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CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 6

Athletes and Spiritual Wives: 
Football, Pentecostalism,  

and the Body

When in August 2014 I met Derrick, a teammate at the Buea Young Star FC 
football academy, his zeal for training was particularly intense. At 20 years 
old, he was proud of being the youngest member of the team’s starting 
lineup. His hopes of a contract abroad were fueled by his kinship networks 
that stretched to Europe: his father was an entrepreneur living in Sweden and 
was very supportive of his athletic endeavors. He was on his way to estab-
lishing himself as a powerful midfielder.

In October 2014, Derrick’s performances visibly deteriorated. In 
regional league matches his passes were not going through, his short sprints 
slowed down considerably, and his intimidating defensive technique was 
absent. He was often substituted before halftime and soon lost his position 
in the starting eleven. The cause was not clear, and Derrick himself, although 
visibly irritated, avoided complaining and making excuses. 

It soon became clear that he was suffering from a stubborn injury. He 
tried his best to hide the pain from the coach. He resisted being relegated 
to the bench and insisted that he was fit to train and play. When questions 
about his performance mounted, he finally confided to a few of our team-
mates that he had strained his adductor muscles. Commonly known as a 
“groin pull,” straining muscles of the upper and inner thigh is a common 
injury among footballers everywhere.

Why would Derrick hide his affliction from the coaches? During one 
training session, Derrick failed to continue hiding his increasing pain. 
Pointing towards his groin area, he complained to the coach that the pain 
was unbearable. The coach was not surprised, and showed little sympathy 
in his initial response: “This is because you are working on the other side!” 
“Working” pointed to a physically straining activity, and “the other side” 
referred to the bedroom. The accusation, which Derrick clearly expected, 
meant that his injury was caused by too much sex. The coach immediately 
offered a solution: a visit to a medical clinic, five days of injections, some 
prescribed medications, and one week of rest. It went without saying that 
Derrick had to suspend his sexual activities.

Derrick’s recovery, however, was slow. Several months passed until he 
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started training full-time. Plans for his preparation for trials abroad were put 
on hold. Over time, he became the butt of a joke: “Derrick likes women too 
much!” some of his teammates laughed during friendly banters after training 
sessions. 

While continuing to taunt him, some offered an alternative explana-
tion for his predicament. The team captain, Emil, the dedicated Pentecostal 
Christian I wrote about in previous chapters, hinted to me that Derrick had 
been affected by what Pentecostals called a “spiritual wife”: an evil spirit in 
the form of an attractive woman who haunted men’s dreams and seduced 
them into intercourse. The spirit operated in the “spiritual world” (see chap-
ter 5) but provoked a “physical” reaction: men would ejaculate in their sleep 
and wake up in wet bedsheets. This was frequently happening to Derrick, the 
team captain contended, and the frequent ejaculations, coupled with inten-
sive training, caused him to strain his adductor muscles and consequently 
skip trainings and miss opportunities for trials abroad. 

For many months Derrick was hesitant to openly talk to me about his 
injury. In August 2015 he finally shared with me the details of the story. He 
described his injury as having been caused by wet dreams. He had responded 
quickly by visiting a well-respected health center in Buea, where he consulted 
a doctor and spent a substantial amount of money on tests and medications. 
The problem persisted, which suggested that it was beyond physical. Searching 
for a fuller explanation for his predicament, he turned to his uncle, a pastor at 
the Full Gospel Mission, one of the largest Pentecostal denominations in the 
Southwest Region, who confirmed that his problem was a “spiritual wife.”

At the time of our last conversation, Derrick was again fit and back in 
the starting 11 in Buea Young Star FC. He seemed to have recovered, at least 
for the time being. His recovery included prayers and medications:

I would pray, I would pray, I would pray. I don’t go to these traditional 
healers, I don’t believe in that. […] For this, you only have to pray, and 
also take medicines. I took different injections, and drank medicines. 
[…] So yes, I had that problem, and that caused my injury, but now I am 
praying, and I am playing well, and it is better.

Finally, he said he was disturbed by unfounded accusations from his team-
mates, coaches, and the club manager that he had too much sex. Quite the 
contrary, he emphasized his dedication to being faithful to his girlfriend, 
whom he had decided to marry, and boasted of his ability to avoid sexual 
temptations.

Derrick’s problems highlight tensions in performing a particular mascu-
line role produced by two separate but interrelated processes: his years of 
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training with Buea Young Star FC, where the manager awarded young foot-
ballers who “behaved well” with the possibility of mobility; and his consul-
tation with a Pentecostal pastor, who provided a solution to his struggles with 
involuntary nightly ejaculation. His story illustrates how football training, 
sexual practices, and what Pentecostal Christians in Cameroon call the spiri-
tual world become entangled in the body of an aspiring athlete. For young 
athletes, sexual practices are a cause of frequent anxiety, not least because of 
their alleged effects on the body. Footballers, together with their coaches and 
managers, struggle to control their sexual practices as part of their future life 
project, which involves their bodily capital. Pentecostal Christianity is one 
way of dealing with this embodied anxiety. This chapter focuses on young 
footballers’ efforts and difficulties to control and maintain their athletic bod-
ies – negotiating sexual practices, training effectively, and eating regularly – 
in order to reveal how spirituality, morality, and aspirations of social mobility 
come together to make gendered (masculine) subjects.

Sporting endeavors in general are clear examples of how bodies can 
be centers of action and possibility, tools for engaging with the world, but 
also of how they need to be subjected to disciplinary regimes. As scholars 
have recognized for a long time, for people everywhere the body is a pri-
mary instrument for action, and serves as both technical object and tech-
nical means (Mauss 1935). Through socialization and education, bodies 
become “socially informed” (Bourdieu 1977: 124) and repositories for social 
norms, class identities, or gender identities (Bourdieu 2004). In addition, 
more than simply repositories, bodies can be an “existential ground of cul-
ture” (Csordas 1990: 5), i.e. a site where cultures become materialized and 
real. At the same time, athletic bodies need to be subjected to manipula-
tion, training, and disciplining regimes. Athletic bodies need to be “docile” 
(Foucault 1995) to become useful: “the body becomes a useful force only if it 
is both a productive body and a subjected body” (Foucault 1995: 26).

Young Cameroonian footballers are subjected to disciplining regimes 
of coaches at football clubs and academies whose ideas about training 
are grounded in professionalized sports and technical knowledge that was 
mainly formulated in the West. Footballers are also influenced by indige-
nous ideas about the body and its role in physical activities. This raises the 
question of whether it is useful to consider bodies clear products of one or 
the other “culture” or “social structure.” It is an accepted idea in anthropol-
ogy that techniques of the body are not universal but instead vary among 
societies (Mauss 1935) and are said to reflect a particular social structure 
(Bourdieu 1977). Yet the case of athletes who are influenced both by Western 
discourses of professional sports and local discourses about the body and 
gendered morality show that, as Besnier (2012) suggests, bodies are not 
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products of clearly outlined and separated “societies,” “cultures,” or “social 
structures” (the term depends on the theoretical current) but of an amalgam 
of global and local discourses and practices. In addition, the case of foot-
ballers suggests that it is probably not too useful to see bodies as expressions 
of “culture” conceived as a composite of past experiences, given that foot-
ballers aspire to use their bodies as tools for social and geographical mobil-
ity – clearly part of a future-oriented project. 

Pentecostal Christianity also plays an important role in young foot-
ballers’ body regimes. As I have shown in chapter 5, Pentecostal Christians 
emphatically prioritize the spiritual over the physical, and Pentecostal foot-
ballers in Cameroon maintain this idea. At first glance, this seems to be in 
conflict with a sports industry that prioritizes control over the physical body 
in order to enhance its performance. For much of my fieldwork, I took it 
for granted that such a tension existed, only to discover that for most of the 
Pentecostal footballers I met the spiritual and the material did not clash but 
instead converged in the process of training and maintaining an athletic 
body. Exploring this convergence but also the ways athletes negotiate and 
resolve tensions between the materiality of sports and the pervasiveness of 
spirituality shows how the process of molding effective, athletic bodies that 
perform well involves spiritual work and forces beyond the physical.

Pentecostal Christianity is a fertile domain for rethinking the entrenched 
oppositions between spirit and matter, belief and ritual, content and form, 
and mind and body. The material approach to Pentecostalism (Meyer and 
Houtman 2012; Vásquez 2011) in anthropology convincingly criticizes two 
entrenched modes of thinking about Christian spirituality: one, anthropol-
ogists’ focus on meaning and belief as privileged domains of inquiry; and 
two, Protestant Christians’ claims that their faith moves beyond reliance 
on concrete material forms, and regards matter as secondary and significa-
tion as primary. A focus on the materiality of Pentecostalism means moving 
away from ideas, concepts, and ideologies as immaterial abstractions, and 
towards ways that ideas operate in and construct a tangible, material, con-
crete reality. 

Marked as it is in different parts of the world by vigorous prayers and 
passionate dancing, Pentecostal Christianity demonstrates the power 
of bodily engagement in spiritual practices. Even though Pentecostal 
Christianity nominally follows the Protestant ideology that privileges imma-
terial abstractions over material things, one reason for the massive appeal of 
Pentecostal Christianity in many parts of the world is its ability to animate 
the senses and the bodily experience of the Holy Spirit among its believ-
ers. Pentecostal Christianity mobilizes and authorizes the body as the “har-
binger of ultimate truth and authenticity” (Meyer 2010: 756). The believer’s 
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material body, bodily senses and experiences are central to understanding 
Pentecostal Christianity’s appeal.

The theoretical current that focuses on material aspects of Pentecostalism, 
especially the body, is useful when considering the experiences of young 
Cameroonian athletes, but it requires a slight shift in focus. Studying Pentecostal 
Christianity outside its most obvious spaces – such as churches, congregations, 
and religious schools – and locating it in other social spaces – such as football 
fields and athletes’ interactions with spiritual leaders in the context of sports – 
reveals that the disciplining regimes of Pentecostalism and sports intersect in 
athletes’ potent yet vulnerable bodies. Here I am not so much concerned with 
sensations and bodily experience as with young men’s efforts to cultivate and 
maintain control over their bodies as part of their future life projects. Focusing 
on how young athletes engage with Pentecostal Christianity demonstrates how 
Pentecostal Christianity operates not only by engaging believers’ bodily senses 
(Meyer 2010; Vásquez 2011) but also by providing resources for the discipline, 
control, and care of the body, which are crucial aspects of athletic endeavors.

My choice to focus on the body is grounded in ethnography: as will 
become clear in the sections below, young athletes emphasize that they 
need to pay much more attention to maintaining their bodies than “com-
mon” Cameroonians, “ordinary” men, or waytman researchers. But close 
attention reveals that the body is inseparable from issues such as gendered 
morality, spirituality, and aspirations for a future abroad.

FOOTBALL AND THE DANGERS OF SEX
On Buea’s football fields, footballers frequently debated how sex affected 
their performances. In May 2015 I joined two of my friends, Tabe and Iroko, 
in their early morning training sessions at the Molyko Omnisport Stadium. 
Our goal was to improve endurance, so we focused on running, rope-skip-
ping, and abdominal exercises, rather than technique with the ball or tac-
tics. Tabe, whom I already mentioned in chapter 5, was a significantly more 
experienced footballer than Iroko. After having played a few seasons with a 
club in Douala and competing in the Cameroonian first division, he spent 
two years of his early twenties playing in second and third division clubs in 
the United Arab Emirates, where he was well paid. Upon the end of his con-
tract he returned to Cameroon, but his family members quickly “ate” most 
of his savings. Looking for opportunities in Europe, he tried his luck in a first 
division club in a southeast European country, only to return to Cameroon, 
disappointed and with no money. In 2015 he tried again to migrate to the 
Emirates. He was a member of Christ Embassy International, a well-known 
international Pentecostal church with headquarters in Nigeria, and regularly 
attended their youth congregation in Buea.
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Iroko trained at Buea’s stadium regularly with teams competing on dif-
ferent levels (from regional to national). “Iroko” was his nickname, which 
in Bakweri mythology referred to an extraordinarily resilient and tough tree 
with mystical powers. He had never left Cameroon. In the apartment com-
plex where he lived he was considered a troublemaker, inviting complaints 
from residents about noise well into the small hours of the night. He was 
a frequent butt of Tabe’s jokes about his propensity for mimbo (alcoholic 
drinks) and night life.

At one point during our morning training session, Tabe brought up the 
topic of activities harmful to athletes’ bodies:

Drinking is not good for you. When you drink beer you need to train 
more, so that it can come out of your body [komot for yu skin]. It will 
come out, but you must work more to make it so [makes a waving ges-
ture with his hand above his right arm, suggesting it evaporates out of 
the body]. […] Also, you cannot have sex with a woman. The water 
that comes out [wata weh deh komot lek piss], that is not a small thing. 
When that happens, you need 72 hours to recuperate. And you must 
run a lot, like 200 kilometers. When you have sex, the next morning you 
will have pain in your joints. If you do not do too much sports, you can 
do it, you will not feel it too much. But if you want to do sports, you can-
not! It will affect you too much.

Iroko did not immediately respond to Tabe and we all continued with our 
exercises. A while later, as we walked back from the training session, I asked 
him to comment on what Tabe had said:

Tabe is a crazy man [kres-man]. What will happen if you drink a small 
beer? On the contrary, if you have too much power in your body, you 
need to relax. For me, I have too much power [flexes his arm muscles], 
and beer will make you relax. I don’t fear drinking beer. But I fear having 
sex with a woman. That will make you lose power.

While footballers’ views on consuming alcohol could differ, ranging from 
complete abstinence to occasional avoidance to recreational use, I was some-
what surprised to learn footballers had an almost unanimous opinion about 
sexual acts. All seemed to agree that ejaculation resulted in a loss of physical 
energy that somehow needed to be replenished. Uncontrolled sexual activ-
ity could also lead to injuries. Replenishing the lost energy took time and 
returning to previous fitness levels required significant additional training, 
so sex was to be avoided, especially immediately before important matches. 
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Thus controlling sex, most specifically ejaculation, was a primary concern for 
young footballers, who needed to deal with the tensions between, on the one 
hand, desire and desirability, and, on the other, physically demanding training.

Anxiety over ejaculation at times led footballers to make the conscious 
decision to refrain from having multiple sexual partners. However, what 
was more important were their partners’ sexual demands. Consider the fol-
lowing. In March 2015, Emil and myself were returning from a Buea Young 
Star FC training session when we came across our teammate Franklin. A tall 
and skillful attacker (“number nine”) in his mid-twenties, he had transferred 
from Unisport Limbe FC, hoping that the new club president in Buea would 
arrange trials abroad for him. On that particular day, he did not show up 
for the morning training session. When we encountered him on the street 
in Molyko near his rental, he used his current girlfriend as an excuse. 
Apparently, her sexual appetite was harmful to his performance. The follow-
ing exchange between Franklin, Emil, and myself ensued:

Emil: That girl will ruin your career.
Uroš: Which girl?
Emil: He has some girl, she keeps him in the house all the time.
Franklin: That one is a bad girl. But I will stop seeing her. Woman is a 
bad thing, it distracts you from football.
Emil [speaking to Uroš]: Sometimes she keeps him inside the house the 
whole day, when he comes to train he has no power.
Franklin: Sometimes I’m in the house with her, I don’t want to go any-
where, I don’t even want to go to trainings. And she knows me well, 
for a long time now, so she knows my weaknesses. I cannot resist her. 
When she is there, I have to do it.
Uroš: But this is fine, you only cannot do it before a match, no?
Franklin: Uroš, you know ejaculation is a waste of energy.
Emil: Yes, and players here do not eat well [no di chop fayn], so they 
cannot recuperate, meaning sometimes even after a week it will still 
affect you in the field. And especially if she holds you the whole day! 
Some women don’t even know that this is a bad thing.

My goal here is not to establish whether footballers’ athletic aspirations were 
indeed threatened by the sexual demands of their girlfriends. Rather, this 
exchange reiterates that the body is central for young footballers’ choices 
of sexual partners. There were no indications that Franklin led a particularly 
promiscuous lifestyle – even if he did, the problem was not whether he had 
many sexual partners or one regular partner. Rather, the problem was the 
waste of physical energy through ejaculation.
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In some cases, women, particularly girlfriends, were central figures for 
applying the regimes of sexual disciplining. According to some, this was not 
an easy task, considering that the young men had serious sexual appetites 
and were prone to “chasing” women and having many sexual partners, and, 
as athletes and young men, were sexually attractive to young women. In pre-
vious chapters, I wrote about Ayuk, the exceptionally fast-paced winger for 
Buea Young Star FC. When I met him in late 2014, he was renting a room in 
a small simple wooden house with no toilet or running water, in Campaign 
Street, a quarter in Great Soppo considered tough and dodgy by some.40 
He had a six-year-old daughter with Katie, a young Bamileke woman who 
resided in the same quarter.41 Eighteen when she delivered her daughter, she 
followed her father’s instructions and quit school to take care of the child. 

Katie felt she had to work hard to “keep” Ayuk. She did not like the 
way he attracted the attention of young women, both around the football 
field and in the quarter. She admired his clothing style and comportment as 
“clean”: he dropped his pants below his waistline, revealing the top of his 
clean shiny white boxer briefs. She found his style particularly attractive, but, 
as she was aware, so did many other young women, and she was determined 
to keep them away.

Ayuk was born in the Manyu Division, among a Banyangi ethnic group. 
One prominent stereotype held that Banyangi men were prone to seeking 
many sexual partners. Both men and women, and both Grassfielders and 
coastal people in Buea, considered Banyangi men as nyanga boy-dem: 
young men who paid particular attention to their appearance and style.42 
Banyangi men, the stereotype went, had a woman-eye: they “liked women” 
and were particularly skilled at gaining their attention. People often linked 
the promiscuity of Banyangi men to the reputation of Banyangi women, who 
supposedly were inclined to become sex workers. According to rumors, 
the larger towns of the Southwest Region, such as Kumba and Limbe, had 
entire quarters known for places where women originating from the Manyu 
Division sold sex. Even though the stereotype about Banyangi women was 

40	 I often felt this was an unfair characterization of Campaign Street, a somewhat run-down 
quarter, but populated by people from all walks of life: teachers, civil servants, small business 
owners, footballers, university students. It seemed like it was mostly my Pentecostal friends who 
regarded it as a “bad” neighborhood.
41	 Bamileke is an ethnic group native to the West Region, in Francophone Cameroon. They 
are known for their “entrepreneurial spirit” (Warnier 1993) and their propensity to migrate, both 
within Cameroon and overseas (Ndjio 2009).
42	 Nyanga, a Cameroonian Pidgin English term, can loosely be translated as “style,” although 
much of the meaning is lost in translation. Nyanga can refer to the ostentatious display of sty-
lish jewelry, such as shiny earrings, bracelets, or necklaces. It can be a particularly well-done 
hairstyle or clothes of the latest fashion. It can also refer to an attitude, urban and stylish. In 
addition, nyanga can refer to a playful pretense. For example, a footballer might wear a bandage 
over his injury. The bandage might be caused by a legitimate injury, but it could also be a nyanga 
– a harmless pretense aimed at attracting attention. The term applies to both men and women.
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likely inflated by colonial administrators, who in their reports tended to 
label all unmarried migrant women as prostitutes (Walter Gam Nkwi, per-
sonal communication), there are records of young women from the Manyu 
Division migrating to Nigeria and other parts of Cameroon to sell sex (Niger-
Thomas 2001). Katie was conscious of Banyangi men’s reputation, although 
she saw it as a wider trend that included Cameroonian men in general. She 
argued that almost every boy-pikin (young man) was promiscuous when they 
were young. Ayuk was a case in point – although he had recently “calmed 
down,” not least because of Katie’s continual efforts to ward off female 
contenders and because of their daughter, who demanded attention and 
responsibility.

Katie was particularly offended by allegations that she was responsible 
for Ayuk’s bad stints on the field. These allegations implied that she was lur-
ing him into having sex before crucial matches. She contended, however, 
that she played an important role in controlling Ayuk’s sexual practices:

He [the manager] would call me, and all the others [teammates] would 
talk, “Ayuk is not fit, Ayuk cannot run”, and say that I caused it! I would 
tell them, “What do you mean I caused it, I would always refuse him.” 
Sometimes he wants to do it, but he has a match the next day. I refuse 
him, and he gets veks [angry]! But the next day he goes to the field, 
comes back, and tells me, “I played such good football, people swamped 
to dash [give] me money!” I tell him, “You see?!”

Katie was well informed regarding the “common knowledge” among foot-
ballers about the detrimental effects of sex on physical performance, and 
considered herself to be part of this disciplining regime. Considering her 
fierce insistence on Ayuk being faithful – in her eyes, not an easy task – she 
arguably played a significant role in this disciplining. 

In practice, Katie’s role as Ayuk’s long-term girlfriend was ambiguous. 
One time she recalled how Ayuk was taken to a week-long training camp 
where female visitors were not allowed. One night, however, she managed 
to sneak into Ayuk’s room and spend a few hours with him, before leaving 
the camp unnoticed. She did not explain her transgression further, except for 
a playful smile. But the story shows how young footballers in Buea needed 
to deal with tension between youthful desirability and sexual restraint. Not 
only the coaches and managers exercised control over young men’s bodies: 
women who were either their long- or short-term girlfriends played a crucial 
role in this precarious regime of managing sexual desire.

Finally, despite footballers’ and their girlfriends evocation of the body as a 
source of anxiety, sex was not simply harmful because of its effect on the body. 
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Sex, or rather, women, were part of a wider corpus that footballers referred 
to as “distractions.” Footballers, and to an even greater degree their coaches, 
saw their girlfriends as the most harmful of distractions that included gam-
bling, drinking alcohol, and night life. When young footballers took part in 
training camps, such as the one mentioned above, coaches forbade footballers 
from using mobile phones. One of the reasons they gave me was that it shel-
tered footballers from problems that distracted from training or matches – such 
as a girlfriend informing them she had become pregnant. In other examples, 
the women could inform them that they had to go to the hospital and needed 
money to pay the bills. In this sense, even family members were seen as poten-
tial distractions, especially when they asked for money. Thus young men had 
to be isolated from falling for masculine vices, such as drinking and wom-
anizing, as well as from masculine obligations, especially providing money. 
Coaches and footballers cited effects on the athletic body as the main prob-
lem, but these were clearly an expression of a wider range of vices that men 
could fall for, or numerous demands they were asked to meet.

TRADITIONAL BAKWERI WRESTLING: A COMPARISON
The idea that sexual intercourse has detrimental effects on one’s body may 
originate in indigenous perspectives on health and physical strength. There 

Figure 6. Whoever forces his opponent to touch the ground with his back or belly, 
wins. The sanja or “wrapper” that one of the wrestlers is wearing around his waist 
indicates that he is representing his village Bokwai, the standing champions. Bova, 
Cameroon, May 2015. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR.
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are examples throughout the African continent to suggest this. For instance, 
for the baSakata of the Democratic Republic of Congo, heterosexual activ-
ity leads to the loss of makasi (“force” or “power” in Lingala) for men, and 
its gain for women (Bekaert 2000). In urban Kinshasa, young men fear that 
they might lose their “star,” a spiritual entity that stands for success and good 
luck, in sexual intercourse (Pype 2012: 266). Cameroonians have also long 
employed the notion of a “star” to refer to success (see chapter 5). In this 
case, avoiding sexual encounters with women has less to do with the mate-
rial body and more with concerns over elusive success and bad luck.

In the Southwest Region, indigenous perspectives were never clear-cut, 
not least because of the tremendous mixing of different ethnic groups, tradi-
tions, and beliefs in the region. One parallel could be found in another phys-
ical and competitive activity popular among young men – wesua or pala-
pala, Bakweri traditional wrestling (see Figure 6).43 Proponents of wesua 
spoke about tensions around sex in similar terms. In Bokwai, a Bakweri 
village ten minutes by road from Buea, old and retired wrestling ngumu 
(“champions” or “heroes” in Mokpe, the language of the Bakweri) were gen-
erally happy about the recent surge in popularity of traditional wresting, with 
Sunday bouts between wrestlers from eight Bakweri villages increasingly 
attracting Cameroonians’ attention. Even though wesua has probably never 
disappeared from Bakweri villages, it seemed to be revived by significant 
support from senior civil servants. Known for its long history of producing 
wrestling champions, Bokwai was particularly successful in reviving the tra-
dition: in 2015 the village won the annual tournament for the fifth time in a 
row. But while old ngumu from Bokwai welcomed this surge in popularity, 
they also felt that some of the rituals and practices that used to be central to 
wrestlers’ regimens were no longer being followed. One of these was celi-
bacy during the week prior to Sunday wrestling bouts. According to Samba 
Esowe, a ngumu whose success as a wrestler peaked in the 1980s, serious 
wrestlers had to take “precautions” before important bouts, one of which 
was abstention from sexual intercourse for a week. When I interviewed him 
in May 2015, in the midst of the wrestling season, the main reason he gave 
for celibacy was the belief, handed down from parents to younger genera-
tions, that women were detrimental to male athletes’ success and brought 
bad luck. In the week prior to an important Sunday bout, a serious wrestler 
needed to avoid sleeping with women. If he had a wife and could not avoid 
sleeping in the same bedroom, he had to resist having sex, and the wife was 
tasked with refusing his advances. The ngumu also emphasized the need to 

43	 Wesua is a Bakweri tradition, but traditional wrestling is not exclusive to this ethnic group. 
A similar version of wrestling (“lutte traditionnelle”) is practiced in the Littoral Region.
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avoid consuming food prepared by menstruating women, including cousins 
and sisters. The wrestler had several options: consuming simple bread from 
small shops, preparing his own food, or having his food prepared by “not-
yet-matured” (premenstrual) women, such as his younger sisters. 

The idea that men need to avoid contact with menstruating women is, 
of course, not exclusive to the Bakweri nor to the wrestlers, but it is a fairly 
common notion in many places around the world. For instance, in Kinshasa, 
semen or menstrual blood are believed to be capable of transmitting evil 
spirits (Pype 2012: 266). Some classic ethnographic accounts of Highland 
Papua New Guinea societies detail how menstrual blood is seen as polluting 
and dangerous for men (Herdt 1981). In addition, the idea that men need 
to maintain control over the loss of semen is observed among wrestlers in 
North India (Alter 1995) and Hindu men in general (Alter 1997). However, 
in both wrestling and football in Cameroon, the belief that sexual intercourse 
needed to be avoided prior to physically straining endeavors did not squarely 
originate in “tradition.” On the contrary, it was often couched in terms of 
a “modern” and “scientific” knowledge associated with regulated sports 
competition on a national and international level. Another notable ngumu 
from Bokwai argued that sexual intercourse, along with a few other practices 
such as drinking alcohol and staying up late in nightclubs, made the wrestler 
“lose weight,” meaning that he was more exposed to being taken down by 
an opponent. The ngumu traced back this knowledge to Bakweri customs, 
but also to his preparations for a competition in Olympic freestyle wrestling 
(what Cameroonians called “carpet wrestling”) in Yaoundé, where he won 
the 1979 championship awarded by the Fédération Camerounaise de Lutte. 
Similarly, one of the region’s most celebrated wrestlers, Tonga Nganda, who 
represented Cameroon in several international freestyle wrestling competi-
tions in Egypt and Russia, and trained his sons and other young wrestlers to 
compete in international competitions, was fairly dismissive of Bakweri cus-
toms in wrestling, yet he claimed that during the season wrestlers can have 
sex only on Mondays, because they have ample time to recuperate for their 
Sunday performance. But, according to him, refusing food from menstruat-
ing women was a superstitious belief and a remnant of the past. It seems that 
the particular focus on the bodily consequences of sexual intercourse had 
more to do with regulations of international sports competitions than with 
Bakweri customs and beliefs. 

In football, the case was similar. John Mayebi, the region’s celebrated 
coach whom I wrote about in previous chapters, argued from the point of 
view of a “professional” coach that sexual intercourse involves the tens-
ing of muscles and tendons and leads to a loss of energy. He was slightly 
more forgiving than other football coaches: he allowed 48 hours for recu-
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peration. Another coach – formerly of Unisport Limbe FC, who transferred 
to Buea Young Star FC for a better salary – prided himself on being the only 
expert in the Southwest Region who had spent five months in the renowned 
International Coaching Course at the University of Leipzig in Germany. He 
nominally forbade sexual intercourse after Tuesday, four days before Sunday 
matches. Other coaches made similar prohibitions, citing their education 
and knowledge of science as a source, while dismissing the avoidance of 
menstruating women as a superstitious tradition of the countryside.

It seems that both in football and wrestling the particular emphasis 
on the material body, and the bodily consequences of sexual intercourse, 
were strikingly more pronounced in “technical” and “scientific” discourses 
of global sports. On a global scale, sports in general has frequently been 
the point of tension between different conceptions of the body and its place 
in society, the environment, and cosmology. For instance, Brownell (1995) 
recounts how hers and other athletes’ bodies were measured and tested at 
the U.S. Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs, and how disciplin-
ary regimes of science were applied: “Science is such an ultimate voice 
of authority that one feels absolutely defenseless under its gaze” (1995: 
167). There are also parallels with professionalized rugby clubs, in which 
medical examiners analyze players’ blood and urine samples and test their 
muscles and joints for flexibility, and guide athletes’ careers based on the 
results (Guinness 2014). At the same time, the “scientific” approach to ath-
letes’ bodies grounded in Western biomedicine and the Cartesian separa-
tion between mind and body has frequently been met with resistance, for 
example when athletes in the West tried to recover the holistic approach 
to the body by seeking knowledge of Eastern medicine (Besnier, Brownell, 
and Carter 2018: 89-90). So, on the one hand, athletes sought to recover the 
holistic approach to the body that included lifestyle and moral development; 
on the other hand, professionalized sport demanded more from athletes’ 
bodies, and sought to alienate the athletic body from its environment and 
treat it as a tool (Besnier, Brownell, and Carter 2018: 94).

In the Southwest Region of Cameroon, the origins of prohibitions on 
sexual intercourse before athletic performance could be traced to differ-
ent sources of knowledge, some profiled as traditional, immemorial, and 
couched in terms of culture and heritage, others in terms of scientific and 
technical knowledge. The prohibitions and rules in Cameroon were amal-
gams of these different forms of knowledge. In practice, both wrestlers and 
footballers were anxious about the presence and dangers of women. The 
young Bakweri wrestlers I followed considered the norm of avoiding men-
struating women as an “old belief” but still attempted to follow it, because, 
as one of them said, “It is true that a woman makes a man weak.” Footballers 



141

CHAPTER 6

seemed obsessed with the dangers of ejaculation but also saw women more 
generally as distractions that ought to be avoided. Thus in both football and 
wrestling the material body is a central source of power and anxiety, but it 
cannot be separated from gendered norms, expectations, and vices. 

PENTECOSTAL CHRISTIANITY AND THE CONTROL OF SEXUALITY
Pentecostal Christianity was another moral and bodily regime that focused 
on young people’s sexual practices. Consider the following. In December 
2014, I accompanied one of my friends to the most prominent nightclub 
in Buea, aptly named “Las Vegas,” packed with mirrors and leather seats 
and booming with the latest Naija (Nigerian) hits. This was a rare occa-
sion: throughout my fieldwork, I felt I needed to refrain from late nights to 
avoid the judgment of my Pentecostal friends and hamper my relationships 
with them. On this particular evening, during our third round of drinks, my 
30-year-old friend, formerly a respectable midfielder but with no “career” 
ambitions, shared with me his girlfriend troubles. They had been together 
for more than four years, yet three months prior to our conversation they 
started having issues. Her mother had become a born-again Christian and 
insisted that her daughter should follow. Most frustratingly for my friend, she 
insisted that they were not allowed to have sex before getting married, or at 
least before my friend showed serious intent to tie the knot. According to my 
friend, the girl obeyed her mother: she visited him in his rental on a daily 
basis, but at around 6:30 p.m., when it got dark, she left with no explana-
tion. Stricken by this development, my friend went to visit the church that 
the girl’s mother attended, a tiny makeshift wooden house that served as a 
Pentecostal church, similar to many ad hoc churches in the region. “When I 
saw that small church, I said no, they cannot control me like that!” he angrily 
told me. There were other concerns in their relationship: considering mar-
riage after four years was not unexpected, and he was not financially stable 
enough to pay the bride price, an unavoidable obligation. Yet he was partic-
ularly unhappy about the sexual disciplining by a Pentecostal denomination 
(and a Pentecostal mother) that, in his view, had little authority to police his 
sexual practices. Less than a month later, their relationship ended. 

My friend was not happy with the Pentecostal policing of sex, but many 
other young footballers I interacted with looked for exactly this kind of 
romantic relationship. Pentecostal denominations preach abstention from 
sex before marriage because they consider premarital sex a defilement of 
one’s body and a sin against God. Christians, especially Pentecostals, refer 
to sexual intercourse outside of marriage as “fornication,” a word with a 
strong moralizing tone. It appears frequently in the King James Version of 
the Bible that many of my Pentecostal friends used. For example: “Flee for-
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nication. Every sin that a man doeth is without the body; but he that com-
mitteth fornication sinneth against his own body. What? Know ye not that 
your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of 
God, and ye are not your own?” (1 Corinthians 6:18-19). In the Good News 
Bible, another common version that Emil gave me, hoping that I would dis-
cover Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, “flee fornication” is replaced by “avoid 
immorality.” For Cameroonian Pentecostals, when one commits the sin of 
fornication, one becomes exposed to evil spirits (such as “spirits of youthful 
lust”), which can have detrimental effects in other areas of social life or in the 
future (e.g. in marriage or bearing children). One then needs to be delivered 
from such spirits by a Man of God. This message to abstain from sex is a 
common Christian and Pentecostal message around the continent (see e.g. 
Pype 2012; Burchardt 2011).44

For young footballers, Pentecostal Christianity was a social space to 
challenge the supposed norm of promiscuous practices associated with 
them. The challenge was posed discursively – in daily moralizing conversa-
tions and interactions – but also materially – through the control of sexuality 
and the discipline of the body. Young footballers, whom many Cameroonians 
consider especially prone to a lifestyle that involves permissive sexual-
ity, and yet for whom the athletic body is a central source of capital and an 
instrument for pursuing a brighter future, were in an especially appropriate 
position to pose these challenges by disciplining their bodies. 

Despite church teachings, most young unmarried Pentecostal couples 
I met were not celibate. Pentecostal couples interpreted Christian moral 
codes about sexual practices as a guiding principle, not a strict rule (see also 
Burchardt 2011). As Maribel, a long-term girlfriend of one of my football 
friends and a member of the Apostolic Church, briefly explained, “The church 
can only advise, it cannot command.” In most cases, young Pentecostal 
Christians looked for long-term partners, ideally Pentecostals or those open to 
becoming one. They emphasized their plan for a monogamous and long-term 
relationship, with a clear prospect of marriage. Some of my football friends 
told me they felt obliged to break up with their girlfriends when they became 
born-again, because they had no intention of proposing to them. While young 
Pentecostal couples were not celibate before marriage, they were committed 
to monogamy and controlling sexuality. I spoke to Maribel about her sexual 
activity with her partner, my friend from Unisport Limbe FC. She said, “Our 
relationship is not based on sex […] Even if we see each other for a short time, 
like just after the match when he has free time, we just sit like this and discuss, 

44	 A notable exception is a recent Pentecostal movement in Zimbabwe that, surprisingly, finds 
inspiration to encourage polygyny and sexual prowess in the Bible (Jeater 2016).
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we don’t need to have sex […] And he cannot have so much sex, it takes him 
so much time to recuperate after that.” What young footballers increasingly 
seemed to cherish was a long-term relationship that would allow them to, 
among other things, maintain control over their sexual activity. Pentecostal 
Christianity, with its emphasis on the supposed dangers of “free” sexual activ-
ity and insistence on monogamy, seemed to be an appropriate place to look. 
In their preaching of monogamy and control of sexual practices, Pentecostals 
were in tune with football coaches, who also argued that monogamy was 
beneficial to footballer’s performances.

MARINE SPIRITS AND OVERCOMING IMMOBILITY
For young Cameroonian footballers, sexuality can become entangled with 
aspirations for mobility. The example of Derrick from the beginning of this 
chapter showed how female evil spirits can meddle with young athletes’ 
training regimes. Not surprisingly, they can also disrupt their migration proj-
ects. One solution was to consult with Pentecostal Men of God. 

Consider this story, told to me by Akwe, my Buea Young Star FC team-
mate (see chapter 4), and Saint Collins Aliche, the young charismatic Man of 
God (see Chapter 5). In 2013, Akwe could not get a visa to travel to Europe 
for trials. His manager was eager to send him abroad, but embassies of 
European countries in Cameroon and Nigeria turned down his applications. 
His brother, a born-again Christian, advised him to consult his Man of God, 
Saint Collins, who had already helped him sign a contract with a football 
club in Bamenda (Akwe’s brother was also a talented footballer).

During Akwe’s visit, the young prophet had a revelation that the cause 
of the visa applications being rejected was a woman who was possessed by 
an evil spirit from the “marine kingdom,” the “kingdom of darkness.” The 
Man of God described the woman’s appearance in detail, confirming the 
accuracy of his prophecy.45 I asked Saint Collins for more details about the 
lady in question and the evil spirit:

Saint Collins: She is a real lady, a normal human being like you, but the 
lady is possessed by an evil spirit from the marine kingdom. The spirit is 
passing through that lady to do evil things to youths. 
Uroš: Okay, and the lady was his girlfriend, or, I don’t know, his sister…?
Saint Collins: No, his girlfriend! One of his girlfriends. You know, foot-
ballers have so many girlfriends. So it was one of the girlfriends he once 
dated, but they are no longer together.

45	 As I have shown in chapter 5, when the Pentecostal Men of God “prophesy,” they do not 
necessarily predict future events. Rather, a “prophecy” is a verbalized revelation about events 
and details that could not otherwise have been known by the prophet.
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Once the root of the problem was established, Saint Collins prayed with Akwe 
to deliver him from the evil spirit. He prophesied for the last time: he pointed 
out the signs Akwe would encounter before traveling, the clothes he was 
going to wear, the bag he was going to carry, the items he was going to pack. 
Reportedly, everything happened as expected. Akwe obtained a visa and trav-
eled to Europe for trials. After his first trip, he returned to Cameroon – this was 
considered a failure. But when he applied for a visa a second time, he was 
allowed to travel again. His trials were successful and he reported that a club 
in Eastern Europe was interested in keeping him on their team. Notably, fol-
lowing Saint Collins’s instructions, Akwe stopped dating the lady in question. 

The diagnosis of a “female spirit from the marine world,” a trope that 
Pentecostal Christians use interchangeably with that of a “spiritual wife” (as 
in the example from the beginning of this chapter), refers to the marine spir-
its, such as mami wata, that are common in West and Central Africa and in 
the West African diaspora (Drewal 2008). Mami wata, what in Europe would 
be called a “mermaid,” is usually a beautiful female figure who can deliver 
extraordinary riches but can also threaten people’s relationships.46 Mami wata 
has frequently been interpreted as a metaphor for Africans’ ambiguous experi-
ence of modernity and commodity fetishism, replete with attractions and pos-
sibilities, but also dangers (Argenti 2010; Masquelier 1992; Bastian 1997).

Mami wata (“amant de nuit,” i.e. the night lover, in French) is not a 
straightforward evil figure for all Cameroonians (see e.g. Lammers 2004: 
214-15; 224-26). For Pentecostal Christians, however, she is clearly a 
demon. As a seductress, mami wata uses her sexual appeal to lure human 
beings into a relationship with a “spiritual spouse” that eventually leads to 
their destruction (Masquelier 1992; Meyer 1998; Pype 2011). She provides 
otherworldly sexual experiences (Bastian 1997: 126; Pype 2011: 290-291; 
Meyer 2008) but is capricious in her relationships and refuses to enter into 
real marriage and motherhood (Bastian 1997: 124-125). Most interpreta-
tions of mami wata’s seductions conjure the danger of transgressive female 
sexuality and its meanings in patriarchal societies. She embodies sexuality 
disconnected from fertility, unbounded from the constraints of marriage and 
maternity, and men fear it as dangerous and disruptive (Masquelier 1992: 
62-64). She is men’s expression of disruptive qualities of unbounded female 
sexuality that is immoral and needs to be placed under control.

Cameroonian footballers’ encounters with seductive marine spirits 
and spiritual wives suggest these interpretations are correct, but they also 

46	 Even though marine spirits are common in indigenous cosmologies, such as liengu among 
the Bakweri (Ardener 1975) and miengu among the Duala (Wilcox 2008), it is not unreasonable 
to compare it to a European “mermaid,” given that mami wata is likely a product of colonial 
encounter (Drewal 2008).



145

CHAPTER 6

suggest more. In the context of young footballers’ supposed promiscuity, 
the Pentecostal belief that pre-marital sex is sinful, and young footballers’ 
belief that sex affects their performance, the images of spiritual wives and 
seductive female spirits are comments on the immoral sexuality of not only 
women but also men. When Derrick’s Pentecostal friends talked about him 
and his problems with a spiritual wife, they also commented on his “love of 
women” that was holding him back. It was even somewhat contradictory to 
make such a claim, since mami wata is said to deplete her victim’s sexual 
appetite. In any case, a spiritual “diagnosis” was also a judgment on the 
immorality of his acts. When Akwe was said to be affected by marine spir-
its, the main reason was his promiscuous lifestyle, supposedly characteris-
tic of him and many other footballers. As Saint Collins opined, “[The foot-
ballers] like this enjoyment, good life, girls love them, but it is destruction.” 
The seductive marine spirits are then not only metaphors for the dangers 
of female transgressive sexual acts, but also male ones. Judging by these 
encounters, it is young men who need to transform themselves by chang-
ing their sexual practices in order to avoid “contracting” evil spirits through 
transgressive sex. 

In addition, marine spirits are not simply metaphors. They also serve 
as catalysts for long-term effects in real life. The goal of Christian deliver-
ance from a marine spirit is not to absolve a young man from guilt and allow 
him to continue without the burden of the spirits, but to change him. As the 
material approach to Pentecostalism would suggest (Meyer 2010; Vásquez 
2011), marine spirits and spiritual wives are not only a diagnosis of a prob-
lem, immaterial abstractions that serve as a secondary level commentary on 
the world, but also active attempts to transform practices and moral attitudes 
and trigger change. Female spirits are not only commentaries on immoral 
practices, but also attempts to transform practices, a form of Pentecostal dis-
ciplining of sexuality.

Finally, one of the key appeals of Saint Collins Aliche to young foot-
ballers was his record of helping young people leave the country. The young 
Man of God frequently bragged about his “spiritual sons and daughters” 
who were scattered all over the world: Germany, Poland, the United States, 
China, Angola. He claimed to have helped them obtain their visas and large 
sums of money for their airfares. Saint Collins was himself transnationally 
oriented: several times he expressed an interest in continuing with university 
education and founding a Pentecostal church in Europe or the United States. 
He helped footballers’ mobility both spiritually, by leading them through 
prayers, and materially, by providing them with personal contacts and finan-
cial assistance to obtain passports and visas – highly valued commodities for 
young footballers keen to leave the country.
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This begins to explain why the footballers gravitated to Pentecostal 
Christianity for moral guidance about sexuality. Pentecostalism and 
Christianity were not the only institutions in Cameroon that aimed to control 
young men’s sexuality. As shown above, retired Bakweri wrestling champi-
ons maintained ideas of controlling sexual practices. However, these ideas 
were inseparable from the moral training that bound young men to vil-
lage social structures. According to wrestling ngumu, a good wrestler was 
respectful of the village, and, most important, family and elders. Without 
this respect, ngumu maintained, they could not wrestle. In the Grassfields 
societies of the Northwest Region, fondoms (kingdoms) also have prominent 
norms that seek to control young men’s sexual encounters, as Grassfields 
elders have long instructed young men to remain celibate until marriage. The 
morality of fondoms (kingdoms) that forbids young bachelors to have sexual 
intercourse was the norm in Grassfields villages until late 1970s. Since then, 
the older generation has been complaining that youths have became sexu-
ally permissive, and notables surrounding the fon (king) struggle to reclaim 
control over young men’s sexuality (Warnier 2007: 233-66). But these norms 
bind young men to the hierarchical structures of fondoms in the Grassfields. 
In contrast, Pentecostal Christians distance themselves from these “tradi-
tional” institutions that anchor young men in local hierarchies, and support 
dreams of mobility and efforts to travel abroad. Pentecostalism is attractive 
for the young footballers because it is a disciplining regime that promises 
engagement with transnational processes.

EATING AND FASTING
Sex was not the only source of anxiety for footballers who struggled to main-
tain their bodies. Another one was eating: having an adequate diet was a 
challenge. Emil emphasized this point in the previously quoted exchange 
between him, Franklin, and myself, when he claimed that young footballers 
in Buea “do not eat well” (no di chop fayn). Buea Young Star FC players often 
complained to their coaches about the difficulties of maintaining a regular 
diet appropriate for a daily training regimen. Occasionally, during train-
ing sessions, when coaches pushed the footballers beyond their limits and 
the footballers had difficulties keeping up, they gestured with their hands 
towards their mouth, indicating that they were hungry and had no money 
to eat well. This was a particular difficulty for footballers who have migrated 
to Buea from elsewhere in Cameroon. They lived far away from their family 
compounds and from the women who bore most of the burden of preparing 
food. Emil and Franklin were cases in point: Emil migrated from Fundong 
in the Grassfields, an eight-hour bus ride from Buea, while Franklin’s family 
household was in Tiko, about one hour away. Like many other footballers in 
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Buea Young Star FC, they lived in cheap rentals, for which they paid between 
CFA 7,000 and 15,000 per month, which was a challenge. The cheapest 
meals in Buea eateries cost between CFA 300 and 500. Migrant footballers 
had no regular source of income (almost none of them worked), and they 
usually received only minimal amounts from their families. As I showed in 
chapter 3, footballers frequently complained to coaches about the irregu-
larity of “training bonuses,” i.e. small daily allowances of around CFA 500, 
which coaches commonly gave to footballers to pay for meals. The bonuses 
were however notoriously irregular, and at times footballers did not receive 
any for several months. Short on cash, they often mobilized their social net-
works for their daily meals – relatives who resided in Buea, family friends, 
pastors, coaches, or friends who were better off, such as myself. This made 
for an irregular diet that hampered the footballers’ attempts to maintain their 
bodies.

At the same time, footballers regularly scrutinized each other’s bodies 
for signs of too much “enjoyment,” i.e. excessive eating and drinking. A cor-
pulent male body can be an idiom of prosperity and powerful masculinity 
in many settings in Cameroon, while on other occasions people invoke it 
as a way to ridicule the powerful (Mbembe 2001: 102-141). For footballers, 
quite unsurprisingly, a growing belly was a sign that a footballer was enjoy-
ing too much good food (and perhaps beer and whiskey) and was becoming 
lazy with his training. In particular, footballers were wary of kinds of food 
deemed harmful to their bodies. Traditional dishes that originated from the 
countryside were key points of contention. Some footballers claimed that 
their physical strength originated from the traditional diets of their ethnic 
groups on which they had grown up. This was most commonly expressed 
by the Banyangi, who proudly claimed that their traditional diet of water-
fufu and eru, a dish based on cassava’s starchy tuberous root, provided them 
with superior strength. However, most footballers disregarded such claims as 
outdated beliefs, as they learned from their coaches to avoid food that was 
marked as “heavy”. Coaches insisted footballers eat food that was “light” – a 
plate of spaghetti or rice with tomato sauce, and occasionally a small piece 
of fish or chicken (red meat was to be avoided). It is perhaps significant that 
many of cocoyam-based dishes deemed harmful to the athletic body, such 
as kwacoco with banga soup prepared by the Bakweri, or achu prepared by 
Northwesterners, were traditional delicacies that invoked the Cameroonian 
countryside.

In addition, unlike Unisport Limbe FC footballers, Buea Young Star FC 
footballers did not have a formidable training infrastructure available to 
them. As I have shown in chapter 3, football clubs ideally had an extensive 
infrastructure that included dormitories, separate kitchens, and private train-
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ing fields, but these were rare. Clubs such as Unisport Limbe FC used such 
infrastructure to isolate footballers from their social surroundings and control 
their activities and bodies. They would prepare meals three times per day, 
in order to ensure that footballers ate regularly and appropriately (meaning 
only rice or spaghetti). Buea Young Star FC footballers and those of almost all 
other clubs and academies were left to take care of their bodies and diets in 
their usual social surroundings in their neighborhoods.

Pentecostalism, again, played a role in dieting. While the imperatives 
of football coaches converged with Pentecostalism in matters of disciplin-
ing sexual practices, in matters of diet coaches and Pentecostals at first sight 
seemed to be in conflict. Pentecostal denominations and Men of God pre-
scribed periods of “dry fasting,” avoiding all food and water between 6:00 
a.m. and 6:00 p.m., and often longer. For example, the Christ Embassy 
International Church would encourage their followers to fast for one week, 
and to break the fast after the Friday evening church service. These were 
not obligations but rather encouragements, and dedicated Pentecostal foot-
ballers occasionally fasted on their own initiative. On the surface, “dry fast-
ing” clashed with footballers’ demanding training schedules. Both footballers 
and coaches recognized that fasting, like sex, led to a loss of physical energy, 
which was detrimental to training and performance, and prescribed ways 
of managing fasting and training. For example, Peter Bechem, a goalkeeper 
coach at Unisport Limbe FC and a well-known physical education teacher, 
was a dedicated Pentecostal Christian, and developed a three-day fasting 
program for football players who wanted to fast in the middle of a football 
season. After the Sunday football match, a player could fast for one full 
day on Monday but still drink water (“wet fasting”). On Tuesday, the player 
should break the fast at 12:00 a.m., and on Wednesday fast between 6:00 
a.m. and 12:00 a.m. He should stop fasting on Thursday and focus on train-
ing for the Sunday match. Another method, the one most preferred by the 
Pentecostal coach, was to endure a week-long period of dry fasting to allow 
the player to “feed in the word of God,” but only during pre-season prepara-
tions, i.e. before the season’s intensely competitive period. According to the 
coach, this resulted in a solid spiritual “foundation” and spiritual “strength” 
after which the footballer could easily “regenerate power from God” during 
the competitive season by fasting for only three to six hours. Thus fasting, 
when properly planned, was advisable despite the immediate physical dif-
ficulties, because it gave one strength for the long term.

For Pentecostal footballers, fasting was a physical challenge, but an 
important and necessary one. They were not obliged by Men of God or 
coaches to fast but chose to do it on their own. My Pentecostal interlocu-
tors insisted on instructions that had to be followed. First, fasting was not 
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simply “not eating.” As I have shown above, footballers frequently did not 
“eat well” because of their economic hardships, but Pentecostal footballers 
did not consider this fasting. Rather, fasting was a deliberate decision and a 
conscious effort to avoid food, which also involved praying and reading the 
Bible. Second, one was not supposed to communicate to anyone in one’s 
social surroundings that one was fasting, as this could invite pity and admira-
tion that could lead to gratification. Pentecostal footballers insisted that their 
teammates and coaches were oblivious to their fasting, in part because they 
trained extra hard to compensate. Third, one could have prophetic visions as 
a result of fasting and praying, i.e. insights into the spiritual world, but that 
should not be the motivation for fasting. Instead, the motivation should be 
to become “spiritually strong” in the long term. So, despite the immediate 
effect on the body, fasting for Pentecostal footballers was not antithetical to 
training and performing. Instead, when properly managed, it was part of a 
long-term spiritual preparation that eventually translated into a better perfor-
mance, winning matches, and success in general. 

SPIRITUALITY AND THE ATHLETIC BODY
Spirituality, in this case Pentecostalism, is a method for disciplining the body 
that is increasingly attractive for the footballers, despite tensions between 
the material and the spiritual. And while many of its directives are reminis-
cent of prohibitions that traditional healers might enforce (see chapter 5), 
the emphasis on long-term development and moral transformation is crucial. 
Pentecostalism is also appealing as a disciplinary regime that supports young 
men’s aspirations to move abroad and desires to break away from local hier-
archies. It is also relevant that Pentecostal disciplining of the body is not 
directly enforced. Footballers choose whether and when to fast, and they 
can negotiate sexual practices. Pentecostalism then emerges as a disciplin-
ing regime that is at once strict and unambiguous – there are clear directives 
about what is morally acceptable and what is not – while at the same time 
leaves room for interpretation and negotiation to individuals. This dual qual-
ity is another reason why Pentecostalism appeals to footballers.

As the above cases show, the athletic body is hardly simply a result (or 
an expression) of a particular society, culture, or social structure. It is rather 
an amalgam of different discourses and practices, some termed as techni-
cal and originating from the West, others termed as traditional. In practice, 
it is often not possible to differentiate the two, although attempting to find 
the sources of practices and discourses is useful to showing how blurred 
the boundaries are between them. Moreover, considering footballers’ bod-
ies as expressions of a tradition does no justice to the fact that they strug-
gle to train and maintain their bodies as part of a future-oriented project of 
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social and geographical mobility. Finally, as the body is the most obvious 
center of attention for athletes, it emerges as a site in which gendered moral-
ity – norms, judgments, and demands – and gendered aspirations become 
materialized in a very urgent way. Pentecostalism shapes masculinities, as 
it appears as a solution to athletes who deal with unpredictable flows and 
closures of transnational circuits.


