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Abstract
Objective: Football, the most popular sport worldwide, has in recent years
become a hotbed of people who have created racist environments and
chanted ethnic slogans, causing divisions among spectators. This
phenomenon can also be seen in Iranian football in the form of
Ethnocentrism. Therefore, this study aimed to explore ethnocentrism among
Iranian football fans.
Methodology: The research method is qualitative with a phenomenological
approach. To conduct this research, Iranian football fans from Turkish,
Persian, and Arab ethnicities were interviewed. The sampling method was
the criterion and continued until the theoretical saturation was reached.
Results: According to the study's findings, ethnocentrism among Iranian
football fans is a combination of the two main themes of reactive and
inadvertent ethnicity and action and intentional ethnicity.
Conclusion: The theme of reactive and inadvertent ethnicity represents
reactive behaviors. In other words, people react to events in society and
show their dissatisfaction on sports fields with ethnic slogans. In the context
of action and intentional ethnicity, it indicates the use of stadiums by people
to propagate their political ideas. According to the obtained results, it is
suggested to face the negative and positive aspects of this phenomenon in
football stadiums so as not to cause destructive anomalies in society and
destroy the image of Iranian football.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

Sport, particularly football, has the potential to unite millions of people
regardless of their gender, race, age, nationality, or religion, making it a
powerful tool for social cohesion. However, despite this unifying potential,
sports venues can become platforms for expressing ethnic and racial prejudices.
In football, ethnicism and racism manifest through verbal abuse, discriminatory
chants, and harassment of minority athletes and immigrants by spectators and
other players. Studies have shown that racist behavior in football is primarily
attributed to fans, with racism becoming an important part of football fan
identity. Two types of racism are commonly observed in stadiums: instrumental
racism, which is politically motivated, and organic/accidental racism, which
occurs as spontaneous reactions without political intent. In Iran, with its diverse
ethnic composition, football has become an arena where ethnic tensions surface.
The present study employs a phenomenological approach to examine this
phenomenon from the perspective of football fans from various ethnicities,
focusing primarily on the lived experiences of fans regarding this phenomenon.

Methodology

The overall research approach in this study is qualitative, utilizing
phenomenology, one of the most widely used methods for analyzing qualitative
data. Phenomenology describes the meanings of a concept or phenomenon from
people's perspectives and their lived experiences. The present study aimed to
discover and extract meanings, concepts, definitions, explanations, and
characteristics of the subject under investigation. Phenomenology specifically
focuses on how individuals experience phenomena. Linguistically, it involves
studying phenomena of any kind and describing them by considering how they
manifest, prior to any evaluation, interpretation, or value judgment (Cypress,
2018).

In this research, given the interaction with participants and the expansion and
interpretation of the meaning of ethnicism in football, interpretive
phenomenology was employed. The interpretive approach involves a
hermeneutic cycle, meaning there is a back-and-forth flow between researcher
and participants for better understanding of a phenomenon. This approach seeks
neither merely to describe a phenomenon nor to provide a completely one-sided
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interpretation, but rather to facilitate bilateral interaction between researcher and
participants for better understanding and interpretation (Wojnar & Swanson,
2007).

The study population included all male Iranian football fans (as women were
not yet permitted in stadiums). Participants were selected using criterion
sampling, with the main criterion being their experience with ethnicism in
Iranian football. After discussing the research and obtaining consent, interviews
were conducted. The researchers interviewed 30 football fans from three ethnic
groups - Turkish, Persian, and Arab - who had teams in the 2019-2020 Premier
League, with ten participants from each ethnicity. Theoretical saturation was
achieved after the 21st interview, with no new data emerging, but all thirty
interviews were completed for certainty. Semi-structured interviews with open-
ended questions were conducted and recorded with participants' consent. The
average interview duration was approximately 50 minutes. These interviews
allowed for deep exploration of fans' experiences and perspectives regarding
ethnic issues in Iranian football, providing rich data for phenomenological
analysis.

Results

In this study, after each interview, the interviews were first transcribed and then
prepared as written reports. In subsequent stages, meaningful units were
extracted as sentences from the interview report text and identified as specific
codes, where efforts were made to extract core concepts from the depth of fans'
discussions and express them in shorter meaningful phrases. Initially, 387
meaningful statements were extracted. In the next step, researchers deeply
reflected on these statements to identify similar and related concepts. After
merging and categorizing similar items, 35 meaningful units were obtained.
These meaningful units were then combined into 9 sub-themes based on
commonalities and semantic overlap, which were finally reduced to 2 main and
comprehensive themes. To ensure the validity of the research findings, Lincoln
& Guba's (1985) member checking method was employed, where the research
findings were shared with six interviewees who were asked to provide their
opinions. All six individuals found the findings logical and confirmed them,
indicating appropriate validity of the results. Additionally, the researchers
independently analyzed the data, with results showing high consistency among
all three coders. In the limited cases where there were disagreements among
researchers, consensus was reached through discussion  sessions.

Copyright © The Author Publisher: University of Guilan



Quarterly Journal of Sport Development and Management/Winter/ 2024/ Vol. 12, No.36 @

The meaningful statements were categorized into 9 sub-themes: ethnic
narcissism, emotional atmosphere of the stadium, prejudice, media
dysfunctions, presence of ethnicism in society, ethnic movements in social
media, officials' behavior, leaders, and political separatist activities in stadiums.
These were ultimately classified into two main categories: Unintentional and
Reactive Ethnicism, and Active and Deliberate Ethnicism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The phenomenon of ethnicism among Iranian football fans differs from prior
studies by considering fans from three ethnic groups with teams in the Premier
League rather than focusing on fans of specific teams. Fans from various ethnic
backgrounds are the same individuals who interact amicably in many social
spaces within society; however, when these individuals gather in a stadium
environment, numerous factors influence their behavior. Fans' attitudes toward
their ethnic identity, despite sensitivity and awareness, include demands such as
mother tongue education, which, although not in conflict with national identity,
can be exploited by individuals with political agendas in stadiums. Some
individuals misuse these fan demands by stirring emotions, bringing flags of
other countries, and using separatist symbols to extend their political objectives
to all spectators, advancing their goals through media representation and social
media platforms. During interviews, many fans portrayed their ethnic chants as
devoid of political dimensions, characterizing their behaviors merely as
attempts to influence game outcomes, attributing politically motivated actions to
specific groups, indicating their disapproval and unwillingness to support
ethnocentric movements. Given that stadium attendees are primarily teenagers
and young adults, their susceptibility to emotional atmosphere and ethnocentric
behaviors is predictable. Both restrictive and constructive approaches can
address this phenomenon in football stadiums, including installing sophisticated
cameras, identifying and banning violating fans, training fan leaders,
commentators, and football supporters, and preventing discriminatory content
and ethnocentric messaging in media. Ethnicism among Iranian football fans
combines both reactive/unintentional and active/deliberate forms, influenced by
factors including stadium's emotional atmosphere, media dysfunction, social
media impacts, leader behavior, political separatist activities, ethnic narcissism,
and existing ethnicism in society. Addressing this issue requires both preventive
and constructive measures to maintain social harmony and protect football's
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integrity, as some ethnic expressions may be spontaneous reactions to perceived
discrimination or emotional situations, while others are deliberately orchestrated
for political purposes. These measures would prevent undesirable consequences
from taking root in the social fabric and causing destructive anomalies in
society while protecting Iranian football's reputation.

Keywords: Ethnicity, Ethnocentrism, Football, Fans.
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