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The slowly changing attitude of the Catholic Church towards the sporting female bodies in the 20th century as an interesting case study of Female corporeality and religion
Introduction
Historical Research based on recently disclosed dossiers kept in the most important archives of the Holy See and the Roman Archives of the Jesuits regarding the position of the Catholic Church towards sporting female bodies in the first half of the 20th century and the changed reactions in the 1960s and after Vatican II on the sporting female corporeality, gives an interesting insight on the study of female corporeality and religion as a non-static relation.
I will develop my intervention in 3 steps

1) The context of female sport during the interwar years, especially in Italy and Germany 
Women’s roles had changed rapidly with the industrialization and modernization of European society at the end of the nineteenth century. These social changes, such as working outside the house and attending universities, spawned discussions about the health of girls and women and about their physical education and activities. Combined with the rising nationalism within these nations, this led to widespread integration of gymnastics and physical education into the school curricula for women. 
Nevertheless, the so-called ‘second sex’ continued to experience only limited opportunity for these experiences, contrary to increasing prospects for boys and men. Specific to modern sport, concerns for preserving health, beauty, and morals limited sport activities for women. More broadly in Italy, on the eve of the First World War an increasing number of gender equality groups linked to socialist, catholic, and bourgeois movements fought for civil rights. Those efforts, however, struggled to make progress in the midst of new paternalistic national policies. In general, this demonstrated a return to the more patriarchal situation at the end of the nineteenth century when females were less likely to benefit from organized, state-sponsored physical activity because they were less likely to attend educational institutions. The prevailing patriarchal culture of the country exalted the woman’s role within the family, the vision of the female body that emphasized moral decency, and the pseudo-biological view of women mainly as producers of future members of the nation. None of these views did anything to encourage women to take up competitive physical activities. Modern sport and most of the physical culture in Interwar Italy was still a masculine preserve.
German females experienced similar resistance to gender equality initiatives. Until the 1920s, participation in sporting tournaments or competitions and any participation in aggressive and strenuous sports like track and field and soccer were completely taboo for the so-called ‘weaker sex’. The core debate was over the pseudo-scientific discussion on the perceived incompatibility of competition and motherhood. Gynaecologists inveighed against participation in ‘manly’ sports and worried that women who participate in strenuous sport or physical activity might become ‘masculinized’ and/or infertile, a great detriment to society in either case.
The situation changed considerably after the first World War. This era brought profound political, economic and social change, including evolving gender relations. In Germany in 1919, for instance, women won the right to vote and to hold office. New, progressive fashion trends freed women from many restrictions and proclaimed a new, more athletic, slim ideal of femininity. In the German Weimar Republic naturalism and nudism spread very fast, together with the Freikörperkultur of Adolph Koch. 
Increasing numbers of German and Italian women participated in sport, including track and field despite quasi-medical concern. In Germany, athletic meets for female athletes appeared in 1919, and in 1920 Dresden hosted the first German national championships for female athletes.
In the industrialized northern and central regions of Italy in the 1920s, middle- and working-class women participated in sports such as athletics, basketball, and gymnastics. The latter remained one of the physical activities most widely practiced among Italian girls and women. In 1920, the Italian National Gymnastics Federation (Federazione Ginnastica Nazionale Italiana, FGNI) created a new national women’s committee, stressing traditional gymnastics alongside modern female sports and games. In 1921, the first Monte Carlo Games in France attracted a female Italian team to compete in high jump, the 60 m dash, and the 4 × 75 m relay. Two years later, the newly founded Italian Federation for Women’s Athletics (Federazione Italiana Atletica Femminile, FIAF) organized the first women’s national championship.
These trends led to slow but steady increases in female participation at the European-hosted Olympic games in 1920 (Antwerp), 1924 (Paris), and 1928 (Amsterdam). General female participation rates grew and so did those of German and Italian women. Women competed in Olympic tennis and golf since 1900, swimming since 1912, and fencing since 1924, but women’s track and field was not included until 1928. Opportunities for continental European women to compete in sports were increasing, but administrative squabbling among the International Sport Federation for Women (Fédération Sportive Féminine Internationale), the International Amateur Athletic Federation (IAAF), and the International Olympic Committee (IOC), demonstrated continually condescending views toward the ‘weaker sex’. The IAAF and IOC both discussed which sport disciplines were ‘untypical’ and therefore inappropriate for females, especially high strain events in track and field. Sport administrators heavily scrutinized women’s track and field events at the 1928 Olympics. Women’s team gymnastics, also a new discipline at the 1928 Games, received much less backlash, but that did not indicate universal acceptance of the sport. While the sport may have been ‘typical’ for females, views of the appropriateness of its public displays became hot political issues in the late 1920s and early 1930s in Germany and Italy, especially regarding the views of the Holy See.

2) The Position of the Holy See on Public Female Gymnastics in Germany and Italy
Besides and even within a thorough investigation by the Holy Office on nudism and naturalism, several Public Female Gymnastic events in Germany and Italy attracted the attention of the representatives of the Catholic Church and the Holy See.
On July 16 and 17, 1927, the Deutsche Turnerschaft, a Federation that organized gymnastics events (Turnfesten) in a political and nationalistic context and banned modern sport competitions in soccer, handball, and other popular European team sports, hosted at Neuberg an der Donau the first ever gymnastics festival for girls and women (Bayerisches Kreisfrauenturnfest) in Bavaria. The region’s bishops protested on the eve of the event. These Catholic Church leaders were afraid such public displays could have a negative influence on the Catholics of that region. The Holy See was alarmed and the nuncio supported the Bavarian bishops’ pre-event concerns, particularly because such Turnfeste encouraged spectators to see the female gymnasts as objects of spectacle rather than symbols for the edification of the soul. The nuncio’s letter was hardly an isolated case of church discourse on the topic. In 1928 another top Church leader of the Holy See, argued against the performance of gymnastic exercises by the female youth of Germany. The document, written to the nuncio at Berlin, Eugenio Pacelli (the eventual Pope Pius XII), informed that eminent Catholics were decrying the European and American practice of dressing young girls in swimsuits for gymnastics activities, not only at so-called sport camps, but also in street festivals. This custom, the cardinal believed, had infected the Catholic world and was posing a threat to public decency and morality. The complaints led to a large-scale investigation by the Roman Congregation of the Council within the Catholic schools and associations in Germany. The German bishops pressed for: 1) requiring female gymnasts to wear a skirt when they perform exercises in public, whether in the street or during sporting events, and 2) the banning of sport camps for female youth, or at least the assurance of necessary precautions to protect the Catholic morals and the modesty of young people. Given the gravity and delicate nature of the matter, and before making a decision, the cardinal prefect asked Pacelli to take stock of the extent to which these habits had already spread amongst German Catholics, and to act in favour of conservative principles in the matter.
From 1922 onwards, Benito Mussolini totally changed Italian society, including sport and education. After a testing period within his fascist youth organizations, he issued by law in 1926 the creation of the Opera Nazionale «Balilla» per l’assistenza e l’educazione fisica e morale della gioventù (ONB). This Fascist Italian Youth organization spread the fascist vision and prepared Italian youth physically and psychologically for their military future. Unsuppressed and thriving, the ONB organized boys into two categories. The first, the Balilla, included boys between the ages of eight and 14, who were instructed on the glories of the military life through contact with the armed forces, thereby celebrating war traditions. The second category, the Avanguardisti, included males aged 14 to 18, who acquired theoretical and practical military skills that would facilitate their enrolment in the fascist army. The female youth had parallel but completely separate groups: the Piccole italiane (age 8 to 14) and the Giovani italiane (from age 14 to 18).
Even amid Mussolini’s authoritarian control of the instruction of the Italian youth in the late 1920s, the Holy See remained concerned about social issues related to gender. Female participation in public gymnastics was in the eyes of the Vatican a contentious issue just as it was in Germany. The masculinization of the woman through intense sport competition was a great danger to Christian marriage and became the principal reason behind the position of the Holy See concerning the participation of young girls in public competitions of the fascist regime in Italy. 
On the eve of a three-day gymnastics and athletic competition at the Stadio Nazionale in Rome from May 4 to 6, 1928, featuring the Giovani italiane, the pope addressed his concerns. Pius XI deplored that, within the holy city of Catholicism, and after twenty centuries of Christianity, young women and girls were put in the centre of a public competition, a practice that had never been the case even in pagan Rome. The Pope stressed that the organizers had to keep in mind that the requirements of female education, and especially of a Christian education, were very specific and sensitive. Of course, this did not exclude any training of the female body, which the Pope considered to be the noble, agile, graceful, truthful, and good instrument of the spirit. But one should avoid any harm and any incentive to vanity and violence. The Pope believed this event in Rome was clearly an unfortunate example of the latter case. Without doubt, the Pope affirmed and therefore gave strength to the Catholic point of view, rejecting public performances of female sport but supporting an adapted female training of the body behind closed doors.
This cases in national-socialist Germany and fascist Italy would eventually lead to an official reaction of Pope Pius XI in his 1929 Encyclical Divini illius Magistri on the Christian education of young people. 
The Encyclical is very rich with content related to the Holy See’s prevailing views on gender and sport. First, the pope mentioned that under the State’s influence various excesses were committed in giving a military turn to the so-called physical training of boys, and sometimes even of girls, contrary to the very instincts of human nature. All this was done in usurping the time that should be devoted to religious duties and to family life at home on Sundays. Pius XI did not want to condemn what was good in the spirit of discipline and legitimate bravery promoted by these methods. What he did condemn, however, was what was excessive, as for example violence, not to be conflated with courage nor with the noble sentiment of military valour in defence of country and public order. Pius XI also expressed concern about the exaltation of athleticism, which even in classical pagan times marked the decline and downfall of genuine physical training.
In the Pope’s eyes, education without a separation of the sexes was inappropriate: it presented problems for Christian marriage and the ideal of motherhood. Public gymnastics, or other collective sporting events involving girls in shorts or swimsuits, so typical for both Germany and the fascist regime in Italy, raised a particular concern for morality and chastity. Pius XI argued vehemently that coeducation was harmful to Christian education. Coeducation was, in his view, founded upon naturalism and the denial of original sin, leading to the deplorable conditions of promiscuity and gender equality. According to the Holy Father, the Creator had ordained and disposed perfect union of the sexes only in matrimony, and, with varying degrees of contact, in the family and in society. Aside from that, there was nothing in nature itself – which conceived of both sexes as very different in physical structure, in temperament, and in abilities – to suggest that there could be or ought to be promiscuity or equality in the training of the two sexes. The pope stressed that the latter, in keeping with the wonderful designs of the Creator, were destined to complement each other in the family and in society, precisely because of their differences, which therefore ought to be maintained and encouraged during their years of formation, with the necessary distinction and corresponding separation according to age and circumstances.
According to the Pope, these principles must be applied in all schools, particularly in the most delicate and decisive period of formation—adolescence. In gymnastics exercises, special care must be shown to Christian modesty in young women and girls, which any kind of public exhibition so gravely impaired. The Holy See was not against physical education and sport for females. Indeed, the Catholic Church remained engaged with these concepts as necessary for the training of Christian youth. But the message of Pius XI was clear: It was time for Catholic schools and universities to organize their own physical education and sports in order to ensure a clear separation of the sexes.

3) The slowly changing attitude since the 1960s

Also in the Low Countries the control by the Church on Catholic sporting girls and women and their sportswear continued for a long period (e.g. episcopal prescriptions in the Netherlands).  
[bookmark: _Hlk135991425]Besides, the concern for a proper organized Catholic and non-co-educative physical education lasted for decades.  
This was also the case at the in 1937 realized  Institute for Physical Education at the Catholic University of Leuven. This section was only accessible for male students, while in 1939  an Institute for Physical Education and Physiotherapy at Brussels under the guidance of the Sisters of Love of Jesus and Mary (the so-called Parnas) was started exclusively for female students. It is clear that the Catholic University of Leuven explicitly followed in physical education the papal prescription that the sexes still had to be separated within the catholic education. Only from the academic year 1976-1977 female students girls were admitted to start this study together with the male students in Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve (Woluwé-Saint-Lambert).
Eventually at the end of the 1960/70s within a more and more secularised western society and by a theological anthropological turn within Catholicity  –  in which the dualistic hierarchy between the spirit and the subordinate body was replaced by a holistic vision of men and women as incarnated spirits –  and by the acceptance of sport as a cultural phenomenon on its self by the Second Vatican Council – sporting female corporeality slowly started to get its emancipation from the Catholic Church, since the latter did not wanted to interfere directly anymore in the world of sports and leisure and adapted a less strict vision on coeducation, even in its (catholic) schools and universities. The Papal messages since the 1960s and official documents on sport as Giving the best of yourself (2018) and Sport for all (2022) stress the priority of the integrity of the human person within sport, and the fact that sport should be cohesive, accessible and tailored to each person, but do not mention any word on female corporeality.

Conclusion
Apart from this changed position from the Holy See and the Catholic Church towards the sporting female bodies, there was and there is still a long way to go for the sporting female corporeality within the so-called secularized and so-called autonomous sports world, in which (new) challenges – not only but also on the level of some religions  and cultures – continue to appear.  
Nevertheless I hope, I gave with this contribution some evidence on the study of female corporeality and religion(s) as a non-static relation.

