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CHAPTER 2
Cameroon and the Southwest Region:
Football Between Politics, Economy,
Spirituality, and Transnational Markets

Football is ubiquitous in Cameroon. In Buea, the Southwest Region’s capi-
tal, its presence in everyday social life is hard to escape. Every morning
before 6:00 a.m., as the owners of grocery shops, boutiques, hair salons,
restaurants, and bars are preparing for the working day, young men jog up
and down the main road that connects the town’s central places: the bus
station, the university campus, the town stadium, the council building, the
old Buea Town. Many are running for leisure, perhaps towards a small field
where they will play “santé,” a casual game of football with friends before
the working day begins. Others are headed towards the stadium, which
will soon overflow with football clubs training for the next “inter-quarters,”
wildly popular local competitions.

Football images and words saturate everyday life. Taxi drivers adorn their
vehicles with stickers that depict superstar players, with the English Premier
League’s Chelsea F.C. dominating drivers’ dashboards. Their rear windshields
bear the names of prominent football-related personalities: “Papi London” is
the nickname of a prominent local businessman who funds football compe-
titions; “Papi Mukala” is Clinton N’Jie, a young man from Buea who signed
to play with the French elite club Lyon in 2011. Cameroonians gather in bars
with TV sets to watch the latest matches of elite European leagues, to revel in
performances of superstar Africans playing abroad, and to complain about
the notorious volatility of the “Lions Indomptables,” the “Indomitable Lions,”
the beloved national team that either fabulously shines or utterly disappoints
in international competitions.

Besides this presence in everyday life, football is deeply embedded in
Cameroon’s politics and economy (see also Vidacs 2010). Throughout the
country’s history, football reflected changes in politics, economy, and spiri-
tuality, but also drove them. In the Southwest Region, football reflects the
country’s specific colonial experience, the nature of the postcolonial state
since its 1961 independence, the economic shifts that shaped the country’s
economy in the 1980s and the early 1990s, the ethno-regional cleavages, the
spiritual life of the predominantly Christian regions, and the changes in the
global football market in the 1990s and 2000s. The history of football clubs,
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and later, football academies, in the Southwest Region parallels the history of
this region’s economic and political position in relation to Cameroon’s other
regions, to Cameroon as a whole, and to the expanding transnational markets.

The last point — interaction with transnational processes — is especially
relevant for the arguments and chapters that follow. Since its introduction
by the colonial powers, football in Cameroon has always been immersed in
transnational processes. However, they gained importance with the expan-
sion of the global market for football players and commercialization of
global football in the 1990s. Since the late 1990s, young Cameroonian men
have begun perceiving football as a new opportunity to migrate abroad and
earn a living.

A story from the region serves as a case in point. In 2004, a newly
formed Cameroonian football club assembled and trained a young team of
under-21 players, and in conjunction with partners in Europe, arranged for
the team to travel to Italy and take part in a youth competition. The team’s
performance at the tournament was mediocre at best, but they reportedly
attracted the attention of football scouts. When the time came for the team to
leave for the airport and return to Cameroon, half the team went missing. No
fewer than ten players decided to flee the squad and try their luck individu-
ally in Europe. In the coming years, despite their uncertain status as undocu-
mented migrants, two of the players who fled the squad made it all the way
to clubs in the top tier of elite Italian football, and at least three more signed
contracts in Finland, Switzerland, and Greece. Since this “incident,” the club
in Cameroon has been reluctant to send players for trials abroad. The story,
similar to others of African footballers defecting abroad in order to pursue
their fortune (Okeowo 2016), has become a cautionary tale for the region’s
football coaches and managers. For the young footballers with whom 1
trained in 2014 and 2015, the story was a confirmation of their belief that
opportunities await in Europe, and elsewhere abroad.

The history of the embeddedness of football in the region’s social, politi-
cal, economic, and spiritual life, and also in transnational processes embod-
ied by global markets, is crucial to understanding young men’s disposition to
play football as a means to migrate, and to the discussions and arguments |
put forward in this thesis.

FROM COLONIAL GAMES TO A SOURCE OF REGIONAL PRIDE

Football arrived on the African continent by way of European imperial and
colonial projects. The first recorded matches took place in South Africa in
1862, where teams played matches between “home-born” (British) and
“colonial-born” (South African) white soldiers and civil servants. In the late
19th and early 20th centuries, football matches were documented through-
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out the continent: in Oran (Algeria), Tunis, Cairo (Egypt), Dakar (French West
Africa), Brazzaville (French Equatorial Africa), Léopoldville (Belgian Congo),
and elsewhere. The first matches and tournaments were organized in coastal
trading towns, such as Calabar and Lagos (Nigeria), Cape Coast (Gold Coast,
today Ghana), and Zanzibar. Later on, the game spread to regions where
railway systems were developed, such as Sudan, Cameroon, Southern and
Northern Rhodesia, Congo, and Uganda (Alegi 2010: 2).

At first, football matches were reserved for European settlers and
excluded indigenous populations. However, it was not long before Africans
started participating. The British seem to have been more inclined to include
indigenous populations from the very beginning of their colonial projects,
while others (French, Belgians, Portuguese, and ltalians) were somewhat
slower. One possible reason for this is the combination of the ideology of
“muscular Christianity” and the “civilizing mission” of British colonial proj-
ects. “Muscular Christianity” was an influential movement in 19th century
Britain that espoused physical exercise and maintenance of the athletic body
as central to the development of moral personhood, based on values such as
discipline, asceticism, and self-sacrifice. The movement’s influence was such
that sport became an important element of school curriculums throughout
Great Britain and served as a method for producing disciplined and moral
citizens. Thus throughout their colonies, where British colonial administrators
sought to develop a public school system to “educate” and “civilize” indige-
nous populations into subservience to the Empire, sports and physical educa-
tion were included in school curriculums to help in fulfilling this role (Mangan
1998).° While the British imperialists were probably the first to include
Africans in sports, other colonial countries soon followed, and by the 1930s
and 1940s French and Belgian colonies also accepted that sports were an offi-
cial part of their “colonizing mission.” For instance, In Léopoldville (Belgian
Congo), football was a way “to provide civilized black youth with healthy dis-
tractions and to complete their physical and moral education at the school of
discipline and endurance that the practice of sport entails.”” Football, as sports
in general in different territories of European empires throughout the world,
played an important role in the making of moral subjects.

In Cameroon, football was part-and-parcel of the country’s unique triple
colonial heritage. The area was first colonized by Germany in 1884. In 1916,

6 Aninteresting case in West Africa was that of Sir Frederick Lugard, a governor of the British
Empire in Nigeria in the early 20th century, who urged the creation of a public school system in
the colony to “civilize” the indigenous population. He included “games,” i.e. sports, in school
curriculums. However, his idea to use sport to “educate” the local population was based less on
his zeal for muscular Christianity and more on his faith in the “civilizing” potential of the public
school system, in which sport had already been embedded (Mangan 1998: 101-21).

7 Le Courrier d’Afrique, November 22-23, 1936, cited in Alegi (2010: 4-5).
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during World War 1, the territory was divided between France and Britain,
creating French (East) and British (West) Cameroon, with French Cameroon
being much larger than the British colony. After French Cameroon’s inde-
pendence in 1960 as the independent La Republique du Cameroun, the
British-controlled territories voted in a controversial United Nations-
organized referendum on their future administrative status. They were
however not permitted to form an independent state. The northern parts of
the British-controlled territories voted to join Nigeria. The southern parts
voted to join French Cameroon, thereby reuniting with “La Republique,”
and in 1961 becoming the Southwest and Northwest Regions of the new
Federal Republic of Cameroon. This created an Anglophone minority in a
predominantly Francophone country. Furthermore, in 1972 the federa-
tion was replaced by a unitary state and renamed the United Republic of
Cameroon, and in 1983 renamed yet again as the Republic of Cameroon.
Today, Anglophone Cameroonians mainly inhabit the Southwest and
Northwest Regions, comprise about 20% of the 23.3 million people living
in Cameroon, and frequently protest against the centralization of power in
what is a Francophone capital, Yaoundé.

In the 1920s, Europeans in the colony started forming football teams.
Cameroonians were originally discouraged from participating in matches,
which were reserved for Europeans and expats from other African countries
already exposed to European norms (Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Gambia).
The first teams with Cameroonian players started emerging in the 1930s in
coastal towns such as Douala, a trend which then spread to Yaoundé and
further inland. European colonial administrators included Cameroonians
allegedly because they believed that allowing them to participate in depoliti-
cized activities such as sports could have a “cooling down” effect: they were
likely to discourage political mobilization and deflate political frustrations.
Still, since the French administrators considered all voluntary associations as
ultimately political, all football clubs had to follow proper registration pro-
cedures conjured by the central French authorities (Clignet and Stark 1974).
In the coming decades, Cameroonian teams developed in the economic
hubs of Douala and Yaoundé. The national football association, Fédération
Camerounaise de Football (FECAFOQOT), was founded in 1959.

Football history in Cameroon’s Anglophone Southwest and Northwest
Regions is somewhat different from that of the Francophone regions, yet it
is very much intertwined with the economic and political developments
in the Francophone hubs of Yaoundé and Douala. The football history in
Anglophone regions was closely intertwined with large-scale industrial
enterprises that would, after independence, be transformed into “parastat-
als,” as well as government departments that were tasked with infrastructural
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developments. Both of these — the large-scale companies and the govern-
ment departments — played an important role in the regions’ economic and
political life and were central in funding and supporting football.

The most prominent example of a large-scale company in the Southwest
Region was Cameroon Development Corporation (CDC). lts history
begins with the first plantations on the fertile volcanic soil around Mount
Cameroon, established by German planters, who expelled the Bakweri peo-
ple, the original occupants of the land, to native reserves. After the British
occupation in 1915, the plantations were expropriated from their German
owners. By 1922, the British decided the plantations were too difficult to
maintain. In a 1924 auction in London, instead of handing the land back to
the Bakweri, they sold most of the plantations back to the previous German
owners. After World War Il, in 1945 the land was again expropriated from
the German owners. Bakweri elites wrote petitions to the British Crown and
the United Nations, in a campaign to have the land returned to them as right-
ful owners. Despite their efforts, the British Trusteeship Authority largely
ignored them and decided to lease the land to a newly established statu-
tory corporation. In this way, in 1946, despite Bakweri elites’ protests, the
Cameroon Development Corporation was born. By decrees, the CDC was
tasked with managing 104,000 hectares of fertile land, but also with provid-
ing welfare and education for the employees, and operating to the benefit of
all the inhabitants of the territory (Konings 2011: 136-38).

Throughout the rule of Cameroon’s first president, Ahmadou Ahidjo,
ownership and management of CDC lands continued to be a point of con-
tention for Bakweri elites. Ahidjo’s postcolonial state took over the man-
agement of CDC, turned it into a parastatal, and used it as a state-regulated
driver of modernization. This was a part of Ahidjo’s “planned liberalism”
development strategy throughout the 1960s and 1970s, which stimulated
the growth of large parastatal enterprises and promoted extensive state inter-
vention in the economy.

Despite tensions with ethno-regional elites, the CDC played a signifi-
cant role in the Southwest Region’s economic and social development. The
agro-industrial enterprise produced bananas, semi-finished rubber, palm oil,
palm kernel oil, and tea (until the privatization of its tea plantations in 2002).
In addition, the CDC, in conjunction with governmental agencies, played
a significant role in regional socioeconomic development and moderniza-
tion: building roads, providing employment, building water and electricity
infrastructure, building schools, and providing medical care (Konings 2011:
59). The CDC was, and still is, the second largest employer in Cameroon
after the government. Moreover, many Anglophones throughout the decades
continued to praise the CDC as their own enterprise. This became most clear
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when in 1994 the government attempted to put up the CDC for privatization.
Bakweri elites, but also other Anglophone organizations, led the protests
against privatization with signs such as “France: hands off Anglophones”
and “Hands off or we will burn the plantations” (Konings 2011: 64). One
Anglophone columnist commented passionately about what the CDC meant
to the region: “The CDC is unlike any other corporation. It means native
lands, especially those of the Bakweri. It means jobs for Cameroonians,
especially the Anglophones. It is a symbol of Anglophone survival against all
odds” (quoted in Konings 2011: 142).

In the Southwest and Northwest Regions, in the period of late colonial
governance and in the first decades after independence, large-scale parastat-
als, together with government departments, were central actors in the orga-
nization and governance of football clubs. The CDC founded football clubs
that would become some of the regions’” most prominent. In the early 1960s,
the CDC founded and ran CDC Victoria Football Club, in Limbe.? Limbe fans
nicknamed the club “OPOPO,” short for “One People One Power.” It was
still, in 2015, arguably the most popular club (now called Victoria United) in
Limbe, despite its mediocre performances in regional competitions. Another
prominent football club founded and run by the CDC was CDC Tiko in the
town of Tiko, a 30-minute car ride from Limbe.

Other notable football clubs in the first decade after independence
were run by government departments. For example, Prisons Social Club of
Buea, one of the oldest and most reputable football clubs in the Southwest
Region, was formed in the regional capital in 1967 under the patronage of the
Director of the Central Prison. The Public Works Department (PWD), tasked
with building roads and infrastructure in the region, organized football clubs
in all the larger towns of Anglophone Cameroon, the most prominent being
PWD Football Social Club of Bamenda, in the Northwest Region’s capital.
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, these clubs — CDC Victoria, Prisons Buea,
and PWD Bamenda - participated in national leagues and cups organized by
the newly formed FECAFOQOT. They had significant successes and held their
ground against the more prominent Francophone clubs based in the political
and economic capitals of Yaoundé and Douala. These clubs built their repu-
tations as fan favorites, and to this day Cameroonians in the Southwest and
Northwest have fond memories of the clubs’ successes. The clubs acted as a
source of pride and social glue in towns and regions. Significantly, they repre-
sented (and were financed by) parastatals and regional governmental depart-
ments, many of which were emblematic of the post-independence era’s mod-

8 A coastal town of Victoria was founded in the mid-19th century. The name was changed to
Limbe in 1982 during the Ahmadou Ahidjo regime.
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ernization and development through large-scale state-sponsored projects. At
the same time, parastatals and governmental departments, and by extension
their football clubs, were a source of regional and provincial pride.

Thus football, originally a foreign game, in the early years of the
Anglophone regions’ independence from colonial rule, was intertwined
with nation-wide political processes but even more so was an integral part
of the socioeconomic development of the regions and the accumulation of
Anglophone and regional symbolic capital. At the intersection of state-spon-
sored development and regional social life, football in the Southwest and
Northwest Regions in this period of post-independence modernization is an
example of the appropriation of a foreign game, one that was introduced as a
colonial instrument to cool down political sentiments, but was turned into a
symbol of regional belonging.

ECONOMIC CRISIS, DEMOCRATIZATION, AND BIG MEN

IN FOOTBALL

In the late 1970s, economic conditions in Cameroon and on the world mar-
ket affected the economic viability of parastatals and the government sector,
and this was reflected in the changing patterns of funding football clubs. The
development strategy of Ahidjo’s postcolonial state had been successful in
quickly transforming Cameroon into one of the most stable African econ-
omies. Yet, in some ways, Cameroon was not different from other African
economies. It relied heavily on the export of a few agricultural products —
cocoa, coffee, bananas, and palm oil. The sharp decline in commodity
prices on world markets in the early 1980s strained the economy. The coun-
try maintained an impressive 7% growth rate until 1986, but this figure was
largely the result of the discovery of crude oil in 1977.

In addition, the use of public enterprises and government agencies for
gaining political capital led to an inflated public sector. State-owned enter-
prises grew from a handful in 1961 to no fewer than 219 in the mid-1980s.
Importantly, state-owned enterprises became instruments for Ahidjo’s regime
to exert power by distributing state resources (jobs, rents, power, and pres-
tige), rewarding political allies, and co-opting political opponents. Managers
of large parastatals were reportedly often selected less for their competence
than for their political ties. They had often previously served in top govern-
ment positions before being appointed to manage parastatals. They consti-
tuted what some analysts have called the regime’s “hegemonic alliance”
(Bayart 1979), the bureaucratic-political elite developed around the presi-
dent of the state and the ruling political party.? This patrimonial logic of gov-

9  Since independence in 1960, Cameroon’s political life has been dominated by one politi-
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erning was present in many postcolonial African states, but it was arguably
particularly strong in Cameroon.'®

In the late 1970s, most parastatals and regional government depart-
ments began experiencing financial difficulties, and as a result their finan-
cial support of football clubs decreased. The Central Prison gradually phased
out its financial support of Prisons Social Club of Buea. Despite perform-
ing fairly well compared to other parastatals, the CDC ceased its support
of football clubs in the early 1980s, and CDC Victoria and CDC Tiko were
separated from the large enterprise and renamed Victoria United and Tiko
United. Clubs founded by the Public Works Department (PWD) suffered the
same fate. Dwindling parastatal and government department support caused
uncertainty for football clubs in the region, and at the same time opened up
space for influential individuals to fund and lead popular clubs.

Paul Biya took over Cameroon’s presidency in 1982. Because of the
drop in commodity prices on world markets, the government eventually
had to borrow from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World
Bank, and in 1988-89 reluctantly agreed to implement a structural adjust-
ment program (SAP). The neoliberal program resembled those applied to or
imposed on many countries around the world, such as Latin America and
Africa, and aimed to dismantle the public sector, dissolve or privatize public
enterprises, and liberalize trade and markets. As in many other countries in
Africa (e.g. Ferguson 2006; Harrison 2010), the neoliberal reforms failed to
deliver the promised prosperity. The country’s GDP per capita continued to
plummet throughout the adjustment program, and between 1986 and 1994
went down by 42.4%."

The neoliberal SAP imposed on Cameroon by the IMF and the World
Bank also involved significant political changes. The program insisted on
the promotion of the model of “good governance,” which was intended to
democratize political life and limit the authoritarian regime. Many young
people, especially disenfranchised youth in urban areas where resentment
against the “hegemonic alliance” was particularly high, supported these
changes. They hoped that the “changement” (change), a notion that among
disenfranchised youth acquired the status of an ultimate solution to all social
and economic issues, would lead to the dissolution of the political elite of
the neopatrimonial state and finally bring the power of the “longs crayons”

cal party, the Cameroonian National Union, which was in 1985 renamed the Cameroon People’s
Democratic Movement (CPDM).

10 One cited reason was that the country had stark ethno-regional cleavages, and state resour-
ces were used to forge ethno-regional alliances among the various elite groups, which was to
lead to national unity and stability without serious coercion (Konings 2011).

11 From $1,726.84 to $994.64 (in constant 2000 U.S.$). For a literature review of the econo-
mic and social impact of neoliberal reforms in Africa and Cameroon, see Konings (2011: 2-6).
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(educated elite) to the people (Ndjio 2008a: 130). Paul Biya was forced to
introduce multiparty democracy in 1990, and new political parties emerged
in the political arena.

However, the “democratization” agenda imposed by international
financial institutions opened up space to express pent-up feelings of ethno-
regional injustice and intensified the politics of ethnic citizenship (Geschiere
and Nyamnjoh 2000). Most of the newly formed political parties had a clear
ethno-regional base. Ethno-regional elites saw multipartyism as an oppor-
tunity to become more active, and made attempts to take part in national
politics by promoting ethno-regional interests (Konings and Nyamnjoh
2003). Since 1990, democratization in Cameroon has meant that political
elites need to establish political bases and support in their own regions, i.e.
to create political capital in their own “native” regions in order to partake in
national politics.

It would turn out that successfully running a football club was one way
of gaining the support of the local population and advancing a political
career. Throughout this period of economic and political turbulence, sev-
eral “big men” — influential and powerful businessmen, entrepreneurs, and
individuals with political ambitions — took control of football clubs. Some
entered club management in order to gain political points, while others
were ushered in almost against their will by football fans. The advantages
of running football clubs that were already established as regional favor-
ites became much clearer in the early 1990s, when political engagement
became dependent on popular support in the region.

In the 1970s Ni John Fru Ndi, the owner of Ebibi Book Centre on
Commercial Avenue in Bamenda (capital of the Northwest Region), was
a well-known businessman. By his own account, he was not interested in
investing in football, which he considered a waste of money. However, PWD
Bamenda supporters disagreed: in 1979, they pressured him, even tricked
him, into running the popular but financially ailing PWD Bamenda. He
lamented spending so much of his capital on a football club, and claimed
that his business ventures suffered (Pannenborg 2012: 73-74).

However, a decade later, with the introduction of multiparty politics,
his leadership of the popular football club proved to be a good basis for his
political ambitions. In 1990, Ni John Fru Ndi founded and became leader
of the Social Democratic Front (SDF), the only party that represented a real
challenge to the regime of Paul Biya in the country’s first multiparty elec-
tions. Some have claimed that his road to success in the political arena
started with his management of PWD Bamenda. In one interview, Ni John
Fru Ndi confirmed that managing a football club had an impact on his polit-
ical career:
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People came to know me and they saw my sacrificing spirit, and because
of my ability to do certain things they came to respect me. When |
formed the party, the spirit of what | had done in PWD [Bamenda foot-
ball club] followed me into the party. People who had seen me on the
field said: “If he’s with the party we will support him because we saw
how he handled his players on the field” (Pannenborg 2012: 123).

Thus, beginning in the 1990s, managing football clubs that enjoyed public
support became closely intertwined with political ambitions. Financially ail-
ing football clubs looked for prominent men, preferably native to the club’s
town or region, to finance and manage them. In turn, while managing a club
was not necessarily financially profitable for these men, it often resulted in
their increased visibility and recognition, which could lead to acquiring sig-
nificant political capital.

For Ni John Fru Ndi, entering politics meant creating an opposition party
to challenge the hegemonic alliance rallied around Paul Biya and his CPDM
party, and calling attention to the “Anglophone problem,” i.e. the margin-
alization of Anglophone Cameroonians in a state where power emanated
from the Francophone capital Yaoundé, an issue that still continues into the
2010s."? For others, engagement with politics meant joining the ruling party.
In 2000, Eteki Charles Dikongue, another prominent figure, was led almost
against his will to run Tiko United. A pale remnant of the former CDC Tiko
Football Club, Tiko United was financially ailing but locally very popular.
In an interview, Eteki Charles Dikongue described how he was made a club
president:

A delegation of the club met me at my house in Limbe and pleaded with
me to become the new president. At first | refused. | had too much work
to do and becoming a president would take too much time. But then
everybody pleaded and begged me. Eventually | had to agree. I'm origi-
nally from the Tiko area and | had to do something for my community.
There was a Congress and they made me the new president (Pannenborg
2012:74).

12 Historians trace the roots of the “Anglophone problem” back to reunification in 1961, with
a watershed moment in 1972, when Cameroon was transformed from a federal state (with East
and West Cameroon as equal partners) to a unitary state (with power centralized in Francophone
regions) (see Fanso 2017). It is more accurate to trace the root of the problem to World War |,
when the British and French divided the former German colony among themselves (Konings

and Nyamnjoh 2003: 10-11). The struggle has continued, and in 2016 lawyers and teachers

in Bamenda and Buea led protests against the government. The government suppressed them.

In 2017, protesters continued pushing for more autonomy, some for federalism, and others for
independence. See: http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/cameroon-english-region-unrest-
death-toll-rises-171003061709512.html (accessed December 18, 2017).
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Eteki Charles Dikongue was elected Tiko United president as a “son of the
soil” — he was a Southwesterner born in Victoria and schooled in Tiko and
Buea — an established civil servant — he was a Southwest Region delegate of
the Public Works Department — an experienced football manager — he took
part in managing another club in the 1990s — and a wealthy individual — a
necessary requirement for a popular community club that lost most of its
financial support. Notably, he was also in 2007 a Southwest Section President
of the CPDM,, the ruling party. The same year, Tiko United qualified for the first
division national league after many years of playing in regional competitions,
and in 2009, almost miraculously, became the first Anglophone team in the
history of football in Cameroon to win the championship. Winning the cham-
pionship for the beloved town club cemented Eteki Charles Dikongue as one
of the best-known and respected big men in Tiko and the Southwest Region.
Thus managing a popular football club can bring substantial political and sym-
bolic capital (Pannenborg 2012: 137-139).

In the 1990s, as democratization amplified the “politics of belonging”
(Geschiere 2009) in Cameroon, belonging to an ethnic group acquired
renewed importance and meaning. The Southwest Region is ethni-
cally very diverse, but there are significant cleavages between “native”
Southwesterners, such as the Bakweri and other ethnic groups near the coast
who claim indigeneity to the land, and Northwesterners, or “Grassfielders,”
migrants from the many ethnic groups of the Northwest Region. This ethnic
makeup and occasional tensions have roots in the colonial management of
labor. In 1894, German colonizers finalized the colonization of the coastal
region, alienated the land from its Bakweri owners, and established planta-
tions. The Bakweri were neither numerous enough nor willing to work the
plantations, so the Germans organized people from the Northwest to move
to the Southwest to work. By the 1920s, most of the plantations’ laborers
were migrants from the Northwest. Many settled in the Southwest, rent-
ing the fertile land from its indigenous owners. Over time, in some parts of
the Southwest, such as the coastal Victoria District, the migrant population
almost outnumbered the “natives.” The indigenous Bakweri began accusing
the newcomers of disrespecting local authorities, seducing local women,
and not investing in local development (Ardener 1996: 243-46). They began
referring to the Northwestern migrants as kam-no-go, a derogatory Pidgin
English term that encapsulated the perception that the newcomers were tak-
ing over and exploiting their land (Geschiere and Nyamnjoh 2000: 443).
This issue became particularly relevant with the “ethnicization” of politics
in the 1990s, when Bakweri elites appealed to the ruling CPDM party to pro-
tect them from the “strangers.” The Biya government obliged by changing the
constitution in 1996 and promising Southwesterners state protection from

44



CHAPTER 2

the supposedly dominant “Grassfielders.” In return, Bakweri elites largely
supported the CPDM government (Konings and Nyamnjoh 2003: 17).

Football was not immune to the politics of belonging. In the 1990s in
Limbe, running the aforementioned Victoria United, the widely popu-
lar successor of the defunct CDC Victoria Football Club, was a matter of
ethno-regional belonging. When in 1994 Innocent Bonu, a barrister based
in Limbe, became its president, his Northwestern origin and status as a
“stranger” was problematic to some. For many, the helm of the most popular
coastal football club should have been occupied by a “native.” According
to speculations, Henry Njalla Quan, an influential businessman, born,
schooled, and based in the Southwest, allegedly used his political leverage
to oust Bonu (Jua 2004). Henry Njalla Quan was a prominent member of the
ruling CPDM party, a Government Delegate for the Southwest Region, and
a native Southwesterner. He was born in Bimbia, a village close to Limbe,
of a Bakweri mother and a foreign father (allegedly from Togo). He was also
very close to the now late Paramount Chief of Limbe Manga Williams, who
was his mother’s younger brother.”> In 1996, Henry Njalla Quan took over
the helm of the Victoria United Football Club. Two years later, the club quali-
fied for the national first division. In 1998 Henry Njalla Quan was appointed
by President Biya as a General Manager of the CDC, a financially ailing but
still very relevant parastatal. Meanwhile, Innocent Bonu, soon after leaving
Victoria United in 1996, formed his own club, Victoria Shooting Stars, which
came to be regarded as a kam-no-go club. The two teams became fierce
rivals. The rivalry between the two influential figures, a “son of the soil” and
a “stranger,” illustrates the extent to which managing football was an integral
part of ethno-regional politics.

CHRISTIANITY, PENTECOSTALISM, AND “SORCERY” IN FOOTBALL

Democratization in the early 1990s triggered another change in Cameroonians’
lives: the proliferation of neo-charismatic Pentecostal churches. Before 1990,
the government of Cameroon had imposed measures to restrict the registra-
tion of associations. These measures were based on a 1962 “anti-subversion”
decree designed to discourage any organizations that opposed the govern-
ment.'* In December 1990, the decree was repealed through a series of laws,
commonly known as the “liberty laws.”"> They guaranteed freedom of asso-

13 Henry Njalla Quan’s central role at the chief’s funeral in 2005 even sparked rumors that

he might be preparing to inherit the throne. He denied that he had such aspirations, but it was
clear that he was close to the Paramount Chief. An interview with Henry Njalla Quan from 2012:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RC2VrBEhwNY (accessed December 18, 2017).

14 In practice, all organizations not related to the ruling CPDM party, the only legal political
party at the time, were labeled subversive.

15  See: Republic of Cameroon, 1990, Law No. 90/053 of 19 December 1990 on the Freedom
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ciation, which resulted in the proliferation of new political parties but also
a large number of neo-charismatic Pentecostal churches independent from
mainline long established churches in Cameroon.

Christianity in Cameroon, as in most of Africa, had been introduced
by foreign missionaries. The first to successfully establish a church in the
Southwest Region was the Jamaican missionary Joseph Merrick, a member of
the Baptist Missionary Society in London, who founded the Jubilee Mission
in the village of Bimbia, about eight kilometers from today’s Limbe, in 1844.
He paved the way for another Baptist missionary, the Briton Alfred Saker,
who continued Merrick’s work of spreading Christianity in the region. Saker
is credited as the founder of the township of Victoria, today’s town of Limbe,
in 1858. After Germans colonized the territory, the Protestant Basel Mission
established a church, which was eventually transformed into a Presbyterian
Church (Akoko 2007b: 301). Roman Catholics and the American Presbyterian
Mission soon followed (Ardener 1956: 107-8). This formed a trio of mainline
denominations — Baptist, Catholic, and Presbyterian — that today still forms the
basis of much of Christian life in Anglophone Cameroon.'®

Pentecostal denominations began arriving in the Southwest Region in
the 1940s. The Apostolic Church was founded by a Nigerian evangelist in
1949, and the Full Gospel Mission was founded by a German missionary
in 1961. These were still, in 2014, two of the largest Pentecostal denomina-
tions in Anglophone Cameroon, but they were accompanied by an increas-
ing number of smaller neo-charismatic Pentecostal churches.

In the 1990s, neo-charismatic denominations started to flourish and
saturate the spiritual life of Southwesterners. Denominations differed in
their doctrines, but most followed the common traits of neo-charismatic
Pentecostalism that had become increasingly influential throughout West
Africa (Daswani 2015; Marshall 2009; Meyer 1999), elsewhere on the con-
tinent (Engelke 2007; Haynes 2017), and throughout the world (Robbins
2004; Thornton 2016). They emphasized the gifts of the Holy Spirit, such as
prophecy and healing; believers’ individual experience of the Holy Spirit;
vigorous dancing and loud prayers, including speaking in tongues; spectacu-
lar deliverances from evil spirits; the importance of becoming born-again
through baptism in the Holy Spirit; and a literal interpretation of the Bible.
Many, but not all, churches in the 1990s adopted elements of the “prosperity

of Association; Republic of Cameroon, 1990, Law No. 90/056 of 19 December 1990 on Multi-
artyism.

5)6 ’ Twenty-two percent of Cameroonians are Muslims. Most live in northern parts of the

Adamawa Region, in the North Region, and in the Extreme North Region. It is difficult to assess

how many Muslims live in Anglophone regions, where Christianity prevails. They are likely more

numerous in the Northwest Region, home to around 350,000 Hausa Muslims. The capitals of the

two Anglophone regions, Buea and Bamenda, each have two mosques.

46



CHAPTER 2

gospel,” a doctrine claiming that devotion to God and belief in the power of
the Holy Spirit will lead to not only spiritual but also material prosperity.

The history of Pentecostal churches in neighboring Nigeria is relevant
for understanding changes in the prosperity gospel in Cameroon. In Nigeria
in the 1970s, the doctrine of “holiness” and “righteousness” was dominant
among Pentecostals. It emphasized eschewing material goods, retreating
from the world, strictly controlling consumption, adhering to strict per-
sonal ethics, performing public confessions of past sins, exercising strict
bodily discipline (exemplified by long periods of fasting and long night-time
prayers), and condemning “toxic” behavior — lying, cheating, bribing, steal-
ing, drinking, smoking, fornicating, and losing one’s temper (Marshall 2009:
71). In the 1990s, new Nigerian neo-charismatic pastors emphasized instead
the miracles of material and spiritual prosperity in the here-and-now. The
clearest expression of the prosperity gospel was the “name it and claim it”
narrative, by which the believers were guaranteed material blessings from
the outset, they needed only to name them and then claim them in the name
of Jesus. Ethical conduct was still a part of the doctrine, but it took a back
seat to the miracles of prosperity (Marshall 2009: 78-79).

Pentecostalism in the Southwest Region of Cameroon underwent a
similar change. In the 1990s, new Nigerian and Cameroonian neo-char-
ismatic denominations began appearing. Many preached the prosperity
gospel and appealed to many Cameroonians. Some older and more estab-
lished Pentecostal churches, such as the Full Gospel Mission, followed their
lead and joined them in preaching that faith would bring not only salva-
tion in the afterlife but also material prosperity. What Robert Mbe Akoko
(2007b) documented in The Southwest Region as the change in the gospel
“from asceticism to accumulation” (2007a: 2) resembles the development
of Pentecostalism in Nigeria from “holiness” to miracles and prosperity
(Marshall 2009: 71-85).

But if the lines between asceticism and accumulation doctrines were
clear in the early 1990s, they were not in 2014. Pentecostal denominations
in the Southwest focused on miracles of prosperity but also insisted on strict
personal ethics, such as complete abstention from alcohol and premarital
sexual relations. This mirrored changes in Nigeria, where most churches
since the early 2000s could be situated somewhere on the “spectrum of
‘holiness-prosperity” attitudes” (Marshall 2009: 85), with very few churches
adopting versions at the extreme ends of that spectrum.

When one stepped away from the confines of churches and focused on
the intimate lives of congregants, differences between denominations were
even less clear. For instance, some Cameroonians were nominally members
of “older” and more established Pentecostal churches, such as the Apostolic
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church, which emphasized strict ethical conduct; but they also sought counsel
from individual prophets and evangelists from neo-charismatic denominations
that focused on the prosperity gospel, such as the Nigerian church Winners
Chapel. Some Cameroonians were members of mainline Christian denomina-
tions but also attended flamboyantly advertised “miracle conventions,” “pro-
phetic invasions,” and festivals of “supernatural release,” massive neo-char-
ismatic events at which miracles and healings were performed. All kinds of
Christians would watch DVDs or broadcasts of neo-charismatic televangelists,
such as the enormously popular TB Joshua and his church service in Lagos. Thus
Christians of all denominations were exposed to ideas of both strict asceticism
and miraculous prosperity. It was also clear that neo-charismatic Pentecostalism
was increasingly influential and appealing, especially to young people.

Football was also caught up in these changes. Almost all matches and
trainings in which | participated began (and often ended) with a huddle in
the center of the field, and a prayer (see Figure 2). For example:

In the mighty name of Jesus, eternal rock of ages, mighty and everlast-
ing father, we thank you for a day like this. Father, we thank you for our
lives, we thank you because you are God. Father, we worship you, we
bow before you, oh Lord...

b
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Figure 2. Almost every training session starts and ends with a collective prayer. Buea,
Cameroon, September 2014. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR.
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The elaborate prayer, always different and improvised, would continue for
about two minutes. Sometimes the person saying the prayer, perhaps a team
captain or an exceptionally eloquent footballer, would address more con-
crete issues relating to football. Often the players would pray that they not
sustain an injury on the field. At other times, they would emphasize that,
now that they had chosen football as their “career”, they prayed to be able
to pursue their “dream” in good health. Some players would respond to
these poignant moments by frowning with concentration and exhaling a
long “yes,” emphasizing the gravity of the spoken words. The speaker would
finally conclude, “In Jesus’ name, we pray.” We all would respond with an
“amen,” the solemn moment would be over, and we would continue with
the chitchat and warm-up for the training session.

This was a typical way of starting and ending a training session in all
the football clubs I trained with or visited during my fieldwork. On a global
scale, the image of a football team assembling in the middle of the field and
celebrating a victory with a prayer was becoming more common, mostly
following the lead of members of the Brazilian national football team, who
seized every opportunity to display their evangelical faith (Rial 2012)."

Prayers on the football field were not particularly new in Cameroonian
football. But it was striking that an increasing number of young footballers
were drawn to different iterations of the neo-charismatic Pentecostal move-
ment and were eager to demonstrate their fervor. For instance, some of my
football friends would attend “power house” events, small improvised prayer
cells in a person’s living room, attended by no more than 15 people. Young
pastors no older than 20 would lead the small congregations through pas-
sionate sessions filled with loud prayers and speaking in tongues. Young
attendants would give testimonies of their sudden vision of the future, rev-
elations from God, in which they were revealed a destiny of traversing the
world and traveling through different countries. In addition, while many
footballers rarely attended formal Sunday church services (despite nominally
claiming that it was important to attend them), they regularly prayed in the
privacy of their homes, sometimes in hour-long stretches several times a day,
either by themselves or together with their friends or romantic partners.

Moreover, young footballers consulted with “Men of God,” whom they
sometimes casually referred to by the acronym “MOG.” These were indi-
vidual preachers, prophets, pastors, or evangelists. The “title” of Man of
God could refer to a member of any denomination, but the footballers were
most attracted to eloquent neo-charismatic preachers. Young men used the
term more as a casual everyday nickname than as a formal or official label

17 See also: http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/0/27379992 (accessed September 22, 2017).
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for a church leader. Everyone who was well-versed in the Bible and vocal
in preaching his (or, more rarely, her) faith could be nicknamed “MOG,”
regardless of church membership. For instance, Emil, the captain of Buea
Young Star FC, the team | trained with, was frequently called MOG by his
friends. Some Men of God were not formal members of any denomination
but built their reputation on demonstrations of prophecies, insightful sugges-
tions for solving everyday problems through prayers, or an exceptional zeal
for “winning souls,” i.e. evangelizing. Such was the case, for instance, with
Saint Collins, a Man of God in his early twenties, who was only marginally
associated with Winners Chapel but built his reputation in Buea by work-
ing individually with people in need of spiritual counseling. Many of those
seeking his help were young footballers. In chapters 5 and 6, | analyze these
figures in more detail.

Christianity and Pentecostalism in Cameroonian football need to be
considered in relation to a wide range of magico-religious practices that,
according to Cameroonians, have always been part and parcel of the game.
Cameroonians considered football in Cameroon (and Africa in general) satu-
rated with jars, a Pidgin English term that refers to a range of magico-reli-
gious practices in football (and other areas of social life).'® The use of jars
can include carrying pieces of tree bark or herbs with supernatural powers,
bathing in specially prepared liquids, or marking the territory of the football
field with special concoctions. Jars can be used to win matches, score goals,
sabotage opponents, and obtain mystical powers from ancestors or occult
organizations. Jars is not necessarily tied to specific ethnic groups or cultural
traditions. Parallels to these practices in football are found throughout Africa,
such as umuthi (Scotch 1961) or muti (Niehaus 2015) in South Africa, juju in
Tanzania (Leseth 1997), or “sorcery” throughout the continent (Pannenborg
2012; Schatzberg 2006).

Uses of jars in football are secretive and notoriously difficult to pin
down. Footballers and other Cameroonians use many terms to refer to
magico-religious practices: jars, medicine, juju, “sorcellerie,” black magic,
and witchcraft. These terms are not absolute synonyms: while jars, medicine,
and juju suggest a playful use of concoctions to score goals, “sorcellerie,”
black magic, and witchcraft suggest dangerous magic used to cause injuries

18  Cameroonians pronounced this “/d3a:(r)s/” and suggested the spelling “jars.” The word is
an approximate synonym for juju or medicine, therefore used in the singular. The etymology of
the word is not clear to me, but it does not directly refer to any kind of glass container. Arnold
Pannenborg (2008: 133-34) did observe that some Cameroonian footballers in Buea kept their
concoctions in plastic or glass jars. However, jars includes all kinds of objects, not only liquids
or their containers. This is consistent with practices elsewhere, e.g. in Polynesia, where people
use terms like “jars” and “bottles” to refer to sorcery even when no containers are involved
(Besnier 1996).
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to opponents, or even a sacrifice of family members for a victory or lucrative
career. However, the boundaries are far from clear. Like sorcery elsewhere
in the world (e.g. Besnier 1996: 80), the borders between the benign and the
harmful uses are blurred (see also: Geschiere 1997). Moreover, footballers
used all these terms interchangeably.

In addition, despite Cameroonians’ frequent talk about the prevalence
of jars in football, not all were willing to openly discuss it in detail. One
possible reason, besides secrecy and potential accusations of immoral
behavior, was their awareness of Westerners’ exoticization. In 1990, the
famous Cameroonian national team made it clear that they did not enjoy the
Europeans’ fascination with the supposed Africans’ obsession with witch-
craft. Frangois Omam-Biyik, who scored a goal in a legendary match against
reigning world champions Argentina, said in an interview after the game,
“We hate it when European reporters ask us if we eat monkeys and have
a witch doctor. We are real football players and we proved this tonight.”"
During my fieldwork, while some footballers, especially those to whom |
was close, would openly discuss this topic with me and occasionally bring
it up themselves, others would indicate they were not happy with such
questions.

The relationship between Pentecostal Christianity and jars in football is
complex and important, and | discuss it in chapter 5. For now, suffice it to
say that football in Cameroon is deeply embedded in, and constitutive of,
spiritual life in the region, Christian and otherwise.

COMMERCIALIZATION OF GLOBAL FOOTBALL, EXPANDING
MARKET OF PLAYERS, AND DREAMS OF MOBILITY

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, changes in the global football industry
and the expansion of the global market for football players added a new
dimension to football all over Africa, including Cameroon. The number of
transnational football transfers (i.e. movements of players between clubs)
increased and the trade of football players between clubs became more
commonplace. Also in this period, football entrepreneurs throughout Africa
began forming football clubs and academies with the mission to train young
men for professional careers in sports and for migration abroad.

Transfers of African footballers from African to European countries
started in the 1930s and gradually increased in the course of the 20th cen-
tury. During colonial times, France and Portugal recruited players from their
African colonies, and by the early 1960s approximately 100 players from

19  https://www.theguardian.com/football/blog/2014/feb/12/world-cup-25-stunning-moments-
cameroon-argentina (accessed December 23, 2017).
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the African continent played in French and Portuguese leagues (Poli 2006).
One striking example of a pioneering football migrant from Cameroon was
Eugene N’Jo Léa. Having migrated to France to complete his baccalauréat, he
played in amateur leagues until he joined the professional club Saint-Etienne
in 1954. With this team, he became a prolific goal scorer and went on to win
a league title. An eclectic character, he was a fan of Dizzy Gillespie, played
the trumpet, enjoyed reading Kafka, and received a doctoral degree in law.
He took pride in his ascetic life of a sportsman: “I almost never go out in the
evenings. Between my training, my reading and my music | have no time left
to go to the movies or to a bar” (quoted in Lanfranchi and Taylor 2001: 175).
He paved the way for many more Cameroonian footballers who plied their
trade in French leagues between the 1960s and 1980s (Alegi 2010: 83), all of
them from Francophone Cameroon.

In the 1980s, a combination of new policies adopted by FIFA and African
national football associations encouraged the global exchange of football
players. The number of players from Africa started increasing, especially after
Cameroon’s national team, the Indomitable Lions, stunned the world with
their performance in the 1990 FIFA World Cup. To the shock and surprise
of international audiences, the Indomitable Lions reached the quarterfinals,
the first African team to do so, and had even beaten reigning champions
Argentina in the group stage. At that moment, the world once again “discov-
ered Africa,” this time as a new reservoir of talented athletes.

A crucial moment for intensification of global football migrations was
the 1995 Bosman ruling, delivered by the European Court of Justice, which
ensured that all football players from the EU were allowed to sign freely with
any EU club after the contracts with their clubs had expired. This increased
the mobility of footballers with EU nationalities within the EU. In 2000 this
mobility effectively expanded (at least legally) to non-European players
when the EU signed the Cotonou Agreement with African, Caribbean, and
Pacific countries, which guaranteed the non-European worker’s right of free
movement within the EU. In the same period, financial inequality between
clubs in Europe widened, and many European clubs began scouting West
Africa (and Latin America) for inexpensive young players (Alegi 2010: 98).
These developments incentivized African footballers to sign contracts with
European clubs that promised higher salaries than their clubs in Nigeria,
Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Senegal, or Ghana.

Another central factor in widening appeal of football was its commer-
cialization through the influx of money from television rights, and the spread
of satellite television throughout the African continent (Lanfranchi and
Taylor 2001: 236). Football is a prime example of how television rights in
the beginning of 1990s played a crucial role in the globalization and com-
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mercialization of sports. In 1992, for example, Rupert Murdoch’s BSkyB
signed exclusive rights with the then-newly formed English Premier League
for £304 million; this was renewed for the 201617 season for £5.14 bil-
lion (Gibson 2015), cementing its control of the market and spearheading
a new era in which the sport’s governing bodies, teams, and clubs became
subservient to the interests of television corporations. FIFA, the sport’s world
governing body, also greatly profited from television rights (Alegi 2010: 105).
The corruption scandals that finally erupted in 2015-16 were precisely the
outcome of the paradoxes inherent to a supranational entity with powers
and budgets that rival those of a major state being run as a business by a
tight-knit group of elderly men. The infusion of television into football also
led to sponsorship deals, as multinational companies recognized the huge
exposure available to them by sponsoring elite football (Law, Harvey, and
Kemp 2002; Williams 1994).

Another key change took place throughout the 1990s: the advent of
satellite broadcasting enabled TV coverage to reach the remotest corners
of the world. Throughout Africa, the number of television sets grew expo-
nentially and were no longer the privilege of urban elites (Akyeampong and
Ambler 2002: 15). Transnational television broadcasting blossomed, break-
ing down governmental monopolies and boosting the number of entertain-
ment and sports programs at the expense of news and educational programs.
Everywhere, satellite television broadcasts of sport events have seeped
deeply into the everyday lives of ordinary people.

The spread of satellite TV in Africa made way for two crucial devel-
opments for football on the continent. First, the hours dedicated to live
European football increased dramatically. The English Premier league, which
was already popular on the continent, drew the attention of many football
fans in Africa, who transferred en masse from football stadiums to bars with
television sets. The European leagues were also attractive for many fans who
wanted to see African elite players playing in Europe. For many spectators,
European football became more attractive than local competitions, and
the spread of broadcast television played a huge role in that development
(Akindes 2011). Second, satellite TV coverage of the African Nations Cup
led to its exposure to an increasing number of foreign coaches, talent scouts,
and football agents looking for the next prodigious player. Football clubs in
Africa provided lower salaries compared to European clubs, and many foot-
ballers started recognizing the tournament as a platform to launch careers
overseas (Alegi 2010: 111). Migration of footballers from Africa increased
(Poli 2006; 2010), and the increasing real and perceived possibility of mak-
ing a career abroad began occupying the imaginations of many young men
on the continent. Thus the spread of satellite television played a crucial role
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in the commercialization of football in Africa, and in the making of “imagi-
naries of exile” (Piot 2010: 4) through football for the continent’s youth.

As Europeans “discovered” Africa as a pool of inexpensive talent, and
as young people across Africa “discovered” the expanding market of football
players, both European and African entrepreneurs and organizations started
developing football academies in or near African capital cities mainly for
the purpose of preparing players for the international football market (Darby,
Akindes, and Kirwin 2007; Darby 2013). In European leagues, the number
of players from African countries rose from approximately 350 in 1996 to
1,000 in 2000 (Alegi 2010: 98). In 2003, 1,156 players from Africa played
in European professional and semiprofessional leagues (Poli 2006: 398).
In 2015, the number of players from Africa playing in Europe rose to 3,036
(Poli, Ravenel, and Besson 2015).

These numbers indicate that the migration of footballers from Africa to
Europe has increased since the mid-1990s. Yet these numbers are somewhat
misleading. Official numbers do not account for the thousands of young
men who reach Europe by means of “irregular” migration. Foot Solidaire is a
Paris-based not-for-profit organization, founded by the former Cameroonian
international footballer Jean-Claude Mbvoumin, with a mission to protect
young football players who become entangled in the transnational pro-
cess of detection, recruitment, and promotion of young footballers. The
organization seeks to assist young people whose careers in sports have not
taken off, or who have been left to their own devices after false promises of
recruitment.?® Foot Solidaire estimates that there are 7,000 cases of irregular
football-related migrations in France alone (Esson 2015a: 513). While this
number is difficult to verify because of the “irregular” nature of migratory
trajectories, it serves as an indication that migration related to football often
takes place in areas beyond the regulation of national and transnational
sporting governing bodies and evades the scope of official statistics.

The numbers also do not account for many young men who migrate
through various channels that have little connection with officially sanc-
tioned football transfers in order to make their way to lower-level European
clubs. From the first migrations of African footballers to Europe, players’ tra-
jectories and experiences were heterogeneous: some advanced through uni-
versities, others were already economic migrants before taking up football
(Lanfranchi and Taylor 2001: 168-9). One of my friends with whom I trained
at the club in Buea pondered aloud about his possibilities to play abroad:

20  Source: Foot Solidaire website, http://www.footsolidaire.org/association-foot-solidaire/qui-
sommes-nous (accessed February 1, 2017).
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I want to go and play in Europe. My age is 21, which is not bad. I can go
through my club president, but I don’t have to go through him. | need
some way, any way, just to get an invitation letter, and go to Europe.
And then I have people who will wait for me in Spain and Italy, | would
go there. | have my cousins there. Then when | get there | can look for
a club. I want to go out, | don’t want to play in Cameroon. There is no
money in football in Cameroon. There were first division teams asking
for me to play with them, like Dragon [Club de Yaoundé], but | refused,
I want to go out.

Young Cameroonian footballers attempt to leave the country by using kin-
ship networks, acquaintances abroad, personal relationships with foot-
ball agents, university scholarship programs, or employment opportunities
abroad. Most of them reckon that once they leave Cameroon and reach their
destination in Europe or elsewhere, they will be able to join club training
sessions, showcase their skills to coaches and agents, and eventually sign
a contract. Once abroad, the footballers often join amateur clubs, clubs in
low-level divisions, and youth academies that are not accounted for in offi-
cial statistics on football migration. They prefer amateur clubs in Europe to
professional clubs in Cameroon, because they see them as springboards for
their careers, places where they might be noticed by a coach or scout who
could recruit them for a professional club. While in Cameroon, young men
feel that their struggle and sweat on the football field is invisible to foreign
agents, and reckon that once they reach Europe or another destination, their
efforts can bring positive results. Migration is for most young aspiring foot-
ballers a precondition to success.

By the turn of the century, even though Europe remained the most
attractive destination for young footballers, African players could be found
all over the world (Poli 2006: 404). In the now legendary 1990 Cameroonian
national team, half of the players played in France, indicating a single migra-
tory route from the postcolony to the former colonial metropole. By the
2010s the list of call-ups to the national team consisted entirely of footballers
who played abroad, not only in France but in Spain, Turkey, Slovakia, Russia,
China, the United States, and Qatar.?' This illustrates a development in the
transnational migration of football players, wherein the mobility of athletes is
no longer confined to single routes between African capital cities and former
European metropoles but instead encompasses the entire planet. In addition,
the prime European leagues rarely buy players directly from African clubs;

21 Source: Planet World Cup website, http://www.planetworldcup.com (accessed January 20,
2017)
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instead, most players move either through different countries, such as those
of the Persian Gulf or Asia, or through lower division clubs.

In 2015, I identified 27 football clubs in the Southwest Region. Some
profiled themselves as academies aimed at nurturing young generations
of footballers, while others were football clubs competing in divisional,
regional, and national competitions. The region was also home to two inter-
national programs that can be termed “sports for development”: the FIFA
Grassroots project in Mamfe, and the Football Development Program (FDP)
by streetfootballworld.org (part of the FIFA Football for Hope program) in
Kumba. Almost every one of the hundreds of young men training seriously at
one of the many official and unofficial football clubs dreamt of being spotted
by a football manager and traveling for trials at clubs abroad. As an oyibd,
sard, or waytman (“white European”) interested in football, every time | initi-
ated contact with a club or academy, | would have to explain that | was not a
football manager selecting promising players to take them abroad.

While, on the face of it, migration through football involves only a select
few who train seriously and aspire to migrate by playing, the numbers and
trends listed above do not capture the discrepancy between the number of
young Cameroonians who hope to play football for a living and the num-
ber of those who migrate to play. For example, the largest football academy,
Ecole de Football Brasseries du Cameroun (in Douala), which prides and
markets itself as a producer of world-class footballers, each year selects a
new cohort of 18 13-year-olds from a total of 3,584 hopefuls who take part
in trials organized throughout the country (see Figure 3).22 Considering that
this is only one of many academies, and that these are only 13-year-olds, it is
clear that large numbers of boys and young men harbor dreams of a career in
football even though only very few of them will “make it.”

Footballers’ desire to move abroad needs to be seen in the context
of Cameroon’s economic crisis and the general “migratory disposition”
(Kalir 2005) of many young Cameroonians, namely their life orientation to
a migrating future. In the same period, the 1990s, when the transnational
football market was expanding, young Cameroonians were suffering from
the consequences of austerity measures imposed by the IMF and the World
Bank and the disappointments of the “good governance” model of democ-
ratization. With austerity measures and the dismantling of the public sec-
tor, many civil servants were demoted or fired, and the number of available
positions in the public sector decreased. The model of a “fonctionnaire,” a
person who pursued higher education and eventually used school certifi-

22 http//www.camfoot.com/actualites/coupe-top-2015-18-jeunes-integrent%2C21958.html
(accessed September 7, 2017).
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Figure 3. A billboard in downtown Buea, announcing the beginning of selection
process for the most prominent football academy in Cameroon. Buea, Cameroon,
June 2015. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR.

cates to reach enviable positions in the public sector, became less attain-
able and less attractive to young Cameroonians (Geschiere 2013: 56). At the
same time, the neopatrimonial state rallied around Paul Biya and the CPDM
did not disappear with democratization, and state resources remained out
of reach for the majority of young Cameroonians. Finally, the devaluation
of the Cameroonian CFA franc by 50 percent in January 1994 was a severe
blow to many Cameroonians’ household budgets.

Young Cameroonians faced with decreased opportunities began devel-
oping alternative strategies for attaining a livelihood. Many young men
looked to the informal economy and became street hawkers and petty trad-
ers. Some, mostly those in large cities such as Douala and Bamenda, began
working as motorbike-taxi drivers, called bendskin in Pidgin English. This
form of self-employment, developed independently from the state, provided
many young men with employment and a reasonable income (Konings
2006). Another very different strategy was feymania, a form of swindling. The
fraudsters were usually poor young men from urban neighborhoods, and few
managed to become rich by swindling powerful Cameroonians (and later
also international “victims”). Successful feymen who enriched themselves
independently, and sometimes in spite of, the state, became new role mod-
els for many young men (Ndjio 2008b).

Perhaps the most striking strategy of young Cameroonians was their
increasing orientation to a migrating future. In Anglophone Cameroon, the
latest incarnation of a desire to be mobile is expressed through the notion
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of bushfalling (Alpes 2012; Nyamnjoh 2011; Pelican 2013), a Pidgin English
metaphor grounded in the image of a hunter stepping into the wilderness,
i.e. the bush, away from home, and bringing the game back home. The wil-
derness that the term bush refers to is not in Cameroon but rather in wayt-
man kontri, the “white” world, or “The West,” a place where money can be
earned and sent back home. Many young Cameroonians see migrating to
the waytman kontri as the ultimate solution. Bushfalling as migration to the
Global North is the latest reaction of young people to the economic down-
turn and increasing unemployment since the early 1990s. Football is a novel
and highly desirable way of imagining a future abroad and attempting to
leave.

For young footballers, being mobile through football has a much deeper
meaning than a mere aspiration to earn a living. Rather than being referred
to as bushfallers, mobile players prefer to be called “pro” or “professional.”
The term “pro” is an everyday nickname and a flattering title amongst peers
that invokes tropes of high aspirations and a journey with a sense of pur-
pose. Mobility through football is not only bushfalling but also mobility for
the pursuit of a childhood dream. It invokes images of struggle and sacrifice
for personal fulfillment.

Moreover, playing football abroad for a living is a masculine aspiration.
Young women faced with economic uncertainty in Cameroon also aspire to
migrate but use different means, such as marriage with foreigners or bushfall-
ers, university scholarships, and connections with informal migration bro-
kers (Alpes 2012). While women also watch and occasionally play football,
it is predominantly young men who imagine themselves playing abroad for
a living.

FOOTBALL BETWEEN REGIONAL AND TRANSNATIONAL DYNAMICS

Football in Cameroon is more than a game or leisure activity. The history of
football in the Southwest Region reflects the changes in political, economic,
and spiritual life. Football began as a “civilizing” mission implemented by
colonial administrators, but the Southwesterners quickly appropriated it into
an articulation of regional belonging. As the large-scale parastatal enter-
prises” financial support for football, as well as their economic impact in
the region, withered away, prominent big men were ushered into the sport.
With “democratization” in the early 1990s and the increasing importance
of ethno-regional support for participation in national politics, involvement
with the game proved useful to the big men’s consolidation of popular sup-
port and political influence. Moreover, starting with the introduction of free-
dom of association in 1990 and through a slow but steady growth in num-
ber and influence, neo-charismatic Christian denominations have begun to
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make substantial changes to the social realm that Cameroonians always con-
sidered saturated with sorcery.

The history of the relationship of football with the region’s politics, econ-
omy, and spiritual landscape also demonstrates that transnational processes
are central to football. Football in Cameroon has always been embedded in
global dynamics, ever since its introduction by colonial administrators. But
transnational dynamics have become increasingly relevant with two recent
developments: one, the neoliberal structural adjustment programs that failed
to recover the spiraling economy and left many young people struggling to
come up with new livelihood strategies; and two, the commercialization
of football on a global scale and the expansion of transnational market for
players. As many young men who are excluded from state resources see few
opportunities for a decent livelihood in the country, flashy new opportuni-
ties, both real and perceived, to earn a living and reputation by playing the
beautiful game have become increasingly attractive. These opportunities
always involve migration, ideally to countries of the Global North. There is,
of course, a flip side to these new opportunities for geographical and social
mobility through sport: while many young men aspire to live the dream of
playing to migrate and migrating to play, only very few succeed.
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