=1up&seq=111  
Pg 101-103.  
 
Things to Think About 
How does Alice Ballard feel about basketball? What does she describe as some of the benefits of 
basketball? What barriers did women break by playing basketball? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 8:  New York Evening World March 17 , 1903.  

 
 
Things to Think About 



What is the focus of this article? How does this article highlight the ways in which basketball 
allowed women to break barriers? 
 
Document 9:  
1902 Ivory Soap Advertisement  

 
Things to Think About 
How does this advertisement break down barriers for women and their participation in sports?  
 
 
 
 
 
 


