Unequal Terrain: Historical and Structural Barriers to the Participation and Progress of
Women in Para Sports

Abstract:

The participation of women in Para sport has often been shaped by multiple layers of
exclusion stemming from gender bias, ableism, and broader social and institutional
inequalities. This paper explores how female Para athletes have faced distinct challenges
in accessing, remaining in, and advancing within competitive sport. It draws on archival
materials, policy documents from the International Paralympic Committee (IPC), reports
from the Paralympic Games (1960-2025), and scholarship in disability and gender studies
to understand how these barriers developed over time.

To frame this analysis, the paper applies the theoretical lens of intersectionality, as
introduced by Kimberl¢ Crenshaw. This framework highlights how various systems of
oppression such as sexism, ableism, caste, and class interact to produce compounded
disadvantages for women, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds. In the
context of Para sport, intersectionality helps explain how gender-based exclusions are
often intensified when combined with social identities like disability, socioeconomic
status, or regional location.

The study identifies four key domains of exclusion: (1) limited representation and event
categories for women, especially in early years of Para athletics; (2) cultural and family-
level norms that restrict girls and women with disabilities from entering sport; (3) policy
gaps where inclusion remains symbolic rather than substantive; and (4) insufficient
access to coaching, media coverage, and administrative pathways.

The paper uses a historical methodology grounded in discourse analysis to examine how
classification policies and institutional narratives have either enabled or hindered
women's participation. Particular attention is given to contexts like India and other parts
of the Global South, where gender, caste, and disability intersect with resource
limitations and cultural stigma.

While many barriers persist, the research also traces moments of progress such as post-
2000 expansions in women’s events, increased advocacy by female athletes, and the
emergence of inclusive regional training models. The paper argues that meaningful
transformation in Para sport demands not just technical policy fixes, but a critical
reassessment of the structural and historical forces shaping who gets to participate and be
recognized.

This study contributes to VISTA 2025°s themes of inclusion, ethics, and transformation



by offering a grounded, theoretically informed account of gendered exclusion in Para
sport. It also proposes future strategies including intersectional policy audits and athlete-
led reform to create more equitable sport environments.
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