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The  International  Association  of  Physical  Education  and  Sport  for  Girls  and  Women

(IAPESGW)  was  created  in  the  dynamic  context  following  World  War  II,  a  time  when  many

international organisations were founded in the hopes of further promoting international exchanges

around the United Nations. These international organisations have often been described as closed

structures,  tools  of  the  Cold  War,  but  they  were  also  places  for  international  cooperation,

particularly for sports, academics, and women’s organisations. The IAPESGW is situated at the

intersection of these three fields. The original idea for its creation came from an American woman,

Dorothy Ainsworth, who first met with European women involved in physical education. After an

initial period of American leadership (1953-1961), the association was then governed by Western

Europeans: Marie-Thérèse Eyquem (France, 1961-1965) and then Liselott Diem  (West  Germany,

1965-1981). The IAPESGW was first mostly built around the Western bloc, promoting reconciliation

between past enemies of  World War II, and it then gradually opened up to other countries, newly

independent or Eastern European. It was conceived and described as a place for exchanges and

debates among countries having perhaps different conception of sports, physical education, and the

role and place of women in sports and society.

Keywords: International  relations,  women's  sports  and  physical  education,  cultural  exchanges,

Cold War, international sporting bodies.

Introduction

After  1945,  international  organisations  began to proliferate,  in  large  part  driven  by the  United

States.1 These  organisations,  such  as  the  United  Nations  Educational,  Scientific  and  Cultural

Organisation, all had different agendas, but most had the notable aim of building strong cultural

bonds between countries that had been divided by war and ensuring a peaceful future. Generally

associated  with  the  United  Nations,  they  therefore  promoted  cooperation  and  international

exchanges, with a focus on a wide range of issues, including the social sciences and sports and

physical education for women.  The International Association of Physical Education and Sport for

Girls  and  Women  (IAPESGW)  was  founded  in  this  context.  The  original  idea  came  from an

American woman, Dorothy Ainsworth,2 who had met with European women involved in physical
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education. Soon after, in 1953 in Paris, the women-only association was officially created. After  an

initial period of American leadership (1953–1961), the association was then governed by Western

Europeans: Marie-Thérèse Eyquem3 (France, 1961–1965) and then Liselott Diem (West Germany,

1965–1981). 

These international organisations have often been described as closed structures and tools of

the Western bloc against the Eastern bloc.  Yet scholars have shown that  the reality  was not so

simple, and that these organisations could also be places for countries of different blocs to create or

recreate links, thereby throwing into question the idea of two strictly divided ‘blocs’, an idea that

mostly arose after 1953 and Stalin's death. Some indeed have argued that these organisations were

places  for building cooperation and promoting intellectual  exchanges.4 Collaborations continued

between the blocs,  particularly  in  sports,  where international  sporting institutions  could display

‘sporting diplomacy’ or be used as tools of pacification.5 Academic organisations were also able to

serve as links between countries, as international intellectual exchanges have always been a part of

academic functioning. The role of women’s organisations in the Cold War has also been highlighted.

From this perspective, in fact, IAPESGW is at the intersection of these three areas: sports,

academics,  and  women,  as  it  has  been  particularly  active  and  concerned  with  diplomacy,

international cooperation, and peace-keeping. But what role did the association actually have in this

period? It was defined by its members as a very open and peaceful organisation, conceived from the

beginning to foster intellectual and cultural exchanges, but it also was mostly first built around the

Western bloc, acting as a vehicle for reconciliation between past enemies of World War II. Then, the

association gradually opened up to other countries, those newly independent in the 1960s, and later

in the 1970s to the Eastern European countries in the context of ‘détente’. It was conceived and

described as a place for exchanges, debates, and sharing influences among many countries, many of

which were likely to have differing definitions of sports, physical education, and the role and place

of women in sports and society.

Studying IAPESGW provides the opportunity to focus on physical education and sport in
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the context of international cultural  and intellectual exchanges (rather than during the course of

major events and competitions). It is particularly interesting to explore the role and place of women

in these exchanges at  a time when women began to play a larger role in international  politics.

Although women's participation in international relations is a recent field of study, the work to date

has shown that their role in the organisations around the UN was already expanding.6 The present

study  is  mostly  based  on  sources  concerning  the  first  three  presidents  of  the  association:  the

Dorothy Sears Ainsworth Papers of the Smith College Archives, the French National Archives file

containing Eyquem's work at the Direction of Sports, and Liselott Diem's correspondence in the

Carl and Liselott Diem Archives. Ainsworth and Eyquem died in the 1970s, and Diem's presidency

ended in 1981, so these archives stop after the 1970s.

What  kinds  of  intellectual  cultural  exchanges  took  place  within  IAPESGW, and  what

consequences  did  they  have  on  building  an  international  network?  How  did  this  international

academic association for women, dedicated to physical education and sports, reflect,  qualify, or

contradict the Cold War? Was it truly a peaceful organisation or was it a soft power tool in the hands of

Western  countries? In this paper, I will analyse the international relations within IAPESGW and

show that the association was centred on the Western bloc in the early years, with a focus on the

United States and the French German relationship and the purpose of achieving reconciliation. In‒

the 1950s, it grew stronger and larger, mostly in the direction of US allies and areas of influence;

from the 1960s onward, the association gradually began to open up to other, newly independent

countries. This opening was confirmed in the 1970s with the inclusion of the Eastern European

countries and seems to have been a reflection of the international context of ‘peaceful coexistence’

and ‘détente’.  

Building the core: creating an international association on the ashes of the Second World War

In the post-war context, the nationalities of the first presidents were significant. After 1945, the US
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put an end to its ‘splendid isolation’ and took part in the reconstruction and reconciliation of the

Western  European countries.7 The top priority was bringing the two enemies of old, France and

(West)  Germany, closer.8 In these early years, the relationship between these countries was very

strategic  and  thus  was  supported  by  international  institutions  like  the  IOC or  FIFA.9 Already

involved in physical education and sports for women in their own countries, the first three leaders of

IAPESGW became involved at an international scale after the war, showing a strong determination

to  bring their  countries  closer, both culturally  and intellectually. IAPESGW was organised  and

founded by specialists, scholars, and teachers of physical education and sport for women, all with

the desire to share with their international peers on these matters and promote the development of

physical education and sports for girls and woman all around the world.10 D. Ainsworth provided the

first impetus: as Helen Laville has shown, in the post-war period, American women took part in

numerous international organisations. They espoused the idea that women all over the world have a

common ‘identity and experience’ and were determined to ‘claim and justify an international role

for themselves’ around an ‘international sisterhood’, thereby challenging the traditional image of the

‘housewife’.11 After a first attempt before 1945, D. Ainsworth came to France in 1947 and reached

out to European women in charge of physical education.12 She met with M.-T. Eyquem, who was a

sports inspector. Together, with the founding members of the association, they organised the first

congresses13 and later met L. Diem. 

Dr  Dorothy  Sears  Ainsworth (1894–1976)  came  from  Smith  College  (Northampton,

Massachusetts),  one of the women-only ‘seven sisters’14 colleges,  where she had studied.  After

obtaining a doctorate in physical education from Columbia University, she became the director of

physical education at Smith College in 1926. She was also president of the National Association of

Physical Education for College Women (NAPECW, from 1937 to 1941). In 1947, this organisation

decided to reach out to other countries and invite them to join in organising what became the first

congress of IAPESGW.15 

Marie-Thérèse Eyquem (1913-1978) had studied in French Catholic schools. She had been
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working for the Ministry of Sports since 1940 as a sports inspector, specialised in women's sports.16

In  1962,  she  also  took  over  the  leadership  of  a  French  feminist  association,  the  Mouvement

Démocratique  Féminin  (Feminine  Democratic  Movement,  MDF).  In  the  1950s-1960s,  her

administration asked her to begin lecturing throughout Europe on women's sports and she officially

represented France abroad on this topic. She spoke fluent English, Italian and Spanish.17

Liselott  Diem  (1906-1992)  enrolled  at  the  Deutsche  Hochschule  für  Leibesübungen

(German University of Physical Training, Berlin) in 1924, just after this school began admitting

women. She specialised in physical activities for women and was soon recruited as the director of

women's courses. She married Carl Diem, rector of the same university. After the war, she followed

him to the Deutsche Sporthochschule of Köln,  where she became the head of women's  teacher

education.  In  1965,  she  became  a  professor  (chair  in  didactics  and  methodology  of  physical

education)  and  ultimately  the  rector:  like  D.  Ainsworth,  she  was  a  scholar,  and  like  her  two

predecessors, she became involved in post-war international organisations, so IAPESGW was part

of a large network.18

Two  of the first  presidents  were scholars and this  ensured links with major  universities,

whereas  Eyquem  was  part  of  the  central  administration.  Thus,  Diem  and  Ainsworth  were

independent of their governments, but Eyquem was part of hers.  Together,  these three presidents

built the core of the association and created links and exchanges between their countries at a time

when reconciliation between the US, France and Germany was of great strategic importance. In her

1949 speech at the first ‘International Congress on the Physical Education for Girls and Women’,

Ainsworth showed an acute awareness of the political issues and the aim of reconciliation: ‘We have

been kept apart all too long by the years of the war. Now, we are indeed happy to bring together the

ideas  from many countries’.19 Despite  her independence  as a private  citizen  following her  own

beliefs, she actually was espousing her government's agenda. This first congress was attended by

235 people from 24 countries,20 which was indeed a success, and indicates that the organisation was

a  very large one  from the  beginning.  But  no one had yet  attended from Germany, despite  the
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attempts of D. Ainsworth and the US Government to include Germany21: at this time, Germany was

divided into zones controlled by the US, URSS, Great Britain and France. In 1949, two separate

states  were  created:  the  German  Federal  Republic  (GFR,  West  Germany)  and  the  German

Democratic Republic (GDR, East Germany).

The goals of this first congress were ‘[to exchange] ideas, programmes, knowledge, and

discussion on research, publications and exchanges of persons, etc....’ and to ‘broaden the horizons

of Women’. It was therefore important that the founding members not impose a single method, but

instead allow ‘free discussion and knowledge of many different kinds of physical education’ and

that they analyse and discuss physical education in its ‘broadest sense’: gymnastics, games, dance,

sports,  corrective  exercises,  camping,  and  so  on.  The place of physical education in girls’

education, its contribution to ‘mental hygiene’, professional training, health education and posture

training were discussed.22 Ainsworth wanted to focus on the intellectual exchanges more than on

demonstrations,  because  she thought  that  theory in  this  field  had heretofore  been a  ‘masculine

privilege’.23 This may explain why, from the beginning,  the founders thought  of and presented

IAPESGW as  an  open association,  not  closed  to  a  group of  countries  or  opposed  to  different

methods. On the contrary, they insisted on the importance of extending the existing methods and

discovering new ones from a scientific viewpoint. They also thought deeply on the place of women

in their field and in society in general.

In 1949, Eyquem was head of the French delegation and became a founding member of

IAPESGW. L. Diem joined the association in 1952, after she met  M.-T.  Eyquem (1951) and D.

Ainsworth (1952). It has already been shown that the Western Allies used physical education as a

tool  for  rebuilding  Germany  as  a  peaceful  democracy, and this  may  explain,  for  example,  the

creation  of the Deutsche Sporthochschule  of Köln in 1947.  Allied  countries  brought  experts  to

Germany to assist with the democratisation process.24 The IAPESGW members took part in this

dynamic: in 1951, Eyquem and the French athletics champion Micheline Ostermeyer went to West

Germany for a series of conferences about women's sports. They visited Köln University, where
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Eyquem met L. Diem and her husband.25 This trip had been made at the request of the Direction of

Cultural Relations of the city of Mayence and ‘thanks to the permission of the Director of Youth and

Sports’, who had the same goal as the association:  cultural  exchange about sports and physical

education. L. Diem later wrote that her ‘friendship’ with Eyquem may have been the first contact

between France and Germany in the sports field after the war.26 A year later, L. Diem went to the

United  States  and visited  many colleges,  including  Smith College,  where  she  met  Ainsworth.27

Meetings  were  organised  by  local  and  national  authorities,  seemingly  with  the  desire  for

reconciliation between France and Germany around women's sports. The French Ministry delegated

Eyquem  in  1951  and  then  agreed  to  host  and  fund  the  second  international  meeting  of  the

association. She was later nominated as the official French delegate to IAPESGW.28 Scholars have

shown that sports can be used as a diplomatic tool and that governments can employ ‘sport people

to amplify a diplomatic message’,29 increasing coordination and reconciliation between old enemies

in times of peace. Others have shown that international women’s organisations multiplied in the

post-war years and, in an essentialist conception, considered themselves and were considered as

particularly fit to be agents of cultural diplomacy and to promote peace in a Cold War world, within

the UN and UNESCO.30 In this sense, even though an association was not under the control of its

government, it could be close enough to its agenda to be occasionally used as a ‘tool’. One might

highlight here that Carl Diem, husband of L. Diem, was implicated in a Nazi sports organisation 31

and Eyquem was in charge of women's sports under the Vichy government. The finding of at least

one association member thus implicated during the war period can be explained by the assumption

that the actors in war and in peace are often the same,32 and perhaps also by the observation that for

the US and West European anti-communist actors, the enemy had changed.

In 1953, Eyquem was the ‘organising chairman’ of the congress and the French Ministry of

Sports was its ‘sponsor’.33 With Ainsworth, she agreed to give priority to women speakers and to

debate about the papers.34 Invitations  were sent, including to Moscow, Peking, Prague,  Warsaw,

Budapest and Sofia, and to the president of the French commission at UNESCO,35 but none of them
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came.  On  this  occasion,  L.  Diem  invited  Ainsworth  to  come  to  Köln  after  Paris.36 After  the

congress, others were programmed to be held every four years, to last approximately one week, and

to include conferences, demonstrations, projections, and even visits. In addition to the conferences,

the organisation showed a determination to build links between the participants. For example, in

Paris, after a reception at the Hôtel de  Ville  de Paris, demonstrations of synchronised swimming,

traditional folk dance, mime and dramatic art, and dance and rhythmic gymnastics were organised,

and visits were made to Versailles, the Racing Club de France, the National Institute of Sports, the

École normale supérieure féminine d'Éducation physique (School of Women Physical Education

Teachers), and the Opéra de Paris (with a special dance demonstration). At the conferences, Diem

presented a paper on ‘General physical education for girls’, Eyquem on ‘Women’s participation in

the Olympic Games’, and Ainsworth on ‘International exchanges’. Other presentations concerned

modern  dance  and gymnastics,  ‘freedom by movement’,  and basketball,  and the  French tennis

champion Simone Mathieu talked about  the ‘Individual  and social  results  of major  competitive

events’.37 Under Ainsworth’s presidency, the members of the Executive Board were drawn from the

Philippines,  Argentina,  West  Germany, Australia,  Canada  and  South  Africa,  indicating  the  pre-

eminence of the US’s closest allies in the organisation, clearly centred on the Western bloc in these

years.

Thus, the association was built by specialists, experts and academics based on the idea that

international  intellectual  exchanges  are  the  privileged  way to  ensure  scientific  progress.  These

exchanges  exemplified  how international  scientific  organisations  could  be  places  for  the  wide

dissemination of knowledge and possibly also of diplomacy.38 In times of international tensions, the

status  of  scholars,  specialists  and  ministerial  envoys  facilitated  the  crossing  of  borders:  these

individuals had the language skills, motives, and most of the time, the funding, to travel abroad.

They seemed mostly free to travel, if not encouraged by their governments, as experts, in a Cold

War period where international scientific exchange could be problematic (or forbidden),39  and this

was particularly so for the hard sciences. In the social sciences40 and among writers,41 international
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exchanges were more likely to happen. Social scientists were even able to play a part in peace-

keeping,  using  their  international  networks  to  rise  above national  boundaries.42 Universities,  in

particular, are known to have played a part in this. According to P. Gremion, US universities had

drawn  closer  to  the  State  Department  (since  the  1950s)  and  strengthened  their  universalistic

orientation.  These  many  trips,  congresses  and  exchanges  provided  the  opportunity  to  discover

different cultures. As L. Diem wrote to Ainsworth: ‘After my trip to your country, I am so delighted

about American life!  All my life I’ve wished to work with people in freedom, to speak freely and

openly with others’. This quote can be understood either as a scientific or a political  reference:

Diem seems to praise both US scientific methods and democracy. She discovered different working

methods and warned Ainsworth that what she would discover next, coming to Germany, would not

be as gratifying, and that she would see the effects of the war on her city, in contrast to the idyllic

vision she had of the US: ‘the country round Cologne is wonderful  but the town is very much‒

destroyed’.43 Their status as scholars thus helped these women to travel and discover other countries

and  cultures,  resulting  potentially  in  a  better  understanding  of  other  political  and  intellectual

contexts and encouraging peace.

Nonetheless, in the first years of the association and despite the founders’ declarations of good will

and the invitations sent to the East,44 the association remained mostly directed by the Western bloc.

It was thus initially shaped in the  Western bloc image because of the international context, and it

was a place of debate and exchange among these countries, strengthening their links. It was also

occasionally used as a tool of soft power. The first members were experts, mostly scholars, and they

were  determined  to  achieve  international  understanding,  which  was  typical  of  the  international

organisation  members  of  this  period.45 Understanding  was  initially  geared  to  the  reconciliation

between the US, France and Germany, with high hopes for this ‘triangular relation’.46 At this point,

the other countries were essentially the US’s traditional allies: Western Europe (UK, Belgium, Italy,

the Netherlands, and Switzerland),  Northern Europe (Denmark, Sweden, Iceland and the neutral

Finland),  North  and  South  America  (brought  in  by  D.  Ainsworth  thanks  to  a  Panamerican
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congress),47 Japan, Israel, and the Commonwealth (South Africa, Australia, New Zealand). A single

Eastern European country was also present at the Paris congress in 1953 (the year of Stalin's death):

Yugoslavia.  Yet  it  should be remembered that  this  country had a singular  place in international

relations, as a communist but ‘non-aligned’ country. It is also known to have played the role of

‘bridge between the two Europes’ in UNESCO.48

Strengthen the links and expand to new countries

The following years were years of expansion. The association approached other, more powerful

international  organisations,  with the ambition of benefiting from them in terms of finances and

influence. But they were also very cautious about their independence. Ainsworth and Eyquem took

part  in  founding  the  International  Council  for  Health,  Physical  Education  and  Recreation

(ICHPER),49 and  the  International  Council of  Sport  and  Physical  Education  (ICSPE).50 The

association was also linked to UNESCO; together, they organised conferences,  internships,  and

research projects. The partnership began at least in 1953, with a common project on ‘the effect of

international  competition  on international  relations’,  just  after  UNESCO began to show greater

interest in sports and development in the context of the Helsinki Olympic Games, which were the

first  Games in which the USSR participated.51 Members of IAPESGW ‘carefully investigate[d]’

the  possibility  of  affiliation  with  a  bigger  organisation,  and  voted  in  1957  to  become  part  of

ICHPER. The association nevertheless officially remained ‘a separate women's association’ because

it would ‘not sacrifice its own identity’.52 Ainsworth campaigned against total integration again in

1961 and also refused affiliation with ICSPE because its leadership was male-only, concluding that

‘the door is closed to women for effective work in that organisation’. She also refused to join the

International Federation of Physical Education (FIEP), stating that IAPESGW members wanted to

keep  their  ‘specific’  and  valuable  expertise.53 They  tried  at  least  twice,  but  failed,  to  obtain

consultative status as a non-governmental member of UNESCO: ‘We were accepted as a member,
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but not on a consultative basis; that is, without funds for our work’.54 According to Ainsworth, they

failed  because  of  hostility  from  the  World  Confederation  of  Organisations  of  the  Teaching

Profession (WCOTP), which was a UNESCO member, and according to Eyquem, they also failed,

as  she  had learned  in  a  discussion  with  the  assistant  of  UNESCO’s Director-General,  because

UNESCO preferred organisations organised by profession, and the IAPESGW wasn't restricted to

PE teachers.55 It seems that at least Ainsworth also distrusted the male leaders of these organisations

and was convinced of the need for a women-only organisation. On this point, even after the end of

her presidency, the American influence prevailed: this ‘separatist’ development took its roots in the

US tradition, where physical education for girls was developed independently, especially in women-

only  universities  like  Smith  College,  under  the  essentialist  conviction  that  girls  needed special

physical education.  Women educators knew what was best for ‘their girls’ and wanted to stay in

control.56 This  ‘separatist  political  strategy’  in  women’s  ‘institution  building’  had  also  been

operating outside the university, in all type of organisations, since the nineteenth century.57 

Between 1953 and 1957, the year of the third congress held in London, the number of member

countries increased from 37 to 65.58 The association began to be better known and to attract new

countries, perhaps because of the success of its earlier conferences, the work of each member to

extend  the  association,  and  the  affiliation  with  a  bigger  and  more  influential  organisation

(ICHPER). It entered years of consolidation and expansion and stayed centred on the Western bloc,

despite a few exceptions. The association was based on intellectual exchange: the members wrote

and  frequently  sent  each  other  books,  articles,59 conference  reports,  and  recordings  of

demonstrations.  Over  time,  bonds  grew  stronger  between  the  founding  members.  In  1955,

Ainsworth came to Paris to attend a symposium about physical activities for girls during puberty,

organised  by  Eyquem.60 In  1961,  when  Ainsworth  turned over  the  presidency to  Eyquem,  she

received the medal of the Ordre du Mérite sportif.61 International exchanges, meetings and dialogue

were  also  stimulated  among  all  the  members  of  the  association.  The  officers  wrote  to  the
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representatives  of  each  country  every  year  and  ‘collected  from  them  notices,  news,  and  lists

of summer courses and new publications’,62 so the intellectual  and personal bonds continued to

grow, as did the scientific exchanges, between the congresses.

The officers of the association travelled widely. In 1956, L. Diem asked for and received

money from the Ministry to go to the US: the visits were sometimes sponsored by the states, and

sometimes by the universities. Ainsworth travelled around the world, for example, from August

1956 to July 1957, stopping in Melbourne and Zagreb and ending in London for the third congress:

‘I hope to see many forms of physical education and to meet many people concerned with our work,

and to learn about its place in the educational plan of each country’. She wanted to meet with more

members so she could strengthen the organisation: ‘I met with the women of Mexico, as well as the

women of Guatemala, so I think our association is strengthened’. She thought that the ‘greatest

value’ of the congresses was the ‘face-to-face discussions and the friendships developed among the

representatives of the various countries’. As she wrote to L. Diem: ‘It seems to me we have much to

learn from you’.63 In 1961, while organising the fourth congress in Washington,  Ainsworth advised

her fellow American delegates about how to host foreign delegates: ‘Be a good listener! Ask guests

about  programmes  in  their  countries  and  let  them tell  you.’ She  seemed  to  always  encourage

dialogue and friendship as a way of increasing and consolidating the organisation. This exchange

had limits: she wanted the association to stay apolitical: ‘Avoid political discussions. People from

other countries consider this out-of-place in professional gatherings’.64 Writing to the NAPECW

members to ask for funds, Ainsworth referred to ‘good and better international relations’ and ‘world

understanding’, describing the congress as ‘an opportunity for the furthering of international good

will’  and  for  showing  that  ‘the  women  in  physical  education  are  also  aware  of  the  deeper

significance and importance of such an international gathering of women’.65 So she argued in terms

of international relations as a way of reaching the American audience and reaffirmed the goals of

the organisation. She promoted political neutrality to avoid ideological conflicts, but encouraged

another form of collective commitment for the development of physical education and sport for
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girls and women.

The  IAPESGW  members  were  building  an  ‘international  network  of  militants’66 for

women’s  physical  education.  This  network  structured  the  association  and  was  strengthened  by

cultural  and intellectual dialogue, as well as personal inter-individual relationships. As has been

written in a different context, this ‘constitution of relational networks’ and ‘personal diplomacy’

could be seen as a ‘feminine strategy of international friendships’ and an ‘inspiration for peaceful

coexistence’.67 Unlike other organisations, divided between Latin and Anglo-American countries,

and  rejecting  Eastern  Europeans,  IAPESGW  was  built  around  a  strong  core  of  friends  and

colleagues and kept its doors open.68

The exchanges took place in a general context of government and university support because

they were considered good for diplomacy. For example, student exchanges were stimulated by the

Fulbright programme. IAPESGW, as an intellectual organisation, has indeed also been involved in

student exchange programmes, at least since 1953. Diem’s own daughter went to Smith College,

where she met  with students from South Africa,  Brazil,  and Greece.69 The Fulbright  sometimes

helped them: established in 1946, this student exchange programme was sponsored by the US State

Department and the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. The first Fulbright agreement was

signed with China in 1947, and the second with France in 1948, and the budget was generous:

‘between  1949  and  1957,  1802  French  students,  399  teachers,  80 lecturers,  and  216  research

scholars were provided with grants to study in the USA. During the same period, 173 American

teachers, 116 lecturers, and 95 research scholars spent time in France.’70 This can be understood in

part as US cultural diplomacy, conceived, depending on its organisers, either as a tool for national

propaganda  or  as  a  way  to  increase  mutual  understanding.71 Within  IAPESGW,  the  second

perspective prevailed, and student exchanges were seen as a privileged way to develop intellectual

exchanges. In the Cold War context, women were also a ‘target’ of US propaganda, especially in the

education  field:  the professional  success of US women was supposed to be a  showcase of  US
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democracy.72 Nevertheless,  in  1961,  an  IAPESGW report  highlighted  that  they  were  not  really

satisfied with their student and teacher exchanges as they were too limited to the more influential

among them. They wanted to make it an even higher priority by making it more frequent.73

The universities also played a part in the exchanges of scholars and experts, which helped

expand the association. Smith College had had an exchange program since 1925.74 Köln university,

created  with  the  help  of  the  Allies  in  the  hope  of  building  democracy  in  Germany,75 had  a

‘international summer course’ that was used to meet members of the association or to recruit. For

example, at the 1954 summer course, Liselott and Carl Diem hosted the heads of physical education

from Spain, France, Italy, Belgium, Turkey, and Egypt, as well as some of the association members,

including Eyquem. L. Diem asked the Egyptian and Turkish representatives for the ‘best name’ in

their  countries  in physical  education  and sports  for women and transmitted  them to Ainsworth.

Egypt and  Turkey  were added to the list of country members at least in 1956.76 One more time,

universities appeared as a way to facilitate these international exchanges. Kenya also joined around

1955 (it later became independent in 1963).

So these times were also times of expansion. Membership could be individual or national, as

national ‘representatives’ or ‘delegates’, and fees were deliberately low.77 The delegates could be

appointed in different ways: by ‘persons who had attended the congresses or were appointed or

selected  by  official  persons  or  associations  in  their  own  countries’.78 In  theory,  following  the

constitution  of the association,  a ‘representative’ had only to  be a woman qualified  in physical

education.  In fact,  D. Ainsworth was always searching for the ‘top person’, the most qualified,

involved  and  influential  in  her  country.79 The  recruitment  was  thus  quite  elitist,  selecting  the

intellectual  and  cultural  elites,  in  agreement  with  the  goals  of  the  association.  New  countries

attended the third congress in London:  ‘We are hoping that those new nations represented at the

London Congress will wish to join our Association. We had 43 members before the meeting, which

was attended by 60 nations. Other letters are going out to the 17 delegates from new countries to ask

them to join the association’.80 Of the Eastern bloc countries,  Yugoslavia was still present, having
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joined in 1953. Moscow had been invited to the same congress, but did not even respond. In the late

1950s,  new contacts  were made by the USSR, which intensified its  involvement  in NGOs like

UNESCO after 1956.81 In 1958, Marie-Thérèse Eyquem was scheduled to go to the USSR, but that

project failed because of the Algerian War. She had been planning to go with a French delegation to

attend a medical congress about physical education.82

This expansion reflected the association’s ambition and it was also justified by scientific

motivations: members could learn from each other, and the broader their horizons were, the better

they would represent the world of physical education. They took part in several UNESCO research

projects, one in 1953 about ‘the effect of international competition on international relations’,83 and

in March 1956 they contributed to a ‘comparative study’ about physical education in the world.84

They considered  that  the study was the more  representative,  because it  was  broader, thanks  to

them:85 their efforts to broaden the membership was thus part of their scientific expertise. Yet this

ambition of expansion and dialogue didn't always go as planned. In July 1956, Ainsworth planned

on going to  Yugoslavia for a Gymnastrada, an international gymnastics exhibition that takes place

every four years. She delayed the trip and seemed scared that the  Yugoslavian  leaders were only

interested in propaganda: ‘I am not too pleased to see that the Partizans group had taken over the

Gymnastrada  I did not even see Miss Sepa's name on the publicity. If it is all for propaganda I too‒

am less interested in going to Zagreb.’ She also seemed worried that the Yugoslavian representative,

Milica Sepa, would only be a puppet manipulated by male communist leaders. Exchanges seemed

even more complicated between Yugoslavia and West Germany: the  Yugoslavian delegate couldn't

come  to  West  Germany  in  1961,  and  when  Ainsworth  insisted  that  Diem  come  with  her  to

Yugoslavia, L. Diem politely declined, telling her president that she was a ‘lady of future thinking’

and that  she would like  to  come,  but  she was not  sure she could leave  the country, implicitly

referring to a brighter future where she would be able to obtain a visa and travel easily through the

Iron Curtain.86 Exchanges were sometimes made more difficult for geopolitical reasons outside of

the association: nevertheless, Milica Sepa seemed to have played a real part in the organisation.
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The late 1950s were years of expansion and strengthening for the association, which wanted

to gain influence and legitimacy by getting closer to other, bigger international organisations. The

exchange  programmes  and  travelling  backed  by  governments  and  universities,  as  well  as  the

correspondence  and  intellectual  exchanges,  strengthened  the  bonds  among  the  members.  The

association began to open up, mostly to allied and Southern countries. After Stalin's death in 1953,

and in an international context of ‘peaceful coexistence’, first contacts were made with the Eastern

bloc, but they still had to face major difficulties. After this first limited opening during Ainsworth’s

presidency, it continued in the 1960s under the Western European leadership.

Broadening under Western European leadership

The 1960s were years of consolidation of the French German relationship, which might have been‒

worrying to the US and their sense of leadership:87 on the contrary, within IAPESGW, Ainsworth

voluntarily ceded her place to Europe.88 In the Cold War context, the 1960s 1970s were years of‒

‘peaceful  coexistence’ and  ‘détente’.  IAPESGW opened  itself  further  and  became  a  place  for

exchanges to bring together countries once divided by colonial wars or the Cold War. In 1960, new

countries  joined  the  association:  Nigeria  (independent  since  1960),  Tanganyika  (independent  in

1961, became Tanzania in 1964) and Trinidad (independent in 1962). This evolution is quite similar

to what was happening within UNESCO: at first mostly centred on the  Western bloc, ‘like most

other  UN institutions  [it]  became globalised  when many newly independent  African  and Asian

countries  became members.’89 Ainsworth received a letter  from the Soviet vice-president of the

Committee on Physical Education and Sports for Women. The Soviet delegate officially asked how

she could join IAPESGW.90 A new correspondence with the USSR was thus rekindled in 1961.

According  to  D.  Ainsworth,  the  Russians  planned  on  coming  to  the  congress  and  wanted  to

participate with two papers and a documentary film, but the program had already been finalised.91

The  1961  congress,  held  in  Washington,  was  dedicated  to  the  theme:  ‘Broadening  horizons’.92
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Ainsworth renewed her wish for an open association, based on dialogue: 

This group in Copenhagen had not come together to see the work of one school nor of one

country. Instead the important thing for them was to hear of physical education in many

countries and learn of different and varying ideas and ways of teaching so that they could

learn the ideas and knowledge of others and discuss the reasons for their differences.93

The international context was then in favour of an opening, which had always been the

association’s goal and was here reaffirmed by its president.  She transferred the presidency to

Europe, showing her willingness to cooperate and reconcile, rather than dominate. This transferal

of power to Europe became a tool for even greater broadening.

The presidency passed to Eyquem and a long period of Western European leadership began,

even  though  Ainsworth  remained  visible.  Eyquem,  like  the  other  members,  used  her  national

contacts to strengthen the association.94 In France, the political sporting context was to take a greater

part in international sports.95 Maurice Herzog, Secretary of State for Youth and Sports from 1958 to

1966,  trusted  Eyquem  with  diverse  missions  promoting  this  objective,  like  organising  the

celebrations for the anniversary of the birth of Pierre de Coubertin (to which Carl and Liselott Diem

were also invited).96 According to Marie-Thérèse Eyquem, in 1961, Herzog ‘strictly swore’ to help

the association until the end of her presidency.97 At the very beginning of her presidency, Eyquem

invited Diem to discuss a four-year plan for the association in a meeting held at UNESCO, and

announced  that  her  stay  would  be  offered.98 Under  her  presidency,  new  members  joined  the

Executive Board: Nigeria, Iran (which joined the Baghdad Pact in 1955 and the association in 1960,

and was a close ally of the US before the 1979 revolution)99 and Peru. Cuba, a communist country

and a USSR ally, joined the association in 1961,100 confirming a desire to ‘broaden the horizon’,

perhaps helped by the change from a US president to a French one.  UNESCO again asked for

IAPESGW participation in a new international comparative study of women's sports in the East and

West.  In 1962, Eyquem founded and became president of the Mouvement démocratique féminin
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(MDF), an early second-wave feminist women-only movement that advocated for birth control and

professional equality.101 She seemed to have progressively withdrawn from the IAPESGW, too busy

with  her  other  commitments.102 Yet,  during  her  presidency, she  had  the  support  of  the  French

government, continued the Franco-German cooperation and initiated the broadening campaign later

orchestrated by L. Diem.

1962 was a time of tension for the US, with the Cuban Missile Crisis, and for France, with

the  Algerian  War.  It  is  quite  unusual  to  find  direct  mentions  of  the  international  context  in

Ainsworth’s correspondence.  Though she  herself  advised  that  members  refrain  from discussing

politics, in 1962, Ainsworth introduced a letter to the delegates with a geopolitical reference: 

In these years of great tensions and worry it is good to know that we in our Association have

been and are able to work together  for the better  health  and well-being of the girls  and

women of our various countries.103 

She chose to reaffirm once again the determination to work for unity and cooperation. But in her

private correspondence, she expressed a personal opinion that was a lot less pacifist:

[T]here is a big movement over here to try to raise such hopes for peace that they might

weaken our necessary preparedness for the protection of our people. Everyone wants peace

but not weakness and I for one would NOT rather be Red than dead.104 

So it appears that, for the good of the association, she tried to put this opinion aside, but it may also

explain in part the lack of Eastern European countries participating under her presidency, despite the

association’s public image of openness.

The fifth congress of the association was held in Köln in 1965 and organised by L. Diem,

who became the third president on that occasion. Representatives from the university and members

of the central or local administration were present: the university rector, the mayor of Köln, the



F. Castan-Vicente

federal  Minister  of  Internal  Affairs,  the  Minister  of  Education  of  Nordrhein-Westfalen,  and  a

member of the Commission for Family and Youth Affairs of the Deutscher Bundestag attended and

gave introduction speeches. The congress was dedicated to a special subject: ‘The adolescents of

today. Problems of physical  e ducation’. Diem gave a speech titled ‘I am ‒ I can ‒ I will:

experiences  through movement’.  Some of the delegates  contributed  with papers  concerning the

main  theme  on  their  continents  (the  Indian  representative  talked  about  Asia,  the  Peruvian

representative covered America, and the Tunisia representative Africa). Movement, dance, fitness

and competition were addressed, and discussion groups were organised by members from different

continents, to encourage exchanges: B.  Wiid  (Union of South Africa) and M. Sepa talked about

‘Self-testing  fitness  for  girls’,  while  J.  Falize  (Belgium)  and  H.  Manley  (USA)  discussed  the

‘Possibilities  of  co-education  in  sporting  youth-groups’.  These  types  of  intervention  recall  the

objective  set  by  Ainsworth:  learn  from  each  other  by  sharing.  In  other  organisations,  the

intermediaries  from the Southern countries were able to facilitate  contacts between Eastern and

Western Europe:105 in IAPESGW, it was at least a first step. IAPESGW followed the international

dynamics, led by Diem. As president, she prioritised recruiting new countries, especially from the

Eastern Bloc:106 West Germany, prompted by Diem, seems to have worked as an intermediary as

well, mostly in the 1970s, in the context of the Ostpolitik of Willy Brandt from 1969. Broadening

the association was thus an illustration of this policy, as were the 1972 Munich Olympics.107 New

countries  were  named  to  the  Executive  Board:  Japan,  Sweden,  Finland,  Brazil,  Israel,  and

Czechoslovakia. Congresses were held in the allied countries (Japan, 1969), Commonwealth (South

Africa, 1977), or Southern countries (Iran, 1973), rather than Europe and the US. Czechoslovakia

joined the association in 1969 and joined the Executive Board in 1973. It was able to join despite a

local  context  of  renewed tensions:  after  the  Prague Spring,  international  cooperation,  including

scientific exchanges with the West, were ‘reduced to a minimum’.108 As we saw with Germany, the

association  was  here  trying  to  re-establish  contacts  or  maintain  them  despite  the  diplomatic

tensions. And a space of ‘détente’ did open up: negotiations were opened between the US and the
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USSR, and resulted in the SALT (Strategic Arms Limitation Talks) agreements in 1972 and 1979, as

well as cultural and commercial rapprochement. The Conference on Security and Cooperation in

Europe between the two blocs resulted in the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, concerning territorial

integrity and respect for human rights. This context of détente was reflected in IAPESGW. In 1972,

Diem went to Tehran to organise the next congress, and met with the association and government

members,  where  American  members  were  particularly  enthusiastic.109 In  1973,  delegates  from

Poland, Romania and the USSR joined them, just before the decision to host the 1980 Olympic

Games in Moscow was taken, resulting in the development of USSR sporting contacts with the

West.110 The overall theme was ‘Sport for all’, and the inaugural speech was given by ‘Her Imperial

Majesty  the  Shahbanou  of  Iran’.  Three  members  from  Romania  talked  about  ‘Selection  and

planning in the learning process of young girls for high-performance sport’, ‘Sport and recreation’

and  general  trends  in  physical  education  for  the  girls  of  their  country;  J.  Kostkova  from

Czechoslovakia talked about general trends in sports for all; and L. Shapkova from the USSR about

‘The problem of coaching control of sportsmen’.111

The idea, or ideal, of dialogue and unity was also present between races. A congress was

organised in South Africa in 1977: IAPESGW stayed open to South Africa, even when the rest of

the world boycotted it because of the apartheid legislation, which extended to sports and banned

mixed-race events. The boycott, organised by African countries, resulted in the expulsion of South

Africa from the Olympics Games from 1964 to 1988. In 1976, many African countries withdrew

from the Montreal Olympics to protest the presence of New Zealand, which competed against South

Africa despite the boycott.112 The idea of an IAPESGW congress in South Africa in this context

raised considerable  debate and was only accepted  because the president  maintained that  it  was

supposed to be a ‘model of cooperation among races, without any discrimination or prejudice’.113 At

the Teheran congress, the South African delegation had already presented a dance demonstration of

‘mixed-race’ schoolgirls, and official promises of non-discrimination and total equality between the

members  of  the  association  were  made.114 For  the  South  African  delegate,  it  was  also  the



F. Castan-Vicente

opportunity ‘for the first time in the history of our women’s Association [to] sit together round a

table with a group of white and non-white members’.115 It seems that none of the Eastern countries

came, with the exception of Poland, perhaps because of the boycott or because of financial issues.116

In the Cold War context, the boycott of South Africa was used as propaganda by the USSR against

the  US,  to  rally  decolonised  countries;  and  the  US  tried  to  fight  this  propaganda.117 Some

representatives had travelled through Swaziland to enter South Africa as a way of bypassing their

countries' organised boycott.118 The association collectively decided to bypass the boycott: should

we  interpret  this  as  solidarity  with  a  longstanding  allied  country,  a  lack  of  interest  in  racial

discrimination or, at the opposite extreme, an idealistic belief  that their  presence would make a

difference and challenge apartheid, at least more than by their absence?

In  the  1960s,  and even  more  in  the  1970s,  IAPESGW became  more  open to  countries

outside the traditional areas of US allies, going ‘beyond the Cold War state of mind and promoting

 sometimes  mutual transfer of knowledge’.‒ ‒ 119 This new broadening occurred under European

leadership and mostly West German, as this country seemed to function as an intermediary between

West  and East.  Newly or soon independent countries  joined the association,  as well  as Eastern

European  countries.  In  these  years  of  détente,  UNESCO  ‘gradually  consolidated  its  role  as  a

reference point between East and West’120 and IAPESGW played the same role at its own level. Yet,

even if the number of member countries increased, we should note that the Executive Board did not

have Board members from African countries apart from South Africa, and there were no members

from  Eastern  European  countries  (only  from  Finland,  a  neutral  country,  since  1965)  before

Czechoslovakia in 1973.

Conclusion

In  conclusion,  IAPESGW provides  an  example  of  international  intellectual  cooperation  around

women's sports in the times of the Cold War. Since its earliest years, the association had presented
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itself as an open pacifist organisation, but it failed to overcome the influence of the international

context. Under the influence of governments and the public policies of the period, it first developed

as  an organisation  centred  on the reconciliation  of  France,  Germany and the  US.  Conferences,

travels,  private correspondence,  and exchanges  of papers and points of view helped to create  a

network of experts  devoted to the development  of physical  activities  for women, sometimes in

conjunction with other organisations like UNESCO; but at first this network only operated within

the  Western  bloc,  with few exceptions.  As an association  devoted  to  intellectual  exchanges,  its

vocation was to broaden its horizons, but the first attempts failed and the expansion to the East only

occurred in the 1970s, aided by the context of ‘détente’ and the transition to European leadership.

So it seems to have been shaped first by a context of reconciliation within the  Western bloc, and

then by ‘détente’. The failure to open up sooner, despite the peaceful intent to extend to the entire

world, was due to the very significant international context of the Cold War, but it may also have

been  due  to  the  occasional  and  external  intervention  of  governments  and probably  also  to  the

personal prejudices of its members, like the first president. When the Cold War context allowed it,

the three areas of focus encompassed by this association facilitated international exchanges: the

academic area helped to develop travelling with student exchanges, summer courses and grants.

Through both academics and sports, UNESCO, for example, saw it as a privileged way to build

peaceful exchanges and a range of international sports events (Gymnastrada, Olympics Games) to

encouraged  East West  ‒ contacts.  Beyond  ideological  neutrality,  which  was  an  indispensable

condition for developing exchanges through the Iron Curtain, the association also gave women the

opportunity  to  commit  to  a  common  cause.  As  a  women’s  organisation,  it  benefited  from the

increasing visibility of women involved in post-war international relations and, under an American

influence, offered a common purpose, a subject of moderate claim for women all around the world.
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Table 1 Congresses, attendance, and countries on the Executive Board

Congresses Date Number of 
countries

Number of 
delegates

Number of 
attendees

New countries  
on the 
Executive 
Board

Copenhagen, 
Denmark

1949 24-25 200 235 US Canada

Paris, France 1953 37 500 500 France

London, England 1957 60-65 400 420 UK 
Philippines 
Argentina FRG 
Australia
South Africa

Washington, USA 1961 26 -- 500
(300 from the 
USA)

Sweden
Nigeria
Iran
Peru

Köln, Federal 
Republic of 
Germany

1965 40 600 -- Japan
Finland

Tokyo, Japan 1969 26 300 600 Brazil
Israel
Austria

Tehran, Iran 1973 30 200 450 Czechoslovakia

Cape Town, South 
Africa

1977 35 -- 500 Denmark
Belgium

Source : Hall and Pfister, Honoring the legacy. 
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Table 2 Participation in international organisations

D. Ainsworth (USA) M.-T. Eyquem 
(France)

L. Diem (FRG)

IAPESGW

Joins

President

1949 1949 1952

1953-1961 1961-1965 1965-1981

UNESCO Yes Yes No

ICHPER

Founding member 
(1959, Washington)

President

Executive Board

Yes Yes No

1959-1965 No No

Yes since 1959 Yes since 1959 Yes 1965-1981

ICSPE

Founding member

Executive Committee

Yes Yes No

Yes, left in 1959 Yes since 1959 Yes since 1960
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Table 3 Affiliations of the IASPEGW: in 1957, the IAPESGW joined ICHPER, which was part of

WCOTP, which was a member of UNESCO. 

UNESCO

                 WCOTP
World confederation of Organisations of the 
Teaching Profession

      ICHPER
International Council for Health, Physical Education and 
Recreation

IASPEGW
Member of ICHPER since 1957 
but stayed independant
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