Racial abuse in football by fans - with a focus on players with African roots in the UK

Racism is mostly defined as ‘a system of oppression based on race’, with one group exerting power over another (Pincus, 2006, p. 56), and ‘prejudice against someone for their race’ backed by the power systems (Oluo, 2019, p. 27). Kendi (2019, p. 13) held that racists are people who are in favour of ‘a racist policy through their actions or inaction or expressing a racist idea, adding that racism is a combination of ‘policies and ideas’ which (re)produce and standardise ‘racial inequalities’ (p. 18). Due to its systemic trait, racism is not ‘just in the minds of individuals’ (Pincus, 2006, p. 57). Institutional racism emerged in the UK to counter a belief that racial inequality was caused by ‘only a few prejudiced, white people’ (Mason, 2000, p. 9). And two decades ago, the concept was used for the ‘systemic practices by the police’ which showed racial discrimination against people of non-British descent due to their ‘colour, culture or ethnic origin’ (Hylton, 2021). Specifically, many people hold a view that racism is part and parcel of sports (Chu et al, 2014). In Britain, the issues emerged in research in the late 1970s (Collins and Kay, 2003, p. 123), with ‘overt and hostile’ acts of racism being a common pattern of the associate football (Cleland, 2014). Mcguire et al (2001) pointed out family roots of many professional footballers can be traced back to Africa via the Caribbean, or ‘Afro-Caribbean heritage’ (Bygott, 1992), compared to other ethnic groups in the country. The numbers of black footballers became evident in the 1980s and most of them were from ‘Britain’s then African colonies’ (Mcguire et al, 2001; Bachan et al, 2014). Maguire et al (2002, p. 127) found that people of African descent participation in sport is the closest to the white group, illustrated by data by the General Household Survey in 1996.
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Featured in the photo are players of colours or Muslim background, whose facial expressions show distress. From left, they include Zlatan Ibrahimović, Son Heung-min and Marcus Rashford; all are among an array of footballers victimised by fans’ racist attacks (Bhat, 2021). South Korean national Son has been playing for Tottenham Hotspur men’s team in the English Premier League (EPL) since 2015 (Tottenham Hotspur, no date). Ibrahimović is a Swedish footballer of Muslim background who plays for various clubs across Europe and the Sweden national team (Syed, 2021); and Rashford has been an outstanding player of the United and England national team (EPL, no date; Transfermarkt, no date). Together with the rise of the Black Lives Matter social movement, the call to combat racism and protect non-white players in English football has been underlined.

Football is among one of the most popular professional team sports in Europe (Bachan et al, 2014), and this attraction seems to invite commotions, scrutiny and notoriety. A country’s national squad ‘commands inordinate interest among supporters’ as well as coverage by its media (Bachan et al, 2014). An anonymous former coach of England who was instructed by the country’s Football Association officials to guarantee that white players constitute a majority of the national team, although reasons for this restriction may vary, Bachan et al (2014) noted. Hylton (2021) denied the idea of sport being a domain of race-neutrality and meritocracy, addressing that view as ‘problematic myths’. Cleland (2014) emphasised ‘hate speech’ persists as a feature in football discourse, citing a work by Butler (1997), primarily in ‘the reference to non-whites as being un-British even though they were born here’ (Modood, 2007). Chu et al (2014) elaborated the most common forms of racial discrimination in English football, pinpointing fan preferences which have a direct impact on replica jerseys sales and matchday revenues. Along the lines, Bachan et al (2014) held that ‘racially unprejudiced administrators’ may show a concern that an ‘over-representation of black players’ has a higher possibility of suffering from ‘fan-based discrimination’ and inciting racism among white players. This is worsened by a mentality of people who think members of the light-skinned race as ‘intellectually superior’ compared to black people and this ‘justified their oppression’ of the latter in various fields, including sport (Maguire et al, 2002, p. 58). Mcguire et al (2001)’s research suggested that football players of Afro-Caribbean heritage were able to make strides against ‘some powerful barriers’ into the traditionally white-dominated territory. They named ‘institutional racism from the football community’ and among supporters as the prominent obstacle, together with no thorough ‘support from the governing bodies’ of the sport (Mcguire et al, 2001). Chu et al (2014) underlined that some football fans would be pleased ‘to watch players of their own race’. However, Mcguire et al (2001) cited a report from Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research in 1995 stating that black supporters seldomly came to stadiums across the country during the 1970s and 80s (Mcguire et al, 2001). Similarly, fans of Asian origin seemed to refrain from going to stadiums over fear of various incidents such as racist chanting, Mcguire et al (2001) explained. 
Joint efforts have been made to challenge racism in football across Europe, particularly the establishment of the Football Against Racism in Europe (FARE) network in 1999, which was to ensure ‘that the problem was no longer swept under the carpet’ (Wachter and Fanizadeh, 2007). Legislation, especially the Football Offences Act introduced in 1991, repelled racial violence in the UK during the 1990s, Mcguire et al (2001) and Lewis (2021) observed. A task force backed by the British government in 1998 investigated the issue of racism and sought countermeasures against racist behaviours and attitudes stemming from football fans (Campbell and Williams, 2016; Back et al, 2001; Bradbury and Williams, 2006). As of 2011, more campaigns had been launched to repulse racism in football in England (Campbell and Williams, 2016; Chu et al, 2014). The most outstanding one, as many pointed out, might be the ‘Kick it Out’ movement. Even though there were doubts raised concerning its efficiency (Chu et al, 2014), the campaign was viewed as pioneer and ‘partially successful’ in response to the problem (Campbell and Williams, 2016). Nevertheless, most of the rest were deemed to be racial colour-blind (Maguire et al, 2002) and racism and discrimination proceed (Campbell and Williams, 2016; Wachter and Fanizadeh, 2007). With a rising number of non-white players, ‘racism and hooliganism’ in Britain are thought to be a thing in the past, but racism is still there (Lewis, 2021), and authorities may become more obvious in ignoring them (Collins and Kay, 2003, p. 125; Cleland, 2014; OpenDemocracy, 2014). The Football Association in particular ‘was accused of adopting a ‘colour blind’ policy’ (Mcguire et al, 2001; Hill, 1989; Back et al, 1996). While race is ‘socially construct’ (Fernando, 2010, p. 8; Pincus, 2006, p. 52), colour-blindness claims the insignificance of racial factors in social life (Cox, 2022), and believes that racism will be wiped out by ‘acting as if the social construct of race’ does not bring harm (Saad, 2020, p. 79). Meanwhile, the Black Lives Matter UK has been criticised for its avoidance to directly touch upon human rights issues, Gidda (2016) reported. It has been made light of as a young and inexperienced movement looking to ‘establish itself’ (Gidda, 2016). 
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In the photo, another Manchester United’s player - Frederico Rodrigues de Paula Santos, usually known as Fred, is shown being in pain after apparently being hit by a cigarette lighter thrown from the crowd during a Manchester derby in late 2019 (Walker, 2019). It can be seen from the photo that the crowd primarily comprises of white spectators. As objects were thrown onto the pitch towards the players from the side of City supporters when the United were having a lead (Peck, 2019), the act was seemingly an underhanded tactic aiming to lower the spirit of United players with African roots and Fred himself. The Brazilian footballer was quoted by Walker (2019) as saying that the ‘alleged abuse’ indicated people “were still living in a backward society”, he continues:
“We are all the same regardless of skin colour, hair and gender. [...] I don’t want to think about it. I just want to move on.” (Walker, 2019; ESPN Brazil, 2019).
To show support to their favourite squads for the sake of eventual victory resembles the link between fandom and populism, and perpetrators pay no mind to the victims of their abuse because it is the ‘quickest and most effective method’ (Ruddock, 2005). Studies also find that the culprits do not think their action is ‘racism’ (Cleland, 2014; Robson, 2000) and they do not truly harbour resentment against the players of colour (Raddock, 2005). Following their research, Collins and Kay (2003, p. 125) formulated that people usually keep their racism in the dark in public, whereas they may use ‘racist language’ when frustration gets the better of them.
Chu et al (2014) commented the prestigious EPL promises ‘a diverse mix’ of talented players, with about a quarter of British nationals of African descent or from ‘ethnic minority backgrounds’ (Chu et al, 2014). The researchers (2014) added the EPL has been ‘more inclusive’ and positive changes noted in the country’s society. Although sport is believed to be a tool for social integration (OHCHR, 2013), Chu et al (2014) argued that opposite and unwanted results may arise in case of ‘forcing integration too hard’ within sport, thereby worsening racism. In addition, Maguire et al (2002, p. 58) stated the media is thought to have a tendency of underlining stereotypes when reporting on sports. The ‘apparent’ and ‘natural’ physical superiority of people with African heritage is often highlighted to explain their dominance in sport and particularly football (Maguire et al, 2002, p. 58; Mcguire et al, 2001). For their part, players of Asian origin have weaker representation in English professional football as they remain trapped in the assumption of being ‘physically inferior to those from other groups’ by most club officials (Mcguire et al 2001; Bains and Patel, 1996). Correspondingly, sticking to their ‘label’ (Barrett, 2017, p. 196), many male footballers of Asian heritage tend to believe that their physiques stay a major disadvantage, unconfidently stating they ‘aren’t made the right way’, Mcguire et al (2001) borrowed from Fleming (1993, p.32). Asian players associate treatment toward them as results of their performance rather than racism (Chu et al, 2014).
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The collage shows a side profile of Rashford, a player from African descent, in the white jersey of the England’s national team at the centre, with him covering his face in disappointment. To his sides are handheld devices displaying popular social media platforms of Instagram and Twitter, home to a raging storm of insults hurling at him after England’s defeat to Italy in the Euro 2020 final (Murgia et al, 2021; Lewis, 2021). Rashford was among players who were not successful in the shootouts (JoVonn, 2021). This case indicates that frustration-induced racism by fans also rears its ugly head when the home team suffers defeat. Although football is a team sport, once there is a controversial incident involving a Black, Asian, minority ethnic (BAME) personality, they are more likely to be the target of abuse on social media, notably Twitter, OpenDemocracy (2014) reported.
Historically, the English national team has been traumatised by penalty shootouts. After a continental semi-final in 1996, the squad’s incumbent manager Gareth Southgate himself was the constant target of infuriated fans for him missing ‘the deciding shot’ (Robinson, 2020). However, Robinson (2020) argued that ‘Southgate is white, and his playing days came years before social media gave millions of fans a direct line to athletes’. Internet platforms have helped vitalise the football discourse as fans not only can interact with their fellows but also express their admiration and support for their favourite teams and players (Cleland, 2010; Gibbons and Dixon, 2010; Millward, 2008; Ruddock, 2005), although this goes hand in hand with covert racism on such sites. As a nature of the platform, racial abuse statements can be easily deleted to erase the trace of ‘overt racism’ (OpenDemocracy, 2014). Cleland (2014) affirmed ongoing ‘acts of racism’ have proved in English football, the problem has yet to be wiped out like many assume. Its overt forms may be on the decline; however, racist statements now can be circulated swiftly and ‘anonymously’ on social media (Cleland, 2014; MacInnes, 2021). Cleland cited Burdsey (2011, p. 7)’s declaration that the fight against racism at present has become more difficult due to the emergence of social media. On the bright side, most of the posts in the racist discourse were ‘openly challenged’ (Sky Sports News, 2021; Cleland, 2014), including by affluent people. Reacting to three African-British footballers victimised by racist attacks on social media, Prince William and then UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson condemned the ‘vile comments’ (Robinson, 2021). England’s Football Association also spoke against racism in a statement afterward, Major (2021) reported. Southgate, who of all people deeply understands the grief took him more than a year to recover from (Robinson, 2021), and a witness of ‘racist abuse against his colleagues of colour in the 1990s’, also stood up for his players (Sarpong, 2022; Lewis, 2021). Social media companies have been urged to take thorough action (Lewis, 2021).

Cleland (2014) used Millward (2008)’s argument that ‘evidence of racist discourse’ reflects: 
how embedded racism is in the everyday practice of some football supporters, and this is the challenge facing the football authorities looking to tackle racist thoughts and behaviour. 
Hylton (2021) concluded ‘a single solution or colour-blind policies’ could never be adequate to address ‘entrenched racial inequalities in sport’, which will be reproduced given racism’s structural and institutional traits. Chu et al (2014) cited Burdsey (2004) that players who come to accept racism as an inevitable part are seen as ‘less troublesome by some managers and coaches’ and have more chances to succeed, implying it is common attitude to have victims clench their teeth and embrace the pain by themselves. Sport has been ‘an important if somewhat overlooked arena for the reproduction of racism’ and at the same time, offered a ground for resistance against it (Carrington, 2010, p. 3). Success of talented black athletes may fortify: 
a self-perpetuating belief that black people can and will achieve results in particular social spheres such as sports (Maguire et al, 2002, p.59; Walker, 1995). 
Likewise, achievements in fighting racism against black sportspeople, are hoped to set outstanding examples of tackling racism in football, sports and the community. This may be a battle where no one is afforded to lower their guard (Mcguire et al, 2001), requiring ‘zero tolerance’ (OHCHR, 2013) and ‘strategies that are working even when no one is looking’ (Hylton, 2021)./. 
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