Journal of Cultural Journal of Cultural Studies and Communication, Serial 82, Volume 22, Issue 1, Spring 2026
Studies and Moteghadem, Agil. Razavizadeh, Seyed Noordin: Exploring the Semantic Spaces and Identity-
Communication Forming Discourses...; Cultural Studies & Communication, 22 (1), 251-300.
10.22034/jcsc.2025.2075022.2876

DOl:http/dx. doi. org https://doi.org/ 10.22034/jcsc.2025.2075022.2876 https://www.jcsc.ir/article_731285.html _ISSN: 2287-2717

© Authors / Access to the full text of the article is free under the Creative Commons BY 4.0 CC license
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper
Exploring the Semantic Spaces and Identity-Forming
Discourses of Football Fans in Iran
Agil Moteghadem', Seyed Nooerdin Razavizadeh?

Received:Oct,17.2025; Accepted: Oct,30.2025

Abstract

Football in contemporary society has transcended the boundaries of a mere sport and
has evolved into a complex cultural and social phenomenon with multiple functions.
The emergence of social media and digital technologies has brought about a
paradigmatic transformation in the nature of sports fandom, turning fans from
passive consumers into active producers of sports discourses. This study aims to
deeply explore the shared semantic spaces and discursive structures of Iranian football
fans through an interpretive analysis of user-generated content on social media. Using
thematic analysis and examining popular football-related social media pages, four key
themes were identified: (1) Collective identity and team loyalty, emphasizing deep
belonging, pride in history, and the creation of social bonds; (2) Myth-making and
dream-building, encompassing hero worship, imagined success, and nostalgia; (3)
Critical discourse and demands for accountability, portraying fans as active agents
engaged in critique, justice-seeking, and social responsibility; and (4) Pure emotion
and passion, grounded in love for the brand, excitement, empathy, and hope. The
findings indicate that the virtual sphere serves not only as a space for expressing
emotions but also as a field for constructing collective identities, producing meanings,
and exercising social agency. This research provides an enriched understanding of the
semantic world of fans and sheds light on the cultural transformations of Iranian
society in the digital era.
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Introduction and Purpose

Football in contemporary societies has extended far beyond the boundaries of sport
and recreation and has evolved into a complex cultural and social phenomenon with
significant symbolic, emotional, economic, and communicative functions. As one of
the most globally shared cultural practices, football provides individuals and
communities with opportunities to express belonging, construct collective identities,
reproduce social memories, and participate in symbolic forms of interaction.
Accordingly, football fandom cannot be reduced to watching matches or supporting a
team; rather, it constitutes a multidimensional social experience through which
individuals establish affiliations, negotiate meanings, express emotions, and position
themselves in relation to others.

In Iran, football occupies a prominent place in everyday social and cultural life. As the
country’s most popular sport, it functions not only as a form of entertainment but also
as an arena for the expression of collective identities, emotional experiences, social
solidarities, and critical discourses. Support for football clubs is often accompanied by
strong symbolic attachments to club histories, colors, players, achievements, rivalries,
and collective memories. Such attachments contribute to the formation of imagined
communities whose members may never meet in person but nevertheless experience a
powerful sense of shared identity and belonging.

The expansion of social media has substantially transformed the nature of football
fandom. Digital platforms have enabled supporters to move beyond the role of passive
consumers of sports content and become active producers, interpreters, and
circulators of meaning. Through comments, discussions, reactions, narratives, and
symbolic expressions, fans participate directly in the construction and reconstruction
of football discourse. Social media therefore function not merely as channels through
which existing forms of fandom are displayed, but as interactive spaces in which
identities, emotions, memories, criticisms, and expectations are continuously
produced and negotiated.

Despite the growing body of research on sports fandom, a considerable proportion of
previous studies, particularly in Iran, have focused on behavioral, managerial,
psychological, or problematic dimensions of fan behavior. Comparatively less
attention has been devoted to the shared semantic worlds that football supporters
construct through their own digitally mediated discourse. A qualitative and
interpretive examination of user-generated content can therefore provide a deeper
understanding of how fans make sense of football, themselves, their teams, and the

broader institutional environment in which football operates.
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Against this background, the present study aimed to explore the shared semantic
spaces and identity-forming discourses of Iranian football fans on social media. More
specifically, it sought to identify the principal themes through which supporters
construct meaning, reproduce collective identity, express emotional attachment, and
articulate critical positions. The central question was how Iranian football fans create
shared worlds of meaning through social media content and what cultural and
discursive patterns characterize these worlds.

Theoretical Framework

Given the multidimensional nature of football fandom, the study adopted an
integrative theoretical framework drawing on social psychology, sociology,
communication studies, cultural analysis, and consumer behavior.

Social Identity Theory, developed by Tajfel and Turner, provided a central framework
for understanding the formation of collective fan identity. According to this
perspective, individuals derive part of their self-concept from membership in social
groups and develop distinctions between in-groups and out-groups. In football
settings, identification with a team can consequently become an important
component of self-definition, social belonging, and collective differentiation.

The concept of identity fusion further explains more intense forms of supporter
attachment. Identity fusion refers to a condition in which personal and collective
identities become deeply interconnected, making group membership highly personal
and emotionally consequential. This perspective is particularly relevant to forms of
football fandom in which individuals describe loyalty to a club in existential, familial,
or lifelong terms.

Theories of virtual communities and social capital were also employed to understand
the interactional dimension of online fandom. Social media enable geographically
dispersed individuals to organize around shared interests and identities, exchange
experiences, reproduce collective norms, and strengthen social connections. In such
environments, football-related interaction can generate both a sense of internal
solidarity and broader forms of communication among supporters.

To explain the emotional dimension of fandom, the concept of brand love was
incorporated into the theoretical framework. Although football clubs may be
understood as brands, supporters’ relationships with them often extend far beyond
conventional consumer relationships. Passion, emotional attachment, loyalty, and
self-connection can become central components of the fan-team relationship.

Collins’s concept of emotional energy further helps explain the intense feelings of



excitement, solidarity, and collective enthusiasm associated with football-related
experiences.

Finally, concepts such as the public sphere, counter-public sphere, hegemony, and
communicative action were used to interpret the critical and participatory dimensions
of contemporary fandom. Social media provide supporters with opportunities to
question managerial decisions, challenge dominant narratives, demand
accountability, and articulate alternative interpretations. In this respect, supporters
may act not simply as spectators but as active participants in the broader social and

institutional discourse surrounding football.

Methodology

This study was conducted within a qualitative research paradigm and employed
thematic analysis as its principal methodological strategy. Since the main objective
was to identify and interpret recurring patterns of meaning in football fans’ discourse,
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach to thematic analysis was adopted. The
analytical process included familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes,
searching for potential themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and
producing the final analytical account.

The data consisted of textual comments generated by users on highly followed
football-related social media pages in Iran. Purposive sampling was employed to select
pages considered influential within Iranian football discourse. The selected sources
included the official pages of four major Iranian Premier League clubs—Persepolis,
Esteghlal, Tractor, and Sepahan—as well as the personal pages of Ali Karimi and
Farhad Majidi, two prominent and widely followed football figures.

To ensure a systematic procedure for data collection, the fifty most recent posts from
each selected page during the study period were considered. One post was selected
from every ten posts, and ten comments from each selected post were then extracted
through simple random selection. The resulting textual corpus constituted the unit of
analysis for the thematic investigation.

The data were read repeatedly to achieve close familiarity with their content.
Meaningful textual units were initially coded, after which similar codes were grouped
into potential themes. The themes were subsequently reviewed to ensure both internal
coherence and sufficient distinction from one another. Their conceptual boundaries
were then clarified, and appropriate labels were assigned.

To enhance the credibility and reliability of the analysis, the coding and theme-

development process was reviewed independently by two researchers, and
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disagreements were resolved through discussion and comparison. The reported
coding agreement coefficient was 0.92, indicating a high degree of consistency in the
analytical process.

The analysis generated 102 initial open codes. Through successive processes of
comparison, categorization, and interpretation, these codes were ultimately organized
into four main themes and fourteen subthemes that represented the dominant

semantic structures of football fandom in the examined social media spaces.

Findings

The first major theme was collective identity and team allegiance, consisting of three
subthemes: passion and commitment to the team, pride in team history, and social
identity. The findings indicated that support for a football club frequently extended
beyond ordinary preference and became closely integrated into supporters’
understanding of themselves. The club was represented not merely as an external
organization but as a symbolic component of personal and collective identity.
Expressions of commitment often revealed a strong sense of “we-ness” and a blurring
of boundaries between individual and group identity. Historical memory was also
central to this process. Supporters invoked previous achievements, legendary players,
shared experiences, and the social history of their clubs to strengthen contemporary
identity. In this sense, club history functioned as symbolic capital through which
current affiliations were legitimized and collective pride was reproduced.

The second major theme was mythmaking and dreamweaving, encompassing
heroization, fantasies of success, and nostalgia. Fans did not merely describe football
events; they actively transformed players, victories, defeats, and memories into
symbolic narratives. Certain players were represented as figures whose meaning
extended beyond athletic performance and who embodied qualities such as
perseverance, pride, loyalty, or salvation.

Supporters also imagined idealized sporting futures in which their teams achieved
exceptional success. Such fantasies appeared to perform an important psychological
function by preserving hope and emotional commitment in the face of
disappointment. Imagined success thus became a symbolic resource for coping with
present failure.

Nostalgia constituted another significant element of this theme. Fans frequently
constructed an idealized image of earlier periods of football as more authentic, loyal,

emotional, and less dominated by financial considerations. Nostalgia therefore



operated not only as a form of remembrance but also as an implicit critique of the
perceived commercialization and materialization of contemporary football.

The third major theme was critical discourse and claim-making, comprising
managerial criticism, justice-seeking, and social responsibility. The findings showed
that supporters increasingly positioned themselves as informed and critical actors
rather than passive spectators. They evaluated managerial decisions, questioned
financial and strategic policies, criticized weaknesses in youth development and
organizational planning, and demanded transparency and accountability.

The justice-seeking dimension was particularly visible in discussions concerning
refereeing, institutional favoritism, unequal treatment, and perceived structural
injustice. Such discourse frequently produced a symbolic distinction between “us” and
“them,” in which supporters represented themselves as defenders of authenticity or
fairness while portraying football institutions and decision-makers as sources of
inequality or opacity.

The social responsibility subtheme demonstrated that fans also expected clubs and
players to assume obligations extending beyond sporting performance. Clubs were
understood as socially influential institutions, and players were perceived as public
figures whose behavior could affect younger generations and the wider community.
Supporters therefore articulated expectations regarding the broader social role of
football organizations.

The fourth major theme was pure affect and passion, which included love for the team
or brand, excitement, sympathy and support, and hope. This theme represented the
emotional core of football fandom. Fans frequently described their relationship with
their teams through the language of love, permanence, family, blood, and lifelong
loyalty.

A particularly important feature of this emotional attachment was its frequently
unconditional character. Support was not necessarily dependent on victory or
sporting success. On the contrary, many expressions suggested that genuine loyalty
becomes most visible during periods of defeat, crisis, or poor performance. Such
patterns indicate that the relationship between fans and teams cannot be adequately
explained through a simple logic of satisfaction and reward.

Football also emerged as a significant source of emotional energy. Goals, victories,
championships, and collective celebrations created moments of intense excitement
and temporary release from everyday concerns. At the same time, hope played a

central role in sustaining long-term commitment. The inherent unpredictability of

Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication
256
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring
2026



Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication

257
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring

2026

football continually preserves the possibility of future success and encourages

supporters to maintain their emotional investment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that social media have become significant arenas for the
construction, negotiation, and reproduction of football fandom in Iran. Supporters in
these spaces cannot be understood simply as consumers of sports entertainment.
Rather, they actively produce meanings, identities, memories, emotions, critiques, and
expectations through everyday digital interaction.

The theme of collective identity and team allegiance shows that football fandom can
reach alevel at which personal and collective identities become deeply interconnected.
This finding is consistent with Social Identity Theory and, more specifically, with the
concept of identity fusion. For strongly committed supporters, club affiliation
becomes part of self-definition and provides a basis for solidarity with others who
share the same symbolic allegiance.

The findings concerning mythmaking and dreamweaving reveal that supporters also
function as cultural narrators. Through symbolic reinterpretation, they transform
players, matches, victories, defeats, and historical memories into narratives of
heroism, loss, authenticity, hope, and collective belonging. The strong presence of
nostalgia is especially significant because idealized representations of the past
simultaneously express emotional attachment and dissatisfaction with aspects of
contemporary football.

Critical discourse and claim-making constitute another important dimension of
contemporary fandom. Social media have expanded supporters’ opportunities to
participate in discussions previously dominated by clubs, administrators, governing
institutions, and mainstream sports media. Fans increasingly demand transparency,
managerial competence, fairness, and social responsibility. This pattern corresponds
with the notion of the “citizen-fan,” whose role extends beyond consumption and
emotional support toward active participation in the discursive and institutional life
of football.

At the same time, the theme of pure affect and passion demonstrates that emotion
remains fundamental to the continuity of fandom. Love, excitement, solidarity,
sympathy, and hope sustain relationships with teams even in the absence of sporting
success. These emotions provide both personal meaning and collective cohesion and

help explain why football affiliation may persist across changing circumstances.



Opverall, the study suggests that Iranian football fandom in social media constitutes a
multilayered semantic and cultural space in which identity, imagination, memory,
criticism, and emotion continuously interact. Digital platforms do not simply
reproduce pre-existing forms of fandom; they provide an environment in which the
meaning of being a supporter is actively reconstructed. By examining the discourse
generated by fans themselves, this study offers a deeper understanding of how
collective identities and shared meanings are formed and maintained within
contemporary Iranian football culture.

The findings further suggest that understanding supporters requires moving beyond
approaches that view them merely as audiences or consumers. Their online discourse
demonstrates that they simultaneously occupy the roles of identity-bearing group
members, cultural meaning-makers, emotionally committed supporters, and critical
social actors. Recognizing this complexity can contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of football fandom and of the broader transformations in collective

participation associated with digital communication.
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