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This volume is dedicated to martyrs, survivors, refugees, immigrants, the displaced
and activists within the ongoing conflicts in the Arab, Middle Eastern and Muslim
worlds, many of whom use sport and movement to resist, subvert and challenge
neo-colonial violence and oppression in their everyday lives.
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INTRODUCTION: THE CASE FOR
ARAB, MIDDLE EASTERN, AND
MUSLIM PERSPECTIVES ON SPORT

Adam Ehsan Ali* and Umer Hussain®

*Western University, Canada
*Wilkes University, USA

In the extant scholarship, there remains a paucity of sociological literature on the
role and place of sport within the Arab World and the Middle East that cen-
tralizes a critical Muslim perspective. This is significant given both its immense
geographical scope and the continued and emerging social and political issues
within the Muslim world, in which sport and physical cultures play an important
role (Reiche & Sorek, 2019). These issues include the recent entrance of Arab
states into the Western sporting landscape, with examples including Saudi
Arabia’s partnership with the PGA tour (Davis et al., 2023) and Qatar’s hosting
of the 2022 FIFA World Cup (Qadri, 2022); the lasting impact of colonial leg-
acies (Prouse, 2013) and ongoing Western interventions in the Arab and Muslim
world (Hussain & Cunningham, 2022), and the role of sport in perpetuating and
challenging the resulting inequities (see Spaaij et al., 2015), violence (see Guilbert,
2004), and mass displacement (see Rocha & Xiao, 2022) within Muslim and Arab
communities.

This omission is significant within the context of the groundbreaking partici-
pation of the first hijab-wearing footballer, Nouhaila Benzina, in the 2023 FIFA
Women’s World Cup (WWC), which has reignited conversations in the Western
world concerning the “state of women” within Muslim and Arab nations. Such
conversations often pivot around racialized and gendered constructions of
Muslim men as violent and misogynistic and of Muslim women as passive and in
need of saving from an inherently patriarchal culture (Abu-Lughod, 2002; Lewis,
1996; Yegenoglu, 1998). And yet, sport and physical activity have been central to
the activism of women within these nations, highlighted recently by the 2022
“Woman, Life, Freedom” movement in Iran. This advocacy as well as the
increasing presence of Muslim women like Benzina, Ibtihaj Muhammad, Bilgis
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2 Introduction

Abdul-Qaadir, Ruqgaya Al-Ghasra, and others within Western, Arab, and Middle
Eastern sport media landscapes have acted as important counternarratives to the
problematic and myopic perceptions of Muslim women as agentless and out-of-
place within sport settings (Samie & Sehlikoglu, 2015).

Moreover, sports have evolved into a formidable instrument for galvanizing
social movements within Arab and Middle Eastern societies. These movements
have opposed state-authorized repression, contested Western supremacy, pro-
pelled nation-building endeavors, and fortified community resilience, illustrating
the profound impact of sport in reshaping these regions. The Gaza Sunbirds, a
para-cycling team in Palestine, represents a recent example of such a movement.
This group of athletes has provided community aid across the Gaza Strip amid
Israel’s genocidal campaign and has inspired rides of solidarity within the
international community to help fund their work and humanize the Palestinian
community. Examples such as these stand in stark contrast to the inaction by
international (Western-led) sporting federations such as FIFA and the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee in responding to this crisis.

Given this context, grasping how individuals across Muslim, Middle Eastern,
and Arab cultures engage in and experience sport as athletes, coaches, spectators,
administrators, and consumers is essential to enriching and broadening discourse
within the sport studies scholarship (see Andrews, 2002; Thibault, 2009; Zeigler,
2007). Scholars have, however, persistently recognized and illuminated the
pervasive and escalating “Eurocentrism” that underpins much of the existing
sport scholarship in this area (Chen & Mason, 2019; Hussain & Cunningham,
2022; Singer, 2005). For example, Chen and Mason (2019) registered that the
sport management literature is profoundly entrenched in epistemic injustices and
have urged scholars to foreground and critically address the underlying structures
of settler colonialism within this area. Likewise, Hussain and Cunningham (2022)
conducted a scoping review of existing research on Muslim communities in sport.
The authors found that most of the research on Muslim communities is con-
ducted in Western contexts (62.4%) with a special focus on Muslim women.
Hussain and Cunningham (2022) further argued that an Orientalist trope exists in
the current research concerning Muslim communities. Thus, there remains a
notable gap in the literature concerning the sporting experiences of Muslim
communities residing in Muslim-majority countries and, more broadly, across the
Global South from a non-Western and non-Eurocentric perspective.

Nonetheless, mega-events such as the FIFA 2022 Men’s World Cup in Qatar
and the increasing emphasis on professional sports in Middle Eastern countries
(e.g., the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates mega-events
investment) have sparked a renewed interest in the relationship between
Muslim-majority nations and sports (see Al-Emadi et al., 2024; Brannagan &
Giulianotti, 2014; Dergaa et al., 2022; Grix et al., 2023). Despite this renewed
interest, and as mentioned previously, there remains a notable dearth of sociolog-
ical literature examining the role and significance of sportin the Arab World and the
Middle East, especially through a critical “Muslim perspective” (Amara, 2011;
Hussain & Cunningham, 2022). Our definition of this perspective aligns with that of
Re-Orient: The Journal of Critical Muslim Studies, which characterizes it “by a
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series of epistemological orientations, rather than by substantive properties, per-
manent categories, or persistent methodologies” (The Editorial Board, 2015, p. 6).
These orientations are grouped into four categories: (1) a critique of Eurocentrism,
(2) an ongoing suspicion of positivism and neutrality in knowledge production, (3) a
recognition of the importance of critiquing Orientalism, and (4) an embracing of
post-colonial and decolonial thinking. The lack of substantive consideration for
critical Muslim perspectives within the field of sports studies is particularly signif-
icant given the region’s vast population (e.g., 50 Muslim-majority countries) and its
persistent and emerging sociopolitical dynamics (see Reiche & Sorek, 2019). The
chapters that follow in this volume aim to take up one or more of these epistemo-
logical orientations.

In the current global discourse, moreover, a range of critical developments
warrant scholars to take a critical “Muslim perspective” to understand the issues
of Muslim communities within the Global South and beyond. The Western
violence in Arab regions, for example, Western bloc support for the Israeli regime
in opposition to the Palestinian cause and the wars in Syria and Iraq, further
underscores the complex historical and contemporary contexts that shape these
communities and their physical activity participation. These events also highlight
the interplay between global sports, neo-liberalism, capitalism, and the enduring
influence of colonial and post-colonial legacies.

As such, and in alignment with the principles of critical Muslim studies noted
above, the purpose of this edited book volume is to use sport and physical cul-
tures as a lens to (a) interrogate and challenge Orientalist, Eurocentric, and
positivist narratives surrounding Arab and Middle Eastern cultures and com-
munities; (b) engage with intersectional, post-colonial, and decolonial frame-
works to advance the scholarship; and (c) amplify and validate the sporting
knowledge and lived experiences of individuals living within the Muslim world
and beyond. This volume, thus, addresses the pressing need for a critical Muslim
studies perspective on sport and physical cultures in the Arab World, the Middle
East, and North Africa. We endeavored to do so by uniting a diverse group of
established and emerging scholars to explore and write about sport and the
Muslim world.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE VOLUME:
CHALLENGING ORIENTALISM AND BEYOND

As seen in the description of chapters to come, one of the major contributions of
this edited collection is its engagement with Edward Said’s (1978) description and
critique of Orientalism. In his groundbreaking work of the same name, Said
defines Orientalism as “an enormously systematic discipline by which European
culture was able to manage — and even produce — the Orient politically, socio-
logically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively” (p. 3). Said’s
work demonstrates how the Orient, or the “Middle East” in its more modern
iteration, and its inhabitants are represented as backward, antidemocratic,
barbaric, and underdeveloped within Euro-American texts, popular media, and
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government policy. In doing so, this overarching framework constructs and
maintains an incommensurable difference between the West and the “Muslim”
world, the latter of which flattens diverse cultures, regions, religions and nations
within the Middle East, the Arab world, North Africa, and South Asia into a
singular and homogenous form. This is accomplished through Orientalism’s
concomitant portrayal of the West as a rational, modern, democratic and
advanced civilization, a portrayal that is juxtaposed with the constructed inferi-
ority of Muslims.

As previously noted, this Orientalist discourse is gendered in ways that
characterize Muslim men as dangerous patriarchs and Muslim women as passive
victims and assumes that the Muslim world is universally and inherently
homophobic. The West, conversely, is reproduced as the beacon of sexual
liberation for women and LGBTQ+ communities. And in post-9/11 repertoires
of Orientalism, these stereotypes have been amplified through the construction of
Muslims as inherently suspicious and always possibly on the brink of committing
terrorist violence. Such representations have served as justifications for US-led
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that have resulted in the deaths of thousands of
citizens in these nations while also paving the way for counter-terrorism regimes
operating in Western nations that have surveilled, detained, and criminalized
Muslim communities. They have also enflamed anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant
rhetoric and have become omnipresent within discourses of rising alt-right
political figures within North America, the United Kingdom, and Western
Europe.

Through the chapters to come, this collection critically engages with and
builds from the sport studies literature on Orientalism and other non-Western
perspectives, which we contend is simultaneously burgeoning but relatively
nascent within the sociological scholarship. This work has critiqued Western
representations of Muslim sportswomen (Amara, 2012; 2008; Samie, 2017; Samie
& Sehlikoglu, 2015; Samie & Toffoletti, 2018), Muslim sportsmen (Hussain &
Bien-Aimé, 2024; Burdsey, 2016; 2007; Falcous & Silk, 2006; Malcolm et al.,
2010), sport mega-events hosted by Muslim nations (Swart & Hussain, 2023), and
sport for development and peace (SDP) (Darnell, 2014). Recent scholarship has
focused on the rise of sport as a tool for the deradicalization of Muslim and
migrant youth within the post-9/11 era (Ali, 2024; Ali & King, 2021). This work
has found that Orientalist assumptions implying that Muslim-looking people and
communities are especially susceptible to violent extremism inform dominant
representations of this growing phenomenon.

There is limited literature that has also focused on how Orientalist portrayals
of Muslim men and women in sport have been contested within the West.
Nishfa Rizwan and Adam Ali (2025), for example, traced social media reactions
to the celebrations of Nouhaila Benzina at the 2023 FIFA WWC. Their findings
suggest that online spaces can be sites for the reproduction of Orientalist and
Islamophobic ideas regarding Muslim women but also act as important sites
for resisting such representations. These findings are mirrored in research illu-
minating the ways in which Muslim sportswomen have utilized digital media
to challenge racialized and gendered stereotypes (Ahmad & Thorpe, 2020).
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Indeed, leading scholars in the field, such as Aarti Ratna (2024, 2016, 2011;
Ratna & Samie, 2017) and Stanley Thangaraj (2015, 2010), have demonstrated
the ways that Muslim and South Asian men and women have both navigated
and resisted challenges in Western sport spaces. Finally, Umer Hussain’s
exploration of the lived experiences of Pakistani women sport managers in
Gilgit Baltistan (Hussain et al., 2023) and Kabaddi and Kho-Kho athletes in
Southern Punjab (Hussain & Cunningham, 2021) stand as important exceptions
to the lack of sociological scholarship focusing on Muslim sportswomen in
non-Western nations.

This collection both builds from and extends the existing scholarly literature in
the following ways: first, it centers and privileges the experiences of athletes and
sport participants who reside in Arab and Middle Eastern nations, and, as such, it
is one of the first substantive sociological volumes to highlight perspectives that
have been largely subjugated within the academic literature. Second, it offers
nuanced, contested and heterogeneous analyses of sport topics central to this
region, including gender equality, religion, mass media, mega-events, social media,
war and conflict, international relations, and liberation movements. In doing so,
the collection unsettles Orientalist, homogenous framings of Muslim, Middle
Eastern, and Arab nations, communities, and people within the sport studies
literature. Third, and relatedly, the volume challenges these monolithic framings
through a variety of methodologies, including media analyses, ethnography, cul-
tural studies, and case studies. As such, the collection provides a diverse meth-
odological and theoretical roadmap for current and future researchers seeking a
complex understanding of Muslim, Middle Eastern, and Arab sporting cultures.
Finally, most of our contributors have familial, religious, geographic, national,
and cultural connections to the communities highlighted in this book. Many reside
in the communities that they write about, while for some, English is not their first
language. As such, this book represents an important intervention into the current
(mostly Western-based) scholarship on sport within Muslim, Middle Eastern, and
Arab communities because it privileges oft-subjugated voices within the academy.
Our hope is that this volume helps spark a movement toward resisting and
unsettling Eurocentric forms of hegemony within the critical sport studies field,
particularly as it relates to research focused on subaltern communities.

INTRODUCTION OF CHAPTERS

This edited book volume brings together 11 insightful chapters that explore the
multifaceted intersection of sport, culture, and societal challenges in the Arab
World, the Middle East, and North Africa. The chapters in this volume cover
various topics and regions, including media portrayals of Turkey’s women’s
volleyball team, Morocco’s FIFA 2022 World Cup success, and political tensions
surrounding Iranian football. Other contributors have focused on gender
dynamics in Saudi Arabia, Oman, and across the Middle East and the lived
experiences of Muslim Palestinian footballers under the Israeli occupation. The
volume also examines the historical role of the Algerian National Liberation
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Front football team during the independence movement. Together, these 11
chapters explore the intersections of sport, culture, and society in these regions.

In Chapter 1, Asma Khalil traces the relationship between gender, race, and
sport within Oman, where she interviewed several women pioneers working within
the nation’s Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Youth and its Olympic Committee.
Interpreting her conversations with her participants through decolonial and
Islamic feminist theory and utilizing creative storytelling and vignettes to share
their perspectives, Khalil highlights the experiences of sport leadership and
governance for women in Oman, outlines the unique challenges they face working
in this field, and offers recommendations for addressing them.

In Chapter 2, Guilherme Silva Pires de Freitas and Felipe Antonio Honorato
examine the historical case of Equipe FLN to illustrate how sport served as a
unifying force during Algeria’s independence struggle. The study results sug-
gested that the FLN team’s advocacy was arguably one of the most impactful
tools of the revolutionary movement. This is because the FLN team’s advocacy
deeply aligned with the objectives outlined in Algeria’s Declaration of Indepen-
dence, which aimed to foster solidarity among Maghreb nations supporting
Algeria’s struggle and raise international awareness about the atrocities perpe-
trated by French forces. Freitas and Antonio’s work, therefore, underscores the
profound intersection of sports and politics in advancing Algeria’s fight for
sovereignty.

In Chapter 3, Umer Hussain and Adam Ehsan Ali critically explore how
Morocco’s groundbreaking success in reaching the FIFA 2022 World Cup
semi-finals was portrayed by two prominent Western newspaper outlets (i.e., The
Guardian (n = 473) and The New York Times (n = 243). The authors’ analysis
uncovers a recurring pattern in which both publications often framed their
coverage in Orientalist Eurocentric viewpoints. Hussain and Ali registered that
both Western media outlets’ news framing frequently exoticized Morocco’s cul-
tural identity. Their study, therefore, expands the understanding of how Western
media constructs Orientalist narratives around non-Western athletes’ (especially
Muslim men athletes’) accomplishments in global sporting mega-events.

In Chapter 4, Moetiz Samad explores the lived experiences of Muslim athletes
(n = 14) playing football (soccer) in Palestine. Building on the foundational
principles of Critical Race Theory (CRT), this chapter emphasizes the tenet of
counter-narrative and storytelling. Samad, through his research, challenges
colonially informed biases toward Palestinians by the Western world and its
allies. As such, the study’s results highlight the role sport can play as a platform
for peacebuilding and for reflecting core Islamic values for Palestinian athletes.
The chapter concludes by elucidating the implications of the findings and pro-
posing future research directions for explicating Palestinian Muslims’ lived
experiences.

In Chapter 5, Arnost Svoboda, Simona Safafikova, Jorge Knijnik, and Billy
Graeff explore the sport participation of young women from Saudi Arabia,
which has been ostensibly bolstered by the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative.
Through interviews conducted alongside their ethnographic work in the nation,
Svoboda, Safafikova, Knijnik, and Graeff illuminate the tensions concerning
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the democratization of these women’s and girls’ participation by astutely
problematizing the terms and conditions of their experiences in sport and
physical activity. The authors also show how Saudi girls and women at once
acknowledge and navigate the barriers within this context.

In Chapter 6, Mahdi Latififard and Amin Yadegari conduct a framing anal-
ysis of Persian-speaking responses on Twitter/X to the refusal of Iran’s national
football team to sing the national anthem at the 2022 FIFA World Cup in
support of anti-hijab protests that broke out following the killing of Mahsa
Amini by Iran’s morality police on September 16, 2022. Their findings reveal the
omnipresence of government-supported interpretations of Islamic values within
these responses among both anti-regime and pro-regime users, while content
related to both sport and women’s rights themselves was marginalized. In doing
so, they demonstrate the opportunities, challenges and limitations of utilizing
social media as a space for promoting gender-based justice and religious values
through sport in Iran.

In Chapter 7, Irem Kavasoglu and Canan Koca compare exercise and sport
cultures between the early Turkish Republic and contemporary Turkiye through
a combination of historical tracing, phenomenology, and interviews with women
who were once elite athletes in the nation and all of whom are significant figures
within Tiirkiye’s sport landscape. Their analysis notes the significance of Turkish
modernization, particularly in response to Western hegemony, as a central
motivator for increasing women’s participation in physical activity and sport, and
the active roles that their interviewees and many Turkiye women played in
shaping the nation’s global sport presence. At the same time, Kavasoglu and
Koca also reveal how the current sport system in Tirkiye requires further
transformative change toward achieving gender equity.

In Chapter 8, Farah J. Ishaq examines the role of sport organizations in
supporting displaced and refugee communities in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region through sport-based interventions (e.g., football initia-
tives, multi-sport programs, gender-specific activities, and adaptive sports). In his
work, Ishaq highlights the potential of sport to foster inclusion, resilience, and
community building among displaced populations. Nevertheless, he argues that
while various sport-based intervention programs provide significant benefits, they
face ongoing implementation challenges (e.g., resource constraints, cultural and
language barriers, and sustainability concerns). Ishaq concludes with recom-
mendations to improve the effectiveness of sports-based initiatives for a
long-term impact in the MENA region.

In Chapter 9, Muhammad Haroon Rasheed and Rabia Farooq systematically
analyze the existing literature on the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar. The
authors employ a qualitative review with diverse analytical tools to uncover the
multifaceted dynamics, attitudes, barriers, and opportunities linked to sports
participation within the Middle East. Rasheed and Farooq emphasize the eco-
nomic, cultural, and regional importance of hosting mega sporting events, such as
the FIFA World Cup. Moreover, the authors reveal that Qatari scholars have
predominantly led much of the research surrounding the FIFA 2022 World Cup.
Therefore, they highlight a need for broader contributions from regional and
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international researchers to enrich the extant discourse. Additionally, through a
sentiment analysis, they register that many previous studies have approached the
FIFA 2022 World Cup event with a critical negative viewpoint. Rashid and
Farooq’s review, overall, provides valuable insights into understanding the
broader implications of hosting such global events (FIFA 2022 World Cup) in the
Middle East.

In Chapter 10, Emma S. Ariyo, Ryan Turcott, and Katherine C. Stenning
interrogate the narratives surrounding Turkish women volleyball players. The
authors illuminate how these athletes navigate complex social, political, and reli-
gious boundaries utilizing a content analysis of international news media from
2021 to 2024. Their results indicate that Turkish pro-government media predom-
inantly employ a Shameful frame (negative framing). In contrast, international
media and secular Turkish outlets highlighted the athletes as role models or framed
their achievements from a secular perspective (positive framing). Despite these
differences, the overall media coverage was more supportive than critical. Ariyo,
Turcott, and Stenning’s overall study findings illuminate the athletes’ multifaceted
experiences under the conservative Tayyip Erdogan presidential regime.

Finally, in Chapter 11, Marjan Saffari traces the Islamic Republic of Iran’s
mobilization of the sport sector as a tool for promoting its ideological values and
presence within Iran and in the international landscape, but also as a form of
control over sport organizations and athletes. Saffari also offers empirical
examples of the ways that Iranian sportspeople have responded to the oppressive
tactics of the regime, which include activist protests in front of sport stadiums,
athletes eschewing the Iranian flag, moving to other nations and competing under
their banners, and women fans disguising themselves to sneak into football
matches. In doing so, Saffari’s work provides a nuanced perspective of this nation
that critiques the government’s oppressive tactics over sporting life while illu-
minating the agency of Iranian athletes and fans in responding to the Republic.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

While this book volume addresses a broad range of topics related to the Muslim
community, culture, and sports, it indeed leaves several critical issues unex-
plored. Thus, it offers fertile ground for future research in Arab, Middle
Eastern, and Muslim sport. We argue that, in the future, researchers can explore
different research topics related to integrating critical Muslim perspectives to
expand the current scope of sport studies. For instance, in our book volume,
there is a very limited discussion on sects (e.g., Sunni, Shia, Wahhabi, Salafi,
Barelvi, and Deobandi) of Islam and its impact on sport participation, repre-
sentation, and consumption. The intersection of Sharia law with sport con-
sumption and participation also warrants further scholarly attention. Hence, we
argue that investigating diverse theological dimensions could illuminate how
various religious beliefs shape engagement with and perceptions of sport across
different cultural contexts. Moreover, we must reiterate, as other scholars have
(see Hussain & Cunningham, 2022; Toffoletti & Palmer, 2016; Samie, 2013),
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