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ABSTRACT

Women's football fandom is an overlooked topic in social science researches as women are
typically ignored in sociological studies on football. The general public perception is that
women are not genuine or authentic supporters of this sport, which is often considered a
male-dominated and male-owned. The challenges for Iranian female football fans are even
more pronounced due to their exclusion from the public discourse surrounding the football
fandom. They lack a dedicated space for independent action and face restrictions on entering
stadiums. For years, Iranian female fans have employed various forms of action and
resistance to be more than silent and invisible supporters. This article relies on a thematic
analysis of qualitative data from thirty interviews with Iranian female football fans to identify
the motivations behind their entry into the football arena. It also examines how they express
their fandom and challenges in this process. The findings reveal that women's exclusion
from stadiums drives them to alternative methods of displaying their fandom. Throughout
this journey, Iranian female football fans encounter numerous gendered and discriminatory
stereotypes that manifest differently at various stages.
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INTRODUCTION

Women are typically ignored and marginalized in research on football because the
general belief is that football is a male domain, with true and authentic supporters
being men alone. Social science researchers have shown that the realm of football
remains deeply influenced by its masculine traditions, perpetuating gendered
stereotypes and failing to recognize women as ordinary fans alongside others,
irrespective of their gender. Consequently, various football federations and official
bodies in leading football nations have initiated campaigns and movements to
combat this discrimination. These efforts aim to promote gender equality in football
fandom and women's sports, demonstrating that women, alongside men, can be
considered "genuine" and "authentic" supporters.

PURPOSE

This research aims to narrate the experiences and challenges faced by female
football fans. The connection between women and football in the Iranian society
has always been a contentious issue. Examining the trajectory of women's entry into
stadiums and the challenges they face along with this journey highlights this
contention. The objective of this study is to provide an unmediated account of
Iranian female football fans that have faced significant obstacles in their quest to
attend sports stadiums and assert themselves as fans. Their fandom has consistently
been marginalized by the dominant discourse and official media.

This issue has been influenced by pressure from civil society within Iran and, on
the other hand, by international organizations like the Fédération Internationale de
Football Association (FIFA). These pressures have ultimately led to changes that
allowed female fans to attend league games during the 2023-2024 seasons.

METHODOLOGY

This research has progressed using a qualitative method. Compared to the
quantitative method, the advantage of the qualitative method is that it does not rely
solely on an external perspective, and the researcher is directly present in the field.
The entirety of this research was conducted with the help of the thematic analysis
which seeks to identify, examine, and record patterns and themes in the data,
focusing on identifying tendencies and life patterns, as well as conversations among
individuals, to produce and describe strategies and behaviors (Zokaei, 2020: 84).
After conducting semi-structured interviews with 30 female football fans in Iran,
recurring and distinct themes were extracted and categorized into separate themes.
In the first phase of the thematic analysis, efforts were made to gather important
points from each interview and interpret the meanings of the women's perspectives
on the subject. In the second phase, descriptive codes that shared a common space
were grouped and assigned a code. In the final phase, the overarching themes



representing significant concepts of this analysis were identified and categorized
into a single theme.

FINDINGS

The conceptual framework of this research is derived from Butler's "situated
identity" (Butler, 2009) and Connell's "hegemonic masculinity” (Connell, 2005). The
society aims to regulate and suppress bodies; thus, individuals experience different
bodies in varied social contexts. Females, in contexts such as the stadium and
engaging as football fans, are experiencing these different bodies. This experience of
different bodies is directly related to hegemonic masculinity, which seeks to
maintain and reinforce the current gender order.

The findings are categorized into two main themes: "styles of fan display” and
“male dominance." The first addresses alternative and substitute methods used by
Iranian women instead of being present in the stadium, encompassing six
alternatives. Women talked about vicarious male support, wearing the team's
clothing, presence in virtual spaces and streets, and so on, as ways to prove
themselves as genuine and authentic fans. In the second theme, women discussed
the male dominance that prevents them from expressing themselves and achieving
subjectivity. They often face a hostile atmosphere and sexist insults. They
continually strive to prove themselves to men as fans and, in this process, try
various options to appear more like male fans.

CONCLUSION

Fandom does not hold different meanings for women; like male fans, they seek to
express their passion and loyalty to their favorite team. This expression of fandom is
most prominently displayed in stadiums, a space from which Iranian women have
been largely excluded. As a result, they strive to find alternative ways to connect and
express their fandom. They continuously endeavor to reclaim their agency and
assert it to their male counterparts.

The presence of women in stadiums can lead to an environment characterized
by interaction and participation, no longer dominated by just half of society.
Allowing women to attend and be recognized as fans in sports stadiums provides an
opportunity to enhance women's agency. This recognition can contribute to
balancing the rhythm of everyday life and promoting gender equality in public
spaces.

NOVELTY
A major limitation of this study was the restricted presence of women in stadiums

across the country, with only a few exceptions for limited games, which impeded
the collection of field data. If we observe a continuous presence of women, we can
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advance our research by examining their embodied experiences and various forms
of actions within the stadium, a subject frequently addressed in international
studies. This study can be considered part of the social sciences research domain,
aiming to narrate the path that female Iranian fans strive to follow and progress in.
It examines a topic that has received little attention in domestic research, aiming for
a deeper understanding of the experiences and actions of women in a sports
environment generally perceived as male-dominated.

This research identifies and highlights the barriers and challenges faced by
Iranian women in attending stadiums. Considering recent developments and
increasing social demands for women's presence in stadiums, this study can
contribute to promoting social and cultural changes.
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