
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The precarity of masculinity
Football, Pentecostalism, and transnational aspirations in Cameroon
Kovac, U.

Publication date
2018
Document Version
Other version
License
Other

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Kovac, U. (2018). The precarity of masculinity: Football, Pentecostalism, and transnational
aspirations in Cameroon. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:09 9月 2026

https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-precarity-of-masculinity(f768bcd5-58cf-4e24-b379-598fab4d5d00).html


79

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 4

Becoming Useful and Humble: 
Football, Pentecostalism,  
and Moral Masculinities

One morning in October 2014, I was late for training with Buea Young Star 
FC. My teammates were already walking away from the rough football field 
where they trained daily. One of them, Nelson, a tall defender in his early 
twenties, approached me, visibly excited. He had just received a phone call 
from Kelvin, the club president who was also his personal agent and had 
promised to place him with a club in Europe. “He said I will travel very soon. 
Maybe tomorrow.” This was very good news: his main goal was to migrate 
and to begin playing football for a living in a European club. Nelson had 
very little idea of where he would travel: some of the rumored options were 
Croatia, Latvia, Germany, and Poland. He had no more than a day or two to 
prepare for the trip. He was nervous but excited to leave.

But there were at least two more footballers in the club who, according 
to other players, coaches, and managers, played better and had more poten-
tial. Why did Nelson get a chance to leave instead? To me, this was a dem-
onstration of the unpredictability of transnational football, a fickle industry 
in demand of young athletic bodies. For example, at the time of selection, 
one of the club’s outstanding footballers had an injury, which led to him not 
being selected. Another, in his late twenties, was considered too old to per-
form, even though he exhibited superior skills. In addition, Kelvin frequently 
changed his mind about which player to send abroad and when, responding 
to fleeting opportunities to place players in one or another European club. 

The event also pointed to the unpredictability of migrating from 
Cameroon in general. For example, a few of my teammates at the time had 
applied for visas in European embassies, and while some were successful, 
others were rejected on the suspicion that they had falsified their age. The 
staff at European (and other) embassies frequently rejected visa applica-
tions while accepting others, and applying for visas for many Cameroonians, 
including young footballers, was like playing the lottery. 

My teammates were acutely aware of the uncertainties of visa applica-
tions and the transnational football market, but they had other explanations 
for why the other two footballers were not selected. They were the epitome 
of a stereotype of disobedient footballers in Cameroon: irresponsible, alco-
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hol drinkers, gamblers, and womanizers. Nelson was well-behaved, respon-
sible, focused on training, and monogamous, and thus in the eyes of my 
teammates deserved the opportunity to migrate. For my teammates, success 
and failure were tied to the uncertainties of football and migration, but even 
more so were the result of moral standing and behavior. For them, those who 
did not make it had themselves to blame.

The goal of this chapter is to understand the role of moral evaluations 
when people deal with uncertainty. I seek to understand how people in lim-
ited circumstances construct gendered subjects through moral judgments 
and evaluations, and how this construction takes place on different scales 
between the global and the local. In particular, for young men who aspire to 
become mobile athletes, attempting to participate in the transnational sports 
industry often involves renegotiating masculinity. This is a rich field to exam-
ine how people construct and transform gendered values by engaging with 
global processes.

In Buea and Limbe, many young men consider migrating through foot-
ball as the most desirable way of earning a living and providing for their fam-
ilies. While seeking mobility by playing football, they struggle to avoid being 
judged as what is locally known as “useless men,” a haunting trope defined 
as the failure to provide for one’s family, or to at least be seen as making a 
serious attempt to do so. Many young footballers also increasingly fashion 
themselves as “humble,” “focused,” monogamous, and “God-fearing,” and 
distance themselves from the hypermasculine tropes of both conspicuous 
“urban” manhood and “traditional” village manhood. They recognize that 
these transformations will give them a better chance of becoming mobile 
and taking part in the global market for football players. 

Focusing on aspirations of mobility through sports demonstrates how 
the young men’s preparation for transnational mobility and participation 
in global processes involve not only training the athletic body but also the 
making of a moral and gendered person. Football clubs and academies 
headed by managers who promise the possibility of mobility are not only 
spaces where athletic bodies are trained, but also where what I call “moral 
masculinities” are made at the intersection of global and local expectations, 
demands, and aspirations.

As I have outlined in more detail in the introduction (chapter 1), I pro-
pose the concept “moral masculinities” to account for ways in which men 
struggle to negotiate a variety of gendered moral evaluations and judgments 
and fashion themselves as moral and gendered subjects. Moral masculinities 
are ways of being a man that emerge from men’s struggles to do and be good, 
to deal with others’ moral judgments and evaluations, and to orient them-
selves to moral values. Their efforts cannot be reduced to fulfilling unavoid-
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able social obligations or calculating pragmatic actions driven by self-inter-
est. Instead, they act in relation to the judgments of others (e.g. their peers 
and elders), institutions (e.g. religious institutions), and large-scale processes 
(e.g. transnational markets). 

Football is not isolated from the rest of social life, and moral masculini-
ties are constructed at intersections between different domains, such as kin-
ship, ethnicity, religion, and transnational markets. Three domains emerge 
as central in Cameroon: how young men negotiate notions of masculinity 
on football fields and how novel forms of masculinity emerge with (real and 
perceived) novel opportunities to migrate abroad to play; how relations with 
the kin figure as central to the young footballers’ migration projects and 
articulations of adult masculinity through obligations of financial care; and 
how Pentecostal Christianity plays an increasingly important role in shaping 
young men’s participation in transnational markets. 

NEGOTIATING MASCULINITIES ON FOOTBALL FIELDS
Akwe’s story demonstrates how notions of masculinity take shape on and 
around football fields in Cameroon. When I met him in August 2014, Akwe 
had already acquired somewhat of a legendary status in Buea. His begin-
nings in football were familiar: he started playing as a child on school fields 
with overgrown grass, until as a 13-year-old he took part in the Ecole de 
football Brasseries du Cameroun annual tournament. The coaches spotted 
him and he started regular training. He quickly advanced through several 
teams in the Southwest Region, competing at the regional and national lev-
els, and eventually started earning wages intermittently for playing. He was 
a redoubtable attacker and frequently scored goals. He was most fond of 
reminiscing about how football fans would occasionally dash (i.e. give an 
informal gift) him small amounts of money to show appreciation for his per-
formance. He would use these small gifts to buy items like soap, body oil, 
mobile phone top-ups, fruit, soft drinks, or roasted corn; and the larger dona-
tions, i.e. those of more than CFA 10,000 (€15), he would invest in football 
boots or training shirts.

Many experienced footballers around Buea remembered fondly the 
informal gifts of money from football fans around town. In 2014, this prac-
tice was more difficult to come by, but it could still be witnessed during 
“inter-quarter” tournaments, widely attended competitions between villages 
and town neighborhoods that take place during the rainy season (between 
July and September) throughout the country. I witnessed it only once, in all 
its glorious theatricality. In one inter-quarter match in September 2014, a 
footballer scored, and a fan ran into the field to join the players in celebra-
tion. The man ran straight towards the goal scorer and forcefully slammed a 
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wad of bills onto the ecstatic player’s sweaty forehead. Some bills stuck to his 
head, while others flew around him, forcing him to frantically collect them 
from the ground, before he was finally ushered by the referee back to his 
position so that the match could continue.

The fact that Akwe collected so many of these gifts bore witness to his 
emerging status as a Buea pikin (child of Buea), an urban popularity par-
ticularly associated with football. The local popularity he gradually garnered 
through his football performance was also made possible by his ethnicity. 
He was a Bakossi, a native of the Southwest Region, and had he been a 
“Grassfielder,” an immigrant from the Northwest, it would have been sig-
nificantly more difficult for him to achieve the status of local favorite.29 The 
image of the Buea pikin refers to a form of personhood that is inextricably 
tied to a locality, and in the case of footballers, a form of youthful masculin-
ity that is built on positive relationships in one’s immediate social surround-
ings, including with neighborhood and town peers, extended family mem-
bers, and elders.

It did not take long for Akwe to be spotted by Kelvin, who at the time was 
in the process of founding Buea Young Star FC, the football academy whose 
single goal was spotting and training young talented footballers and sending 
them to Europe for trial matches (see chapter 3). Despite his lack of experi-
ence in the football industry, Kelvin offered to use his contacts in Europe and 
send Akwe for trial matches with European clubs. What followed was a long 
process of dealing with all the barriers to West Africans’ mobility to Europe: 
obtaining travel documents, arranging invitation letters from football clubs, 
dealing with visa rejections, and collecting money for costly airfare. After two 
years of struggle, Akwe finally managed to leave the country. He traveled to 
Europe twice, spending a few months training with decent football clubs in 
Germany and Eastern Europe, before returning to Buea, where he claimed that 
one of the clubs abroad was offering him a professional contract.

During his intermittent returns to Cameroon, Akwe was able to capital-
ize on his experience of mobility. He strategically returned just in time for 
inter-quarter tournaments and lavishly displayed the skills he had acquired 
abroad. The crowd and his teammates were in awe. Consider how Akwe’s 
friend and teammate Emil (introduced in chapter 1), while “hanging out,” 

29	 As I have shown in chapter 2, throughout the 20th century many “Grassfielders” settled in 
the Southwest Region. At times, their children and grandchildren in the coastal areas are labeled 
as unwelcome immigrants by the “autochthonous” populations who claim to being exploited by 
the self-interest-seeking “allochthones” from the north (Geschiere 2009: 42; Konings and Nyam-
njoh 2003: 14-15). In 2015, the coastal town of Buea in the Southwest Region was home to a 
mix of Bakweri, an ethnic group who claims indigeneity to the land; migrants from other divi-
sions of the region, such as the Bakossi or Banyangi, whom the Bakweri refer to as “southwest 
brothers”; and the “Grassfielders,” migrants from ethnic groups of the Northwest Region, the 
so-called “allochthones” from the north.
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responded to my and one more friend’s request to langua mi stori (tell me a 
story) of an inter-quarter match he had played with Akwe:

There are some men, like Akwe, right? You need to buy Akwe at least one 
crate of Booster [whiskey cola] if you want him to play. When you tell 
him that you will give him mimbo [alcohol], anything in the shape of a 
bottle, you will see good football! […] That time when he just came back 
from waytman kontri [Europe], they asked him to go play at the Limbe 
City Cup […] That boy played some football, he made my heart skip. […] 
See! As the goal post is here, he takes the ball along the left line, attacks 
the post, dribbles, passes the goalkeeper, leaves everyone behind along 
the side line. He scores! Limbe goes crazy. […] And me? I just stand at 
the field, my head starts to ache, I don’t understand what happened. I just 
stand, and say, “Ebangwese Akwe, you have come back!” [we all laugh].

Emil’s narrative was inspired and full of awe, but also indicated a problem-
atic aspect of Akwe’s reputation: his overindulgence in alcohol. After his first 
return from waytman kontri, Akwe established himself as a don man, a term 
that loosely referred to being a connoisseur of urban style characteristic of 
young men in Cameroonian town neighborhoods. The style included flu-
ency in Mboko Pidgin (a distinctive version of Pidgin English associated with 
the street scene), a hip style reminiscent of hip hop stars, and a propensity for 
mimbo (alcoholic drinks) and an occasional mbanga (joint). For some time 
Akwe also sported the ubiquitous cock, a Mohawk-like haircut popularized 
by football superstars like the Italian-Ghanaian international Mario Balotelli 
and for many Cameroonians a visual marker of playful youthful masculinity 
associated with football stardom. But by the time he was back in Cameroon 
for the second time, Akwe had acquired a reputation for enjoying njoka 
(nightlife), which involved the consumption of beer and whiskey, late-nights 
in numerous nightclubs, and a string of sexual partners. Cameroonians 
closely scrutinize young footballers’ behavior: men drink and party, espe-
cially popular footballers, but serious aspiring athletes must abstain. They 
are subject to criteria that do not clearly emerge from specific past events, 
such as rituals (cf. Lambek 2012), but rather from their life orientation and 
future expectations. In this context, Emil’s spirited story was morally ambigu-
ous: he expressed excitement and admiration but also, and more subtly, a 
critical commentary on Akwe’s practices. 

Local football matches and competitions, such as the one in Limbe in 
which Akwe and Emil participated, were important social events for young 
Cameroonians. The smallest and most informal events were matches of 
“santé,” where between six and 14 young men split into two teams, occupied a 



84

CHAPTER 4

free piece of a grassy field, put up makeshift goal posts and simply played foot-
ball. Occasionally, there was money involved: each player would chip in CFA 
500 or 1,000, and the winning team collected the bounty. One could run into 
these impromptu matches early in the morning, before the working day began, 
or in the late afternoon, before darkness would fall at 7:00 p.m. In towns such 
as Buea and Limbe, they usually took place in and around stadiums, or on the 
football fields of primary schools and high schools. In the villages through-
out the Southwest Region, the most convenient spots were ewoka wesua, the 
“wrestling fields” in Mokpe (the language of the Bakweri). Each Bakweri vil-
lage had a grassy field which served as a central location for important vil-
lage social events. This is where throughout the dry season young Bakweri 
men took part in Sunday wrestling bouts (wesua or pala-pala); where secret 
societies of the Bakweri such as Maale and Nganya performed public dances; 
where people organized feasts and funerals after deaths of traditional chiefs or 
otherwise notable persons; and where Pentecostal churches organized their 
“outreach” activities in which charismatic prophets attempted to win the souls 
of their fellow Cameroonians. These fields were ideal spaces for young men to 
organize informal “santé” matches to play football and socialize. 

Inter-quarter competitions involved more elaborate organizing. They were 
played on various levels. Some were small-scale tournaments between villages 
or town quarters played on ewoka wesua or on school football fields, orga-
nized and funded by village chiefs, quarter chiefs, local entrepreneurs, and 
church communities. Others were large tournaments played in towns’ central 
stadiums, such as Buea Omnisport Stadium and Limbe Centenary Stadium. 
These were well-funded tournaments organized by the municipalities, large 
telecommunications companies such as Orange and MTN, or prominent and 
wealthy entrepreneurs and companies. All the tournaments, from the smallest 
ones in the villages to those in the stadiums, involved a considerable amount 
of organization: teams applied with their own “presidents” and “coaches” 
who provided players with football jerseys and half-time pep talks; remu-
nerated referees and linesmen officiated the matches; match commentators 
expressed words of thanks and praise for the guests of honor, such as promi-
nent coaches and entrepreneurs; organizers of well-funded competitions hired 
medical workers and security personnel; and organizers provided trophies 
and financial rewards for the winning teams. These competitions, organized 
throughout the country, were very popular. For example, in July 2015, a quar-
terfinal match between Middle Farm and Cassava Farm, two Limbe quarters, 
attracted more spectators to Limbe Centenary Stadium than an elite division 
football match between Unisport Limbe FC and a visiting team from Douala.

Inter-quarter football competitions were important social spaces in 
which young Cameroonians formulated and performed masculinities. 
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These tournaments, especially the smaller ones that took place in villages 
and on school football fields, were often rough competitions between 
competitive young men who did not hesitate to engage their opponents in 
physical altercations and perform strong tackles that targeted their oppo-
nents’ shins. In addition, inter-quarter competitions always took place dur-
ing the rainy season, between June and September. The grass fields turned 
into slippery piles of mud and stone, and the persistent fog characteristic 
of the rainy season at the foot of Mount Cameroon could be so dense that 
one could not see the goal while standing at midfield. Thus the weather 
exacerbated the rough conditions in which the young men competed. 
Cameroonians, especially managers and coaches of higher-level football 
teams, but also young footballers, repeatedly warned me that I should be 
extremely careful if I took part in these competitions, as I would be tackled 
and run over by rough boys from town quarters and villages. As a wayt-
man who clearly did not grow up on inter-quarter football, I was perceived 
by Cameroonians as not sufficiently tough to take part in these fun, but 
demanding competitions.

Unsurprisingly, experienced footballers contended that taking part in 
such rough competitions was central to the formation of good players. One 
could not be a competitive footballer unless one had taken part in inter-quar-
ter competitions and proved one’s physical strength, stamina, technical skill, 
and competitive spirit on the muddy fields against the tough guys from quar-
ters and villages. This was most clearly articulated to me by Atem Valentine, 
a footballer who retired in 2014 after playing professionally in Cameroon, 
Ghana, Azerbaijan, and Germany, a venerable football legend in Buea, and 
Akwe’s idol: “I believe strongly that every player in Cameroon must first play 
inter-quarter. […] When you are small, when you play in inter-quarter, in 
my time, you would learn so many things. It gave me spirit, hardness, and 
culture of the game.” In this context, Akwe, who over the years honed his 
skills by participating in these competitions, was a dominant figure who fre-
quently awed spectators and peers.

However, with the increasing professionalization of football in 
Cameroon, and with the expansion of the transnational football market and 
perceived opportunities for young Cameroonian footballers to travel and 
play abroad, participation in inter-quarter competitions acquired new mean-
ings and became a more ambiguous context for the negotiation of mascu-
linities. One of my friends from Buea Young Star FC, nicknamed Lahm (after 
Bayern Munich defender Phillip Lahm), a dedicated member of the Apostolic 
Church and a close friend to several charismatic Pentecostal prophets in 
Buea, showed up to an inter-quarter match in June 2015 and loudly bragged 
in front of other young men that he did not intend to play: 
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I will not play anywhere! Every day I go to training, after that I go home, 
I eat, I pray, I sleep, that is all. A coach of the veterans called me to 
play a match for them, only for my enjoyment, and they would give me 
30,000. I refused! He was looking at me like I was crazy. But you can get 
the highest injury in this small football! And my president does not want 
me to play inter-quarter football. 

Lahm’s last point referred to the recent practice of higher-level football teams 
and academies forbidding their players from taking part in Inter-quarter 
competitions. For instance, Unisport Limbe FC threatened their players with 
monetary fines if they “caught” them playing. They argued that players fre-
quently suffered injuries in these rough tournaments, and then were not fit to 
perform in official matches. Similarly, Kelvin, Buea Young Star FC president, 
discouraged the individual players he was preparing for trials abroad from 
participating in the tournaments, albeit using another method: he would pay 
them to not participate. The logic: good footballers were drawn to inter-quar-
ter tournaments because they wanted to awe spectators and peers but also 
because they could earn significant amounts of money. Even though inter-
quarter teams were nominally composed of young men from given quarters, 
the “presidents” and “coaches” of these teams would regularly hire good 
footballers, such as Akwe and Lahm, to play and boost their teams’ chances 
of winning. The practice of hiring players who were referred to as “pro” 
most likely started in the 1990s, just as in local competitions in Senegal 
(Baller 2014), at a time when on a global scale football was increasingly 
being entangled with money. In some cases, in addition to the possibility of 
free alcohol and socializing, the “pro” players would be offered anywhere 
between CFA 5,000 (€7.60) for playing a regular match, up to CFA 50,000 
(€76) for playing in tournament finals. These were significant amounts for 
the young footballers, whose income (if any) was often sporadic but who 
experienced increasing pressures from their kin to contribute to household 
budgets. The manager of Buea Young Star FC thus decided to demotivate his 
most precious players by paying them in advance. Lahm’s emphasis that he 
had denied the lofty offers from inter-quarter coaches was a performance of 
more “serious” long-term plans that included moving abroad.

The young footballers would also avoid inter-quarter tournaments 
because of rumors of missed opportunities to sign contracts abroad because 
of inter-quarter matches. One such story was told to me by a Unisport Limbe 
FC goalkeeper, who was looking for opportunities to migrate abroad to play:

I had a friend in Mount Cameroon FC [a well-known football club], he 
and some other players were supposed to go to Italy to play a tourna-
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ment. Everything was already arranged, he just had to wait. Instead, he 
went to play inter-quarter in Muea [a small town close to Buea]. That 
field in Muea is so bad, there is so much mud in the rainy season. He 
played a match there, fell, broke his foot. So he never went to Italy to 
play. Many times it happens, that a player is just about to go abroad, 
plays inter-quarters, and something happens.

The implication was that his friend was drawn to play the match because of 
a handsome fee, or a casual opportunity to have fun, enjoy beer, and good 
food, common staples of inter-quarter competitions. An increasing number 
of young footballers with ambitions to migrate framed inter-quarter competi-
tions as spaces of temptation – where one could enjoy local popularity, alco-
hol, and money, as well as danger in the form of an injury that could destroy 
an opportunity to migrate.

Footballers occasionally needed to negotiate and give convincing rea-
sons to their peers for not taking part in the ubiquitous character-building 
and name-making competitions. Some would simply not show up at the 
football field, while others would give various excuses for not playing, most 
commonly that their football boots were too damaged from repeated use on 
rough pitches, or that they were injured. Otherwise, like Lahm, they would 
brag about their “presidents” having higher plans for them, including playing 
abroad. 

In addition, Lahm’s claim that he was keeping himself to the house and 
away from the streets referred to his regime of self-discipline, or at least the 
performance of the cultivation of a “disciplined” personhood that stayed 
away from vices associated with inter-quarter football. The boastful perfor-
mance emphasized the supposed immorality of those who engaged in mas-
culine vices of alcohol and nightlife, a reputation that followed footballers 
like Akwe, and the need to distance oneself from the kind of masculinity 
based on these vices. It is also significant that both Lahm and Emil were ded-
icated Pentecostal Christians. Pentecostal young men were most outspoken 
against the supposedly abhorrent vices of young footballers, and the sup-
posed gendered immorality that lurked around Buea quarters. 

At times, young footballers would distance themselves from these mascu-
linities by ridiculing the physicality of amateur football, which they character-
ized as “typically African.” For example, Lahm’s elder brother, who was also 
present at the June 2015 inter-quarter match, rarely missed a chance to ridi-
cule a tough defensive tackle: “African man likes physical football, you see!? 
In Europe instead they like technical.” He characterized his own style of play-
ing as “technical,” developed through formal training in professional football 
clubs and training camps and aimed towards the “European” ideal of football. 
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Related to the characterization of African football as “physical” was the trope 
of kontri-nayn, a common term used by players and coaches to mark a man 
who played football roughly and mindlessly. Nayn stood for “number nine,” 
an attacking position in football, supposedly the only position such a person 
could play, as he had no knowledge of football tactics and positions and could 
only elbow his way towards the goal. Kontri referred to the village, the coun-
tryside, marking that the player was from a place where he had little access 
to structured training. While many accepted that the physicality of the kontri-
nayn could be an asset for a footballer if a coach could effectively harness his 
physical potential through structured technical and tactical training (suppos-
edly, the famous Didier Drogba of Ivory Coast started as a kontri-nayn), the 
footballers used it as a put-down, one that pointed to the supposed brainless 
physicality of men from villages who attempted to play football. This contrasts 
with the ideals of rough and physical inter-quarter football as a crucial training 
ground for young athletes and a character-building exercise for young men. 
Even though masculinities related to kontri were different from those related 
to a “quarter” – when used as negative markers in football, one pointed to 
the village and brutish physicality, and the other to masculine urban “vices” – 
some footballers marked both as local expressions of masculinity inappropri-
ate to their aspirations of transnational mobility, orientation towards imagined 
Europe, and structured nurturing of athletic bodies.

Inter-quarter competitions and football fields were thus social spaces 
where young men formulated, performed, and negotiated forms of masculin-
ity. On the one hand, they were proving grounds where young footballers 
and men in general were being made. On the other hand, an increasing 
number of young men saw them as places of danger and temptation. On the 
slippery football fields, masculinity was never complete but always a nego-
tiation and an ongoing project, and even the seemingly sovereign, or “hege-
monic” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005), expressions of masculinity were 
unstable and prone to contestation. These negotiations were taking place in 
local settings but were profoundly influenced by global dynamics, particu-
larly the global football market’s expansion and the new (real and perceived) 
possibilities of becoming transnationally mobile by playing football. 

THE DANGER OF BECOMING USELESS: FAMILY OBLIGATIONS
For many young Cameroonians, aspiring to become mobile is also an attempt 
to demonstrate to their elders that they are on their way to becoming responsi-
ble men. A key project in the young men’s struggle for respectable personhood 
is being able to live up to the moral demand of providing for the family. 

The fame that Akwe had acquired through playing in inter-quarter 
matches and having short stints of playing abroad was short-lived. His last 
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stay in Cameroon in 2014 extended many months after the local com-
petitions were over, and his teammates started asking, “Why is he still in 
Cameroon?” They were not convinced by his explanations, and for them the 
issue was clear: Akwe had returned only to bask in his fame, wasting his 
manager’s and his parents’ time and money instead of remaining in Europe, 
where he should have worked hard to find a club and repay the money he 
had raised among his relatives. Even his father, a retired civil servant, who 
invested a considerable amount of money (CFA 650,000, around €1,000) 
to finance his son’s promising career abroad, was disappointed that Akwe 
seemed to be turning into a “useless man,” one seemingly uninterested 
in taking up his growing responsibilities and providing for others. During 
our long conversations, the father expressed deep discontent with the fact 
that Akwe still lived with him at the family house in Buea, and repeatedly 
avoided other members of the household.

From Buea pikin to don man to “useless man”: Akwe’s story is that of the 
rise and fall in status and eventually failure to become an adult and provide 
for the family. A performance of football skills learned in waytman kontri is 
a bodily performance of lavish possibilities and a bright future, but it is only 
temporary. It becomes a point of contention once it fails to live up to expec-
tations of material care. Such moments of failure demonstrate that masculin-
ity is subject to constant evaluation and contestation, and that people evalu-
ate masculinity differently in different settings. 

The image of the “useless man” is particularly relevant to moral and 
relational aspects of becoming a man in Cameroon. As in other parts of West 
Africa, it is especially men who seem to be subject to labels of “worthless-
ness” by their kin and elders (Masquelier 2013: 480; van Stapele 2015; Vigh 
2016: 243), and attempt to achieve substantive personhood by becoming a 
“big somebody” (Kleinman 2016: 260), or achieving a status of a “grand” or 
a “big man” (Melly 2011: 368). 

For young footballers, and men in general, in the Southwest Region, 
the fear of becoming “useless” related most strongly to the failure of proving 
one’s worth to one’s kin. This usually took the form of fulfilling obligations to 
provide financially for junior brothers, sisters, and cousins, as well as elder 
family members, such as parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts. 

Since the mid-1990s, as opportunities for a stable income in Cameroon 
diminished, migrating abroad was increasingly emerging as the most via-
ble option for young men to avoid becoming labeled “useless” by their 
kin. Football had a peculiar place in these moral evaluations, and with the 
increasing presence of an image of a lucrative football career, the percep-
tions of kin towards the sport have been changing. Kelvin, the Buea Young 
Star FC president, explained: 
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You should understand, when I was small, between 1990 and 1995 […] 
You go to the field to play ball, and when you come back, your mommy 
and your papa will beat you! They will say, “Where did you go? You 
cannot go to the farm? What is this football?” Because they did not see 
the importance of football. But in 1998, 1999, 2000, when [Samuel] 
Eto’o Fils started to play, you could see mommy and papa would even 
buy you boots and a ball, so you can take them to the field and play! 
[Laughs] […] Parents encourage it now, because they know that there is 
money in football. Before they used to believe that footballers are use-
less people, that they have nothing. 

These claims are difficult to verify, but there is truth to them. Stories about 
parents beating their boys if they deemed that football was distracting them 
from work or school abounded but were mostly retold by men in their late 
twenties or older. As images of superstar athletes proliferated and football 
was emerging as a novel way to make a living, especially abroad, these 
stories were being slowly replaced by those of parents investing in young 
footballers’ travel arrangements. Still, there were considerable variations. 
For instance, during my fieldwork in 2014 and 2015, parents from the 
Grassfields were particularly known to insist on formal education as central 
to avoiding becoming “useless,” and were particularly suspicious about foot-
ball as a source of a stable future. Parents in the Southwest Region seemed 
more inclined to consider football as a possible lucrative investment in the 
future. One reason given to me was the proximity of Douala, the country’s 
largest economic hub, where the presence of large football academies and a 
fairly developed football infrastructure, such as stadiums, training fields, and 
a history of successful football clubs, made a career in football seem more 
attainable. 

The accusations of becoming useless also referred to not being willing to 
“struggle,” to show effort to live up to one’s potential. This is how Akwe’s father 
expressed his disillusionment with his son’s still living in his family house: 

He is not supposed to be here. I am sick, and it affects me, not only finan-
cially, but also spiritually. When you talk to your mother, is she not glad 
that you are making your own life to get independence? That is how it is 
supposed to be. […] God gave him a different level, but he does not use it.

The term “spiritual” did not explicitly refer to a religious sentiment but to the 
father’s unease with the fact that Akwe, in his father’s eyes, continued relying 
on others for support and made little effort to reach adulthood. Adulthood 
was marked by two different but related notions: one was financial, whereby 
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others would depend on him instead of him being dependent of others; the 
other was self-realization and fulfillment of exceptional talent. 

The term “useless men” also pointed to a moral obligation. It was com-
mon to hear men of older generations – parents, uncles, grandparents – chas-
tising young men who failed to show initiative for progress. They would refer 
to the young men as “idle,” i.e. squandering their potential by spending time 
with friends in quarters. For example, I was told that Middle Farm, a quarter 
in Limbe, was an “idle park,” a place filled with young men only interested 
in sitting around and wasting their time gossiping, drinking beer, and play-
ing jambo (a gambling card game). This was also reflected in football. I was 
told that Middle Farm was full of very talented young footballers – their team 
always performed well in inter-quarter competitions. Why, then, people 
wondered, did so many fail to capitalize on their talents, especially at a time 
when Cameroonian individuals were successfully turning their talents into 
careers abroad? At times, people blamed the state for not providing infra-
structure and support for developing young talents, thus their occasional 
comment: “Cameroon wastes talent!” However, evoking tropes of young 
men’s “idleness” and “uselessness” suggests that the blame more often fell 
on the young men themselves, who failed to demonstrate the initiative to 
work and develop themselves – in this case to train seriously, to struggle to 
migrate abroad, and, once they migrated, to remain abroad. Thus the label 
“useless” referred to the failure to earn and redistribute money but also to 
the failure to demonstrate the effort to become “somebody.” Elsewhere in 
West Africa, men and women pursue entrepreneurial and migratory projects 
despite small financial returns, because they seek to achieve a respectable 
personhood by demonstrating struggle and avoiding being labeled as “use-
less” (Fioratta 2015). Thus money is important, but so is the demonstration of 
a substantial initiative for movement towards progress. The notions of “idle-
ness” and “uselessness” in Cameroon were similar, but they also seemed 
to be gendered: the morally charged labels usually referred to young men 
who were supposedly squandering their future and talents by wasting their 
time gossiping in their quarters, drinking beer, and being content with play-
ing inter-quarter football competitions. Those labeling young footballers who 
enjoyed playing local football as “useless” and “idle” seemed, however, to 
ignore that there were in fact very few opportunities to migrate abroad and 
turn football into a lucrative career.

Pentecostal Christianity played an important role in young men’s fear of 
becoming useless. Pentecostal preachers, often young people in their early 
twenties, promoted what could be called a “proactive” approach to life: a 
vision that one’s faith in God, dedication to God and the Bible, and a posi-
tive disposition towards problems in life are crucial to overcoming what they 
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called a “spirit of laziness” and eventually poverty and stagnation. Consider 
this brief exchange between Tabe, my friend from Buea Young Star FC who 
had recently started attending the services of Christ Embassy Church, and 
Pastor Sally, a female preacher, during a casual visit to her house:

Pastor Sally: How are you?
Tabe: A jos dé. [“I am just there” in Pidgin English, a common casual 
greeting.]
Pastor Sally: You are just there!? What kind of an answer is that!?
Tabe: I am so excellent and full of glory!

Thus Pentecostal preachers urged their followers to cultivate the disposition 
of “positive thinking” not only in church services, comparable to what has 
been widely documented throughout Africa and worldwide (e.g. Gilbert 
2015; Soothill 2007; de Witte 2012), but also in everyday interactions. 
Extensions of the “name-it-and-claim-it” neo-charismatic ideology, by which 
one’s fortunes begin with a proclamation of the glory of God and one’s belief 
in miraculous possibilities, the subtle everyday injunctions were designed 
to encourage young people to snap out of their supposed lethargy, inculcate 
them with a positive disposition towards movement and progress, and coun-
ter the supposed prevalence of stagnation and idleness.30 

For the most part, Cameroonian parents welcomed the Pentecostal 
methods of cultivating a “can-do” disposition among young people. While 
elsewhere in Africa the Pentecostal injunction to “break with the past” in 
practice came down to breaking bonds with family members (Engelke 2010; 
Meyer 1998: 329), Cameroonian Pentecostal preachers rarely preached to 
their young followers that they should forego their relationships with and 
obligations to their kin. Tensions between young Pentecostals and their 
non-Pentecostal family members usually revolved around attitudes towards 
ancestral worship, when young Pentecostals accused their elders of being 
too steeped in “traditional” practices; or issues of Christian worship, as 
Pentecostals considered the mainline Christian denominations old-fash-
ioned in their worship. However, obligations to provide for kin remained 
central for young men.

Yet Pentecostalism, in conjunction with the pursuit of a football career, 
could create tensions between young footballers and their kin. Consider 

30	 Christ Embassy Church, also known as Believers’ LoveWorld Incorporated, a widely popu-
lar church based in Nigeria, is a typical example of the cultivation of “positive thinking.” In 2016 
its founder and leader, Pastor Chris Oyakhilome, published the book The Power of Your Mind. 
The book jacket read: “Put your mind-power to work and be all God wants you to be! There are 
no limits to what you can achieve, and absolutely no restrictions to how high you can propel 
yourself, when you put your mind-power to work.” 
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what a young Pentecostal pastor in Limbe regarded as major problems and 
solutions for young Cameroonians:

The biggest problem with young people is they don’t have a dream. 
Here in Africa, people don’t think from early on what they want to be in 
life, what they want to do, and people also don’t support young people 
and give them counseling. […] They need to find a dream and focus to 
achieve it.

Young aspiring footballers, especially those influenced by Pentecostalism, 
certainly had a “dream,” i.e. a clear vision of the future and a coherent idea 
of what they wanted to become. As I have shown in the previous chapters, 
the notion of a “dream” permeated the world of football, as academies 
advertised to young people by encouraging them to realize their “dreams” 
of playing their favorite sport and making a living with foreign clubs.31 The 
notion of a dream was prominent in young footballers’ prayers. Footballers 
were also keen to emphasize the importance of “focus” as central to success 
in the highly competitive sport, which in practice meant attempting to direct 
all their energy to training and finding ways to cross Cameroon’s borders. 
Moreover, as I showed in more detail in chapter 3, young men in academies 
such as Buea Young Star FC were actively taught to “suffer” for the sake of 
an imagined future and prioritize future goals over present obligations and 
needs. Thus notions of a “dream” and a “focus” that Pentecostal preachers 
emphasized found fertile ground among young aspiring athletes. 

However, migrating through football was an exceptionally elusive goal. 
An exclusive focus on succeeding in football risked foreclosing other pos-
sibilities, however volatile, of attaining financial independence, such as 
education, farming, small business, trade, or work in an informal economy. 
Young footballers’ parents and elder siblings demanded that young men 
begin earning a livelihood, and they could lose patience for the footballers’ 
infatuation with the sport and dreams of distant success. Thus footballers 
who chased fickle opportunities to “make it” in football were particularly at 
risk of becoming labeled useless by their parents and elder siblings.

Football managers were aware of young men’s fears of being labeled 
as useless and used their obligations towards kin as a tool to secure their 
investment in players. For example, Kelvin made sure that Buea Young Star 
FC footballers leaving Cameroon would not attempt to return to the coun-
try on their own initiative, by amplifying the players’ fears of returning to 

31	 The prevalence of the notion of a “dream” is not exclusive to Cameroon but a staple of 
football academies throughout West Africa. For example, one of the largest football academies in 
Ghana is called “Right to Dream.”
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Cameroon empty-handed. He offered to pay for only half the expenses of 
the player’s trip (passport, visa application, airfare, accommodation) and 
asked him to provide the other half, knowing that the young man would 
need to borrow the money from parents and relatives. This way, the manager 
ensured that the indebted player would be obliged to pay off the loans and 
that, once in Europe, he would train hard to land a contract. The president 
thus insisted that the gendered expectations of the family were central to the 
young footballers’ athletic performance and ultimately their economic value 
in the transnational football market. Aware of the manager’s strategy, fam-
ily members saw it as a mechanism that forced the young men to transform 
themselves from strong-hed (stubborn) boys into “serious” men. 

Kelvin’s effort was effective. In the case of Ayuk, a strikingly fast right-
winger for whom Kelvin in February 2015 arranged a training with a club 
in Eastern Europe (see also Chapter 1), the president asked his elder sister 
Malaika to contribute to paying for a passport, visa, and a plane ticket. A 
few weeks after Ayuk departed, I visited Malaika to ask for details about her 
investment and relationship with Kelvin. She explained, “He always does 
it like that, tells the family to give half of the money for traveling, so that 
they [the footballers] take traveling seriously.” She had taken a bank loan 
and invested CFA 450,000 (€690) in Ayuk’s trip. I commented that this was a 
lot of money – Malaika was a part-time seamstress and her husband traded 
in clothes and clothing materials, and money was hard to come by. “It is a 
lot? It is not a lot! That plane ticket costs how much? If Kelvin was not there 
to help him…God really blessed Ayuk, and Kelvin, he helped him a lot!” She 
was grateful to Kelvin for providing an opportunity for Ayuk to try his luck 
abroad and did not regret the money invested; her attitude resembled those 
of the many Cameroonians who repeatedly gave money to migration brokers 
who promised to take their juniors abroad (Alpes 2017).32 The implication 
was that Malaika expected Ayuk to find a club in Europe and pay back her 
investment.

In May 2016, I visited Ayuk in Slovakia, where he played for a third divi-
sion club. We sat in a single-room apartment which he shared with a team-
mate from Nigeria. We talked about his experiences in Europe. “Uroš, I am 
suffering. Life is not easy. While in Cameroon, I thought in Europe I will find 
money just waiting for me around the corner to pick it up! [He laughs] But 
since I came here I never found good money. This Europe is hard!” Ayuk 
was earning €400 per month with his club, enough to pay for rent and food 

32	 Maybritt Jill Alpes documented that parents in Buea would give between CFA 1.8 and 2.5 
million to migration brokers for “travel programs” (Alpes 2017: 307). Thus investments like those 
of Malaika (CFA 450,000) and Akwe’s father (CFA 650,000) were significant considering their 
economic situations, but still significantly lower considering the fees of migration brokers.
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but not much more. “Sometimes I cannot sleep at night, because I think of 
people in Cameroon how they suffer, I want to help them but there is no way. 
Everyone asks for money, they believe I reached Europe and that everything 
is great now. When my phone rings and I see a number from Cameroon, 
I’m afraid, I start trembling!” Throughout our conversation, Ayuk’s mobile 
phone kept buzzing: his younger brother was asking for CFA 65,000 (€100) 
to transfer to their grandmother who had retired to her village in the Manyu 
Division. 

Returning to Cameroon was not an option for Ayuk. “I even wanted to 
go back, but Collins [his teammate] convinced me not to. He told me that 
now I needed to struggle since I had the opportunity to leave Cameroon, 
maybe there will be no more opportunities like this.” Ayuk had thought 
about returning because of the horrible conditions he encountered the first 
time he arrived in Eastern Europe: appalling accommodation, being physical 
attacked by racist football fans, and an exploitative wealthy Polish business-
man who sought to profit from cheap African football labor. But the uncer-
tainty of mobility between Cameroon and Europe led him to stay and suffer. 
“And I can go back only if I have money to dash [give as a gift] people, 
because if you go back empty-handed everyone will curse at you. Like they 
cursed at Akwe. You know what happened to Akwe, right? They will say you 
are a useless man.”

Ayuk’s experience in Slovakia, especially the strained relationship with 
his demanding family, which is common among migrants (e.g. Lindley 2009; 
Sabar 2010), was ample demonstration of how material goods, primarily 
money, become enmeshed with emotions, such as love, obligation, and 
fear, constituting transnational “affective circuits” (Cole and Groes 2016) 
between migrants and their kin back home. The circuits metaphor is appro-
priate, as it highlights both the effort to remain connected and the potential 
for conflict and disconnect. Different institutional and individual actors – 
state institutions that limit young men’s border crossings but also demanding 
kin who deter young men’s return – work to curtail the mobility of young 
migrating Cameroonians. 

The trope of the “useless man” demonstrates how modes of mascu-
linity are built on relationships of dependence and care. Many young 
Cameroonian men express both an obligation and a desire to repay their 
elders and to provide for their juniors. With that in mind, having dependents 
emerges as a cornerstone of moral masculinity. A feminist version of ethics, 
the ethics of care, challenged the myopic views of ethics located only in 
abstract principles, or human action in relation to these principles, and put 
forward the idea of ethics that is gendered and relational (Noddings 1984). 
While the feminist perspective predominantly attributed the ethics of care 
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to women, the demands and desires of young Cameroonian men to pro-
vide financial care suggest its relevance to men. The term “useless man” that 
refers to a lack of financial care and the demise in reputation that comes with 
it points to financial care as a moral value shared by many Cameroonians, 
and one that is profoundly relational and gendered (see also Vigh 2017). 

As the allure of building a future by playing football abroad becomes 
increasingly visible in the Southwest Region, the evaluation of young men 
as moral subjects is increasingly taking place in the context of global pro-
cesses. While the presence of the transnational market in places such as the 
Southwest Region provides novel opportunities for young men, it also brings 
novel ways of failing to those young men who focus all their attention on 
entering the market.

THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING HUMBLE: PENTECOSTALISM, 
GENDERED MORALITY, AND DEALING WITH  
AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE
In many ways, Nelson was the opposite of Akwe. His teammates had nick-
named him “Jesus,” a reflection, in his own words, of his calm demeanor, 
which contrasted with many other footballers who were “hot.” His team-
mates described him as “humble,” meaning that he followed the instructions 
of club managers and coaches, both on and off the field, where they closely 
monitored young players’ actions and dispositions. Being “humble” con-
trasted with being strong-hed, which meant missing training sessions, fre-
quenting night clubs, and succumbing to the allures of urban life. 

Nelson was born and bred in Buea but was not a native of the Southwest 
Region: his parents were originally from a village near Nkambe, a town in 
the northernmost subdivision of the Northwest Region. When I met him, he 
was renting a room in a small wooden shack, his room cluttered with a bed, 
cupboard, small table, stove, and television set, without a toilet or much 
room to move. Nelson continually expressed his dedication to “move up in 
life” away from poverty and stagnation. 

Nelson’s parents lived far away, in their home village near Nkambe. 
Despite being fluent in his kontri tok (native language) Yamba, which he 
used on the rare occasions when he spoke with his parents, Nelson was 
somewhat of an exception among the young Grassfielders in Buea who 
were forced to stay in close contact with their family elders in villages in the 
Northwest Region. He felt abandoned by his parents and was critical of his 
father, a retired army officer and village chief who had fathered nine children 
with two wives. Nelson was particularly disapproving of his father’s polygy-
nous marriage and role as a “cultural man” who “never entered a church,” 
and who failed to provide him with education and financial backing:
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He is a village chief and a big man. He never paid for my school fees, 
instead he would go to the village, dash (give) to people 500,000 francs, 
buy mimbo (alcohol) for people, they would drink until they were 
drunk. Meanwhile his child was not going to school.

Here Nelson criticizes “traditional” masculinity, especially that of dignitaries, 
which relied on attaining “big man” status in regulatory societies, engaging 
in polygamy, fathering many children, and ostentatiously spending in village 
settings. The Grassfields region is also known for its hierarchical and geronto-
cratic political structures that have long subjugated young men (Argenti 2007: 
28-29; Warnier 2007: 36). Far from being privileged as the son of a chief, 
Nelson felt he was denied basic assistance and left to fend for himself. He 
attributed these characteristics to a “village mentality.” Like many of his peers 
in Cameroon, he castigated the “cultural man” who disregarded the struggles 
of youth. But he was even more disparaging of youth’s ostentatious behav-
ior in Cameroonian towns. He struggled to keep himself isolated from “bad 
friends” and “distractions,” which at times presented a challenge in his neigh-
borhood known for jambo (small-time gambling) and drinking joints. He spent 
most of his time in or around the house rather than on the street. Moreover, 
Nelson emphasized his dedication to being a God-fearing Christian. He was 
a member of one of many Pentecostal denominations that have proliferated 
in the Southwest Region, and closely followed the advice of Men of God, the 
Pentecostal Christian pastors who encouraged young Cameroonians to dream 
big and remain devout to experience God’s miracle of success.

For some, notably the migrant Grassfielders who settled temporarily 
or permanently in the Southwest Region, the contrast between Akwe and 
Nelson confirmed the stereotypes that contrasted the masculinity of coastal 
men from that of northwest migrants. As the stereotype goes, the men native 
to the coastal regions are lazy and only interested in “enjoying life.” In 
contrast, the Grassfielders are more “serious,” future-oriented, focused on 
upward mobility, and renowned (as well as criticized) for their “spirit of 
entrepreneurship” (Warnier 1993). This stereotyping harks back to colonial 
times, when coastal people were reluctant to work on plantations estab-
lished by German colonizers, and were labeled “unprogressive” and unwill-
ing to work (Ardener 1996: 245-46). On the surface, the contrasting cases 
of Akwe and Nelson conform to these stereotypes. Yet many footballers, 
regardless of geographical or ethnic origin, espoused values of “discipline” 
and “hard work” and were drawn to Pentecostal Christianity. These values, 
seen as central to success in football, together with Pentecostal morality, 
transcended stereotyping based on ethnicity. 



98

CHAPTER 4

Kelvin was adamant that Nelson’s humility would ensure him success in 
the transnational sports industry. He selected Nelson for trials abroad, invest-
ing money in his costly trip to Europe and expecting a significant return. 
Nelson took over the spot of several of his teammates, Akwe included, even 
though the latter arguably displayed superior football skills. In his decision-
making, Kelvin was considerably influenced by his main partner abroad, 
a football coach from a small town in Western Europe with experience in 
coaching young footballers. When I met the coach on one of his annual vis-
its to Buea, he repeatedly emphasized that Cameroonian footballers were 
talented but lacked focus and discipline, a common stereotype that sport 
officials in the Global North express about athletes from the Global South 
(Besnier 2015: 857; Guinness 2014). On several occasions, he also directly 
compared Nelson with Akwe, praising the former as an exemplary figure for 
all other young footballers at the academy and lamenting the latter’s “unpro-
fessional” disposition. For the coach, Nelson was fit to enter the transna-
tional circuits of footballers, while Akwe was not.

Many West African footballers struggle once they reach Europe (Banaś 
2016), and Nelson was no exception. His destination was a far cry from 
his dreams of making it in waytman kontri. He landed in a fourth division 
club in a village in Poland, where, like Ayuk in Slovakia, he struggled in 
new structural conditions to establish himself as a legal resident, while at 
the same time attempting to train and perform in terrible conditions. While 
Nelson was not duped by profit-seeking managers, like so many young West 
African footballers (Esson 2015b: 47), he landed in a club which special-
ized in bringing in cheap West African players hungry for success and keep-
ing them in substandard living conditions with no basic amenities or salary. 
Struggling to fight his way through the racist verbal incidents and physical 
attacks by violent fans, Nelson endured nine months before finally acquir-
ing legal resident status and signing a contract with another club, which 
provided him a starting salary and a decent apartment. However, he never 
considered returning to Cameroon. He insisted that, now that he had finally 
emigrated, it was time to “struggle” abroad despite the hardships. At least the 
struggle abroad would bring opportunities for social mobility, while strug-
gling in Cameroon would never bring a better future. 

The Pentecostal gendered morality that Nelson subscribed to – avoiding 
alcohol, nightlife, and women – proved beneficial to him in Poland. When 
I met him there in May 2016, he was praised by the Polish club manager, 
who emphasized the benefits of Nelson’s way of life for performance in foot-
ball. The club manager was impressed with footballers from Africa he had 
encountered until that moment, whom he perceived as more disciplined 
and driven in their pursuit of a football career than their Polish teammates. 
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Soon after, the club manager hired Nelson to play for his club on a long-term 
basis.

In addition, Nelson continued to follow the church services of the 
hugely popular Nigerian neo-charismatic prophet and televangelist T.B. 
Joshua. One Sunday morning we watched together an internet live stream of 
the service. Nelson was visibly moved. “It gives me hope, and also faith. This 
is how I get my inspiration, by watching this church.” He recounted to me 
an episode from the church service he had seen the week before my arrival 
in Poland, a testimony of a Nigerian football player.33 The testimony began 
with failures in trial matches with three different clubs in Italy. The footballer 
eventually returned to Nigeria to attend the service in the megachurch in 
Lagos and receive blessings from the prophet. Soon after, the footballer was 
given another opportunity for a trial, this time in Slovenia, where he per-
formed extraordinarily well. He signed a long-term professional contract 
with one of the most prominent Slovenian football clubs, which went on 
to win the national league title. This was a story of struggle, God’s miracu-
lous intervention, and finally success, which clearly made a strong impact 
on Nelson, who prayed to be spotted and signed by a higher level club. Thus 
Pentecostalism was useful for Nelson in two separate but related ways: it 
provided him with gendered morality that converged with the demands of 
football coaches and managers, but also with a way to deal with uncertainty 
and the possibility of success, however elusive.

In the Southwest Region, football coaches and managers, especially 
those who rewarded humility with mobility, often attempted to mold youth 
into good men, calculating that they would have a better chance at making 
a profit from them. Although some coaches and managers were Pentecostal 
Christians, many were not, and the managers did not specifically look for 
devout Pentecostal footballers. Rather, they looked for “humble” and “disci-
plined” young men. Many young footballers found the Pentecostal gendered 
morality, combined with the promise of prosperity despite the unfavorable 
odds and their disadvantaged economic background, attractive and useful 
for fulfilling the demands of managers and coaches. They presented them-
selves as humble, monogamous, and orientated to mobility and a cosmo-
politan future, and were prepared to struggle abroad despite the unfavorable 
circumstances, all the while criticizing the hypermasculine tropes of both 
conspicuous urban manhood and “traditional” village manhood. 

Nelson’s relationship with his manager demonstrates that the economic 
evaluation of football players in the transnational market is not only an eval-

33	 The church in Lagos records and diligently archives all its services, and I was able to watch 
the recording of the particular service on YouTube.
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uation of athletic ability but also a moral evaluation of gendered acts. Even 
though young Cameroonians use a variety of resources to become mobile, 
football managers are important gatekeepers to footballers’ mobility, and 
their evaluation of footballers’ moral acts has a strong impact on the young 
men’s futures. Young Cameroonian footballers seek to engage with global 
processes through “declarations of dependence” (Ferguson 2013), by which 
they prefer subjection to those who can provide them with an opportunity 
to move abroad, to abjection and the poor prospect for future well-being 
in Cameroon. Furthermore, Nelson’s story illustrates a growing disappoint-
ment with relationships of subjection in local contexts (such as hierarchi-
cal structures in village settings) and a preference for dependence on agents 
who promise engagement with global processes. 

Like other global sports, such as rugby (Guinness 2014) and baseball 
(Klein 1991), the transnational football industry favors disciplined athletes. 
In West Africa since the 1990s, the expansion of the market for football play-
ers, the proliferation of football academies, and the neoliberal structural 
adjustment programs together have accelerated the production of not only 
“disciplined” but also entrepreneurial athletes (Esson 2013). As a result, peo-
ple come to glorify the young athletes when they succeed but also hold them 
individually responsible when they fail. The values of discipline and respon-
sibility constitute “moral and ethical assemblages” (Zigon 2011: 71-2), com-
plex collections that include institutional and public moralities that are not 
bound by specific social contexts: even when enacted in local settings, they 
have a global reach. When the young footballers construct moral mascu-
linities by transforming themselves into “humble” men, they engage with 
and seek to become part of these assemblages in order to have a chance at 
becoming mobile and overcoming their disadvantaged economic and social 
positions in Cameroon. 

The morality inscribed by Pentecostal churches thus resembles the 
demands of sports managers and coaches. Elsewhere in Africa and in Latin 
America, Pentecostal movements promote similar masculine values, such as 
monogamy, distancing oneself from “traditional” masculinity, and absten-
tion from alcohol and promiscuity (Lima 2012; Pearce 2012; van Klinken 
2012). It is not surprising that these values match those promoted by coaches 
and managers. But crucially, Pentecostal denominations all over the world 
ascribe a moral dimension to people’s actions. In early 2000s Nigeria, 
Pentecostal denominations played a key role in shaping the view that the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic, poverty, and inequality were the consequences of 
Nigerians’ immoral behavior (Smith 2004). In Tanzania, while Pentecostal 
women consider their pre-conversion sins as the consequence of difficult 
socioeconomic circumstances, men more often speak in moral terms about 
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their unchecked desires and individual sinful inclinations and emphasize 
the importance of self-control and responsibility (Lindhardt 2015, 260-2). 
Importantly, in many places, such as Mozambique (Pfeiffer, Gimbel-Sherr, 
and Augusto 2007), Brazil (Lima 2012), and Zambia (Haynes 2013), the 
Pentecostal transformation of gender values takes place in contexts of neolib-
eral economic adjustments and becomes central in dealing with social and 
economic uncertainty. In post-structural-adjustment Cameroon, Pentecostal 
denominations are not the only institutions through which people formulate 
and transform moral masculinities. But the surge in their popularity among 
young footballers points to how expectations of transnational industries, of 
which professional sports is one of the more demanding and unpredictable, 
are translated into moral imperatives. Thus Pentecostalism contributes to sit-
uations such as the one I described in the beginning of this chapter, in which 
young footballers view each other’s failures not so much as a result of global 
inequalities and uncertainties inherent to the industry, but in terms of gen-
dered moral shortcomings.

MASCULINITIES, MORALITIES, AND UNCERTAINTY IN SPORT
In the world of football in the Southwest Region of Cameroon, the gatekeep-
ers of young men’s mobility select certain men as eligible for participation in 
the global processes while excluding others. Some men attempt to perform 
a mode of masculinity that clearly contrasts tropes of hypermasculine man-
hood that many Cameroonians associate with football players. They work on 
formulating themselves as moral men by engaging with global flows of trans-
national markets, challenging tropes of “urban” and “traditional” masculin-
ity, and imagining a mobile future. Those who fail or decline to conform to 
the regimes of production of “humble men from the Global South” become 
labeled as unprofessional and unmanageable by the gatekeepers of mobility 
in international sports, as well as “useless” by their families and peers. 

The notion of moral masculinities enables us to understand moral judg-
ments and orientations towards moral values as central to the construction of 
masculine subjects. The criteria for moral judgments are not necessarily con-
structed in the context of dramatic events but through people’s aspirations 
and future orientations. The notion also highlights the gendering of morali-
ties. When young Cameroonians respond to others’ moral evaluations, such 
as being labeled “useless,” or orient themselves towards certain values, such 
as being “humble,” they are compelled to shape themselves as both moral 
and gendered subjects. 

Moral masculinities are not isolated, objectified entities. People con-
struct moralities and masculinities at the intersection of different domains of 
social life. For many young Cameroonians, football has emerged as one of 
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these domains, but it is inextricable from other contexts, such as their rela-
tions with the kin, their religious practices, their economic circumstances, 
or their ethnicity. In addition, formulations of moral masculinities rarely 
take place in bounded cultural settings. Young Cameroonian footballers are 
an example of how men formulate modes of masculinity by engaging with 
large-scale global forces (e.g. the transnational market for football players), 
their home environments (e.g. kin), and their generational peers (e.g. neigh-
borhood friends and fellow footballers). On these different scales, men are 
subject to moral evaluations that are central to how they construct them-
selves as men. 

Finally, moral evaluations are central to the ways young people attempt 
to face, on the one hand, diminishing livelihood possibilities at home, and, 
on the other, global inequalities and the fickleness inherent to transnational 
industries like football. Like many young people elsewhere, especially in 
the Global South, young Cameroonian footballers are acutely aware of their 
position on the margins of global processes and the uncertainties inherent 
to transnational markets. At the same time, they interpret their failures and 
successes in terms of moral shortcomings and moral decency. Morality is, for 
better or worse, a powerful and compelling way of coming to terms with a 
future that is profoundly uncertain.

Figure 4. A Nigerian footballer and his Cameroonian teammate (in the background), 
recent arrivals in a third division club in a village in Slovakia. Slovakia, June 2016. 
PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR. 


