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British Asians, Overt Racism and Islamophobia in 
English Football 

Daniel Kilvington, University of Sunderland, UK 
John Price, University of Sunderland, UK 

Abstract: This research critically examines overt racism and Islamophobia in grassroots football. The work will begin by 
analysing the multiple forms of racism that permeate modern British sport and wider society. Following a brief 
methodology whereby empirical work will be discussed, we shall explore British Asian footballers’ encounters with overt 
forms of racism. Long’s (2000) research illustrated that there appears to be a ‘denial of racism’ within local sport. 
However, this study uncovers that British Asian footballers experience racial discrimination regularly. The multiple oral 
testimonies expose some of the racist incidents that British Asian players have had to endure in recent years. Although 
British Asians have been criticised for participating in separatist ‘all-Asian’ footballing environments (leagues, teams, 
tournaments), can we really criticise these players for competing in these structures if overt racism is present in 
mainstream environments? We would argue no, and this article therefore introduces policy recommendations to address 
significant levels of racism in grassroots football. If racism is challenged in the lower echelons of football, this will not 
only increase British Asians’ likelihood of success but it may also improve community cohesion.     

Keywords: ‘Race’, Racism, British Asian, Exclusion, Football 

Introduction 

his paper will begin with a critical overview of racisms and Islamophobia. Secondly, we 
shall briefly outline the methodological processes that were used in order to collect British 
Asian footballers’ experiences.1 Thirdly, with the aid of oral testimonies, we shall

critically examine the persisting nature of overt racism in grassroots football. Fourth, it is 
important to analyse the role of ‘safe’ and ‘supportive’ ‘all-Asian’ football environments 
(Bradbury, 2011). Although these ‘mono-ethnic’ structures are perceived to highlight British 
Asians’ desire for insularity, we shall note that they may still serve a purpose. Finally, before we 
conclude, we will present five policy recommendations that could be implemented in order to 
challenge racism in the lower strata of English football.    

Although football is an oft cited egalitarian arena, the oral testimonies presented in this 
article indicate that, for British Asian footballers, racism is a common experience; demonstrating 
that this field is far from the imagined ‘level playing field’. In turn, racism has led British Asian 
communities to participate in welcoming ‘all-Asian’ environments. However, these structures 
remain somewhat isolated from mainstream football (Burdsey 2007). White British and British 
Asian communities are thus playing ‘parallel’ football with little communication (Cantle Report 
2001). Problematically then, gatekeepers (i.e. scouts, coaches) have overlooked these structures. 
This segregation has therefore exacerbated the British Asian exclusion from professional 
football. At present, there are only five British Asians with professional football contracts out of 
over 4,000 players. This under-representation becomes increasingly noteworthy when we 
consider that black footballers represent over 20 per cent of the professional cohort (Back et al. 
2001).  

1 Although commonly critiqued, the term British Asian will be employed throughout. As Farrington et al. (2012, 111) 
state, it refers to an individual that is born in the UK that has ‘two parents who are of South Asian descent’. However, 
when we present oral testimonies, we will refer to the participants’ ethnic/national origin, i.e. Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, or Sri Lankan as this helps to de-homogenise player experiences. And, when relevant to the discussion, we 
will cite the players’ religion.    
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In sum, rather than present the oral testimonies of players who compete in safe ‘all-Asian’ 
structures, we shall highlight British Asian experiences of overt racism who participate in 
mainstream environments. Finally, we shall offer policy recommendations on how to challenge 
racial discrimination within the grassroots sphere.     

Racism(s) 

It has been argued that new forms of racism have emerged within contemporary society (Barker 
1981). Goldberg (1990, xiii) argues that ‘the presumption of a single monolithic racism is being 
displaced by a mapping of the multifarious historical formulations of racisms’. Thus, traditional 
forms of racism linked to biological difference have perhaps become outdated as racism has now 
attached itself to cultural differences between racial or ethnic groups. Therefore, Pilkington 
(2003, 18) notes that ‘in the case of new racism race is coded as culture’. This type, sometimes 
referred to as ‘symbolic racism’ (Gilroy 1987; Van Dijk 1993), refers to ethnic or racial symbols 
that ‘out-groups’ display which work to construct their homogenous group identity. Significantly 
it is the homogenisation of ‘Others’ that is the issue here as ethnic features, dress and foods work 
to group together all those who visually express their religion and culture (Solomos, 2003). 
Problematically, such cultural features are perceived to clash with ‘homeland values’. Within the 
‘new racisms’ framework concepts of national identity and ethnicity have become closely linked 
because these notions are central to the creation of identity. In short, it is in this complex context 
that racism highlights its multiplicity. As many researchers have pointed out (Gilroy 1987; Miles 
1993), the focus should be on how different racisms manifest themselves as they affect specific 
groups in various locations and times. Islamophobia is arguably a modern mutation of overt 
racism, a form that is affecting the homogenised ‘Asian’ within Britain.  

In contemporary times, Muslims have been presented as ‘primitive, violent ... and 
oppressive’ whereas the West is traditionally considered ‘civilised, reasonable ... and non-sexist’ 
(The Runnymede Trust 1997, 6).  Following 9/11, Britain saw community relations worsen as 
‘anyone who wore a turban, or simply “looked Asian” was at risk of physical assault or verbal 
abuse’ (Ratcliffe 2004, 9). Similarly, two weeks after the 7/7 attacks on London, more than 30 
‘Islamophobic’ incidents were reported to the police in Sheffield, South Yorkshire while from 
the beginning of the year to 6 July 2005, only one incident was reported (Allen 2007, 158). In the 
Islamophobic era, British Muslims, who are depicted as ‘Asian’ in the British context (Saeed 
2003), are stereotyped as ‘dangerous social problems’ (Archer 2006, 55) and stigmatized as 
‘terrorist warriors’ (Salih 2004, 998). Athwal et al. (2010, 10) analysed 660 cases of racial 
violence across the UK during 2009 noting that: ‘Asians, who are recognisably Muslim and/or 
working in isolating trades or living in poor communities where they do not enjoy strength of 
numbers, are at greatest risk. Just over 45 per cent of victims were Asian’. This statistic is 
extremely high when we consider that British Asians constitute 3.6 million, or just over 4 per 
cent, of the total population of Britain.   

Johnson (2007, 24) argues that without our noticing, Britain is ‘becoming a society 
increasingly divided by race and religion’ and as a result, British Muslims in particular are not 
only becoming isolated, but seen as the ‘enemy within’ (Allen 2007; Ratcliffe 2004). For Poole 
and Richardson (2006, 99), the contemporary perception of Islam is that: ‘Muslim values are 
represented at odds with “British” values that question Muslims’ ability to fit in’. Hence, British 
Asians appear to be on the receiving end of ‘symbolic racism’ within contemporary western 
societies (Gilroy 1987; Van Dijk 1993). Arguably, symbolic racism has become a synonym for 
Islamophobia in recent times.      

Allen (2007, 144; 147) describes Islamophobia as an ‘inconclusive’ and ‘bland term’ while 
Halliday (1999, 898) prefers the term ‘anti-Muslimism’. The first real definition of Islamophobia 
was witnessed in a Runnymede Trust report (1997, 1) which stated that it is the ‘shorthand way 
of referring to dread or hatred of Islam – and, by extension, to fear or dislike of all or most 
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Muslims’. Allen (2007, 149) criticises this definition insisting that ‘phobias are irrational’ 
resulting in ‘reflective dialogue [becoming] all but impossible’ while adding that Islamophobia 
as a ‘stand-alone concept’ connotes that ‘prejudice against Muslims is unrelated to other forms of 
prejudice’. This idea then assumes that Islam and Muslims are separate entities and it rejects the 
notion that discrimination can cut across other identity markers such as ‘race’, ethnicity and 
class.  

In a bid to separate anti-Muslimism and Islamophobia, Allen (2007, 153) notes: 

The act of spitting on someone is far from Islamophobic in itself but spitting on 
someone because they are Muslim would be more than likely based on some anti-
Muslim ideological premise. It is therefore the recognition of ‘Muslim-ness’ or ‘Islamic-
ness’ and a response to that which is Islamophobic and nothing more.     

In other words, if one dislikes Muslims for simply ‘looking’ Muslim, ‘acting’ Muslim or 
‘talking’ Muslim, then they embrace an Islamophobic ideological position. Halliday (1999, 898) 
summarises adding that Islamophobia is not just to oppose the Muslim ‘faith’ or ‘culture’, but it 
is to oppose the ‘people’ as a whole.  

This general trend suggests that if Islam continues to be presented as incompatible with the 
British ‘way of life’, it may have direct ramifications for British Asian footballers.  

Methodology 

The empirical work the article is grounded upon is part of a wider study examining the British 
Asian exclusion from English professional football. The research methodology chosen was that 
of ‘action research’ as the investigation aims to ‘make improvements to that environment’ 
(Denscombe, 2002, 26). The work includes the thoughts of 59 individual participants within the 
field, and using purposive, theoretical and snowball sampling methods, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with two FA members, five football academies, five centres of 
excellences, two overseas professional British Asian players, nine semi-professional British 
Asian players, three amateur British Asian players, two professional clubs, nine British Asian 
founded grassroots level organisations and three anti-racist organisations.  

This research highlighted 38 barriers which include the lack of grassroots teams in 
predominantly British Asian populated environments, the failures of the scouting system and the 
lack of role models. That said, there were considerable overlaps between most barriers. For 
instance, overt racism could be fitted into an overarching ‘racisms’ category which includes both 
overt and covert forms. This overarching category then links with ‘all-Asian’ football 
environments as racisms, notably overt forms, acted as an ‘accelerant’ in their formation 
(Bradbury 2011, 81). The recruitment system, both past and present, continues to overlook these 
structures meaning that Asian heritage players participate outside the radar of recruiters 
(Randhawa 2011). Thus, overt racism is connected with other exclusionary forces which 
illustrates that this barrier plays a considerable role in the paucity of British Asian footballers.       

British Asians, Overt Racism and Football 

I’ve heard it [overt racism] a lot. You know, ‘Paki’, ‘you should be working in the 
corner shop’ [...] On average I probably hear that stuff once every two games. 
(Interview, British Pakistani semi-professional footballer, 28 April 2011) 

For Carrington and McDonald (2001, 2) sport presents a paradox as it has, on the one hand, been 
used as an arena to challenge ‘racisms’ while on the other, ‘it has provided a platform for racist 
sentiments to be most clearly expressed’. In recent decades, anti-racist initiatives have attempted 
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to tackle overt racism in football while the FA have passed legislation under the Football 
Offences Act (1991) to stamp out racist chants (Back et al. 2001). Nevertheless, ‘despite the 
efforts of the anti-racist football movement in challenging terrace racism, many English football 
stadia continue to be hostile environments for minority ethnic groups’ (Burdsey 2007, 41). In 
short, players and fans may still suffer overt discrimination within football. Although equality 
and anti-racist legislation has been passed in recent years, to what extent does overt racism or 
Islamophobia affect British Asian players? For one British Indian semi-professional footballer: 

You hear it [racism] at away games [...] But it’s how you take it, I know it’s a horrible 
thing to say but I’ve had it most of the season. I can name the number of games on one 
hand where I haven’t had it and we’ve played 46 games. Home games, your fans will 
love you. But away games, it’s completely different as they make it as bad as ever. But 
I’m cocky and I just have a little chit chat back every now and again [...] It’s never the 
players though, it’s the fans mostly. (Interview, 4 May 2011)  

For this player, overt racism is almost a weekly encounter. Hence, this example indicates 
that football is yet another social field in which broader societal views are regularly expressed. 
But as this interviewee notes, it is ‘how you take it’ that matters. In response, one could suggest 
that players have to be mentally strong in order to advance within football. Yet, players should 
not have to encounter this discrimination and policies should either be reconsidered or newly 
implemented in order to further protect players from this abuse.     

Lusted (2009, 725) highlights that ‘racism in English sport is often more entrenched ... at the 
local, rather than at the professional, level’. In the higher echelons of the game, more protection 
is provided for both the players and fans. For example, police officers and stewards provide off 
the pitch security while the referee and his/her assistants supply protection for the players. 
Frosdick and Newton (2006) emphasise the safety of the Premier League. In January 2002, the 
Premier League took a snapshot survey which noted: ‘Of the 306,595 people who attended the 
ten elite matches, only 20 were arrested and 58 ejected’ (Frosdick and Newton 2006, 410). 
Interestingly, of the 20 arrests, 15 were for drunkenness but none were for articulating racist 
discourse. However, one would expect overt racism in the grassroots sphere to be more prevalent 
as cameras are absent and one’s only protection against racism is with the ‘man in black’.  

That said, Long’s (2000) research suggested that there appears to be a ‘denial of racism’ 
within local sport. Yet, Burdsey (2004a, 290) highlights examples of overt racism and violence 
within the grassroots game as ‘in both 1997 and 1998, players from Bari FC (based in Essex) 
were verbally and physically assaulted by opposition teams, resulting in one player being beaten 
unconscious’. He continues by noting that in 2002 Guru Nanak FC’s (from Leicester) players 
were ‘attacked by a mob of skinheads wielding baseball bats and bottles’ (Burdsey 2004a, 290). 
For Modood (1992), British Asians encounter a form of ‘double racism’ which incorporates both 
skin colour and ‘Islamic’ culture. One British Bangladeshi semi-professional footballer notes his 
accounts of racism in the game:  

I’ve been spat at. I’ve been called this, that, and so forth [...] We’ve travelled to places 
all over England where they don’t have Black or Minority Ethnic communities like 
London have so it’s new to them. There’s been cases where people have tried to drive 
over us in the car park. We’ve gone to our bus and people have zoomed up and tried to 
hit you in their cars and we’ve had to jump out of the way and stuff. I’m only talking 
three, four years ago. I actually broke my leg playing about three years ago, and as I was 
coming in and out of consciousness [...] I could hear someone in the crowd saying: ‘Get 
up you Paki, the corner shop’s over there’. For me, I just accepted it. Even now when I 
go and play I just accept the fact that from some part of that team or some part of that 
crowd you’re gonna get something. I expect it. (Interview, 5 April 2011)  
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This account highlights the persisting nature of overt racism in football. Even when this 
interviewee had broken his tibia while playing, he was still labelled a ‘Paki’ and told to get back 
to his ‘corner shop’. Moreover, the fact that this player has been ‘spat at’ and almost knocked 
over by the cars of opposition players/fans is not something that anyone should ‘expect’ when 
one ventures to play semi-professional football in the twenty-first century. The oral testimony 
indicates that some football fans have adopted a version of ‘Englishness’ that is 

constructed around the celebration of a quasi-mythical English history and utopian 
images of suburban/rural life, free from the alleged problems of inner city (and ipso 
facto minority ethnic) communities. It stresses a perceived common ancestry and 
homogeneity of English culture and in the process, constructs a notion of ‘Englishness’ 
that is palpably monocultural (Burdsey 2006a, 15).   

Put simply, British Asians are deemed a threat to football’s hegemonic ‘whiteness’. As 
Bourdieu (2012, 175) notes, ‘Through the introduction of new members into a family , a clan, or 
a club, the whole definition of the group, i.e., its fines, its boundaries, and its identity, is put at 
stake, exposed to redefinition, alteration, adulteration’. For some fans then, British Asians (new 
members) are racially abused in order to prevent ‘their’ inclusion (alteration).    

As we have previously alluded to, Burdsey (2004a, 298) argues that ‘issues of “race” and 
racism at amateur level might make a more substantial contribution to this under-representation 
by restricting the progress of British Asian players into the higher echelons of the game’. 
McGuire et al. (2001) provide empirical work to test the idea that racism poses a barrier for 
British Asian football players. They note that over 90 per cent of Asian heritage players saw both 
‘racist supporters’ and ‘institutional racism’ as being obstacles for entry into professional football 
(McGuire et al. 2001, 75). Hitherto, the testimonies presented reinforce this notion.  

Although Burdsey’s (2007, 59) research ‘did not uncover any specific incidents of 
Islamophobia’, it was still necessary to pursue this line of exploration within this research. For 
the following British Pakistani Muslim footballers, 9/11 had a real impact on their careers: 

Recently, one of my teammates said to me: ‘People told me not to trust you’. I said: 
‘What? That’s a bit random’. He said that people had told him that Muslims strap 
themselves up and go into people’s houses and bomb people. I was like: ‘Oh my God’ 
[...] I didn’t know what to say. He was the only one brave enough to tell me but I know 
there were other people with loads of thoughts about me. (Interview, 20 May 2011) 

When it happened I knew the consequence of it. There’s gonna be a backlash and we’re 
gonna get it. It did affect the football a little bit because even some of my own players 
were questioning me and saying: ‘Why? What happened’? I said: ‘I don’t know, I’m in 
the same boat as you guys’. I didn’t have a clue why they did it. Some of my mates 
questioned me and this one time in a training session, I got into a scrap with one of 
them. He was a big lad but the ball was completely gone and he smashed me. He goes: 
‘That’s from us’. (Interview, 19 March 2011) 

The latter account indicates that he, somehow, was deemed personally responsible for the 
terrorist attack on New York. The, ‘That’s from us’ comment suggests a simplistic binary 
division on racial grounds, what Cottle (2000, 2) calls ‘the west and the rest’. For Puwar (2005), 
this player’s ‘racialized body’ aligns him with Islamic extremists. In short, he becomes the 
‘enemy within’ (Saeed 2003). This phenomenon was not uncommon as Islamophobic attacks on 
British Asians increased heavily following both 9/11 and 7/7 (Allen 2007; Ratcliffe 2004). The 
rejection of Muslim or Asian identities can also be observed in the following comments: 
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You say after a bit: ‘Why me, I didn’t do it’ [9/11], you know, so why just pick on me?’ 
Obviously you get stupid shouts, you know, really stupid shouts. This one time we were 
playing and I was in midfield and I accidentally handballed it and their central 
midfielder shouted out: ‘It’s not a bomb mate’. (Interview, British Pakistani Muslim 
semi-professional footballer, 19 March 2011) 

One of the worst incidents I had was playing for [an ‘all-Asian’ club] [...] It was the first 
game of the season and we were going to play [a semi-professional team]. So [...] 
everyone’s dressed in their black suits and as we got into their town; the first thing I 
noticed was a crowd of people just sitting there and they were just imitating bombs 
saying: ‘There’s a bomb over there’. That was my first image of league football and that 
doesn’t serve good for the rest of the five years that I played in that league. So, I thought 
to myself, this is what we’re going to have to put up with every week. (Interview, 
British Bangladeshi semi-professional footballer, 5 April 2011) 

As Burdsey (2004a, 299) suggests, a major exclusionary force which marginalises British 
Asian players is rooted in ‘issues of “race” and racism’. However, McGuire et al. (2001, 77) 
articulate that it would be rather simplistic to conclude that it is ‘racism alone that is affecting’ 
entry. Hence, academics such as Bains and Patel (1996), Burdsey (2004a; 2004b; 2006b; 2007; 
2009) and Johal (2001) comprehend the duality of barriers. Significantly though, despite Bains 
and Patel (1996, 5) noting that ‘institutional racism plays a large part in reducing prospects for 
footballing recruits from Asian communities’, thus centralising institutional forms of racism, 
overt racism was surprisingly absent from their report. Yet, this research has uncovered that overt 
racism and Islamophobia is still ingrained within the grassroots and semi-professional spheres. 
Ergo, it is no surprise that British Asians continue to participate in ‘all-Asian’ structures 
(Burdsey 2004a; 2006). Arguably, these environments provide elements of safety, tradition and 
community.      

‘All-Asian’ Footballing Structures 

Asian kids need to get out of Asian only leagues. I know why they were set up, I 
understand, but if they want to play the game they shouldn’t use Asian only leagues as 
the vehicle to get scouted. (Interview, British Pakistani overseas professional footballer, 
14 November 2011)       

It has been suggested that British Asians are excluded from English professional football because 
they are continually overlooked by the recruitment system (Bains and Patel 1996; Burdsey 
2004a; 2006b; 2007). One could argue that a fundamental barrier for British Asians is that many 
do not compete in mainstream environments and thus ‘remain extremely unlikely to be identified 
and recruited by professional clubs’ (Burdsey 2007, 51). In turn, a ‘blaming the blamed’ mindset 
becomes apparent as British Asians are considered culpable for their own exclusion. ‘All-Asian’ 
founded organisations such as Guru Nanak FC (in Gravesend), Paak United FC (in Nelson), 
Coventry Sporting FC, Punjab United (north Wolverhampton) and Punjab Rovers (south 
Wolverhampton), all formed in the 1960s, and along with the Asian Premier League (APL), set 
up the 1990s, have become termed as ‘segregationist’ rather than inclusive (Bains and Johal 
1998; Burdsey 2006b; 2009). The following interviewee note:  

You’ve got to integrate with the white British people. You’re not gonna achieve 
anything if you don’t integrate with the white British people. At the end of the day, 
they’re the ones running the game. (Interview, British Pakistani scout, 27 May 2011) 
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Are they happy being a big fish in a little pond? They’ve got to want it; I don’t know if 
it’s down to desire? (Interview, white British recruitment officer, 9 July 2011)  

However, the empirical work presented throughout this article illustrates that ‘all-Asian’ 
footballing structures are still necessary as they provide safety. The oral testimonies emphasise 
that those who venture into mainstream structures are exposed to racism and sometimes violence. 
One British Indian coach and founder of an ‘all-Asian’ league said: 

It was about having the opportunity to play in an environment where you’re not gonna 
be called ‘Paki’ [...] You’re in an environment where it’s comfortable and you feel you 
can express yourself and play with a swagger as opposed to playing in an environment 
which isn’t welcoming. (Interview, 3 June 2011) 

Although many of these organisations were established several decades ago when overt 
racism was arguably considered an even greater social problem, this research indicates that 
unfortunately ‘all-Asian’ environments remain indispensable. Moreover, ‘mono-ethnic’ 
structures also allow socially alienated communities the opportunity to participate in sport. In 
contemporary times, for British Asian players to compete and progress in mainstream structures 
they must possess certain footballing attributes but none more so than being thick-skinned and 
mentally strong. However, policies should be introduced to further challenge the racial abuse that 
British Asian footballers encounter. 

Policy Recommendations 

As this research has illustrated, overt racism is a common feature in the lower spheres of English 
football. British Asian players who compete in mainstream environments thus need greater 
protection from this abuse. The FAs ‘Code of Conduct’ document highlights unacceptable player 
behaviour within the grassroots sphere. Although it does not explicitly cite racism as 
unacceptable behaviour per se, it does state that using offensive, insulting or abusive language is 
a breach of conduct. The research informing this article has uncovered that these breaches are 
commonplace.  

Multiple oral testimonies have thus indicated that British Asians feel they have limited 
protection and a lack of support from football officials, the FA, County FAs and local leagues. 
The following oral testimony embodies these sentiments:  

One of the away parents swore at him [his son] and called him a ‘black bastard’. I stood 
up and looked at the managers, the referee and the chairman. I turned around and made 
sure they knew I was looking at them. I was thinking: ‘Referee, man in the black, why 
haven’t you fucking stopped this game’? [...] But the manager just put his head down, 
the chairman just looked the other way and the referee just fucking carried on. 
Everybody heard it, everybody saw it. Afterwards, none of the managers lodged a 
complaint, none of the chairmen took it up, nobody did fuck all about it [...] It’s all a 
closed shop isn’t it. It all seems to be sealed off from every corner and we’re just not 
gonna allow you boys [British Asians] in. (Interview, parent of British Indian former 
centre of excellence footballer, 2 August 2011)    

As this example shows, there appears to be an ignorance or reluctance regarding combating 
overt racism. Arguably, a series of tighter rules and regulations must be enforced in order to 
protect British Asian footballers.2 Primary and secondary research has revealed that the

2 For more information on anti-racist policy recommendations in grassroots football please see the work of Lusted 
(2009). 
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following five recommendations for reform could be the most significant ways in which to tackle 
overt forms of racism in grassroots football. For example, policies one and two were frequently 
articulated by research participants while policies three, four and five were constructed following 
our extensive literature review.  

1. Counties and leagues must adopt standard tariffs on penalties for racism.
2. Referees, as well as county and league committee members, should hold and attend

racial equality training events. These events should highlight important issues such
as how we identify racism.

3. County and league websites should clearly provide a link to the FA ‘Code of
Conduct’ document. However, this document should be amended to explicitly
incorporate the types of discrimination that are unacceptable E.g. Racism,
Islamophobia, sexism, homophobia, etc.

4. Before the first match of the season commences, the referee should brief both teams
on acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, again explicitly pinpointing
unacceptable forms.

5. An anti-racism text messaging service should be created whereby fans can
anonymously text complaints concerning overt racism (Hampshire FA are already
trialling this combative measure).

Lusted (2009, 735) argues ‘one of the biggest barriers for meaningful ethnic minority 
involvement in local football in England seems to be the inability of those in power locally to 
recognize the structural sources of “race”-based inequalities’. Put simply, ‘race’ and racism, 
which are commonly ‘denied’ in these environments (Long 2000), need to be made visible. In 
sum, until overt racism is contested, British Asian footballers may continue to compete in ‘all-
Asian’ structures.3 In consequence, this arguably maintains the racial status-quo and exacerbates
the British Asian exclusion from professional football. Introducing stringent policies that 
challenge overt forms of racism is just one way in which the British Asian football inclusion 
could be assisted. 

Conclusion(s)   

While English professional football is perceived to have set the benchmark on anti-racism 
(Burdsey 2011), when compared with other European football leagues, the oral testimonies that 
filter throughout this article demonstrate that overt racism and Islamophobia are far from beaten 
at the local level. This entrenched racism acted as an accelerant in the formation of ‘all-Asian’ 
football structures. British Asians are thus blamed for their own subordinate position which, in 
turn, refutes or denies that racisms have assisted in this segregation. As few players of Asian 
heritage have succeeded in the professional ranks, problematic stereotypes have been reified, i.e. 
British Asians place emphasis on education/cricket, preference on insularity. ‘All-Asian’ football 
structures then, which were formed against a backdrop of racial abuse, have exacerbated the 
British Asian exclusion as they have been overlooked by talent identification systems. Although 
they have been criticised, these safe and supportive ‘mono-ethnic’ structures serve a purpose as 
racism is still embedded in mainstream football environments. 

3 Burdsey (2009, 716) notes that ‘all-Asian’ structures are changing as the APL now ‘restricts the number of British 
Asian players that can turn out for each team’. He provides an ethnic breakdown of the players for the 2006 league season 
noting that ‘51% were British Bangladeshi, 16% were British Asian Other, 12% were white, 11% were African-
Caribbean, 4% were Somali, and 6% were of other backgrounds’ (Burdsey 2009, 716). Furthermore, ‘an increasing 
number of British Asian clubs are now playing in mixed-ethnicity leagues ... [But] Of course, players in mixed leagues 
still experience problems’ (Burdsey, 2007, 55). It is this latter point that this articles examines. But, in short, it appears 
that ‘all-Asian’ organisations are beginning to racially diversify. One could suggest that increasing the ethnic diversity in 
these structures may therefore increase the chances of being identified by professional clubs.   
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In sum, the FA should implement anti-racist policies across all affiliated leagues. With 
stricter and more coherent rules in place, as we have already highlighted, one could suggest that 
the frequency of racial abuse may decline. If mainstream structures are made more welcoming 
for British Asian players and racism is quelled, the need for ‘mono-ethnic’ leagues may decline. 
In turn, British Asians will participate on a ‘level playing field’ and will compete under the gaze 
of recruiters. Challenging overt racism and Islamophobia in the lower strata of English football 
could therefore provide the catalyst for inclusion for the next generation of British Asian 
footballers.       
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